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Part One

Battlefield Meet Cute







1
Battlefield Mercy

Talia


I looked around the edge of the corridor and was greeted by sizzling blasts of Livisk energy weapons for my trouble. 
Thankfully they weren’t using actual laser weapons. Just charged plasma that would really ruin my day if it hit me, but it didn’t travel at the speed of light. There was no way to dodge that shit.
I looked at the two marines standing with me. I made a few quick hand motions the Livisk couldn’t pick up on that told them to go around the Livisk position and hit them hard from behind.
The blue sparklies would no doubt say that was dishonorable or some other bullshit about how you were supposed to act in a battle, but I wasn’t in a position to give a flying fuck what they thought about my personal honor.
Especially when engaging them in a fair fight was the sort of thing that was likely to get my ass shot out from under me.
“Go,” I said.
The marines nodded, their deep crimson armor whispering as they disappeared down a side corridor.
That was one nice thing about fighting on home territory. I knew my ship better than any Livisk invader could ever hope to. It gave me a distinct home field advantage fighting off the bastards.
The down side, of course, was that if we were fighting on our home territory that meant the Livisk had already boarded us. I tried to be a glass half full kind of woman, though.
I did a quick double check of all my readouts. So far power levels were optimal, and I hadn’t taken any hits that threatened to take my power armor out of the fight.
The Livisk might be able to take a couple of blasts without any armor thanks to that damned thick skin of theirs, but humanity didn’t have any such luxury.
We had to do what we’d always done. Flip the middle finger to mother nature who hadn’t given us anything but our brains to work with, and use that brain to come up with something better than anything mother nature could ever dream up.
I moved my rifle around the corner and squeezed off a couple of shots. The Livisk waited until I was safely back around my corner before returning fire.
So much for dying in honorable combat. Fucking Klingon wannabes.
We’d broken out the big guns as soon as it was clear we’d be boarded. There’d be none of the pea shooters we used for human security onboard. This was the sort of stuff that could stop a Livisk with a couple of shots, rather than simply glancing ineffectively off their armored skin.
If I was lucky.
And had good aim.
We also broke out the plasma cutters. Those cut through Livisk like butter. Unfortunately they were all wearing armor that covered their hearts which meant we couldn’t hit them hard there and take advantage of that evolutionary off button.
I was getting distracted, though. Boarders to take care of and all that.
“Are you sure you don’t want to surrender?” I shouted down the corridor.
“Death before surrender!” a Livisk with a surprisingly sensual voice shouted back.
I shivered at that voice. That was a voice made for radio, as they said back on earth. Even though radio hadn’t been a going concern for a few centuries, but the saying was a relic as much as the save icon on computers still referencing ancient floppy disks.
That was the problem with the Livisk. They might be as prickly as Klingons when it came to matters of honor, but they were as good looking as the Deltans. Only blue. And sparkly.
Which was an even deeper cut from ancient sci-fi staples. Look it up.
The Livisk down that corridor would be the same as all their soldiers. The men would be tall, dashing, handsome, and muscled to the point that the ancient Governator himself, blessed be his AI training routines, would tell them to take it easy.
And maybe to get to the choppah. Which was another line we still used even though everything used antigrav instead of rotary-wing for lift these days.
The lady soldiers, something that interested me far more thank you very much, would be like runway models stepping out of a fashion show and ready to destroy my ship in a fit of pique.
Not to mention I didn’t give a fuck how hot they were. The fact that they carried energy weapons and were currently doing their best to commandeer my baby right out from under me did away with any chills that might run through my body thinking about them.
Still. It was unfair that the enemy looked like a species of sparkling blue underwear models.
Supposedly there were plenty who didn’t look that good back on their home world. They had to have accountants and teachers and others who weren’t warriors. REMF types who sought their honor by finding loopholes in whatever tax code their empress had, but I fought the Livisk. That meant running into the perfect specimens who fought for the glory of their empire.
I frowned. They’d been quiet for too long. Quiet wasn’t good.
I moved my rifle around the corner again, using the camera on the sight and the heads up display in my power armor to get a good look. Sure enough, a couple of entirely too handsome Livisk with elaborate tattoos were making their way down the corridor.
Though I didn’t care much for the men. They were important tactically speaking, sure, but I only had eyes for the beauty running ahead of them.
My breath caught as I got a good look at her. She really was too perfect. I might’ve gone weak in the knees if I didn’t have the power armor to hold me up. As it was, that armor sent an inquiry to make sure I was doing okay, and I dismissed it with a thought.
She had a series of intricate tattoos that meant she had a pretty high rank. I might be looking at the commander of their ship. Say what you will about the Livisk, they were pretty egalitarian.
As long as you were another Livisk. All egalitarianism went out the window when it came to aliens.
Shit. With those intricate tattoos she might be a general or higher. Royalty, even. The more elaborate their tattoos, the higher they were in the Livisk hierarchy.
That didn’t stop me from trying to stop her. My aim was true, aided by the targeting laser that landed at the center of her chest.
Which was armored, of course.
She looked down, wide eyed, at the dot that appeared on her chest. It would’ve been comical if it wasn’t so deadly serious.
She tried to dodge, but this was a narrow corridor and there wasn’t anywhere to dodge to. She’d thrown all her chips on stealth, and now that it hadn’t worked for her she was going to hurt.
A lot.
Not that it was my fucking problem. She was the one who led those assholes onto my ship, after all.
I squeezed off several shots. The first didn’t seem to do anything. She bellowed in rage. A war cry that was supposed to chill enemy soldiers to the bone, but in this case I welcomed it because it meant the blue-skinned idiot stood tall with her arms raised.
I landed two more shots, and she finally went down. Her chest armor smoked, though she was still breathing.
I waited for a moment, ignoring the two male Livisk still coming towards me. They let out bellows of their own, followed by the sound of power armor moving into hand-to-hand combat as my marines appeared behind them out of a side corridor and took care of business.
“Clear down here, Captain,” one of the marines said.
“Good. I think I can take care of this one Livisk. You guys go where you can help in the fighting. I don’t want to give up a meter once we’ve retaken it!”
“Got it, Cap,” he said, turning and doing as he was told.
It wasn’t supposed to be like this. This was supposed to be a routine mission targeting one of their space stations they were using to set up a surreptitious colony in space that belonged to humanity, thank you very much.
Sure they contested that, but we were at war so fuck them.
Once the Livisk got a toehold on a planet, disputed or not, it was as impossible to get rid of them as cockroaches had supposedly been back before some ingenious exterminator came up with the idea of mobile hunter-killer microbots with frickin’ laser beams on their heads that hunted the species to extinction outside of zoos and the occasional colony world where splinter groups fucked off to pretend they still lived in some century prior to the twenty-first because their imaginary sky friend told them that was somehow more pure.
I stepped forward and cross-referenced the tattoos on the leader with the database of known Livisk ranks. When the results came up, I let out a low whistle.
I’d gotten myself one sequel trilogy of a whopper this time. Not only a general, but the elaborate body paint meant she was definitely a member of the Livisk imperial family.
I couldn’t tell who she was. She wasn’t in our databases, for all that some of the marks were, but she was definitely a whale.
“Who are you, and what are you doing here?” I asked as I pulled off my helmet, tucked it under one arm, and regarded this strange Livisk woman who was so entrancing even lying on the corridor with scorch marks on her midsection.
One thing was for certain. If I could bring in someone this high ranking then there was a good chance I could get out of whatever trouble was inevitably going to come down from on high for getting boarded in the first place.
I should’ve been more on my guard. If I’d been paying attention, or thinking at all, then I would’ve kept my helmet on.
As it was, I was completely unprepared when the Livisk’s eyes opened and her hand reached out to grab me by the ankle.
In a flash I was on the floor. I didn’t even have time to let out a cry to let the marines who’d disappeared around the corner know I was in trouble.
Shit.
I was on my own. Unless one of the marines happened to come by this corridor, but I couldn’t rely on chance to save my bacon.
The Livisk was on me, and once more I was struck by how beautiful she was. I stared into deep green eyes that seemed to have light dancing within. I could stare at those eyes for hours and never tire of them.
A very odd thing to think in the middle of combat, but I took comfort from the knowledge that I was hardly the first human to find myself oddly attracted to the enemy in the heat of battle. It was something they trained us to avoid, but damn was that training insufficient to the actual experience of hand-to-hand combat with a Livisk.
The Livisk’s reaction was equally odd. She stopped and stared instead of attacking. Like she was under some spell of her own.
Not the reaction I expected.
Then again, I hadn’t expected any of this. We weren’t supposed to get into hand-to-hand combat in the Fleet. The unofficial motto was if you were fighting hand-to-hand then you’d fucked up royally, but at least they gave us some training.
Training I kept up with, for all that it got me weird looks from some of my coworkers who told me that’s what the crayon eaters on the ship were for.
That training included hand-to-hand combat with Livisk, but more importantly it included how to counter their odd allure. As well as the sure knowledge nothing good happened to any human they took prisoner. 
Ever.
Though I was more than happy to take advantage of this Livisk’s momentary hesitation if she was going to throw me a bone. Shatner’s toupee knows I could use a bit of help considering how badly I’d fucked up this whole thing.
If I survived then the reaction from the brass wasn’t going to be pretty. I’d be lucky if they put me in command of a garbage scow.
I slammed my power armor into the Livisk’s head, channeling some of that anger at the thought of being put in command of a garbage scow, and she flew to the side.
Not that she had very far to go.
The close quarters that’d been an advantage when I was doing a turkey shoot with this beautiful alien was now working to my disadvantage. She hit the wall and immediately scrambled up, though she seemed a little wobbly on her feet.
I scrambled to my feet as well. It wouldn’t do to lose this fight because I gave her an opening. I’d been stupid enough to take off my helmet, but I wasn’t going to give her a chance to take advantage of my stupidity, damn it.
“You’ve been captured,” I said. “Give up.”
“Death before capture,” she said, that sensual voice rolling over me and sending a shiver running through my power armor that had nothing to do with the helpful cooling units that came standard.
Damn. That voice. That body. That everything.
I had to remind myself she was the enemy. I wasn’t going down because I had a stupid academy crush on some alien who was trying to take my ship.
“Give up and we don’t have to take this any farther,” I said. “I let you go back to your ship, and we call it a day.”
I had no intention of following through on that promise, of course. And of course a Livisk would think of this in Livisk terms. Usually when they made an “honorable offer” like that in combat they followed through, but on their own terms.
They were infamous for finding wiggle room with their promises while still maintaining their stupid honor. Like telling someone they’d release them safely to their ship, then blowing that ship out of the stars as soon as said captive had safely arrived.
They were great about rules lawyering when it came to matters of personal honor. So basically I didn’t feel too bad about lying outright to this Livisk via some lawyering of my own.
“You humans have no honor. Why should I believe you?” she spat.
Damn. I guess I couldn’t fault her for knowing humanity too well. So I surged forward before she could react and slammed a fist into her gut.
At least the idea was I’d slam a fist into her gut before she could react. The reality turned out to be less than what I’d hoped.
Her hand met mine and held me there. It was obvious this lady knew hand-to-hand combat. I grinned.
We were supposed to keep up with that sort of thing, but there were so many things that went into running a ship that most Fleet types were bad about keeping up on training they didn’t think they’d ever need.
I’ve already mentioned I was the exception. Which earned me kudos with the marines, and had all my fellow naval types looking at me sideways like they thought I had a screw loose.
Some wiseass had even reprogrammed the food synthesizers to only produce crayons no matter what I ordered once. I never had figured out who did that one.
Emergency lights flashed all around us as klaxons went off. I didn’t know what the situation was on the rest of the ship. I had no way of knowing if we were winning, or if I was losing my ship right out from under me as I played with this beautiful idiot of an alien who made me want to kiss her face as much as I wanted to slam my augmented fist into it.
She took the initiative and tried to slam her fist into my face. Finally. Though I’d been ready for it, and put my hand up to grip her fist.
She hit hard enough that it let out an audible clang as I grabbed her fist, and she didn’t so much as grunt in pain as I closed my armored fingers around hers.
Damn.
The alarm klaxons shut off as abruptly as they started, leaving us in silence. I didn’t know if I should be worried or relieved that they’d turned off. Fuckity fuck.
“I don’t have time for this,” I growled.
With my free hand I reached down to my leg. A Night Terror Industries stealth blaster hidden in my armor popped out. I pulled up and aimed it point blank at the area where I was pretty sure her genitals resided.
The experts said everything was in more or less in the same location as on humans. Sequel trilogy, I’d seen some of the “research videos” on the impossibly beautiful Livisk coming out of rim worlds where Livisk and human came together to produce that sort of thing that made it clear they were remarkably similar to humans.
Something about convergent evolution or infinite diversity in infinite combinations or some nonsense about humans and Livisk actually being offshoots of a galaxy-spanning hominid civilization that’d been separated long enough that divergent evolution had turned us into very different species while still having similar enough equipment that we could smash bits and be impossibly attracted to our enemies.
Basically the kind of “galaxy-spanning-hominid” stuff that’d make the ancient dude who invented the whole ringworld concept start typing one-handed.
Whatever. The point was, I’d clearly gained the advantage.
The silence of our embrace, my armored fist around hers, was interrupted by something new. An ominous hum that filled the corridor as my weapon charged. The Livisk looked down, and her eyes went wide.
“How do you feel about losing your favorite bit of anatomy?” I asked with a grin.
The Livisk hesitated, then released her grip and scrambled back. She bowed low in the Livisk gesture of capitulation.
She wouldn’t be any more trouble after doing that. Livisk honor and all that. Get them into a checkmate and they folded like a Martian grifter who just learned you were onto their scheme trying to sell you land on the outskirts of Olympus Mons.
“That’s what I thought,” I said. “Now come with me. You’re my prisoner.”
The Livisk didn’t look happy, but she obeyed. I’d take it.
Sequel trilogy, I liked the idea of her obeying me. That sent a fun little shiver running through me.
A dangerous little shiver, to be sure, but I’d take my fun where I could get it considering how things were going to shit around me.




2
Captive

Varis


Captive. The word bounced around in my mind. 
It was a curse among my people. I couldn’t believe I’d allowed myself to be taken, and by a human female no less.
Not that there was shame in being taken by a female. That was how I preferred it. Outside combat, that is.
Still. The human females were supposedly the smaller and weaker of their species, even if that damned power armor did even the score somewhat.
My dishonor was almost complete. Almost.
My ship was still out there fighting the good fight if the way the deck rocked under us every few moments was anything to go on. My feet automatically adjusted to walking through a ship in the middle of a battle, and I thought of everything that could still go wrong.
My brother, the prince consort, was out there on that station. This was supposed to be a state visit to a new colony world at the outskirts of our space, and now we were under attack from this human woman who’d bested me in hand-to-hand combat as surely as I’d bested her in ship-to-ship combat.
I recognized the insignia on her armor. There was no doubt she was the captain.
We stepped up to a couple of human soldiers. I expected them to take me into custody, but to my surprise the human female gestured for me to follow her.
Her soldiers looked surprised, but they also seemed to know better than to question their commander. Which had her going up a few notches in my estimation.
I was fascinated by this creature walking ahead of me. Who was this woman to best me in combat? How had she done so well for herself when we attacked her ship, for that matter?
The fight had been far closer than I would’ve liked. Which necessitated the boarding parties in the first place. The outcome of this battle was still far from a foregone conclusion, for that matter.
She was exotic and intoxicating in only the way a human woman could be, complete with her slightly tanned skin that refused to properly sparkle. She didn’t have the hint of a tattoo, either.
More than anything, I’d caught her scent. It intoxicated me. I found myself breathing deeper, risking the otherwise fetid stench of a human vessel, for a chance to enjoy that scent.
I found myself stirring down in that “favorite piece of anatomy” she’d threatened just moments ago to end our fight.
I was drawn to her in a way I’d never been drawn to a human in my life, and I’d had plenty of opportunities to avail myself of human companionship on some of the offworld pleasure domes where captive humans of low intelligence value were sometimes put to work.
I’d never been a fan of the pleasure domes.
I shook those thoughts away. There were far more important things than how the Ascendancy treated captive humans. Like how this human was going to treat a captive Livisk.
“Where are you taking me?” I asked.
She hit a button, and we stepped into a room where it was just the two of us. A massive transparent window dominated one side of the room. That gave me a view of my battered ship, the station beyond, and the planet down below where the station was supposed to deliver terraforming supplies once it was fully operational.
Those supplies, the dawn of a new world, were the reason the empress had sent me out here with my brother. The prince consort’s visit was supposed to be a badge of honor for the scientists and settlers working hard on this project. Not a disaster where the station was left utterly defenseless by this human’s first salvo.
I wondered if she knew how close she’d been to victory before I managed to get my soldiers aboard her ship. Not that I had any intention of letting her know. Not that I was confident we could win even with those boarders wreaking havoc on her ship.
“Tell me what you’re doing out here,” the human said. “You Livisk don’t send a full battlecruiser out for something as simple as protecting a station on one of your illegal colonizing operations. There’s something else going on here.”
I bristled at the implication that this was an illegal colony world. How dare she!
“This world is fully within the territory of the Livisk Ascendancy. You insult my honor by insinuating I would defend a world that didn’t rightfully belong to us!” I hissed.
“You can take all that honor bullshit and stuff it where the sun don’t shine. Your species taking planets that don’t belong to you is why we went to war in the first place. It also means we’re inclined to blast you out of the stars whenever you try to do an interstellar land grab, and that’s totally what I intend to do now,” the human said.
The deck rocked under us. I let out a low growl. “I suppose that’s true, but I can’t allow you to take that station, much less blast it out of the stars.”
Blasting something out of the stars. That was a clever turn of phrase. I’d have to remember that one, assuming I survived this, as I wasn’t the best with human idiom.
I coiled myself and prepared for another fight. It went against everything I believed. I’d be committing the ultimate dishonor in the eyes of my people.
I’d been captured. I’d given this human my surrender, and now I’d violate it. True after I was finished with her there’d be no one but myself to remember that betrayal, but that would be enough.
There wasn’t even any wiggling around the words of my oath to maintain my honor in this case, curse this human.
Still. When my brother and his retinue were placed on balance against my honor, I knew what would win every time. Death before dishonor might be our creed, but there were some things I’d gladly risk dishonor for.
It wouldn’t be the first time someone had dishonored themselves in the name of the empress.
Only before I could strike at the human the deck rocked under us. The blast was accompanied by a blinding flash and the sound of metal rending. A roar filled my ears. A roar and hissing.
I looked to that terrifying sound. It was a sound that filled every spacefarer with terror. The sound of a bulkhead that’d been torn open and was venting atmosphere.
I cast about for my human opponent. She was lying under a heap of twisted metal, unconscious. I knew I should take this opportunity to make my escape, but I couldn’t help myself.
I was still captivated by the human. Still very much under her spell.
I told myself I was doing this because she’d been a worthy opponent. That I couldn’t leave a warrior of her quality to die. I almost believed that excuse, for all that I was treating her like a bondmate.
I looked her over. She still breathed. A heavy bulkhead had fallen on her, but her armor had saved her from being crushed.
It was a good thing the bulkhead hadn’t hit her just a little higher where her head was exposed. That was sloppy, taking off an important piece of armor in the middle of combat.
Unfortunately knowing she was still breathing was as far as I could take things. I wasn’t a medic. I certainly didn’t know anything about human anatomy, other than knowing they had only the one heart and their liver was in the wrong place which made it easier to shank.
Besides. I had to escape this ship. This human shouldn’t have told me she intended to destroy the station and the budding colony on this world.
That meant I’d have to destroy her ship, and everyone on it. Herself included. No time for the honor of taking a human ship deck by deck and winning glory for the Ascendancy.
I’d wipe this ship from the stars, to borrow a recently learned human idiom, to save my brother and please the empress.
Odd that I felt reluctance at doing what needed to be done when it meant destroying this human as well. She’d fought well, but she was the enemy. She had to die.
I looked around the room. I no longer had my communicator with me. I’d lost it somewhere in the fighting. Which hadn’t been a problem when I was with my soldiers, but it was certainly a problem now.
I also didn’t have my sword. I looked down to the human. She still had one of those weapons they’d designed to actually do some damage when they hit us, rather than merely causing damage to their fellow humans.
It’d been quite a tactical pain in the backside when the humans finally wised up that their weapons they used to fight one another didn’t work against us.
Reluctantly I picked the weapon up and hefted it. It felt light, but I suppose it would’ve been heavy for a human. Though maybe not when they were in that accursed power armor.
I walked over to the doors, holding the weapon at the ready, and prepared to do battle with the human soldiers on the other side. Then frowned when those doors didn’t open.
A light glowed red on the door. I squinted at the human script in that glow. We had to know how to speak and read their language for combat, so it was easy enough to see that…
Of course. The room had been sealed off because of the air leak.
A glance over my shoulder showed that it was still a small leak, merely a hiss, but I’d been in space long enough to know that could change in an instant. Better to be out of here if the leak did get worse.
Luckily for me, I didn’t care about the integrity of the rest of the ship. Which made things much easier.
I stood back and blasted the door a few times. They were designed to deal with an air leak, not the full power of a blaster, and so it was quick work to take them out.
I wondered if that was a fault in their design, or if they’d done that on purpose as a final failsafe in case someone was trapped on the other end of an atmosphere door. Which seemed like a dangerous game since anyone on the other side of an atmosphere door would do whatever they could to get through.
Whatever. Human design fallibility wasn’t my immediate concern, though I would have to bring this up with the intelligence types if I made it out of here.
I stepped through the door, my stolen weapon at the ready. Thankfully the soldiers on the other side were no more. They were stuck in twisted metal similar to the bulkhead that’d collapsed on the human captain.
Clearly that hit had done more damage than I thought. I’d have to commend my gunners if I lived through this.
I spared one last glance for the human woman. I felt one final pang of regret for what I had to do, but it wouldn’t stop me from doing what was necessary.
From there it was easy enough to retrieve a proper sword and communicator off the fallen body of one of my comrades. I sent a quick prayer to the spirits of fallen sovereigns to speed my soldiers to the other side, then opened a line to all soldiers on the human ship and my own.
It was time to destroy before we were destroyed. Even if that meant I wouldn’t get the spoils of taking this human ship. Even if that meant a risky withdrawal where I could only hope we’d done enough damage and caused enough confusion to throw the human crew off long enough for us to destroy them.
“Return to the ship,” I said.
To their credit, none of my soldiers balked at the order. They merely checked in that they understood, and obeyed.
Moments stretched into an eternity from there. I fought my way through a group of humans who didn’t have that annoying power armor. I gathered soldiers around me as I went. I reached a boarding ship that’d bored into the human ship rather than hitting one of their landing bays which would’ve been more heavily defended.
It stung, retreating, but it was necessary. I wouldn’t waste my soldiers needlessly when I destroyed this ship.
Moving from an assault to a retreat created difficulties. A successful attack turned into a rout for some of my warriors, but the needs of the empress outweighed the needs of any of her trillions of subjects.
Once we were safely on the boarding ship I brought up a secure line.
“As soon as our soldiers and ships are clear, I want you to open fire on the human ship with everything we have. I don’t care if you melt down the guns or run out of ammo and have to ram them to do it,” I said. “That human intends to destroy the station, and we can’t let that happen!”
“Oh but general, I’m afraid it’s already happening,” a familiar voice said over the comm link.
My eyes went wide as a holodisplay on the comm sputtered to life in front of me. I found myself looking at the human captain once more. Her face shimmered with interference for a moment, but then she solidified as she broke through our secure channel.
How?
I glanced down and had my answer. Of course. She’d done the same thing I had and commandeered one of our comm units from one of my fallen warriors. My fingers turned white as I gripped my comm.
I also noted that this commlink wasn’t going out just to me and my ship. No, it was going out to all Livisk units in the local system.
This human wanted everyone to know what was about to happen, and that sent a shiver of fear worming down my spine.
“Fire everything you have at the human ship!” I shouted into the comm.
I assumed if it was going out to everyone then it was the humans’ fatal weakness. If she could communicate with all my people then so could I.
“But general, we have multiple landing ships in the line of fire!”
That moment of hesitation was all the human needed.
I thought I’d trained my crew well. I thought I’d conditioned them to follow orders without question when we were in battle and seconds mattered.
It became the greatest shame of my life that the one instance those orders weren’t followed reflexively was the one time it mattered most, but by the time I realized what’d happened it was too late.
The human ship lashed out at my own. They’d given up on the energy weapons and were using pure mass accelerated to great speeds. And I’d given them the breathing room by sounding the retreat rather than sacrificing me and my warriors to keep them occupied.
Clearly they weren’t as damaged as I thought if they were able to lob projectiles at us that quickly. So much for hoping they’d been left broken and confused.
The attack was crude, but effective. The projectiles hit my ship at an appreciable fraction of the speed of light, causing massive explosions that had me turning away from the brightness.
My ship opened fire as well, to be fair, but it was too late. The damage was already done.
Unlike the energy weapons the humans favored in combat, there was no stopping mass accelerated weapons once they got going. Not this close, at least.
They were weapons of mass destruction usually reserved for planetary bombardment, but it appeared this human captain was trickier than your typical human. Not to mention crazy enough to risk her own ship being caught in the resulting blast.
My ship exploded in a blaze of glory, the souls of my crew sent on to serve the spirits of sovereigns past.
“That ends the first part of this business,” the human captain said.
I stared at her hologram for a long moment, then shook my head. I needed to focus. Funny that I was still captivated by her beauty even as I was terrified of what she was about to do.
That terror overrode everything. Then it filled me with shame that I was reacting with terror rather than trying to salvage this situation.
“Bring the remaining landing ships around!” I shouted into the comm, still assuming it was going out to everyone. “Ram the human ship! Do everything you can to protect the station!”
Perhaps I was about to die, but it would be a good death. My ship’s pilot turned in a great arc, and I was afforded a view of the station and the human ship. Which also afforded me a view of more massive hunks of metal being released from the human ship as they used their mass drivers to accelerate them.
Directly into the station.
“The Livisk Ascendancy will not colonize worlds in human space,” the human captain said, her voice lacking any emotion. “This is the penalty for thinking we don’t leave our outer systems defended.”
I felt helpless as the station went up in a massive explosion as all the breathable atmosphere was burned up and various reactors blew, then it was swallowed by the vacuum as soon as that fuel was used up.
Which left nothing but hunks of twisted metal and debris behind.
It was over in moments. My brother, the prince consort, gone. Dead.
My only consolation was I didn’t have a bond with anyone on the station, though I could tell from the pained screams all around me that some on my transport ship had been bondmates with unfortunates who’d just been snuffed out by that magnificent human.
I was filled with equal parts rage and admiration as we approached the human ship, but there was one final insult she had left to deal out. The ship turned and started limping away from us.
It was obvious the ship was severely damaged. I could see marks in their armor where we’d landed hit, but it wasn’t so damaged that it couldn’t escape faster than our landing craft could catch up.
“What are you doing?” I shouted. “Come back here and finish this fight!”
The human had never dropped her holographic projection. She finally showed some emotion. She smiled and bared her teeth at me.
That was supposed to be a pleasant expression with the humans, but on her, in this moment, it looked threatening.
“The problem is I’m not equipped to take prisoners. Besides. Something tells me you just failed royally with some important mission, and I figure it’d be more fun to let you live with that dishonor. I’ll let you go back and report your failure to your empress, or whoever your boss is, and live with the consequences.”
I fell back in my seat as others, at least the ones who weren’t in the throes of having their pair bond suddenly and dramatically destroyed, looked at me and then looked away.
I wondered if they could feel the dishonor settling into their bones the way I did. I felt the loss of my brother, but nowhere near as acutely as the loss of my honor for failing to defend the empress.
I’d hoped to die crashing into the human, but now my humiliation was complete. My force was so trivial that the human couldn’t even be bothered to kill us as was proper.
My world, my career, my life as I knew it, was over.
And yet all I could think about was how magnificent this human warrior was. She had a spirit that’d bested me totally where countless other humans and Livisk had failed.
Truly she was a warrior to be reckoned with. The humans would do well to promote her as high in their ranks as possible, and the Ascendancy would tremble before her.




