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   The man leaned back in his chair and propped his feet up on a console, trying to pour himself one more drink from an empty bottle. 
 
   Nothing came out and he squinted into it, seeking proof it was really dry. 
 
   “Dammit.”
 
   He wasn’t particularly worried over the shards of shattered glass that spread all over the floor when it hit the wall behind him. He was worried about being out of whiskey. Drought would be a real problem. 
 
   He rose to his feet on unsteady legs and made his way to a cabinet hanging on the wall. 
 
   Damn this floor is unsteady. They don’t make them like they used to.
 
   At least he found more booze, and he cradled the bottle. 
 
   “Hello sexy.”
 
   Talking to bottles might not be a good habit, but there wasn’t anyone around to hear him, so who cared.
 
   He started drinking when he left station TL52 earlier in the day. He had been paid well and carried nice new cargo that would pay even better. These were good reasons to celebrate. Especially since bad memories tended to seep into his mind, ruining any good mood. Using alcohol to chase his ghosts away seemed reasonable. The first drink was lonely in his stomach and wanted company by a second one, and so it went.
 
   As soon as he sat down, the proximity alarm blared. 
 
   What the hell, space is huge. How can there possibly be someone out there?
 
   He braced himself for the collision, but remembered to protect the fresh bottle, just in case he’d survive.
 
   A moment later, a woman stood in the middle of the room. She crossed her arms and lifted an eyebrow. 
 
   “What did you do that for? Space is so big and you just had to run into me?”
 
   She glanced around the room and wrinkled her nose. 
 
   “Oh my God, I’ve been rammed by a trash barge. I bet you have rats too.”
 
   It didn’t seem that bad. Sure he had some empty bottles, shards of glass, and plates with mouldy food, but there were worse places. 
 
   “How did you… Where’d you come from?” 
 
   Why was speaking so difficult? He tried again.
 
   “Oh, I get it, you’re a hallunication. Because I’m hrunk. Right?”
 
   At least the alarms fell silent. Maybe he died in the collision and this was either heaven or hell. 
 
   I think I’m alive, but I’m not sure.
 
   “Oh you’re hrunk alright.” 
 
   To his surprise, the unlikely woman giggled. “A drunk hunk, that makes a hrunk. What’d you do? Bathe in scotch?”
 
   Scotch? Sounds good. 
 
   He took a swig and squinted at her. His eyes probably weren’t trustworthy; women always seemed pretty when he was drunk, and they usually turned out to be hideous the next morning. Still, this one appeared to be beautiful for real. She shouted at him again, nothing new there. 
 
   Some nonsense about rats. 
 
   It made no sense but he shrugged it off. 
 
   All women were crazy anyway.
 
   Drawing his gun and pointing it at her was more difficult than it should have been. The weapon swayed from side to side, but it was probably her moving. 
 
   “Stand still.”
 
   He attempted to rise from the chair to demand information, but doing so turned out to be too much work. 
 
   Why is the stupid room spinning? Another drink might help. Maybe that’ll make her go away too, or at least be quiet.
 
   When he put the bottle down again, the woman held a hand out to him. 
 
   “I’m Maria Callaway. It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   How is it nice to meet you? I mean me… 
 
   He looked at the hand as if it was a peculiar artefact. Maria Callaway sounded like a name, but it was wrong. Her name ought to be sexy. The thought made him grin and gave a big enough boost of adrenaline to get to his feet.
 
   He should shake her hand, but when he looked at his right hand it held the precious bottle. He couldn’t drop that. The other held his gun. Why had he drawn his weapon again? Not important. Getting it back into the holster was too much work and he tossed it on a console. 
 
   The hand looked like a fragile object he might accidentally break, and he took it carefully. 
 
   “I’m Stephan. Stephan Forks. Uh, sorry ‘bout your ship.”  
 
   This time he realized he slurred. What way was that to talk to a beautiful woman? She should be in his bed and not on his bridge. He closed one eye, reasoning it might be easier to focus on her if he didn’t use both of them, and examined her slender body, pale skin, long black hair, and big green eyes. It was easy to imagine kissing those perfect lips and touching those perfect breasts… 
 
   Yeah, she was probably beautiful for real, and not just because he was drunk. 
 
   “So... what’s a ship like you doing in a woman like this?” 
 
   It didn’t sound right even in his own ears and he grimaced, muttering, “ship, woman, what’s a woman doing in a ship... eh, who cares, too much work.”
 
   Maria answered dryly, “Yes, I’m starting to wonder that myself.”
 
   “Meh, you’re not real anyway.” 
 
   He returned his attention to his old friend in the bottle. The walking and talking hallucination might go away if he ignored it. Strange how solid she seemed though.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Maria Callaway crossed her arms and watched the slumping man. First he ruined her ship, and then he thought she was a mirage. Great.
 
   She pinched the bridge of her nose and ran through her options. She’d checked the ship out when it became clear he was going to ram her, and there weren’t any other people there. She could either leave, or try to make sense of the person she’d found.
 
   “I just got my ship because my little sister had one, and rescuing humans in space seemed like fun.”
 
   He turned his back on her and muttered, “Not there. She’s not there.”
 
   “I’m just saying, it wasn’t a great loss.”
 
   Maybe I was destined to collide with this nutcase. It could be the beginning of a new adventure. Or not… At least he’s good looking.
 
   Stephan boasted a muscular body, unruly hair, a good-looking face, and stubbly cheeks. She always had a soft spot for stubble. Those brown eyes of his wouldn’t be bad either, if they weren’t so watery. He smelled bad though. Still, if he was half as intelligent as he was handsome, he might be good company once he sobered up.
 
   Okay, I guess I’m staying. For now. 
 
   She blinked, and the bottle of whiskey disappeared, together with all the filth spread out over the bridge. Stephan stared at his empty hand, evidently trying to figure out what happened. When he glanced over at her, he seemed surprised she was still there. 
 
   “Give that back.”
 
   Spreading out her empty hands, Maria put up an innocent face. 
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about. It does, however, seem as if I’m stuck here with you since you destroyed my ship. Find me a place to sleep.”
 
   He gave a completely blank stare, and she rolled her eyes. “You crashed into me, five minutes ago, remember?” 
 
   “Oh yeah, that… Sorry ‘bout that, babe.” 
 
   He pulled a hand through his hair and looked embarrassed.
 
   She wanted to slap her forehead in exasperation. Then, she realized what he said and nearly snapped at him for calling her babe. Instead, she drew a deep breath. 
 
   None of this matters. If he’s not dead from alcohol poisoning by morning, he won’t remember a thing.
 
   Stephan took a step forward and grumbled, barely understandably, “The ship isn’t supposed to roll like this. I’ve gotta fix the stabilizers, or is it the artificial gravity? Where was I going again? Oh yeah…” 
 
   He threw an arm around her shoulders and gave her a good squeeze.
 
   Good thing I’m stronger than I look or we would both have fallen over.
 
   She tried to stay away from his breath, waving a hand in front of her face. Shouldn’t something this wicked be labelled a safety hazard?
 
   Leaning heavily on her, Stephan somehow led the way through a door and into an elevator. By the time they reached the floor below, he seemed to have forgotten where they were going, and she carried most of his weight.
 
   “I should leave you here. You’d probably sleep it off just fine on the floor.”
 
   “Uuuh…”
 
   The groan could mean anything and she rolled her eyes. 
 
   “I guess I like you since I bother…”
 
   A nondescript corridor stretched out to both sides. “Where are we going?”
 
   No answer came and she turned left on instinct. Her feet brought her to the third door on the left and she didn’t even lift an eyebrow in surprise when it turned out to be a well-used bedroom. 
 
   It’s good to always be right.
 
   Stephan already snored and she dropped him on the bed. 
 
   “Don’t let this become a habit.” 
 
   Lying with his back on the bed and most of his legs on the floor didn’t look too comfortable, so she pulled him further up and forced his boots off.
 
   “Why did I do that? Stupid drunk human.”
 
   She wanted to bang her head against the wall, chanting, “Stupid, stupid, stupid,” but that would be below her dignity. Instead, she took a seat on the floor with her back leaning against the wall. Think, Maria.
 
   Thinking did not go well. The room smelled weird and the large man on the bed distracted her. She believed in fate; most of the time she ended up exactly where she needed to be without even trying, and what seemed like coincidences usually made sense in the end. Taking this into consideration, and the size of time and space, it probably wasn’t an accident they occupied the exact same space at the same time.
 
   The rest of the ship has been pretty neat. Maybe he isn’t a total pig after all. Should I stick around for a couple of days? Well, I have all the time in the world, and if nothing amusing happens, I can always teleport away… Now what? It’ll be hours before he starts moving again.
 
   She could explore, but the ship probably wasn’t that interesting. 
 
   What would normal people do? Go to sleep?
 
   It seemed reasonable. Lacking anything better to do, she curled up next to him. His snoring should be irritating, but soon turned into a soothing lullaby, and she drifted off to sleep within seconds. 
 
   “If you throw up on me, I’ll turn you into a camel.” 
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   Stephan slept for many hours, and when he eventually woke up, a drummer kept a steady beat in his head. 
 
   He was queasy, his mouth felt as dry as a Ter´kyan sand desert, and it tasted even worse. 
 
   “I’ve got to stop drinking.”
 
   That sensible thought came to him many a morning just like this. Thus far it hadn’t happened, but some time might be the first.
 
   His memories of the previous evening were dim, to say the least. He must have left port because he was on his ship and not in one of the shabby hotels that surrounded the bar, and he was in bed. Bonus. 
 
   I can’t remember going here, but it’s much better than waking up on the bridge or in some corridor.
 
   He had a faint memory of a pair of incredible green eyes and long dark hair, but that was probably just a dream.
 
   Groaning, he tried to move, and was surprised to find a light weight over his shoulder and chest. The room spun and opening his eyes and moving his head made it spin faster. It was still worth the effort. The dark hair from his dreams was spread out across his pillows, and over the pale, but beautiful face of a sleeping woman. The light weight he felt was her arm, and he marvelled over her slender fingers and perfect nails before he had to close his eyes again.
 
   Whoa, what happened yesterday?
 
   The girl was in his bed, and he had no idea who she was, or how she ended up there. He didn’t even know how he got there. She didn’t look anything like the girls he usually picked up when he made port, and they weren’t in port; they were in space. Hung over or not, he knew the feeling and sound of his ship. 
 
   I wish I gave her the night of her life. Judging from the way he felt and the fact that they were both fully dressed, he doubted it.
 
   There was another more pressing problem; he had to get up, but it seemed a shame to wake the sleeping beauty. He moved her off him as gently as he could and got out of bed, staggering towards the restroom, ashamed of the way he nearly toppled over. 
 
   If I’m lucky, she might not be awake to see this.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Maria was very much awake, but pretended to be sound asleep so she wouldn’t have to face him. 
 
   I can’t believe I snuggled up to him. This is too embarrassing. Maybe I should leave before he comes back?
 
   As human as she might look, she wasn’t one. Experience claimed his body would be giving him hell by now, and he still moved her gently, being kind in spite of his own discomfort. It didn’t make up for destroying her ship, but it was more than she expected and she had to give him points for it. 
 
   Watching through her lashes, she grimaced when he almost fell. 
 
   How does he keep so fit in space? Especially with these drinking habits?
 
   Moreover, where did those dangerous thoughts come from?
 
   She sat up the moment he disappeared out of sight and shook her head at herself. 
 
   “Maria Callaway, now what are you going to do?” 
 
   Maybe she could pretend everything was normal? That’s what she usually did, and why not. It wasn’t as if he would remember anything. 
 
   The plan came across as somewhat childish, but it was the best she had, and she sat up with a pillow behind her back. She gave her appearance a thought, just to make sure she was a good representative for her species, of course, no other reason.
 
   If I stay, I’ll have to tell him who I am. What should I say? 
 
   She tried an explanation on the empty room. 
 
   “I teleported myself onto your ship yesterday and decided to spend the night. I come from a species that spread over the galaxy a long time ago. We’re so ancient no one can remember who we are anymore. Oh yes, before I forget, my family used to be revered as Gods on Earth.” 
 
   Tyeah, that’ll either make him jump out an airlock, or try to lock me up for being an insane megalomaniac.
 
   Rolling her eyes at herself, she made a breakfast tray appear. She didn’t need to eat, but she liked to, and breakfast was her favourite. With strong coffee, fruits, and croissants, the adventure was shaping up by the minute.
 
   Stephan was gone for quite some time, and even if his face still seemed chalky when he returned, he looked like he would live. He made his way to the bed and sank down next to her with a groan. 
 
   “Sorry babe, I have to close my eyes for a few.”
 
   She opened her mouth to point out she wasn’t a babe, but realized the futility and stuffed a piece of pineapple in it instead. He probably called all women babe and the habit wouldn’t go away just like that.
 
   He opened an eye again and glanced at her. 
 
   “I’d say make yourself at home, but you’ve already done that. I didn’t know we had fruit.”
 
   You didn’t. I do.
 
   The pineapple tasted sweet, and she enjoyed a couple pieces of melon and a strawberry as well before nibbling a croissant. Stephan made no sign of opening his eyes again or even moving. 
 
   I wonder if he’s dead. That would be counterproductive. I’d just be alone on another ship. 
 
   Sighing, she took a sip of coffee, decided it was too bitter, and added some chocolate to it with a thought.
 
   I could help him, but should I? If I don’t it’ll take most of the day for him to recuperate, and he’ll probably just start drinking again. That doesn’t sound like much fun.
 
   It might, however, be morally wrong not to let him suffer the consequences of his actions.
 
   She doubted she’d have the patience to wait until he recovered on his own, and she held her hand out over his forehead only to withdraw it again, feeling uncharacteristically uncertain. 
 
   I want to touch him, just to find out what it would feel like. That can’t be a good thing.
 
   She shook her head and took another sip of coffee. First she cuddled up to him in her sleep, and now she wanted to touch him. A drunk human… 
 
   Too much time alone in space. Maybe I should go visit my family for a while.
 
   There were many humans, billions of them, and she should go find herself another one for company. One who wasn’t so attractive. She didn’t want to turn out like her father. He had affairs with other species all the time, and it brought him nothing but trouble and hundreds of children. 
 
   Stop dilly-dallying and do it already.
 
   Stephan’s skin was clammy under her hand, and she suddenly felt sorry for him. Yes, he brought this on himself, but anyway… 
 
   Healing was easy. It was one of the first powers she mastered as a child, and it only took a few seconds. 
 
   “There, you should be fine. Have some breakfast. And take it easy on the booze in the future.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Stephan hoped lying down with his eyes closed would ease the hangover, but it didn’t. 
 
   The girl must be a figment of his imagination. She was a fantasy resulting from too much time alone in space combined with three large bottles of scotch. 
 
   I would remember bringing a girl aboard. I would certainly remember a girl looking like her. No way she’s real.
 
   Then, her hand was there, so wonderfully cool. For a few moments it filled his entire world; it became the only thing that existed. Her touch filled his mind and blocked every pain and sadness he ever experienced. When she pulled back after much too short a time he wanted to grab her arm and put the hand back.
 
   Opening his eyes, the room no longer swayed around him. She said he was fine, and he had to agree. He never felt better. 
 
   “Hey, how’d you do that?”
 
   It took a conscious effort to avert his eyes from her perfect lips. His gaze wanted to stray down to her breasts instead, but that seemed even more impolite, and he forced himself to look at the tray on her lap. 
 
   How can she have strawberries? I haven’t seen one for a decade.
 
   Wherever the food came from, it looked scrumptious. A minute earlier he wouldn’t have been able to eat if his life depended on it, and now he was starving. Fruits weren’t his normal choice for food; he doubted it even was food and not just something food was supposed to eat, but this morning he found himself gobbling it down, every flavour clearer than ever before. 
 
   Say something. 
 
   His mind was completely blank, and he suspected only gibberish would come out if he tried to speak. Luckily, an alarm blared, and even if it meant danger, he was grateful for the distraction. Jumping out of bed, he found he wasn’t wearing any shoes, and sat down again to pull them on. 
 
   “I’ll check it out. Stay here.”
 
   He entered the bridge moments later and stopped dead in his tracks. The woman stood there, watching his monitors with a slight frown. 
 
   “How… How did you get here?”
 
   Looking behind him, there was still only one door.
 
   She ignored the question. 
 
   “That’s your proximity alert. Let me guess, space is infinite, and you travel around and somehow keep finding people to bump into?” 
 
   Somehow, his feet moved him forward so he could turn the alarm off. 
 
   “Not on purpose. It just kinda… happens. You’re not real, are you?”
 
   If I keep talking to an imaginary woman and eating imaginary food, I’m probably ready for the loony bin. Maybe I’m dead.
 
   “Rubbish. Don’t worry about me, worry about that.”
 
   He followed her gaze to the large monitors and whistled through his teeth. The thing outside was huge.
 
   Mysterious ships appearing along with a mysterious girl, there has to be a connection. 
 
   He snapped himself out of the line of thought and opened a hailing frequency. No answer came, but he was rewarded with a thump against the hull. The woman by his side mumbled, “I don’t think that’s a good thing.”
 
   She doesn’t sound worried, more excited. Maybe there’s something wrong with her?
 
   The computer interrupted his thoughts. 
 
   “Unauthorized access of Airlock One.”
 
   That was quick. He cursed quietly as he grabbed his gun. The newcomers were cutting through his encryptions like a hot knife through ice cream. They had to be professionals.
 
   He hesitated for a second and bent down to retrieve another weapon from beneath the consoles. It was smaller than his, but still efficient. 
 
   “Take this. You just point and shoot, okay? Stay here. I’ll check what they want.” 
 
   I wish I could have gotten to know you better. 
 
   It surprised him he didn’t just mean in a physical sense. The newcomers might be peaceful and just have a problem with their communications, but it wasn’t likely. There could be hundreds of people on a ship that size, maybe even thousands. He wouldn’t be able to fend them off by himself and normally he wouldn’t care. If he lived, he lived. Now, he felt responsible for the girl.
 
   Her name is Maria Callaway, and I rammed her ship. 
 
   The memory made him feel slightly more confident. It didn’t explain how she could move faster than him in his own ship, but it made her seem more real.
 
   He wanted to tell her everything would be all right, that she needn’t worry, but as proficient as he was in lying, he couldn’t force the words over his lips. Their only chance against something this size was to run and hope the pursuers didn’t find them, but that wouldn’t be possible with the ships docked. 
 
   I have to get us free from the other ship so we can jump into hyperspace. Great danger, no plan, this sounds like a fun day. 
 
   Only when the computer chirped, “Unauthorized docking complete,” did he realize he’d been standing there, just staring at her, for far too long. The real danger might already be on the ship. It was much too easy to get lost in her huge, green eyes.
 
   There was a tangible problem to deal with in the cargo bay, and he could daydream all he wanted if he survived. Right now, he didn’t have time to lose track of reality. He winked at her and acted on an impulse, bending forward to place a kiss on her cheek.
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   The door closed behind Stephan and Maria stared at it, holding the gun he gave her. She didn’t need it, but it was solid in her hands and presented a welcome connection to the real world where ships didn’t collide, where Gods built universes and created life, and humans built houses and machines.
 
   The heart in her human shell pounded and she lifted her fingers to touch her cheek where his kiss still burned. He was good looking even when dead drunk, and now when he was sober he turned out to be nice and protective too. Interesting.
 
   She liked to be protected. Everyone who knew her also knew she was more than able to take care of herself, and no one even tried protecting her since she was a child.
 
   She allowed herself to relish the thoughts for a moment, but reality beckoned. She had an interesting day. How dared these people, whoever they might be, interrupt when she was enjoying herself?
 
   Lifting an eyebrow, she looked at the energy pistol. 
 
   “So, you’re a gun, huh?” 
 
   In her imagination, it answered, “Yes, and I want to go shoot bad people.” 
 
   Who could argue with that? 
 
   Telling herself she was only interested in the will of the weapon, she teleported down a couple of decks and materialized behind Stephan. 
 
   Whoa, who loaded this ship? Crazy elves?
 
   Such a haphazard clutter of boxes and tools could hardly be created on purpose. He must have been pretty drunk.
 
   She shrugged and took a step forward, peeking over some wooden crates and holding the gun in front of her. She could at least pretend to aim at the slowly opening airlock door.
 
    Trying to sound angry was more difficult than she expected, and she had problems hiding the amusement in her voice. 
 
   “Don’t ever do that again, unless you really mean it.” 
 
   He couldn’t have heard her arrive, but the sound of her voice still didn’t make him jump. Good self control.
 
   “You never do what people tell you to, do you? And don’t ever do what?” 
 
   “Kiss me, of course. Don’t do that if you don’t mean it, or I’ll kick your ass.” 
 
   “Oh, if we make it out of this, I’ll try to kiss you again, and don’t worry, I’ll mean it.” 
 
   His eyes locked on her face for a moment, and the gaze made her want to blush.
 
   The airlock door finally swung open, and she could just make out five husky shapes, one of them giving orders to the others. 
 
   “Spread out and find the cargo. Don’t bother with prisoners.”
 
   “I know him.”
 
   Maria rolled her eyes. 
 
   “You sure have a way of picking your friends.”
 
   Stephan made a dismissive gesture. 
 
   “I wouldn’t call him a friend, we’ve played cards and shared a couple bottles of tequila. He must have followed me since yesterday.”
 
   “And you made it easy for him, drifting in the same spot.”
 
   “Maybe. They might have a tracking device on us. Keep your head down.”
 
   He squeezed a shot off, and one of the men yelped. 
 
   “Captain Melota, this is an unexpected pleasure, but you’ve caught me at a bad time. I’m in the middle of something here. Maybe you can come back later?” 
 
   The other man laughed heartily. 
 
   “Stephan, we just want your cargo. Stop shooting my men, give it to me, and I’ll leave.”
 
   “I’ll stop shooting when you get off my ship.”
 
   He winked and whispered, “Stay here and keep your head down, I’ll go around and take them from the other side.” 
 
   She waved him off, trying to look as if things like this happened to her all the time. The muzzle of a gun stuck out from the airlock. Her aim had always been terrible, and without using her powers, she could just as well try to throw the gun at them. She squeezed away a random shot and made it hit the other weapon through sheer willpower. Someone cursed and she beamed, pleased with herself.  
 
   Glancing around the room, she couldn’t see Stephan anywhere. Hopefully, she bought him some time. It might help if they thought he still hid behind the crates. 
 
   Then, someone pressed the muzzle of a gun against her neck, and a coarse voice hissed, “Put that down, missy.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Stephan made his way around the vast room, heading for a position that would allow him to fire straight into the airlock. The intruders were in a confined space, and he should be able to take at least some of them out. 
 
   If it wasn’t for Maria, they would have killed me in my sleep. Guess I owe her one.
 
   Just as the thought flew through his mind, his eyes registered a movement almost outside his field of vision. He spun around just in time to see one of Melota’s thugs sneak up on his girl.
 
   Well, she’s not technically my girl, but she’s a passenger in my care, and definitely a girl. That’ll have to do.
 
   Turning back the way he came, he made his way back between the crates as quietly as he could. How could anyone get this far into the ship without him noticing?
 
   He saw Maria drop the little gun, and his anger flared hot when the man touched her, running a hand over her body, pretending to search for hidden weapons. 
 
   Seriously? I haven’t even gotten to touch her like that myself.
 
   Seeing her strike an elbow back hard enough to send the thug staggering made him want to cheer, and he didn’t hesitate to take advantage of the new situation. The butt of his gun came down hard on the other man’s temple, and the pirate fell to the floor.
 
   Whirling around, Maria seemed ready to fend off any new attackers, and for a second Stephan thought he should have stayed out of it. She seemed able to care for herself. Then, she met his eyes and he reacted without thinking, caressing her cheek. 
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   She nodded and smiled. 
 
   “Yes. Thank you.” 
 
   I’m so screwed; I want to kiss her so bad. I wonder what she tastes like.
 
   Now wasn’t the time. Melota’s gang was spreading out in the cargo bay, and he needed a new plan. Leaving her again was out of the question. His mind created images of her being dragged to the other ship, alone and abused, and the very thought made his blood boil. 
 
   Why am I taking this new responsibility so seriously, and why doesn’t the weight of it seem too heavy to carry?
 
   No time to be introspective. 
 
   “Let’s go get these goons off the ship. Stay right behind me.” 
 
   He didn’t expect her to obey, but she followed without any objections, staying admirably quiet as she watched him take care of the intruders one after the other. 
 
   It didn’t take long until Stephan dragged bodies of dead and unconscious men into a rickety tunnel connecting the two ships. He didn’t particularly like handling corpses, but there was no getting away from it, and when they disconnected, the bodies would float peacefully out into space. It seemed to be an easy way to dispose of them. 
 
   Maria waved the gun in the air pretending to cover him, and from the way she held it, he wouldn’t hold it beyond her to accidentally shoot him. Or herself. She’s too cute. 
 
   “Let me see that for a second.”
 
   “No. Mine.” 
 
   She clutched the gun harder and he couldn’t help but laugh. “You’ll get it back, silly.”
 
   Her eyes stated I’m not silly, but she handed the weapon over, and he set it to stun. 
 
   “There, now you can shoot me and I’ll live through it.”
 
   Looking offended made her even cuter. 
 
   I wonder if she’d shoot me if I kissed her.
 
   A part of his mind still reasoned unaffected by the woman, and it picked this moment to point out the flaw in his plan. “Dammit.”
 
   “What?
 
   I need a drink and a good whop over the head, that’s what.
 
   “The security overrides.”
 
   The blank look on her face told him the explanation didn’t explain anything, and he sighed as he pointed towards the other ship. 
 
   “Okay. Our ship, their ship, this tunnel. We won’t be able to disconnect unless both airlocks are sealed, and we can’t get out of here as long as we’re connected to their ship. I have to go over there.”
 
   There might be less appealing things than walking over to an enemy ship filled with a thousand or so armed pirates, I just can’t think of any. 
 
   He needed to hurry too; a whole army could arrive at any moment.
 
   Looking at the woman in front of him, those eyes were worth dying for, at least as much as other things he’d fought for. He spun around and hurried off before allowing himself too much time to think about it. 
 
   On the other side of the bridge connecting one craft to the other, Stephan knew something was wrong. He expected to be met by a wall of weapons’ fire, but the doorway was unguarded. It wasn’t normal, and he couldn’t see any explanation for it. There should be at least ten men guarding the ship, and he should reasonably be dead by now. 
 
   He peeked into the airlock and even went through the door, taking a few steps aboard the pirate vessel. 
 
   This is too weird. 
 
   Now wasn’t the time to brood over it, and when a radio on the wall crackled, he decided to figure it out later, further from harm’s way. He slammed his hand against the button to close the airlock, waited just long enough to see the door move, and rushed back to his own ship, frowning at the heap of bodies in the middle of the tunnel. His conscience was spacious, but killing this many people in one day made him uncomfortable. 
 
   Maria was nowhere to be seen. 
 
   “Babe? Let’s get to the bridge, okay?” 
 
   He looked around and took a couple of steps forward, almost tripping over her. His passenger sat on the floor with her back against a crate, an oddly empty expression on her face. Her posture reminded him of a broken doll. 
 
   Hunching down in front of her, he reached out to shake her gently, and a cold hand of fear clutched his heart. 
 
   “Babe, you okay? Are you hurt?” 
 
   If there had been one unexpected intruder on the ship, there might have been more, and perhaps someone snuck up on her. He couldn’t stand the line of thought, and cut it off short. 
 
   He didn’t have time to stay and care for her. She was alive, and it would have to be good enough for now. As much as he wanted to find out what happened, Melota’s crew could come over at any moment. They might already be on their way, and all the work would be for nothing.
 
   Leaving her on the floor wasn’t an option, so he swept her up in his arms, as if she weighed nothing, and carried her with him to the bridge. 
 
   Oversized monitors showed a multitude of human bodies hovering between the ships, and he looked down at the woman in his arms. 
 
   “No way.”
 
   Her big eyes stared into nothingness. “Did you do that?”
 
   She saved my life when I tried to save hers. I’ll be damned…
 
   He put her down in a chair and did his best to sound confident. 
 
   “You did good, babe. You saved my ass, now hang on.”
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   Maria heard Stephan just fine, but ignored him. 
 
   If she gave him a hard time, well, he’d just have to deal with it. Melota might have been crazy, but he wasn’t a total idiot, and the other ship was guarded. If she hadn’t acted her new friend would have died. 
 
   I hope you’re worth it.
 
   He seemed to be, but she wasn’t sure, and life was a terrible thing to waste. 
 
   She normally used her powers for creation, not for taking lives or destroying. 
 
   Dad obliterated civilizations for defying him. I at least tried to save someone I care for. There were only a dozen or so of them, and I need to protect him. Right? He protected me…
 
   Justifying her decision did not go well. 
 
   She heard Stephan mutter, “Crap” across the abyss of her mind. Whatever his problem might be, it would have to wait. She ran complex calculations in her mind, altering minor variables to see if she could reach an outcome other than the ship exploding around them, or Stephan dying. It was hard to predict the future with any certainty, even for her; it was always changing, always moving, but she had a good focal point in him. 
 
   The ship rocked around her and Stephan cursed. 
 
   “Move, you old bucket of bolts.”
 
   The computer reported, “Direct hit on level three. Deploying fire-controlling measures.”
 
   They’re already shooting at us. Even if he gets away in time, they’ll track him down.
 
   As improbable as it might seem, some of the futures showed he might be more than just another drunken flesh and blood biped. Disposing of the ship behind them would have consequences, but so would letting him die. 
 
   He swayed the odds to his favour through turning away from the consoles, facing her. She felt his fingers caress her cheek. 
 
   “Don’t worry. I’ll die before they get you.”
 
   Dammit. Well, I guess he is under my protection, and protect him I will. I’ve waited for so long, been alone for so long, don’t I deserve a chance? They’ll all be reborn anyway, probably as flies or something, but who cares, right? Ooooh, I know what to do with them.
 
   The pirate ship fired again, but its hull buckled, subjected to a pressure far exceeding anything anyone could encounter in space. It became smaller and smaller, shrinking but retaining its mass, and within a second, it reduced to the size of a pinhead. The bodies floating in space caught in the gravity of the new black hole, circling it slowly like planets around a blackened sun.
 
   Now, they’ll be pretty surprised when they appear in a dungeon in a deserted castle. They’re thrifty, they’ll make do. Maybe I’ll check in on them later.
 
   She sensed the ship enter hyperspace and Stephan crouch in front of her chair. 
 
   Return to the here and now. You’re worrying him.
 
   He ran a hand over her arm. 
 
   “We’re safe. Are you okay?”
 
   She blinked a couple of times, forcing herself to return to the present. 
 
   “Yes, I’ll be fine. I just had to… take care of something.”
 
   “All the people in space, that was you.”
 
   “Yes… I wanted to save you.” 
 
   If you’re going to run away screaming, now’s the time. 
 
   He gazed into her eyes. 
 
   “Thank you. You saved my life.”
 
   “Would you really sacrifice yourself to protect me?”
 
   A wry smile flew over his face. 
 
   “Heard that, did ya? Caring for people is normally against my modus operandi, so don’t make it a habit.”
 
   Acting on an impulse, she leaned forward and wrapped her arms around him. He hesitated before hugging her back, but once he did, the touch seemed to fill a space that had been empty for far too long.
 
   He murmured, “Are you sure you’re alright?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine. Are you?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   He was solid and real, and she clung to him a moment longer before letting go. Breaking physical contact shouldn’t be this difficult…
 
   When she relaxed her grip, their faces came very close, and he brushed his lips against her cheek. The gentle touch sent a tingle down her spine. Looking offended and yelling at him would be prudent, but she had hugged him first, and scolding him didn’t seem fair. 
 
   Or, do I think that just because I want him to kiss me? This is a very strange day.
 
   “I meant that.”
 
   A moment later he was several steps away, making a humorous gesture of pleading for mercy. Maria lifted an eyebrow and he grinned. 
 
   “Hey, you still have my gun, and women are crazy.”
 
   A few minutes passed and Maria leaned back in the chair, looking at her hands. She needed to distract herself from the day in general and him in particular. Then, a red light flashed and the ship dropped back into normal space.
 
   “Is your life always like this, filled with chiming sirens and blinking lights? I never had an alarm go off, at least not until you rammed me.”
 
   He sent her a sheepish look. 
 
   “I forgot about that. One of the long range sensors has been coming loose. I was going to go out and fix it last night, but decided I was too drunk for a space walk.”
 
   Probably for the best. You would have lost your footing and ended up floating into a nearby star. Walking on the floor seemed quite enough of a challenge.
 
   “I’ll have to go out there. Imma go gear up, maybe you can stay here and keep an eye on things, and watch the radio for me?”
 
   He didn’t seem too happy about all this, but she shrugged the thought off and sunk down in the copilot’s chair. 
 
   “Sure.”
 
   She could fix his ship without going outside, but maybe he liked climbing around in no gravity. Humans could be so peculiar, especially human men. It might make him feel more masculine, or something.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Stephan loved being in space in a good ship and hated being in it in just a suit; there was too much of it. Walking around out there all sober wasn’t appealing, but he supposed he had to, and checking the ship might be a good idea. His bird had been through a lot during the last day or so. 
 
   He couldn’t remember anything from the previous night, but his passenger claimed he crashed into her, and he took her word for it. There might be more things needing an overhaul than just a sensor.
 
   What happened to the pirates? Oh well, they’re not here. Maybe she did something to them, that’s one weird chick. Pretty, but weird.
 
   Going outside would feel better if he knew he had someone to talk to. Hopefully, she’d stay by the radio. It didn’t seem likely; thus far she hadn’t done anything he asked her, but she still looked a little shook up, so maybe he’d be lucky.
 
   It only took a few minutes to gear up, and he hoped for the best when he pushed the radio switch.
 
   “I’m out. Your ship gave mine a good beating yesterday.” 
 
   He could hear her smirk, but was too relieved to get an answer to worry about the sarcasm in her voice. 
 
   “No, actually, your ship ate mine, and it’s only fair if yours suffered some indigestion.” 
 
    “Oh yeah...”
 
   He didn’t intend to stay outside for long, but ended up having to go back in for more tools. Once he was out on the hull again, he sweated in the thermal suit. 
 
   Isn’t this thing supposed to regulate temperature? Oh well, I guess it’s me.
 
   It was difficult to work in the space suit’s gloves, and he grumbled, “We need to land somewhere, or dock. Flying piece of shit.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   The radio’s on? Fuck, how much did she hear?
 
   “Nothing. Glad to hear you’re still there.”
 
   When he was finally done and returned inside, he wrinkled his nose. He reeked of sweat and burned clothing where a shot grazed him earlier, all mixed with the stench of old booze.
 
   “Damn I stink.”
 
   This time, the radio was turned off and he sighed, relieved. He didn’t want his passenger to hear him talking to himself any more.
 
   He ran a hand over his face. This has been a long day and it’s only noon. A drink would be good… No, I need to show her a better side of myself. 
 
   His feet were tired and heavy, and seemed reluctant to carry him to the intercom. 
 
   “Maria, you still there?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   On the bridge, Maria tilted the chair back and grabbed an old-fashioned magazine from a pile on the floor. It was filled with naked women, and she tossed it over her shoulder with a grimace. 
 
   This place is hopeless, and there’s nothing to do. Wonder if the computer plays chess...
 
   Stephan’s voice crackled over the radio. 
 
   “I need to hit the shower. Any chance you could fix us a pot of coffee?”
 
   What? Does he think I’m a maid now?
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   There had to be a kitchen somewhere, it made sense not even an alone man in space could live on just alcohol, and she got up to look for it. Not because he had asked her to, of course, but it might be good to know. In case she was staying. No other reason.
 
   Her instincts led her downstairs, to the right in the corridor. The door slid open and she stopped to stare. 
 
   “Holy sheep shit.” 
 
   It wasn’t at all what she expected. The room was large, inviting, and lit with overhead spotlights dimmed down to a soft, warm glow. The ceiling was made of wood, the kitchen equipment seemed both real and modern, and he had wooden furniture and paintings on the walls. 
 
   She turned around and looked at the bare corridor with steel walls and a rusty ladder hanging askew next to the elevator, then back to the kitchen. 
 
   I guess he likes food.
 
   Wandering in, she let herself be amazed; it reminded her of a country house back on old Earth. A little greenhouse held spices and herbs, and a large terracotta pot boasted a tomato plant so tall it almost reached the ceiling.
 
   Peeking into cabinets and large stainless steel appliances for preserving food, she found the ship supplied for living well for months in space. She knew how to cook the ordinary way, she just usually didn’t do it, but she still couldn’t even guess what half of the things would be used for. 
 
   One of the counters supported a large black and chrome kitchen appliance. She stared at it and crossed her arms. 
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding.”
 
   It looked like something she’d seen in a restaurant back in the 21st century, but she never used one. It was the coffee maker, it had to be, but with all these pipes and faucets it seemed built for people with a master’s degree in engineering. 
 
   She poked a piece of it, and her touch reported the appendix was meant for skimming milk. 
 
   “No way. If he wants coffee, he’ll get it the Maria way or do it himself.”
 
   She didn’t intend to say the words aloud, and jumped at the sound of her own voice.
 
   Sauntering around the room once more, she decided she liked the high counter made of wood polished to a warm glow, and climbed up to sit on a high barstool next to it. 
 
   The door opened a few minutes later, and she glanced over her shoulder. 
 
   Ooh, he looks even better now, I guess staying was the right decision. He must have a shower with water in it and not just sonic, that’s a nice surprise.
 
   His hair was still a little damp, and it was hard not to look at muscular arms dressed in a bright blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up... She slapped herself mentally; what was she thinking? She wasn’t thinking at all, that was the problem.
 
   His eyes smiled when he reached her. 
 
   “No coffee, huh?” 
 
   It was hard to look away, and for a moment she allowed herself to drown in his gaze. Then, she flashed a smile. 
 
   “Oh yeah, coffee.”
 
   Two cups appeared on the counter next to a pot of coffee and little jugs filled with milk, sugar cubes, and cinnamon. 
 
   Stephan gave his head a slight shake. 
 
   “How do you do that? Who are you, really, Maria Callaway?”
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   To Stephan, the woman sitting in his kitchen looked like an untouchable beauty in a painting. He didn’t really expect her to be honest; no reason she would trust him. Not yet.
 
   She sighed and poured herself some coffee. 
 
   “I usually make something up, but you’ve been really sweet, so I think I’ll tell you the truth.”
 
   Her words made him laugh. 
 
   “I’m sweet? You’ve got to be kidding.”
 
   “Not at all. You’re sweet.”
 
   She sipped the black brew, added a dash of sugar, and sprinkled some cinnamon over it all. Every movement looked carefully calculated. Did she do it to distract him, or herself? 
 
   “I... I lived in New York for a while with one of my brothers, back in the late 20th century. On Earth, you know. We tried to blend in and needed normal names, so he called us Frank and Maria Callaway. The name stuck with me. I mean, I’ve been Lois, Laura, Anne, Christina, Renee, Aileen, Alexandra, Phoebe, Sapphira, Xylina…”
 
   She counted names on her fingers and frowned. “I can’t even remember them all anymore. Maria is easy, it’s one of the most common girl names both in Greece and the world. Most people can spell it and say it. I mean, imagine introducing yourself as Hypatia Papaioannou.”
 
   “You’re Greek?”
 
   She made a dismissive gesture. 
 
   “Yes. No. It doesn’t matter. Anyway, in New York, Frank pretended to be the devil. He scared so many people, you wouldn’t believe it.”
 
   If I smile and nod, maybe she’ll think I’m actually following all this.
 
   “I’ve had this appearance for a few hundred years now. I borrowed it from a performer I liked and enhanced it a little. She was a singer. I was born just outside old Earth around 2000 years BC. My people don’t really age, but our powers grow with time and usage. I can travel in time. I can create objects with my will and many other things. I’m...” 
 
   Wait, your appearance? 
 
   He didn’t have time to say anything; she flashed a bright smile. 
 
   “I’m your friendly neighbourhood Goddess.”
 
   She can’t be serious. Yes, she’s serious. Great... Of course she’s the perfect woman. She’s not even a woman. 
 
   He didn’t know what to do with his hands, and scratched his head to keep them occupied. 
 
   “Do you... Do you read thoughts too?” 
 
   Her answer didn’t soothe his fears; she grinned. 
 
   “Yes, I am both telepathic and empathic.”
 
   Crap. Don’t think. It’s impossible not to think about sex when her tits poke out like that. Dammit, I did it again. Think of something else. Coffee, coffee, coffee, coffee... Oh lord she’s so beautiful, I wonder what she looks like under the shirt.
 
   Seconds ticked by, and he felt a drip of sweat form on his forehead. Finally, Maria laughed. 
 
   “Don’t worry, I usually don’t read minds, especially not the people I care for. I think everyone is entitled to at least that much privacy.” 
 
   He wanted to sigh with relief and go knock his head against a wall somewhere. He kissed a Goddess, not on the lips, but anyway. He flirted with a Goddess, held her in his arms even, just how big an idiot was he? 
 
   I guess it all fits together, but she looks so warm and human and beautiful, so happy and bubbly and gorgeous… 
 
   She would be, of course. No wonder people worshipped them for all times. 
 
   I’m lost. I’ll probably spend the rest of my life building her temples, dreaming of her, and worshipping her. No human will ever be able to compete. 
 
   Maria’s hand on his woke him from his thoughts. 
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Of course I am.” He kept his eyes away from her.
 
   “I don’t usually tell people all this, but I like you, and I didn’t want to keep it a secret. I’m tired of secrets.” 
 
   Squeezing his eyes shut, Stephan pulled his free hand over his forehead. The Goddess was holding his hand, saying she liked him and didn’t want to keep secrets. Great, just great, this day only became weirder and weirder.
 
   I should have stayed out of this sector, or stayed drunk. Maybe that’s it, I might be hallucinating all this. Don’t they say some drugs can come back and mess with you even after many years? 
 
   Her hand on his felt pretty real though, and her touch was so sweet. He would have to look at her eventually, but for now, he kept his attention on the cup. 
 
   I wonder what she really looks like. 
 
   She cradled his hand in both of hers, making him feel like a clumsy giant who might accidentally break her.
 
   “Stephan… It’s not as creepy as it sounds... all this seemed to appear out of nowhere, right? But it didn’t really. There’s only a certain amount of matter in the universe, and when I want something, my mind seeks out the molecules I need and create things out of them. Sort of... like teleporting, or a replicator. It’s just that I do it with my head.” 
 
   The humour in it all wasn’t wasted on him, and he finally looked at her with the corners of his mouth twitching. 
 
   “You’re a several thousand year old Goddess with a teleporter in your head.” 
 
   She giggled and nodded.
 
   “What am I supposed to do now?” 
 
   “What do you mean? You do whatever you want to do. If you ask me to leave, I will.” 
 
   Yeah, that’s not happening. 
 
   “I have seen a lot of weird shit and been in space for a long time. It’s not every day a deity comes visiting. Do I worship you? Build something in your honour? Start a... cult or something? I mean, I’ve been many things through the years, but religious hasn’t been one of them.”
 
   She opened her mouth and closed it again. 
 
   Did I make you uncomfortable, Goddess? Didn’t see that one coming?
 
   “Only if that’s what you really want to do, but I rather you didn’t.” 
 
   Meeting his eyes, she added with laughter in her voice, “You’re weird.”
 
   What I really want to do? I really want to carry this Goddess off to bed and see if her body is as perfect under the clothes as the parts I can see. 
 
   He wasn’t kidding, though. If she wanted a statue, he’d build one or die trying. 
 
   “So, what about you?”
 
   Her words didn’t make any sense to him; he was too distracted. 
 
   “What about me?” 
 
   She snickered, “Aww silly, Stephan Forks, who are you really?” 
 
   That was unexpected, and something he’d rather not talk about. 
 
   “Oh. I’m not interesting.” 
 
   “How do you know?” 
 
   He didn’t say anything and she made a face. 
 
   “Most people’s stories are long, boring and all the same, and now when I really want to know, I find the only human in the universe not into babbling about himself for hours. Figures.”
 
   She squeezed his fingers a little as she joked and he found himself smiling. There would be no getting out of it; he’d have to talk about himself. 
 
   Once he started, he was surprised to find it easier than he thought it would be. 
 
   “I’m not four thousand, only around forty.” 
 
   Forty had seemed so old just a couple of days earlier, but in this company he was way out of his league. What would it be like to see so many centuries? How many people had she loved and lost? How much had the world changed during her lifetime?
 
   “I’m basically human, nothing as fancy as you. My parents were fans of genetic engineering, so they constructed me to be stronger, faster, and smarter than people who are born.”
 
   “I’ve never met an engineered man before. And you say you’re not interesting…”
 
   He shrugged. 
 
   “I grew up on Palorma III. It wasn’t too bad; it’s a nice planet. When I was 20, I married the girl next door, Tracey Maddox.” 
 
   Saying the name stirred up old emotions in him, and he fell silent for a moment, cherishing the memories. Their parents had constructed them for each other, and it was a good fit. Tracey had been beautiful both in heart and appearance, and at the time, he found her perfect. Even after all these years he hadn’t seen many women with a face and a body like hers, maybe none until this very morning. Comparing a mortal with a deity wasn’t fair.
 
   Why am I telling her this? She doesn’t care. 
 
   Maria squeezed his fingers, as if sensing his thought. He started telling the story, so he might as well keep going. 
 
   “We had two daughters and a third on the way when the war broke out. Natural born even. It’s a shame I don’t have a picture to show you, they were beautiful.” 
 
   It was a stupid war, but I guess most of them are. There were no winners, only devastation.
 
   “The people on Palorma IV weren’t genetically enhanced. I guess they thought us a threat. There would have been plenty of room for everyone, but instead of settling things in good order, we had a war with few survivors on both sides.” 
 
   Her unwavering gaze gave him the courage to continue. It was the first time he told anyone. Would putting words to his nightmares make things better or worse? 
 
   “The war raged on for years. I was called out to battle one day, but it turned out to be a diversion. When we got back, the enemy had been in my village and gathered up everyone who remained behind. Women, children, a few old people... They locked everyone in the city hall, barred the windows and doors, and set it on fire.”
 
   He glanced over at his hand, still entwined with the Goddess’s, and found the will to go on, even though his voice sounded dead and hollow in his own ears. 
 
   “The ruins were still smoking when I got there, and the smell… I can’t describe it. I searched for a long time and finally found my family in a corner. Tracey tried to protect the small ones with her body, but they were all so charred, I only recognized them from the jewellery that hadn’t melted.” 
 
   These images haunted him every day since and he normally felt the stench everywhere, so thick it was almost tangible. He tried to escape it through drugs, alcohol, and women, but nothing helped tune it out for more than a few hours, at best. He was created with a powerful memory and hadn’t been able to turn it off. 
 
   The after-effects of drugs didn’t appeal to him, even if he didn’t get addicted easily, and that left him with booze and sex. He thought about ending his miserable life many times, but never got around to it, and now he could even talk about it without having to see it. 
 
   It had to have something to do with Maria. Maybe just being close to someone like her could do a thing like this, and he was grateful. She’d disappear eventually and the much too vivid memories might return when she did, but for now, he experienced his first peace for years.
 
   “I carried them outside, buried them, took this ship, and left. It’s almost seven years ago now, and my little girl was just three years old.” 
 
   He could remember feeling so helpless, useless, but right now, it was mercifully just a memory of the emotion and not the feeling itself.
 
   She let go of his hand and pressed her palm against his cheek instead. 
 
   “You don’t have to see that anymore.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Hours later, they still sat in the kitchen. Stephan seemed to have forgotten she was an alien, and that suited Maria just fine. 
 
   He frowned. 
 
   “Are you hungry? You don’t really need to eat, do you?”
 
   “I don’t need to, but I like to…”
 
   He got up and peeked into the large refrigerator. 
 
   “I stocked up before I left port yesterday. We have all sorts of things.”
 
   “Eggs? I haven’t had eggs for a decade.”
 
   “Omelette?”
 
   She hid the eggs in the pantry and hollered, “You’ll never catch me!”
 
   Stephan chased her, waving a spatula in the air, until she collapsed on a chair, laughing.  Cooking never seemed like this much fun before.
 
   They stayed in the kitchen the rest of the day, and when it was time for dinner, he admonished her not to help because she made such a mess earlier. He wasn’t quite able to keep a straight face and she smirked. 
 
   “Really? I make a mess?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Just you wait until I try to actually cook something.”
 
   He laughed. “You don’t have to. Having you watch is about all the help I can take.”
 
   She stuck her tongue out, and he dropped a piece of chocolate on it. 
 
   “That ought to shut you up for a second or two.”
 
   Unexpected. Clever.
 
   After dinner, Maria lingered in the kitchen, and Stephan didn’t seem in a hurry to leave it either. It was the friendliest room on the ship, and staying was safe. It was late though, every surface shone, and she couldn’t think of anything to talk about.
 
   Eventually, he leaned against a counter, but kept his eyes averted. 
 
   “I’ll go make up a room for you. I don’t suppose you need to sleep either, but at least you’ll have somewhere to go.” 
 
   Why am I so nervous? Must be my human side betraying me.
 
   A part of her stated that nurturing this much desire for someone almost human was beneath her. Her human half was louder than the cool and calculated side; it wanted him so much it made her physical body shiver with expectation. His eyes held an almost hypnotic grip on her, and she felt a peculiar tug towards him every time he came close.
 
   What if he doesn’t want me? No, I can’t think like that. I’m too old to be afraid, and if one never takes an initiative, one never gets anywhere.
 
   She walked up to him and rested the palms of her hands against his chest. 
 
   “I’d like to stay with you, if you don’t mind.”
 
   His eyes lit up and he brushed the back of his fingers against her cheek. 
 
   “I’m trying to give you space.”
 
   I’ve had four thousand years of space. Being alone is overrated.
 
   Stephan’s arms around her were heavenly, and when he ran a hand down her back, she pressed herself against him and kissed him hungrily.
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   The next morning, Stephan woke up early, worrying the previous day might have been a dream.
 
   Maria was still there, sleeping in his arms. He didn’t need much rest, at least not when he was good to his body, and he felt rejuvenated. Better than rejuvenated, actually: ready to take on the world. Even his normally keen senses ran on overdrive, making every dab of colour brighter than normal, the low hum of the air recycling perfectly distinguishable, and the sweet smell of the woman in his arms irresistible.
 
   Her long dark hair flowed out over both the bed and him, and her shoulder sticking out from the comforter was so white, soft, and perfect it astounded him. 
 
   There had been many opportunities for him to hook up more permanently with some of the girls he met in different ports around the galaxy. Many of them would gladly have followed him, and some even tried. 
 
   One girl declared it wasn’t good for him to travel around all alone in space. She tried to hide in the cargo bay, and he set record time for a planet where he could dump her. The very thought of having someone around all the time, every day, was appalling, and he always found ways to get rid of them. They had all been unsuccessful attempts to escape the demons that haunted him.
 
   This was different. He lifted a lock of her hair to his face and smelled it with a smile playing on his face. Then, he caressed her arm gently, not wanting to wake her up, but unable to keep his hands away from her.
 
   Her eyelids fluttered open and she smiled. “Hi.”
 
   She leaned on an arm and glanced around the room before meeting his eyes. 
 
   “I slept. Longer than you. So weird…”
 
   “Yes you did. Good morning.”
 
   Hers was a smile to live and die for. Not to mention the feeling of her lips against his and a slender hand running over his chest.
 
   It took another couple of hours for Stephan to persuade himself to leave the comforts of sheets and magically created bread and coffee. He needed a workout to at least try to clear his head. 
 
   Maybe she put a spell on me. Oh well, if she did, it doesn’t matter. 
 
   No reason not to beef those old muscles up, especially since she seemed to enjoy them. 
 
   After that, he remembered a repair he’d been putting off and decided to get to it. Maybe she would stay for a while if he could show the best side of both him and the ship. Once he returned to the bedroom, he was well aware of being both sweaty and dirty.
 
   Maria sat in bed with a pile of pillows behind her back and a cup of coffee balancing on her knee. 
 
   If anyone else did that, we’d have a lot of cleaning to do.
 
   In front of her, a large hologram of a planet hovered in mid air, but it couldn’t be a hologram; there weren’t any holo-projectors in the room. He walked around the sphere and crouched next to her to get a better look.
 
   “I’ve decided I owe the universe some creation. I’m making a planet. The first step is the most difficult. One must be careful not to disturb the gravitational constant of the universe, or it will have terrible consequences in the long run. The next step is to design the continents and then populate them and the oceans. I don’t know yet if it should have moons. They also affect the balance, you know…” 
 
   She paused with a small frown. 
 
   “Back in the day, we used to go to the planets we were working on, but I think this is easier. It gives a better overview.” 
 
   Stephan pretended this was a perfectly normal morning discussion. 
 
   “I see.” 
 
   She pulled a hand through the air and the image disappeared. 
 
   “It’ll still be there. I’ll show you later.”
 
   Her eyes burned on his skin and he flexed his muscles a little extra. 
 
   “Care to join me in the shower, babe?” 
 
   She looked offended, but the laughter in her voice revealed it wasn’t sincere. 
 
   “I’m a Goddess. I’m always clean, and I always smell good.” 
 
   “Yeah, but I don’t. Come on, humour me.”
 
   Maybe I could toss her over my shoulder and just bring her along. Tempting…
 
   The ship was built for a crew much larger than just one or two people. It had plenty of water and over-dimensioned recycling tanks. He rebuilt the sonic shower to use real water years earlier, and with a treasure like her… Well, he could think of all sorts of fun things to do in there.
 
   Maria rolled her eyes and pretended to be exasperated. She got out of bed, stark naked, covered only by long, dark hair cascading down her back. When trotting off towards the restroom, she wiggled her butt a little extra, clearly just to torment him.
 
   Seeing first those round breasts, so perky and unaffected by gravity, and then those little buttocks right in front of him made it quite difficult to think coherently. Temptation.
 
   She dashed for the door, and when he caught up she sprayed him with the shower, giggling wildly. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   During the next few days, Stephan worried she’d disappear as quickly as she came. As much as he appreciated every day, she would probably get bored, and going back to life alone held no appeal. For the moment, she seemed preoccupied with her planet, but that wouldn’t last forever.
 
   He tried to take an interest in it, leaned his shoulder against the wall, and watched. 
 
   That’s pretty amazing.
 
   “Maybe we can go there after I drop off the cargo.”
 
   That sounds too presumptuous, like I’m assuming she’ll still be here. Dammit.
 
   She seemed oblivious of his inner torment, patting the seat next to her, urging him to come over. 
 
   “I’d like that. Look here, we have to determine how the coastlines should be designed to work with the oceans, so the waves flow right, and how high and where the mountains should be.”
 
   He took a seat next to her and folded his hands in his lap to keep them away from her. 
 
   “It all affects the eco system, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Very good.”
 
   “So with this mountain ridge here, that side will be protected, and this side, towards the ocean, will get a lot of rain, right?”
 
   “Yes. The climate there will be mild, but rainy.”
 
   He didn’t really want to go to the space station anymore. Once there, she might find something or someone more entertaining. It was a pointless line of thought; she could leave whenever she wanted to and she was still there, but he was obsessed and couldn’t stop worrying. Every part of the ship already echoed with memories of her; her scent, her face, and the feeling of her skin. He could look at a light and see her eyes instead. 
 
   Funny how a pair of green eyes can contain the answer to everything I ever wanted.
 
   He told himself there were many women, an abundance of them even, and if he wanted company after she left he could always find another. Great plan, but it wasn’t true. No one else could ever do.
 
   His worries increased as the station came closer, and finally, he wasn’t able to hide the restlessness anymore. He wandered around the ship, or sat in the kitchen with his head in his hands, telling himself to snap out of it. 
 
   Maybe I should stop stalling, pick up some speed and get it over with. We could be there tomorrow.
 
   Maria’s hand on his shoulder made him jump. 
 
   “Don’t sneak up on me.”
 
   “I wasn’t sneaking, I teleported. What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Yes, something.”
 
   She came around the table and took his hand. 
 
   “Do you want me to leave?”
 
   What? No, no, no… 
 
   He wanted to shake his head, but his gaze was caught in hers. Could she see the anguish on his face? Say something. 
 
   The truth fell out of his mouth. 
 
   “Please don’t go.”
 
   “Why would I go?”
 
   “How would I know? I don’t even know why you’re here.”
 
   Way to make sense.
 
   She sighed and climbed up on a stool. 
 
   “Would you make me a cup of coffee?”
 
   What? Coffee? What’s that got to do with anything?
 
   He obeyed anyway, of course. There was no way not to, and going through the motions made him feel a little better. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw her frown and chew her lip. When he put the steaming cup in front of her, the frown turned into a smile.
 
   “Thank you, lover.”
 
   “You don’t really want that, do you? You just wanted to give me something to do.”
 
   She shrugged. 
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You make excellent coffee.”
 
   He lifted an eyebrow and she sighed. 
 
   “You got me. Look… I stay here because I want to, because you’re here. I know I can reassure you until you grow old and you still won’t believe it until you figure it out for yourself, but unless you want me to leave, you’re stuck with me.”
 
   But why? Me loving you is not a mystery, but what do you want with me?
 
   She patted his hand. 
 
   “You’ll figure it out.”
 
   

 
   
 
  

~ 7 ~
 
    
 
    
 
   A large space station loomed outside their little ship, and Stephan docked effortlessly. It was a well-known procedure he must have done hundreds, or maybe thousands times before. 
 
   Strange that Maria didn’t come to see, I’m sure she knows we’re here. Should I go look for her?
 
   He waited until he couldn’t stand waiting anymore, and found her sitting cross-legged on their bed, scrutinizing an entire solar system. 
 
   “Babe?”
 
   She didn’t move, and he ducked under a miniature sun, zigzagged between planets, and slowly made his way through the room, careful not to disturb anything. His bumping into something might not change things in real life, but he didn’t want to risk it.
 
   When he came closer, she lifted a hand without looking away from her work, and motioned for him to wait, so he froze in place, watching her adjust a planet into orbit a millimetre outside of its old one. 
 
   That little nudge would make an enormous distance in the real scale.
 
   “I made this when I was very young. I must have miscalculated the size of the moon; it has slipped out of orbit. I’m making it a little smaller and putting it back where it belongs.”
 
   “Okay…”
 
   She finally ripped her eyes away from the model. 
 
   “You docked, right? Why don’t you go on ahead and I’ll catch up in a few.”
 
   I guess. I’m not all that interesting anymore, am I?
 
   He was used to her ogling him when he changed clothes, but now she seemed so preoccupied with her four-thousand-year-old error she didn’t even remember he was in the room. He sighed and pressed his lips against her cheek. 
 
   “I’ll go wait for you in the bar. It’s to the right in the corridor from this docking bay. Okay?” 
 
   She nodded without looking at him.
 
   The environment was well known to him and usually seemed cheery, but this time, the bright billboards lining the corridors made him grimace. His Goddess would see them, and their messages of sex and shopping seemed vulgar. 
 
   The walkway wound towards the centre of the station with a gentle slope and wouldn’t normally pose a challenge. This time he had to pause after just a couple of minutes, leaning against the cold wall, waiting for a sudden attack of vertigo to disappear. His shirt suddenly seemed too tight and he opened the top button. He was feverish and his heart pounded hard. 
 
   “What the hell?”
 
   Besides the occasional hangover he hadn’t been sick a day in his life. 
 
   I know I haven’t been drinking since she came on the ship. Eh, some scotch will kill off whatever it is.
 
   Taking a deep breath, he urged his feet forward, and made his way to the pub without even knowing he walked there. Sitting by the counter, he slammed down drink after drink. The alcohol made him feel better physically, but did nothing to elevate his dark mood.
 
   Now I’m drunk, sick, and miserable. What a fucking great day.
 
   He wanted to be back out in deep space alone with his Goddess, but they would be stuck here for days at best, or weeks at worst. The dizzier he became, drinking even to forget all his worries seemed an even better idea. A part of him knew it didn’t make any sense, and that little voice of reason annoyed him. Maybe some more booze would make it shut up.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   On the ship, Maria worked on saving her world. 
 
   He doesn’t look happy. I need to hurry up.
 
   Despite her best intentions time slipped away, and it took a good couple of hours before she roamed over to the wardrobe. 
 
   He probably knows people here, maybe other women. I need to look gorgeous. Should I have my hair up or down? What should I wear? Red? Black?
 
   When finally dressed and ready, she didn’t know where to leave the ship. She teleported onto it and never left. Looking for the exit would take time, and she teleported into the corridor on the other side of the hull. An old man swept the floor and almost fell over with surprise when she appeared in thin air. She gave a little wave and pretended that she had indeed come through the door.
 
   The corridor had pale grey walls filled with colourful posters encouraging visitors to buy, buy, and buy. 
 
   Funny. Currencies might differ, but the base sentiment is the same. You should have less so I can have more. Tedious.
 
   Many of her relatives slept for centuries at a time, bored with the world. The approach made more sense the older she became. 
 
   I won’t do that, though. I’m in love. Who would have thought? Guess there’s a first time for everything. It’s my human side, it’s gone all emotional on me. I might just as well enjoy the ride, right?
 
   She took an undignified skip-step, making two blue little aliens turn their many eyes in her direction. 
 
   “I’m in love.”
 
   Deeming from their snorts and the ripples shivering through their thick skin, they either congratulated her or pitied her. She preferred to believe in the former.
 
   Few people were this close to the docking bays, and she only passed a few shops before arriving at the bar. It had to be the right place; it was the first room with people in it. 
 
   “Not bad.” 
 
   She didn’t mean to say that aloud and started at the sound of her own voice. 
 
   The contrast between the pub and the corridor was as big as the one between Stephan’s kitchen and the rest of the ship. Overhead lights dimly lighted the room, and the walls were covered with wooden panels, books, old shields, and various other knick-knacks. Furniture made from dark wood and leather complemented a thick, dark green carpet.
 
   Humans never cease to surprise me.
 
   Stephan hunched over the bar, and she felt a sting of bad conscience when she realized how long she’d made him wait. It disappeared quickly when a pretty girl sauntered over to him. She took a couple of steps closer, both jealous and curious. If her human part was in love, the Goddess portion claimed he would have to be hers, all hers, and nothing but hers.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Stephan didn’t even notice the person approaching until a female voice said his name. 
 
   He turned to squint at the face belonging to the voice, and someone slapped him. 
 
   Dammit all to hell, I forgot all about her. 
 
   He felt his jaw humorously, as if checking it was still in the right place, raised his glass in greeting, and mumbled, “Charlene.” 
 
   She was pretty in a way, and he spent many a night in her bed when visiting the station. It was good entertainment, but this day he just wanted her to leave him alone. After meeting his Goddess, Charlene held as much appeal to him as a brick wall. 
 
   “My lucky day.”
 
   Please leave me alone. 
 
   She yelled, “Why didn’t you tell me you were here? I have to stumble over you by accident? Hey, how many other times have you been here without telling me? You have another girl here, don’t you?” 
 
   He shrugged and hoped indifference would make her disappear. He probably owed her an explanation, but wasn’t up to it.
 
   Before he could react, she threw her arms around him, squealing. 
 
   “It’s okay sugar-bunny, I love you. You probably just forgot and I won’t be mad anymore.”
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   She almost tipped his drink over, kissing his face and trying to get to his lips.
 
   Great. The way this day is going, Maria will come in right now and see this fiasco. If she isn’t planning to dump me already, this will do it.
 
   He tried to push the woman away. He took her wrists in his hands and tried to shove her arms off him, but he didn’t want to hurt her and didn’t do well with freeing himself.
 
   “Look, Charlene, we’ve had good times in the past, but I’m with someone now. I love her; she’s my life. Charlene, you have to stop this.” 
 
   The more he tried, the harder she clung to him. 
 
   “No, no, no, I love you, no one else can love you like I do. Dump her, baby, and stay here with me. I’ll take care of you. You know you want to.”
 
   Stephan gave up, leaned his elbows on the counter and buried his face in his hands. 
 
   I’m not up to this. What am I going to do?
 
   “Don’t make me shoot you. Hey, I need another drink.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Maria watched with a lifted eyebrow and her arms crossed. 
 
   It’s not really his fault; he’s trying to get rid of her. Persistent little thing, though.
 
   His not entirely sober but sweet explanation about her put a goofy smile on her face that rhymed poorly with her dress and look. 
 
   He loves me. Good thing he doesn’t know how close I’ve been to prying to find out… Okay, enough of this. This might be your bar, lady, but I’m the queen bee around here.
 
   She touched her hair, just to make sure it was perfect, straightened her back and walked the few steps to the counter. All eyes were on her, except for Stephan’s and Charlene’s.
 
   He slumped over his drink, whispering, “Why didn’t I stay on the ship?” 
 
   Charlene clung to him, murmuring, “You know I’ll treat you better than whatever slut you picked up. Throw her out, I’ll come with ya if you want company.”
 
   Maria rolled her eyes. 
 
   “That’s enough, he gets the point. Get off him and leave with a little dignity, if you have any.”
 
   Her voice rang deceivingly soft, and she put a hand on Stephan’s shoulder, giving it a little squeeze. He was the only man in the room who hadn’t noticed her already, but now he raised his eyes and smiled. 
 
   “Babe.”
 
   Charlene looked uncertain, but didn’t move. 
 
   Wow, she’s standing her ground. Against me? Really? I guess she does love him.
 
   “Scoot. If you stick around I’ll turn you into something unnatural, and you’re probably a nice girl who wouldn’t deserve that.”
 
   The other woman still didn’t move. Worse; she held a hand on him. 
 
   He’s mine, back off. How ‘bout I set fire to you and this wicked place? I could level it to dust with a thought.
 
   It took an effort to fight down the impulse; the part of her that belonged to her father’s people was a dangerous predator on the verge of waking up. Stephan had to be hers and nothing but hers.
 
   The fire inside must have shown in her eyes. Charlene backed up a few steps, spun around, and ran for her life.
 
   Everyone’s watching you. Keep it together, do not set her on fire!
 
   Stephan touched her cheek and pulled her back to the present. Everyone watched them, watched her, and she could not afford to lose control. 
 
   Glancing into his calm eyes soothed her.
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   Stephan had an eerie feeling of being lost until Maria touched his shoulder, and the sound of her voice was like coming home after a long time lost in the wilderness. 
 
   He thought drunkenly she wasn’t just the most beautiful woman in the room or on the station. She was easily the most wonderful being in the universe. 
 
   He had always valued his independence, but didn’t even find it strange to have grown so devoted to her so quickly. He couldn’t see it himself, but he was bewitched. A couple of weeks with this woman had done what seven years of heavy drinking failed to do; he was obsessed, helplessly addicted. 
 
   She pressed her lips against his and the kiss filled his entire universe, washing away every trace of doubt. Nothing mattered, besides making her happy. When she broke free, she brushed away the lock of hair that always seemed to fall into his eyes, and he put the glass down on the counter, no longer the least bit interested in it. 
 
   “Come on, babe, let’s get out of here.”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   She nodded and took his hand, but slowed down and stopped just a few steps outside the door. Just as well; the world swayed around him. 
 
   Why did I drink so much? Stupid thing to do.
 
   She put her hands on his shoulders, stood on her toes, and pressed her lips against his. 
 
   “I’m sorry I’m so late. I just... I couldn’t leave them all to die you know. They’re sort of my responsibility. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.” 
 
   He pulled her close and enjoyed the feeling of her warm body through their clothes. 
 
   “It’s okay, I unnerschtan.” 
 
   Dammit, I can’t even talk straight. At least she’s not laughing, or yelling... 
 
   He muttered, “Ugh,” before repeating the last word, “understand,” getting it right this time. 
 
   “Are you okay, love?”
 
   I don’t know. Am I? 
 
   He took a moment to think about it, and besides being too drunk he felt fine. All the physical discomfort from earlier was gone, either drowned at the bar or chased away by her. 
 
   Who cares, maybe I was really coming down with something and the booze killed it. 
 
   “I’m fine. I just need to clear my head.” 
 
   He held her tighter and murmured, “I’m sorry.”
 
   There might not be something specific to apologize for, but doing it made him feel better. He had been so sure she was leaving, and she shouldn’t have to find him plastered with another woman all over him.
 
   She nuzzled her head against his chest.
 
   “Mmmm, don’t worry about it... Want me to help you with the head-clearing thing?” 
 
   Standing up and standing still was increasingly difficult, and her help usually involved her touching him, so he nodded.
 
   “Close your eyes.”
 
   He did, and exhaled when she rubbed his temples. It truly was the touch of a God, leaving him sober but euphoric, without a care in the world. His hands were no longer satisfied with just resting on her hips; he brushed them up her back, wanting to squeeze her butt and her breasts, and he moaned as he kissed her.
 
   This won’t do, I can’t rip her dress off right here. 
 
   He glanced around the hallway, found what he was looking for, and breathed in her ear, “Come on, sexy, I have an idea.”
 
   She followed without objections, and smiled when they entered a supplies closet filled with  towels and clean, soft rags. 
 
   “Ah, privacy. I like your way of thinking.” 
 
   Stephan grinned and locked the door behind them. 
 
   “I thought you might.” 
 
   Running his hands over her arms, he urged her to follow him further in where he took a seat on a pile of clean towels. Maria kissed him eagerly, already working her way inside his clothes. 
 
   I might have a one track mind, but she’s not much better.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When they left the closet, a woman with four arms stood outside, struggling to get the door open. Stephan grinned like a contented cat, and Maria flashed a dazzling smile. The woman stared at them and peeked into the closet, clearly wondering where they came from, but reluctant to make a scene. 
 
   Maria wrapped her hands around his arm and they strolled into the station. She stopped when they reached a bustling hallway with people from a multitude of species hurrying past each other in organized chaos. 
 
   “Wow, those women remind me of butterflies.”
 
   How can someone like you also seem so innocent? I wouldn’t think there’d be anything left to discover after four thousand years.
 
   The base was built in 65 levels, each one with corridors like the spokes of a wheel, leading towards a large centre area. It would take days, if not weeks, to go through it all. 
 
   Where should we go? Oh, I know…
 
   “C’mon, let’s go over here.”
 
   He led her towards the casino. With any luck at all, she’d find all the people and games amusing. On a normal visit he would spend hours there, but the games had lost whatever allure they once held.
 
   The place didn’t disappoint him. There were rows upon rows with brightly coloured slot machines playing merry melodies, and the people in front of them reminded him of robots performing the same motion repeatedly, afraid to move away from their machine, certain it would pay out any second. 
 
   There were roulette tables and card games, multicoloured lights and mirrors, and Maria’s eyes became round and wide as she took in all the sights and sounds. 
 
   “You’ve never been in a casino, have you?” 
 
   She shook her head, gripping his arm tighter.
 
   Besides the croupiers and inevitable security, there were girls dressed in only roller skates, miniskirts, and minimal bras serving drinks and snacks, and he bought champagne and some tokens from one of them, winking at Maria as he handed her a tall glass of the bubbly beverage. 
 
   She took a sip and glanced after the girl. 
 
   “I hope she gets paid well.” 
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “They get a fortune in tips from the winners. It’s one of the best paid jobs on the station.”
 
   More than once he tried to get whatever little thing they wore off, but the servers maintained a high level of integrity and he never managed to get even one of them into bed. Even knowing the futility, the old him would have ogled them and tried to cop a feel. The new him couldn’t possibly care less. He tugged her towards a row of slot machines. 
 
   “Come here, pick one you like.” 
 
   She bit her lip and pointed towards one in the row. 
 
   “Okay, you put a token in there, pull the lever and keep your fingers crossed.” 
 
   Maria took the token and looked at the shiny surface, clearly curious. She frowned a little and glanced around, and she had to stand on her toes to reach to whisper in his ear.
 
   “Okay, but why?” 
 
   Stephan smiled and marvelled over the warm, fuzzy feeling that spread through his chest. 
 
   You’re just too precious. 
 
   He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pressed his lips against her temple. 
 
   “Because you can win money. That’s what all these people are hoping for.” 
 
   Frowning, she glanced down the row where representatives from at least 20 different species sat feeding the machines tokens, pulling the levers over and over again. 
 
   “Why? Don’t they have any?” 
 
   “Well, maybe they did, before they came here.”
 
   It was clear to see the place puzzled her, and the people in it even more so. It was pretty with all the colours and lights, but also held an aura of desperation beneath the glitter. She glanced up at him, shrugged, and did what he told her to. 
 
   The machine spun, and she pouted.
 
   “I don’t think I won.” 
 
   “You can always try again.” 
 
   He handed her another token, and she fed it to the machine and pulled the lever. It spun for a long time before the first wheel came to rest, then the next, and the one after that... 
 
   A light on top of it came on, a siren wailed, and Maria jumped as the thing spewed out tokens with a deafening noise. 
 
   “Did I win?” 
 
   He grinned and clinked his champagne glass against hers.
 
   “Yes, babe, you won.” 
 
   People gathered around the lucky machine, and he tipped one of the girls to collect their winnings for them.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The casino was shiny and fascinating, but all the people crowding in on them made Maria uncomfortable. There were so many different species, many telepathic, and everyone’s heightened emotions made it difficult to shut out the barrage of thoughts and impressions. She tugged at Stephan’s hand and went towards one of the green card tables where there was more room. 
 
   He rubbed her shoulders. 
 
   “Here, the object of the game is to get twenty-one, but not over.”
 
   “Oh, Frank used to play that all the time. He cheated, of course.”
 
   “They’re playing baccarat. Want to try?”
 
   “No… You go ahead if you want to. I’ll watch.”
 
   “Well, if I’m ever to win it would be today, accompanied by my super-sexy lucky charm.” 
 
   All these people are so obsessed with winning. Could I be? Would I want to be? Probably not...
 
   She watched him play for a little while, but was soon bored with it. Looking around, her eyes fell on another game with a huge and colourful board filled with animals. 
 
   No one played, and the girl sitting there smiled when Maria moseyed over. 
 
   “So, how’s this work?” 
 
   The girl’s smile widened. 
 
   “It’s easy. You pick a colour and an animal, and when I push this button, a computer randomizes the animals. For example, if you bet on pink Tharg, and there are five or more pink Thargs on the board, you win.” 
 
   She sat in front of a rack with various stuffed animals. 
 
   I think I get it. I want that large teddy bear, and I just might cheat to get it. The others want money, and they’re not able to cheat. Interesting...
 
   “Okay, I want blue elephant. Is this enough?” 
 
   Her hand had been quite empty a second earlier, but now she held five silvery tokens.
 
   “Oh yes. Blue elephant it is.”
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   Stephan didn’t notice that Maria wandered off until he started losing every game. 
 
   I wonder if she stacked the cards to make me win, or if she really brings that much good luck. Maybe the universe just favours her...
 
   He glanced through the crowds but didn’t have to search for long. She was already on her way back, hauling a four-foot tall teddy bear in her arms.
 
   A drunk in the crowd whistled after her, and people turned to look as she walked by. 
 
   I can’t blame them. The way that little black dress caresses her body...
 
   She seemed oblivious of the attention, but it would probably be a good idea to meet her before something happened. The multitude of people worked against him, making him criss-cross between aliens and humans.
 
   She beamed and waved when she saw him. 
 
   “Look what I got! Isn’t he gorgeous? He’s Mister Teddy, and he’ll be living with us from now on.” 
 
   It was impossible not to smile and he wrapped one of his arms casually around her shoulders at the same time as his other elbow hit the chest of a drunk grabbing for her ass. The man fell to the floor, gasping for air, and he steered her away from the mass of people. 
 
   I don’t think she noticed. Good.
 
   “It’s a fine bear, babe. Want me to carry it for you?” 
 
   Holding the toy under his arm seemed a little silly, but she flashed him a smile making him want to fill the entire ship with stuffed toys just to get to see it again. 
 
   “He’ll be safe with me.”
 
   “I know.” 
 
   She smiled and squeezed his arm, and her trust made him feel warm inside, even if it was just about a teddy bear.
 
   “Would you like to...”
 
   He didn’t get any further; a voice called out, “Stephan Forks? I’ll be damned, I didn’t expect to see you back here so soon, or like this. I mean, you’re all prettied up and heeeey, what do we have here?”
 
   The man eyed Maria, disrobing her with his eyes. 
 
   There’s just no peace and quiet in this galaxy anymore... 
 
   “Hello Dean.”
 
   “You always had an eye for the ladies, but where did you find this? I don’t suppose you’ll share?” 
 
   “Don’t make me hurt you. She’s off limits.” 
 
   The other man grabbed Maria’s hand and kissed it, and Stephan expected her to either smile or object to Dean’s advances. She just stood there with a distant look on her face and he squeezed her waist. 
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   She made a visible effort to return to the present, giving her head a slight shake. 
 
   “Nice to meet you, Dean. There’s something I’ve got to do. I’ll be right back.”
 
   His arm fell off her as she turned and disappeared into the crowd. Dean nudged him. 
 
   “That’s the good stuff right there, I’m impressed. So, how ‘bout a drink huh? For old times’ sake? Seems like you’ve got a lot of stories to tell.”
 
   Something’s up. Shouldn’t I be in on it, whatever it is? 
 
   He patted his old friend on the shoulder. 
 
   “Maybe later.” 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Maria would be the first to admit her entire species were suckers for the big picture, but from time to time, the need of the one must be tended to as well. 
 
   Ow, whomever’s doing that has to stop right now.
 
   A soul cried out to her in agony, so close its pain teetered on the edge of becoming her own. She could shut it out, but no need to when she could remedy the problem instead.
 