3
Complacency

Talia


Two years of patrolling the outer rim of the solar system. Two years in the backwater of humanity. Two years chasing down smugglers trying to enter the system without appropriate paperwork and arresting the occasional ice miner who wasn’t being careful enough with their calculations before hurtling comets towards the inner system for the Venus terraforming project. 
Two years since I last truly felt alive. Which was ironic since that feeling of being alive came when a crazy Livisk was doing her best to kill me.
I knew this was my punishment for losing the Alemeraine. I thought I’d snatched victory from the jaws of defeat with that battle, but it turns out returning to port with a ship that winds up written off as a total loss went a long way towards convincing the Admiralty I wasn’t worthy of another command.
At least not a good one. I suppose it could’ve been worse. This wasn’t the garbage scow I thought I’d be stuck with, after all.
I felt the steady hum of the ship pulsing through my command chair. I closed my eyes and allowed myself the brief indulgence, even if it wasn’t as deep or as powerful as my old ship.
It was still a ship, and that hum felt like a lover’s caress even after years in command.
I might as well enjoy it. It was the only caress I’d enjoy out here on patrol at the edge of the Oort cloud making sure no Livisk with crazy ideas got their ship into the home system. Not that any of them had tried something so crazy in decades.
I sighed. The loneliness of command and all that. Though on this ship I was more than happy to remain lonely.
Not for the first time, the thought of that strange alien passed through my mind. She usually did when I felt particularly lonely.
Odd that I’d think of her, and not one of my numerous dalliances with a human while on leave at one of the stations in system. Being in close proximity to those stations was one of the only good things about being stationed so close to home.
I sighed. She’d probably been executed long ago for failure. Supposedly they still did that sort of thing in the Livisk Ascendancy when someone fucked up. I suppose next to execution, getting assigned to this ship was almost a good thing.
Almost.
I opened my eyes and was thrust into a reality that was less than what command used to feel like. It was a reality that made me think summary execution might’ve been the more merciful option.
Navigation Officer Olsen leaned against a console on the other side of the bridge chatting up Nomura at comms. She who was busy giggling and batting her eyelashes under the attention.
That was the sort of thing they wouldn’t put up with in the Fleet proper, but we were floating around in a glorified cruiser that should’ve been mothballed before the Livisk war started. Hardly the Fleet proper.
At least not in the way I thought of it. We weren’t out running exploration missions in uncharted space. We weren’t dodging Livisk blockades to bring much needed supplies to colony worlds cut off by orbital interdiction. We weren’t a massive battleship slicing through the inky night between the stars looking for Livisk fleets to ambush and destroy before they did the same to us and ours.
That life was behind me now thanks to that encounter I couldn’t get out of my head, though not because it’d ruined my career. I shivered as I thought of her again.
Why couldn’t I get her out of my head?
I shook my head. It was time to get back in the game. I was on a small borderline obsolete cruiser hanging out at the edge of the safest space known to humanity waiting for an attack that would never come.
No matter how bad the war went, our two civilizations were evenly matched enough that everyone knew there wasn’t any true existential threat to humanity or the home system.
“Lieutenant Olsen?”
He looked up at me, and the irritation would’ve gotten him sent to the brig on any other ship. The only problem was our crew was small enough that I couldn’t afford to get rid of critical personnel. Not to mention we didn’t have a brig.
Both facts he knew just as much as he knew he’d pulled one of the cushier duties in the Fleet for someone looking to ride out the remainder of their time served.
As far as I could tell he was busy riding it out with any officer of the female persuasion who came aboard. He’d even tried it with me, the asshole, though he’d quickly learned the error of his ways.
“Yes, Captain?” he asked.
At least his tone was appropriately neutral. He had that much control. There was a fine line between being a jerk and outright insubordination, and everyone on this bridge was an expert at walking that line.
They all knew why I was here, too, and it really chapped my ass every time I had to deal with this shit.
“I believe you have work to do at your station?” I asked.
“What? Monitoring hunks of rock and ice that were mapped centuries ago?” he asked. “Some job that is. Everything out there has been on the same path for millions or billions of years. It’s not like their orbits changed in the last ten minutes.”
I arched an eyebrow. That did come dangerously close to insubordination. This crew might walk the line, but everyone on the bridge knew I’d come down on them with all the meager authority I had.
It might not be much, but it was enough to seriously ruin their next week, at least.
“Right. I’ll get back to my station, Captain,” he said.
“You will,” I replied. “Monitoring your station is your job even if there isn’t anything out there worth monitoring. You never know when the universe might throw an unpleasant surprise your way.”
I knew a thing or two about the universe throwing unpleasant surprises around. Like finding a full Livisk battlecruiser with the imperial seal emblazoned on the side guarding what should’ve been a backwater station with minimal crew.
I still wondered what in Shatner’s toupee that cruiser was doing there. What in Nimoy’s pointy ears that high ranking Livisk was doing there.
I shook my head. There I went again, thinking of things I couldn’t change, damn it.
I turned to look at every officer on the bridge in turn to make sure the lesson sank in. I wanted to be absolutely clear that I was talking to all of them, and not just one wayward lieutenant who was more interested in getting his rocks off after his watch was over than he was in actually doing his job.
Everyone turned back to their screens. I knew from experience that it would last for maybe a half hour, tops, before they started relaxing their discipline again.
I shuddered to think what the bridge looked like when I wasn’t on duty and they really let loose. I wasn’t going to go so far as to check recordings and reprimand them, though. There was only so far I was willing to go.
Especially when doing that would leave me without a functional command crew, which would have the admirals breathing down my neck from earth just for doing my job.
They’d been doing that a lot since I lost my ship. It made it difficult to maintain any sort of discipline when the crew knew I had a bunch of fossils sunward looking for any excuse to drum me out of the service entirely.
I sighed as I leaned back in my chair. At least that was comfortable. Sort of. It’d probably been replaced in the past decade, at least.
I looked at the summary readout on my chair. It amounted to what it always did out here: absolutely nothing.
That was the problem being in the backwater of the home sector. We were close to home, sure, but we were also paradoxically far enough out in the system that we weren’t anywhere near where the real action happened.
Closer in, near the habitable zones, it was all admirals and generals having high level meetings about how to prosecute the seemingly never ending war with the Livisk. That was the Goldilocks zone for the fast track to promotion.
Out here guarding humanity from chunks of ice and dust left over from the early days when the solar system formed? Out here where the most exciting mission was tracking down tug captains when they were skirting regulations and throwing their balls of ice into orbits that would come dangerously close to the inhabited worlds on Earth, Mars, or Ganymede?
Yeah, that was the fast track to a career dead end. It’d been an entire fucking year since we even had to run down a pirate, and they barely qualified since they were trying to make a stealth run into the system to avoid paying taxes on their cargo rather than actually hauling anything illegal.
“Do you really think it’s necessary to be that hard on them, Talia?” a voice whispered next to me.
I turned to regard Commander Keen with what I hoped was a baleful stare. Not that it bothered him in the least. He wore a concerned look, though I knew it was concern for the crew and not for me.
“What have I told you about using my first name when we’re on duty?”
“Sorry, Captain. I think maybe you’re being a little too hard on them. Look at the information coming in from sensor sweeps. What do you see out there?”
“Nothing,” I said, clenching my teeth.
William was edging close to dangerous territory here, and he had to know it.
“Exactly. There’s nothing out there but rocks and chunks of ice. There’s definitely not a Livisk ship threatening the Sol system. They haven’t made an attack on the home system in decades. They know it’s too hard a nut to crack, so why bother?”
“It wouldn’t be too hard a nut to crack if they ran into us,” I growled, barely above a whisper.
“Well yes, but that’s not going to happen. So why worry?”
“You’re supposed to back me up on these things, Will,” I said.
“And I will, Talia,” he said with the barest ghost of a smile.
I blushed. Here I was using his first name when I’d asked for the same consideration from him.
I narrowed my eyes, but let him continue. I figured I owed him that much.
“You also have to realize it’s my job to advocate for the crew and point out when I think you’re making a mistake,” he said. “Nothing’s happening out here. Let these people enjoy the last few months or years of their Fleet careers on life support before they get mustered out.”
I closed my eyes and suppressed a growl. I wasn’t supposed to let emotion rule when I was in the command chair.
A good captain was cool under pressure. She didn’t give into the desire to claw at her subordinates when they were mouthy. That sort of angry outburst and inability to watch my tongue probably had as much to do with landing me in this backwater as losing a ship.
I hadn’t exactly been gentle with the Admiralty in my assessment of the deficiencies that led to me being surprised on that mission.
I also didn’t like being reminded that I was in a dead end. That wasn’t what I wanted when I went into the command track at the Academy. Reminding me of that was a good way to get extra work.
I opened my eyes and looked down at the latest foldspace sensor sweep. That let us see everything around us in real time and faster than the speed of light. I saw something nice and big off in the distance that would do nicely. It even had an “Unknown” tag on it.
That was hardly out of the ordinary. Space was big. Douglas Adams had been right on in his assessment that had become a truism in the Fleet. Which meant there was a lot of shit floating around out here that’d never been tagged and bagged, for all that Olsen complained there was nothing new out here.
Which showed how well he did his job. Not that charting chunks of rock and ice was all that exciting.
I sighed. It wasn’t exactly exploring strange new worlds, but it was something.
“Unknown object spotted at ninety degrees x-axis, seventy degrees y-axis, negative forty degrees zed. I need a firing solution for the unknown bogey. Navigation, work a course that will take us around the object allowing for maximum observation opportunity while we decide what to do with it. Communications, prepare hails in all known languages and ready emergency beacon torpedoes to be sent out in case things go pear-shaped.”
I barked out the orders rapid fire. I didn’t want them to think these were orders they could ignore. The bridge crew had been known to do that when they were feeling particularly salty and they knew I was setting them up with a drill.
The response was a collective groan I ignored, as well as a couple of rolled eyes from officers who thought I wasn’t paying attention.
I died a little every time I saw them doing that. We were in the home system. We were supposed to be the Fleet’s finest. There was a war on out there, and I was supposed to be surrounded by people who had at least a little of the warrior’s spirit in them.
Not the dregs of the Fleet that’d been assigned to this duty because the higher ups knew there wasn’t a chance anyone working this detail would see combat.
“Plot laid in, Captain,” Olsen said from his station. “Moving us on a course around the object.”
“Firing solution locked in, Captain,” Lieutenant Commander Smith said from her station above and slightly behind my command chair. “Ready to destroy it if it shows any signs of trouble.”
The object finally came within visual range, and the image popped up on several screens. Including the display on my chair.
It was an unremarkable bit of ice and dirt that’d probably been floating out here for billions of years on a long lazy course around the sun.
Well, it was time to do something about that.
I pulled up a part of the system only I had access to. A couple of taps, and the hunk of ice lit up with various readings that made it look like a Livisk warship. A moment later a blast of energy lanced out from the ball of ice on all screens, and I was gratified to hear a couple of surprised yelps.
There was no impact as the energy blast “hit” the ship. Because there were no energy blasts in the first place. It was all a ghost in the machine. Me using overrides to make it seem like there was something dangerous out there. A little toy to be used at captain’s discretion for training purposes.
I looked around the bridge. Everyone had turned to stare at me in annoyance.
“If that’d been a Livisk ship rather than a chunk of ice, what would’ve happened?” I asked.
“We’d be dead,” Keen muttered.
“That’s right, and that’s why we always need to be prepared. It’s been decades since the Livisk attacked the home system, sure, but that doesn’t mean they won’t do it again. If that was a real attack we’d be dead, and we’d deserve it.”
Commander Keen looked at me and arched an eyebrow. It was obvious he didn’t approve of my methods, but I didn’t need his approval. He’d seen me manipulating the sensors. He knew what was coming before it happened, and he’d played along.
I hit a button to lock out my chair. I was irritated. I needed to blow off some steam before I got too angry and lost it in front of the crew.
I wasn’t going to lose my cool again. That’s what got me here in the first place, damn it.
“Commander Keen, you have the conn,” I said.
“Where are you going, Captain?” he asked.
“Down to the recreation area. I need to work off some pent up energy. Be sure to notify me if a comet runs off course, or we get notice that we need to arrest some ice miner who isn’t bothering to do all their equations before they send chunks of ice in towards Venus.”
“Will do, Captain,” Keen said.
I turned and headed for the exit. If I said anything else it wouldn’t be pretty. Better to leave things as they were.
Then I hesitated at the lift. I wheeled around to Will. He cocked his head and hit me with a knowing smile. He knew what I was going to do before I did.
“While you’re at it run a few readiness simulations,” I said. “Dust off all the fancy toys the Fleet gave us and make sure we still know how to use them. I want to know every chunk of rock and ice lurking within 100 AUs of the ship.”
More groans, but Will simply hit me with a wink.
“I’ll make it so, Captain,” he said.
I managed to hold my smile until I got on the lift, then leaned back against the wall and let out a long sigh. Then I glared in annoyance at the lift.
This was one of the models that was so old you had to grab a handle before it would take you where you wanted to go. Ancient technology.
Oh to be out among the stars on a real ship where the real action happened, and not stuck here with the dregs of the fleet protecting the Oort cloud from an attack that was never coming.