   She zigzagged through the crowds until she saw a young woman sitting on the brick edge of a fountain. The girl cried, and an ugly bruise was forming on her face.
 
   A young man with a mop of brown hair and cold eyes leaned over her. 
 
   “We bought you fair and square bitch, and you’re going to obey. Running away will just make it worse on you.” 
 
   Maria opened her mouth to say something, but snapped it shut with surprise as he shoved the girl hard enough to make her fall backwards into the water, arms and legs sprawling. A couple of people passing by turned to look, but no one interfered. 
 
   Seriously? You won’t even tell him to stop? You should be ashamed of yourselves.
 
   “Stop that!”
 
   The stranger glanced back at her and frowned. 
 
   “This is none of your business. Get lost.”
 
   “Well, I just made it my business. You should leave her alone.”
 
   Her voice sounded like she made a friendly suggestion. He might back off, and she had to give him the benefit of the doubt. Meanwhile, the girl splashed around in the water and finally managed to get to her feet. She stood soaking wet, dripping water, clearly torn between despair and the faint hope that someone might speak up for her.
 
   Her tormentor, on the other hand, was unperturbed. 
 
   “And what are you going to do about it, princess?” 
 
   Maria didn’t have a chance to answer. 
 
   The girl gathered courage and shouted, “Run! Save yourself while you can.”
 
   She was instantly rewarded with a fist to her face. 
 
   “I told you to shut up.”
 
   He whirled around when Maria’s finger poked his back. She had been too far away to reach him a split second earlier. 
 
   “And I told you not to do that.”
 
   Behind him, the water took on a pink hue and the girl moaned with pain. 
 
   Sadist. You like beating women, don’t you?
 
   “You know, Imma take you too. My customers will pay good money for you.” 
 
   He reached out to touch her hair, and she punched him right in the face, without thinking. She didn’t hit him very hard, but it was enough to hurt him, and definitely harder than he expected. When he lifted his fingers to touch his lip they came back drizzled with blood, and he stared as if something completely unthinkable just happened. 
 
   Maria crossed her arms, challenging him, waiting for him to hit her back.
 
   “Feisty, but you’ll change your tune when you get on the receiving side, bitch.”
 
   She didn’t even blink when the thug tried to hit her, but smirked when Stephan caught the fist in a grip that wouldn’t budge. He closed his fingers around the other man’s hand, crushing it, and the pain was enough to bring the assailant to his knees.
 
   I didn’t see that coming, but I like it.
 
   “We do not hit women. I’m not saying I’m perfect, but hitting them is just wrong.” 
 
   He handed the bear to Maria. 
 
   “You take Mister Teddy, babe, and look after your friend. I’ve got this.”
 
   The younger man seemed too preoccupied with the pain from his hand to resist much. He was trying to protect it, and Stephan shook him a little.
 
   “Don’t you faint on me you little wimp.” 
 
   I have a very able protector. I like it.
 
   His willingness to defend her satisfied her ego.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Stephan grabbed the man’s shirt and pulled him towards a back door.
 
   “Space idiot. If you were to attack me I could forgive it, but her? You’re not even worthy to step on the same floor as her.”
 
   As they got closer to the door, the man fought to pry Stephan’s fingers open, struggling to get loose, but it only resulted in the grip on his shirt tightening further. He kicked Stephan’s leg, and was rewarded with a shake. 
 
   “Don’t do that.”
 
   The door led to an open space behind a restaurant. 
 
   “Please don’t hurt me anymore, man, it was just a girl.”
 
   Stephan dropped the would-be slave dealer on the floor and watched him crawl backwards, holding the damaged hand in front of his chest. 
 
   “You can have her, you don’t even have to pay. We have more of them, lots, and pretty.”
 
   “It’s my lucky day, huh?
 
   The irony was wasted; the other man nodded fervently.
 
   “Yeah, man, all yours, just let me go. Wha’cha say?” 
 
   What am I going to do with this idiot? She’s probably perfectly able to take care of herself, but he tried to hit her.
 
   The very thought of someone attempting to harm his Goddess made his hands itch for breaking something. There could be only one punishment, and her ancestors or whatever would probably approve.
 
   “I’ll pay you. Everything’s for sale, name your price.”
 
   Glancing around, there weren’t any people in sight, and the area seemed clear of cameras. That was a very fine dumpster just a few feet away. 
 
   “It’s not your lucky day pal. She might have let you live, but I won’t.” 
 
   It was over in a couple of seconds. Someone would get an unpleasant surprise when it was time to empty the container, but oh well. 
 
   He shrugged, dusted his hands off, and went to look for his girl.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Maria gazed after Stephan and mumbled, “Hurry back.”
 
   It took a couple of seconds for her to remember what she should be doing. Up close, the young woman’s face was even worse than she expected. One eye was swelling closed and she had bruises everywhere. 
 
   Her poor nose, poor jaw... How can so many people pass by without even lifting an eyebrow?
 
   She helped the girl out of the water and sat down next to her on the edge of the fountain. The perpetrator would get what was coming to him and there was no need for her to go kick anyone, but a good kick might have been satisfying. 
 
   Oh well, I did get to hit him, and I’m sure Stephan won’t let him off easy.
 
   “Close your eyes for a moment and focus on my voice. Everything is going to be alright. You are safe now.” 
 
   No one even looked their way and it seemed safe to assume no one would pay attention. Maria healed the girl’s wounds and bruises and did her best to sound cheery. 
 
   “Open your eyes and look at me.”
 
   The girl clung to Maria’s arm with one hand and touched her own face with the other.
 
   “I’m Maria Callaway. Remember my name. If you’re ever in real trouble again, you can call for me, and I’ll hear you. Okay? Want to tell me what brought you here?” 
 
   “You healed me. How... How’d you do that?”
 
   “Trade secret. Don’t tell anyone or I’ll get a queue of people with toothaches and splinters. What’s your name?” 
 
   The younger woman still didn’t answer; she threw her arms around Maria and started to cry. 
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Oh no, don’t cry. What do I do? 
 
   She patted the girl on the pack. 
 
   “You’ll be okay. It’s over now.”
 
   It took a while, but Maria eventually learned between sobs and thank-yous that her new friend’s name was Chrys. She ran away from home just over a year earlier, seeking reprieve from poverty on a desert planet. 
 
   “I could have run forever to get out of there, and now I just want to be back.”
 
   Only fifteen years old, she had been poorly prepared for life in space. The slave dealers caught her quickly. Bought and sold several times over, used and abused, she ended up on the station and finally gathered courage to make a run for it. 
 
   Stephan returned before the story was over. He stood next to Maria with his arms crossed over his chest, towering over the sitting women. 
 
   “It’s not an unusual story. That man won’t bother you again, but what are you going to do?” 
 
   Chrys shook her head. She was crying again, and Maria produced some tissue out of nowhere. Stephan nodded to the side and she placed a hand on Chrys’s arm. 
 
   “I’ll be right over there, okay? Just a few meters away, and I’ll be right back.”
 
   Stephan said, “That guy won’t be back, but he was hardly alone.”
 
   “Does this happen all the time?”
 
   He gave a slight shrug. 
 
   “Slavery is illegal in this sector, but still rather common. They usually drug the girls to be docile. Some are sold over a hundred times each year.” 
 
   She hugged her bear, burying her chin in its soft and furry head. 
 
   “I hate slavery. We can’t just leave her here, poor thing.”
 
   “Well, I could.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes and he made a soothing gesture. 
 
   “Why don’t you just teleport her home?” 
 
   “No... She has been through so much already. I think she needs some normalcy, and some time to calm down before she meets her family. We need someone who can be trusted, someone who’ll take her home safely...”
 
   Their eyes met, and Stephan filled in, “...and I know just the man for the job. It would keep Dean occupied, off my back, and far away from you.”
 
   Was that a slip? I don’t know if I want to hit you or kiss you... 
 
   “You know you don’t have to worry, right?”
 
   He looked a little guilty. 
 
   I should probably take the encouraging approach. I’d be much more upset if he didn’t care. 
 
   “Thank you for helping me with this.” 
 
   “I’ll go find Dean.”
 
   When he turned to leave, Maria watched his back for a second. 
 
   “Stephan, wait.”
 
   He sent her a puzzled glance, and she wrapped her free arm around his neck, pressing her lips firmly against his and slipping him some tongue. 
 
   Took you by surprise, didn’t I?
 
   His arms around filled her with heavenly warmth, and for a moment she forgot all about the abused girl waiting. Stephan pulled himself back to the present quicker than her, put his hands on her hips, and pushed her gently away. His eyes glittered. 
 
   “I’ll be right back.”
 
   “You’d better be.”
 
   This time, she let him go, and on the way back to Chrys, she took her bracelet off. To her it was a shiny trinket, but to a human the diamonds could buy a lifetime of luxury. 
 
   “You two look very happy.”
 
   Maria smiled and fastened the bracelet around the girl’s slender arm before producing a wad of money. 
 
   “I think we are. Do you want to go home?”
 
   The tear-drenched face nodded.
 
   “Okay. We know someone who can take you and look after you, you’ll be safe with him. I’m going to pay you, so you don’t have to worry about that. Take this...”
 
   She pushed the money into the girl’s pocket.
 
   “It should get you by for some time. Now, if I was you, I wouldn’t show the money or this bracelet to your pilot. Keep it a secret for now, just to be on the safe side, okay? Everything’s going to be alright.”
 
   Chrys stared at her. 
 
   “Are you an angel?” 
 
   Angel? I’ve been called many things, but that’s not one of them. 
 
   “No. I... Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “How can I ever repay you?” 
 
   Maria touched her cheek. 
 
   “That’s easy. Keep safe, and take care of yourself. Live a happy life. That’s all I need.”
 
   Our paths will cross again. I just don’t know where or when.
 
   It was a matter of minutes before Stephan returned with Dean, the latter babbling.
 
   “So you mean you’re paying me to transport a girl? A real girl? Not a statue or anything?” 
 
   Stephan rolled his eyes. 
 
   “Yes, a girl.” 
 
   He stopped and let a heavy hand fall on the other man’s shoulder. 
 
   “No fooling around. No detours. Pretend she’s your sister or something.” 
 
   Dean sighed and sounded exasperated.
 
   “Man you’re serious nowadays.” 
 
   Maria waved them closer and held up a wad of money. Dean grabbed it and leafed through the bills. 
 
   “For you I’d do it for free, but this helps...”
 
   She held up a finger, wanting to get his attention; he seemed somewhat preoccupied by the feeling of money in his hands. 
 
   “This is Chrys. I want you to fuss over her, treat her like a princess. Can you do that for me?” 
 
   “Baby, toss in a little kiss for me, and my ship will be her palace.” 
 
   He bent forward, puckering his lips, but Stephan’s hand fell down on his neck and pulled him away. 
 
   “Yeah, man, that’s not happening.” 
 
   “Wow, she’s really got you. Where did you say you two met?” 
 
   Stephan grinned.
 
   “I got drunk and rammed her ship.” 
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   To Stephan, it seemed to take forever before Dean and Chrys were on their way. 
 
   When Maria wanted to walk them to Dean’s ship, he whispered, “They’ll be fine.”
 
   She stopped abruptly with the teddy bear dangling under her arm. 
 
   “Oh. I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were so eager to get rid of them.”
 
   “I’m not, I’m eager to be alone with you. But, if you really want to go wave them off we can catch up.”
 
   It was clearly the right thing to say; she flashed a smile. 
 
   “No. We’ll see them again.”
 
   What? 
 
   “Why? When?”
 
   “I don’t know. I try not to pay attention to the future.”
 
   God, I love her, but sometimes talking to her gives me a headache.
 
   He put his hands on her shoulders. 
 
   “Don’t go picking fights with guys that big if I’m not around, okay?” 
 
   Her mouth twitched. 
 
   “Why? Don’t you think I can take care of myself?” 
 
   “Of course you can, but it’s my job now. You shouldn’t have to deal with it.”
 
   She’ll probably just teleport out of the way, or turn them into cotton wool or an ear ring or something, but why risk it? Dammit, I want to hug her, but that bear is the size of a bus. Maybe I’ll always have to fight it for her from now on.
 
   “Would you mind sending Mister Teddy home? He can wait for us in the ship.”
 
   He expected her to say something cheeky, but the bear disappeared and she stepped closer, wrapping her arms around him. A part of him wanted to suggest they return home too. Her little black dress was darned sexy, and he wanted to unzip it and take it off. The closet they’d borrowed wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t their own bed, or even the kitchen... 
 
   Maria’s voice shook him back to reality.
 
   “You seem far away, what are you thinking?” 
 
   “I’m thinking about you on the kitchen table.” 
 
   The honest answer made her laugh. 
 
   “Well handsome, good things come to those who wait, and you’ve only waited a couple of hours.” 
 
   It wasn’t easy to pretend to suffer, but he sighed and tried a sad puppy look.
 
   “But, that’s forever.” 
 
   He trailed his hands up to her shoulders and rubbed them. 
 
   Think, Stephan... I want to take the dress off, but it’s so sexy on. Stop thinking about sex. What’s here that’s safe and something she might like? Oh, I know.
 
   “C’mon.”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   Grinning, he smacked her butt.
 
   “I’m not telling. Good things come to those who wait, remember?”
 
   She stuck her tongue out. It was impossible not to tease her.
 
   “Oh sweetheart, I know somewhere you can put that.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and tucked her hands around his arm. 
 
   “You’re hopeless.”
 
   “Yes, but you’ve grown fond of me.”
 
   Even when zigzagging through the crowds it was a matter of minutes before Maria gaped at the entrance to the holo-theatre with its fourteen holographic movie posters. She stepped into one of them and walked around the objects and characters.
 
   I wonder how many hundreds of years it has been since she saw a movie. 
 
   She circled an ugly alien with hairy mandibles and five purple eyes on long stalks, and Stephan couldn’t help but look at her ass when she bent down to check if she could see the underside of things too. 
 
   “Can we see that one?”
 
   The poster promised knights on horses, kings, queens, and a wizard. 
 
   “Whatever you want.”
 
   He balanced tickets, sodas, and snacks down an aisle to surprisingly plush chairs. It was only a few minutes until the next showing, and Maria squeezed his hand, nibbled popcorn, and looked around with wide eyes. 
 
   “You’ve been at movies before, right?”
 
   “Of course. Back on old Earth... nineteen...eighty...something. It wasn’t anything like this.”
 
   The movie was true 3D of course, and even he found himself ducking when a horse appeared to jump over their heads.
 
   “Can I sit on your lap?”
 
   He winked at her and gestured to come on over. 
 
   Holding her tight, he murmured, “I’m the luckiest man in the universe.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   A few rows behind Stephan sat a man with wide shoulders and eye-catching red hair next to a man in khaki-coloured pants, beige shirt, beige tie, khaki jacket, and khaki shoes. His hair was almost the exact same colour as the shirt, but his eyes were bright blue, completely out of place.
 
   “You know you could have your eyes changed to match the rest of you?”
 
   “Shut up, Paulie.”
 
   “How can two people be this preoccupied with each other? I wish they picked another movie, this is damned boring.”
 
   He started to pull out a weapon, but the man in beige shook his head. 
 
   “No, no, no, you can’t start shooting in here. We’re supposed to keep it quiet, idiot. We’ll get them when they leave.”
 
   Paulie looked disappointed, but shrugged and tucked the pistol back into his pocket.  
 
   “Wha’cha say we go wait outside? There’s nowhere else for them to go.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Stephan lost interest in the movie the second Maria sat on his lap. 
 
   He had never seen a knight in armour, a wizard throwing flames from his hands, or even a horse, and the story was too far from his world to captivate him. Besides, it was impossible not to think about sex when she pressed against him. He rubbed her back, enjoying the silky fabric of her dress and her warm body close to his. 
 
   When the king’s best friend seduced the queen, Maria whispered, “It wasn’t like that at all.”
 
   Does she think this is real? Oh well, at some place in this vast universe, something along the lines of this might have happened, and maybe she was there.
 
   To his joy, it ended her interest in the story, and she gave him her full attention instead, kissing his neck, tickling a sensitive spot with her tongue and caressing his chest. He pulled his finger along the side of her breast. 
 
   The dress was sexy on, but she might wear something even more enticing under it...
 
   Making out in the darkness in the middle of a crowd was a turn-on in itself, something just a little bit forbidden, and a soft moan escaped him. 
 
   “Babe, maybe we should go back home for a bit, but if you keep that up I won’t be able to walk out of here.” 
 
   “Yes we should, but walking isn’t required.”
 
   Her hot breath on his skin made coherent thought impossible. A split second later, he sat on the edge of the bed with Mister Teddy next to him and Maria tugged at his shirt.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Outside the theatre, Paulie and the man in beige watched people pour out, but Stephan and Maria was nowhere in sight.
 
   Paulie wheezed, “We can’t have missed them. There’s no way to miss those two, and there’s no other way out.”
 
   “Maybe they’re still making out in there.”
 
   “Oh come on, they can’t be that interested in each other.”
 
   They didn’t have to take many steps into the now brightly lit room to see it was empty.
 
   “What the hell? Where did they go?
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Maria rested with her head on Stephan’s shoulder, trailing lazy patterns on his chest. She was relaxed and content, and completely unprepared for his question. 
 
   “Does this happen to you a lot?”
 
   “What?”
 
   He smirked. 
 
   “Hooking up with a mortal, staying until you get bored or they grow old and die.”
 
   Whoa, where did that come from?
 
   “No.” 
 
   And I really don’t want to talk about this, so please drop it.
 
   “But...”
 
   “But what? I’m so old?”
 
   “No... Well, yes, but I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   Dammit. 
 
   “I’ve never been in this kind of relationship with someone outside my own species, if that’s what you’re getting at. You’re the first, and you’ll probably be the last. Happy?”
 
   She rolled over enough to be able to lean on an elbow and look at him. He didn’t seem particularly happy. 
 
   Handled that well, didn’t I... Is he still worried I’ll disappear?
 
   “I know I’m not human, but you’re not really human either. I think we make a good team. The past is gone and now is now. I think now is pretty good, don’t you?”
 
   Please, let’s not fight. I don’t know how I lived without you, and any day now I might even be able to say it.
 
   He pulled her closer. 
 
   “Now, right now, is very good.”
 
   She relaxed again, closed her eyes, and enjoyed the feeling of his strong arms around her.
 
   “Hey, I should probably take you to dinner.”
 
   She opened one eye. “Naah, it must be late by now, and if you’re hungry, I can get us something right here.” 
 
   He brushed a lock of hair away from her face. 
 
   “It’s late ship-time, but that doesn’t matter on the station, you know. It’s always open. I know this really nice restaurant and I think you’d like it.” 
 
   Sounds like he wants to go. 
 
   “Okay.”
 
   She crawled out of bed as slowly as possible, making sure to tempt him. With any luck at all he’d change his mind and want to stay on the ship.
 
   Stephan gave her butt a slight tap, but showed admirable constraint, so she pulled on one of his shirts. It made an excellent robe.
 
   His eyes burned into her back. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing. You’re just too cute.”
 
   She shrugged and moseyed over to the closet. Nothing seemed just right and she twirled a lock of hair around her finger. 
 
   “Put a belt around what you have, and it’ll be fine. Or take it off...” 
 
   Now he looked like he wanted to eat her. She poked his chest with a finger. 
 
   “Think unsexy thoughts, Mister. You wanted to go to dinner. I don’t even need to eat.”
 
   He flashed a smile, clearly trying to look innocent. 
 
   “How about something red?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Paulie leaned against a wall, struggling to look casual. When Stephan and Maria walked by, arm in arm, it seemed even more improbable that he could have missed them leaving the theatre. Either of them would draw attention on their own. Together, they were stunning. 
 
   Enjoy it while you can, it won’t last.
 
   As soon as they passed, neither acknowledging him with as much as a look, he lifted his arm and spoke into his cuff. 
 
   “Jack, I got them. They’re on the move.”
 
   “Good. Let’s try not to lose them this time.”
 
   “I’m not too worried about that, they stand out.”
 
   “Well, that’s what we thought in the theatre. Keep your eyes open.”
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   Stephan had been right. Maria adored the restaurant. It was comfortable and cosy, with real wooden boards for floor and ceiling, panelled walls, and nice furniture. A big chandelier lit with old-fashioned candles hung over their table, and close to the entrance was an alligator. 
 
   Building this place all the way out here must have cost a fortune.
 
   An old man with wrinkly dark skin and merry eyes hurried up to them and Stephan leaned his elbows on the table. 
 
   “Joseph, please meet Maria Callaway.”
 
   “Enchanting.”
 
   It was impossible not to be charmed. 
 
   “May I ask, how did the gator end up out here?”
 
   “I grew up in Louisiana as a boy. I keep it around to cheer me up when I think I’m up to my eyeballs in alligators.”
 
   Stephan looked puzzled. 
 
   “Eyeballs?”
 
   She ran a finger over his hand. 
 
   “It means you’re stressed. I haven’t heard that expression for a very long time.”
 
   He glanced up at her and smiled, and the gaze gave her butterflies.
 
   Joseph said, “I hope you’re hungry. For this lovely lady we shall make a special, yes?”
 
   It was a matter of minutes before they had samples of innumerable courses in front of them. Stephan gathered up combinations for her to try and made her giggle. 
 
   What a magical night.
 
   A girl from an adjacent table said, “Wow, that looks good.”
 
   “Try some.”
 
   All the guests were soon engulfed in discussions of which of the many courses, wines, and later desserts might be the best. 
 
   This is a lot of food, I bet we’ve emptied the kitchen. We have to remember to tip everyone… 
 
   They spent almost four hours in the restaurant, but eventually the last piece of dessert; Cajun bananas with brown sugar and homemade vanilla ice cream was eaten, the coffee pot was empty, and Stephan rubbed his stomach. 
 
   “I think it’s time to go for a walk.”
 
   “Yes… It’s a good thing I’m not human or I’d have to roll out of here.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Paulie, Jack, and their posse waited outside the restaurant. Jack held a casual pose, but Paulie marched up and down the hallway. 
 
   “What the hell is taking them so long? They’re eating. It should only take like, what, 20 minutes?” 
 
   Jack chuckled.
 
   “For you, maybe, but those two are in luuuuuve. Heh, maybe we should get them both and have them make porn holos for us.” 
 
   “We should burn the place down is what we should do. That’d get them moving. I didn’t think a guy that size could be such a romantic sap.” 
 
   Jack smacked him over the head. 
 
   “We’re in space you idiot. It’s suicide to set fire to things in space; you’ll use up all the air.”
 
   “Can you think of a better way to get them moving?”
 
   “They’ll come out when they’re done. We know where they are. We just need to get them to a quiet place.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The glittering crowds still intrigued Maria, and her eyes were wide as they strolled away from the restaurant. 
 
   They walked slowly, arm in arm, and didn’t cover much ground. It didn’t matter; she was content.
 
   Stephan said, “I ate too much, I need to move. Activity…”
 
   She nodded towards a bright sign. 
 
   “Let’s go shoot some pool. I’ll kick your butt.”
 
   “Really? No using powers, though, you have to win fair and square.” 
 
   Her face was the model of innocence.
 
   “Cheat? Me? What do you think of me, lover?” 
 
   Dammit, he’s going to win.
 
   He had bad luck in the first game, or maybe he let her win, she couldn’t decide which. Then, she lost three in a row. As hard as it was to confess, he was much better than she at commanding the colourful little balls. 
 
   “I think you’re cheating, no one is that good. Let’s go home, we can play more some other day.”
 
   He looked much too sexy to be allowed in public anyway; unkempt hair, stubbly cheeks, and the top button of his shirt open so she could glance the muscular chest... 
 
   Snap out of it.
 
   He wrapped his strong arms around her and inched her closer, sending an expectant tingle down her spine. 
 
   “Home sounds good.”
 
   She stood on her toes and met his lips. 
 
   Maybe I should just teleport us there? All this walking is overrated.
 
   “Come on, beautiful.”
 
   At the last row of stores, almost back at the ship, Stephan stopped outside a bar. 
 
   “Do you want a nightcap?”
 
   “Not really, I had something else in mind.”
 
   Her words made him look like a contented cat. 
 
   “Sounds good to me.” 
 
   “Hah, I might have a one track mind, but you’re just as bad.” 
 
   He laughed and they continued towards the docking bay. When they almost passed the door, a man dressed in beige stepped out, grinning. 
 
   “Hey, long time no see. Wha’cha been up to, you old pirate?”
 
   Maria frowned; the stranger’s smile was too wide and his eyes too cold. 
 
   Something’s up. No, don’t be so prejudiced; not everyone can be handsome or look friendly, and it’s not his fault he looks like someone eating kittens for breakfast.
 
   The man patted Stephan on the shoulder. 
 
   “Come on in, I’ll buy you a drink.”
 
   “Thanks, but some other time maybe. We had other plans.”
 
   “It’ll only take five minutes, you guys can’t be in that much of a rush, can you?”
 
   She played with Stephan’s fingers. 
 
   “We need to go.”
 
   The stranger met her gaze.
 
   “Oh come now, sweetheart, he can’t be that whipped, won’t you let him have a drink with an old friend?” 
 
   That hit a sore spot. 
 
   She wanted to punch the man’s face in, or maybe turn him into something that would break easily, like a teacup she could throw at the wall. 
 
   Of course I’m dominant, I’m a freakin’ Goddess and you should be crawling on your knees, grateful to be in our presence…
 
   She clenched her jaw and fought it down.
 
   Stephan sighed.
 
   “Give us a minute will you.” 
 
   He pulled her a few steps to the side and ran his hands over her shoulders. 
 
   “I have no idea who this guys is.”
 
   Lemme guess, so many people in so many ports, and you met most of them when drunk? 
 
   There was no malice in her thought, just a statement of a fact. 
 
   “I’m just sayin’ it might be faster to humour him. If he keeps it up, I’ll hit him?”
 
   No, we need to go. We really need to go. If you don’t know him, there’s no harm in offending him.
 
   She opened her mouth intending to say we’re leaving, and was surprised to hear her voice utter, “If that’ll make you happy.”
 
   The stranger placed his arms around their shoulders and more or less shoved them through the door. Then, his arm fell off her, and Maria pretended it was normal to have objects pass through her. 
 
   Stop touching me you little twirp. Eeeew, his hands feels like some slithery kind of vermin. I don’t like this guy.
 
   In spite of all her misgivings, she didn’t object. She shifted her weight and wondered if she was really just being possessive of her boyfriend. Was she so egotistical she couldn’t let him talk to and have fun with anyone but her? She didn’t think so, but she wasn’t sure.
 
   Stephan was already by the counter, where the bartender had drinks conveniently ready for them. 
 
   Something is wrong, it’s not just me.
 
   She called out, “Stephan, no!” just as he raised his glass to slam the drink down. 
 
   He glanced back at her but was already in motion, and in the next second, he sank to the floor. 
 
   The man poked Stephan with the toe of his boot. 
 
   “Sorry mate, it’s nothing personal, just business.” 
 
   He looked towards Maria with a smirk. 
 
   “Well, sugar, there was no getting around it, really. And if it hadn’t been us, it would’ve been someone else.” 
 
   Another man stepped up behind her, pressing the nozzle of a gun against her back, urging her further into the room. She was happy to oblige; it was where she intended to go anyway.
 
   “You and your lover have eluded us all day, but you can forget about him now. He ain’t gonna save you this time.” 
 
   Oh, shut up.
 
   She ignored him and knelt beside Stephan, searching for a life sign. His heart beat, but faintly, and she whispered, “Stay alive, okay? Please, I love you so much. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
 
   The man with the gun kicked Stephan’s side. 
 
   “Oh you love him? That’s cute, but that one ain’t going nowhere. This poison would kill an elephant, and even if he’s beefy, he’s not that big. You’re on your own, doll. Get up.” 
 
   “Paulie, kicking him is uncalled for.”
 
   “Shut up, Jack.”
 
   “No, you shut up.”
 
   Really? You two sound like two little kids.
 
   Maria rose to her feet and glared. He stare was enough to make Paulie take a step backwards. 
 
   “You’re really brave, aren’t you? You have a gun, and you’re still afraid of an unarmed woman?”
 
   She took a few steps away from Stephan, wanting to get him out of the line of fire. It was bad enough to be poisoned; he didn’t need to be shot as well.
 
   Jack said, “You two cost us a lot of money today, and your boy killed one of us, but I’m not holding a grudge. Tom was useless anyway, couldn’t even keep one little girl under control, and he was too fond of... eh... damaging the merchandise.” 
 
   His smile reminded her of a shark when he added, “And now we have you instead. You’ll be worth your weight in gold to the right buyer. All’s well that ends well, right.” 
 
   I bet this is when you laugh heartily at your own joke and watch girls cry and plead for their lives and freedom? You got the wrong woman this time.
 
   She crossed her arms over her chest and stared.
 
   Paulie wet his lips. 
 
   “Hey, maybe she’s retarded. Maybe beefcake on the floor wanted them beautiful and dumb?”
 
   Jack shrugged. 
 
   “Well, if she doesn’t understand what’s happening, it only makes it easier for us, doesn’t it.”
 
   “So, you’ve killed Stephan to be able to sell me as a slave.”
 
   Jack pretended to think about it and nodded.
 
   “Sounds ‘bout right to me.” 
 
   “Alright. I just wanted to make sure I got it right.”
 
   I need to heal Stephan. That should be my first priority. I can’t lose him.
 
   Telling herself to help him was one thing, but she was too shaken up and angry to actually do it.  It would normally be easy to will him to stay alive, but a tidal wave of dark rage rose in her. Fury pounded through her soul, demanding to be let out, and she didn’t have the focus to heal. Her voice was still soft when she spoke.
 
   “You know, I only wanted to go back to the ship. But no, you had to make trouble, didn’t you?” 
 
   Paulie waved his gun. 
 
   “Shut up, bitch.” 
 
   “Alright, but you’ll wish I kept talking.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jack tugged at his beige sleeve and leaned against the counter. 
 
   “Blah, blah, blah. Be a nice little whore and follow Paulie without babbling his ears off.”
 
   Behind him, the man who served Stephan’s last drink screamed. Whirling around, he stared as the man’s flesh cracked open in blisters spewing green flames. 
 
   “What the hell?”
 
   He staggered backwards to get away from the burning nightmare, but Maria’s eyes raged with the same green fire. She was changing in front of his eyes, turning into something else, something not human. 
 
   He wanted to run, but his feet couldn’t move.
 
   Oh lord, we’re doomed. 
 
   Maria moved her hand, and all the bottles behind the bar flew through the room, crashing into the opposite wall, spreading their contents and splintering glass all over the floor. 
 
   Paulie yelled, “Run!” but as much as he tried, he got nowhere. 
 
   His knees buckled until he sat on the floor in a warm puddle of his own urine, looking up at an impossibly tall and slender figure all dressed in white and shining bright as a sun. 
 
   The woman hovered in mid-air, her eyes blazed, and her hair floated around her like silvery rays of moonlight. 
 
   When she spoke, her voice came from the very foundations of the universe, and the room shook. 
 
   He slapped his hands over his ears in a futile attempt to keep the voice out, but her words were already engraved in his mind. 
 
   “How dare you interfere with the Goddess? Grovel before me and pray your end comes quickly.” 
 
   An invisible power pulled him to his feet, closer and closer to those green eyes that now filled his vision. They were the last thing he saw before a hand white as marble and impossibly strong closed around his throat.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Maria shook Jack a couple of times, his neck broken before she even started, and tossed the body to the side. 
 
   Behind the bar, the man who served her lover the deadly concoction still burned. 
 
   “Get used to it. You will burn forever.”
 
   She glanced around the room, hoping to find more victims, and saw Paulie crawl over the floor on his hands and knees. Glass splinters tore into his skin and he left a trail of blood.
 
   His getaway was stopped by a silvery flaming sword tipped against the floor, right in front of his face. He looked up slowly along the blade and she moved it with him, until the tip pointed right at his throat with the sharp edge drawing a drop of blood.
 
   “Die on your feet like a man.”
 
   No one could disobey the thundering, unearthly voice, and Maria smirked as he rose on shaking legs. Then, he attempted to lift the gun and her blade moved. His hands fell to the floor, separated from the arms. 
 
   “That is for wanting to sell me.”
 
   The next cut severed his head from the body, and she sent it rolling over the floor.
 
   “That is for kicking poor Stephan.”
 
   Fantasies of utter destruction, of the big station and maybe a few nearby systems perishing in fire flowed through her mind, very close to becoming reality. The walls smouldered, and green flames licked Jack’s dead body. 
 
   Humans should pay, all of them, make them pay.
 
   It took an immense effort to overpower the temporary insanity that possessed her, but when her sword separated the fourth slaver’s head from his body, she returned to human shape. 
 
   The last one was a young man with dark skin and eyes, not much more than a boy, and he didn’t run like the others. She halted the killing blow just as the sword touched his neck. 
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know this would happen, I swear. I was just in it for the money.” 
 
   He met her gaze and offered the ultimate sacrifice. 
 
   “I can’t make it undone. Take my life as payment for his.”
 
   Tempting. 
 
   A life given freely would be worth more than mindless slaughter. 
 
   She couldn’t justify killing him, and doing so would diminish her own soul. The fires around them cooled down along with her temper.
 
   “Run.”
 
   He stared at her, clearly afraid to move. 
 
   “Run before I change my mind. Get off this station tonight. If I ever see you again, you’d better be doing good deeds.”
 
   The young man backed away from her sword, spun on his heel, and took her advice. 
 
   Maria glanced down at her hands, givers and takers of life. The sword no longer sported ice blue flames; it was just a piece of high carbon steel. It looked like a strange artefact, not at all like an object that belonged to her for millennia. A moment later, she sat on the bed in their ship, weeping softly with Stephan’s lifeless body in her arms.
 
   Maria willed Stephan’s body to draw one more breath, forced the heart to beat one more time, keeping her lover on telekinetic life support. He had held on to life for a long time thanks to his iron will and genetically enhanced body, but the venom was too much even for him. 
 
   She had withdrawn all toxins from his systems and healed the damages to his organs, but this was just a body, an empty shell void of the soul that once resided in it. She pulled her fingers over his hair, smoothing away the bangs that always fell in his eyes, before wiping her cheeks with the back of her hand.
 
   “If you can hear me, wherever you are, please know that I love you. I’m sorry I couldn’t say it when you were here.” 
 
   If his soul already reached the afterlife, he would be reunited with his... 
 
   She stopped herself, unwilling to think the words wife or family. If he was there he would be happy and ripping him away for her own gain would be cruel. She couldn’t justify it.
 
   I can bring the perpetrators back, though. I can kill them again, and again, and again...
 
   She laid him down carefully, making sure the body was comfortable
 
   “You can choose to come back, or choose to stay on the either side. Either way, I’ll understand.”
 
   A chair materialized next to the bed and she sat down to wait, keeping the room veiled in darkness with only a candle for company. Her katana appeared in her hands and she started to polish it. The sword was clean and shiny, it was always clean and shiny, but polishing it gave her something to do. 
 
   It was a sword and it wasn’t; it could probably kill people just fine the way it was, but she used it as a conduit, a manifestation of her powers, and holding it made her feel better.
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   Stephan woke hours later, wondering where he was. 
 
   The room was dark, only brightened by the soft glow of a single candle that had almost burned down. 
 
   Am I on the ship? What the hell happened? 
 
   He turned his head and squinted at the soft light. The picture that met him wouldn’t make sense on the best of days; his Goddess held a long and shiny sword over her legs. She looked like she sat on guard duty with her back completely straight and her eyes closed.
 
   “Babe?”
 
   The word sounded like a croak, but was enough to make the blade disappear. 
 
   Did I really see that? 
 
   A moment later, she knelt by his side, took his hand in hers and kissed it. Nothing made any sense at all. He couldn’t remember a thing after meeting the stranger claiming to know him. 
 
   I wanted to go back to the ship and take her dress off. Why do I feel hung-over? I can’t have gotten that drunk.
 
   The dress... 
 
   Maria’s clothes were torn, filled with blood and soot. 
 
   Tears lined her dusty face. 
 
   What the hell?
 
   He struggled to sit up and closed his eyes for a second to fight the vertigo. 
 
   “What happened?”
 
   She buried her face against his chest, crying quietly. Comforting women was difficult, and it didn’t become any easier when it was his strong and courageous Goddess. He hadn’t even known she could cry.
 
   “Babe...” 
 
   He wrapped his arms around her and rubbed her back, feeling the thin body tremble with held-back sobs. He wanted to lash out at something, wanted to get back at whatever made her like this, but he couldn’t make any sense of the situation through the pounding headache. He didn’t even know where to start. 
 
   Closing his eyes again, he tried, “Talk to me, what’s wrong? Do I need to go kill someone?” 
 
   He said it as an attempt to joke, and was surprised to feel her shake her head. 
 
   “No, I’ve already done that. I thought of bringing them back to life, so I could kill them again, but they didn’t seem worth the effort.”
 
   Confusing. Be patient. 
 
   “Who did you kill? What did they do? Help me out here, I can’t remember a thing.” 
 
   Being gentle with her had never been a problem, but now he wanted to shake her and make her tell him what was going on.
 
   She swallowed hard and he heard she struggled to be coherent. 
 
   “I’m sorry. It’s been a really long night.”
 
   He patted her head, wanting to encourage her, and she sniffled.
 
   “Remember the guy who tried to talk us into the bar?”
 
   Nodding made his head hurt even more, and she couldn’t see it with her face buried in his shirt. A wave of nausea flowed through him and he forced himself to breathe. 
 
   “Yeah, he was a little off, wasn’t he?” 
 
   “Yes, a little off... Well, he turned out to be the head of a group of slave dealers, and they were sort of upset because we freed their goods and killed their friend, so they decided to murder you and sell me instead, to cover their losses.” 
 
   This is too complicated.
 
   The rest of her story didn’t make it any better. 
 
   “They poisoned you and you... eh... you died. And... I... I love you very much... and I might have killed them and burned the bar down.”
 
   The last few words came out very quickly, as if she wanted to rid herself of a mountain of guilt. It took a few moments for the information to sift into his mind. 
 
   I died. No wonder I have a headache. Wait a minute, she said she loves me. 
 
   “I love you too, you know that.”
 
   She nodded and lifted her face to meet his eyes. He wiped tears from a soot streaked cheek. Even like this, she was by far the most beautiful woman he ever saw. 
 
   “How do you feel?” 
 
   There was honest concern in her words.
 
   “Terrible, but I’ll live. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
   He pulled her tight again and rested his chin against the top of her head. 
 
   I was dead. Did she bring me back? Is that even possible?
 
   Thinking made his head pound. 
 
   “Let’s take a shower. Getting cleaned up will make us both feel better, and then we’ll go get a cup of tea or something. Sound good?” 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   For four-thousand years, Maria never doubted her powers, but during this long night she feared she might have misinterpreted the situation and failed. 
 