4
Preparation

Varis


I sat on my command throne and looked at the hum of activity all around me. 
This was a good crew. This was a good ship. It was a pity my disgrace brought them all out here with me, but there wasn’t anything I could do about the past.
I might be able to do something about their future, though.
I stared at the screen being projected from one of the external sensors. A star glowed off in the distance, though it was only slightly brighter than all the other stars to indicate we were closer to this one.
Nothing about the star indicated it was home to the Livisk’s latest mortal enemy.
“Are you detecting anything on their emergency channels?” I asked, turning to Sevar at communications.
“No indication they’ve detected us, general,” he said. “If they’ve found us then they’re lying in wait rather than letting us know.”
I leaned back and adjusted myself. Very interesting. If I were the commander running defense of the home system, a position I’d likely never ascend to now thanks to my shame, then I’d allow an invader to think they were in the clear.
Right up to the moment I sprang my trap.
I could only assume my human opponents would think in much the same way. They were crafty, these humans. That was part of the reason why the Ascendancy had to be so wary of them.
It was entirely possible we were about to run right into a trap.
“Everything is prepared at weapons,” Saira called out.
“Damage control reports ready to go,” Ellor said from his engineering station.
I grunted. I wanted to smile, but I couldn’t show emotion in front of my crew. I was supposed to be the stoic general. Assured of victory and ready to strike fear into the hearts of our enemies.
I wasn’t supposed to smile because of the pride I felt at how well my crew prepared for battle. Generals didn’t show emotion. That was how it’d always worked.
The crew drew their strength from me just as I drew my strength from their confidence and the way they carried on in their jobs in a manner that made me swell with pride.
This was what it meant to be in command. This was what it meant to be a general of the Livisk Ascendancy. And soon enough I’d teach that lesson to the humans.
I glanced at my instruments. I could see the telltale signs of chatter on all bands in foldspace. Humanity’s tendency to broadcast themselves indiscriminately into the cosmos had been the thing that originally drew the imperial eye towards their systems.
Would that we had never tried conquering them, but that was a decision made long ago by a different empress long dead. It was too late to second guess that decision now.
Particularly not since my disgrace.
The star didn’t look all that different from our own from this vantage point. Of course that was the illusion of distance. The star was larger and burned brighter and hotter than our own, though the view from their home world would feel about the same as on Livisk, I imagined.
A habitable zone was a habitable zone no matter what star system you were in, even if where it was varied based on the star.
“Ready on your order,” Arrik said from his position standing at my side.
I grunted at my XO, interrupted in my reverie. I’d been thinking about how this star would burn itself out in several billion years and render its system uninhabitable in its death throes in several hundred million.
Livisk would still be glowing strong and steady when that happened. Would that we could’ve left the humans in their system to be burnt out by inevitability.
Though of course that wasn’t a real solution. Humanity’s rapid growth and expansion meant they’d be a problem for us to deal with long before nature burned their home world.
I pressed a button to open a channel to the ship. “I want everyone to stand ready. We don’t know what defenses the humans have at their disposal, and I don’t intend for this raid to end because we weren’t prepared for a surprise from one of their crafty captains. Remember that the humans are masters of deception and surprise, and we may just get out of this with our hides intact, some spoils of war, and maybe a bit of our honor returned to us!”
The crew around me in the command center stood at little straighter at that. Blue skinned warriors with tattoos running up and down their bodies showing their rank, skin sparkling with luminescence, they were all ready for the dangers awaiting us. All had volunteered for this out of a love for their general.
That and the chance to do something daring, something perhaps even a little reckless, to reclaim some of our lost honor.
Though I didn’t think that balance would ever be totally repaid. Not for me, at least.
Still. It was almost enough to bring me to an unseemly show of emotion in the middle of the bridge. Almost.
I stared forward at the monitors. As I did, the screen lit up with all sorts of electronic signatures.
Something lurked out there at the edge of the human system, and it’d suddenly moved to all sorts of active scanning via foldspace. I cursed as I slammed my hand down on my controls. Not that it would do any good.
“Active scanning on foldspace bands, General,” Ketan called out at the ELINT station. His voice held a note of panic. This was a part of the human system that was supposed to be filled with ancient rock and ice and nothing else, after all.
We weren’t supposed to run into humans lighting us up with the distinct signature of a ship lying in wait.
The humans were out here, and if that sudden active pinging was anything to go on then they knew we were out here as well.
“I’ve isolated the signal, Ma’am,” Ketan said. “It looks to be a human scout cruiser. Unable to determine the size and complement from the signals, but it can’t be too large based on how much power it’s putting out.”
“That or the human commander is only putting out partial power in an attempt to lure us in,” I growled. “Never forget that they’re notoriously tricky.”
That was a lesson I’d learned the hard way. A lesson that cost me my brother, the affection of my empress, and my honor. The lesson I was attempting to atone for today.
“I have a solution on the ship’s position,” Saira said from the weapons console.
“Ma’am. It appears they’re not directing their scans our way. If they’re looking for us then they’re looking in the wrong direction,” Ketan said.
I smiled. “So they know we’re out here, but they don’t know where. Odd, that, but I’m not going to pass up this opportunity. Spool up the foldspace drive and prepare for battle!”
I gripped my command chair and felt a familiar hum as the ship purred underneath me. The hum was palpable, and everyone around me tensed. Screens around us went blank as the scanners lost all the input from the regular universe around us.
I hated that we were blinded in foldspace, but it was impossible to see anything when there wasn’t anything in the space between real space.
At least that’s what the science types told me. I’d never been one for trying to understand all that unless it could be put to the purpose of waging war.
The faster than light trip was much shorter this time around than on the flight out to the Terran home system. Instruments came back on as we moved out of the space between space, and I saw a human cruiser on the readouts slicing between the stars with its lights running.
Sloppy, that. The human star was still far enough out that it didn’t look much brighter than any other star, and there certainly wouldn’t be enough light for us to see the ship visually.
Then again, none of that mattered. We had the human ship in sight in our passive scanners, and that was all that was needed.
“Status report, Ketan,” I barked out, the rush of battle pumping through my veins.
This was when you knew you were truly alive. Out here in the space between the stars proving yourself and risking certain death in the cold void.
“They ceased active scanning while we were in foldspace,” Ketan said, sounding incredulous. “It’s like they stopped looking for us the moment we disappeared, and didn’t try to pick us up again.”
I frowned. Again, that was sloppy. Very sloppy.
Any good commander would know a ship would fall off instruments if it went into foldspace. Any good commander would know an enemy ship disappearing didn’t mean they were in the clear.
Far from it.
If I didn’t know any better, I’d almost say they didn’t know we were out here. That those scans hadn’t been looking for us. Only that was impossible.
Then again, with the humans “impossible” was a regular occurrence.
“Any reaction from the ship? Are they powering up weapons?”
“Nothing of the sort, General,” Ketan said. “They’re maneuvering around a chunk of ice, but there are no signs they’ve spotted us or are preparing for battle.”
Ketan’s face scrunched up in confusion as his hands danced across his console.
“What is it, Ketan?” I asked, my voice quiet.
I was well aware that there were many commanders in the Livisk Ascendancy who didn’t care for bad news. They tended to punish bad news.
I’d always thought that was ridiculous. Refusing bad news from your subordinates was a good way to compound that bad news until it killed you.
Everyone in my crew knew that. They had permission to speak freely. I encouraged them to speak freely.
That Ketan saw something that he felt he couldn’t bring to me…
“Ketan?” I prompted when he didn’t respond right away.
“They’re actively pinging the chunk of ice and rock, General,” Ketan said, still obviously confused.
I frowned, but that frown quickly turned to a smile. After all, wasn’t that confirmation of my suspicions?
“An exercise,” I breathed out, incredulous. “Even now when we’re right on top of them, they don’t know we’re here.”
“General?” Ketan said. “That’s impossible. How could they not know we’re here?”
I shook my head. It seemed impossible, but it was the only explanation.
The more I thought about it, the more it made sense. It’d been decades as the humans reckoned things since any ship from the Livisk Ascendancy had visited them with our glory.
Which meant things were pretty boring out here. Any enterprising commander who wanted to keep their crew on their toes would come up with ways to make things interesting.
I smiled. It wasn’t a pleasant smile.
“They’re running an exercise of some sort and targeting that comet. Which means they don’t know we’re here. We may be able to take this ship without alerting the humans deeper in the system that we’re out here. A nice appetizer before we dig into our meal!”
Laughter and cheering rose all around the bridge. I smiled. This truly was an opportunity handed down from the empress herself. Proof this mission was smiled upon by empresses long past who’d ascended to the afterlife to do battle against our enemies for all eternity.
“Sevar, jam all foldspace communications and open a local channel to the human ship,” I said.
“General?”
I turned to Sevar. He was new, like so many who’d joined us as I found myself in need of a crew after my last ship was blasted out from under me. Which meant he had something to prove if he was out here with a dishonored crew and commander.
A good number of my crew had been on landing craft when our ship blew and survived. They felt the weight of our failure at the Orivus colony.
Others had come along because of their own disgrace, though. I could see the hunger in Sevar’s eyes. The desire to have his shame wiped away by a daring mission to the human home system.
I was well aware that hunger might be enough to make anyone forget their obligation to the warrior code, but I wasn’t going to forget it. Not like so many other generals and nobles in the Ascendancy who let their hunger for glory run ahead of their desire to keep to the old ways.
I would never forget that, no matter how deep my disgrace.
“Did I not speak clearly, Sevar?” I asked, my voice quiet. I’d long ago discovered that quiet was far more threatening than the loudest bellow.
“I just thought…”
I held a hand up to stop him. “I want you to carefully think through what you’re about to say. Before I have to do something about it. We jam foldspace communications so they can’t get a message out that will do them any good, then give them the standard warning required of any enemy caught unawares. We will fight with honor.”
I looked around the bridge. Some I’d served with for decades. I’d trust them with my life. They’d entrusted their lives and honor to me after I unwittingly stripped theirs away with my failings, after all.
“That’s why we jam foldspace communications,” I continued, looking at everyone on the bridge in turn. “We don’t want them getting word back to the home system that we’re out here.”
The crew cheered again. I sniffed. 
As though I’d be stupid enough to give up the battle before it started. There was keeping to the code, and then there was being plain stupid.
I didn’t get to be a general by being stupid. We’d warn this commander, still catch them unawares, cut off communications that mattered in the vastness of space, then blast them out of the stars.
After that we’d move into their system to create more havoc. This was just the opening act.
“Ready,” Sevar said, sitting a little straighter.
“Very good,” I said, suppressing a smile at his enthusiasm. “Open a line. I want them to know exactly who is about to disable them and take them captive.”
A holographic projection leapt up from my chair and showed an image of a bridge not entirely unlike our own. The lights were a little brighter, but otherwise it looked similar even if the details were different.
Again it was sloppy of their commander to leave their communications open so we could burst in on them, but I wasn’t above taking advantage of the opposition’s mistakes to get a good look at their systems.
That strange commander at Orivus had taught me the humans were more than willing to do the same in reverse.
I was disappointed as I got my first look at the humans. This didn’t look like the vaunted human Combined Galactic Fleet that had caused so many headaches for my people.
Then I got a good look at the human at the center of it all, and my breath caught.
The human might be sloppy, tactically speaking, but the look on her face spoke of a fire burning behind her eyes. Not to mention she was breathtaking.
Also? It was a fire I recognized all too well. Because this was none other than the human who’d been the architect of so much of my misery.
I was aware of pleasure houses where captured humans were put to work. I’d never indulged because I found the practice distasteful, and I never understood why someone would desire to be with our enemy. They were an inferior species.
Only with this human who’d dominated my dreams for so long I could understand that urge. It was a pity I was going to have to destroy her ship out from under her and kill her, but I couldn’t let a moment of lust prevent me from doing what needed to be done.
I grinned. How fitting that the fates would deliver this human to me after I’d spent so long in misery as a result of what she did to me at Orivus. Well, today’s tactical situation proved that was a fluke.
I opened my mouth to deliver my ultimatum. This would all be over very soon, and I was going to enjoy it!
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Surprise Attack

Talia


No sooner had I reached the rec center than a red light flashed near the door. I suppressed a growl of frustration and walked over to flip the switch and activate the commlink to the bridge. 
“Whatever this is, it better be good,” I growled.
“You’re needed on the bridge immediately, Captain,” Commander Keen’s voice piped through the speaker.
I very nearly turned the commlink off and went ahead with my workout. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d been called up for an “emergency” that turned out to be anything but.
Only something stopped me. There was something about the tone of his voice that made me hesitate in my righteous indignation.
“What is it?” I asked.
“We’re picking up a large object in our vicinity, Captain, and I think…”
I fought back that growl once more before I opened the commlink with a jab.
“Keen. If this is another instance of you and the crew joking around about running drills then I promise you I’ll…”
“Captain, please. This isn’t a drill unless hunks of rock can go in and out of foldspace. I haven’t given them any indication we’ve detected anything, we’re still pinging the comet as though it was a warship, but whatever it is thinks they’re sneaking up on us.”
My blood chilled. Hunks of rock in the Oort cloud definitely weren’t known for dropping out of foldspace.
“It hasn’t broadcast any identifiers?” I asked.
“None so far,” Keen said. “I’m still pretending we didn’t see whatever it is, but it’ll only be a matter of moments before the thing comes within weapons range. If it’s hostile we’re going to find out pretty damn quick.”
“Right. On my way back to the bridge,” I said. “In the meantime, make sure the shields are ready to go up at a moment’s notice. Have the crew down in the torpedo room load, but don’t arm. Get ready to bring weapons and sensors online, but don’t give away that we know about our visitor or are preparing a welcoming party.”
“Right, Captain. On it,” Keen said, his voice all business.
It would be nice if he acted that way all the time. Still, I felt a small flash of pride knowing my crew could occasionally do their job. Even if most of them were marking time until they were done with this tour and could get out of the Fleet entirely.
I wasn’t the only one on this ship whose career hadn’t gone as planned.
As I made my way through the corridors purple lights started flashing on all panels letting the crew know there was one sequel trilogy of an emergency situation in the works.
It brought to mind ancient approximations of what our ancestors thought space combat would look like. Ridiculous situations where all the lights turned red so people couldn’t see what they were doing in an emergency. 
Something no doubt taken from ancient submarines using red light to keep from ruining night vision when they were using a periscope, but it’s not like we had to worry about that in space.
Ridiculous.
Emergencies required the ability to see what you were doing. Though I couldn’t bring myself to believe, or hope for that matter, that the ship moving in on us was actually Livisk. I wasn’t that lucky.
It was probably a test sent out by the higher ups in the Fleet to make sure we were ready to defend all the hunks of rock and ice out here against Livisk incursion.
Still. If there was even the remote possibility the thing out there was Livisk then we had to meet it with nothing short of our best effort. If it was someone from the Fleet then maybe a good response would finally get me out of this shit detail.
A crewman ran out of hydroponics and stopped short when he saw me. Pure terror was written on his face.
I couldn’t blame him. It’s not like there was much chance of getting into a real combat situation on this posting. If he was the type who hoped a position like this would be nice and easy then he was probably soiling his uniform right about now.
“Is this serious, Captain?” he asked.
“I don’t know, but you need to get to your station,” I said, reaching out to pat him on the shoulder.
He stood at little straighter and ran off down the corridor. Good. Maybe I could inspire someone on this ship to do their duty, even if it seemed like I couldn’t reach that same level of inspiration with my command crew.
Thankfully the bridge wasn’t too far from the rec room. This ship wasn’t big enough for anything to be too far from anything else.
I stepped into a room that was tinged with panic and more than a little incredulity.
“I’m telling you, there’s not a chance this is real. She programmed something into the computer before she left for the rec room, and now we’re dealing with it,” Olsen said from his position at the navigation console.
“And I’m telling you I didn’t see her do anything. This is the real deal, and we’re in it pretty deep right now considering foldspace communications are jammed,” Keen said.
I smiled as I stepped onto the deck. Maybe not everyone on this hunk of scrap metal had my back, but it was nice to know Keen thought this was the real thing. Especially considering I most definitely hadn’t programmed anything into the computer.
This time. It was a reasonable assumption given past examples.
“I can assure all of you that this is very much the real thing. It’s probably the Fleet sending someone out to check us for readiness, but that doesn’t mean we won’t react to it as the threat it potentially is,” I said as I walked down the sloping arc of tactical and took my seat.
“I’ve plotted several firing solutions for the object, Captain,” Smith said from behind me.
“This is ridiculous. Why are you all going along with this?” Olsen asked. “She’s going to pull the same thing as always, and we’re all going to look like idiots. Nothing ever happens out here. If my father knew…”
“Your father might be high enough in the government that he can get you a posting here where you’re out of danger, but your father isn’t on this ship. You’ll act as an officer of this fleet while you’re under my command, or you’ll get an official reprimand on your record and a recommendation that you be reassigned to a ship on the front lines. I can do that much, still. Do I make myself clear, Olsen?” I snapped.
It was the angriest I’d ever gotten. Perhaps it was because I knew this was potentially the real thing. Perhaps it was because not everyone was in this nice safe posting because they were winding down their career.
Olsen shot me an angry look, but he turned back to his console and got to work. Presumably. I could pull up his console and check, but I had other things to worry about.
Either way, I knew one navigation officer who was going to get that reprimand regardless of how he performed in the next few minutes.
“Captain. The thing is closing,” Smith said from behind. “Firing solution locked in.”
“Hold your fire,” I said. “The last thing we want is to fire on a friendly because we’re on edge out here.”
“Captain. I just did a search of the enemy ship databases to see if we have a match. This thing fits the mass and acceleration profile of a Vornask class battle cruiser,” Keen said.
Everyone looked up at that. Nice to know something could get their attention.
“Time until it’s in range?” I asked, trying to keep just how fucked we were out of my voice.
“Already in range, Captain, sorry,” Smith said.
I could tell she was shaken. Though I couldn’t help but reflect that she wouldn’t be nearly so shaken if she’d taken the drills I tried to run more seriously.
“Should I fire, Captain?” she asked.
“You’ll fire only when I give the order,” I said. “We still don’t know what…”
Only as soon as I said that, alarms flashed all over my chair. Emergency notifications sounded, long and shrill, then were silenced. The holoprojector in the ceiling sputtered to life, and my breath caught as we got confirmation of exactly who was out there closing in on us fast.
It definitely wasn’t anyone from Fleet out here for a readiness test.
“They’re breaking through local comms, Captain,” Nomura said. Then she turned and got a good look at the face hovering in the middle of the bridge.
It was a face I recognized. I might’ve fallen back if I wasn’t already sitting down. My legs had turned to jelly.
It was the very same Livisk I’d held captive briefly at the battle that’d destroyed my reputation and career in one explosive moment.
How could she be here in the middle of human space?
Though I chided myself for the stupid thought as soon as it occurred to me. She was likely here trying to get some revenge for that day. I’m sure she was looking to even the score against humanity in general, but it would appear fate had thrown us together once more so she could get some revenge on me specifically.
And this time she’d caught me with a far less well-trained crew.
Damn it.
My breath caught. The shock of seeing her hovering in the center of the bridge, her hair cut short and her body radiating power, was doing something to me.
I found myself leaning forward, my lips parted, as I stared at her. She looked more or less human, aside from the strange tattoos and the sparkling blue skin. Oh, and the muscular body that said she could snap me in two if she wanted. And if I wasn’t in power armor when we met.
She had a lot of exposed skin, too. Enough to show off those intricate tattoos. And why not?
I suddenly felt like a girl at the Academy with a silly crush, and not the captain of an interstellar spacecraft facing the single worst enemy humanity had found, so far, among the stars.
I glanced around and noticed the alien had the same effect on the gentlemen on the bridge. Olsen leaned forward and stared with his mouth hanging open in much the same way I was.
That brought me back to reality. I wasn’t going to be the same as Olsen, damn it. I shook my head and returned my attention to the alien regarding me.
She might be beautiful to the point of distraction, but she was the enemy. I wasn’t going to moon over the enemy. I was going to destroy her, damn it. I’d beaten her once, and I could beat her again.
“Livisk commander, you are in violation of earth space. You will remove your ship from human territory immediately or face…”
I didn’t get to finish. She spoke, and her voice washed over me. I felt a thrill at that voice. It was a caress. It was a command. She was every bit the leader I tried, and so far had failed, to be.
Everyone on the bridge fell silent at her command, which was something I’d never been able to achieve with this group.
“Quiet, human,” she said. “I am General Varis t’Thal of the Livisk Ascendancy. Surrender your ship or be destroyed.”
“Excuse me?” I asked. “You come to our territory and threaten to destroy us? Do you remember how this ended the last time we met?”
Okay, so maybe I was a touch nervous at her words. Her ship had the power to wipe us from the stars completely and utterly. There was no match between my cruiser and a Livisk Vornask battlecruiser.
We weren’t close to equally matched like the last time we met. She was in a less powerful ship, sure, but I was in a way less powerful ship since we were close to the home system.
It was no contest, but we had one advantage. The entire Combined Fleet was at our disposal if we could get a message off. That was the whole point of having a smaller ship out here to phone home. She was just one Livisk ship out here very far from her home.
All I had to do was figure out a way to get the Fleet to know how monumentally fucked we were out here.
“The Fleet won’t stand for this. Even now they’ll be launching ships to come to our aid. Leave now and save yourself,” I said, figuring a good bluff was better than nothing.
Varis chuckled. It wasn’t a pleasant chuckle. It was a laugh that said she was in total control of this situation, and I was a child playing at being in command. I hated that she made me feel so inadequate even as that sent a chill running through me.
I wasn’t inferior to this alien, damn it.
“Those would be dangerous words if I wasn’t jamming all communications between you and your homeworld and I didn’t have a targeting solution on your engines that I’ll execute the moment you show a hint of trying to escape,” she said. “I admire your dedication to your duty, but surrender now and I can assure you that you and yours will be spared.”
“Spared to be slaves to you and yours? No thank you. I know exactly what you do to humans you capture,” I said. “Nomura. Do something about this.”
“On it, Captain,” Nomura said. A moment later the alien disappeared.
“She’s gone?” I asked, breathing a sigh of relief.
“As best as I can tell,” Nomura replied.
“And I suppose she’s telling the truth about jamming all foldspace comms?” I asked.
“Yes,” Nomura said.
“What about targeting our engines?” I asked.
“That wasn’t an empty threat,” Smith said. “We can raise a shield, sure, but they’ll probably be able to blast through that and disable us before we have a chance to get away.”
“I was afraid of that. So much for bluffing,” I muttered.
Why hadn’t they destroyed us, though? Why run the risk of us making an escape deeper into the home system instead of firing first? Shatner knows they could’ve gotten those shots off while my crew was busy chasing comets. Literally.
“No matter, Lieutenant Smith,” I said. “Shields up. We’re going to introduce them to all the fun things we can do with the weapons on this ship.”
The ship’s hum changed slightly as power was diverted to the shields, and not a moment too soon. The ship rocked as we were hit with a salvo from the Livisk ship. A salvo we couldn’t hope to stand against for very long.
She hadn’t been lying about trying to blast us from the stars if we tried to get away.
“Launch foldspace drones along with the first torpedoes,” I siad.
“Captain? Won’t that waste valuable weapon space?” Smith asked.
I gritted my teeth. This would’ve been so much easier if I wasn’t stuck with a crew made up of a mix of people with connections avoiding combat and people on their way out who couldn’t be bothered to give a fuck.
“Just do it, Smith. Nothing we fire at this crazy lady is going to hurt her ship enough to get us out of this. Those comm drones getting past their jamming is our only hope!”
Our ship continued to rock under the blasts. I could only hope that one of those drones would get through to the Fleet in time for them to send help.
Otherwise we were fucked, and not in the way that jumped to mind as I thought of the Livisk general trying her best to kill me.
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Ultimatum

Varis


I leaned back in my chair and had to stop for a moment to catch my breath. I didn’t have time for this. The human captain might be strangely exotic and attractive, but at the end of the watch she was an enemy. 
And I had a job to do.
“They’re charging weapons, and it looks like they have torpedoes loaded, General,” Saira said.
I frowned at my readout. Several of their weapons impacted against the ship, to be sure, but several torpedoes went wild.
No. Not wild. They were heading straight into the accursed human system, and each of them had fold drive signatures that sprang to life and sent acid churning in my stomach.
“Target those torpedoes and fire everything you have at them!” I shouted.
Saira turned her attention to the torpedoes. Unfortunately it was going to be too little, too late.
I watched as we shot down one, but the other winked out of existence as its fold drives finally spooled up. I knew it would be a matter of moments before it appeared in the middle of the human system and started broadcasting danger signals that would kick open the veskar den.
Everyone on the bridge went silent. Some turned to look at me. Particularly Sevar and Saira. It was clear from the pale blue on their faces that they expected to be killed for their failure, but I didn’t operate my ship that way.
“End this quickly,” I said. “It would appear our foray into the human home system is over. I want us to at least take prisoners from this ship before we leave its husk behind for their rescuers to find.”
The crew went back to work, and I sank back into my chair. Would taking one ship on the edge of the human home system be enough to restore my honor?
I almost thought I shouldn’t have given them a warning as was proper. I should’ve ambushed them. The humans had no issue doing that to us, after all.
But no. I would keep my honor and do things properly.
This had always been risky and daring. More daring than anything any commander had attempted in decades. Yet I’d still failed.
I’d intended to press further into their system. To hit one of their bases and fade into the blackness before the humans had a chance to react. If that failed then I fully intended to die fighting close to their home world if they did have time to react.
This small pinprick would have to do. It was nothing compared to my grand plans, but it was all I had.
Even as the weapons tore into the human hull I knew there was nothing left for me to do here. The battle had been over before it even started. All that was left was the part I truly relished: the combat.
“Prepare the launches for boarding. I want all warriors ready to go. I’ll be down there coordinating if anything is needed,” I said.
No one blinked at that. I’d heard some of the humans had odd ideas about a commander not putting themselves at risk, but we had no such silly notions in the Livisk Ascendancy.
I’m sure more than a few of the crew here itched to be on the launches where they had a better chance of regaining some of their lost honor, but being able to leave the bridge was general’s prerogative.
It was time to regain some of my lost honor. For the honor of the Ascendancy, of course.
A full cycle later, too long in my estimation, I was moving down a corridor of the human ship. Some of their security personnel were down at the end of the corridor firing every time one of our warriors came into their view.
“How long has it been since the beacon went off?” I growled into my commlink.
“Foldspace scans show activity at the center of their system that is out of normal parameters. Or at least what we think is normal based on the scans we took while falling into the system. It could be they’re mobilizing to fight us, or it could be an exercise,” Sevar said through the commlink.
Good warrior. He answered the question I was asking and not the question I actually asked.
“We don’t have much time,” I said to the warriors surrounding me. “We move. Their bridge is beyond this barricade, and we will take them alive!”
The warriors around me nodded. They knew it was possible we might not survive, but it was a risk all of them would take. Especially with me leading them.
Besides. Unless the humans had truly heavy weaponry hidden behind that door, unlikely, there was a good chance their pitiful weapons would merely bounce off our skin. All we could do was charge and hope for the best.
“Valor above all,” I said, holding my hand up in a salute.
“Valor above all!” my warriors echoed in response.
I pulled out my sword. I’d found it worked much better for fighting in close quarters. Especially against a species whose weapons typically didn’t do much to harm us.
Which was one reason they tended to keep their combat ship-to-ship unless they had units with power armor and other crafty solutions they’d come up with to make up for their physical inadequacies during this long conflict.
A quick glance at the security personnel holding us away from their bridge was enough to tell me they hadn’t bothered equipping this ship with anything that could actually harm us. Clearly the humans had grown complacent this close to their home system where it had been so long since the Ascendancy paid them a visit.
I grinned. It would be a glorious battle, and we would take them alive.
For the glory of the Ascendancy and the empress, of course.
I lied to myself that glory to the empress was the only reason I was interested in taking captives. That and the desire to repay this human for what she did to me on a colony world light years from here where she destroyed my life.
And yet I knew, deep down at the core of my being, that there was far more to it than that.
I had to meet this human warrior again. I had to see her. Feel her. Smell her. Taste her.
I knew it was ridiculous. This was a woman who’d humiliated me and ruined a family reputation that went back thousands of years, and yet here I was trying to reach her and conquer her. Prove to her that I was the better warrior. 
Maybe in proving that I could also have her.
I shook my head and pushed those thoughts away. That way was madness. I was in the middle of combat, and I wasn’t going to allow myself to be swayed by an exotic human with her too tan skin that wasn’t even the proper shade of blue.
No, I was going to take her ship for the glory of the Ascendancy, and I needed to take it before the humans at the core of their home system fully realized what was happening out here and mobilized to fight us.
This ship might not be much of a match for mine, but they had truly dangerous weapons lurking in the heart of their system. Weapons that could swat me out of the stars without bothering to power up even their auxiliary reactors.
I rounded the corner and charged down the corridor with my sword drawn. The humans fired at me, and I felt the sting of their weapons. I grinned despite that sting.
There was none of that accursed battle armor that’d bested me the last time we fought. It was warrior against warrior, with raw strength and evolution calling the winner. 
My people always came out on top in that contest.
Battle lust overtook me as my blade sank into the first human. He let out a cry, and the second gurgled as my blade rammed home.
I stepped forward to the door leading to their bridge, but of course it refused to open.
“Battle technician!” I bellowed.
A warrior scurried down the hall and paused to look at the two humans I’d dispatched. He was young, and I didn’t know his name.
I briefly wondered what dishonor brought him to this mission at such a young age, but I didn’t ask. We didn’t have the time. Not to mention it would be impolite.
He placed a small explosive charge against the door and it started beeping. We ran to the end of the corridor and dove around the corner as the ship was rocked with an explosion that sent fragments of bulkhead crashing down.
“How much did you use?” I growled. “I want prisoners, not to kill them!”
I worried the human might’ve been killed in that blast, but I didn’t want to let on exactly why I was so worried.
“Apologies, General,” the technician said, lowering his eyes. “I thought…”
“You do not think. You follow orders and protocol,” I said, cuffing him on the side of the head before turning my attention back to the battle.
I peered around the corner, fully expecting to be hit with another blast from the human weapons. I was met with nothing.
I heaved a sigh of relief. Maybe the humans had finally realized there was no fighting the Ascendancy. Then again, maybe the battle technician had been too eager.
The latter proved to be the truth when I stepped onto their bridge. It was a mess, and not just from the explosive charge we’d set off. Though that seemed to have blown in rather than out like it was supposed to.
I was starting to see why that battle technician had been dishonored. We’d have to be more careful about recruiting in the future.
I didn’t know if there would be any prisoners to take. It would appear our first salvo at the human ship had done far more damage than I would’ve imagined. I stared in astonishment and wondered that any species would design a bridge that would explode so spectacularly in battle like this.
Several humans sat slumped over their stations with dangling and sparking wires hanging out over them. Others were on the floor unmoving.
“Amazing,” the battle technician said, stepping up next to me and earning more irritation. “These are the terrible humans you say we should fear? I don’t see the reason.”
My backhand caught him before I could think. He was insulting me by calling my judgment into question, but that wasn’t the only reason I’d hit him. No, I was hitting him as much for his insult to the human as I was for the insult to me.
He came back growling, but several warriors stepped in to stop him. The technician regained some measure of control, and I nodded.
“Never underestimate your enemy, even in defeat,” I said. “I made that mistake once, and it cost me everything. You wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t made a mistake that was costly to you, and you would do well to follow my advice and avoid making more regrettable mistakes.”
The battle technician nodded and stood at attention, but he was already forgotten. I ran my eyes over the humans. Finally they came to rest on a large metal bulkhead that had collapsed over the center of the bridge.
The center. Where the commander sat in human designs the same as in Livisk. Damnation.
I jogged down a slope at the back of the bridge and leapt over a railing, thinking the entire time that it was ridiculous they would make their security do this jog and jump every time they needed to reach their command staff in an emergency. I found her at the bottom covered in that too-red human blood, lying underneath the collapsed bulkhead.
“I need medics with training in xenobiology!” I shouted.
I turned back to the human. I didn’t even know her name, and yet she’d dominated my thoughts so completely since that day that there were times when it felt almost as though I’d bonded with her.
I shook my head. Those thoughts weren’t helpful. I needed to concentrate on the business at hand. There was no way I could let her know how thoroughly she’d been defeated if she wasn’t alive to know she’d been bested.
The bulkhead that collapsed on her was trivial to lift, so lift it I did.
Amazing the humans could be so fragile that something so light would be enough to pin her down. I just hoped I didn’t harm anything by moving it, but it would have to be moved eventually. There was no choice if I wanted her to have a chance at life.
I stared down at the warrior woman who’d bested me. The woman who’d been at the center of my thoughts for so long.
And I felt a possessive streak run through me as I stared at her.
“This one is good looking enough,” the battle technician said, walking over to me. He reached out to kick her in the side as he spoke. “I wouldn’t mind having her fixed up by the xenomeds so I can have a little fun. Good choice, General.”
I caught his foot before it made contact with the human. They were so delicate, especially when injured, that it was possible the simple act of being kicked in her current state would be enough to cause irreparable harm.
I flipped him back and he slammed into a charred piece of furniture that looked like it had once been the command chair. A human male was underneath it groaning, and his groans grew louder as the technician crashed into him.
“Take him into custody,” I said. “We don’t harm prisoners once they’re taken.”
Every warrior paused to stare. I looked to each of them in turn, meeting the challenge in their eyes.
It was true we weren’t supposed to harm prisoners if we kept to the code, but it wasn’t unheard of for prisoners to be handled inappropriately. Particularly when the battle lust was upon a warrior.
I wouldn’t allow that to happen on my watch, though.
Each of them looked away. None of them were in a mood to challenge me this day. Good.
A xenomedic finally arrived after a short eternity. He pushed me aside and I stood there worrying this might all have been too much for the human. That she might expire before I had a chance to show her how thoroughly she’d been bested.
Finally the medic had her lifted on a hover stretcher.
“I’ve done everything I can for her here, General,” he said. “We’ll have to take her back to the ship to complete the process.”
“Very well. Make it so. I want the entire command staff off this ship. It’s important that we gather information about the humans’ defenses!”
The words sounded hollow even as I said them, but everyone around me seemed to believe them.
Good. I didn’t want any of them to think I had any sort of ulterior motive for saving this human commander. Especially when there was still a battle to win.
I pulled out my sword as my warriors continued providing care to the incapacitated humans on the bridge.
I followed the sound of sizzling energy weapons and the clang of blades as humans screamed and died where they resisted, but my mind was back on my ship where the human captain was being taken.
For the first time in my life I itched to be away from battle and back on my ship rather than in the thick of it.
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Captive

Talia


Warmth. I was bathed in a glowing light that enveloped me and felt as though everything was right in the world. I don’t think I’d felt that way since I was young and visiting my grandma’s house on the lesser continental mass on Vorath IX. 
No. Wait. That couldn’t be right.
The entire lesser continental mass, along with grandma’s house and grandma, had been vaporized by a Livisk mass weapon. Which I’d later learned was a fancy term for the Livisk throwing a giant chunk of rock at the planet to do as much damage as possible with good old-fashioned orbital mechanics and physics.
No nukes necessary.
I still remembered the terror of lifting off through the cloud cover created by that impact. A beautiful world destroyed for all complex life in a matter of seconds.
The only silver lining was it’d provided invaluable scientific insight into the K-T impact for scientists who were into that sort of thing. The Livisk had provided the perfect laboratory for an experiment that would’ve been otherwise ethically dubious.
None of that mattered to me, though. I’d been a little girl terrified as her home was destroyed. One of many billions of homes that had been destroyed in the back and forth between our two species.
Something was wrong here. That comfort was wrong. I couldn’t possibly be at my grandma’s house if it’d been destroyed.
My eyes flew open, and I hovered in a strange glow. I felt the weightlessness that came with freefall, and it wasn’t entirely pleasant. I’d never been a fan of zero G, and regularly blessed the magnificent bastard who invented artificial gravity and made it possible for me to travel through space without losing my lunch.
“Where am I?” I shouted.
No answer. I could see hazy figures moving around on the other side of the light. Though all I could make out was that they were walking on two legs.
Could those be humans out there?
I tried to remember where I was. Or where I should be.
A flash of memory hit me. Consoles and various bits of the bridge exploding all around us.
Honestly. What idiot designs a bridge on a spaceship that explodes at the first salvo from an enemy ship? That was one thing ship designers shouldn’t have picked up from ancient science fiction.
If I ever made it through whatever was happening then I was going to have words with those designers.
“Hello? Can anyone hear me?”
More light. Something blinding flashed in front of my face and moved down. I tried to flinch away from it, but something prevented me from moving.
This didn’t feel like any human technology I’d ever known, but I’d never been one for going to the doctor unless I was forced to. Perhaps this was something knew they’d worked up on earth.
Though I had the eerie feeling I wasn’t on earth anymore.
That light continued down, like it was scanning my body. Maybe it was a medical scan, but I had the feeling there was something else going on here. For some reason I knew I wasn’t in human hands, but I couldn’t pinpoint the exact reason.
I’d been on my ship. That Livisk ship with that beautiful general had appeared and…
Then it hit me. The Livisk. The bulkhead collapsing as I got a report there were Livisk boarders moving in. A Livisk boarding party.
Damn.
Once they got on a ship they were like the once mighty cockroach. You either killed them all with your Night Terror Industries hunter-killer bots, or they took over. And I was pretty sure I knew what’d happened in this case.
I struggled against the invisible bonds holding me in place. Only the struggle was impossible since there wasn’t anything to struggle against. No, the harder I tried to break free, the less good it did.
Finally I gave up and gave myself over to the floating.
“We all float here, Talia,” I said, a thin smile coming to my face despite my situation.
Something beeped above me. Rather insistently, too. I tried looking around and remembered, too late, that I couldn’t move. Damn it.
If by some miracle this did turn out to be a human medbay then I was going to rip the doctors a new one.
The beeping grew more strident until the glow started to pulse around me. A tingle ran up and down my body as I continued struggling, and finally the glow moved down to my neck and the blur preventing me from seeing out into the world beyond my prison was revealed.
I found myself wishing I could go back to not knowing where in the sequel trilogy I was.
Livisk stood all around me as far as the eye could see. They wore strange tattoos I’d never seen before. I looked around until I saw some of their writing, not that it did me any good. I was good on the spoken language, but terrible at reading it. I could only hope that was their pictogram for medical, and not the torture department. 
Though if they were trying to torture me, they were doing a piss poor job of it with this strange glowing chamber thing. The agony booth it wasn’t.
“So does somebody want to tell me what the fuck is going on here?” I shouted.
This time my voice carried through the room. I looked around. I could move now, but only my head.
I saw rows of capsules like mine. Some were filled with a glowing light similar to my own, but most were empty.
I wondered how many of my crew made it off the ship if there were so few glowing capsules. Whether this was a medbay or a prison, it wasn’t good that there weren’t many of my crew waiting for me here.
“Hello? Is my accent not working or something? I asked you to tell me what happened! Where’s my crew? What have you done to my ship?”
“I can assure you your accent isn’t the problem. Nor is your ship going to be your problem any longer. It’s floating in the cold space at the edge of your star’s heliosphere waiting for a rescue that will come too late. On the bright side, not many of your crew went down with the ship.”
A chill ran through me. That voice caressed my body. Hearing it over a holoprojection was enough to drive me to distraction, but that was nothing compared to the pure delight of hearing it in person. And that voice spoke the good old-fashioned mix of English, Spanish, and Mandarin that had become Earth Basic centuries ago.
That made this place feel almost like home. Well, except for all the strange aliens wandering around, of course.
“Why are you doing this to me? Why have you taken me prisoner?”
The alien general stepped into view, and my breath caught even as I frowned. It was unfair for the enemy to be so beautiful.
That was the only word to describe what I saw. I was a military woman. I wasn’t big on fancy words, even though I had a broader vocabulary than what the marines would use to describe a Livisk woman between fine dining on Crayolas.
The joke with the Fleet was they only budgeted for RoseArt crayons for the marines. Which was still a thing despite being the acknowledged shorthand for second best for centuries.
Whatever. I turned my attention back to the general.
In the light of a human ship, designed to match the light of Sol, the Livisk didn’t look quite as radiant as they did under the light of their weaker star. A weaker star that still supported their species because their planet was much closer in.
In this light, which I could only presume was on her ship which wasn’t great for yours truly, her skin sparkled and her tattoos showed an iridescent blue as she regarded me.
“Holding me in a stasis cell this small, or whatever in the sequel trilogy this is, is cruel. I thought you Livisk had more honor than that,” I said.
There was no point in going on about rules of war or anything silly like that. I understood from reading ancient military histories that there’d been rules when human fought human, but there was nothing formal about the war with the Livisk. It was a savage fight for survival. One that humanity had been kinda sorta winning for some time now.
That fact only served to make them that much more vicious in their attacks.
“I can assure you we’re not holding you in a stasis field to punish you or torture you,” the general said.
“And why should I believe anything from an honorless dung worm such as yourself?”
Every Livisk in the room turned and stared. No doubt wondering how their general would react to that insult.
At least I was pretty sure it was an insult. I was sometimes foggy on the intricacies of their spoken language, for all that the swears were the first thing everybody learned in their Livisk language classes at the Academy.
Still. I would allow it was entirely possible I’d just called her a barber or a tree depending on the inflection. From the reaction I was pretty sure I was right on. 
I’d spent a lot of time trying to perfect their insults.
Time that probably would’ve been better spent learning their pictographic written language, but in this moment as everyone stared, no doubt wondering if I was about to be cut down, all that work on insults seemed well worth it.
Only she didn’t react the way I’d hoped.
She didn’t kill me instantly like I would’ve expected from a high-ranking Livisk. No, she chuckled and shook her head. Though something was odd about those rank tattoos this time around. They didn’t look quite as intricate as the last time we met.
Maybe I wasn’t the only one to come down a few pegs in the universe since that meeting. Perhaps we were the architects of one another’s demises.
That was a pleasant thought. About the only pleasant thought I had going for me considering how fucked up everything else was right now.
“I could release the field,” she said, responding to me in Earth Basic. “My medical personnel have assured me, however, that it would be a very bad idea considering the extent of the injuries you sustained in the attack. I managed to rescue you before those injuries went from grave to putting you in the grave.”
I stared at her for a long moment. The moment grew uncomfortable.
“I’m sorry. I thought I was making a clever pun with your language. Was I wrong?” she asked, suddenly looking a touch awkward and not at all the commanding alien general who’d reduced my ship to floating scrap on the edge of the Sol system.
Talk about a kick in the nuts to the Admiralty. That was another bright and shining happy thought I was holding onto in the middle of all this fuckery.
“That was a pun, but it was terrible,” I said. “I mean like in a so-bad-it’s-good sort of way, but still terrible.”
“I understand you humans enjoy these things that are so bad they’re good,” the general said.
“Depends on your audience,” I said. “Also, am I supposed to thank you for saving my life? You’re the one who blasted my ship and caused all that damage in the first place!”
“And you’re the reason I was out at the edge of your home system looking to reclaim my honor, human,” she snarled, some of the heat I’d expect from a Livisk general finally coming through.
I would’ve recoiled in fear at that snarl, only there was the whole incapacitated by strange alien technology thing I had going. That made it difficult to do much of anything.
Which was good. I didn’t want to show weakness in front of the scary sexy alien. That would be bad.
“Well I’m glad you were able to reclaim some of your honor. Must’ve been pretty difficult for you to do much of anything after I handed you your sparkly blue ass in single combat,” I said.
The other Livisk on the room were still standing still and staring from the first insult, but several stepped forward at that one. Like they were going to avenge their general’s honor.
I guess my Livisk was good enough to get that point across. Luckily for me, considering I was still completely incapacitated from the neck down and apparently gravely injured, the general held up her hand to stop them. She also puffed up as she moved in close, and I was glad for that weird field thing surrounding my body.
Otherwise it’d be pretty damn obvious the sort of reaction I was having to feeling her so close to me.
“I am General Varis t’Thal of the Livisk Ascendancy, sister by marriage to the empress, sister to a slain brother, and I will not have you speak to me so in front of my warriors.”
“Get used to disappointment, tall blue and sparkly,” I said.
Her eyes narrowed. “You confuse me. Was that supposed to be an insult or a description? The way you use our language is imprecise when you aren’t swearing.”
“Allow me to be more precise, then,” I said. “It was certainly meant as an insult. Not a very good one, I’ll admit, but you’re not exactly catching me at my best. You probably know that since you got your ass handed to you the last time you did catch me at my best.”
I figured that would be it. I also figured death would be preferable to what no doubt awaited me on the Livisk homeworld.
I’d heard the stories of what they did to human women, and none of them were pretty. It went back to the whole total war thing we had going with them and the unfortunate evolutionary happenstance that made our two species sexually compatible.
Star Trek was totally right about bipedal great apes with forehead ridges and centuries of Internet bitching was wrong. Who knew?
All I’d ever cared about was learning how to blow them up real good.
At least until I met this one. She chuckled again and shook her head in a very human gesture. She moved in so close I could feel her hot breath against my cheek. It was about the only thing I could feel since all my senses had been taken away below my neck. That was annoying and sending all sorts of alarm bells ringing in my brain which was sure I’d been beheaded yet was somehow still alive.
“Do you want me to let you free, human?” Varis asked. “You have spirit, I’ll admit that. Perhaps too much.”
“Please do,” I said. “We can have round three. See who comes out on top this time around.”
General Varis held a hand up and made a quick gesture. A science type who still looked more ripped than the most muscleheaded crayon eater only hesitated for a moment before flipping a switch. The light covering my body winked out.
There was a moment while I enjoyed the return of feeling to my whole body. I didn’t enjoy it for long, though. No, my body was hit with the most intense pain I’d ever endured. I cried out as I collapsed forward. I had no other choice.
I guess she hadn’t been lying when she said that light was fixing me up. My body was unable to support itself without that light. I landed on the deck with a grunt as the wind was knocked out of me and pain flared in parts of my body I didn’t even know could feel that much pain.
I gritted my teeth and avoided crying out in pain, though. I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction. She was the enemy, I’d bested her once, and I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of showing weakness.
Even if I did want to curl into the fetal position and cry. Not that I thought I could curl into the fetal position without potentially rebreaking several bones that were being fixed up when the glowy stuff disappeared.
“What did you do to me?” I hissed, still trying not to let the pain show, and not doing a very good job of it. I was focusing everything I could on not crying out in pain.
Varis got down on her knees. She looked at me with fire in her eyes. “I’m afraid we did nothing to you, though you might wish to have a word with the people who designed your command center to blow up at the first hint of an attack.”
I had to give her that. Great minds think alike and all that.
“I already explained this to you. You were injured rather extensively in our battle, and that field was the only thing keeping you from feeling pain. All you have to do is admit you’ve been bested and I can make the pain go away, human.”
I looked up at her, a fire raging within me. Shatner’s fucking toupee would I tell her she’d bested me!
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Strength