   Going back to life alone seemed gruesome, and eternity was a long time. She did realize that even if he was more than human he would grow old and die eventually, but she expected to have at least half a century or so to approach the subject. The poison made everything too tangible too quickly.
 
   When they returned to the room she looked around with a grimace; they had brought the smell of fire, blood, and death with them. The sheets were stained and the place looked horrible. 
 
   There might be good reasons not to flaunt powers in everyday life, but I’ve had enough of this day. I’m not dealing with this, I’m not.
 
   She snapped her fingers for effect and everything turned so clean it shone. The nightstands held tea and cookies. 
 
   “There, that’s better.”
 
   If he was surprised, he didn’t even lift an eyebrow. He just shuffled after her towards the bed.
 
   As soon as she rested her head down on the pillow, the ship rocked from weapon’s fire. Stephan groaned.
 
   “Now what?”
 
   The computer sounded merry when it announced an incoming transmission. 
 
   Stupid thing is enjoying itself. Can computers be sadists?
 
   The message was short. 
 
   “This is Jim Benton, Captain of the station’s guards. Maria Callaway, you are under arrest for destroying station property. You will surrender yourself, the remains of Stephan Forks, and your cargo for further investigation.” 
 
   “Hah, dream on!”
 
   Stephan was already out of bed, peeking through a little window. 
 
   “You’ve really got them jumping. What’d you do, blow out their supply of poker chips?”
 
   She sighed and looked over his shoulder. 
 
   “Computer, send the following message back. Jim Benton, Captain yadda, yadda, my reception on this station has been under all critique. I helped you solve the problem with slave trafficking, which, if I may remind you, is illegal in this sector. In return for this assistance, I want... a statue in my honour.”
 
   Stephan chuckled, and his mirth made her change her mind. 
 
   “No, wait, ex-nay the statue, I want a tower with the statue on top of it. As for Stephan and the cargo, if you want them, come and claim them. End transmission.”
 
   “Everyone really thinks I’m dead, huh?”
 
   “You were dead.”
 
   He rubbed his temples. 
 
   “I don’t think my body approved.”
 
   She rested her head against his shoulder, wrapped one arm around his waist, and pressed her other palm against his forehead.
 
   “Let me see that.”
 
   As soon as she touched him, Stephan murmured, sounding relieved. “If we could put that into cans and sell it, we’d be richer than God.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “It sounded funny in my head.”
 
   What’s with all the commotion? What’s so interesting about us?
 
   A slave trader murdering quietly to win a new prize might not be interesting enough to attract attention, but her little display of power would have been, provided the bar had security cameras that someone watched. It didn’t seem likely.
 
   Stephan watched her with a frown. What could she tell him?
 
   The words, I transformed into an ancient species and slaughtered them all with my flaming sword were no doubt better unsaid.
 
   “What is the cargo, anyway?”
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Neither of them had been to the cargo bay since the incident with Captain Melota, and she had forgotten what a mess it was. Stephan grimaced.
 
   “I guess it wasn’t one of my best days.” 
 
   One crate balanced haphazardly on the corners of two others, and it was pure luck it hadn’t fallen over during their journey. 
 
   “Hang on, I’ll get the crane.”
 
   At the moment, Maria was more than happy with standing to the side and letting him work. 
 
   It was a matter of minutes until he had the large crate on the floor and she tugged a little at the lid with her fingernails.
 
   “You’re not even trying, are you?”
 
   “C’mon, I’ve worked all night.”
 
   He grinned and pried it open with a crowbar. After shoving some of the stuffing to the side, he whistled softly. 
 
   “I didn’t see that coming.”
 
   Maria reached out to touch one of the rarities before her. Her fingers hovered above Styrofoam and old-fashioned hay, not quite touching. 
 
   “There must be mines nearby. How many do you think there are?”
 
   Her lover shook his head and answered in a hushed voice, seemingly as reluctant as she to disturb the peace in the large room.
 
   “I don’t know. We can figure it out from the manifest, but just one would be too many, don’t you think?” 
 
   Nodding, she finally allowed her fingers to touch the delicate shell of a big bluish egg. It wasn’t quite ready to hatch, but almost. 
 
   “They’re B’vil-ayes, right?”
 
   Stephan sighed. 
 
   “We should put the lid back on. These are nano-cribs, keeping the right temperature. I don’t know how vulnerable they are at this stage, but we shouldn’t risk anything.” 
 
   She nodded in agreement, and plopped down on the floor to watch him close the box.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The computer sounded like it gave a lecture. 
 
   “B’vil-ayes are known to be a docile species who drift on the winds of Barh’lot. They have light bodies supported by exoskeletons, giving strength, durability, and speed. They mature quickly and are highly intelligent. These properties make them a perfect source of labour.”
 
   Stephan said, “I’ve heard of them. People use them in diamond-mines where other species would die within days.”
 
   Oh, great, they get to suffer a miserable existence in an environment completely alien to them before succumbing to pressure and poisonous gasses.
 
   “You know what? If people are too cheap to pay for robots, they don’t need to get it done at all.”
 
   “I don’t like this. I bet the station management is working together with those gentlemen you encountered.”
 
   “Were.”
 
   He lifted an eyebrow and she elaborated, “They were working. They’re not doing anything anymore.” 
 
   “I guess not... You know, I think the station head will get a visit from a ghost.”
 
   Maria looked into his eyes and a shadow of a smile crept over her lips. 
 
   “You’re very handsome for a ghost. I’m coming with you.” 
 
   Please, let’s not argue about this.
 
   Saying something as if it was already settled worked on most humanoids, but usually not on Stephan, and he didn’t fall for it this time either. He gave her a stern look. 
 
   “Absolutely not. I’m not dragging you further into this.” 
 
   “What? Why? You’re the one who died, not me.” 
 
   Maybe a bit blunt, but it gets the point across.
 
   He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. 
 
   “I’m really sorry I died. I can’t promise it won’t happen again, but I’ll try not to do it anytime soon.” 
 
   He paused to press his lips against her forehead, and when he continued it was in a more serious voice. 
 
   “You know I worry for you, right? You’re precious to me.” 
 
   Of course, big guy, do you want me to sit around and knit too? Why don’t you just add a really manly, “Let me deal with this?”
 
   “All those guards will be looking for you, they seem pretty on edge out there. Don’t you think they might overreact if they see you?”
 
   As much as she hated it, he had a point. However, if he worried for her, she worried for him too, and she had seen him die just hours earlier. 
 
   “You’re a mother hen. I’m a hundred times as old as you are, so I should be in charge.”
 
   “You can be in charge all you want, as long as you do it from here.”
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   Every fibre of Stephan’s being screamed she must be protected at any cost. 
 
   He heard how poorly his words conveyed the message, but how could he possibly ask her to stay in a way that wouldn’t offend her? 
 
   “I can’t help that I worry, babe.”
 
   Maria poked his chest with a finger. 
 
   “I worry too.”
 
   She just watched you die. Try something else. 
 
   “I want to see the station head. Assuming they know about you he won’t let me anywhere near if he thinks you’re there.”
 
   “You’re making things difficult.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I need to find out how much he knows about the trafficking, and these eggs, and everything. That’ll be much more difficult if he’s running or hiding.” 
 
   And I want to shoot someone for good measure.
 
   “What if I go as someone else?” 
 
   “What?”
 
   The woman in front of him changed. Maria Callaway disappeared and was replaced by a busty blonde with sparkling blue eyes and peroxide locks cascading down an outfit much like the ones worn by the girls in the casino. 
 
   Stephan stepped backwards. 
 
   “Whoa.” 
 
   “I can become anyone your heart...” she rubbed the front of his pants with a wry smile “...or any other part of you desires.”
 
   Her voice and accent had changed too. 
 
   This is too creepy. I mean, the idea has interesting possibilities, but this isn’t the time.
 
   In the next second, a dazzling redheaded beauty watched him, pulling a finger temptingly down her cleavage, and he made a grimace.
 
   “Stop it. I get the point.”
 
   Please turn back into yourself.
 
   The wish went unanswered; she disappeared.
 
   “Babe?”
 
   She didn’t answer, and talking to empty air seemed silly. 
 
   “You know, you don’t have to do this to impress me.”
 
   An invisible hand took his and squeezed it, and her voice echoed in his hand. 
 
   “You won’t even know I’m here. Let’s go.”
 
   “But...”
 
   She lifted his hand and kissed it with invisible but warm lips. Stephan still didn’t move, couldn’t move. 
 
   “Would it make you feel better if I turned into a shirt you can wear?”
 
   “You’re absolutely crazy.”
 
   Her laughter sounded a bit too merry. 
 
   “Yes, but you love me.”
 
   He shook his head and walked out of the ship with long strides. The blonde had tempted him, few men got the opportunity to try a girl with such an extremely sexy appearance without cheating, but invisibility was creepy.
 
   Leaving the ship and breathing air that didn’t smell like her was a relief. When he saw the closest guard’s mouth fall open, he flashed a wide smile and waved. 
 
   Dead man walking. I’m going into a base filled with people who already killed me once, unarmed, and possibly dressed in my girlfriend. Oh well, at least I’m not bored.
 
   This urge to investigate pointed towards a developing conscience. This could become a problem. In the past he never thought twice about operating on the wrong side of the law; the law didn’t help him when he needed it, so why should he uphold it? If he had to steal something or kill someone to survive, well, too bad. If he started worrying about morals in one matter it could easily spread into a... sense of right and wrong.
 
   He suppressed a shudder. 
 
   Stop fretting and concentrate on what you have to do.
 
   Armed guards stared and kept their weapons trailed on him but didn’t approach. It wasn’t all that long ago Maria strolled here arm in arm with him, heading for dinner, but now it seemed another lifetime. He had died and returned to life since, so it truly was another life.
 
   The guards had built an improvised roadblock to keep whoever might approach from the ship from entering the base. A few of them peeked out over a wall of laser-proof shields.
 
   What did she do to make them this jittery? Setting a bar on fire and separating a few criminals from their miserable existences doesn’t cut it. 
 
   A voice woke him from his musings.
 
   “It’s impossible, you’re dead.”
 
   The man’s eyes darted around and Stephan stopped a couple of steps from a wall of rifles. He crossed his arms over his chest and made a point of looking alive and unafraid. 
 
   “Jim Benton, it’s a pleasure to see you too. I’d stop and chat but I’m a bit busy.”
 
   The guard captain was pale and fine drops of sweat glittered on his forehead, even though he stood behind his troops. 
 
   Are all these armed men trembling with fear of a woman with a sword?
 
   “You’re supposed to be dead.”
 
   “Well, I’m not, and I’ve come to see the boss. I have some cargo for him. From what I hear, you’re finding it difficult to get on my ship to collect it. I think he’d talk to me. If not, I’m sure I know a few other people who would be interested in it.”
 
   Did Maria stand by his side or was she still in the ship? 
 
   Did she think the troops looked funny too? 
 
   It was unnerving to have so many weapons follow his every move, but he was still able to see the comical in the situation.
 
   Jim went over to a wall-mounted communications terminal. He was too far away for Stephan to make the conversation out, but looked exasperated. 
 
   Shifting his attention to the guards, he tried, “Could you guys please point those somewhere else?”
 
   No one answered. If anything, they seemed even more determined to shoot.
 
   Jim returned after a mere minute, pulling a hand over his forehead. 
 
   “You’re never getting out of here alive. You know that, don’t you?” 
 
   Stephan shrugged; this sudden concern for his well-being didn’t seem sincere. His old drinking buddy cuffed his hands behind his back and two men pushed him through the corridor towards an elevator. As the doors closed behind him, he heard Jim call out, “It was nice knowing you.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The elevator seemed to rise forever. 
 
   It finally came to a halt at the very top floor, and even the doors seemed to hush as they slid open. Thick handmade rugs on the floor dampened the sound of their steps, the walls were filled with art from many worlds, and ancient statues stared into nothingness from designed niches in the walls. 
 
   I bet every single piece is stolen. 
 
   In his opinion, it looked like someone collected things to create an aura of wealth, without taking good taste into account. As beautiful as many of the items were individually, the overall impression became tacky. 
 
   One of the guards shoved the muzzle of a gun into his back. 
 
   “Don’t just stand there, move along.”
 
   I chose to come up here. We could have left.
 
   He stopped dragging his feet and marched down the hallway to a big door clad with red leather. A plant and a golden statue of a lion flanked the entrance on each side.
 
   “Are you guys taking me to a restaurant? Looks like they have good spring rolls in here.”
 
   One of the guards said, “Can I kill him?”
 
   The other answered, “Shut up, idiot.”
 
   I wonder if he’s talking to me or to his colleague.
 
   A second later, the doors swung open on noiseless hinges, and Stephan spotted a familiar old man inside the room. He forced himself to smile. 
 
   “David Red, hospitality here has decreased since my last visit.”
 
   The doors closed behind him as quietly as they opened. The guards probably waited right outside, hoping for an excuse to storm in and shorten his expected lifespan. Oh well, every day now was overtime anyway. 
 
   Dammit, I have to stop thinking about being dead.
 
   David had ebony skin, dark eyes, and a head crowned with a mane of hair white as snow. Each one of his handmade suits could probably feed a starving family for a decade. 
 
   Stephan took a few steps further into the room, and David held out a remote control to rewind a holographic recording. It seemed to be a rehearsed act, and the impression of watching something staged grew stronger from David’s mild tone of voice. 
 
   “Stephan Forks.”
 
   The old man spun his chair to face his guest, and continued with a chuckle, “I always knew you were one stubborn son of a bitch, but I didn’t expect even you to survive that.”
 
   He held the remote out and started the recording again. 
 
   It was hard not to wince when Maria called out, “Stephan, no!” and he saw himself fall to the floor.
 
   “You look quite dead there. Close contact with the floor. I’d offer you a drink, but I doubt you’d take it after last time.”
 
   Stephan kept his eyes on the recording. 
 
   I guess it could be forged, but why would anyone go through all that trouble?
 
   A part of him knew his girl wasn’t quite human. She told him the first day they met and proved it over and over again. Hearing was still not the same as seeing and the holographic recording showed a being more stunningly beautiful, stronger, and more fearsome than any mortal could fully understand.
 
   I need some time to think about this. This is the person who shares my life, ship, and bed. This is who she really is. I wanted to protect her, how vain is that? What is she doing with me anyway?
 
   There was no time and this certainly wasn’t the place. 
 
   He managed to watch all the way through without showing any emotion. 
 
   When the recording stopped, showing green flames and smoke, he lifted an eyebrow and shrugged, feeling David’s scrutinizing stare. It was difficult to stop fretting, and he had to force his thoughts back to the present when David commented, “A remarkable young woman.  I’m sure you understand we’d very much like to... talk... to her. I take it she healed you somehow. Maybe even brought you back to life?”
 
   David’s eyes normally held the cold and calculating gaze of a machine, but at this moment, they glowed. 
 
   He fears her and I can see why, but he sees money too. I guess she presents endless opportunity for fame and power. 
 
   “Yes, that’s my girl.” 
 
   The pride in his own voice surprised him, as did the feeling of his handcuffs opening. 
 
   “I could make this very easy for you, and it could turn out very good for you. Just help me find the girl, help me get her into a secure holding area and give me my cargo, and I’ll pay you twice... No, three times the original agreement. You can be on your way in no time, wealthy, without a care in the world. That kind of money would buy you your own bar, and some fresh girls to replace the one you lose.”
 
   “How many times have you practiced saying that in front of a mirror? Lemme guess, if I don’t, you’ll kill me and take my ship, the cargo, and the girl anyway. But...” 
 
   He tried to look as if he just thought of something. 
 
   “You know, thus far you haven’t managed to kill me.”
 
   Taking a couple of steps closer, he leaned his head to the side. 
 
   “Those men from the bar worked with you, didn’t they? Or at least with your permission. It’s easy to look a little to the side if it lines your pockets, right? You have no idea of where the girl is, or what to do with her if you find her, and you can’t even get close to the ship, because she won’t let you touch it. Come on, Red, you’ll have to do better than this.”
 
   David seemed taken aback, but recovered quickly. 
 
   “It’s not like that at all. Slavery is illegal, remember. Are you saying I encourage it?”
 
   “Come now, David, you have a finger in everything that happens here. Just tell me, how many percent do you get?”
 
   The older man leaned back in his chair and smiled. 
 
   “Okay, you got me. But it’s just a few girls, no big deal. When did you get such a nitpicky conscience?” 
 
   He sounded accusing when he added, “You used to be fun, a happy drunk. Now you’re just a disappointment.”
 
   Stephan tossed the cuffs on the table and wrinkled his nose. 
 
   I want to punch that smile away. 
 
   “Does it matter?” 
 
   There was a nice plush chair standing close to the wall, and he pulled it out to face David’s desk. He didn’t care where he put it; anywhere that wasn’t the original position would be fine. He had been around long enough to expect traps everywhere, and it would be a shame to have the floor open under him, or an electrified net falling down over his head.
 
   “That’s better. Now, let’s talk about my cargo, shall we.” 
 
   His host replied immediately, “Where did you find that girl?”
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   Maria groaned inside when Stephan watched the recording. 
 
   Dammit, I didn’t want him to see that. He’s not supposed to see me lose control. Oh well, done is done and we’ll deal with it later. Probably at great length...
 
   She itched for doing something, and when Stephan looked comfortable in the chair she allowed herself to become semi-opaque behind David. 
 
   C’mon lover, see me.
 
   Waving caught his attention, and she spun a finger against her temple and rolled her eyes before starting to imitate the old man as he spoke. She kept it up until Stephan couldn’t suppress a smile. 
 
   David stopped in mid-sentence. 
 
   “What’s so funny?” 
 
   Stephan ignored the question and asked in a pleasant voice, “You want to meet her, don’t you?”
 
   The old man leaned back in the chair, pretending to think about it. 
 
   “To be honest, not really. But it would be in the best interest of my business, and thus in both mine and yours too.” 
 
   “I can arrange that.”
 
   “Good, good. I hoped you’d see things my way. I understand giving her up must be hard, but it’s in your best interest.”
 
   Stephan made a little rotating gesture with his finger in the air to make David turn around, and Maria couldn’t resist the temptation. 
 
   She leaned forward and shouted, “Boo!”
 
   David bounced out of his chair and landed on the floor, crawling backwards away from her until he hit the wall. His throat worked, but no sound came over his thin lips.
 
   “I think I broke your human.”
 
   “He’ll be fine, babe.”
 
   “He’s so peculiar. What is he doing down there?”
 
   “Hiding from you. I think he expects you to set him on fire.”
 
   “I don’t normally do that.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Maria watched the old man a moment longer, shrugged, and sauntered over to kiss her lover.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Stephan hadn’t forgotten the recording, but as soon as Maria came close, her warm, soft lips against his combined with her fragrance chased all the worries away. 
 
   She smells like lilacs. I bet I’ll forget all about the other her within days. If she stays close, it’ll all seem like a dream in a couple of hours.
 
   This was the first time he suspected the attraction he felt for her might be more than just infatuation, but he was beyond both caring and speculating. 
 
   He wanted her, needed her, more than anything or anyone he’d ever encountered. 
 
   “You take the chair babe, it’s comfortable. I’ll only be a minute.” 
 
   He rose to his feet to make room for her and walked over to David, pulling the old man up from the floor, placing him back in position behind the desk, and patting his shoulders a couple of times. 
 
   David’s hand searched for the panic button, and his wrinkly face lit up when he found it. Stephan saw him press it and expected alarms and guards, but nothing happened. 
 
   From the other side of the room, Maria asked in an innocent voice, “Is there a problem?” 
 
   “You did this. Somehow, this is all your fault.”
 
   Stephan leaned against the desk and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
   “Now, what way is that to talk to a lady? David, you wanted to meet my woman, and this is Maria Callaway. Babe, this is David Red, owner and manager of this fine station.” 
 
   He didn’t expect them to answer. Maria seemed fascinated with her nails all of a sudden, and David looked around fervently. 
 
   I’d rather look at her nails too. They’re pretty amazing, especially compared with this human vermin.
 
   “What are you doing, David? Searching for a weapon? You have to realize it won’t help you.”
 
   Chrys’s abused face burned in his mind, as did the recording of his own death and his beloved’s reaction to it. 
 
   Crap, there comes the conscience again. Guess I’m stuck with it.
 
   “What am I going to do with you? It doesn’t look good.” 
 
   The words were almost friendly, but his tone of voice promised death.
 
   David’s mouth moved, but no sound came out. He slammed his hand against the useless panic button, but no help came. Stephan’s hands landing on his shoulders assisted him in re-finding his voice, but the scream became a soft, croaking sound.
 
   This doesn’t feel right. She’s watching. I can’t do this if she’s watching.
 
   “Eh, babe, would you mind looking the other way for a minute?” 
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   She flashed a smile and turned the chair around.
 
   David said, “Don’t be a fool. I can give you power, money, fame. Women, I know you like women, and drinks... How ‘bout gold?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Maria waited and pretended she didn’t hear, see, or know anything. 
 
   Whatever happens in the world, I’m sitting in a golden bubble of peace. When he comes over, he’ll see nothing but peace.
 
   Stephan entered her view a couple of seconds later and she gazed into his eyes, wanting to ask if he was okay. He dried his hands on a bunch of Kleenex and she lifted an eyebrow. He shrugged. 
 
   “He was sweaty.”
 
   I bet, we must have scared him half to death.
 
   She rose up, careful not to look behind her even though she knew what must be there. David’s body was an empty shell that lost its inhabitant, but it represented more than that to humans. To be honest, Stephan’s body had been much more than an empty shell to her only hours earlier, and she understood the phenomenon better now. Her lover was reluctant to take life in front of her, and she didn’t want to embarrass him by ogling the product of his labour. 
 
   “Time to go home?” 
 
   Hopefully, both his curiosity and urge for revenge would be satisfied.
 
   He looked deeply into her eyes and nodded.
 
   “Yes, beautiful, it’s time to go home. I think there are guards in the corridor, though. Would you?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   She pressed a palm against his cheek and teleported them to the bridge of their ship. Stephan made a grimace. 
 
   “That is so strange.”
 
   “You’ll get used to it.”
 
   He took a seat and watched the large overhead monitors. 
 
   “I don’t think coming here was our best idea ever. You know they’ll try to keep us here, right?”
 
   “They’re welcome to try.” 
 
   She too looked at the screen. 
 
   Magnetic clamps, blah, blah, blah. Seriously? You’ve seen me turn into an ancient and you think magnetic clamps will hold me here?
 
   It didn’t take long until the station and any potential pursuers were far behind them. Stephan engaged the autopilot and rubbed his face. 
 
   “Damn I’m tired. C’mon, let’s go check on the eggs.” 
 
   She rested a hand on his shoulder. 
 
   “You’ve done so good and the eggs are fine. Go rest.”
 
   “No, I want to see them. And we need to talk.”
 
   That can’t be good. 
 
   The cargo hold was just as they left it.
 
   Just as predicted, the eggs were still peaceful, resting in their snug compartments, happily unaware of the gruesome fate they so narrowly escaped. They weren’t quite ready to hatch yet, but it wouldn’t be long.
 
   “Would you have handed them over?”
 
   He glanced over at her. 
 
   “Before I met you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Probably. Odds are I would have been too drunk to notice I transported sentient beings.”
 
   “I think everything down here is as good as it can be.”
 
   “I agree. Come, I’ll make you some coffee.”
 
   Oh no, here comes the talk. I don’t want to have the talk. I morphed into a being of light and wrath, my bad.
 
   When they stood in the lift heading back to the upper floors, he wrapped his arms around her and rested his head against hers. Maybe this wouldn’t be too bad after all.
 
   The kitchen was neutral ground filled with pleasant memories. She curled up in a chair with her feet under her, watching him handle the industrial-sized coffee machine.
 
   “I’ve really become a sap, you know.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   He laughed. 
 
   “I should be wanting to tear your clothes off, not making coffee wanting to chat.”
 
   It made her laugh too. 
 
   “I think you do enough clothes tearing to still qualify for macho.”
 
   “Good. I mean, I’d hate for you to think anything else.”
 
   She smiled and shook her head. Silly man.
 
   After a few minutes’ silence he said, “So, that’s really you, huh?”
 
   She fingered her mug and kept her eyes fixed on it. 
 
   “Yeah. That’s really me. It’s a little difficult to fit in looking like that, you know. The flaming sword draws a lot of attention. I wanted to tell you, but not like this.”
 
   Given the choice, he probably wouldn’t have died either.
 
   He reached over the table, put his hand on top of hers and gave it a little squeeze. When she lifted her eyes from the mug to meet his, he smiled. 
 
   “She’s gorgeous, but I think I like you better like this. Either way, I love you.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   A day later, Stephan stood in the cargo hold, staring at the wooden crates. Leaving the station hadn’t been a problem, but finding a place to go was. 
 
   Great. I have a floor filled with unhatched bird men and nowhere to put them.
 
   “All I need to make this day perfect is you guys hatching on me.”
 
   The thought of a few hundred or even thousands of enormous winged creatures flopping around his ship made him want a drink. Or twelve. 
 
   Maria’s hands on his hands made him jump. She smirked
 
   “Jittery, lover?”
 
   Not normally, no. 
 
   “I didn’t hear you come in. I don’t know what to do with them.”
 
   “Keep them? I hear they make good company.” 
 
   He didn’t laugh and she fell serious too. 
 
   “We still have a couple of days.”
 
   “It won’t be enough.”
 
   “I’ll make it enough. You are so tense. Relax.”
 
   He lifted an eyebrow. 
 
   “Make me.”
 
   “You know, I’m up for a challenge. How ‘bout this... We take them to the new planet, place the eggs at a suitable distance from the ship, and have sex in the grass while waiting for them to hatch.”
 
   She looked happy with herself, and as much as he tried to maintain a grumpy attitude, he had to laugh. 
 
   “Alright, it’s better than anything I can come up with...”
 
   “What do you mean better? It’s brilliant.”
 
   He glanced into her eyes and forgot why he’d been so stressed just two minutes earlier. Those big, green eyes held all answers, and he had no reason to worry about anything. 
 
   “I like the sex in the grass part.”
 
   She fluffed her hair. 
 
   “I thought you would. I have more good ideas.”
 
   I bet you do…
 
   He was so hypnotized by her he hardly noticed the week-long journey to the new world, and it surprised him when the computer declared they’d arrived to their destination.
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   Stephan stepped out of the ship with Maria by his side, and smiled when an expression of delight brightened her face. 
 
   He tried to appear unfazed, but it was impossible. The air was cleaner than anything he could remember, and the sky was azur blue. A large yellowish planet hung nearby like a jewel in the heavens, and he saw two moons. 
 
   Figuring out the size and spacing of the planets to get this effect and still keep the orbits stable must have taken forever.
 
   He squeezed her hand. 
 
   “It’s incredible. You did this, you created this.”
 
   “Yes. We did, we did it together.”
 
   Seeing the recording in David’s office had made him aware of her power, but only now did he see the other side of it: the power of creation.
 
   “Let’s take a look around. Hey, maybe we should build a house here and settle down.”
 
   It was a joke; he couldn’t even fathom staying in one spot for longer than a few days and the same was probably true for her, but seeing something this new still made the idea tempting.
 
   They wandered around in the long grass until she said, “If you place the eggs I’ll fix us a picnic.”
 
   “Oh no, you’re helping.”
 
   “Fine…”
 
   Her attempt to sound exasperated didn’t really work.
 
   They were still waiting for the eggs to hatch late in the afternoon. Maria sat on a blanket he was sure he’d never seen before, munching a cracker with cheese, and sipping a glass of wine. She had her hair in a long braid that hung over her shoulder, and seemed to belong more in a painting than there with him.
 
   She met his eyes. Damn, she wasn’t supposed to know he wanted to stare at her to remember the moment forever.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing.” 
 
   I was just thinking how lucky I am, and how my life changed since you appeared.
 
   A moment later her eyes grew round and she frowned. He didn’t have time to ask what might be wrong; a strange sound broke the peace and a little tree further down the hill burst into flames. 
 
   “What the…”
 
   Another fireball followed the first, exploding into the blaze. 
 
   Maria flew to her feet and ran towards the commotion. 
 
   Her voice drifted over to him. 
 
   “Frank you big old brute, you’re not going to go around destroying things here, this is our planet. You get your own, do you hear me?”
 
   Stephan got up more slowly, and Maria tackled the newcomer before he had time to take even one step towards them. Frank?
 
   The man was tall with dark hair and goatee. He wore peculiar old-fashioned leather clothing, and was handsome in the same extraordinary way she was beautiful. 
 
   I thought I was big. That guy is a fucking mountain.
 
   He couldn’t tell if his girl jumped the newcomer out of anger or happiness, but the two went rolling down the hill, and he shook his head and walked towards them with long strides.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It had been years, maybe even decades since Maria saw her brother. Fury with the interruption mixed with pure joy, and when they came to a halt at the end of the hill, she sat up laughing. Frank pulled some grass out of her hair.
 
   “Oh, you haven’t lost your fire, sister. I’ve had one hell of a hard time tracking you down, but it was worth the trouble. You look good.”
 
   She grinned and tossed a handful of leaves and dry grass at him. 
 
   “Thanks. You look good too.” 
 
   They got up, supporting each other, still laughing. Frank ran a hand through his hair and pulled his leather vest right. “Who’s the human? He’s almost as big as me.”
 
   Oh no, you don’t. Damn, this will be complicated. 
 
   “That’s my boyfriend, Stephan. He means the world to me, and you will be nice to him.” 
 
   The problem was, if Frank chose not to, there wouldn’t be much she could do about it.
 
   Her brother crossed his arms over his chest, showing off bulging biceps, and glanced down at her. She had forgotten how tall he was. 
 
   “Ditch him and come with me instead. There are plenty of humans. We’ll find you a new one later.”
 
   She shook her head but didn’t have a chance to object. He stepped forward and stared into her eyes. 
 
   “What do you say little sister, a kiss for old times’ sake?” 
 
   She didn’t think; she just reacted and slapped him. Frank roared with laughter. 
 
   “Oh yeah, that’s my girl!”
 
   He had always been stronger than her and would always be stronger. He hoisted her up and threw her over his shoulder effortlessly, holding her legs with one arm to keep her from kicking him. Before she met Stephan, she wouldn’t have minded going to look for some adventures together with him; she loved him dearly. Now, she had every intention to stay where she was, and she hit his back with her fists. 
 
   He rumbled, “Stop fighting, sis, you know it’s no good against me. Wha’cha gonna do, call Cratus on me?” 
 
   “Why not? It was a good idea when I was five, and it still seems like a good idea! Let me down you big troll, this is cheating!” 
 
   Stephan’s voice drifted over, “Okay, this has gone far enough.”
 
   She lifted her head and saw her lover close the distance between them with a few long steps. 
 
   “Oh no, lover, don’t.”
 
   Just as she feared, he punched Frank right in the face. 
 
   I bet that was like hitting a brick wall.
 
   Frank stopped dead in his tracks and she stopped trying to kick him, for the time being.
 
   “Don’t hit him, I swear Frank, if you hit him…”
 
   The large man felt his jaw with his free hand. 
 
   “Wow, that almost hurt. You’ve got a good punch human, I like that.” 
 
   She ran an elbow into his back. 
 
   “I told you, his name is Stephan, not human, and if you hurt him, I’ll turn you into a pile of worms if it kills me.”
 
   Frank said, “Watch your mouth, little sister,” and glared at Stephan. 
 
   “Most people who know what’s good for them run to hide from me. You’re either incredibly ballsy, or incredibly stupid.”
 
   Stephan crossed his arms over his chest and stared back. 
 
   “This is your brother?”
 
   Frank chuckled and slapped Maria’s butt, hard. 
 
   “Oww, stop it and let me down, you big... gorilla!”
 
   The tall man grumbled something unintelligible, grabbed her around the waist, and lifted her down from his shoulder as if she weighed no more than a leaf. He held her in front of him, her feet dangling a good half-meter above the ground.
 
   “Are you sure about this? I mean, he seems spunky and all, but he’s human.” 
 
   She stared back, and he shook his head, clearly frustrated.
 
   “You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes, I’m really serious. Let me down.”
 
   “Shit…”
 
   Stephan flexed her fingers and she shook his head. 
 
   Don’t hit him again, for the love of whatever you believe in, don’t start a fight with him. 
 
   Frank poked Stephan’s shoulder with a meaty finger. 
 
   “I’ll keep my eyes on you. If you make her shed one tear, just one, I’ll be back to visit you. Do you understand me?” 
 
   Stephan held his ground and brushed Frank’s hand away. 
 
   “I’m not the one slapping her around, now am I?”
 
   For a moment, Maria was sure her brother would hit her lover, but he just rolled his shoulders in a shrug and made a dismissive gesture. 
 
   “Okay, little sister. I will regard this as a passing fling for now.” 
 
   He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and led her a few steps away. 
 
   Crap. I should stay with Stephan, reassure him, but I can’t get away from this. He’ll be so mad.
 
   Meeting members of her family was inevitable in the long run, but she had hoped to start with someone a bit more peaceful and easy to handle. 
 
   Someone less… intimate.
 
   Frank leaned his head towards her, as if he was telling her a secret. 
 
   “Sis, I love you and I really miss you. We had some good times, didn’t we? But I know all about having toys, and he is spunky, I’ll give him that. Come see me the second you get tired of him, okay?” 
 
   I love you too, but right now you have to leave. 
 
   Kicking something and screaming to release her frustration would be excellent, but she couldn’t afford to. Her object, for the moment, was to get these two men as far apart as possible before Stephan got hurt or died. 
 
   “Okay Frank. I love you too, you know that. Go find a nice little war somewhere and do take care.”
 
   She wasn’t prepared for his next move. He pulled her into a bear-hug, called, “Remember, I’ll be keeping my eyes on you,” to Stephan over her shoulder, smacked a kiss on her cheek, threw a fireball towards a nearby tree for good measure, and vanished. 
 
   Maria stood still for a few seconds, staring into nothingness and blinking a couple of times. 
 
   This seems suspiciously easy. I’m sure he’ll return to create some new innovative disaster.
 
   Nothing happened, except the weight of the world wanting to push her into the ground. She rubbed her forehead and turned back towards Stephan, making a helpless gesture. 
 
   “That’s my brother.”
 
   He still held his arms crossed and his face could have been carved from stone. 
 
   “That’s your brother? He sure doesn’t act like a brother would.”
 
   It’s complicated.
 
   Every step seemed like too much work to be worth the effort. Sometimes, a human body could be a drag. 
 
   “Well, half-brother, we have different mothers. Frank is a pure-blood, not a hybrid.”
 
   She wanted to wrap her hands around his arm, but for the first time, he resisted. 
 
   Something valuable and fragile was breaking between them, something difficult to mend, and she didn’t know what to do about it.
 
   Show yourself vulnerable. It’s okay to let him be strong and to need him.
 
   Closing her eyes, she leaned her forehead against his shoulder. 
 
   “Let’s go to the ship. Make me a cappuccino and I’ll tell you all about it. Please?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Stephan clenched his jaw. 
 
   He should stay outside where the fresh air kept his mind straight. 
 
   “I don’t want to go anywhere or do anything. I want an explanation.”
 
   The fragrance of her hair was already getting to him. How could he stay resentful and jealous when she looked so tired and broken? 
 
   She didn’t say anything, but rested her hand on his arm and he eyed the perfect fingers ending in perfect nails. Her touch made his skin tingle, and the little gesture of trust in him melted his last resistance. 
 
   “Fine. Just don’t cry. He might come back.”
 
   She sounded tired.
 
   “Oh, I’m sure he will. Eventually. He always does.”
 
   Great, just what I wanted to hear... 
 
   “You just want me to make you coffee so I’ll forget to be mad.” 
 
   And maybe get me inside so I’ll fall under her spell. No, I don’t think she does that on purpose, it probably just happens.
 
   “Maybe. Maybe I just like your coffee.”
 
   He shook her off and marched towards the ship. Going in might be a good idea after all. In there, he could pretend the outside didn’t exist.
 
   Maria perched on a stool and watched him in silence. He wanted to hold on to anger, but couldn’t help glancing over at her. 
 
   Stay angry and watch her leave. Then what’ll you do with the rest of your life?
 
   Irritating inner voice of reason…
 
   He put the cup in front of her and she took his hand and squeezed it. 
 
   Is she frightened too? 
 
   He made himself free, gently this time, and sat down opposite her, watching her.
 
   “My father is the ruler of our family, he’s considered the king of the Gods. He likes women.” 
 
   She kept her eyes fixed on her cup and trailed a finger around the rim. “I mean, he really likes women. He had hundreds of affairs, maybe thousands, and each one resulted in a child. I’m one of them.” 
 
   Stephan didn’t say anything, and she continued after a moment’s hesitation.
 
   “My mother died at childbirth. She was human, so yeah, I’m part human. The midwife couldn’t care for me and I was alone in the world, so she brought me to the temple and begged the Gods to take me. One of my aunts, not my stepmother but one of my father’s other sisters took pity on me and brought me home.” 
 
   Her stepmother is also her aunt, and her father has more sisters. Am I really slow? 
 
   This family relation seemed incredibly complicated, but no matter how much he thought about it, he reached the same conclusion. 
 
   “Say what?”
 
   She frowned and whispered her last sentence to herself, counting on her fingers. 
 
   “Yeah, that’s correct. He has many sisters, but he’s only married to one of them. See, that’s the way it usually goes with my species. There aren’t all that many of pure blood to choose from.” 
 
   Meeting his gaze, she gave a slight shrug and sounded defiant. 
 
   “I can see how you feel about that, but I can’t do anything about it, and up until now I’ve honestly haven’t given it much thought.”
 
   Stephan sighed and leaned back; this promised to be a long story. Her voice was spellbinding and he normally loved listening to her, but a part of him still wanted to crush something. 
 
   Be patient. She’ll get to the point, eventually.
 
   “Anyway, I was different from most of the other half-humans because I had the promise to develop powers, so my family took me in, and I grew up there. I developed later than most of them. I had to overcome the human in me, you know, and the purebloods like Frank had a lot of fun on my expense. He was fifteen when I was five, and he liked to throw fire-bolts at me. I’d run and hide behind my cousin Cratus. He has the most incredible wings.”
 
   “Wings?”
 
   She waved him off. 
 
   “Where was I? Oh yes, I came into my powers late, and I had problems mastering them at first, but in the long run it all evened out. You see, our powers grow with usage and experience, and I’m the only one in my family who hasn’t gotten bored enough with this dimension to nap for a few centuries at a time. I used to be among the weakest, and now I’m among the strongest. Except for Frank, I don’t think even our father could beat him today. He’s the God of war, so he uses his powers all the time and usually has a blast.”
 
   Who the hell ever heard of a god of war named Frank? It’s preposterous.
 
   Just as he was about to voice the objection he remembered her mentioning they took these names in the 19th or 20th century or something like that. 
 
   When they lived together in New York. 
 