Varis


I stood. It felt right to get up close and personal with this strange human with her warrior spirit when I was enjoying besting her, but now that I’d told her what I expected of her I wanted to be towering over her when she surrendered. 
Only she didn’t do anything of the sort. This strange broken creature who’d dominated my mind since our last meeting looked up at me, and her eyes blazed with a warrior’s fire that surprised me.
That made me take a step back before I realized I’d just retreated from the human in front of everyone in the medbay. That kept me planted firmly where I stood.
There wasn’t any chance she could actually harm me. This was a human with no power armor, after all. I still had my sword at my side and she was unarmed.
Still. I was drawn to the strength of her spirit. I wanted to take her as much as see her admit her defeat, but of course that was impossible in her current state.
“I’ll never surrender to you,” she spat.
And then something even more impossible happened. She straightened herself and started to stand. I resisted the sudden desire to put a hand out and stop her. To prevent her from harming herself.
I wouldn’t extend that discourtesy to any of my warriors, and I realized I was already thinking of her more as a warrior than a weak human.
Strange, that.
“Impossible,” one of the medical technicians breathed from behind me.
It should be impossible. The xenomedical team assured me she’d broken so many bones that the only way she’d survive was putting her in stasis and allowing her to bathe in the healing light of our repair units. It was already incredible enough that she’d woken while in that unit and tried to move, necessitating them calling me down here.
The medical bays weren’t supposed to work like that. Then again, it was rare they were used on humans for anything other than experimentation.
The human captain, I still didn’t know her name, managed to get to her knees. Then to her feet. She was a little wobbly on those feet, but she didn’t cry out in pain like I would’ve expected.
Even one of my warriors would’ve had difficulty not crying out if they were as badly damaged.
“I will not surrender to you,” she said through gritted teeth. “Never.”
I could only admire her fighting spirit as she took a lurching step towards me. It was the fighting spirit I’d tried to instill in my warriors, with varying results.
I felt the urge to help her. Especially when her next step had her stumbling directly into my arms. I was left with the choice to catch her and risk dishonoring her, or letting her fall to the ground and cause even more damage.
I didn’t want her to be harmed further, so I decided to risk dishonoring her. Besides. The humans had funny notions about honor.
She felt odd in my arms. So light. These humans were so delicate when they weren’t in that accursed power armor. I looked down at her, and she actually smiled at me.
It was wrong, but that was a smile that went right to the core of my being. It ignited parts of me that had been dormant for so long. Dormant because I didn’t have time for them when I was busy leading the conquest for the glory of the empress, may she live forever.
That smile was out of place, too. She’d never looked at me with anything but grim determination. Why a smile now? Did she enjoy being in my arms as much as I enjoyed having her in my arms? It seemed impossible, but maybe she could feel the way my pulse and breathing picked up.
I wasn’t embarrassed by it. It was my response to her. That was all.
“Why do you smile, human? You’ve been defeated.”
She whispered something I could barely hear. I leaned in closer. She whispered again, and my eyes went wide as I finally understood what she’d done. All around me medics who’d been transfixed by her display of warrior spirit sounded the alarm as they realized they’d been taken in by a masterful bit of distraction, but it was already too late.
“I have your sword,” she said, that smile growing even wider.
I looked down and realized the mistake I’d made. Once more it seemed the human ahd bested me. She now had two out of three.
Her hand gripped the sword still at my side from the raid on her ship. It seemed her arm on that side worked perfectly well. I wondered if she’d planned that as well as the stumble that was meant to put her in range while also leaving me defenseless because I’d assumed she was defenseless.
She was too close to stop it. She rammed the sword into my side, and it took every ounce of my training not to bellow in pain. We locked eyes, her smile turned to a rictus of vengeance.
I held a hand up as several medical personnel finally seemed to remember they had weapons and training on how to use them. They’d trained their blasters on the human, and I held up that hand as much because I was worried about their lack of experience as I was worried they might harm her.
They were medics, which meant they were as likely to hit me as they were to hit the human.
“I’m two out of three, sparkly,” she whispered.
“You didn’t hit anything vital, human,” I whispered back.
“Not yet,” she growled. “I wanted you to still be alive when I gave you a little something to remember me by after you have me killed by your goons here.”
With that she ripped the blade out. This time I did let out a raging scream of pain. That hurt. I’d been fighting humans so long, gotten so used to their strange energy weapons that did no harm more often than not, that feeling a blade being pulled out of me was a strange familiar feeling.
It made me realize I was getting soft. That I’d allowed her to stick me with my own weapon was testament enough to that.
“Magnificent,” I said, sure she’d hit several vital parts of me with that pull. “Your warrior spirit is magnificent.”
She blinked, clearly confused. I suppose to a human that would seem confusing. To me it was yet another reminder of why I was so drawn to this strange woman from another world.
Still. It was time to end this farce. She got in her cheap shot, and it was time to put her back in stasis where she’d be safe from her own injuries and her drive to make those injuries worse by doing stupid things like stabbing the general in charge of the forces holding her captive.
It was the sort of stupidity I could marvel at, though.
It hurt terribly, but the pain was something I was accustomed to. I welcomed it. It was a reminder I was alive.
I grabbed her, trying my best to be gentle but earning a grunt of pain from her nonetheless, and carried her back to the stasis chamber.
“I could kill you now and there would be no consequences or loss of honor,” I growled as I placed her in the stasis chamber.
I wondered if she’d realize I was trying to be gentle. Her eyes watered, no doubt from the pain.
Yet she wasn’t finished. She leaned forward, and I thought she might yet decide to surrender.
How I would relish that moment. Only instead of surrendering she spat. It hit my shoulder and I looked down in amazement. There was a frothy pink to it, which meant her injuries were getting to her and she needed to be put in the stasis chamber quickly.
Spitting was a gesture of disrespect that crossed the stars to both of our species. There was no missing the insult intended.
“Go ahead and do it, you honorless dog,” she said.
I assumed a dog was a species from her planet I wasn’t familiar with. From the way she said the word I didn’t think the comparison was flattering. I would have to look that up later when I had time, which would likely be never with the way things were going.
We were still deep in human space, and all indications were they weren’t taking an attack on the outskirts of their home system lightly. At any moment the tables could be turned on me, and getting stabbed in the side because I was drawn in by a pair of human eyes would be the least of my worries.
Stupid.
Almost as stupid as a human stabbing me with my own weapon and taunting me to kill her.
“I won’t kill you,” I said.
“Coward,” she spat back.
“No, not a coward. I won’t kill you because you wish it, and because you intrigue me. Field up.”
That last bit was for the medics. No sooner had I said it than the stasis field went up around her. She scowled at me until her face disappeared behind the glow, leaving a shadowy silhouette inside the glowing blue cylinder.
I waited until she was completely hidden before I allowed myself to show even the smallest measure of weakness. I stumbled forward and turned to glare at the medics surrounding me.
“Well, what are you waiting for? I’ve been stabbed!” I roared.
They sprang into action around me. It was as though the very act of denying the pain for so long was enough to lead them to believe I was in no pain at all. Good. They should know their general was still able to hold back the pain of battle, even if it had been a wound that was practically self-inflicted in its stupidity.
That human. I stared at the medical stasis chamber that held her. There was only a shadow where she’d been moments ago.
I knew she was in there. I wanted to pull her out and have my way with her, but of course that was impossible in her current delicate state. It was impossible in my current state, for that matter.
“Be sure to turn up whatever it is you use to make sure the humans are asleep in there,” I said to no one in particular. “The human shouldn’t have woken up in there in the first place.”
“Yes ma’am,” someone muttered from behind me, no doubt wondering if I was going to place the blame for this incident on one of them.
I was irritated, but I wouldn’t go that far. This was entirely my fault. I was the one who’d let a seemingly injured enemy combatant into my space because I’d been lulled into a false sense of security.
I was paying for that lull now.
I winced as a medic probed the wound. I welcomed the pain, though. It was a reminder that I should never let my guard down. Even for something as seemingly frail as the human who’d just run me through with my own sword.
“Well?” I growled at the medic.
“It appears she hit several organs that would be fatal if you weren’t near medical attention, General,” she said in a quavering voice.
Perhaps there was more growl to my voice than I’d intended. Good. Let them fear me just a little. That was something that needed to be drilled into the crew from time to time, for all that I was more lenient than other leaders in the Ascendancy.
Warriors who didn’t live with at least a little fear of their commander didn’t perform well. I’d learned that lesson the hard way.
“I think she knew that,” I said, thinking of the way she’d stabbed in a way that wouldn’t be critical before doing more damage.
“With all due respect, General. A human couldn’t possibly know that much about our people and our anatomy,” the medic said, sounding scandalized that I’d even suggest such a thing.
“Spoken like someone who’s never fought the humans directly,” I said with a laugh that held no humor.
The medic looked annoyed at the insult, but didn’t say anything. Which was for the best. She really knew nothing about our enemy if she didn’t think they knew enough about our anatomy to really fuck our shit up, to borrow a human phrase I rather enjoyed.
I shook my head. I’d gone up against this human three times now, and she’d bested me two out of those three. It seemed she was keeping track as well.
Which was all the better. I couldn’t wait to get her back to Livisqa so we could begin the next round!
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Awaken

Talia


Darkness surrounded me. A voice spoke to me. Filled my mind. Whispered to me and consumed my world. 
Explosions. Battle surrounded me. The terrifying sound of metal being torn by forces that could destroy a person in an instant filled me on a primal level.
Pain flared through my body.
Death. I should be dead. Why did I think I should be dead?
I opened my eyes and found myself in a dimly lit room on a comfortable mattress that didn’t look like anything I’d ever seen on a human world. Well, at least I’d never seen something like this outside cheesy orbital hotels that promised rates by the hour or by the minute to give visiting sailors a “truly out of this world experience.”
I’d had more than a few people, men and women, try to get me into one of those orbital hotels. The first time was an upperclassman in my academy days who learned what it meant to try and use his rank to get me in the sack.
The last had been an admiral trying to take advantage of my disgrace losing my ship. She’d also learned the same lesson, though I suppose she’d had the last laugh since I’d been put on assignment in the Oort cloud which brought me…
Here.
Wherever in the known galaxy here was. Something told me I wasn’t in Kansas anymore. Not that I’d ever been to Kansas. The whole place had been ripped apart by the Topeka Mass Turbulence back in the early 22nd before humanity got climate change under control, and I was pretty sure that tornado supercell just led to death, not the magical land of Oz.
Forget Kansas. I doubted I was even in the heliosphere anymore.
Memories came rushing back. The ship falling apart around me. A surprise attack in the middle of an exercise. Waking up in a Livisk medical bay and finding myself face to face with the Livisk general I’d defeated out at that colony world.
Varis. Her name was Varis. I rolled that name around in my mind.
It was a nice name. A strong name. A name befitting a woman as powerful and sexy as the strange alien general.
Wait. Sexy? Did I really just think that?
I did not think a Livisk was sexy even if a fluke common hominid ancestor with an ancient galaxy-spanning empire made sexytimes with the general a very real possibility.
Theoretically.
Practically it was never going to happen. I knew what the Livisk did with human captives. Looking around this lavishly appointed room, it was bigger than any command quarters I’d ever enjoyed, I had no doubt who held me captive and what her intentions were.
The dirty sneaky Livisk. I had to think that way, otherwise very different thoughts would intrude. Thoughts of what I’d like to do with my captor in this room.
Still, I couldn’t help but think that this was a nice room. Sure it was on an alien world, or maybe on some orbital space station going around some forsaken planet in the middle of enemy territory, but I could get used to living like this.
I felt guilty for the thought even as it occurred to me.
I was a member of the Terran Combined Interstellar Fleet, and I was currently the guest of the enemy. I shouldn’t be thinking about all the things I’d like to do with my alien captor, or how comfortable these sheets felt.
Seriously. The thread count on these things wasn’t what I expected from a Livisk prison cell. Even one of the gilded cages they supposedly kept human pretties in.
I shook my head. I should be thinking of ways to escape. Finding my crew. Even if they were the reason I found myself trapped here in the first place.
“Where in the known galaxy are you, Talia,” I muttered to myself as I stood from the bed and made the rounds of the room.
The walls were jet black. I wasn’t sure if that was because they were actual walls made of some jet black material that seemed to suck in the light, or if they were viewscreens that would pop to life if I knew the right voodoo to get the alien technology to work.
That there was alien technology embedded in this room seemed likely. Rooms this swank didn’t get built without toys built into them.
I glanced down at my body as I moved through the room. I felt surprisingly… good. None of the pain that’d threatened to overwhelm me the last time I came out of stasis was in evidence. There was no screaming pain in my nerve endings from broken bones as I forced myself to take a couple of steps towards that idiot, pull her sword from her side, and…
Oh shit. I’d stabbed her. Right in front of a bunch of Livisk who didn’t look happy about seeing their precious commander getting stuck like a pig. I smiled thinking of that particularly pleasant memory, even if it did seem like the sort of pleasant memory that would come back to bite me in the ass soon enough.
I needed to figure out how to get the sequel trilogy out of here before someone came to bite me in the ass, even if the thought of that Livisk general doing just that was…
Intriguing.
I did a complete circuit of the room and came up blank. There were no doors in evidence. No advanced technology to be seen anywhere. Just the bed and those sheets with the ridiculous thread count that made me want to dive into them and go back to sleep.
At least if I was asleep I wouldn’t have to worry about reality for a little while.
“Okay Talia. You’ve been in worse spots than this. We can figure a way out of this one.”
The only problem? I’d never really been in a situation like this before. This was the Kobayashi Maru, and I didn’t have a way to reprogram the conditions for victory. I didn’t even have an apple to chew on while I smugly informed the world I didn’t believe in the no-win scenario.
I was putting on a show for any listening devices that might be hidden in the walls trying to gather intel on yours truly. I didn’t want to let the sparkly blue bastards know I was past the event horizon on a black hole without a working FTL drive to get my ass out of this.
I sat down on the bed again. It was the only thing in the room, so why the sequel trilogy not?
No way out. No alien in here gloating about how she was going to kill me for daring to defy her. I suppose that last bit was a good thing. Sort of.
I was still amazed that I was alive after sticking her. Her compadres hadn’t looked happy about that. Not one bit.
“So are you going to tell me what you want from me?” I said to no one in particular.
Let’s just say I had a feeling someone was listening in. If I’d captured the enemy then I’d sure as Shatner’s toupee be listening in on them to make sure I knew what they were thinking.
No response. I was in the galaxy’s cushiest solitary confinement.
I suppose it could’ve been worse. I’d heard stories about Livisk brothels where captive human women were sent to work.
I shivered as I thought of being put to work similarly with the alien general who was my most likely captor. I wasn’t sure whether that thought was terrifying or exciting, and I hated how my body was betraying my duty to my species at some of the thoughts running through my head.
Even if my species had sort of turned their back on me by posting me in a place where I could get caught like this in the first place. Honestly. What kind of Fleet couldn’t mount a rapid response at the edge of their fucking home system to save one ship?
No. There was no use getting upset. I’d get out of here instead. I’d kill every Livisk motherfucker I came in contact with, and make them regret the day they took me captive.
Just like I’d let General Varis regret the day she let me get into her killbox with her sword still at her side. I’d beat this woman twice. She got lucky once. I could do it again, damn it.
I fell back against the sheets. I guess this was better than a sterile medical bay or a prison cell.
Again my mind wandered to my crew. They might be far from the best the Fleet had to offer, but even I had to admit that being taken captive by cranky aliens and sold into a life of slavery wasn’t something they deserved.
Maybe.
“And in other news, Fleet officials continue to state unequivocally that the mobilization of a massive amount of Fleet resources on the outer rim of the Sol system is nothing more than a Fleet readiness exercise that’s part of the extended rescue operation we’ve been reporting on,” a smarmy too-perfect human voice said.
That was good for a moment of confusion. I wasn’t expecting to hear a human voice in here. Maybe the seductive voice that belonged to Varis. I wouldn’t mind hearing that voice, but I didn’t expect the confident voice of Toril Jak, famed anchor for the Interstellar News Network.
I’d been on a ship assigned to escort him to a warzone early in my career. That was the one time I was disappointed that an excursion didn’t end with part of the ship being blown up. Particularly the entire deck given over to him and his entourage as a special privilege because he was considered well above VIP.
Rumor had it that was because of a major scandal amongst the Admiralty that mysteriously never got much airplay on INN in exchange for Jak being treated like the next best thing to an admiral on Fleet ships, which was just a step above being treated like a god.
Funny how that worked out. I wished I had an interstellar audience of billions to leverage when I “screwed up” by losing a ship. Lose one lousy ship without leverage and the admirals got all pissy.
I sat up and followed that voice. A screen had appeared in the dark wall. I grinned.
I knew there had to be some sort of tech squirreled away in the room somewhere. Apparently Varis wanted to gloat by showing me the news from back home.
I’d sat up just in time, too. My picture appeared on the screen next to Toril Jak. I leaned forward and started grinding my teeth.
My picture up there couldn’t mean anything good.
“The Admiralty hasn’t released many details of the patrol ship that went missing on the outskirts of the Sol system, but they did indicate that the captain of the ship was Talia Reynolds, the captain famed for losing the Alemeraine in an engagement on a border colony world of no consequence…”
I let out a growl and would’ve thrown something at the television if there was anything in the room to throw. Maybe it was a good thing there wasn’t anything to throw.
“We’re joined now by Admiral Smith of the Sol Defense branch of the Combined Interstellar Fleet,” Toril said.
My picture disappeared, replaced by the hardassed face of Admiral Smith. A woman I recognized well. She was the one who made it clear my continued advancement in the Fleet was contingent entirely upon my willingness to hop into bed with her.
She was even more ugly on the screen than in person, and that was saying something.
“Right. I don’t have much time. The Fleet is continuing search operations on the outer edge of the system, and all civilian traffic is being kept out of the region until we can assure safety,” Smith said.
I snorted at that. It’s not like there was any civilian traffic out there to begin with. Aside from the occasional smuggler and ice pirate, but I knew that wasn’t what Smith was talking about.
“That makes it sound like there’s some danger out there at the edge of the home system, Admiral,” Toril said, hitting Smith with an oily smile.
I smiled. Smith looked deeply uncomfortable. Toril might be a bastard, but he was a bastard fighting another bastard.
“Let them fight,” to quote an ancient pop culture reference about giant nuclear lizard fights that’d been canonized as a strategic maxim for the Fleet when we saw our enemies going at each other.
I couldn’t wait to see how Smith spun this. Of course there was danger out there at the edge of the system. The Livisk were able to fold in, take out a patrol ship, and fold out before the Fleet could mobilize to stop them.
I imagined that right about now there were a few people with gold bars on their shoulders chugging antacid and having kittens wondering how long their careers would last if news got out that a Livisk raider had been as close in as the Oort cloud.
Alien raiders weren’t supposed to get in close enough to start hitting astronomical things that were named after scientists who’d been dead for close to a thousand years.
I could take some satisfaction in knowing Smith was probably at the top of the list of admirals having kittens about their career prospects.
The screen fuzzed a bit and Smith’s face distorted. I looked around the room, but there was no sign of anyone in here controlling the show.
“As we all know, Captain Reynolds has had trouble in the past,” Smith continued. It would appear the fuzzing had moved us forward in the program. Like someone wanted me to see a highlight reel of what the Admiralty had to say about me. “This posting was her last chance before being drummed out of the service, and the loss of her patrol ship is tragic, but unsurprising.”
The recording fuzzed again, then went out. I guess that was the end of the show for now.
I fell back against the bed. The message was clear enough. Whatever sparkly blue Livisk bastard had decided to record that information and share it with me was also smart enough to understand the implications.
The Fleet was keeping the home system from going into hysterics, and keeping their jobs at the same time, by engaging in a good old fashioned cover up. And I was the fall guy. Woman. Captain.
Whatever.
I rolled to the side and felt something different from the bedding. I gathered the material in my fist and held it up. Blinked.
It was a sheer blue dress that sparkled. Almost as though someone was trying to make the wearer look as close to a Livisk woman as possible.
Ugh.
There was no way I’d missed this thing when I did my first inspection of the room. No, someone was messing with a teleporter or something. They were fucking with me as sure as they’d been fucking with me showing me that recording that let me know there’d be no help from the Fleet.
I looked the dress over. It was more suited to cocktail hour than escape.
“Whatever you’re thinking, it isn’t going to happen!” I shouted at the empty room. “I’m not going to be your plaything!”
I looked at the dress again and thought about my options. There was no obvious exit. No access to the outside world aside from that brief glimpse of the Fleet throwing me under the bus, to coin an ancient phrase that had no meaning in modern civilization.
It was one of those artifacts that hung on. The same as the save icon still being an ancient bit of storage media that’d been popular for about a decade at the end of the twentieth century.
I sighed. If I was going to escape then I needed to get out of this room somehow.
That meant putting on the damn dress. I sighed again and hoped they didn’t have any sort of visual monitoring equipment on as I pulled off the tattered remains of my Fleet uniform and slipped into something a little more comfortable.
This was ridiculous. I was trapped in enemy territory and I was putting on evening wear. Still, it was necessary if I was going to make my escape. Assuming I had any hope of escaping this truly fucked up situation.
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Dinner