   The thought made him want to grind his teeth. The way that man looked at her and touched her was unbearable.
 
   She reached for his hand and seemed relieved when he let her take it. 
 
   “Look, Frank and I have a long and complicated history, but this is many lifetimes ago, and I was another person back then. For what it’s worth, I’m the first person for nearly three thousand years to pick a permanent partner outside the family. It’s a... cultural difference I guess, between the species... One that humans mirrored in their royal families, but it doesn’t work that way for humans.” 
 
   “And now he came to, what, claim you?”
 
   It didn’t seem funny at all to him, but she bit her lip, clearly trying not to laugh. 
 
   “Oh no, lover, it’s not like that at all. I can’t be claimed, and I made my choice already. I haven’t seen him for years, he probably just got bored with having nymphets throw rose petals in front of his feet.”
 
   She squeezed his hand. 
 
   “Trust me, he liked you. I don’t think anyone but me has had the courage to hit him for several millennia.”
 
   A part of Stephan wanted to pull his hand back, wanted to reject her, but he wasn’t able to. 
 
   Her words made him smile a little in spite of all, and he admitted, “He was pretty hard.”
 
   She lifted her hand to touch his cheek. “
 
   Lover, I have a past, and you have a past, that’s the way of the world. If it was to be undone, I wouldn’t be the person I am today.” 
 
   Damn, I guess I’m the one with at least one girl in every port. She already had to pry one off my back. 
 
   As much as he wanted to say it, the disgusted objection, “But he’s your brother,” didn’t apply to an alien species.
 
   “Stephan, thank you for making me coffee and hearing me out.”
 
   “What? Oh, no problem.”
 
   “Let’s go back outside and see our eggs hatch. It’s time.”
 
   Standing in the grass with thousands of colourful beings taking flight around them shook the last of his fury off. He pulled her close in his arms and kissed her hungrily. 
 
   She had made her choice, and selected him before a God. 
 
   He should be happy.
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   Days went by in peace without further interruption, and Stephan’s memory of Frank faded. 
 
   He still wasn’t happy. 
 
   The B’vil-ayes were cared for.
 
   There were no problems to solve.
 
   They weren’t in danger.
 
   He lacked purpose for the first time in his life. Anything he might ever want was available by a mere wink of one of Maria’s beautiful eyes, so what remained for him to do?
 
   When they left the planet, the solitude of space made it worse. He plotted courses for any space station or inhabited planet that came to mind, only to discover he didn’t really want to go there. They stopped at a couple of places anyway, stayed a night or two, and moved on. 
 
   “Don’t you grow bored?”
 
   Maria looked at him with surprise on her face. 
 
   “No, I live in right now, and now is good.”
 
   He bent over to flip a switch, making a star chart visible. Their erratic journey had brought them far towards the edge of the galaxy. 
 
   “We’re in the middle of nowhere.”
 
   “Well, if you’re bored maybe we should go to somewhere instead of nowhere. What would you do if I wasn’t here? Find yourself a job or something.”
 
   “You think you’re pretty funny, don’t you?”
 
   Trying to sound irritated didn’t work well for him and she laughed. 
 
   “I know I’m funny.”
 
   The ship’s computer interrupted their banter. 
 
   “Incoming subspace message.” 
 
   “As far out as we are, it must have been on its way for a long time. Put it on.”  
 
   “Who, me?”
 
   He put his hands on her shoulders. 
 
   “Yes, you. You’re sitting in my chair and you have all the controls.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   His mouth twitched as she looked at the multitude of buttons and switches in front of her. 
 
   Got you, you have no idea what to do, do you?
 
   “Seriously, who makes these things? There’s no switch called radio, no logic…”
 
   He offered no help and she bit her lip. Her finger hovered over a big green circuit breaker and he shifted his weight a little, ready to take over in case she really pressed it. Then, she pulled her hand back. 
 
   “Dammit.”
 
   Leaning back in the chair, she stuck her tongue out at the multitude of buttons, snapped her fingers in the air, and watched the monitor come alive with a static crackle. 
 
   That works too, I guess.
 
   He sank down in the co-pilot’s chair, put his feet up on the console, crossed his hands behind his head, and watched the soft fabric in her shirt fall around her breasts. 
 
   If you move just a little that flap will fall open and I can see some more skin…
 
   Then, the message caught his attention.
 
   The image on the screen was of a beautiful woman with dark hair and wild eyes, and the old him would have gone through great lengths to get her into bed. The new him was more interested in the desperate look on her face, and in the fact that he was interested in it. A few months earlier, he wouldn’t have cared about anything besides lending just enough assistance to get her clothes off. 
 
   The woman’s voice had a sharpness to it, and she spoke with an accent he recognized from settlers from Eastern Europe from old Earth; the little planet in the Alpha quadrant countless light-years away. 
 
   “This is a warning to any and all travelling through this sector. The colony on Beta IV is under attack by...” 
 
   The woman hesitated for a long moment, as if afraid people wouldn’t believe the rest of it, and looked like she decided to jump into the surreal.
 
   “The undead. The evils of old are once again alive. Do not approach. We will not be able to protect you.”
 
   Undead? What is she babbling about? She already considers herself doomed, though.
 
   The voice on the transmission laughed, a short and joyless little cackle, and added as if more to herself than to anyone listening.
 
   “Unless you come equipped with silver bullets, old fashioned guns, and holy water of course. We’ve tried everything else and nothing has done any good. No good whatsoever.” 
 
   The message faded to static, and just before it broke off, he heard screams in the background. 
 
   Maria frowned. 
 
   “It almost sounds like a joke.”
 
   “No, she looked petrified.”
 
   Ever since Stephan lost his family, he prided himself on only caring about himself. This had changed lately; he’d readily admit he cared as much about Maria as he did for his own well-being, if not even more, but he wouldn’t confess to worrying about other people. 
 
   Standing up for people in need seemed like a weakness. He still got up to date the message and look up the coordinates for Beta IV.
 
   Maria rested her hand on his shoulder and he glanced back to flash a smile. Astronavigation was just as much of a mystery to her as turning on the radio. He knew she could find her way anywhere, he had seen her do it many times, but the information flowing over the monitor was probably gibberish to her. 
 
   “It’s right there, in the Deneb system, and we’re over here. It’s not far. I thought the message must be old, but it’s only been on its way for a couple of days.” 
 
   She nodded and he started to plot the course. They didn’t have to discuss whether to go there or not. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Maria read from a screen. 
 
   “Beta IV attracted colonists mainly from Eastern Europe on old Earth. They came from countries with feudal traditions, and voted for a social system with a ruling family. In times of hardship, the people still expect their count and countess to make decisions. No major exports, no major imports.”
 
   “So, they brought a uniform mind-set and similar superstitions?”
 
   “Maybe. A lot of people have thought I was a superstition. Would you have believed in me if someone told you about me?”
 
   This information is completely useless. I wonder if anyone in my family knows anything about them… 
 
   She said in an absent-minded voice, “Beta IV appeared to be perfect. It didn’t even need terraforming. It’s enough out of the way to ensure peace and quiet from pirates and visitors, but not too desolate. It has green meadows with bright flowers that aren’t poisonous to humans, drinkable waters with edible fish, and a fairly harmless wildlife.”
 
   “Sounds perfect.”
 
   “Yeah... there was a bug that killed a few people, but they took care of that.”
 
   “Why did they call it Beta?”
 
   Good question, most people would think of something a bit more colourful. 
 
   “They... Oh, it’s a joke. They reasoned Eden, I mean Earth, was the Alpha choice for humans, and this would be the Beta choice. Four because it’s the fourth planet, of course.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   The story came to her through the very fabric of the universe. 
 
   “Life was good on Beta IV, and it seemed like they really found a second paradise. Not long ago, a young couple went on a camping trip into the mountains. They found a cave where set up camp, and went to explore the tunnels. Many of them were dead ends, but one continued far below ground, and led them to a vast underground room. They sent up a flare, and could barely see the ceiling.
 
   In this cave was a lake, with still and tepid water. They argued what to do. The girl said they should go back and tell the count, and come back with a science team. The boy said they should investigate a little more on their own. It was their find, and the more they knew before going home, the better. He stared out over the water and sent up another flare, and both thought they saw something out there. With a little imagination, it might be an island.”
 
   Her lover’s voice woke her from the vision. 
 
   “I take it they didn’t go back.”
 
   She nodded. 
 
   “They went to get a boat. She was scared when they paddled over the lake, it was so calm, but then they found an island, lit up from the ceiling and covered with vegetation. Underground trees, very peculiar… Anyway, he fell in the water, and she thought he was weird when he came up on land, but decided it was a figment of her imagination.”
 
   She trailed off, reluctant to tell him the rest. The water contained a rare virus that eradicated the entire population of the planet thousands of years earlier and became the source of legends and myths all over the universe. Interesting.
 
   Stephan said, “And then what? They went to explore?”
 
   “Yeah. He led the way, with a big empty smile on his face. She thought it was scary, but going back alone was even scarier. At least until they found a hole in the ground that led to a cavern under the island.”
 
   She was barely aware of her voice taking on another timbre. 
 
   “These were the fires of hell, and if demons came from anywhere it was from here. He killed me. There wasn’t anything human left in him, just his appearance, and he killed me and ate me. He dumped my remains into a pool of lava, and devoured the scent.” 
 
   Stephan’s hand on her shoulder made her jump. 
 
   “Are you alright, babe?”
 
   Shaking her head to get rid of the all too vivid vision, she whispered, “Sure.”
 
   “You said he killed you.”
 
   “I did?”
 
   He crouched next to her and took her hands, and his kind eyes were worried. She averted her gaze.
 
   “Are you sure we should go there?”
 
   She had gotten too far into the memories of these people. It never happened before. 
 
   Should I be concerned? All this reminds me of something I heard, but it’s so long ago.
 
   “He went back to the village and it spread like a plague.”
 
   Most of her relatives hadn’t bothered with spending a lot of time with her, but her cousin Cratus told stories for hours, and she often fell asleep in his lap, with his words about faraway worlds and mysterious things ringing in her ears and mind, following her into her dreams. Had he said something about a place like this? 
 
   She shrugged the feeling off. 
 
   “The woman on the screen is Olga Ivanova. She’s 25 years old, and she is all that’s left of the ruling family. Her mother was the first to disappear, taken by the creatures. Her father went missing about a month ago and her brother as late as last week.”
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay? You look like there’s something more.” 
 
   “I don’t know. There’s something I can’t quite remember, something my cousin mentioned when I was just a little girl, but it’s so long ago... It can’t possibly be relevant.”
 
    There was something more. A part of her insisted they shouldn’t go; she was already in too deep. 
 
   The voice claimed there were surely more interesting things to see elsewhere in the galaxy. 
 
   Another part of her insisted just as strongly they had to go; there was something vital to their future on this very planet. 
 
   She sighed and tried to shake both feelings off; whatever would be would be, no matter how much one tried to fight it. 
 
   “Just say the word and I’ll turn the ship around. Even when we’re there, just tell me if we should leave.”
 
   She nodded, but knew she’d never do it.
 
   Stephan brushed a lock of hair behind her ear. 
 
   “I mean it. There’s nothing more important to me than you.”
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   It was Thursday according to the Old Earth calendar, and on Beta IV that meant market day. 
 
   Olga Ivanova stood in the middle of the square, a hand resting on the hilt of her sword, looking around at the people who ventured out to sell their produce. Just a couple of months earlier, the market would have been packed with people, but now there weren’t more than maybe fifty in sight. 
 
   She sighed but forced herself to keep her head high and her back straight. The battle might already be lost, but giving up was not an option. 
 
   During the past few weeks many voted for leaving, but her father’s words had been firm. If they accidentally brought just one infected person with them into space, countless other worlds might be lost. The risk was too big. 
 
   Maybe he was biased by some lingering hope to find mom. I don’t think so, but it could be true. 
 
   It didn’t matter now anyway. It was too late to leave.
 
   She lifted her eyebrows when she saw two unfamiliar faces in the sparse crowd; a tall, muscular, and handsome man, with his arm around the shoulders of a beautiful woman. He wore a bright blue shirt and black pants, she a purple dress and a ridiculous big hat, and they blended in almost as well as peacocks amongst ducks. 
 
   Seriously? Where the hell did you come from, and who are you?
 
   She shook her head, rolled her eyes, and marched up to them, snatching an orange from Maria’s hand. 
 
   “I don’t know who you two are, but you’ve got to leave right now. Didn’t you get the message? This is a planet that can’t afford visitors.”
 
   Maria glared and muttered, “That’s so rude,” but Olga stood her ground. 
 
   Stephan smirked and took another orange from the cart. “We got your message. We wouldn’t have thought of making our way here if we hadn’t.” 
 
   Stupid people. You tell them to stay away, and the first thing they want to do is come. I didn’t set up a warning beacon to attract tourists… Did the peel just vanish from that fruit or am I going crazy? 
 
   Maria stuffed a piece into her mouth, but Olga couldn’t remember her peeling it.
 
   She shook herself back to reality. The entire situation was preposterous, and hallucinating about fruit didn’t seem all that strange. 
 
   “I’m Stephan Forks, this is Maria Callaway, and you are Olga Ivanova. You have a problem, and we can help.”
 
   “Can you now. You two look like tourists to me. Maybe you’re actors, and maybe you’ve killed your share of vampires or zombies in a movie or two, but let me assure you this is not a set, and these monsters will kill you.” 
 
   Her eyes wandered from Stephan to Maria. 
 
   “Stop eating, woman, these are serious matters. I’m trying to keep you from getting killed, and you’re playing with fruit. How do you know my name anyway?”
 
   “Oh for goodness sake relax. We know a lot of things. As far as getting killed is concerned, vitamins are good for you. I think you look a little pale, you might want to try an orange yourself. They’re good, and filled with vitamin C.” 
 
   I want to kill her. Is it normal to want to kill strangers? Maybe I’m turning, and maybe this is the first step.
 
   Stephan looked like he had a world of problems keeping a straight face. No help there. They were attracting attention too; people around them were crowding in, wanting to see what was going on.
 
   “Girls, maybe we should go somewhere else and talk about this?”
 
   Olga narrowed her eyes. “If you’re here to help, how many other people are there on your ship? I have some gold, but not enough to pay mercenaries, and with the problem we have, an entire army probably wouldn’t help.”
 
   Take that, I’m poor. That oughtta scare them off.
 
   They both ignored her. Maria handed Stephan a piece of orange and he tucked it into his mouth. 
 
   “This is good, we should stock up before we leave.”
 
   Olga pinched the bridge of her nose. 
 
   Give me strength…
 
   He chewed and swallowed, looking much too happy for a man that size. 
 
   “No army, just us.” 
 
   “Just you? Mister Forks, I can understand a man’s need to risk his life, but what about her? Please leave, you’re putting both yourself and Ms Callaway in grave danger.”
 
   Maria waved a hand in the air. 
 
   “Yeah, yeah, yeah, no plan, sure death and danger, this can go on forever.”
 
   She grabbed Olga’s hand and held it. 
 
   Let me go. 
 
   The objection never reached her lips; Maria’s green gaze pinned her down. 
 
   “Your concern for me is touching, but let me assure you if anyone’s in danger here, it’s not me. The threat you’re facing is terrible, and you’ve dealt with it with great courage, but now you already consider yourself dead, and through this you are already defeated.”
 
   Uuh, what? I guess… Turning away help might be stupid, there’s only me left. 
 
   She ran a hand over her forehead. 
 
   “Yes. Yes, of course, you can help. Who are you people?”
 
   No one had time to say anything more. A small cloud covered the sun and people all around them burst into half-panicked activity. Everyone ran to get into the relative safety behind barred doors and windows. Children screamed and shopkeepers abandoned their carts as they stood, filled with fruits and vegetables.
 
   Crap. They’re coming.
 
   Maria looked around and muttered, “Hmh.”
 
   Stephan rested a hand on the weapon on his hip. 
 
   “They sure seem spooked.”
 
   Olga loosened her sword from the sheath. 
 
   “If you really want to help, now might be a good time to start. If we could catch one of them, maybe we could make an antidote. Be careful though; don’t let them touch you or scratch you. Try not to let them get close to you at all.” 
 
   “How do you intend to catch something without getting close to it unless you have a trap?”
 
   Maria’s objection was reasonable, but Olga still waved it off. Something broke free from the shade close to the city wall. It was a man with tattered rags hanging around his thin frame. He didn’t seem to mind. His face was eerily pale and his eyes were changing. 
 
   They had been human, but were turning milky white.
 
   Olga shuddered. 
 
   “I can’t stand their mouths.”
 
   The lips was just a bit too red and turned into a limp, eternal grin a bit too wide to seem normal. The apparition held out a hand with grimy fingers and spoke in a voice that was almost normal. 
 
   “Come with me. I can show you all the treasures you could ever dream of.” 
 
   Like luring children with candy.
 
   It turned its face squarely towards the three, who were now alone in the square, and when it stepped towards them, Stephan shot it right between the eyes.
 
   Similar once-human creatures emerged from all sides, and didn’t seem much bothered by their comrade’s demise. Some of them glanced up at the sky. Were they aware enough to realize the cloud might scatter and free the sun to shine down on them?
 
   “Shooting them won’t stop them. He’ll be on his feet again in seconds, and they’re too many for us to fight. We need to get inside.”
 
   Stephan shrugged and changed the setting on his weapon. The next being he hit was evaporated instantly. 
 
   “Well, let’s see them rise up and walk away from that.”
 
   Whoa, I’ve got to get me one of those. 
 
   She didn’t have time to answer. A scream echoed between the walls, and they all spun around to see a creature hauling a crying boy away. 
 
   The screaming didn’t come from the youngster, though. His mother reached for her son, fighting to reclaim him, but the people around her pulled her back.
 
   The kidnapper held the child up in front of him, and Olga’s stomach turned over when he licked the boy’s cheek. The effect was instantaneous and frightening. The child’s tears stopped, and his mouth turned into the same spooky grin the other creatures held.
 
   The sound of Stephan’s weapon shook her out of her revulsion. The attackers were closing in on them, using the child as a distraction, and now they vanished one by one as his laser beam hit them. He didn’t even pause to see if his shots found their targets; clearly he always hit what he aimed for. 
 
   The stranger’s calm management of the situation shook her back to herself, making her feel ashamed. These were her people, and she wasn’t doing a good job with protecting them.
 
   Before she had the time to move, Maria muttered, “Okay, enough of this. I can heal people, but it’s easier not to get them hurt in the first place.”
 
   She held her arms out from her body and appeared to clear the clouds away with a motion of her hands. 
 
   Sending Olga a glance, she explained, “It’s just a matter of willpower, but most people responds better to an action accompanied by movement than to the mere power of the mind.”
 
   What are you talking about? How did you do that?
 
   The ghouls still on their feet scurried off towards safety, giving out eerie little cries of agony, and one burst into flames as soon as the sunlight struck him. 
 
   Stephan muttered, “Interesting.”
 
   “So extremely UV sensitive. I’m surprised they can move even in the shade.”
 
   Olga looked between them, unable to find anything to say.
 
   A few seconds later, some brave souls returned to the square, murmuring between each other. 
 
   “Who did you say you are again?” 
 
   Olga’s heart held a reluctant spark of hope. She knew the situation was hopeless, and treating it as such seemed prudent, but still... 
 
   The big man’s markmanship and the peculiar woman’s apparent dominion over the weather would be enough to inspire hope in the most despondent heart.
 
   Stephan glanced at the pile of ashes over the brim of his sunglasses, muttered, “Hmh,” and pushed the glasses back up on his nose. Maria’s eyes were fixed on the woman who just lost her son. 
 
   “Is there somewhere we can go and talk?” 
 
   Olga nodded once, ignoring all the calls from the crowd around them. People wanted to touch the newcomers, asked if they might have a ship, and pleaded for a way out of the nightmare. She watched the crowd for a second. 
 
   “Go back to your business, everyone. I will deal with this.”
 
   Proud words. No way I’ll ever live up to them...
 
   “Stephan, Maria, please follow me.” 
 
   She turned around and led the way into the fortress.
 
   From the outside, the large stone building appeared cold, maybe even damp, and the imaginary pictures it created in most spectators’ minds were far from the truth. It was both modern and comfortable. The house was roomy, warm when the outside was cold, and cool when the days got hot. 
 
   Olga talked while they walked. She told the story of the many happy years, the story of the young couple going camping, and of everything changing when the young man came back alone.
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   Maria trudged behind Olga on a tour of the castle. 
 
   Seriously, your colony is almost eradicated and this strikes you as important? Maybe it’s natural selection and you’re not worth the effort of saving...
 
   “Maybe we should start working on the problem instead?”
 
   Neither Stephan nor Olga appeared to hear her, and Olga opened a heavy door to a suite of rooms with pretty furniture, pleasant colours, and thick rugs on the wooden floors. 
 
   “You can stay here as long as you are my guests.”
 
   Great, but we didn’t come for the accommodation... 
 
   What seemed like an adventure to her was grim reality for the people in the colony, and they shouldn’t linger. 
 
   “Can I offer some refreshments?”
 
   Well, I wanted an orange, but that was clearly out of the question... 
 
   “No. Tell us more about the changed ones. Where do they come from?”
 
   “Soon. If you think you can find your way back here, let’s continue the tour.”
 
   Stephan grabbed her hand and pulled her along on a long and winding walk through the building. 
 
   She probably doesn’t get many visitors, and she’s doing her best. She’s trying to live up to what they were before this disaster, holding onto what she thinks is necessary...
 
   She was still moderately impressed when they ended up in a dark chamber filled with treasures Olga’s ancestors brought from Earth. There were many places she’d rather be than in what resembled a museum filled with trinkets celebrating the vanity of humans, but Stephan seemed to appreciate it, and she tried to be a good girl and play along. 
 
   The middle of the room housed a large cabinet that appeared to be made of stone, but opened up to a multitude of drawers when Olga put her hand on it. 
 
   “These are the finest treasures of my family.” 
 
   Great. How will that work out for you when the rest of the population is eaten?
 
   Being snarky wouldn’t make things any better, and she smiled, trying her best to seem interested. Not that their host paid all that much attention to her; Stephan had flashed one of his dazzling smiles, and Olga seemed quite taken with him. 
 
   I’m not jealous. I’m really not. She’s not flirting with him, and even if she were, getting some attention from a pretty woman would make him feel good. I’m confident enough to let him have that. Of course I am; I’m a friggin’ Goddess.
 
   The strange and unwanted churning in her chest still wouldn’t go away. She couldn’t even name it; it might be fear, anger, or a premonition of troubles to come.
 
   “Snap out of it.”
 
   “What’s that, babe?”
 
   She hadn’t meant to speak aloud, and shook her head. 
 
   “Nothing. Just talking to myself.”
 
   Olga said, “This eagle is a part of the crest of my family. Look at this ring...” 
 
   She picked up a small piece of jewellery made from gold and precious stones. 
 
   “This has always been worn by the head of our family, ever since the fourteenth century. My father passed it on to my brother, in training him for what was to be, and my brother must have known his time was out, because he left it behind the night he disappeared.” 
 
   Stephan glanced over his shoulder with a wide smile.
 
   “Are you seeing this? Isn’t it cool?”
 
   “It is fantastic.” 
 
   I guess... I mean, I’m much older than that. Whoa, maybe I am a piece of history, that’s a scary thought. It’s probably cool for him, though. He comes from a high tech society, probably never saw anything like this before.
 
   Could she be catching some form of virus herself? Maybe there was something in the atmosphere of this planet even her race was susceptible to. She didn’t feel happy at all. 
 
   “Do you want to try it on?” 
 
   Olga was probably just being polite, catering to her guest’s evident fascination with the thing, but when the golden band slid on Stephan’s finger, Maria muttered, “I’m going for a walk.”
 
   The only reason she had for staying there, for watching the show, would be to keep an eye on her lover and that woman, and she could just as easily do that somewhere else. Somewhere with more air would be good. 
 
   Her eyes widened with surprise when she realized what she had been thinking. Was she implying she didn’t trust him? He who had always been faithful, he who loved her, and treated her like a queen?
 
   Taking the thought one step further made her want to slap her forehead; did she really feel threatened by a human? Was that what this was all about, that she, the great Goddess, was jealous? 
 
   This just wouldn’t do. 
 
   She left the room hurriedly, just to prove to herself she could.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Stephan was engulfed in the treasures around him, fascinated with seeing history up close, but he still experienced an almost physical tug when she left. 
 
   My favourite drug is missing, and I want it back. 
 
   “Babe?” 
 
   She wasn’t there anymore. Olga was, standing very close to him. She had put her hands on his shoulder while they were looking in the cabinet, and still kept them there. 
 
   He frowned as he slid the ring off his finger and returned it to its drawer. 
 
   “I’ve got to go.”
 
   She said something as he hurried towards the door, but he only heard her voice, not the actual words. Once he reached the corridor, he thought he heard footsteps just ahead, just around the corner, and started running as he called out, “Babe, wait up!” 
 
   No one answered, and he jogged through the hallway to catch up with her, but couldn’t seem to get her within sight. 
 
   Where is she going? I hope it’s not another rescue mission like Chrys.
 
   A few minutes and staircases later, he found himself several floors down, staring at a heavy oak door. He couldn’t figure out what his girl was up to, and he was curious. 
 
   He hesitated for a second, took a deep breath, and put his palm against the door. When he pushed it open, the light inside was blinding in comparison to the dimly lit corridors. Sweet smells of baking bread and pies attacked his nostrils, and he heard someone titter. 
 
   It was a large kitchen, filled with girls and young women, and they all stared at him, whispering and giggling. 
 
   He rarely felt self-conscious, but all those eyes watching him from all those pretty young faces made him blush and feel like an idiot. 
 
   “Eh, I’m looking for…” 
 
   I don’t remember what I’m looking for, but I’m sure it wasn’t this. 
 
   It didn’t matter; the girls flocked around him, offering food and wine, and someone was even brave enough to pinch his behind. He cleared his throat. 
 
   “Okay, that’s enough, girls. Hey, don’t do that.” 
 
   No matter how hard he tried, he was only met with more giggles and probing little hands. If he really followed Maria down here she must have been playing a prank on him. It was a sobering thought, and he made himself free from the girls, fleeing back the way he came.
 
   Next, he sought out the relative safety of their rooms, hoping to find her there. This planet was clearly morally dangerous for a man, and he probably shouldn’t wander around too much on his own. 
 
   Maria wasn’t there either, and he was getting a headache. 
 
   One of the walls sported a bar and he helped himself to a drink for moral support. He’d need it in case he ran into another band of crazy women.
 
   Maybe it was a cultural difference. If so, he would have appreciated it greatly earlier in his life. Now, too much was at stake.
 
   Back in the corridor, he couldn’t decide where to go. The building was huge and she could be anywhere. 
 
   Hell, she can be anywhere in the universe for all I know.
 
   As he stood there, shifting his weight from foot to foot, trying to decide what to do and where to go, a little hand tugged at his sleeve. When he looked down, he met the eyes of a little girl, maybe five years old, holding a doll almost as tall as she was. 
 
   He didn’t know what to do, so he tried smiling, and the girl smiled back. 
 
   She asked, “Are you lost?” 
 
   “Sort of. I’m looking for someone, but I don’t know where to start.”
 
   The girl seemed to consider whether to put her thumb in her mouth or not, but decided against it; she was clearly too old and sophisticated for such a behaviour. 
 
   Stephan’s smile widened. She was just too cute, and reminded him of the children he once had. 
 
   After rejecting the thumb, the child frowned, apparently giving something a lot of thought. 
 
   “I was lost once. And I lost my doll.”
 
   He poked the head of the giant doll. 
 
   “I bet she was scared.” 
 
   His new friend shook her head with a look on her face that clearly said he was stupid. 
 
   “It’s not this one. I got this doll from a pretty lady.” 
 
   She looked like she wanted to roll her eyes when she added, “Dolls don’t get scared, they don’t have brains, and they can’t think.”
 
   Oh boy she’s cute. I want one. I bet Maria would faint if I told her that...
 
   The girl was so earnest it was difficult not to laugh, but he managed to keep it in. Dolls might not be able to think, but he could, he was even quite good at it, and now he thought a pretty lady handing out toys to stop children from crying sounded just like someone he knew. 
 
   “Did she by any chance have really long dark hair and green eyes?” 
 
   He half expected the girl to claim he must be able to see for himself the doll was blonde and blue-eyed, but she didn’t. She just nodded, and Stephan hunched down in front of her. 
 
   “Can you tell me where you met the pretty lady? Or, maybe where she was going?”
 
   The child nodded again. 
 
   “She wasn’t wearing a crown, but I think she’s a princess. She looked like a princess.” 
 
   “She just might be.” 
 
   My girls were fascinated with princesses, castles, and horses. Imagine how they would have loved this place.
 
   The thought still hurt, but not as much as it once had.
 
   “Does that mean you’re a prince?” 
 
   Why not... 
 
   “Maybe. But if I was, it would probably be a secret.” 
 
   He winked at her, and was rewarded with a giggle as the girl tucked her little hand into his and started leading the way through a maze of stairs and hallways.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Maria had indeed encountered the little girl on her way through the castle. She had a specific destination in mind, and made her way towards it with her usual determination. 
 
   At first, she was disappointed when Stephan didn’t follow her, but now when she didn’t have to watch it, he deserved his place in the sun. He was a good man, trustworthy, and as much as he did for her, she could very well let him have some fun.
 
   The mere fact that she still thought about it and pep talked herself also annoyed her, but she couldn’t seem to stop.
 
   “Even if he wanted to find me, he wouldn’t have a clue where to go.”
 
   Saying it aloud helped. As tempting as it was to blame him, it wasn’t his fault.
 
   Coming up here was a good idea. I needed to clear my mind. It’s time to go back to Stephan and Olga, though...
 
   She was just about to turn her back on the stunning view from the rooftop when the door opened, and she smiled when she heard her lover’s voice. 
 
   “There you are, babe, I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” 
 
   Turning around to meet him, she welcomed his embrace and kissed him hungrily. Stephan held her a little too tight. 
 
   Whoa, you could think I’d been gone for weeks and not just an hour. Hmm, at least he took the bloody ring off...
 
   She scolded herself for thinking that. He had come to find her, had probably been searching for quite a while, and she was more grateful for him being there than she would ever admit.
 
   When she finally pulled free from the kiss, she touched his cheek and teased him.
 
   “You taste like whiskey.” 
 
   He grinned and teased her back.
 
   “And you taste like marzipan.” 
 
   She saw his eyes wander from her face to the stunning view below them. He pulled her with him to the crenulated balustrade and looked out over the lush landscape. 
 
   It was hard to imagine evil lurking when the afternoon was so beautiful, when the sun shone so nice and warm, and her lover’s arms around here were so strong and safe.
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   If the rest of the castle was modern and comfortable, the dining room went completely along the lines of what one could expect from seeing the stone-clad building from the outside. 
 
   The large hall with its dark colours, heavy furniture, and sparse lighting might look cheerful if dressed up for a ball or a great banquet. Like this, with only the three of them there and the light from the candles on the table unable to chase the darkness away, even Stephan found it depressing.
 
   Olga seemed as gloomy as the surroundings. 
 
   “I’m sorry I’m not very good company. Being in here always reminds me of my family. I both want to remember them, and want to forget.” 
 
   He nodded. 
 
   “I can relate to that. I’ve been there and gone through great lengths to forget. It doesn’t work.”
 
   Maria poked in the food on her plate and he murmured, “You doing okay there, sweetheart?”
 
   “Yes, there’s just so much of everything.”
 
   She was right; there was too much food and too much wine. 
 
   Did all this come from the strange kitchen filled with giggling girls? 
 
   Whoever cooked still did it for a large family, and that couldn’t make the situation any easier on the heiress.
 
   Eventually, Maria pushed her barely touched plate away. 
 
   “Tell us more about them. About the others, I mean.”
 
   Olga gave a slight shrug. 
 
   “The ones that came to the square today were in the third stage. At first, they can look and appear almost human, and that’s the greatest scare of all. You see people you know and trust, acting like they always did, but they’re just trying to lure you away so they can get to you. Even then they shun the sun, but it doesn’t hurt them as quickly as it does later.”
 
   Unusually long speech coming from her. 
 
   If things had been different, if he hadn’t met his Goddess, he’d be working hard on getting that cute face and funny accent into bed. 
 
   She might have sensed the thought. She raised her eyes and met his gaze, and he could have sworn she was blushing.
 
   “What do you think, Mister Forks? None of us have been able to trust anyone for a long time. No one can sleep well or feel safe for even a second, unless the sun is shining. Will it always be like this? Will there be any of us left?” 
 
   He took a long sip of his wine. 
 
   “I think we’ll find a solution. And odds are everyone can sleep undisturbed tonight, right, Babe?”
 
   Maria shrugged. 
 
   “This place is under my protection now. No harm will come to the inhabitants.”
 
   Olga exclaimed, “Say what?”
 
    “I’m keeping them out and I will continue to keep them out.”
 
   Stephan barely listened; his mind toyed with another line of thought. 
 
   “I wonder if the host dies, or if something of the original person survives.” 
 
   Olga didn’t seem to hear him. She stared at the Goddess. 
 
   “You have such powers. You can control the weather, and you can keep those… those monsters away just like that? Can you turn everything back the way it was? Can you bring my people back? My family?” 
 
   This is a good time to lie, babe.
 
   “I could. But it doesn’t work that way.”
 
   A feverish glint of hope lit Olga’s eyes. He knew what she thought, could recognize the whirlwind of emotions in her eyes. The thought of having everything back could be intoxicating.
 
   You can only go forward, never back.
 
   “If you can do it, why haven’t you done so already?” 
 
   The Goddess’s voice was mild when she repeated her own words. 
 
   “Because it doesn’t work that way.”
 
   He sighed; it was easy to see where this was going, even before Olga shouted, “What do you mean doesn’t work that way?” 
 
   Pushing her plate away, Maria leaned her elbows on the table and stared into the other woman’s eyes. 
 
   “The people you knew are gone. They have moved on to another time and place, another dimension if you so wish. Some will come back here to be reborn, and others will move on along new paths. It is a balance that shouldn’t be disturbed.” 
 
   He knew she had done it, at least once. To bring him back from the dead. 
 
   Or, had she? She told him she healed his body, but that the choice to come back had been his.
 
   “Screw the balance. Bring them back!” 
 
   Maria’s face showed no emotion at all. 
 
   “Furthermore, their bodies carry new sentient beings now. It’s a form of life that might appear different to you, maybe even evil, but it has a right to exist. We do not have the right to judge whose life is more important, but we do have a moral obligation to respect what’s alive right now.”
 
   Olga bared her teeth, and for a moment he thought she would throw something at the Goddess, or why not jump her with the sword. 
 
   “Moral obligation? Are you high? How dare you say the life of my brother isn’t worth more than one of those… things?”
 
   Maria shrugged. 
 
   “You humans from Earth have gotten that courtesy time and time again. Violent and destructive, doing the exact opposite to what you were once put there to do, many races could have wiped you out many times over, but everyone hoped you’d one day evolve and better yourselves, and…”
 
   Olga bounced out of her chair. 
 
   Now was probably a good time to interfere, before everything got out of hand. 
 
   He pulled a hand through his hair and got to his feet. 
 
   “That’s enough.” 
 
   He didn’t raise his voice, but both girls fell silent and stared at him. 
 
   “I feel for you Olga, and I see your point of view. I lost my children, and I would have given anything to have them back. I see her point too. Trust me, I know what she’s talking about. Now, we came here to offer our help, and if you don’t want what we’re willing to give, we’ll leave. Right now.”
 
   She stared at him and clenched her jaw. 
 
   Beautiful, defiant woman.
 
   “What is it going to be?”
 
   “Your arrival is the first hope this planet has seen for a long time. I guess I would be wrong to turn it down. Let’s bring dessert to the library.”
 
   Maria muttered, “Yay, more stuff to eat.”
 
   He bent over and whispered in her ear.
 
   “Be nice. You two aren’t even playing on the same field.”
 
   She looked like she wanted to stick her tongue out, but she kept quiet, took his hand, and followed him.
 
   The time of miracles is not yet over; the Goddess did what I asked of her. I would expect her to do the opposite...
 
   She perked up when they reached the library. The walls were filled with shelves holding everything from old books with real paper, bound in leather, to holo-novels and encyclopaedias stored on memory cards. 
 
   Olga nodded towards a shelf. 
 
   “My father always said knowledge is the best weapon in any battle for survival. All these words in storage haven’t helped us find neither a cure nor a weapon, but the answer might be in here. Your gun is the only thing I’ve seen able to kill them. The technology is amazing.”
 
   Yeah, well, I’m kind of attached to it, so you can’t have it.
 
   Girls bringing in dessert made him think about that kitchen again. The mere thought of all those young women flocking around him, trying to touch, made him feel guilty. 
 
   Could she see it in his eyes? It wasn’t exactly a betrayal. He didn’t go there on purpose, but they had been so... intimate.
 
   By the time both the coffee pot and the bottle of cognac were empty, the room revolved slowly around him, and he wanted to take his Goddess with him and go to bed while he could still walk. 
 
   She was right. There’s too much... everything here. I must have had enough wine and booze for Olga’s entire family
 
   Maria probably wore something interesting under that pretty dress of hers, and he wanted to see it before falling asleep. Their host kept talking. 
 
   His mind wanted to tune out, to just stop listening, but she seemed to want his response to everything, and he squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed his forehead. 
 
   Maria smirked. Did she know what went through his mind?
 
   Finally, Olga asked, “So, what plans do we have for tomorrow?”
 
   Maria’s answer came quickly.
 
   “Stephan and I will take our rover and go investigate the cave where the first person got infected. There might be some answers there. You will stay here, and take care of your people. They need you for moral support.”
 
   In the next moment, Olga’s hand was on his arm. 
 
   “I don’t want to be left behind. It’s about my people.” 
 
   He shrugged. He was tired and drunk, and not in the mood to be diplomatic any longer. 
 
   “Well, I don’t want to get up early in the morning. Still, it’s what we’re going to do.” 
 
   Maria laughed.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Stephan’s head cleared a little on the way to their rooms, but he still wanted to sink down on the bed and, well, pass out. 
 
   Maria stared out the window. 
 
   I should probably talk to her... Say something. It doesn’t have to be bright, just say something that isn’t ‘tits’.
 
   “You okay, babe?”
 
   “It looks so quiet, and the lit windows are so cosy in comparison to all the darkness. It’s hard to imagine something malevolent lurking out there.”
 
   She needs you. Get up, and don’t topple over. 
 
   He made it over to her and rested his hands on her shoulders.
 
   “I’m just thinking... The woman who lost her son today, should I have done more? It would have been easy to bring him back to her, safe and sound, but I didn’t. Is that evil, neglectful, or just according to plan?” 
 
   This is too deep a discussion for right now. Can we talk about this tomorrow? 
 
   He squeezed his eyes together, hoping thinking would be easier if he didn’t see everything around him. 
 
   “I don’t know. You’re not evil, so I suppose you just let things unfold the way they’re supposed to. People’s lives wouldn’t be the same if the Gods interfered with them all the time.”
 
   She shuddered, and he pulled her with him to a plush armchair. Sitting down with her on his lap was heavenly. She rested her head against his, and he struggled to not fall asleep.
 
   “Why don’t you like Olga?” 
 
   Crap, I wasn’t going to ask her that.
 
   “I like her just fine.” 
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   Because I could have sworn you wanted to turn her into a toad. Or is that too stereotypical? I don’t think you wanted to turn her into a kitten...
 
   She sighed. 
 
   “I don’t know why I don’t like Olga.” 
 
   It didn’t sound exactly true, but he wasn’t going to push her. He just gave her a little squeeze. 
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “I guess that... She’s a beautiful, strong, and intelligent woman. There’s no match for her on the planet, at least not until you came along. All three of us know that.”
 
   Stephan laughed. 
 
   “Are you jealous, sweetheart? You know there’s only one woman for me. I’m not going to run away with the Russian doll.” 
 
   She glanced into his eyes and sounded gloomy. 
 
   “Maybe not, but that doesn’t mean she won’t run off with you.” 
 
   “Well, as tempting as that sounds, I’m gonna have to decline. I have some other really important things to do.” 
 
   He tickled her, and when she was almost screaming with laughter, he lifted her up, tossed her over his shoulder, and carried her to bed.
 
   “You know, Olga is hot, and she has a really sexy accent, but I...” he paused to slap her butt, “...have all I need right here.” 
 
   He dropped her on the bed as he said the last two words, and frowned a little. 
 
   “Are you fond of this dress?” 
 
   “No, but...”
 
   “Good.” 
 
   He grabbed the thick fabric and ripped it open down the front, through seams and all, as effortlessly as an ordinary human might tear a napkin. 
 
   “Now, that’s better. That’s a really sexy bra you have there. It needs to come off.”
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   That night, Maria didn’t sleep. She technically didn’t need to, but she had developed quite a taste for snuggling up to her lover. 
 
   There was something irresistible about being held by him, feeling his warm hard body close, and his strong arms around her. Given the circumstances, keeping a watchful eye out for whatever might creep out of the darkness seemed like a better idea. 
 
   I wonder how they can be so sure there aren’t any inside the houses? These things seem pretty sneaky. Oh well, I’m not personally afraid of darkness and Olga didn’t seem too worried about it, so I guess they have it under control.
 
   Not much happened; hours passed in perfect calm, and when morning came, she woke Stephan with breakfast in bed. 
 
   He pretended he wasn’t hung over, and she pretended she didn’t notice. 
 
   This time, he’d have to ask if he needed help. She even pretended not to see when he buttoned his shirt wrong, cursed, and had to do it over again.
 
   Once outside, he grimaced at the bright sunshine, and she bit her lip to suppress a smile. He glanced over at her, clearly trying to look grim, and she put up an innocent face. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing.” 
 
   A warm feeling spread in her chest when he put his sunglasses on, flashed a smile, and jumped into the driver’s seat of the rover. 
 
   I love you so much. Too much, probably.
 
   It was such a fine day to be enjoying a planet, and the warm wind in her hair felt so good. She bent over to kiss Stephan’s cheek, and he looked surprised. 
 
   “What’s that for?”
 
   She didn’t answer. She just shrugged and unfolded the map Olga gave them. 
 
   I’ll never get this back into such a neat little package again.
 
   It wasn’t difficult to find the old camping site and from there, the entrance to the cave. Stephan headed for the dark and narrow opening, but she lingered behind. 
 
   “I don’t like this place.”
 
   “Well, the sooner we go in, the sooner we can go home and take a nap.”
 
   I guess, but something’s not right here. I think a lot of unexpected and unwanted thing await on the other side.
 
   Stephan was already out of sight and she opened her mouth to call him back. Then, she shook her head. 
 
   “Stop being such a silly old woman. You’re probably just imagining disasters because you want to leave.”
 
   She ran to catch up with him and almost bumped into his back. He stood just inside the entrance, looking at a rock wall filled with ancient carvings, and the antique scripture sent a chill down her spine. 
 
   She understood it just fine, and finding it here was both unexpected and frightening.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Stephan gave the writing on the wall a cursory glance. The shadows were thick around them, the cave was small, and it would be a great place for the others to ambush careless visitors. 
 
   Maria seemed engulfed with the strange letters, and he squinted to penetrate the darkness. 
 
   Bloody hangover from hell, I can’t see.
 
   “We should leave.”
 
   Whatever he might have expected her to say, that was not it. 
 
   She wasn’t one to run, and she had little to fear from any creature, living or undead. Even if there would be something able to threaten her, she wasn’t a coward. 
 
   Only one explanation remained: she feared for him. 
 
   “You mean we should go back to the castle?” 
 
   Maria shook her head without taking her eyes off the wall. 
 
   “No. You and I should leave this planet right now, and never come back. This place is not for us.”
 
   Stephan sighed and rubbed his temples. His head throbbed, and that might explain why she didn’t seem to make any sense. 
 
   “I’m sure you’ve got a great reason why we should leave all these people to their own problems, and if you really want to go, we’ll go. It just doesn’t… feel right.” 
 
   There it is again, the conscience. I knew it would become a burden.
 
   He stepped up to her, still mindful of the darkness around them. 
 
   “What’s it say anyway?”
 
   She wrapped an arm around his waist. 
 
   “It’s not so much what it says, it’s more what it is. It says the key buried on the island is well protected, and only the chosen one will be allowed to leave with it. Yadda, yadda, some elaborations on that theme. But...” 
 
   Key? Okay, this is crazy.
 
   “It’s signed by my cousin, Cratus. He’s much, much older than I am, and many times as powerful. Whatever this is, it might be beyond my powers. I might not be able to protect you.” 
 
   Cratus, wasn’t that the dude with wings?
 
   He rolled his eyes. 
 
   He hated the notion of his woman protecting him. 
 
   Sure she was a powerful alien being, but the idea of her sheltering him made him feel like a child and not a man. 
 
   “Yeah, whatever.”
 
    He slapped her butt and headed down the tunnel, hoping she’d follow. He heard Maria sigh, “That’s not what I meant,” and ignored her. 
 
   She called out, “Wait, you don’t understand!”
 
   He still didn’t turn around. He just shook his head and waved a hand dismissively in the air, unable to explain even to himself why he was so irritated. 
 
   “I’m going. You don’t have to, but I’m going.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Maria stared at Stephan’s disappearing back. 
 
   Well, that went well. Me and my big mouth…
 
   Whatever security measures Cratus might have placed around the object hidden on the island, it would be impossible for anyone except himself and the elusive chosen one to get through. Moreover, whatever the hidden item might be, it was more than likely dangerous in itself, or he wouldn’t have hidden and protected it. Cratus was much more likely to shrink the thing, stuff it in a pocket, and forget about it. He did that all the time, while this was unheard of. 
 
   I spent so much time with him, did he ever say anything about this? He probably did this before I was even born…
 
   A memory from her childhood almost broke through. She could see herself sit on his lap, her beloved cousin ruffling his wings and telling her stories. Maybe they hadn’t been just stories. Maybe he tried to teach her things about the world, things the others didn’t want her to know? It was so long ago... 
 
   Stephan was out of sight and she shook her indecision off. 
 
   “Stephan, wait!”
 
   She ran on the uneven rock floor until she could see him and was relieved when he paused, waiting for her to catch up. She tucked her hand into his and he managed a smile. It looked forced, but was far better than no smile.
 
   The winding path took them through a number of smaller caves down to the underground lake, and Maria gave in to her flair for the dramatic, letting a miniature star guide their way. When they reached a great underground hall, the star darted up to the high ceiling and shone over the dark water like a tiny sun.
 
   “Wow, that’s big.”
 
   The walls curved out from where they were standing and disappeared into shadows. Even her sharp eyes couldn’t see the other side.
 
   Stephan glanced up at the light. 
 
   “Yeah, that won’t alert anyone to us being here...” 
 
   You are such a grouch today. It’s not my fault you can’t resist pretty girls and booze. 
 
   She stuck her tongue out at his back. 
 
   “Whatever. It will help against being attacked by those creatures.”
 
   “You know what? This isn’t going well. I should just throw you over my shoulder and humour your wish to leave.”
 
   His words made her smile, until he croached down to look at the water. 
 
   “Careful!”
 
   This time, he was visibly irritated. 
 
   “I know. I’m not five years old.”
 
   Crap, why can’t I ever stay quiet?
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Stephan roamed away, watching the water. 
 
   Wouldn’t it be nice if she could be dependent on me just once? Just for one day? Who would have thought this would become a problem? She’s independent, strong, and protective, and I hate it.
 
   He was so engulfed in his own thoughts he didn’t notice a little ripple on the otherwise completely calm surface. 
 
   The ripple expanded into a wave that snuck up on him, and when it splashed over his shoes it grew, physically gripping after him, trying to pull him down. 
 
   “Oh bloody hell!”
 
   He staggered backwards, pulling his shoes off, still cursing loudly, angry with himself. 
 
   Great. Now you’ve proven yourself completely incapable of even standing next to something dangerous.
 
   An ordinary man would have been assimilated quietly, giving the newly turned being plenty of time to lure people around it into a trap to be turned or devoured. Stephan’s finely tuned immune system reacted fiercely to the virus seeping in through the material in his boots, through his skin, and into his blood. First his feet, then his legs, and his entire body seemed to be on fire.
 
   Taking the shoes off was too little too late; the infection had found its way in. 
 
   As aggressively as his body fought it, he didn’t doubt he would soon shuffle around along with all the others, with a big silly smile on his face. 
 
   Dying might not be such a bad thing. 
 
   Dying actually seemed preferable to this blazing pain. His strong heart pumped the intruding organisms all around his body, and his skin seemed too small to hold it all.
 
   I’m going to explode.
 
   The pain abated and when he opened his eyes, it took several seconds for him to understand what he saw. He lie on his back on the ground, and the bright and soothing light that surrounded him came from his Goddess’s hand on his forehead. 
 
   Something sounded like a song of angels. 
 
   It was her voice, saying, “I love you. Everything will be alright.”
 
   He hadn’t expected to look into those ancient eyes shining from the most beautiful and frightening face he knew. Her radiance surrounded him, filling him with peace, and he could swear the lock of moonlight hair that fell on his shoulder had a life of its own. It caressed him, and it tickled.
 
   She was an alien life form and more. 
 
   One who chose to spend her time with him, one who loved him and saved him over and over again. 
 
   Why was I so angry with her?
 
   He wanted to say, “Thank you,” but no words came over his lips, and he forgot all about it when she bent her head to kiss him.
 
   And I thought kissing the human her was good…
 
   A few minutes later, they stood side by side, looking out over the underground lake.
 
   “This water is harmless now. Children could go swimming in it without fear, you could even drink it.”
 
   “Thanks, but I think I’ll pass.”
 
   She smirked. 
 
   “I didn’t think Cratus’s protective measures would let me do it. If it was this easy, almost anyone could go pick the key up.”
 
   “Unless you’re the chosen one.”
 
   She laughed heartily. 
 
   “Sure. Are you ready?”
 
   He nodded, and closed his eyes as she teleported them to the island they knew would be there, but couldn’t see.
 
   Soft and white sand materialized under their feet, and he wanted to rub his eyes when he looked around. Her little star still hung over the horizon, spreading light over the shore from whence they came, but it wasn’t the source of the island’s light. The radiance seemed to come from the ceiling, from the water, and from the very rock that showed through dense and unlikely vegetation.
 
   “I’ll be damned.”
 
   Everything was lush and green, and some plants held flowers. 
 
   I wonder if they’re as deadly as everything else. I didn’t believe in her vision of trees and plants growing underground. Guess I was wrong. Again.
 
   Maria nodded towards a path leading through the trees. The journey was easy at first, but what started as a gentle slope quickly grew into a steep hill. They climbed on treacherous grounds where pebbles rolled away under their feet. She stumbled and yelped, and he caught her the moment before she sprawled face down in the gravel. 
 
   “Careful there, baby doll. Are you alright?”
 
   She clung to him. 
 
   “I’m fine, thanks to you, but we have a problem.”
 
   He chuckled and kissed her forehead. 
 
   “Just one? And what might that be?”
 
   “Something’s blocking my powers. I never fall, you know I never fall, and I couldn’t steady myself.”
 
   Oh crap. 
 
   He had wished for her to be dependent of him less than an hour earlier, and now when she was, he didn’t like it at all. 
 
   He had wanted to protect her, but what if he wasn’t able to? 
 
   Anything or anyone that could do this to her must be powerful indeed.
 
   Can I tell her not to be scared, or is that too patronizing? It would be a lie, anyway. 
 
   He couldn’t even begin to imagine what she must feel. A being used to all that power, someone who could normally create a universe with a wink of an eye, was suddenly reduced to being human. More human than he was, even.
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you earlier. Do you think we should go back?” 
 
   “No, it’s too late for that. We’ve come too far to be allowed to leave.” 
 
   “I was afraid you’d say that.”
 
   He relaxed his grip on her and searched his pockets until he found a small gun. Pressing it into her hand, he murmured, “Take this, and stay close to me, okay?” 
 
   She took the pistol and grimaced. 
 
   “I’m a bad shot.”
 
   “I know, but as long as you don’t shoot me I don’t care.” 
 
   Gazing into her eyes, he tried to sound calm and confident. 
 
   “We’ll be fine. Someday we’ll look back at all this and laugh.”
 
   Maria mumbled, “Yeah...” 
 
   She did not look convinced. 
 
   Stephan took the lead, climbing carefully while keeping an eye on the surroundings. Maria couldn’t hit the side of a barn without her powers. If anything tried to sneak up on them, he needed to spot it in time. 
 
   It’s too calm. 
 
   Behind him, Maria whispered, “I’m not too worried about the infected being here. They wouldn’t have much reason to come back as long as the village keeps them supplied with new recruits and food.”
 
   Good point, but there might be other unexpected dangers. No harm in being prepared.
 
   He was so focused on looking around, concentrating on protecting her from whatever might come at them, that he didn’t pay attention to the ground.
 
   “Stephan, look out!”
 
   She grabbed the back of his shirt and he teetered on the edge of an abyss for a long moment before regaining his balance. Once he managed to step back, she threw her arms around him and squeezed him hard.
 
   I wonder if everything in here is a hallucination. Maybe she’s the only thing real.
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   Maria drew a deep breath and told herself to calm down. 
 
   She held Stephan too hard and she was in his way, but it was so hard to let go. 
 
   He ran a hand over her back and whispered, “I’m okay, it’s okay.”
 
   “I know this place.”
 
   He glanced around. 
 
   “How? From where?”
 
   It sounded strange even in her own ears, but she tried to explain anyway. 
 
   “This is where he took her. That first man who fell in the lake, he took her down here and... well, he ate her.” 
 
   She didn’t have to look to know Stephan made a grimace. 
 
   “I remember you saying he killed you. Nice guy, huh?”
 
   He stepped closer to the abyss and peeked down. 
 
   “He doesn’t live down that hole, does he?” 
 
   “I don’t think so. I mean, he must have ventured out of here in order to get to the others.”
 
   Funny how I’m used to just knowing everything, and how hard it is to figure things out for myself.
 
   “Just keep your eyes open, okay. One single guard would be enough to do away with us if we’re not careful.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   She probably wouldn’t be in any danger herself, even if her powers were suppressed at the moment. Stephan definitely was, and her human shell might be. 
 
   “Do we have to go down there?”
 
   Stephan’s voice made her jump. 
 
   Taking a long glance around, she frowned. The path didn’t really continue beyond the deep hole that almost took him moments earlier. It led up to this underground abyss like a highway, but on the other side of the gaping opening in front of them, bushes were taking over. 
 
   I so don’t want to go down there, but it’s the right way. 
 
   “Probably. This is where he went, where we’ve been led, and where everyone goes from the looks of it.” 
 
   Stephan glanced at her from under the hair falling into his eyes, and she couldn’t help but think how handsome he looked. 
 
   Handsome, sexy, strong, and all too vulnerable. 
 
   We shouldn’t have come to this place. 
 
   “Okay. I’m going down first. Be careful.”
 
   “You too.” 
 
   What if I never see him again? I should at least tell him I love him.
 
   It was too late; he was already gone, climbing down a vine that hung into the hole in a manner a little too convenient for her taste.
 
   She fidgeted with the gun as she looked around, certain someone would jump out and attack her at any moment. 
 
   If that happens, what do I do? I’m completely useless. 
 
   She didn’t even realize she held her breath until she heard Stephan’s voice from below. 
 
   “Goddamn it’s hot down here. You can come down, but be careful.” 
 
   Drawing a deep breath, she tucked the gun into a pocket, took one last glance around, and started climbing, doing her best to concentrate on the practical task ahead of her instead of useless fears. 
 
   Lowering herself down was much harder than she expected. The body was so heavy, and the human arms so weak. 
 
   How the hell does he carry me? I weigh a ton.
 
   She started to slip and struggled to hold on, all the while squinting at the peculiar orange light below her. The heat hadn’t seemed all that bad when she started the descent, but after just a few seconds it was like being boiled.
 
   Finally, she felt Stephan’s steadying hands on her thighs. He reached over his head and lifted her down. 
 
   Even when I fail, he’s as strong and reliable as ever.
 
   “I’d normally enjoy the view, but right now having you down here feels better.”
 
   She wanted to stick her tongue out at him for talking about her butt in such an irreverent fashion, but that would expose it to the heat.
 
   Standing next to Stephan, she could relax enough to glance around. 
 
   I’ve seen this place before, but the vision didn’t make it justice. I can see how the poor girl who died down here thought she entered hell. 
 
   The cave stretched as far as she could see in every direction, and the heat was accentuated by steam rising from geysers unevenly spread over the large area. 
 
   “Odd with a cave under a cave.”
 
   Good point.
 
   Pits looking like the mouths of volcanoes gaped open filled with molten lava. The air was thick with fumes and sulphur, and to make the illusion complete, steam formed figures that could easily be mistaken for horned monsters. 
 
   She shuddered in spite of the heat, and mumbled, “Lovely.” 
 
   “Yeah, it’s a vacation paradise, if you’re a demon. Let’s go and get this over with.”
 
   The path they’d followed continued in front of them, curving around pits of lava and pillars of steam.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Stephan took the lead again, trying to keep his attention in all directions at once. 
 
   I wish I listened when she said she wanted to leave. If I get out of this alive, I will always listen to advice from deities, because they know best.
 
   His clothes stuck to his body, pearls of sweat dripped into his eyes, and the sulphurous fumes made him want to cough. 
 
   “Damn this place stinks. The next time I don’t listen to you, hit me over the head with something hard and make me go with you.”
 
   Maria made a face and shook her head.
 
   “No, you were right. No matter what we might face down here, we have to try. It’s the right thing to do.”
 
   Well I was right about one thing. Developing a conscience was a bad idea.
 
   He moved forward again, but stopped after just a few steps. 
 
   “Maria?”
 
   She stood frozen with a blank expression on her face, staring at a lava pit. 
 
   “This is where he threw her in. He ate her heart, and threw the rest of her body into the lava.”
 
   There were tears in her eyes, but as tragic as the story was, he still expected a woman made of red-hot molten rock to rise up from the underground, pointing at them with a scorching arm dripping flames, claiming her revenge on them in the place of her long lost lover. 
 
   This place is too creepy. Nothing good can come from hanging around here.
 
   He put a hand on her back and urged her forward. 
 
   “Come, it’s time to go.”
 
   They made little progress. They didn’t have any water, she usually just created whatever they needed, and the heat and toxic air kept their speed down. He would have been able to move faster on his own, but she coughed and moved slowly. 
 
   “I think we’ve walked forever.”
 
   They had only gone a mile or so when he once more realized she wasn’t right behind him. When he looked back, she sat on the hot ground between two smouldering pits. 
 
   If anything happens to her down here you won’t just lose her, which is unthinkable, you’ll also have to live with it being your fault. Can you do that?
 
   The answer was easy: he could not. 
 
   He jogged back and hunched down in front of her. 
 
   “Babe? Babe, are you okay?”
 
   The distant look on her face faded somewhat when she heard his voice, and she reached out a hand to grab his arm. 
 
   “There was once a mighty civilization here. They flourished for millennia, but were led to their downfall by a tyrant ruler. He knew these rooms held a secret, one he couldn’t get to, and he sacrificed most of his people trying. He would torture his people here. He’d string them up over the lava and lower them down, just a little bit at the time.”
 
   This is a much more elaborate and less obvious trap than I would ever have expected. I don’t see or feel anything, but I’m not a telepath. 
 
   She moaned as if in great pain. 
 
   “The entrance isn’t far now, but it’s hidden in plain sight. It shouldn’t be difficult to find for someone with the right eyes. Ooow, that really hurts!”
 
   He was so entranced with listening to her, and a bit dazed by the heat and the fumes, that he thought the new odour was something from her vision somehow drifting over to him. When he snapped back to reality, smoke rose from her shoes. 
 
   Oh crap.
 
   Their time together had taught him anything not only could, but also should, be expected at any time. If his theory of a trap for telepaths was right, she might very well be re-living the fate of one of those tortured and sacrificed to the lava. 
 
   Maria seemed to be in a place far away, hardly even aware of what was happening, and he cursed under his breath and burned his fingers as he ripped her shoes off. 
 
   It can’t be the ground. It’s hot, but not that hot, and she was fine walking on it earlier.
 
   As the shoes came off and he waved his fingers in the air, trying to cool them off, her small feet turned red and blistered. Then, they disappeared. They somehow winked out of reality for a moment, and reappeared. 
 
   “Okay, that’s it, we’re leaving.” 
 
   He scooped her up in his arms and tried not to notice how her feet disappeared and reappeared once more as she moaned with pain, leaning her head against his shoulder.
 
   She wasn’t heavy to him, and he hurried down the path, feeling helpless and useless. 
 
   Please, if I have any favours left to ask in this life, let putting some distance between her and that pit of hellfire make this stop.
 
   Every time he glanced towards her legs more of them seemed burned, and more of them flashed in and out of existence. They turned into charred pieces of coal, and the smell of burned flesh grew even stronger than the stench of sulphur. 
 
   She must be unconscious by now, and that’s a good thing.
 
   She opened her eyes for a moment and mumbled, “He burned her. He sacrificed the Queen to get through the door, and without her, there was nothing to save the people. They’re all dead.”
 
   Stephan didn’t realize he started to run, not until he broke into a cough-fit and almost dropped her. The air wasn’t good enough for running, not even for him, and he forced himself to slow down. He almost dropped her again, as her legs suddenly disappeared all the way up to the knees, only to reappear a second later. 
 
   Fuck!
 
   He stopped and took a couple of deep breaths, trying to calm down. 
 
   I wish we were somewhere else. Anywhere would do, I’d prefer a gruesome death in space to this.
 
    “What door?” 
 
   If there was a door, he needed to find it. 
 
   The desperation in his own voice made him cringe, but she was dying, and it was his fault. 
 
   Maybe she still was immortal, maybe she’d just reappear somewhere else if this body perished, but he couldn’t be sure of that, and he didn’t want to take the risk. 
 
   For all he knew she might not even die. 
 
   Maybe she would be a prisoner in the cave for eternity, re-living the demise of other creatures over and over again.
 
   Standing still for a couple of seconds, he convinced himself she had drifted off again, into a hopefully merciful oblivion.
 
   “That door. The one right there.” 
 
   She even lifted a hand, pointing into nothingness. 
 
   Maybe she’s hallucinating. That wouldn’t be strange at all.
 
   Thinking was difficult. His head pounded from the fumes, and the lack of oxygen in the air made him want to sink to his knees. If he had been alone he might have given up right then, but failing her wasn’t an option. What was it she said earlier? The door would be easily visible to the right eyes.
 
   Maybe she could see it, but he couldn’t. 
 
   Nothing could get worse from trying, so he set off to the side, in between a geyser and some bubbling tar. He wasn’t even surprised when a new path materialized under his feet. 
 
   “I’ll be damned.” 
 
   There had been nothing to see in this direction, nothing at all except the same red-hot hell that stretched out as far as they eye could see. He had acted on blind faith, and now, a door blocked the path. 
 
   It seemed to have been carved out of a large slab of dark rock, and it had Gargoyles on the sides. It stood right in front of him, and he could swear it hadn’t been there a second earlier. 
 
   It couldn’t have been; he would have looked right at it. 
 
   Maria moved a little in his arms, and that reminded him to hurry. A couple of long steps closed the distance, and it seemed even more impossible he hadn’t spotted the door as soon as he climbed down the hole. It was huge. Maybe it hadn’t been there earlier. Maybe it just appeared, but Maria had seen it, hadn’t she? Or, had she just known where it would show up? 
 
   Despite the circumstances, he was tempted to go around it, just to see if there was anything on the other side. Maybe he’d only see more red-hot lava, or maybe it would look exactly the same? 
 
   He refrained from the experiment. The way this day was going, the door would disappear to never be found again. He didn’t have a hand free either, didn’t see a way to open the darned thing.
 
   He kicked it.
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   Stephan doubted the heavy door would budge. 
 
   He half expected to be kicking a mirage, and was more than surprised when his foot hit a solid surface. The door swung open, revealing a clinically clean room with metal walls.
 
   An artificial sounding voice said, “Come in, what are you waiting for? You’re letting the dreadful heat in.”
 
   He stepped over the threshold, and a creature ran around him, prodding and poking, examining him from all sides.
 
   I’m probably unconscious in the blazing hot hell outside, hallucinating. There wasn’t a door, I only wanted to see it, and now we’re both dying.
 
   He was still trying to make heads or tails of what he saw when the little being spoke, confusing him even more. 
 
   “Aaah, two heads but only one pair of legs, just like prophesied. But you’re early. I was scheduled to get to sleep at least another couple of hundred years or so. Sit down.”
 
   A plush armchair appeared behind Stephan, and he obeyed, still holding Maria in his arms. He was too surprised to object. 
 
   His host appeared to be a combination of a robot and some form of furry toy, and it ran around in an extremely energetic fashion. Its bizarre appearance convinced him it was real. No matter how drunk he might get, he’d never be able to make it up.
 
   The unlikely being chattered on. 
 
   “Can I get you some refreshments? Oh, where are my manners, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
   It paused and read from a note in its paw. 
 
   “Stephan Forks, that’s you, right? I’m the Watchman. You can call me W.” 
 
   Stephan shook his head, struggling to get his thoughts together. 
 
   “Stop running around. You’ve got to help her. Can you help her?”
 
   The Watchman paused his erratic scampering and twitched its little nose. 
 
   “Oh, she’ll be fine. She is fine. Cratus loves her, he wouldn’t really hurt her. But, you see, she won’t wake up just yet. We know everything about her already, and this is a test of you.”
 
   Enough already. I don’t care about watchmen or cousins that are surely as crazy as Frank, or anything else, for that matter.
 
   He got up from the chair and put Maria down in it, making sure she was comfortable. Then, he grabbed the Watchman by the long furry ears. He moved faster than anyone would expect from a man his size, and definitely quicker than W could anticipate. 
 
   Holding the peculiar creature up in the air, he rumbled, “No, that’s not gonna fly. You’re going to wake her up and make sure she’s okay right now.” 
 
   W surprised him by looking at the note again and checking something off, completely untroubled by being held high in the air by his ears. 
 
   “It says here you have strong will and character, and you do seem to love her, right.” 
 
   He glanced over to meet Stephan’s eyes as if double-checking the assumption was correct. 
 
   Stephan glared. 
 
   W snickered, “Let me down, you need to bring her where we’re going. She’ll be fine, I promise.”
 
   A promise from this being could mean everything or nothing. 
 
   He put W down fairly gently and lifted Maria back up in his arms, but when his host scurried away towards an inner door he didn’t follow. He just sat back down, making sure she rested comfortably with her head against his chest, and caressed her hair away from her sooty cheeks. 
 
   W stopped a split second too late and almost went head first into the door. 
 
   Probably wouldn’t even hurt him. I think he’s got cotton wool up there. 
 
   “You’re supposed to come with me. Why aren’t you coming?” 
 
   W seemed taken aback, not knowing how to handle the situation, and Stephan shrugged. 
 
   “I don’t care what’s behind your door, and I don’t care about this little game of yours. You asked if I love her, well, all I care about is right here. You run along and do whatever you have to. I’m not hauling her into any more dangers. We’re staying.”
 
   He could have sworn he heard another voice laugh softly; maybe her cousin watched them. He forgot all about it as his girl’s long eyelashes fluttered and she woke from the forced slumber. 
 
   She looked at him, her green gaze unfocused at first. 
 
   “Hi, sweetheart. Welcome back.”
 
   Recognition came to her eyes and she mumbled, “Lover…” 
 
   He brushed his fingers against her cheek, oblivious of their peculiar surroundings. 
 
   “Where are we? And where are my shoes? We went into the hole, didn’t we?” 
 
   “Yes, we went into the hole, and you showed me to the door. Are you okay?”
 
   Maybe he was still being tested. 
 
   Maybe he acted exactly according to Cratus’s plan. 
 
   It didn’t matter, he didn’t care. 
 
   W chattered, “Alright, she’s awake, she’s fine, now are you coming?” 
 
   “No. You seem to have waited for a long time, and you said we were early. You can wait a little longer. Get us some water.” 
 
   Maria recuperated quickly, and he was soon convinced everything was as well as it could be. When they were ready to leave the room, W took her hand and led the way. 
 
   Some things are completely predictable. 
 
   Animals, computers, and robots all seemed to adore her, and this little creature wasn’t an exception. 
 
   It was a short walk through a cool corridor with bluish metal walls and a thick rug on the floor. Going through the door from the lava landscape seemed to have teleported them to a completely different world, or maybe to another dimension where nothing even resembled Beta IV. It could be possible. The lake might even be gone if he went back to look for it. 
 
   As intriguing as the idea was, he wouldn’t act on it. He wasn’t keen on going back there himself, and he certainly wouldn’t bring her back; that would only happen over his dead body.
 
   When they reached the other end of the corridor, their guide let go of Maria’s hand. 
 
   “This is it. I can’t go with you in there, and when you take it, you must do it the same way as you entered.” 
 
   What? 
 
   Maria’s blank face gave no help; she seemed to understand even less than he did. Then he got it. 
 
   “Aah, come here, babe.” 
 
   He scooped her up in his arms, quite content with having her so close. 
 
   “When we entered, he said we had two heads but just one pair of legs. I’m guessing you’re supposed to take whatever it is while I hold you.”
 
   Their guide nodded several times, pleased with the deduction. 
 
   “I don’t know, babe, should we really bother with this? Maybe we should just go home.” 
 
   She met his eyes. 
 
   “Yes. I think it sounds like a good idea. I’d like that.” 
 
   W seemed close to panic. His little mechanical snout twitched, and he whimpered. 
 
   “No, no, you have to continue, you can’t quit now.” 
 
   Dammit, now I’m feeling sorry for the little thing. 
 
   “Calm down, W, we were just joking.” 
 
   Their host still looked worried. 
 
   Why was all this so important? 
 
   Had it been just a coincidence that they were in exactly the right part of space to pick Olga’s transmission up, or had some other powers been in play there too? 
 
   Maybe someone controlled their every step since they met. 
 
   Stop thinking about it. You’ll drive yourself crazy.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Maria’s eyes widened when Stephan stepped over the threshold. 
 
   Oh wow, that’s cool. I want one.
 
   They stood next to a narrow, contained waterfall that seemed to fall forever. The water smelled vaguely of almonds, and each drop shone with a soft blue light. It was utterly beautiful, even to her who had seen so much during her long life. Behind the curtain of water, a large wooden box stood propped up on a shelf. 
 
   “That must be it.”
 
   Stephan walked up to the water and she reached out to take the box. The drops that fell on her skin were soft as flower petals. 
 
   As soon as she pulled the little crate out and held it in her arms, their surroundings changed. 
 
   They were at home, on the ship, in their own bedroom. 
 
   “What? Did you do that?”
 
   She shook her head. 
 
   “No. I think Cratus did.” 
 
   “This is a little too peculiar, even for us. Are you okay?” 
 
   “I’m fine. Never been better. You can put me down now, if you want to. I mean, no hurry…”
 
   He made a little face, set her down on the bed, and said with forced cheeriness, “Well, that wasn’t too difficult.” 
 
   I don’t remember anything between you almost falling into the hole and waking up in W’s office, but I’m sure it wasn’t easy. 
 
   “You are a poor liar.”
 
   Getting to the box wouldn’t have been possible if at least one of them weren’t chosen, probably both. Neither of them could have gone all the way on their own. 
 
   If that was true, had Cratus known about them since before she was born? 
 
   No, seeing this far into the future, predicting that Stephan would ram her and she would fall in love was preposterous. 
 
   Unless it was supposed to happen, or Cratus made it happen. 
 
   Stop thinking about this before you entangle yourself too much and draw any more outrageous conclusions.
 
   Stephan sat down next to her, wrapped one arm around her waist, and touched the box with his other hand. The moment they were both in contact with it, the wooden lid opened up, showing an intricate mechanism of numbered moving gears and counterweights. It made a low ticking noise.
 
   Yay, we have a thingymabob. Just what I always wanted.
 
   “It’s a map. A star map. I’ve never seen one quite like it.” 
 
   He poked a gear carefully, then another, and when he was satisfied, the ones that had stopped temporarily moved again, finding new positions. 
 
   “This is where we are, these must be coordinates to a star system, and I’m guessing these are latitude and longitude on a planet.”
 
   She met his eyes. 
 
   They wouldn’t be able to resist the temptation of going there, just to see what it was. 
 
   It still only took a couple of minutes before the map ended up under the bed, next to her panties.
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   Olga paced the castle library. Being left behind like this was humiliating, and the more she thought about it, the angrier she became. 
 
   If anyone should be out there trying to defend the colony it should be her, but the strangers told her to stay where she were, doing nothing like a child.
 
   Despite her anger, she still spun around when she heard the door open, and ran up to them, eager for news. 
 
   “What happened? Did you find anything?”
 
   Stephan and Maria glanced at each other, and she narrowed her eyes. 
 
   Are you keeping secrets from me? Don’t keep secrets on my planet.
 
   He said, “Yes. We found a cave with an underground lake and an island.”
 
   She started pacing again, feeling like a caged animal. 
 
   “I knew it.”
 
   Stephan murmured, “Maybe we should come back later,” and she whirled around to face him. 
 
   “The curse, is it still there? What happened? You must tell me all about this.”
 
   His eyes wandered towards her breasts and she smiled in spite of all. She had picked the soft red shirt carefully. Nothing wrong with looking good at the end of the world...
 
   Maria nudged Stephan and said, “The curse, well, it was really a virus, it’s gone. I do think all the infected ones are gone as well. Your people are safe.”
 
   And? What aren’t you telling me? 
 
   “You’re hiding things from me. Don’t do that. This is my planet and not yours.” 
 
   She knew she was challenging the other woman, but she couldn’t help it. 
 
   Maria opened her mouth, and Olga steeled herself for getting into a verbal skirmish, but Stephan interrupted them both. 
 
   “You know what we should do? I bet they had some form of hideout somewhere. There might be survivors.”
 
   Olga shook her head. 
 
   “You think we should go there? That could be very dangerous if they’re still around.” 
 
   Maria shrugged and sided with Stephan.
 
   “I think it is a good idea. It’s a good opportunity to learn about them, and they’re all gone, so it’s quite safe. You can stay behind if you don’t want to go.”
 
   “Are you implying I’m a coward? I’m just saying it’s not a good plan. You don’t even know where to start looking.” 
 
   Maria stared back and Stephan rolled his eyes. 
 
   “Stop this, both of you.” 
 
   Olga averted her eyes and blushed, chastised by his tone of voice. He surprised her by smiling. 
 
   “I have a pretty good idea of where we should go. I saw an old ruin up in the forest to the north when we landed. It’s not far, and it’s where I would have gone.”
 
   “What ruin? There aren’t any ruins here. We’re the first people on this planet.” 
 
   Maria rolled her eyes. 
 
   “There were civilizations here before you, and there will be other civilizations here after you. The rover will get us most of the way.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Stephan knew the little vehicle should still be parked outside the cave, but he wasn’t surprised to find it outside the castle gate. Since meeting Maria, things like this happened all the time. 
 
   He got in behind the wheel and pressed a few keys to make a map visible on the console. Olga was nowhere in sight. 
 
   “Do you think she’ll come?”
 
   Maria shrugged. 
 
   Good thing we’ll be leaving soon, before they get into a real fight.
 
   He started the engine and Olga came running. She jumped into the back and muttered, “This is an idiotic waste of time.”
 
   Steering away from the settlement over lush green fields, it reminded him of the trip they set out on the very same morning. It was hard to believe all the things they’d been through really happened, and in such a short time. 
 
   I wonder what happened to W. 
 
   He glanced over at Maria, but she looked the other way.
 
   It wasn’t a long drive to the edge of the forest, and they travelled mostly in silence. As they reached the first trees, he manoeuvred the rover in between them, finding a path over rocks and the occasional tree trunk. Eventually, the trail became too narrow even for him, and he parked next to a tall tree filled with large purple flowers. 
 
   Maybe Olga was right all along and this was folly. I should have taken Maria to the ship and left, or maybe we shouldn’t have returned to the castle at all.
 
   He wasn’t much for premonitions and shrugged the thought off. 
 
   “Ladies, I think we’ll be walking from here.”
 
   Olga jumped down from the car with the grace of a cat, and Maria exited her side no less elegantly. 
 
   Both stepped down the path, but he didn’t follow. 
 
   He crossed his arms, resisted the temptation to flex his muscles, and looked sternly at the two of them. 
 
   “Do me a favour, girls, and try not to fight. It gives me a headache.” 
 
   He winked at Maria, who smiled and answered in a merry voice, “Yes Daddy.” 
 
   Olga didn’t take it quite as well. 
 
   She grumbled, “I’ll fight as much as I want to,” but still stayed mostly silent as they trekked through the woods. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Olga walked behind the others, stumbling over stones and roots. 
 
   The day was much too hot, and how the hell did Maria manage to walk in that silly little dress? Those ridiculous high-heeled shoes shouldn’t work in the forest. 
 
   It’s not fair.
 
   She didn’t have too much time to fret before they reached the ruins. An old stone wall seemed to rise up from nowhere and she more sensed than saw it at first. The ancient walls were covered with moss and vines, and once her eyes got used to the sight, the fortress was larger than her city.
 
   Stephan’s voice woke her from her reverie. 
 
   “We’re certainly in the right place.” 
 
   Lowering her eyes from the wall, she followed his gaze to the ground and slapped both of her hands in front of her mouth to prevent a surprised yelp from escaping.
 