Varis


I paced back and forth in my dining chamber. I kept one eye on the monitor in the human’s room. Already I was thinking in those terms even though that room had been a sealed part of my palace for many years now. 
I might as well get some use out of this massive relic of a time when my family still held influence. Of a time before I let my quest for the glory of the empress and the Ascendancy get in the way of pesky things like continuing my family line.
I’d thought my brother would take care of that, anyway.
I glanced at the monitor again. I ran my eyes over the screen’s approximation of her figure. Even with the separation of the monitor between us she was captivating. A seductive exotic creature from another world.
Looking at her, I could see why some Livisk warriors preferred the company of humans. I’d always thought them soft-skinned, but now I understood.
The monitor fuzzed as she changed. Mostly because I was more interested in learning about those treasures on my own rather than out of any sense of propriety. When the fuzzing ended she was walking towards a door that had appeared in the walls as soon as she put the dress on.
The door hissed open and I turned to face this woman who had so captivated me.
She’d also stabbed me, to be fair, but if anything that only added to the intrigue. Here was a woman who was self-assured and had a warrior spirit I hadn’t seen even in my fellow Livisk. A warrior spirit I hadn’t seen since, well, that terrible day when I first met this human and she’d destroyed my world.
It was a day I couldn’t fault her for. After all, she was just exhibiting that warrior spirit and craftiness in a way I hadn’t expected from a human.
I pushed thoughts of that day aside, though, and bowed to her formally. She didn’t return the bow, but that was to be expected. Humans didn’t have any concept of proper behavior.
Not that my people spent much time trying to beat those social niceties into the humans we captured. Slave labor didn’t have time for social graces.
I frowned at that thought. Her crew was doomed to that fate, and she might not care for it when that was discovered. Best not to mention it. Particularly with the way her eyes cast about the room looking for all the world like a Great Horned Vornsk Beast in the lower tropics that’d been cornered on a hunt.
Though she was a far sight more attractive than any Great Horned Vornsk Beast I’d ever taken down in a hunt.
I reminded myself this hunt was far more dangerous despite her lack of claws and pointed teeth. I was also pretty sure the humans weren’t venomous, which could be an issue with Vornsk Beasts.
Her eyes locked on mine, and she had the look of an animal that knows it’s being hunted and is looking for any opportunity to escape.
That was only fair, given the circumstances. If I was put in the same situation I’d be looking for an escape. I’d probably have about as much luck, at that, considering all the precautions we’d taken to make sure she couldn’t escape.
“I’m glad you decided to join me,” I said.
Her eyes narrowed. I was familiar enough with human emotions to know that wasn’t a good sign. It certainly wasn’t the look of desire I wanted from this human.
It was a need I couldn’t explain, but then again there’d never been any particular rhyme or reason to desire. It just was, and I desired her.
“It’s not like I had much of a choice after that little shit show you put on for me,” she said.
My eyes narrowed, though in confusion. Not anger.
“Shit show? I’m afraid I sometimes get lost in the intricacies of your language and the many ways you swear,” I said.
She brushed past me, and I felt a small twitch. The last time she got that close she’d put a blade in me, after all. Though I wasn’t wearing any weapon this time around. Better not to give her the opportunity for mischief when I wasn’t in the middle of a medbay where my mortal wounds could be immediately attended to and made less than mortal.
Besides. I was confident I could overpower this human without the need for weapons if it came down to it. She didn’t have her power armor to make this an unfair fight this time around.
“I apologize. That was regrettable, but I needed to convey to you that there truly is no hope of you being rescued from your current situation,” I said.
“And what is my current situation?” she asked.
She moved over and took a seat at a table I’d had laid out with various bits of cuisine the computer told me were human delicacies. She plucked a fruit called a “grape” off of a plate and took a bite, grimaced, and put it back down.
Maybe the computer wasn’t as good at reconstituting human cuisine as I’d hoped. I doubted anyone had ever gone to the trouble of figuring out what humans liked when the bare minimum of what would keep them alive long enough to work a mine was all that was needed.
I should’ve grabbed examples of their food from their ship to scan before we evacuated the human system. Though, to be fair, I’d had other things on my mind at the time.
“Your current situation is you are being held on the home world of the Livisk Ascendancy by General Varis t’Thal. Sister by marriage to the empress and conqueror of human worlds.”
Talia speared another piece of food. The computer told me it came from the liquid of one of their herd animals that they allowed to sit for long periods of time until it solidified. The idea turned my stomach. It was nothing like chasing down your food on foot and tearing into its flesh as was right and proper.
Not that civilization allowed us such pleasures too terribly often. The price of advancement.
I paused. “You don’t seem particularly impressed.”
She chewed on the yellow hunk for a moment and nodded. Apparently the computer had been more accurate with that one. Finally when she was finished chewing she looked at me and smiled.
“I’m sorry. Should I be impressed?”
“But I just said that…”
“It seems to me that someone with all your impressive titles shouldn’t be out in human space running pissant raids,” she said. “You seem more like the type to lead grand battles on behalf of your empress who’s too chickenshit to fight her own fights.”
I bristled at that. Not least because even in my palace the empress had ears everywhere. Not the electronic type. My intelligence people assured me there were no listening devices.
Still, that didn’t mean there weren’t other more traditional listeners all around. I liked to think my people were loyal, but loyalty to the empress was above all.
I instinctively glanced around to make sure there was no one in the room. Which was ridiculous since it was just the two of us, but it was an instinct that’d kept me alive so far.
“The problem is you aren’t leading grand battles,” Talia continued. “You’re running the sort of missions that even an insane pirate wouldn’t run. So what’s your real story?”
I deflated. At first I thought her not being impressed was a product of humans not having a proper understanding of Livisk politics. Imperial politics. Not that crazed notion they had of counting everyone in their population for governing decisions.
Utter madness.
I sat on the other side of the table. Strange utensils from another world rattled. I reached out and took one of the grapes she’d sampled. I allowed it to roll around in my mouth for a moment before grimacing and putting it back.
Yes, the computer really hadn’t done a good job on that one.
“I was beginning to think you wouldn’t join me,” I said, deflecting.
She locked eyes with me as she ate as though she hadn’t had a meal in some time. Which was partially true. It’d been several weeks as the humans reckoned it since I’d captured her ship, but she’d spent most of the time between her system and Livisqa in a medical stasis field healing the injuries she’d suffered in the attack.
The medics informed me she might be more hungry than usual as her body compensated for the combination of time in a stasis field and healing that couldn’t quite be fueled entirely by supplements delivered as she slept.
“You know I had no choice, right?” she asked. “I’m your captive.”
“You are singularly infuriating,” I said. “I think that’s what I like most about you.”
She stopped her eating to regard me with a grin that showed all her teeth. It was a look that made her look more predatory than friendly, though I knew that bit of body language meant something completely different on human worlds than it did on the worlds of the Ascendancy.
It meant something completely different than what it meant with the other lesser primates that populated their world, for that matter. Every other sensible ape found throughout the galaxy, and there was a wide variety of species out there thanks to the Predecessors, knew it meant danger when they bared their teeth.
Only the humans would be crazy enough to turn it into a gesture of friendship.
“What you like about me? Why, General, you’re going to make a girl blush talking like that,” she said. Then the smile disappeared and she pointed one of the strange pronged human utensils at me. “But don’t think for a moment that I’m going to willingly become your human pleasure girl or anything like that.”
I blinked. “What are you talking about?”
The pronged implement waved through the air. “Don’t play stupid with me. I know full well what you Livisk do with humans you capture. Isn’t that what happened to the members of my crew you didn’t need for intel purposes? Maybe some of the guys are fine with death by snu snu, but it’s not exactly my idea of a good time.”
I frowned. Again she was using language I didn’t understand. Likely it was idiomatic language of some sort. There was a surprising amount of human pop culture dating back into their antiquity that one had to understand in order to fully grasp their language.
“Death by snu snu?” I said, rolling the words around.
“Never mind,” she muttered, igniting a plasma knife and grabbing a slice of meat from one of their herd animals. “The point is, my spirit isn’t willing, and I have no intention of my body going all weak and spongy.”
“I don’t know what happened to your crew,” I said, trying to bring the conversation back to something I did understand. “They were taken out of my hands the moment we returned to Livisqa.”
“But I was left in your hands?” she asked. “Why? Because you thought I’d look good in this ridiculous dress? How do you even know I’m into the ladies?”
“I knew,” I said. “One look and I knew.”
She blushed. “I guess gaydar is a thing even with aliens.”
Again I didn’t know what that meant. I’d have to ask her about it later. If I could have a conversation with her where she didn’t sound like she wanted to kill me.
 I looked at the human. Really looked at her. I prided myself on being able to read my enemies. It was something that had made me a formidable warrior in the last succession war that brought my sister by marriage to power, and it was something that had served me well decades ago when the war with the humans was sparked by a first contact gone terribly wrong.
Then again, most first contacts my species had with others out among the stars tended to go terribly wrong. Part of that warrior spirit that had served us so well. Until we got into a fight with the humans.
Still. The ability to read my enemies served me well now. It told me that no matter how she blustered, she was hiding something. There was a hitch to her voice. Her breathing picked up as she spoke.
I had limited experience with human arousal patterns, but it seemed this human was trying to cover hers up.
“You lie,” I said, standing and moving around the table.
She looked up at me and blinked. She suddenly looked helpless as I towered over me. She looked nothing like the human who’d run me through with my own sword.
“I lie? What the sequel trilogy are you talking about, sparkly?”
“Sparkly. You’ve used that word several times now. Almost I think that’s meant to be an insult.”
“Almost I think you’ve managed to spark two neurons together in that strange alien brain of yours,” she said.
I couldn’t take it any longer. The insolence. Her refusal to back down when she was cornered. The way she looked in that dress.
It all combined to overwhelm me. The civilized part of me broke down. I reached down and lifted her, marveling at how light she was in my arms. The last time we were this close, and both conscious, she’d been in heavily weighted power armor that made it impossible to lift her like this.
She looked down at me in surprise, but after a moment it was my turn to be surprised. There was conflict on her face for that moment, then it disappeared into another one of those smiles. Though this time that smile was decidedly less threatening than moments ago.
“Fuck it,” she whispered.
I wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but there was no mistaking her tone. Even speaking a different language.
That was the sound of a woman who needed me. Her lips pressed against mine, and I gasped. My eyes rolled into the back of my head at the contact.
It had been so long. Too long. I’d never lacked for companionship before my dishonor, but that dishonor was the problem. It was almost fitting that it would be the woman who caused that dry spell who ultimately brought it to an end.
I carried her over to a wall and touched it, causing it to become translucent and giving me a view of the Imperial City sprawling around my palace. I put her down and wheeled her around, pressing her between my body and the window.
“Do you see that, human?” I whispered, grinding against her and enjoying the subtle pleasures of her body while growling in her ear.
I allowed myself a moment of indulgence and nibbled at her ear. Which earned a pleased moan. Odd how a pleasure response from an alien could be so singularly alluring. It was nothing like the screams and roars of a Livisk woman, but it was new and different and exotic. I couldn’t get enough of it!
“What’s the point?” she asked. “So you have a city. We have cities on earth.”
“That is the might of the Livisk Ascendancy. The civilization that will grind yours to dust.”
I moved a hand up to her neck and marveled at the feel of her smooth skin. She was so different from a Livisk woman. Our skin was tougher. Again, it was exotic and intoxicating.
Talia turned and looked up at me. She smiled and grabbed my head, pulling me down until our lips met.
I pressed her against the wall and reveled in the feel of her lips against mine. Her tongue pressed into my mouth, exploring with no hesitation. Just like a true Livisk woman.
I was overwhelmed. It had been so long since I’d had any contact other than taking care of business on my own. I was used to long stretches with no intimacy as part of my work, but this last stretch had been longer and more frustrating than any before thanks to the depths of my dishonor.
Talia pulled away from the kiss, and for a moment she looked almost sad. I wasn’t the best at reading human emotions since I usually saw them on the other side of a viewscreen right before I blew them out of the stars, but I had some experience.
I wondered what could cause that sadness when I felt something pressing against me down below. Something that was less welcome than her body pressing against me.
I looked down and bit back several choice curses that came to mind, both in Livisk and Terran Standard. I’d done it again.
I wondered how much of that seductive game we’d just played was because she was truly overwhelmed with lust, and how much of it was because she was looking for an opportunity to get close to me.
Down below where she’d touched me I saw the plasma cutter she’d used to tear through human foods since they didn’t tear chunks off with their teeth like civilized people would. And that sharp implement was pressed right up against me in a spot where, with proper application of force, she could do some damage.
How had that thing even gotten in there? I was going to have words with whoever prepared the spread of human food. Assuming I survived this to have that conversation.
Talia grinned, and it wasn’t pleasant.
“Three out of four. So do we maybe want to discuss who’s in charge of the situation now?”
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Escape

Talia


Control. What I needed was control. The last thing I needed was to lose myself trying to make out out with my captor on a world that was light years from any hope of rescue from any human forces. 
I needed to be cunning and I needed to be crafty if I was going to make it out of this situation with my hide intact.
And yet all I could think was how sinfully delicious it felt having Varis pressed up against me. I hadn’t been able to get the alien’s shimmering blue skin out of my mind since the first time I made contact with her on that ill-fated voyage where we’d destroyed one another’s lives, and finally getting a taste of the reality of some of those fantasies was almost too much.
It was almost enough to make me forget all about the whole “trying to escape the alien homeworld” plan I’d been working on. I still didn’t know how I was going to go from threatening this alien to escaping with my crew. It’s not like I could hold a plasma cutter to her forever.
I still wasn’t sure how a plasma cutter had even made it into the spread in the first place, but I also wasn’t complaining.
Varis stared into my eyes. Her gaze was hypnotic. It was almost enough to bring me under her sway. Almost enough to make me want to drop the blade.
Then she laughed. It was a throaty thing that started in her chest and rolled over my body as she regarded me as an annoyed parent might regard a wayward child who was misbehaving.
I bristled at the dismissal.
“You wouldn’t do it,” she said.
I licked my lips. If she wanted to call my bluff then she had another think coming. I’d stuck her once, and I’d stick her again. I pressed the blade forward, which caused my hand to brush against her skin. That set off a firestorm of emotion in me.
It’d been a long time. Too damn long. The most action I’d gotten since losing the Alemeraine, unless getting hit on by dirty old admirals who were in desperate need of an attitude adjustment counted.
Damn it she was distracting. Without thinking I moved a hand to run it along the contours of her stomach. I could tell she was a woman I wouldn’t mind getting to know better under different circumstances.
Sequel trilogy. Even standing here being held captive, I wanted to get to know her better. It was a damn shame I had to threaten her life to make my escape, because otherwise it seemed like we were heading towards one sequel trilogy of a good time.
“Do it,” she said.
“I’m serious,” I replied. “Don’t think I’m not.”
“Then do it. Maim me. Finish the ruin you brought upon me that day. Rob me of my honor completely. Tell me you don’t want me by killing me,” she said, nearly spitting out the words.
I’d give her this. The lady certainly was brave. I don’t know if I’d act the same way if I had somebody threatening me like this. Then again, I like to think I wouldn’t be stupid enough to let somebody get this close to me with a plasma cutter.
My hand shook. I knew killing her wouldn’t do a damn bit of good. I wasn’t going to make it out of here even if I hurt her, but I could make her regret ever taking me captive.
I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I was never going to do it, if I’m being completely honest. It was a bluff, and she’d called it. There wasn’t a team of medics nearby to help her this time. 
I sighed and deflated under her intense stare.
I pulled the cutter away from her. I wanted to scream in frustration. I felt like I was giving up my only chance of escape, but I also had no idea where I’d escape to. I was stuck on a strange and hostile world with no way of getting out.
Sequel trilogy. I couldn’t even read their strange alphabet all that well, even if I was pretty good with the spoken language. I could be heading for escape and wind up going to a prison because I missed the little tick mark in one of their pictograms that made all the difference.
In short, I was screwed.
Maybe in more ways than one. No sooner had I pulled the plasma cutter away than she pulled me up and pressed against me. Her mouth descended on my neck, and her tongue moved out to probe my skin which was red-hot wherever she touched.
Her tongue was coarse, sort of like a cat’s tongue only softer, but the only thing I could think as it ran around the front of my neck and her lips pressed against mine was how wonderful that would feel between my legs.
I had other things to worry about between my legs, though. She was grinding against me with enough force that I worried she might press hard enough to dislodge the window we were pressed up against and send both of us hurtling to the ground thousands of feet below.
That would be an explosive end to what was quickly becoming one of the hottest make out sessions of my life. Her hands roamed all over me. They were so strong. She was so powerful. So eager.
I’d always known something like this was possible. That the Livisk were hot for humans. Hot enough to occasionally abduct a human crew to have their way with them. Sequel trilogy, there were entire liners that had gone missing in the depths of space over the years, and it was speculated they were the victim of Livisk raiders looking for humans for their fun.
Also? I’d always thought I’d be more repulsed than I felt in the moment. Because as her hands roamed my body, one hand grasping at my breasts while the other moved between my legs, all I could think about was how much I wanted this.
How long had it been since I’d felt someone touch me like this? Command was lonely. No less so when you were stuck on a ship where everyone was an idiot and didn’t want anything to do with you on top of the usual loneliness of command bullshit.
Part of me screamed that I should’ve held onto the only weapon I’d been able to find since I got here. The other part of me, the one quickly asserting control as she cupped my ass and pulled me against her, screamed that this was so much better than anything I’d enjoyed with a human. That it was almost worth having my ship blown out from under me and being taken captive by an enemy combatant if that enemy combatant was as skilled in the bedroom as she was with strategy and tactics.
Damn!
Her mouth moved lower. Down to the tops of my breasts which were begging for her touch. She didn’t disappoint. That strange alien tongue ran along the top, and I felt like I was going to explode from that contact alone.
Maybe I was going to explode. Her fingers hadn’t stopped their expert manipulations down below. Sure that dress was still between us, it’s not like she was touching me directly, but fuck if that didn’t feel like it was going to be more than enough if she kept this up!
Fuck. Oh fuck. Oh dear God that most of humanity didn’t believe in these days but it was still really fucking useful to call out his name in vain when you were on the cusp of a really good time that the kind of people who used to follow him wouldn’t approve of. Her finger pressed against me, expertly manipulating me with a skill that told me Varis was an excellent lover.
It also told me that she either had some experience with human women, or the Livisk were just as similar to humans as all the stories said.
I squeezed my legs around her and pressed against her as she kept me pressed against the wall. The Livisk capital city spread out before me, unconcerned that a general of the Livisk was taking a human woman up here. Or if anyone was aware, they weren’t stopping to gawk at us from their hover vehicles moving in steady lines through the city.
She pressed up against me one final time, and it happened. It was all too much. The pent up feelings that’d been bottled inside me for so long. Her eagerness as she explored me. The promise of everything she was going to do to me.
I squeezed my legs around her and dug my mouth into her shoulder, biting down with everything I had as I opened my mouth and sang the song of that incredible feeling she’d given me.
Varis paused, but she didn’t stop. Good woman. I’d been with too many ladies who figured the game was up as soon as I started screaming. They never seemed to realize they needed to see things through if they were going to do a proper job of it.
And talk about doing a proper job! Over and over I screamed. Over and over I felt an impossible pleasure shooting through my body from my scalp down to the tips of my toes which curled at what she was doing to me.
Finally I came up for air and realized with a start that I’d actually managed to leave a small bruise on her shoulder. It wasn’t much, just a spot that was slightly darker than the rest of her skin, but that was still a surprise considering Livisk skin was thick enough to stand up to regular human energy weapons.
I pulled away and looked up at her, and reality came crashing down around me. This was an enemy general. This was the woman who’d taken my crew captive. Who’d destroyed my ship out from under me.
This was the woman who’d taken me back to the Livisk home world where I’d likely be a captive for the rest of my natural life, which would probably be unnaturally shortened because the outlook wasn’t that great for Livisk captives.
“Let me go,” I whispered.
Amazingly, she did just that. I almost didn’t want her to. I wanted her to continue. To flip me around and press me against the wall and keep right on doing what came naturally to a woman who was as enthralled with another woman as she seemed to be with me.
So I felt the smallest flash of disappointment as she put me down and looked down at me with an almost gentle expression. That looked odd on that usually harsh alien face.
“Did you not enjoy that?” she asked. “I admit I’m not entirely familiar with how your species responds when aroused, but I thought…”
She seemed hesitant. Afraid I hadn’t actually liked what we’d just done. I guess that was proof positive she really was an alien from another world, because most humans who just got that sort of response would know they’d either just done one sequel trilogy of a job or that the woman they were with deserved a best actress award for her performance.
“That was fine,” I said. “It’s just that…”
Damn it. She was the enemy. Not my lover, as much as I might want her to be the latter rather than the former. I needed to get out of here. I needed to be out of here ten minutes ago before any of this happened and I was tempted by this perfect specimen of inhuman sexiness.
“I need to get out of here,” I muttered.
She looked at me and her eyes flashed. I sensed something behind that look. There was danger in this room, and not the sort of danger I’d expect from a Livisk warrior.
No, there was the danger that she’d lose control. Nimoy’s pointy ears I wanted her to lose control even as the thought terrified me. That would be taking things too far for sure, and they’d already gone way too far.
I scrambled for the door leading back to my room. It didn’t occur to me until I was through that she could get through that door easily enough. Yet the door slid shut behind me and I fell down on the lavish bed, breathing heavily. I wasn’t sure if that heavy breathing was because of how turned on I was, or because of how terrified I was at how fast everything had happened.
Getting captured was far from the most dangerous thing that had happened to me lately, because even now behind the illusory safety of this door, all I could think about was how much I wanted her to join me in here.
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Strange Desires