   “Oh my goodness…”
 
   There were bodies strewn all over the ground, and she recognized many of the turned. 
 
   I guess they were right, but I wish they’d been wrong. I do not want to see this.
 
   When she finally ripped her eyes away from the devastation, she saw Maria step over a corpse, holding her skirt up as if reluctant to let the hem become dirty. 
 
   That’s too bizarre. Those two look as if shit like this happens to them all the time. What kind of life is that?
 
   She didn’t move until she saw her friends disappear into the ruin, leaving her alone with the dead. That thought made her hurry, and she ran to catch up with them.
 
   She walked under a giant archway, glancing up. 
 
   I hope that thing isn’t about to collapse...
 
   One of the turned lay on the ground with his arms stretched towards the path, and she jogged a few steps to close the gap to Stephan. Up ahead, Maria veered off to the side, and Olga glanced after her. 
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   She only looked away from the ground for a second, but it was enough. 
 
   She stepped into nothingness. 
 
   There was absolutely nothing to carry her weight, and she fell forward with a yelp. 
 
   The fall lasted forever, and then, at the very last second, an invisible hand caught her. 
 
   She hoped it was Maria holding her, and not some ancient contraption that might give way and drop her. 
 
   Olga lay flat on her stomach in the air, just a foot over a grid of ancient, rusty, and menacing spikes. Even after all this time, they still looked sharp. 
 
   Shit, shit, shit. I fell into a trap. 
 
   It took a couple of long seconds before she dared even to blink, and she gasped for air. 
 
   Once she managed to pull her attention away from the certain death beneath her and turn her head to the side, she cried out again. Right next to her was the rotting body of one of the first people who turned. His eye hung out of the socket, and a portion of the nose was gone.
 
   She heard Stephan’s voice. 
 
   “You got her, right?”
 
   Maria answered, “Of course I got her.”
 
   “Just checking, you know. If you got her, why don’t you bring her up?”
 
   Listen to him, bring me up. Please, bring me up.
 
   Maria’s voice said, “I think maybe we should go down.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “There’s stuff down there. Don’t you trust me?”
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   Oh my God stop arguing. I’m sure you both think it’s really cute, but I’m dying here.
 
   Her voice came out a whimper. 
 
   “Well, whatever you do, make sure to do it soon.”
 
   She turned her head enough to see the sky with one eye. Maria took a step over the edge and stood in mid-air, but she couldn’t see Stephan.
 
   Maria reached out a hand and teased, “You really don’t trust me.”
 
   He too stepped off the edge, keeping his arms crossed over his chest. They both sank down until their feet were at Olga’s level. Strange how Maria’s shoes looked brand new.
 
   Maria’s voice asked, “What are you still doing down there?”
 
   “Can’t you see she’s terrified?”
 
   “Well, I’m holding her, I don’t know what to do.”
 
   Stephan crouched down and took her hand. 
 
   “It’s alright. You’re okay. Come on, you need to get up.” 
 
   His warm hand and confident grip encouraged her and she got to her feet, keeping her eyes fixed on the spikes below. 
 
   Standing on nothing was even more uncomfortable than lying on it, and her legs wanted to fold. 
 
   “Oh no, don’t fall.”
 
   Stephan grabbed her around the waist and she clung to him.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Stephan sought Maria’s eyes, but she stared at the wall, pretending she didn’t care about the other woman hanging on to him. 
 
   I’m so tired of you two fighting over me.
 
   He definitely didn’t want to give them any more reasons, so he freed himself from Olga’s grip. 
 
   “Olga, you’re okay. You can let me go.”
 
   Taking a good look around, the place looked just as horrific down here as it appeared from above. 
 
   “We’re all here. What was it you wanted to see?” 
 
   Maria frowned and bit her lip as she looked around. 
 
   “It has to be here somewhere...”
 
   She walked through empty air with a determined look on her face, and Olga groaned. 
 
   “She’s making me seasick.”
 
   “Just pretend you’re walking on glass, and it’s not all that bad.”
 
   She gripped his arm again, and he couldn’t help a little smile. 
 
   I’ll never wish for Maria to depend on me again, but it is nice to have a beautiful woman turn to me for support. 
 
   “What is she doing?”
 
   “I don’t know, she’ll tell us soon enough.”
 
   Maria pulled her hands over the wall, clearly searching for something, but every rock looked the same to him. He was used to her doing peculiar things and wouldn’t lose any sleep over it.
 
   They watched her roam along the wall, looking like she counted on her fingers. 
 
   “There you are...” 
 
   She pushed on a stone. It was old and hadn’t moved for millennia, and it didn’t move now either. She glanced over her shoulder. 
 
   “Lover, would you give me a hand and push on this one?”
 
   Most people regarded Stephan as muscle, missing the fact that he was intelligent as well as burly. It bothered him; his muscles came more from good genes than hard work, but he didn’t mind doing the heavy lifting when it was her asking. 
 
   He walked up to her, smiled, and kissed her quickly before pushing the stone. He didn’t have much hope of accomplishing anything, but he hardly even had to try. 
 
   Subjected to his strong hands it moved, as if it had been used yesterday, and a portion of the rock wall in front of them slid to the side. 
 
   It had probably been noiseless when it was still used frequently, but after all this time it made a loud scraping noise. Maria wrinkled her nose and Olga covered her ears.
 
   Stale air flowed past him and he couldn’t help but wonder what ancient viruses they just released into the unsuspecting atmosphere. 
 
   Oh well, if anything’s dangerous I’m sure she’ll deal with it.
 
   He peeked into a long and dark corridor. It seemed a little damp, but overall in good shape. 
 
   Maria nodded towards the hallway. 
 
   “After you, handsome.”
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   The corridor stretched in under the large buildings and wasn’t the most inviting place Stephan ever saw, but he had certainly been in worse. 
 
   He flashed Maria a smile and took a couple of steps inside. 
 
   The doorway was so low he had to bend his head to get through, but there was plenty of room inside. She followed him and the walls started to glow with a soft light, chasing away the darkness that ruled for so long. 
 
   The door began to close behind them and Olga ran in, clearly reluctant to be left alone with all the death outside. 
 
   I guess she’s alright if she can still run.
 
    At first, the corridor seemed to lead nowhere but down, carved out of the very mountain that had been underneath their feet. After a few minutes, however, the walls began to change, growing more polished and shiny, looking more like they once had. 
 
   Behind him, Olga said, “Hey guys, shouldn’t we go back...” 
 
   Then, she ran past him. “I see something!”
 
   He hurried to catch up with her, just in case. It didn’t seem likely that they’d encounter anything dangerous in this tomb, but one could never be too sure.
 
   Olga stood by an intricately carved door, flanked by a statue on either side. Everything was well preserved, and even if the statues were old and cracked, one could still distinguish their features. They were of tall and slender creatures, sitting on their hind legs. Each had four arms, holding different items hard to make out.
 
   Maria muttered, “I wonder if they held weapons or food...”
 
   The statues had perked ears and long noses, almost like dogs. Olga’s voice held unusual awe. 
 
   “Wow. I wonder if that’s what they looked like. I can’t believe someone else lived here before us.” 
 
   “I doubt it. Humans on old Earth liked to put statues of gargoyles or lions outside their houses, but they sure don’t look like them.” 
 
   Maria’s words made Stephan chuckle. 
 
   I’ve met a lot of people who resembled gargoyles. They might not have visible horns, but they sure have ugly snouts. 
 
   He lifted his hand to the door handle, expecting it to fall to dust between his fingers, but it both held together and worked, and the door swung open without a sound. The air that flowed out over them was dry and dusty, and inside the room, piles of debris on the floor marked places where wooden furniture once stood. Some of it remained, defying the ages, but not much. 
 
   There had been stone shelves lining the walls, and they were still there, dusty and cracked, but holding together. A lot of the contents had fallen apart during the past few centuries. Much of it had turned into fragments or powder, but a surprising amount of shelves remained filled with ancient scrolls and books, so old and fragile they could burst into pieces at the slightest touch. 
 
   Both girls seemed enthralled with the find and he leaned his back against the wall.
 
   This would be a long wait.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The room had been sealed off for so long even the insects died and long since turned to dust. 
 
   Olga sneezed as she pulled a scroll from a shelf. This one was in a little better shape than most of the others, and she rolled it out. 
 
   “I will send scientists over here, they can handle this much better. Any knowledge that is in here should be incorporated with the library and saved for future generations.”
 
   Maria nodded and Olga flashed a smile. For once, they agreed. 
 
   They bent over the scroll side by side. 
 
   Much of the ink had vanished, but it was still possible to make out well-drawn images of people and animals tied together by a beautiful but alien handwriting. 
 
   “I wonder what it says.”
 
   “This is a very interesting scroll. It tells something of the history of this place and of the people who built it. My guess is that it was used for education, like a school-book.” 
 
   Olga stared at her. 
 
   “You’re making that up.” 
 
   “I don’t make stuff up. You should bring this home, there’s a lot to learn from it.”
 
   “If you can read it, what does it say?”
 
   Maria flashed a smile. 
 
   “Well, the people from the fortress were basically humanoid, but taller and thinner than humans. They had large black eyes and shimmering, pale, green skin. Wait...”
 
   She pulled a hand through the air, and Olga stared at the image that suddenly hung in front of her. 
 
   “They’re beautiful. What happened to them?”
 
   “Let’s see... Oh, they were at war with the people from the underground, and they were losing. They built these rooms to protect their knowledge, just in case someone would survive.”
 
   “That’s so sad. I guess the rooms worked better than they anticipated.”
 
   She heard Stephan rummage around behind them. He poked the corner of a wooden shelf and it turned to dust. 
 
   “Why couldn’t we have found something a little more interesting than old scrolls? Like a treasury chamber or an armoury.”
 
   Maria smirked. 
 
   “Keep looking, maybe you’ll find it.”
 
   “Hmh.”
 
   The scroll caught Olga’s attention again. 
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   She pointed to a stocky creature with short legs and arms that reached the floor. 
 
   “They were the people of the underworld, who these guys warred with.”
 
   Stephan whistled through his teeth and his voice seemed oddly distant. 
 
   “Babe, you should come over here for a second.”
 
   Maria glanced up, said, “Ooh,” and disappeared out of sight. She sounded so interested Olga had to look too. 
 
   At first, she only saw the couple kissing, but after a second she realized she saw them so well because he found another door.
 
   A door that now opened to a brightly lit room.
 
   What is that?
 
   She put the scroll in her pack and rolled her eyes as she walked past the lovebirds. She was lonely after losing everyone she cared for, and it was impossible not to be attracted to Stephan. Seeing their open displays of affection made her losses harder to bear.
 
   Looking through the open door, she forgot all about it. 
 
   “Guys, did you see this?”
 
   Rows of corroded metal shelves held neatly labelled boxes made of an alien material that withstood the test of time. Even though she couldn’t read the peeling text, she could look at the pictures just fine. 
 
   There were seeds and DNA-samples of thousands, maybe tens of thousands species. The technology visible everywhere in the room contrasted with the scrolls in the library. Maybe they’d already been old when they were stored.
 
   She reached to touch one of the little boxes and found it freezing cold. Some ancient mechanism still functioned, keeping the samples at the right temperature. 
 
   Equipment lined the walls, and something resembling a computer terminal made from alien crystals and the same material as the boxes towered in the middle of the hall. 
 
   “I wonder if it still works.”
 
   She jumped when Stephan answered.
 
   “I think it does, it’s probably what controls the temperature in here.” 
 
   Maria wandered around the room, ogling what seemed to be equipment to turn samples into living beings. 
 
   “Olga, your people will be very careful with this discovery, won’t they?” 
 
   “Yes... I suppose we will.” 
 
   As tempting as it was to reawaken a long-dead species, it might not be the best idea.
 
   “We have to go, it’ll be dark soon.”
 
   Maria’s words seemed bizarre; they hadn’t been underground that long. 
 
   “No, there’s so much to see.”
 
   “It’s too big, you’ll have to come back. See it from the bright side, you won’t be bored.”
 
   I guess... It’s a treasure cove.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The outside was dark indeed and Stephan gazed up at foreign stars. 
 
   I must have lost track of time down there. How odd.
 
   Olga squinted. 
 
   “I suppose we’ll have to deal with all the corpses. We will hold funerals to respect memories of lost friends and to comfort those who are still living...”
 
   She sounds like she’s holding a speech. 
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “No. I’m not ready to deal with all this.”
 
   She wandered off to the side, towards a part of the old building that still seemed fairly intact, and Maria marched further into the castle, seemingly filled with purpose.
 
   Crap. Who do I follow? 
 
   He didn’t want to let either of them out of his sight. It was true that his girl could take care of herself in a way Olga wouldn’t be able to, but he also felt his place was by Maria’s side, not following a half-stranger.
 
   Olga solved his dilemma by running back from a crooked doorway, leaning towards a boulder and throwing up. 
 
   Great. What new atrocity did she find? 
 
   The dusk revealed a human laying on the ground, arms and legs sprawling, tied securely to hooks fastened in the stone wall. The infected had been feasting on the insides when they died, and deeming from the amounts of blood all around, the victim must have been alive when they cut him open and began to eat. 
 
   A fat and shiny fly-like being crawled on the victims’ intestines. 
 
   The room smelled, and he had seen more than enough.
 
   I bet that made me suitably pale. 
 
   Olga pleaded, “Let’s just leave. Please. Nothing can be gained from staying any longer.”
 
   Maria jogged towards them. 
 
   “Stop wasting time. We haven’t done what we came for, and we can’t leave.” 
 
   Olga burst out, “You haven’t seen what’s in there. They’re all dead. There’s nothing to gain from going any further, unless possibly to satisfy your morbid mind.” 
 
   “I know exactly what’s in there, and if you don’t want to go on that’s fine. You can stay right where you are or go back to the rover. It’s your people, but I’m sure they won’t hold it against you.” 
 
   With that, she made a dismissive gesture and turned around, striding towards the centre of the castle. Stephan hurried to catch up with her, and he heard Olga come running too.
 
   “Wait up, guys, don’t leave me here.”
 
   The further in they ventured, the more dead bodies lined their path. The stench of rotting meat was getting to him, but he’d never confess it. 
 
   Thick clouds of insects buzzed to the sides of the path. 
 
   They sound hungry.
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   Olga trudged on behind Stephan and Maria, angry with herself. 
 
   It was true that she had known and been emotionally attached to most of these people. She had grown up with them and knew the name of each and every one, but she still felt inferior and weak in comparison to the others. 
 
   They didn’t seem the least troubled by the smell or the bugs or all the death.
 
   Something glimmering in the grass caught her eye, and she veered off to take a look, being very careful where she put her feet. 
 
   Whatever grains of sanity I still have will snap if I step on a corpse. Just imagine a foot sinking into someone’s chest...
 
   It was all too easy to imagine Stephan having to carry her out of there over his shoulder. She imagined herself hysterical, screaming, and tearing at her hair, or even clawing at her own eyes. 
 
   Then, she saw the trinket clearly, heard herself utter a sound somewhere between a wail and a groan, and fell down to her knees.
 
   Stephan and Maria came running for her, but she didn’t have the willpower to answer them, or even look at them. 
 
   She squeezed the little object in her hands, hard enough to cut through the skin, making her palm bleed. 
 
   Tears trickled down her cheeks, and she was vaguely aware of Maria kneeling next to her. 
 
   The Goddess said, “I know you don’t think it right now, but it’s alright.”
 
   You’re wrong. Everything’s wrong and nothing is the way it’s supposed to be. He’s dead. They’re all dead.
 
   She didn’t have the energy to object. She clung to Maria instead, crying, and holding on to her father’s badge.
 
   Up until finding the badge, Olga nurtured hope that someone from her family survived. Now, even that flickering flame was extinguished, and it took a while for her to regain her composure. By the time they moved further into the ruins, it was almost completely dark. 
 
   She still sniffled, but struggled to keep it in.
 
   Maria seemed filled with purpose, looking like she had a place to be or a deadline to meet. Stephan followed without questions, so she did too. 
 
   Being alone in the dark with all the dead was out of the question.
 
   The old courtyard would have been treacherous in the best of times. 
 
   Fallen rocks and other debris from the crumbling ruins was strewn everywhere over the ground, and Olga stumbled repeatedly. 
 
   How can they walk as if it’s the middle of the day. I’m not too surprised over her, but he does it too. 
 
   Nocturnal animals started to move, and a bird made an eerie sound as it dove down towards an unsuspecting prey. Something howled in the forest surrounding the ruins. The noises might not be too bad when sitting safe inside a building, but out here, paired with the old ruins, the stench of rotting flesh, and the occasional remains of one of the others, their expedition seemed more and more like a nightmare. 
 
   I could have stayed at home. I shouldn’t have come. I’m not like them, I’m not cut out for this.
 
   They passed a hole in the ground surrounded by a crumbling rock wall. It reeked of decaying meat and Stephan took out a small flashlight from a pocket, shining the beam into the hole. 
 
   It would have been really nice if he used that to light our way. Oh well, he apparently sees quite well, he probably didn’t think about it.
 
   Funny how easy it was to fight down the snarky remarks when it was about him.
 
   He turned away after a couple of seconds, with an expression so neutral it seemed calculated. Olga wanted to look too, but he grabbed her arm and pulled her away when she tried to get close. 
 
   “Hey, what are you doing?”
 
   “There’s nothing down there you want to see.”
 
   “Let me go, I’m old enough to decide what to do.”
 
   He shrugged and released his grip. 
 
   “Fine, have it your way. The others must have thrown the remains of their victims down there to dispose of the bodies. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
   He seemed completely unfazed, clearly as nervously inclined as a rock, but his words unnerved her. 
 
   A well filled with rotting bodies. 
 
   It held remains of friends and family, sculls with tufts of hair and decaying skin...
 
   She shook her head and ran after Maria instead. 
 
   Why doesn’t she wait for us? Everyone here is dead, why is she in such a hurry? I mean, I’d like to hurry, in the other direction.
 
   She found the other woman outside a building close to the centre of the old dilapidated fort, pulling at a thick plank that would not budge. The door was barred with slabs of rock and old boards.
 
   “I want to get through without using powers. Whoever’s on the other side will be afraid enough as it is.”
 
   She never makes sense, does she?
 
   Stephan went to work on the heavy barrier. 
 
   Did the others build this? How did they manage? It would take me hours to get through. 
 
   For Stephan, breaking a path only took a few minutes. Neither he or Maria moved to enter, and nothing came out for a thick stench. 
 
   What are we waiting for?
 
   Then, there was a soft whimpering noise, and Maria moved forward, lighting up the dark with a mysterious glow. Stephan lifted an eyebrow and followed her, and Olga took a quick look around before entering behind them. 
 
   At first, she couldn’t see a thing. 
 
   It might have been more psychological than her eyes needing to adjust. She wasn’t ready to handle the inside. 
 
   Faces appeared in the darkness, pale and dirty with eyes that seemed much too large, and when her brain finally decoded the information, she gasped for air. 
 
   Dirty, sick, hungry, and dehydrated, kidnapped, and locked in, these were survivors. 
 
   Living people from the colony kept as a food supply. 
 
   She had almost turned her back on them. 
 
   She had wanted to go home to the comfort of her own house, home to supper and a glass of wine, and if her friends had let her, these people, her people, would have been abandoned and left to die.
 
   Moving everyone back with the rover was out of the question. They were too many, it was too dark, and it would take too long. Maria glanced over at Stephan, wordlessly asking for advice, and he shrugged. 
 
   It won’t make any difference if she uses her powers, she’s already making the walls glow. People are just too relieved to question it. 
 
   She mumbled, “Go ahead, please. Another little miracle will give them hope and something to believe in, something to talk about during years to come.”
 
   Maria nodded, and in the next moment, they all stood in the square in the middle of the village with the rover parked neatly to the side. 
 
   How does she do that? What would it be like to have such power?
 
   People inside the houses were having dinner, watching the darkness beyond their windows with fear. The news that the others were gone had yet to spread, and everyone would want to remain in the light where any attacker would be easy to see. 
 
   Their arrival still attracted attention, and the first few people brave or foolish enough to risk the night to satisfy their curiosity were soon joined by others.
 
   The chaos was complete, and Olga climbed up on a wooden crate to make herself heard and seen. She had the blackest conscience for wanting to leave earlier, for not being as brave as she thought she should be, and for leaving so much of the search and rescue to the off-world couple. 
 
   She plunged headfirst into the task of caring for the survivors and organizing everything, trying to make up for her imagined negligence.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The next morning, Maria pulled the sheets up over her head. 
 
   “You won’t hold it against me if I stay here, right?”
 
   Stephan laughed and patted her butt. 
 
   “How ‘bout I go get us some breakfast. I’ll be right back.”
 
   It had been a few eventful days and he looked forward to returning to their carefree existence on the ship. He supposed they’d go look for whatever the map pointed to, just to have something to do, but there was no big hurry. 
 
   The large dining room was deserted, but the sweet scents of newly baked bread and fresh coffee attacked his nostrils. He took a tray and put strawberries and croissants on it. 
 
   Her favorites.
 
   The door behind him opened so quietly he didn’t hear it, nor did he notice Olga approach until she spoke. 
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   He turned around, flashed a smile, and immediately wished he hadn’t looked. As much as he loved his girl, Olga was a striking woman difficult not to ogle. She was dressed in a thin robe that followed the contours of her body and left very little to his imagination, and her hair, still wet from her morning shower, was tied into a braid hanging over her shoulder. 
 
   “You look, uh... You look good.” 
 
   He nodded, happy with himself for saying something, even if it was dumb. It took an effort, but he tore his eyes away from her body and returned his attention to the tray. 
 
   Crap. I wish I was somewhere else, or that Maria was here.
 
   Olga laughed at his awkward compliment. 
 
   “I’m very happy you think so.” 
 
   She walked up closer to him, peeked at his tray, and eyed the foods on the table. Did she know her breast pressed against him when she reached for a strawberry? Soft and warm... 
 
   She probably didn’t just know. She probably did it on purpose.
 
   He pretended not to notice and put some pieces of fruit and a flower on a plate. 
 
   It has to be obvious who this is for, and that I love her.
 
   “Yesterday went so well. I couldn’t even imagine anyone still alive, and we would never have found them without you.” 
 
   All of a sudden, she looked like an enthusiastic little girl. 
 
   “I’m glad we could be of help.”
 
   “Of help? You’ve saved us all.”
 
   She’s so young. I can’t believe I was attracted to her a minute ago... I mean, she’s cute, but she can’t compare to... 
 
   His thoughts were cut off by Olga throwing her arms around him, pressing her lips against his.
 
   She caught him off guard, and his first instinct was to hold the warm and soft female body that pressed against him. Then, his brain started working, and he was about to push her away from him, at least he thought he was, and he didn’t think he was kissing her back. 
 
   If he did, it certainly wasn’t on purpose. 
 
   His eyes registered movement at the edge of his vision; he was out of time. 
 
   Maria had come looking for him and stood on the threshold, holding the door open with one hand. 
 
   This was a disaster.
 
   She spun around without a word and the heavy door shut behind her with a thump that seemed all too final. 
 
   Stephan finally moved; he pushed Olga away and ran after his girl, calling out, “Babe, it’s not what it looks like! I can explain!” 
 
   He couldn’t, but that didn’t matter. It was too late. She was already gone.
 
   “I’m so sorry. I didn’t think. I wasn’t thinking. Maybe she’ll come back.”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   Stephan left the stuttering girl behind and walked towards the room where he’d woken up perfectly happy only an hour or so earlier. 
 
   She’s gone, and she’s never coming back. She’s probably with Frank already. Stupid, stupid, stupid, how could I be so stupid?
 
   It wasn’t as if Maria hadn’t warned him. He had seen the signs himself, but still blundered right into it. Now, he would pay with a lifetime of loneliness and remorse. 
 
   He wanted to take the few things they brought and leave; he couldn’t stand to see the place a moment longer. 
 
   Olga opened the door behind him and he didn’t even try to hide his irritation. 
 
   “What did you have to go and do that for?”
 
   “I’m so sorry. I wasn’t... I didn’t mean to... I think I love you.” 
 
   The blurted out statement seemed to surprise even her, and she smacked a hand across her mouth, once again looking like a young girl. Stephan rolled his eyes and laughed joylessly as he pushed his way past her. 
 
   “Well, isn’t that the joke of the day.” 
 
   He headed down the hallway, and she called out, 
 
   “Wait!”
 
   At first, he didn’t think he would stop, but his feet paused on their own. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Please don’t leave. Not like this. You don’t have go at all, you know. You could just... stay. Stay here with me.”
 
   He shook his head and continued on his way, to the rover and to the ship, knowing it would be emptier than ever before.
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   Even when trying, Maria couldn’t remember being this angry and unhappy. Ever. 
 
   How dare he go right from the bed he shared with her to another woman’s arms? 
 
   Normally she wouldn’t care what a human did or didn’t do, and this feeling of her soul being ripped out made her frantic. To be fair, that wasn’t exactly his fault, but it didn’t matter to her at this point. 
 
   Who the hell does he think he is? 
 
   She didn’t know what she wanted to do the most. 
 
   Kill him? 
 
   Curl up in a little ball and cry? 
 
   Destroy something? 
 
   There are billions upon billions of humans all around the universe. It shouldn’t be hard to find a new one. A faithful one this time.
 
   She teleported to the nearest space station and took a seat in a bar.
 
   I never go to bars, what am I doing here? Shit, this is where he would have been. Oh well, let’s roll with it.
 
   At first glance there seemed to be many promising specimens in the room, and she muttered, “I’ll show you, you little twit. I never needed you anyway.” 
 
   It was a matter of seconds before a man approached her. 
 
   “Hey beautiful, can I get you a drink?”
 
   “I’d love a Blue Souvenir.”
 
   He smelled like onions and boloney, but little details like that could be corrected.
 
   See, I’m having fun without you. Twirp.
 
   To be honest, it wasn’t really fun, not like it would have been with Stephan, and the man had too many hands. She could swear he was a normal human and only had two, but it seemed like eight. They were everywhere. None of the people in the room measured up to her standards. 
 
   They were all too ugly, too smelly, too small, too alien, too drunk, or too eager to touch her. For some reason she didn’t care to define, anyone’s touch besides Stephan’s repulsed her. 
 
   The night ended with her punching a man in the face, which started a general fight, and by the time it was over she had already left.
 
   That wasn’t one of my best ideas. Maybe this is a bad station, I’ll try another one. I can blow up some small moons or something on the way there.
 
   Exploding large objects with her mind was always satisfying, and with any luck, it would keep her from crushing something living.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Stephan, on the other hand, found being back on his ship just as lonely as he suspected it would be. He paced the bridge. 
 
   “I can’t believe she just left, just like that. Is that all I meant to her? She could at least have given me a chance to explain. Women.”
 
   He lifted one of the heavy chairs and hurled it against the wall. It didn’t make him feel a bit better. Crushing something with his bare hands might be satisfying. 
 
   Good thing I left Beta IV when I did, or I would have ripped Olga’s head off. Little contriving bitch.
 
   Lacking a place to go, he plotted a random course, but didn’t get far before he started to feel ill. 
 
   Maybe I picked up a virus on the planet, or from that cursed girl.
 
   It didn’t make any sense. His immune system was perfect and would eradicate any infection before it had a chance to affect him. He simply did not fall sick.
 
   It was difficult to fly with his heart pounding, stomach churning, hands shaking, and beads of cold sweat rolling into his eyes, so he eventually set the autopilot and went to bed. 
 
   The room in which they’d shared so many nights and days made him feel even worse, but he needed to lie down. 
 
   I feel like I have the hangover of a lifetime, and I haven’t even been drinking.
 
   Eventually, he fell asleep, pretending he wasn’t holding a pillow that still smelled of her hair.
 
   It took a couple of days before he felt better. His physical aches and nausea vanished, but he still experienced a sensation of being lessened. The world seemed flatter, lacking depth and colour. Once his head cleared, he puzzled the pieces together. 
 
   It’s her. I thought she might have cursed me, but that’s not it. I get sick every time I’m not with her. Goddess withdrawal?
 
   As it always is, the memory of an ailment fades quickly once it’s over, and he soon roamed around the ship, looking for something to do. There had to be something to fill the lonely void that held him. 
 
   While she was there he didn’t realize how many things she spread around her. Now, he couldn’t go anywhere without seeing something of hers. The most unexpected places would hold a hairbrush or a pair of shoes. He couldn’t make himself move a single thing.
 
   He had forgotten about the course he plotted before he fell ill, and was surprised when the computer took the ship out of hyperspace just outside one of the stations he’d visited frequently before meeting Maria. He looked at the screen and lifted an eyebrow. 
 
   “Why the hell not.” 
 
   Walking through the familiar corridors didn’t make him feel better, but some scotch might. He was soon positioned at the bar, listening to tales about a beautiful woman who’d been there a few days earlier, started a number of fights, and vanished in thin air. 
 
   The bartender said, “I wouldn’t have believed it if I didn’t see it. I mean, the drunks here imagine all sorts of shit, but she really vanished. Poof, gone.”
 
   In an infinite universe you’d think I’d be able to find one place where she hasn’t been. Just one...
 
   Another drink did nothing to improve his mood, but a bottle might. He also paid for a hotel room and three girls, and sitting on a soft red couch with women flocking around him made him feel okay for a few minutes. Then, he rose to his feet and walked away without a word. 
 
   Somewhere along the way he’d left his old life behind and he didn’t want it back.
 
   Back on his ship, he grumbled, “You could at least have brought the bottle. Idiot.”
 
   He was bored, lonely, and had nowhere to go, and as he roamed around looking for some booze, he eventually thought of looking under the bed. 
 
   It wasn’t the likeliest of places, but back in the day, he’d spent quite a lot of time drinking in the bedroom, and it wasn’t completely improbable. 
 
   There was nothing under there except for dust, a pair of Maria’s panties, and the map.
 
   I forgot all about you, you little bugger. 
 
   He pulled the box out and tinkered with it. As he sat there on the floor and entered his current position with the intricate gears, travelling to the coordinates it gave him seemed like a pretty good idea. 
 
   He didn’t have anything better to do, and this might give him a purpose, at least for a few days. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Be it fate, divine intervention, or just luck, Stephan was already heading in the right direction and it only took him a couple of days to complete the journey. 
 
   It was good to have solid ground under his feet again, and the planet had a pleasant smell. It had a green and fresh scent rare in a time when air pollution had taken over most of the inhabited worlds.
 
   I like this place. Maybe I’ll stay here for a while. 
 
   He walked through the forest with long strides, confident he was going in the right direction. The path widened to a clearing, and as soon as he stepped into the open area, Maria teleported there. 
 
   Oh sweetheart, I miss you so much.
 
   He smiled when he saw her, delighted to see her face, but then he remembered he was furious with her, and did his best to look bored and unimpressed. 
 
   Crossing his arms over his chest, he struggled to sound stern. 
 
   “You did this on purpose, didn’t you?” 
 
   She probably picked this very moment to appear just to torment me a little extra. 
 
   “No. It is an interesting coincidence, but nothing more.”
 
   He stared at a point beside her, trying to forget he was dying to hold her.
 
   Maria pointed over her shoulder and turned to leave. 
 
   “Well, I’m going this way.”
 
   “Of course you are. It’s the right direction and there’s nowhere else to go.” 
 
   She had already taken a couple of steps and now she called back over her shoulder, 
 
   “Fine. You can either come with me, or count backwards from 100 before you go, to make sure you never have to see me again.”
 
   He couldn’t keep his eyes away from her butt and he cursed through his teeth as he walked after her. 
 
   “Fine.”
 
   It wasn’t a long trek through the forest, but neither of them made any efforts to make it easier on the other. Every twig Maria bent to clear her path whacked Stephan in the face. 
 
   She does it on purpose, but I won’t give her the pleasure of hearing me complain. Damn she smells good.
 
   Eventually, they stood side by side outside a dark cavern. The opening was almost completely covered with bushes, and he made a sardonic gesture of after you.
 
   She fluffed her hair and walked through the vines, so he still had to fight with them to follow. 
 
   I should have seen that coming.
 
   In contrast to the bright sunshine outside the cave seemed completely dark, and Maria made a gesture in the air with her right hand, causing a million or so tiny specks of light to come alive in the ceiling. It reminded him of a bright, starry sky. 
 
   “Show-off.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and turned her back to him.
 
   There were some ancient carvings in the rock wall, but they didn’t look anything like the ones on Beta IV. 
 
   “What does it say?” 
 
   “One might wonder how you expect to get inside if you can’t read the language.” 
 
   He clenched his jaw and fought down the anger that bubbled up in him. He wanted to shake some sense into her, or maybe hit the wall to vent some frustration. It didn’t become any easier from her wriggling that perfect little ass of hers from side to side. 
 
   She’s doing it on purpose. 
 
   He forced his eyes away from her body and looked at the wall, trying to make sense of the carvings through sheer willpower. 
 
   Who am I kidding?
 
   He took a couple of steps forward, until he stood right behind her. 
 
   “You know it wasn’t my fault, right? I didn’t do it on purpose.” 
 
   Maybe I should have seen it coming, and maybe I should have acted differently, but I didn’t mean for it to happen. I wouldn’t have risked losing you for a stupid fling.
 
   Maria answered in a short voice, without even glancing back at him.
 
   “Yes. Yes, I know.” 
 
   Now he wanted to do more than shake her; he wanted to hit her, just to get her attention. 
 
   How can a woman be so stubborn?
 
   He didn’t move. He exhaled and forced himself to speak in a calm voice. 
 
   “If you know, why are you still so angry?”
 
   She still didn’t turn around, didn’t even lift her eyes from the carvings; she just snapped, “It’s difficult to read this when you’re talking. Do you want to know what it says or not?” 
 
   Enough. 
 
   He grabbed her shoulders and forced her to turn around. He wouldn’t have been able to if she hadn’t let him. 
 
   Maybe she still cared a little after all. 
 
   “I don’t give a damn about the text, to hell with it. We need to talk this over.”
 
   It was easy for her to shake his hands off; they just fell down as if she wasn’t even there, and her eyes flashed. 
 
   “There’s nothing to talk about. What do you want me to say? That seeing you kiss her really hurt? It did. That you disappointed me? You did. I told you something was going to happen. I told you several times, but you just never listen!”
 
   He opened his mouth to object, but no sound came out. 
 
   “If it had been me, if you really care about me like you say you do, if you had walked in on me holding and kissing someone else, that wouldn’t have felt so good, now would it?”
 
   The words made him snap his mouth shut. He didn’t have an answer, his mind was blank, and she already stared at those damned carvings again. 
 
   A number of feelings flowed through him; he was angry, defensive, and wrongfully accused. 
 
   Everything she says is true, in a way, but I didn’t do anything wrong. I went to get something for her, and I can’t help if another woman throws herself over me.
 
   The thought of someone else kissing her slowly penetrated his mind. 
 
   The very idea of those lips being near someone else’s face made his blood boil. 
 
   If she had been with someone else, he would kill them.
 
   He grabbed her again and spun her around, unable to contain the jealousy that welled up in him. 
 
   “What? Do you have someone else? Was that what you were doing in the bar?”
 
   “Why? Do you care? You’re the one who cheated on me, and for all I know you still have Olga, or a ton of other girls, tucked away in the ship.” 
 
   She narrowed her eyes, “And what about the bar? Have you been spying on me?” 
 
   Fuck. I should have known she’d find a way to turn this back to me.
 
   He wasn’t proud of the fact he’d paid for not just one but three women. Walking away from them hardly made up for it. 
 
   When he acted, it was more on instinct than a conscious decision. He pulled her close and pressed his lips firmly against hers before she had time to object.
 
   He expected her to struggle. 
 
   He thought she would at least bite him, or maybe turn him into an armadillo, or why not into a new hat. Then, he realized she kissed him back and he stopped thinking completely. Her warm body was all that existed, and her little moan of pleasure into the kiss urged him on. 
 
   It had only been a few days, but it felt like an eternity. 
 
   His hands were already tugging at her clothes, tearing unwanted fabric off her body, and he nibbled at her neck as he felt her working on his belt. She hoisted herself up, wrapped her legs around his waist and assumed he’d be strong enough and willing to hold her. He was. Oh, how he was.
 
   His hands found a will of their own as they wandered over her body, down to that perfect, firm little butt. 
 
   Nothing else mattered anymore. 
 
   He lowered her down and pushed himself up, and it was even sweeter than he remembered. He wasn’t gentle at all, not this time. Too many dammed up emotions needed release. 
 
   A part of him wondered what he had become when he pushed her against the rock wall, pinned her there between the cold granite and his body, but another part of him that could still reason knew it wasn’t about sex. It was about power, revenge, and reconciliation.
 
   When he finished, his legs were weak and unreliable. He took a step backwards and let himself fall down to his knees, still holding the precious woman in his arms. She leaned her head against his shoulder, relaxing. Her hair flowed freely over her back, reaching all the way down to her waist, and it felt like silk to his touch when he caressed it.
 
   “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “I know. I forgive you. I’m sorry too; I shouldn’t have left.”
 
   They sat there in silence for a long time, enjoying being together again, and just like that, the gulf between them had mended. 
 
   The lingering fever that stayed with him after leaving Beta IV was gone without a trace. He felt strong, awake, and alert. 
 
   He lifted a lock of her hair and smelled it, and the little stars above became brighter and even more beautiful. 
 
   I guess I’m on a Goddess high again. I wonder if she knows.
 
   He pried a finger in under her cheek and made her lift her head so he could look into her eyes.
 
   “Will you come home with me? Please. It’s just not... it’s not right without you.” 
 
   “I’d like that. But we have something to do first.” 
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   Maria looked at the pieces of her dress. 
 
   “It’s not the first one you’ve ripped to pieces, but you sure did a good job of it.”
 
   “Sorry. I was in a hurry.”
 
   She blinked and was suddenly fully dressed with her hair piled up high. When she glanced around, Stephan was buttoning his shirt, looking at her, and she flashed him a smile. 
 
   Oh you are sexy. If you only knew how you make every other man appear a complete loser. 
 
   Once he had his clothes back on, he stepped closer to her and rubbed her shoulders. 
 
   “Now will you tell me what the runes say?”
 
   “Well, sure, but they have nothing to do with why we’re here. They’re telling a story about a hunt that took place a couple of thousand or so years ago. I think we’re meant to go through that door.” 
 
   The door was well hidden, but definitely there. She saw it as soon as she set foot in the cavern, but he must have been too preoccupied. 
 
   I guess he loves me.
 
   “You look so innocent and you are so vicious.”
 
   “Who, me?” She tried put up an innocent face, but it didn’t work too well.
 
   He still kept his eyes on her and she stepped closer, resting her palms against his chest. “We’re okay, right?”
 
   “Yes… But if you ever want to leave me again, do me a favour and just shoot me first.”
 
   Is he serious?
 
   She didn’t answer and he put his hands on top of hers. 
 
   “Let’s go check your door.”
 