Varis


I stood in front of the window and clenched and unclenched my fists several times. It was an exercise I did to calm myself. Imagining the skulls of my enemies cracking under my fist never failed to make me feel better about the world, no matter how bad things got around me. 
That woman. That infuriatingly arousing human woman! No woman had stirred desire in me like that since my youth.
And yet… Even then the comparison wasn’t entirely appropriate.
This was different. This was intense. This was the fire of two warrior spirits coming together. I suppose there were some, most human males came to mind, who might shy away from a mating experience that started with a woman coming at them with a plasma cutter.
For me it simply added spice to the experience.
I looked out over the city. Over the height of Livisk power in the galaxy. This was the pinnacle of our civilization. Billions of Livisk women and men were being trained out there to fight alongside one another, as was proper for a true warrior people.
And yet I couldn’t bring myself to care about any of that. All I could think about was a human warrior.
Talia. I rolled that name around in my mind, the sound of it exotic and strange in the human tongue. I wanted to touch her. Feel her. Taste her.
Even the thought of her was enough to drive me to the edge of madness. Enough to make me want to beat down her door and take her, and damn the consequences.
I wouldn’t do that, though. Not like that.
The humans placed more value on free will than we did, and so I would have her in the way of her species. I would abide by their customs, even if they were the customs of a strange enemy world that would be vastly improved if its great civilization was ground into dust by orbital bombardment.
I walked over to the door. Hit a button on a hidden panel in the wall and took a deep breath as the door silently whooshed open. This wasn’t combat in the strictest sense, but I still had that itch between my shoulder blades that came whenever I was about to drop into a combat situation.
The door opened on a scene that had my eyes bugging out even as it stirred a monster inside me.
Talia stood in the center of the room completely nude, that dress in a bundle on the floor at her feet. I held my breath as I drank in the sight. She was shorter than a Livisk woman. Slighter.
And yet she was captivating. I filled my mind with every curve of her body. Every delicious contour. I memorized the way shadows played across her body and imagined what it would feel like to dive between those deliciously muscled legs that looked like they could do some serious damage even without the help of power armor.
“What the sequel trilogy are you doing?”
I didn’t avert my eyes. I knew that what I was supposed to do. That’s how the human sense of false modesty worked.
I’d always suspected it had to be false modesty given how pervasive their sexuality was in every facet of their culture.
I was Livisk, though. The Livisk way was to appreciate something when we wanted it, and I felt a want, a need, that burned brighter than any emotion I’d ever felt other than battle lust.
“Looking at something I desire,” I growled.
I noted that she made no move to cover herself. The dress was right there on the ground waiting for her. All she would have to do is lean down and she could preserve that strange human modesty. Only it seemed she didn’t possess any of that modesty in this moment.
“Well enjoy the view, sparkles,” she said with a sneer that was at odds with how she was acting. “Because this is the last time you’re going to see me like this.”
That would’ve been a terrible thing if true, but there was something about the way she looked at me, something about the fire that flashed in her eyes, that told me this wouldn’t be the case. We were far from done with this dance of wits that was almost as amusing as the dance of combat.
I was about to cross the room and continue where we’d left off, there was an invitation in that defiant look, when a comm unit along the wall beeped and an urgent purple color flashed on the screen.
My eyes narrowed. That purple glow could mean only one thing: the empress.
“Is something wrong?” Talia asked.
I admired the way she was immediately on guard. Her eyes ran through the room looking for an attack. Her body tensed, even completely nude, as she braced herself for an attack that wouldn’t come.
At least it wouldn’t come from within this room. That didn’t make the danger any less real, though.
“You can stand down,” I said. “This isn’t an enemy you’ll be able to take out in single combat.”
“But it is an enemy?” she asked, suddenly curious.
“In a manner of speaking.”
I walked over to the wall and hit the pulsing purple light. A screen sprang to life with an image of the Imperial seal.
I sighed. A personal message from the empress herself, but not so personal that she bothered one of her communication aids to even do me the honor of delivering it via screen, let alone the in person message that would be befitting a general of my station.
Before the incident, that is.
It was a slap in the face. Plain and simple. I let out an annoyed grunt.
“Something wrong?” Talia asked, coming up next to me.
As though it was completely normal for her to walk around one of my rooms in the nude like that. Which was something I could get used to. I squeezed my eyes shut and clenched my fists. The last thing I needed was her distraction on top of a message from the empress.
“It would appear that my raid on the human system hasn’t completely brought me back into the good graces of my liege,” I said. That was a simple enough explanation of the situation. One that a human who wasn’t steeped in Livisk politics would be able to understand.
“Still in bad with the empress after you screwed things up the first time we met, huh?” she asked.
I winced at how simply she put it. Apparently she did understand the situation, for all that her version was a cavalier understatement of the moment that had destroyed my world as I knew it.
“Something like that. Now be quiet,” I said.
A fanfare piped through the screen, which meant the message was forthcoming.
“General Varis. You and your human captive are summoned to the throne of empress Livisqai IV. Immediately.”
And with that the screen winked out. Nothing else. Just a simple summons.
There was a time when I’d ranked highly enough that such a snub would have been enough to make me challenge the empress herself in combat.
Now, though? It was far better than the silence I’d enjoyed since my failure. I wondered what a truly successful raid on the human home system would’ve accomplished. Perhaps a letter personally written by one of her lower assistants and signed by a higher level assistant inviting me to an audience.
Still. A summons from the empress was a summons from the empress. I hit another button on the wall, and a drawer slid out.
“Put that on,” I said. “I’m going to see the empress, and you’ve been invited as well.”
Talia looked down at the contents of the drawer: her uniform, repaired and neatly pressed. I had no idea what that meant since they cleaned everything with their matter manipulation fields. It was yet another of the numerous technological anachronisms that peppered their language.
Which was only natural considering they’d only recently pulled themselves out of a technological dark age. At least by how that sort of thing was reckoned on the galactic scale.
They were a technologically backwards species who’d still somehow managed to challenge our dominance of this region of the galaxy.
Talia crossed her arms under her breasts. A move that brought them to my attention, which served to distract me from the impending audience with the empress. A meeting which could very well result in both our deaths.
“What if I don’t want to meet your empress?” she asked.
I squeezed my eyes shut and took in a deep breath. I clenched and unclenched my fists a couple of times for good measure, even though I knew that wouldn’t do me a damn bit of good with this stubborn pigheaded human woman. I had to remind myself she wasn’t Livisk. Roaring at her would do no good.
“If you don’t want to meet the empress then that’s your decision to make. You can stay here and enjoy the amenities at my palace while I have my audience,” I said.
“Good. Glad we’re on the same page. I’m not her subject, and she doesn’t order me around,” Talia said.
“Perhaps your death will be swift when she sends her troops to kill you for the crime of ignoring an Imperial summons. More likely they’ll make both our deaths long and drawn out, and extremely painful, but I suppose that would be worth it to prove you don’t like taking orders from the woman who controls the planet you happen to be standing on, right?”
I grinned. The grin was meant to be a combination of friendly and challenge. I had the pleasure of watching her turn several shades paler.
“Maybe I will go with you,” she muttered.
Talia looked down at her uniform and then back to me. She cocked an eyebrow, and it almost seemed like she was smiling. Though of course that was impossible. I didn’t think a smile was possible on that dour face unless she thought she was getting the upper hand on me somehow.
“What’s wrong?” I snapped.
“Were you planning on giving me any sort of privacy while I get into my uniform?”
That was enough for both of my eyebrows to shoot up. I understood that was a mark of surprise with the humans. It was very confusing getting used to an entirely new set of expressions to communicate with a different species.
“I had no plans as such,” I said.
She sighed. “That’s what I thought.”
Though there was a smile on her face. A smile that, for once, didn’t have anything to do with her pointing sharp implements at various parts of my body or threatening to kill me.
It was a nice change of pace.
She slipped into her uniform quickly, and I drank in the sight of her body. I didn’t know when I would get another chance to enjoy that sight, after all. She might be acting pleasant now, but if I’d learned anything about human women in my short time with Talia, it was that they were volatile and quick to change their mood.
“So who are you that you rate a personal summons from the empress anyway?” she asked.
I opened my mouth to tell her that I’d hardly gotten a personal summons from the empress, but reminded myself she was only human. She had no idea how our system worked. Especially at the upper echelons approaching the empress and her retinue. She would have no idea that getting a summons in the manner I just had was more of an insult than an honor.
“I am sister by marriage to the empress,” I said, figuring a simple explanation was better than trying to explain the intricacies of Livisk Imperial politics.
“So if you were sister by marriage to the empress, why are you so worried about your honor and all that?”
“Because the empress’s husband, I believe he is what you humans would call a prince consort, was on the station you destroyed.”
“Oh,” she said simply. “Yeah. I can see where that might get you in a bit of trouble with the big lady.”
I shook my head in amazement. Every time I thought this woman couldn’t be more cavalier about her situation, she proved me wrong. It was incredible.
She stopped for a moment, as though something was occurring to her for the first time. I shook my head. Obviously something was bothering her, and obviously we needed to hash it out.
I didn’t trust anything she was trying to hide from me.
“Well? What is it? You might as well be out with it, and avoid whatever misunderstanding you’re about to frustrate me with.”
“You just said I’m responsible for your brother’s death,” she said. “And apparently he was shacking up with the empress, which damn. If the admirals knew I’d taken out a high value target like that then maybe I wouldn’t have been stripped of my command…”
I decided to ignore her taking an empire wide tragedy and trying to turn it to career advancement. After all, hadn’t I just done the same with the raid on their system? Though my raid had done far less damage then her assault on that out of the way colony world.
“Yes?” I asked. “Something bothers you?”
“Isn’t it a little odd to be canoodling with me? The woman who killed your brother and all that? Shouldn’t you have sworn vengeance on me or something? Tried to kill me instead of giving me medical treatment and necking with me like we’re a couple of teenagers on our first private orbital tour?”
I shook my head and laughed. Amusement was the only way I could think to react. Humans. They knew absolutely nothing about proper behavior.
“What’s so funny? Was your brother not your favorite? Did I give you a big inheritance or something? Because if so, you’re welcome. I guess I understand why you’re giving me such nice digs if I’m the reason you got this place,” she said.
Amazing. She continued to joke and try to make light of her situation. I wondered if she was trying to get a rise out of me. Provoke me to do something stupid.
It wouldn’t work. I wasn’t quite sure what that “canoodling” word meant, it was one of many words in the human lexicon I was unfamiliar with, but I could gather what she meant from context.
“I will admit that at times my relationship with my brother was maintained more out of a sense of duty than anything,” I said. “But that’s not why I’m drawn to you.”
“Oh yeah? Then what is it?”
It was a deceptively simple question, and yet it had such a complicated range of answers.
Perhaps most important was that she had bested me in combat several times now. There was her exotic human beauty. That strange allure that so many of my fellow warriors enjoyed, and which I’d always had trouble understanding.
Up until this moment.
Again, though, it seemed dangerous to go to deeply into any of that. I didn’t want to tell her anything that might lead her to believe she had some sort of hold on me. To believe she somehow had the upper hand when dealing with me.
So I kept my answer simple and pure.
“My people believe in strength. They believe in might making right,” I said.
“Yeah, I definitely got that from the illegal war you started with us,” she growled.
I decided to ignore that. The legality of our war with the humans wasn’t worth getting into right now.
“You understand. It’s simple enough. You destroyed my brother in combat. You had to best me to kill him. That means you are stronger. That means I must have you. You defeated me in combat, and that intrigues me.”
Things were far more complicated than that, but again, I wasn’t going into intricacies. Given the somewhat odd perceptions humans had of our species, that simple explanation seemed like something she would buy.
“Your people are all sorts of fucked up,” she said. “I accidentally kill your brother, the dude who was banging your empress, and now you can’t get enough of me? Crazy. And so not happening again, so don’t get any ideas beyond what just happened. I don’t care how hot things got over dinner.”
I frowned. That didn’t sound promising. I also didn’t have time to deal with any delays. Not with a summons from the empress waiting.
Part of Talia’s top still hung off one arm where she’d stopped during our conversation. It also revealed a distracting amount of her anatomy, which I wasn’t complaining about.
Still. The clock was ticking, to borrow a turn of phrase from the humans.
“Are you going to finish putting on your uniform? As much as I’m enjoying this view, the empress will have no problem beheading both of us if we don’t meet her in a timely manner.”
I moved over to the door and paused. I turned to look at her standing there in her human uniform. Even in that she looked exotic and beautiful.
I reminded myself she was still very much the enemy. She was still very much willing to fight our people. It was an admirable quality, but sometimes admirable qualities could be dangerous. Particularly in the presence of the empress.
“When we get to our audience with the empress, there is a certain decorum that will be expected of you,” I said.
Talia rolled her eyes. “So I’m supposed to bow and scrape for a woman who sent her war fleets against my people? That’s not happening.”
I sighed. “If you don’t bow and scrape, and do it properly like she expects, then we’re both dead.”
Talia raised an eyebrow and walked over to me. She moved a hand up and ran it along my shoulder, tracing a line along one of my tattoos. Far less elaborate than it had once been, but still far more elaborate than most in the Ascendancy had ever achieved. A tingle ran wherever her finger trailed. It was a very pleasurable sensation.
Damn this woman was confusing. Refusing to bow to the empress one moment, then tracing a finger along my shoulder like she wanted to pick up where we left off the next.
“So if I’m on my best behavior then neither one of us gets killed?” she asked.
“Exactly.”
“And if I’m in a mood for revenge on the woman who got the best of me at the edge of my system? Getting you killed would win our contest once and for all, even if I did get myself killed in the process,” she said.
I squeezed my eyes shut. My fist clenched and unclenched.
“If that is your desire, then my life is in your hands,” I said. “That seems to be happening a lot lately.”
I opened my eyes. Her eyes searched mine. I wasn’t sure what she was looking for, but I also didn’t mind any excuse to stare into her eyes. They were a welcome distraction from all the potential death that awaited us when we reached the empress’s throne room.
“You saved my life when you didn’t have to,” she said. “I’ll honor that, and I’ll do whatever you tell me to do in front of your empress. This time. I can’t promise how I’ll act the second meeting, though.”
I let out a sigh of relief, and my body relaxed. I hadn’t even realized I was tensed. Still, I worried she might do something to get us in trouble even if she wasn’t intentionally trying to get us killed. Her lack of knowledge of Livisk society could fill entire reference manuals.
If she was going to become a regular part of my life then I was going to have to bring her up to speed on our culture. I found myself hoping very much that she’d become a regular part of my life.
“Well, let’s get going,” Talia said. “I wouldn’t want to be late and have her kill us. Or would she just torture us? I imagine the empress has people who are pretty skilled at that sort of thing, right?”
“You have no idea,” I said, gesturing for her to follow as I headed out to the landing pad attached to my palace. We could pick up the transport from there.
“That bad, huh?”
“The empress has torture methods that would make you wish you’d never been conceived. It would make you wish your great great grandmother had never climbed into bed with your great great grandfather,” I said.
“I doubt anything would stop her,” Talia said. “I understand great great grandma liked to go out and get her drink on…”
Our conversation continued in much the same way as a transport landed and we set off for the Imperial Palace. It was a massive building that dominated the capital city’s skyline. It was impossible to miss, and large enough to be seen from orbit.
It was nice to have a distraction as I went to my potential death. Almost as nice as finally having at least some of the empress’s attention after so very long, though it remained to be seen whether that attention would ultimately be good or bad.
I wasn’t anticipating this meeting being anything good.
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The Empress