   It was made from the same rock as the cave wall, flat and without a handle, and it fit so snugly it would have been impossible to spot except for a copper plaque on the middle.
 
   “That guy looks like he’s skiing.”
 
   Maria touched his shoulder, lending him the ability to read the foreign language. She mumbled, “I hope all the trials were in actually getting to the map and that this will be easy.”
 
   “Keepers of the map, please identify yourselves. How?” 
 
   He reached out for the door. 
 
   “I wonder if it’s really stone.”
 
   His hand reached the surface and continued inside, as if the barrier wasn’t even there. “Whoa!”
 
   The hand seemed to be cut off where it crossed the surface, and he pulled it back. It came out intact and he examined both sides of it, wriggling his fingers.
 
   Maria grabbed him. 
 
   “Oh my goodness you scared me, are you okay? I thought it would pull you in.”
 
   “I’m fine. It was cold, that’s it.” 
 
   She reached out her hand to try too, but he grabbed her wrist. 
 
   “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
 
   “No, but you did it, so I want to try too.” 
 
   “Babe…”
 
   He’s afraid to lose me again. That’s so sweet.
 
   “Stephan, have faith. It will be alright.”
 
   “Faith?”
 
   “Yes, faith. If you don’t believe in anything else, believe in me.”
 
   He looked like he wanted to roll his eyes, but released the grip on her arm.
 
   Alright, here goes…
 
   She put her palm against the door, and it disappeared. She pulled it back and frowned. Her palm was lined with frost. 
 
   “I have a theory.”
 
   He didn’t answer; he took her hand and held it between his to warm it.
 
   “I think W took a reading of our energy-signatures, or maybe of your DNA and my aura, and this thing is programmed to let us pass. It might let us through, but send everyone else into space, or simply not open.”
 
   “So, you’re saying we should go through it? The other side could be anything. If there is another side. I forgot W. How could I forget him?”
 
   “Maybe some things we’re not supposed to remember.”
 
   The plaque on the door still told them to identify themselves. 
 
   “So, you think that when we pass through they take a new reading to compare with the old one, and if it’s really us, we’re allowed to continue?”
 
   “I don’t know. It’s just a theory. For all I know, the entire population of the planet might have gone through the door.”
 
   Stephan still looked uncertain. 
 
   Well, hesitating won’t get us anywhere. I want to go home. 
 
   She closed her eyes and stepped forward before he could stop her. When she opened them again, she hung in mid air in an empty chamber with her skin and hair filled with frost. Looking around didn’t reveal any more details. There were four empty grey walls, an equally grey ceiling, and a grey floor. The air was so cold she would have shivered if she’d been human.
 
   A second or so later, Stephan appeared next to her, and a second after that, they were both flung through space towards their elusive final destination. 
 
   We were meant to do this together, and the grey cube must be a waiting room. If one of us had come alone, that person would be held until the other showed up.
 
   It had to be a place outside of time, meant to preserve it captives for as long as it took, and a wait there could have lasted for a very long time, even by her standards.
 
   When the world took on form again, they stood at the side of a fountain, and the water glittered in the sunshine. Stephan looked ruffled, for being him, and he grabbed her arms. 
 
   “Don’t do things like that without warning me first. Are you okay?”
 
   She couldn’t keep her attention on him; the water drew her gaze. 
 
   It’s hypnotic.
 
   “Maria?”
 
   She shook her head in an effort to return to the present. 
 
   “I’m fine. What is that little thing down there?”
 
   A glass box rested on the bottom, sheltered by the whirling water. 
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t care. Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   “Yes.” Smile. Reassure him.
 
   She took his hand and led him towards the water. “I can’t see what’s in it.”
 
    There should be a sign, or a guardian or something. A hint of what to do… 
 
   There was nothing. The two of them stood alone next to the fountain on a grassy plain that seemed to stretch out to infinity in all directions. The sky was impossibly blue and the sun bright and yellow. 
 
   “This place is creepy. It’s not real, is it?”
 
   His voice was hushed, and she answered equally quiet. 
 
   “Not if you define real as a planet naturally occurring around a naturally formed star. It’s real enough for us to be in it, even if someone might have made it.” 
 
   “I think we’re lying unconscious side by side somewhere. This place probably only exists in my head.”
 
   Maria laughed. 
 
   “I don’t think so. You’re here.”
 
   “That’s exactly what an imaginary Maria would say.”
 
   His idea had some merit, but she preferred not to think about it. Going down that lane she might be dead, or sleeping, and he might not exist at all.
 
   Stephan sighed and stepped over the edge, into the water. Seeing him stand in the clear liquid chilled her, and she took his hand. 
 
   “Please, be careful. I’ve lost you two times already, don’t let there be a third.”
 
   The expression on his face softened and he lifted her hand to kiss it. 
 
   “I’ll be fine. Hopefully, it’s just water.”
 
   He waded toward the middle, shoes and pants soaked, and the fountain showered him from above. 
 
   “It’s warm. Smells like water…”
 
   She saw him lift the little box. It looked tiny in his hand. He shook his head and waded back towards her. 
 
   “It’s not much of a treasure, sweetheart. Lots of work for nothing.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When Stephan returned to his waiting girl, he expected her to look disappointed, and he was completely unprepared for her reaction. She took the box without a word and sat down on the grass with her back leaning against the fountain wall. 
 
   It’s just an old piece of paper. Completely useless.
 
   It made her eyes shine, and she handled the box as if it was both wonderful and fragile. Maybe all was well. 
 
   He took a seat next to her, happy to have the warm sun dry his hair and clothes. 
 
   “Are you going to open it?” 
 
   “Oh God no. You have no idea what this is, do you?” 
 
   “Sure. It’s a… piece of… paper. An old piece of paper.”
 
   “You know the theory of parallel universes, right? It’s not like different dimensions, they sort of go the other way. Right next to us is another world that’s almost exactly like this one. Little things will differ, and when you get farther from home, it will become more different.” 
 
   Complete nonsense. 
 
   He’d still listen, but only because he loved her. 
 
   “It’s really important not to bring matter from one parallel to the other because the same matter would probably already exist.”
 
   Thinking too much about this will give me a headache and nothing more. 
 
   “If you say so, sweetheart.” 
 
   “Some fourteen billion years ago, one of my distant relatives was travelling from another parallel to this one, and he brought this little thing. It’s supposed to be an ad from a newspaper. He wasn’t careful enough, and there was an enormous explosion. All matter in both parallels compressed and detonated, and that’s how our world was created. Allegedly, Cratus...”
 
   Stephan made a little gesture, trying to get a word in. 
 
   “Are you saying your cousin is fourteen billion years old?” 
 
   Judging from her expression, she considered the possibility before she answered. 
 
   “I don’t think so… I mean, he’s really old, and I don’t know how old, but it sounds a lot even for him.”
 
   She frowned. 
 
   “Imagine if he were, all the stuff he would have seen… Anyway, from what I understand, he went back in time to get the little piece of paper and hid it in a safe place, keeping it as a reminder for future generations to be very careful.”
 
   He took the glass container and held it against the sun, scrutinizing it. Such a little thing having such an impact seemed... absurd. 
 
   “Will there be another big bang if we take it out of there?” 
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   He handed the box back to her. 
 
   “And now we have it. What are we supposed to do with it? And why are we supposed to have it?”
 
   Maybe we should put it back. I don’t like this place, I don’t like the box, and I don’t like the paper in it.
 
   “I have no idea. I’m guessing we’re supposed to learn something from it. Maybe there’ll be a situation in the future where we risk destroying the world.”
 
   “Sounds a little drastic.”
 
   “Maybe. I don’t know.”
 
   “Can you get us out of here, or do we have to stay until we figure it out?”
 
   She leaned her head against his shoulder, and a moment later, they sat side by side on the bed in his ship.
 
   Anticlimactic. I guess I expected more, but who cares; she’s home again. Maybe that was the point. Having us meet and make up. With these people, who knows…
 
   He wrapped his arms around her. 
 
   “Welcome home sweetheart. I missed you.”
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   Days turned into weeks and months and not much happened. 
 
   Stephan tucked the box away in a storage compartment and did his best to forget about it. Just as he suspected, the memory of it faded quickly. Everything did except for the Goddess, and that was okay.
 
   One morning, he left Maria sitting in bed and went to get his workout. She might not need exercise, but he did. He lifted dumb-bells. 
 
   I think she likes my arms. Maybe I can make them bigger, or at least keep them the way they are…
 
   As the thought crossed his mind, he got an eerie sensation of someone watching him. He put the weights down to look around, and a mocking female voice exclaimed, “Oh my, the rumours I hear are true; you are strong.”
 
   Oh crap. People showing up from nowhere in the middle of space can only mean one thing. Another of her idiot relatives. Like Frank and the ordeals on Beta IV weren’t enough…
 
   He sighed and pulled a hand over his face, trying not to frown. 
 
   “Yes, I’m strong. Don’t any of you people ever knock?”
 
   The woman ignored his words and looked him over from top to toe. Her gaze made him feel like cattle at a market. 
 
   Next, she’ll check my teeth.
 
   She had the same superhuman appearance as Maria and Frank, and after meeting the latter, Stephan expected the next person to show up in a white toga or something. He did not expect a miniskirt, boots, and leather jacket. 
 
   He made a gesture, urging the dark-haired beauty to speak, but she stayed quiet. 
 
   “Okay, cut to the chase. Who are you, and what do you want?” 
 
   The woman seemed taken aback by his brusqueness. 
 
   “That is none of your business.”
 
   This is going to be a long day. 
 
   “Well, you are on my ship, so I think it is my business.” 
 
   The woman pouted. 
 
   “Well okay I guess. I’m looking for my sister. I’m Heather, by the way.” 
 
   Frank, Maria, and Heather. They sound like a family from an old Earth suburb. 
 
   “For being Gods, you all have very modern names, don’t you?”
 
   She didn’t get a chance to answer; Maria ran into the room, squealing. 
 
   “Heather!”
 
   A second later, both girls were shrieking, hugging, and all but jumping up and down. Stephan grimaced and covered one ear, trying to preserve his hearing. 
 
   “If you ladies don’t mind, I’ll go get a shower.” 
 
   He shook his head and hurried out of there as fast as he could without appearing to flee, ignoring the unison, “But we do mind,” that followed him into the corridor. 
 
   Two Goddesses were probably one too many to handle. No shame in hiding.
 
   He sought refuge on the bridge, and heard them squeal from time to time. 
 
   I guess they’re sightseeing.
 
   As much as he tried to stay out of their way, he ran out of luck when he got hungry. He collided with them in the kitchen and stared at the table. It was cluttered with everything from biscuits and tea to whiskey, gin, and chocolate.
 
   “Not even I would do that.” 
 
   I have spent many days with some of these things, but never all of them together.
 
   Maria smiled sunnily when she saw him, and waved to him to come join them. 
 
   “I’ve missed you lover. Come keep us company.”
 
   His attempt to get out of it with saying, “Thanks, but I’ll just get a sandwich and be on my...” didn’t do him any good. He didn’t even have time to finish the sentence. 
 
   It didn’t take a second before he had one girl on each side of him, pulling him towards the table. They pushed him down on a chair between them, all the while babbling.
 
   “He’s so strong.”
 
   “Yes he is.”
 
   “And handsome.”
 
   “I knooooow, dreamy, right?”
 
   They were nattering incoherently in the way that only makes sense to women who know each other well, and he couldn’t keep track of who said what. 
 
   Focus. You can do this.
 
   “So, you’re sisters, huh?” 
 
   Both girls giggled. 
 
   “Well, we’re really...” 
 
   “...aunt and niece...” 
 
   “...but we decided to be sisters...” 
 
   “...a couple of thousand years ago...” 
 
   There’s no choice but to give in to insanity. I’ll never survive this if I don’t surrender. 
 
   “I need a drink.” 
 
   The answer to that was positive, but no less confusing. 
 
   “We have drinks.” 
 
   “We sure do.” 
 
   “Do you think he wants whiskey?” 
 
   “Or maybe tequila?” 
 
   “Vodka is good!” 
 
   “Well, I prefer whiskey.” 
 
   “Okay then, let’s give him whiskey!” 
 
   Then, in unison, “Are you okay, sweetheart?”
 
   Stephan rubbed his forehead and took the glass that appeared before him. 
 
   “Thank you, that’s very kind of you, ladies. Now, why don’t I take this and go drink it on the bridge and...”
 
   It was a valiant attempt, but it failed. 
 
   Both girls cried out, “Nooooo, stay!” 
 
   Stephan looked from Maria to Heather and back at Maria. Both smiled like angels, extremely beautiful angels, and he could easily visualize halos falling askew over their heads. 
 
   They’re silent now, but I bet my ship they’re still babbling telepathically. 
 
   After a few seconds of blissful silence, Heather spoke. 
 
   “I know you met my father. He thinks highly of you, no one has hit him like that for ages. I mean, most people are afraid to. He usually kills them.”
 
   Wait, what, who? Your family relations are crazy, how do you keep track of this? I guess she’s talking about Frank? 
 
   “Ah, him. You know, I’d rather not talk about him. I had just managed to forget him.” 
 
   “Well, he hasn’t forgotten about you. There will be a banquet tonight, and our fathers want you two to be there.” 
 
   Oh no. I don’t want to go anywhere near more of these insane people.
 
   Even Maria winced. 
 
   “That’s not a good idea, sis.” 
 
   “Oh come on, what could possibly happen? I’ll help you take care of your human.” 
 
   Heather leaned her hands on Stephan’s shoulder as she said it. He shook her off, and she added indifferently, “Well, maybe not.”
 
   She plopped her big hat down on his head, and he pulled it off and tossed it on the table. 
 
   “I need another drink.”
 
   Meeting the family. All of the family. I guess it’ll have to happen sooner or later. I wonder if they’ll execute me if I don’t measure up.
 
   The glass refilled itself and he slammed it. 
 
   “Why the hell not. Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Stephan didn’t know what to expect. 
 
   Who knew where people like them might live. 
 
   They materialized at the foot of a mountain covered with an enormous castle. The place was huge, with courtyards placed out all over the mountainside, and the top was high enough to be covered in clouds.
 
   Whatever I imagined, this wasn’t it.
 
   Maria wrapped her hands around his arm and gave it a squeeze. 
 
   “Well, I guess we’re here. No matter what happens, no matter how much they provoke you, do not get into any fights, okay?”
 
   Heather took the lead up the long road, explaining over her shoulder, “I thought we’d take the scenic route, so you get to see the place.”
 
   It might also be a test to make sure the unfit don’t reach the peak. This will be a long climb. 
 
   After taking just a few steps, two young and sparsely clad women ran in front of them, throwing handfuls of rose petals on the ground. 
 
   Maria groaned, “Do they still do that?” 
 
   Heather answered, rolling her eyes, “I knooow. One would have thought it would have gone out of fashion at least two thousand years ago.” 
 
   Stephan didn’t mind. 
 
   No one ever threw rose petals in front of his feet before, and the girls were cute. Not like the beauties flanking him, but more than cute enough. 
 
   “Are they relatives of yours?” 
 
   “Very likely.”
 
   I guess she’s right, it is hard to keep track of family relations here. They are so many, and there’s so much time involved. How do you keep track of people over thousands of years? 
 
   The climb turned out to be much more pleasant than he expected. With the worst excitement out of their systems, both Heather and Maria talked like normal people. 
 
   Heather had a dry sense of humour. He always found Maria funny on her own, and together the girls were hilarious. 
 
   Every now and then, they stopped to look at something, and there were young women on the sides of the road handing out refreshments.
 
   I shouldn’t ogle, but it’s so hard no not to look. That one has gorgeous breasts, and I can see them. 
 
   Maria nudged him and he blurted out, “I don’t want them. It’s just… so beautiful rounded shapes and bare skin…”
 
   Why did I say that? 
 
   The sisters seemed about to fall on the ground laughing.
 
   Shit. I’m sure I’ll hear about this later…
 
   About half way up the mountain a sardonic voice called out.
 
   “Well, well, well, now this human doesn’t only have my favourite sister, but my daughter too.” 
 
   Heather rolled her eyes as Frank stepped out. “Hi dad.” 
 
   The tall God had one pretty girl on each side of him, both staring at him with unveiled admiration, and another young beauty threw flower petals in front of his feet. Behind him, a fourth girl carried a small barrel of mead. 
 
   I think they’re stuck in the past.
 
    “You’re not very emancipated, are you?” 
 
   Maria shrugged.
 
   “There’s a reason I don’t live here, you know.” 
 
   Frank freed himself from the girls to in good order first hoist his daughter into the air, slap Stephan on the back so hard he took an involuntary step forward, and last but not least give Maria a modest kiss on the cheek. 
 
   “See, I’m behaving.” 
 
   Frank’s voice was anything but reassuring.
 
   It might be the mead, something in the air, or even the company. Stephan surprised himself with having a good time.
 
   Heather whispered, “Until we get to the castle, stay close to us, okay?”
 
   It sounded like a warning, but he didn’t get it at first. Then, he saw a woman step out of a tree, staring at him, and he wanted to go take a closer look and say hi. 
 
   Maria held his arm. 
 
   “Not happening. She wants to pull you in and make you part of the tree.”
 
   Another woman sang so beautifully he wanted to stop and listen. 
 
   Heather yelled, “Shut up, siren!” and in comparison, the Goddess’s melodic voice sounded rough and coarse.
 
   He didn’t even realize the siren had him under her spell until she stopped singing and he was able to move his head again. The hills around them were crowded by peculiar creatures.
 
   “We have dryads, sirens, nymphs, I don’t know what… Most of them haven’t seen a mortal for centuries. You are a magnet to them.”
 
   He still didn’t believe them, not until he saw Frank throw a fireball at a particularly insistent gorgon. The tall God stretched up and thundered, “This human is under my protection. Anyone laying a finger on him will be flailed, by Hades!”
 
   I’m under your protection? I don’t even like you.
 
   The next time they stopped, they stood outside the gigantic gate to the highest ring of the castle. The shadows to the side reshaped themselves into the form of a man. 
 
   He stood with his arms hanging loosely at his sides, all clad in black that seemed to absorb all light, but matched his unruly hair and made a stark contrast to paper white skin.
 
   Based on the people he already met, Stephan assumed everyone they met would look human. 
 
   This was clearly a mistake. 
 
   The being that blocked their way was spine chilling. 
 
   Stephan was surprised when the apparition reached out his hand in a normal greeting. This far, everyone he’d met had seemed to say hello by either hugs, kisses, or punches. 
 
   He didn’t want to take the hand, but there were no options, and he found the handshake cold but strong. The creature fixed him with pale eyes, scrutinizing Stephan’s very soul. 
 
   The eerie gaze saw every corner of his mind, and out on the other side. 
 
   I wonder what he sees, and if I measure up.
 
   Maria said, “Stephan, meet Cratus.”
 
   After a long moment, Cratus nodded approval and released his hand, to instead wrap Maria into the weirdest hug Stephan ever saw. He draped both arms and wings around her, and she almost disappeared in a black cocoon. 
 
   Will she ever come out? Maybe he’s eating her.
 
   Heather whispered, “That’s our cousin. He’s the keeper of strength, he’s awesome. You wouldn’t believe how many myths and stories are based on him.”
 
   Yes, I think I can. Anyone who meets a tall man with yellow eyes, large black wings and fangs will talk about it.
 
   Stephan couldn’t tear his eyes away. 
 
   Would Maria ever emerge from those dark wings? 
 
   He thought of the vampiric creatures they’d encountered on Beta IV and whispered back to Heather, “Uh, is he a... you know...” 
 
   She shook her head and grinned. 
 
   “No, no, that’s just a myth. A lot of people fall in love with him, but it’s in vain.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   To Maria, being hugged by Cratus was coming home. 
 
   He looked out for her since she was a little girl, and the times he tended to her wounds from skirmishes with older siblings were innumerable. If she had ever been aware he looked unusual, she had long since forgotten.
 
   He held her close for a long moment. 
 
   “Welcome home, little one. I have missed you.”
 
   “And I you.”
 
   “Are you happy?”
 
   “Yes… Yes, I’m happy. Are you?”
 
   He smiled and relaxed his grip on her. 
 
   She didn’t know exactly what he was, if they were really related, or even if they were the same species, but he had always been there for her. 
 
   Everyone knew he was old and powerful, and he had his own agenda no one else understood, but that was about it. 
 
   “Your father is waiting.”
 
   She nodded and wrapped her hands around Stephan’s arm. He glanced back when they walked through the gate. 
 
   “He’s not coming?”
 
   “He’ll show up when he deems the time is right. I think he likes you.”
 
   “Great. That’s fine as long as he doesn’t hug me.” 
 
   Heather laughed and Maria’s mouth twitched. 
 
   “I like being hugged by Cratus.”
 
   After a few steps, Frank’s flower girl ran out of petals and started crying. 
 
   “No, you can’t go any further, I have to find more roses.”
 
   “Oh for goodness sake…”
 
   She wailed.
 
   “Noooo, roses are important.”
 
   “When I’m at war, do you think I have someone throwing roses before my feet?”
 
   She bit her lip and shook her head. Then, she sobbed again, and Frank rolled his eyes. 
 
   Maria struggled not to laugh. It was funny to see the large and usually feisty deity stopped by flowers, or the lack thereof. 
 
   Frank waved to them. 
 
   “Go on, I’ll catch up with you in a few.” 
 
   He could just throw her over his shoulder and bring her along… I guess he likes her.
 
   Stephan, Maria, and Heather continued on their own. She didn’t mean to slow her steps as they moved into the great hall, but it was impossible not to. 
 
   The large room seemed deserted, and each step on the hard floor echoed and multiplied as the sound bounced between the walls. Stephan watched her with a frown, but she couldn’t explain the feeling of reverence and fear.
 
   A voice shouted, “Boo!” from behind, and both Heather and Maria jumped.
 
   “Daddy, you scared me.”
 
   “No I didn’t. Nothing scares you.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The man who approached them was nothing like Stephan imagined the King of the Gods to be. Especially not when he giggled. Men weren’t supposed to giggle.
 
   He was handsome, of course, they all were, but he was of average height and build, and had dark hair that faded to gray at his temples. 
 
   I wonder if it’s really gray, or if it is a fashion statement.
 
   His eyes were brown and piercing, but his aura of authority was mixed with humour, and he laughed a lot. When he shook Stephan’s hand, the grip was solid, and he patted Stephan’s shoulder with his other hand. 
 
   “So, this is the man who will stand by my daughter’s side. Good choice.” 
 
   I like this guy.
 
   Maria said, “Where’s m... mo... m...” and it took a few moments before Stephan understood she was trying to say ‘mother’ but couldn’t get the word over her lips. It made him want to wrap his arms around her and protect her. A futile gesture when dealing with this family, of course.
 
   The King looked at Maria, chuckled, and nodded, as if listening to a private joke.  
 
   “Girls, can you imagine her reaction when I announced we’d be holding a banquet to get to know a human?” 
 
   He bent forward and whispered, “I’ve locked her up at the foot of the mountain. There’ll be hell to pay when she gets loose, but we’ll have a good party today.” 
 
   Heather mouthed, “Oh My God,” and Maria stared at her father with the corners of her mouth twitching. 
 
   Stephan didn’t understand.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   She stepped closer to him and let him drape an arm around her. 
 
   “The Queen insists on all children calling her mother, whether they’re hers or not. She likes the image of progenitor to an entire race.”
 
   She trailed off, and the king took over. 
 
   “Don’t get me wrong, I love my wife, but she’s not the motherly kind.”
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   It was a good party. 
 
   The great hall was furnished with long tables that filled up with all sorts of delicacies. The horns with mead and wine never ran dry, great fires and torches lit the huge room, and the hundreds of guests were all in an excellent mood. 
 
   Stephan sat between Maria and Heather in a plush chair, surprised both that he was having a good time and that he liked most of the people he met. 
 
   He pulled his eyes away from the belly dancers long enough to bend over to kiss Maria, and she smiled and leaned against him. 
 
   “Will I have to dress up like that to keep your attention after this?” 
 
   “Well, you would look cute like that, but you always look cute.”
 
   Heather snorted, “They look ridiculous.”
 
   Maria ran a hand over his chest and he gave her a fond squeeze. He heard Heather mutter, “I hate these parties,” but couldn’t figure out why. He had a great time.
 
   Two men he didn’t recognize started to fight, and Cratus stepped in. Whenever something threatened to grow too violent, the winged being was there to stop it, more often than not carrying one antagonist in each hand.
 
   Heather explained, “He’s the Keeper of Strength. No one challenges Cratus.”
 
   Maria told me not to get into any fights.
 
   He clung to those words and tried not to let anyone provoke him, whether it was people wanting to battle or mate with him. 
 
   The worst ruckus settled down after Frank threw a lightning bolt that accidentally hit one of the chandeliers. It fell to the floor with a deafening crash and Maria’s father rose up, thundering, “The family will behave!”
 
   Then, he fell back into his chair in a fit of roaring laughter. 
 
   Maria leaned her head against Stephan’s shoulder and sighed. 
 
   “Nothing here ever changes. Are you okay? Having a good time?”
 
   “I’m great.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Time had always been peculiar around the castle. It didn’t matter, thus it didn’t exist. 
 
   There were so many people to talk to, things to look at, games to play, and foods to try, and many hours passed without Maria realizing how long they’d been there. Eventually, Heather and she stood outside in the warm night, with the breath-taking landscape stretching out beneath them in the moonlight.
 
   “It’s beautiful. I forget when I’m away, but it’s so beautiful.”
 
   Heather gave a slight shrug. 
 
   “It is. I guess it kinda fades when you see it every day.”
 
   Frank and Stephan seemed equally drunk, but that was an illusion; Frank wasn’t technically affected by alcohol. The two staggered away on their own, leaning heavily on each other. 
 
   They’ll be okay, they seem to be getting along, thank heavens.
 
   Frank poked Stephan in the chest. 
 
   “You’re not too bad, for a human. If she has to have one, I’m glad it’s you.”
 
   He nodded, as if he said something deeply profound, and squinted towards Maria. 
 
   “She has a nice ass.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and turned her back. 
 
   Crap, that’s where my butt is, but if I turn some other way he’ll just find something else to comment on. Maybe sideways…
 
   Stephan wasn’t exactly stable on his feet, but Frank was unprepared, and the human’s blow sent the God of War staggering backwards. Heather giggled when Frank fell on the ground. 
 
   “Serves him right. Has that ever happened before?”
 
   The large God looked up, shook his head, and laughed. 
 
   “Damn, you are strong!” 
 
   He jumped up and tackled Stephan. Both of them fell, and went rolling over the courtyard. 
 
   Heather muttered, “That’s just too much testosterone.”
 
   Maria pressed her lips together. 
 
   “I told him not to get into any fights. Stupid drunk men.” 
 
   She frowned and tilted her head to the side. “Are they fighting or making out?”
 
   “I think they’re making out. Definitely. Look, Frank is about to kiss him.”
 
   The sisters sank down on the ground laughing and were soon almost crying with mirth.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   This time, they were fighting for fun. 
 
   Taking the punches hurt, but Stephan couldn’t help but chuckle. 
 
   I hope she’s not watching.
 
   A group of people assembled around them, cheering them on, and a voice said, “I bet ten pieces of gold on the human lasting two more minutes.”
 
   It might have been two seconds, two minutes, or two years before Cratus’s shadow fell over them. Stephan had lost all sense of time. 
 
   The old God ruffled his wings, and the sound was eerie enough to get everyone’s attention. When Stephan looked up, the yellow eyes seemed to glow in the dark. 
 
   “What am I going to do with you two?” 
 
   I think we’re disobedient children being chastised by a teacher. 
 
   Frank thumped him on the back, hard enough to make him cough, and hollered, “Nothing!”
 
   Stephan punched Frank in the face as retribution. 
 
   “Yeah, we’re... uh... just...” 
 
   Why is it so difficult to talk? 
 
   His mouth no longer obeyed him, and his thoughts didn’t make sense even in his own mind. 
 
   He shook his hand in the air; it hurt enough to sober him up a little. 
 
   This had to be Frank’s fault. 
 
    “Damn, you’re like a brick wall.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m the God of War.” 
 
   All the people watching disappeared as soon as Cratus showed up, and now the three were alone. The Keeper of Strength crossed his arms over his chest and bared his fangs. 
 
   “You two cackle like women.” 
 
   Frank looked offended. 
 
   “Hey, who are you calling a woman?” 
 
   Looking around, he waved in the general direction of a group of nymphs. 
 
   “Those are women. Women have... breasts... and stuff.”
 
   Stephan could only nod in agreement. Women most certainly had breasts, and stuff. 
 
   Big, round, soft, squishy... 
 
   Frank elbowed his side and shook him back to the present. 
 
   “We’re brothers now, right?” 
 
   Cratus rolled his eyes, and Frank wrapped an arm around Stephan’s shoulders, giving him a good squeeze as he poked him in the chest. 
 
   “You’re, eh, you’re doing my sister. So you’re my brother. Makes sense?”
 
   I guess.
 
   “Well, bro, let’s get this winged one and show him who he’s calling a woman.” 
 
   It seemed like a really good idea, and they both jumped Cratus.
 
   Their attack was extremely unsuccessful, and it only took a couple of seconds before the daemon held one drunk in each hand. 
 
   “I should let you two spend the night in the dungeon.” 
 
   Frank grumbled, almost coherently 
 
   “We can take you. We just need a better plan next time.” 
 
   “No, fuck it, I give up. Maybe another day.”
 
   Cratus carried both men with him effortlessly, and dropped Stephan at Maria’s feet. 
 
   “That one’s for you, and this one needs to go back to his nymphs.” 
 
   “I like my nymphs.”
 
   Heather snorted, “You sure do.”
 
   Stephan sat on the ground, looking up at Maria. 
 
   “What happened?”
 
   I screwed up, didn’t I? Again. 
 
   She bent down to poke his shoulder. 
 
   “You are so lucky I love you.”
 
   ”I love too you.”
 
   The words didn’t sound right even in his own ears, but he couldn’t figure out what went wrong. 
 
   The women hoisted him up between them and he wanted to say he could walk on his own, but the ground was wobbly.
 
   Heather said, “Fighting with the God of War. Stephan, really? You’re lucky he likes you, or you’d be dead.” 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The next morning, Stephan woke without a clue to where he was. 
 
   The light shining in through thin curtains was much too bright, and he groaned when he tried to move. 
 
   This was worse than any hangover. 
 
   Surely, some machine chewed his body up and spit it out. 
 
   Above him, the ceiling spun slowly and he closed his eyes, struggling with the bout of vertigo. 
 
   Wherever I am, I don’t want to throw up. This seems bad enough anyway.
 
   The bed was probably comfortable and the room was nice and cool, but when he opened one eye and glanced around, it was empty. 
 
   She’s not here, why isn’t she here? What did I do?
 
   He tried to think back, struggling to remember anything about the previous night. They had been at the banquet and he remembered belly dancers. Everything after that was dim. Had he been fighting with Frank? And Cratus?
 
   He had a vague memory of an arm clad in black hoisting him up in the air. That would explain the pain in his hands and body; combatting gods couldn’t be a good idea. 
 
   She told me not to let anyone provoke me. I hope the reason she’s not here is something besides me being an ass. 
 
   Womens’ voices drifted in from an adjacent room. Heather and Maria accused someone of cheating. 
 
   Knowing she was close made him feel a little better about himself, but not enough to dare open his eyes again. Whatever was in his stomach might remain there if he could fool himself to think he was sleeping. 
 
   In the other room, a calm voice drawled, “I never cheat, I am actually that good.”
 
   After a second or two, the voice added, “Your human is awake.”
 
   Heather’s voice said, “How do you know?”
 
   “I know everything. I can’t believe everyone doesn’t realize that by now.” 
 
   That has to be Cratus. 
 
   A new voice cut in, sounding enthusiastic. 
 
   “I’ll go check on him.” 
 
   Oh no, don’t let Frank check on me. I’m already almost dead. I don’t think I’ll survive that. 
 
   To his relief, the three other exclaimed in unison, “Absolutely not.”
 
   “He’s mine, and as much as I love you, I’m not going to share with either of you. Get your own.” 
 
   Cratus sounded about to burst into laughter. 
 
   “Oh come on, most humans are so tedious. Yours is entertaining, and we could be one big happy family. He’ll learn to love us eventually.”
 
   Stephan opened his eyes just a little when he heard soft footsteps approach. When Maria appeared in the doorway, rays of light shone around her. 
 
   This must be what an angel looks like.
 
   He had never seen her dressed like this. She wore a long white toga, and the thin fabric seemed to caress her body just like he wanted to do.
 
   Down boy, I’m not in shape for that.
 
   She didn’t seem to move through the room, but was suddenly close enough to touch him. 
 
   “Oh you poor man.”
 
   Do I look as bad as I feel? Strange that she can stand being in the same room. 
 
   “I love you, but please let me die in peace.” 
 
   Speaking was difficult. 
 
   His lips and tongue seemed thick and didn’t obey. 
 
   A second later, her soft lips touched his forehead and all the pains washed off him, leaving hardly a memory behind. A lock of her hair fell over his face, and the sweet perfume of everything her filled his nostrils. 
 
   Only now did he realize his eyes hadn’t opened properly before; they’d been swollen after the fight with Frank. Now when he could both see and move, he sat up and met her eyes. 
 
   “Babe, I’m so sorry.” 
 
   I don’t remember shit, but apologizing seems like the smart thing to do.
 
   “It’s my fault. I should have warned you better. C’mon, Cratus made you something to wear.”
 
   Everything from shirt to shoes was black, of course. 
 
   He sure likes that colour. Or, the absence of colour, depending on how you see it…
 
   Maria insisted on helping him with all the buttons. It was strange to have her kiss him like that when putting clothes on. Every instinct told him they should be coming off. 
 
   At least, deeming from the way she kissed him, he couldn’t have caused too much trouble.
 
   In the outer room, Heather, Cratus, and Frank sat bent over a chessboard. Heather explained without looking up, “We’ve been playing all night, and he wins every time. I think he’s cheating. He’s moving the pieces in the wrong direction or something.” 
 
   Frank grinned and got up to slam his giant fist down on Stephan’s back.
 
   “Good game yesterday, good game. We’ll take him next time. Now you’ve gotta help us beat this cretin on his own turf.” 
 
   The corners of Cratus’s mouth twitched just a little, enough to show his fangs.
 
   “Yes, you’ve been trying hard, haven’t you?”
 
   They’re actually nice. They’re going above and beyond to make me feel like I belong. I can see why she loves them.
 
   Maria tugged Stephan over to a chair and plopped herself down on his lap. Cratus winked at them as he continued to tease Frank and Heather with his irritatingly calm voice. 
 
   “Now, a Goddess of Whisky and Fire wouldn’t need many skills at this game, but I would expect the self proclaimed God of the Battlefield to do better. It is a game of strategy. You know what strategy is, right?” 
 
   Frank jumped up, clearly offended. 
 
   “Hey, you, I’ll take you yet!” 
 
   Heather said dreamily, “Oh yeah, we forgot to set something on fire yesterday.” 
 
   Okay, they’re all insane, but I still like them. Is life here always like this? 
 
   Cratus won that game too.
 
   “You’re like playing a computer.”
 
   Frank snorted.
 
   “All human technology leads to nothing but trouble. People should stay on their own planets and wage war in the old-fashioned way.”
 
   Stephan lifted an eyebrow, and Frank elaborated, “Everything you invented after the catapult has been a disaster. Now, in the old days, when people fought with swords, there were skills and adventure.”
 
   Heather giggled and Stephan shrugged. He wasn’t going to be lured into another discussion or fight.
 
   Maria said, “C’mon, let’s go have breakfast.”
 
   He could have sworn the room didn’t have a balcony, but now it was there, holding a table filled with food. 
 
   Maria lingered behind, and he heard her say, “Cratus, can I ask you something?”
 
   The winged being led her out on the balcony with an arm around her shoulders. 
 
   “No dearest, not now. Everything will be clear in time.”
 
   I bet they’re talking about that cursed map.
 
   Heather said, “Thongs, yes or no?”
 
   Frank hollered, “Yes, or nothing.”
 
   I can see his standpoint on that…
 
   “Androids?”
 
   Maria said, “Yes,” and Frank grimaced, “Of course, no. We’ve just been through this.”
 
   It seemed like they sat in the sun for an eternity. It might have been hours, days, or minutes; he lost all sense of time. 
 
   They might never have left if a scream hadn’t echoed over the valley. 
 
   Frank rolled his shoulders. 
 
   “It’s time for you to go.”
 
   What the hell is that? Their pet dragon?
 
   Maria took his hand. 
 
   “Father’s wife is on her way to the castle. There’ll be hell to pay. I mean, I wouldn’t be happy to be locked up either… We should leave.”
 
   Cratus nodded. 
 
   “It was good to see you, little one.” 
 
   He turned to Stephan and shook his hand.
 
   “Until we meet again, my friend.” 
 
   Heather poked Stephan in the chest and sounded feisty.
 
   “You take care of my sister, you hear.” 
 
   Her words made Cratus chuckle, but his voice was a little too casual when he remarked, “He will.” 
 
   A second later they were back on the ship, and in that familiar environment, everything that happened seemed like a dream.
 
   

 
   
 
  






Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   Cratus and Frank stood side by side, looking out a window in a high tower. Cratus had his arms crossed, and Frank played with a jewel set dagger. 
 
   Behind them, Maria’s father sat in a deep chair, resting his chin in his hand. 
 
   “Are you sure about this?”
 
   Cratus shrugged. 
 
   “It is inevitable. Everything will work out for the best.”
 
   Frank glared. 
 
   “Why? Because you say so?”
 
   Ruffling his wings, Cratus bared his fangs in a smile. 
 
   “Shouldn’t that be enough? I keep telling you I know everything. If it makes you feel better, it’s all according to the prophecy.” 
 
   Their King rose up from the chair and went to join them by the window. The day was very nice, just like all other days. 
 
   “You mean the prophecy you made?”
 
   Cratus grinned.
 
    
 
   ~
 
  
 
  


About Maria Hammarblad
 
    
 
    
 
   Maria Hammarblad is a Swedish author and bass player living in Florida since late 2008. Her fascination with books started early. Before she could read or write, she made her mother staple papers together to resemble books. She drew suns in them and claimed they were "The Sun Book." They were all about the sun. The four-year old also claimed her existence on Earth was a mistake, the result of a horrible mix-up, and that her real family would come to bring her home to her own planet at any time. This didn't happen, but her fascination with books and other worlds stayed with her.
 
    
 
   Today, she lives in the Tampa Bay area with her husband Mike and their rescue dogs. Besides novels, she also writes award winning screenplays. Through the years, she has played with a number of Swedish rock bands. She also enjoys photography, and volunteers at a local dog rescue.
 
    
 
    
 
   Website: http://www.hammarblad.com
 
    
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
o
&4
o
£
S
B
=
S
=
o
=
S
=