Talia


We flew through the Livisk capital city at a speed that made me desperately hope their computer technology and collision detection was a sequel trilogy of a lot better than intelligence briefings would lead me to believe. I felt like at any moment we’d slam into one of the other craft careening through the air above the city. 
There were none of the normal lines and patterns I was used to seeing flying through cities on earth. No, the airspace in this city was barely controlled chaos.
Through it all there was no doubt in my mind where our destination was. A massive palace set at the center of the city. It was large enough and tall enough that it could be seen from anywhere in the city. It dwarfed even the largest buildings, and the palace we’d come from was pretty damn big.
“I assume that’s the Imperial Palace?” I asked.
Varis smiled. “None other than. Impressed, human?”
I looked up at her and stuck my tongue out. Which wasn’t the most mature thing to do considering I was going to be the first human to have an audience with their empress, that I was aware of at least, but the urge struck me and I went with it.
“If this is going to be a thing then you’d better start calling me by my name, Livisk.”
Varis looked down at me, her arms behind her back as she stood in a fair approximation of parade rest. Parade rest for sparkling blue aliens with toned bodies.
“I believe you were the one consistently referring to me as tall, blue, and sparkly?”
My cheeks colored and I looked back out over the Livisk capital city so I wouldn’t have to look at her.
“Point taken,” I whispered.
One of her hands came to rest on my shoulder. “You will do fine. I’m sure the empress is not in a killing mood. She wouldn’t have summoned us otherwise.”
“And if she’s only in a bad mood?”
“She might order my palace bombed into dust, with us in it,” Varis said.
“Are you serious? What about collateral damage? Wouldn’t that kill other people, too?”
Another shrug. She seemed very fatalistic about the capricious whims of the warmongering madwoman who headed the Livisk Ascendancy. “The empress’s will is the empress’s will. To die while that is being carried out is the ultimate glory.”
I returned my attention to the palace. The thing was huge, and it was a distraction from how fucking crazy this species was. They took it as a matter of course that they could die at any moment because their empress wished it, and no one thought that odd.
Then again, I figured everyone in the Fleet understood they could be given orders at any moment that would result in their death. That was different, though. That was the Fleet. Not civilians.
“So is your royal family compensating for anything with that palace?”
“I wouldn’t know what you’re talking about,” Varis said.
I rolled my eyes. Of course she wouldn’t know what I was talking about. That was a notion that was steeped in human culture. Something told me the alien general hadn’t watched enough human comedies to know I’d just insulted the virility of her Imperial line.
“The palace is big enough to be seen from orbit,” Varis said. She puffed up. Like she was actually proud of that.
“Nice,” I said. “With a target that big it would be easy enough to guide in a weapon. You wouldn’t even need it to be all that smart. Just big hunk of rock or something from your outer system lined up with that big target you can see from space and boom, no more empress.”
Varis stared down at me, unblinking, and it occurred to me a moment too late that it might not necessarily be a good idea to discuss ways of killing the empress who was viewed as the next best thing to a god on this world. Particularly in front of a general who was sworn to serve her, even if it did seem she’d fallen out of royal favor recently.
“I’ve actually said the same thing,” she said. “Unfortunately, the empress can be rather stubborn about listening to reason.”
“Must be a family thing,” I muttered, which earned a chuckle from Varis.
“I’ll remind you I’m related by marriage. Or I was related by marriage,” she said.
“How could I forget,” I said.
“The empress is defended well,” she said. “There’s no chance a human could make it deep enough into our system to carry out the attack you describe.”
“My superiors said the same thing about you assholes before you showed up knocking on my front door and blew up my ship,” I said.
Varis tapped a finger against her temple, seemingly lost in thought.
“That is a good point,” she said. “Though somehow I doubt I’ll be able to convince the empress to abandon the finery of her palace.”
I shrugged. “Fine with me. That will make her that much easier a target when I eventually escape this place and return with a ship of my own to ram a few accelerated hunks of mass down your throat.”
I looked up to Varis again, expecting another laugh. Perhaps a small smile or something. We seemed to have a good rapport going, but she frowned.
Damn. Just when I thought things were going so well.
“What?”
“You would do well to remember that I allow you some leeway, but saying something like that where any of the empress’s agents could hear you will result in a slow and painful death.”
“Right,” I said. “A good thing to remember.”
We settled into silence. The reminder that this trip could very well result in our slow and painful death was sobering. I wished I was back home where the politicians were so busy going at each other that they couldn’t stop to have a nefarious plot or have someone killed. It was one of the nice things about not living under an autocratic dictatorship.
I also found myself wishing I had one of those little mini nukes that could be hidden in a tooth or something equally small.
Bite down on it and say goodbye to whatever urban center you happened to be hanging out in. The intel guys for the fleet had come up with some real nasty surprises over the years, and I figured there could be no better death for a human soldier than to bite down and take out the Livisk empress.
There’d definitely be no escaping a miniaturized nuke for the empress, unlike the fat floating fuck from ancient science fiction who’d inspired those miniaturized tooth nukes.
Alas, it wasn’t to be. I hadn’t had the foresight to have someone install a low yield plutonium fission device in my molar before getting captured. Still. I made sure to take in everything even if there wasn’t a way to blow it up. Yet.
I was getting a front row view of the Livisk home world. As far as I knew, there wasn’t a single human who’d gotten this view before. Most who were captured were supposedly sent to work in mines or whatever other project the Livisk thought warranted slave labor.
Getting a tour of their capital city from on high, including a nice view of all the best places to send down an orbital bombardment? That was sort of thing an intelligence spook would cream their pants over. I figured I might as well make use of the opportunity on the off chance I did manage to escape some day.
I glanced to Varis. Thanks to her I’d already come at least once today. So the intel gathering experience wasn’t quite as orgasmic as it might’ve otherwise been.
Not that I thought escape was very likely. Especially now that I was being taken for a meeting with the woman in charge.
Still. Old habits die hard. So I took everything in. Plotted exactly how I’d reduce this city to ash given the opportunity. There was nothing more cathartic than planning a good old-fashioned “take off and nuke it from orbit.”
I glanced over to Varis again, and she smiled.
“You’d have to hit those large power stations, the big pyramid shaped objects around the edge of the city, if you want to have any hope of bombarding the place,” she said. “Otherwise the shields we have to stop people from doing exactly what you’re plotting will stay up, the city center is fine, though the outlying areas would be pretty fucked, as you humans put it, since it’s nothing but mountains around here to concentrate the blast between the topography and the shields.”
I blinked. Then I grinned and wrapped my arm around hers. I even paused to enjoy how nice her muscles felt under that blue sparkly skin. A girl could get used to that.
She was still the enemy and all, but I figured I should take the small pleasures in life where I could find them. Especially considering how rapidly everything had gone to shit around me.
“You know, aside from the whole captivity thing, I think I could really get to like you,” I said.
I was surprised to realize I meant it. It was as though she could read my mind with the way she called me out for plotting against her empress, and I kinda sorta liked it.
I’d heard the Livisk had abilities that bordered on being able to read minds. It’d made the Admiralty more than a little paranoid about them stealing our battle plans through mind reading for the first five years or so of the war.
Then we started winning and it became obvious they weren’t using any sort of special mind control powers to gather intelligence or affect battles. They were doing too piss poor a job of prosecuting the war for anything like that to be possible.
We made the rest of the ride to the Imperial Palace in silence. It seemed Varis was just as nervous as I was. And I got more and more nervous the closer we got to that massive structure. It was the kind of building that screamed power. The kind of place that made you feel like the end of the world was nigh.
We arrived at a landing platform that looked out over the city. There was no railing or other obvious safety equipment. As I stared, I was tempted to go and take a flying leap off the thing.
I didn’t intend to do that, not with my crew still captive out there somewhere, but it was a tempting way to free myself from my captors.
Though it turned out to be a moot point. A troop of Livisk soldiers came up to us walking in two lines with about eight feet in between them. They were obviously forming a corridor to guide us into the palace proper.
“Do you always get a pleasant greeting like this when you come to visit your sister-in-law?” I muttered, leaning in close to Varis so hopefully the soldiers wouldn’t be able to overhear us.
“This is the first time I’ve gotten a greeting like this,” Varis said.
I shrugged. I figured there was nothing for it but to go along with the sparkly blue aliens who were obviously trying to lead me somewhere. So I did just that, walking down the corridor of soldiers.
“You know, we had people like this on our world once upon a time. Rulers who had to use their military might to keep everybody in line because that was the only way to maintain control,” I said, again leaning in close so that hopefully Varis would be the only one to hear.
Though honestly I was also feeling a little reckless. Like maybe if they did have some listening device pointing at us, and if that did result in me getting killed for being insolent to this empress, well it’s not like I would lose much sleep over that.
Actually, I wouldn’t lose any sleep over it considering I’d be dead, but whatever.
“You’re saying dangerous things,” Varis hissed as we stepped into a wide room. There was a subtle shift, and I realized we were moving. Like the floor was moving under us, which was a neat trick. “You’d best learn to watch your tongue before we get to the empress. There are eyes and ears everywhere.”
“You say so,” I muttered.
The rest of the ride up was uneventful. Finally the doors opened onto a vast and impressive room that had my jaw falling open.
The throne room was a massive gallery with balconies running the length of the room on all sides and open to the air above. Those galleries floated on antigrav of some sort with no walls behind them, though there was the shimmer of a force field that no doubt kept the weather nice in the throne room perched on top of the massive palace.
The whole thing looked like a bunch of rings moving around the throne, though there were none behind the throne. Sparkly blue people in finery stared down at us, and the people here definitely didn’t look anything like the perfectly sculpted soldiers that I was used to seeing in battle.
Up above an ornate platform floated down from on high. No doubt so the queen’s throne could be above everyone else in a very literal demonstration of her power.
The empress wasn’t quite as impressive as I’d imagined. She had ridiculously elaborate tattoos, so elaborate her skin almost seemed dark rather than the sparkling blue of other Livisk, and her body wasn’t nearly as muscled or toned as Varis.
Actually, if I was being totally honest, and I had no intention of being totally honest in front of a woman who could have me tortured and killed, then the empress was a little pudgy compared to most other Livisk I’d run into.
Then again, that made sense. The empress lived in a palace that was as ostentatious as I’d expect from a woman who ruled over a civilization that was a little too militaristic for the comfort of civilizations in their galactic neighborhood. If humanity’s history was anything to go on, then dictators like that tended to be a little too fond of the finery.
Of course humanity was doing their best to clean up that galactic neighborhood that was under threat, but it was slow going. With fits and starts, as my captivity and very presence here demonstrated.
Ornate discs flowed out from the queen’s floating throne platform to create stairs. Varis took them in a slow stately manner, staring at the queen ahead of her. I was a little more circumspect, making sure I didn’t miss a floating step as I made my way up.
We walked forward across the throne platform, surrounded on all sides by Livisk who were presumably part of her most inner circle. I wondered if Varis had ever stood here engaging in petty politics.
That didn’t seem like her thing.
Finally we stopped in front of the empress’s chair. Throne. Whatever. It was a technological monstrosity that glittered with a thousand little lights. In short, it was tacky as all fuck. Not the sort of thing I’d expect from the ruler of a galaxy spanning empire.
I kept my mouth shut, though. That seemed like the thing that would be likely to get me killed.
I was still pretty sure that was in the cards, but I wasn’t in a mood to hasten that death if I could avoid it. So I watched Varis for a sign of what to do next, and hoped I didn’t accidentally do something to fuck this up and get us killed.
I had promised Varis, after all. Not to mention the closer I got to death by empress the less I wanted to give this smug bitch staring down at us the satisfaction.
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Varis got down on one knee in front of the empress, and I did the same. I even managed to avoid rolling my eyes, though the desire was there. Varis held her arms out to the side, but I held myself to simply getting down on one knee in front of this idiot. 
Showing respect to a woman who had single-handedly caused the deaths of billions of humans with her stupid war because there was a chance I could find myself added to those billions was one thing, but actually feeling that respect was another. Varis could kiss her empress’s ass all she wanted, but I had no plans to do more than the bare minimum required to stay alive.
Short, pudgy, and sparkly stared. She didn’t look all that dangerous. She had a ridiculous scepter in one hand, and as she regarded us, a ripped Livisk man who was rather not clothed stepped around and handed the empress a tablet. She looked down at it for a moment, then handed it back.
Well then. It appeared that the throne wasn’t the only thing that was supremely tacky in the throne room. It would also appear the empress had found a way to get over the prince consort’s death by getting under a court pretty if the way she eyed her naked dude was anything to go on.
I already didn’t like this woman on principle considering the whole war thing, but I was starting to like her less and less on a more personal level, too.
I had a hard time taking any ruler seriously who thought they could get away with sitting on a throne like that with naked pretties serving her.
“Varis,” the empress said, spreading her arms wide. “Please, stand. A woman as daring as you need not get down on her knees before me.”
Varis looked up but stayed on her knees. I was on the verge of getting up myself, but I figured it was safer when in the Livisk capital city to do as the Livisk did.
Maybe there was some tradition where the empress asked you to get up, and if you did she blasted you with a vaporization rifle for daring to do what she said. It would’ve been one of the least fucked up aspects of Livisk culture I’d discovered.
I just didn’t know enough about what was going on here, and I didn’t want to find out the hard way. So I stayed put.
Varis’s eyes burned with a fierce fury that surprised me. It also surprised me that this pudgy toad of an empress didn’t seem to notice the fury behind her sister-in-law’s eyes.
“There was a time when I wouldn’t be afforded even that much honor, Highness,” Varis said.
I’ll be the first to admit I wasn’t always the greatest at reading alien emotions, but it seemed like Varis had just stuck her foot in it from the way everyone in the throne room started looking at one another. The empress frowned, but it was only there for a moment and then the smile was back.
I was on guard. It didn’t do to let your guard down when somebody as powerful as this asshole looked upset and then covered it up.
I’d seen similar look from admirals right before they told me I wouldn’t be in command of anything bigger than a patrol ship on the outer edge of the solar system for the rest of my career, and maybe I should just go ahead and resign.
I’d shown them. I’d gotten my ship destroyed and most of my crew captured. Yeah, I was on a roll.
“You seem tense, Varis,” the empress said. “You need not worry.”
The empress waved a hand. “As far as I am concerned, all the sins of the past are forgiven.”
Something was wrong here. She just told Varis that all the sins of the past were forgiven, sins that were actually my fault, but there was something about her tone and expression that told me those sins weren’t completely forgiven.
No, there was something dangerous going on here. I wondered if this woman had any idea I was the one who’d destroyed her old boy toy.
The empress turned her attention to me, and I found myself wondering how much of that danger was directed at Varis and how much would soon become my problem.
“I understand from my intelligence sources that you are the woman responsible for the destruction of the station that caused Varis’s dishonor,” the empress said. 
Okay then. That answered that question. I didn’t feel any better knowing the answer.
“I find it odd that you would be so close in her company after that unfortunate meeting,” the empress continued.
I darted a look to Varis, worry worming through my body. This woman knew I was responsible for Varis’s dishonor, which meant she knew I was responsible for killing her husband. Shit.
Though getting a good look at her, that was probably a mercy for the former prince consort.
To be fair, I didn’t even know I’d been responsible for that until a few minutes ago, but she’d had plenty of time to stew over it. Several years. She didn’t seem too happy about it, either.
“I have taken her into my protection,” Varis said.
The empress looked at Varis, and anger flashed on her face. I had a feeling there was some weird Livisk honor thing going on here, but for once I was all for their weird honor thing if it meant I got to keep my skin intact.
“So I’ve heard,” the empress said. “This disappoints me, Varis.”
“Does that mean you’re taking back your…”
“I said that all past sins were forgiven,” the empress snapped, some of the anger had been lurking under the surface finally bubbling up.
That led to more chattering from the Livisk all around us. All of them looked just as portly as the empress, with the exception of a few younger fit Livisk who were obviously there to be aesthetically pleasing for the rich and powerful types.
I guess not all of them on the home world could be mighty warriors. The propaganda they sent out showing their royals and elites as perfect specimens were clearly lies. Big surprise there.
Admirals were usually depicted by handsome silver foxes in the movies, after all, for all that in my experience they were usually a lot more wrinkly in the real world.
The empress went on in an almost bored tone. “Of course the past being forgiven doesn’t mean that the present or the future will be forgiven as well.”
“What are you saying, highness?” Varis asked.
The empress ignored her. She turned her attention back to me.
“I’ve heard that you fought very well. You would have to if you were able to destroy a space station and best Varis. She is one of our best tacticians and warriors, after all.”
I couldn’t decide if that was dripping with sarcasm or not. Sequel trilogy, I wasn’t entirely sure the Livisk even had a concept of sarcasm.
Varis grunted as though she’d been slapped, but she kept her peace. If the empress was trying to provoke her, it wasn’t working.
“I’ve taken the command level crew from your ship and had them tortured for any information they might have. They don’t get to enjoy the protection my sister by marriage has extended to you for some reason I can’t begin to understand.”
The way her eyes ran up and down my body left no doubt that she thought she understood exactly why Varis had extended her protection to me. I held my tongue. Now didn’t seem like a good time to let my mouth get me in any more trouble. Especially speaking a second language I wasn’t at a hundred percent on.
I was thankful I wasn’t expected to read anything as part of this exchange. I couldn’t get past Dick and Jane levels of reading in the weird pictograms that passed for an alphabet on their world. Though I suppose for them it would be Krull and the Gatharg Beast or something ridiculous in their reading primers. Assuming they even had an equivalent.
“After they are finished being interrogated and tortured I have every intention of sending them to work hard labor with the rest of your crew. We might even use them for propaganda purposes,” the empress continued with a dismissive wave of her hand. “What do you think of that, human? Having your failure broadcast across the galaxy? Letting humanity know that even their home system isn’t safe from the might of the Livisk Ascendancy, and it’s all your fault?”
A chill ran down my spine. Torture and hard labor. Suddenly the notion of staying in a cushy apartment with a sexy horny alien I was sort of warming up to didn’t seem like the worst thing in the galaxy.
I stared at the empress. I was well aware I was likely being recorded for whatever propaganda they were going to push out to make me look incompetent. I probably should’ve said something bold and daring. Something that insulted her and would ensure they’d never be able to use this recording for that propaganda.
But the only thing I felt in that moment was irritation. I’d tried my hardest to whip my crew into shape. To prepare them for an attack just like the one we’d suffered. I’d pleaded with the Admiralty to let me reassign my crew, and they hadn’t allowed it.
They’d fallen even deeper into complacency when they knew nothing was going to happen. That they couldn’t be punished. And it was the assholes who put me on that ship who made it impossible for me to do my job because they let it be known I couldn’t do anything.
“They deserve what’s coming to them,” I said.
I didn’t even think about it. The anger and frustration I’d felt at my career death came tumbling out in front of one of the most powerful beings in the known galaxy.
“Go on,” the empress said, raising an eyebrow. “I’m very interested in hearing this.”
“They weren’t warriors,” I said.
I needed to put this in terms this pea brained aristocrat would understand. Not that I’d call her a pea brained aristocrat to her face. It wasn’t a good idea to insult pea brained aristocrats who could have you killed with no consequence, after all.
“How so?” the empress asked.
“I tried to prepare them for the coming fight, but they were complacent,” I said. “I imagine it’s the same for every crew assigned to protect the outer rim of the human home system. Maybe even some of the other systems where things are more likely to heat up.”
The empress leaned forward. She licked her lips.
Oh yes. They were going to eat this up. This would be slapped on some bit of propaganda that would be broadcast all over the known galaxy very shortly. I was sure of it.
I thought of the Admiralty and how they were already trying to throw me under the bus. I thought of how they must be sweating thinking about how dangerous it would be if word of their screwup got out.
I’m sure they all thought they were safe. I’d been captured. How could I let the galaxy know it was their fault I hadn’t had a fighting chance out at the edge of the solar system?
Well if the empress was going to give me a mouthpiece to speak directly to humanity then I’d drop a few truths on the command level of the Fleet. If I had my way, if I phrased this just right, then I figured there’d be people demonstrating all over the known worlds demanding the heads of the people who’d allowed things to get so bad that a Livisk ship was able to drop into the Sol sector and take out one of our ships right on our doorstep.
“I tried to warn my commanders about the danger. Tried to tell them the crews defending our system were lax and didn’t care. They didn’t care either. They’d all grown complacent. They assumed nobody would try to attack our home system, and that’s how Varis got us. I place the blame entirely on my commanders who didn’t allow me to do my job.”
“You place the blame on everyone but yourself?” the empress asked. “How very convenient for you.”
“I vouch for this one’s warrior spirit,” Varis said. “She has bested me in combat on several occasions. Truly I do not doubt her desire to fight, or her ability to prosecute a fight effectively when given the proper resources. Even without the proper resources she was able to effectively fight us when we had the element of surprise.”
I turned to Varis and hit her with a slight smile. She didn’t have to lie on my behalf like that in front of her empress, but it was nice to have the backup.
“Again you come to this human’s rescue,” the empress said. “You should be careful, Varis. I’ve never known you to prefer humans, and this new interest is unbecoming of you. Especially when you’re on the verge of being reinstated to your full former glory.”
“All I ask is that you respect my honor and the protection I’ve granted to this human,” Varis growled.
The two women stared at one another for a moment, then the empress chuckled. She stood and moved to Varis, regarding her for a moment.
“I will respect your desire to have this woman saved,” she said. “Though I can’t for the life of me understand why you’d want to save the woman responsible for the prince consort’s death. Your brother, need I remind you?”
Varis looked down. No answer was forthcoming. Not that I expected her to answer. I imagined that was one sequel trilogy of a complicated question she didn’t have the answer to.
“I will have this woman spared and much more,” the empress said. “I will grant the desire I see lurking in the most hidden recesses of your heart, sister.”
She said sister like it was a four letter word, and everyone around us started chattering again. I suddenly had a very uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. An itch between my shoulder blades that usually meant someone was about to try and plant a knife there.
Or that someone was about to come up below my ship and rock us with a few targeted energy blasts, considering most of my combat experience was of the ship-to-ship variety.
I didn’t like this sudden development at all.
Varis looked up, suddenly worried. That worried me even more. Damn it. If the dangerous alien was upset about something then it meant the danger I sensed here was real. I hated it when the danger was real. It was much easier to keep my hide intact when the danger was imaginary.
“What do you mean, my empress?” Varis asked, sounding truly fearful for the first time since I’d met her.
Shit. What was going on here? What had I just stepped into?
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Every warning signal I’d developed over a lifetime of combat was going off at the same time. I felt like I should be surrounded by an entire squad of humans wielding those pesky weapons that had the ability to damage our skin. 
I felt like my ship was under attack and we’d just lost weapons power. Oh, and our shields were about to go down while the humans had just blown a hole through our armor.
There should’ve been an attack coming from all sides, but the only attack I could see was from the empress. She wore a look of supreme malevolence.
Not good.
I’d seen that look before, and it was usually right before she did something she thought was terribly clever. Where “terribly clever” was typically defined as her doing something stupid that would alienate someone.
It was a personality trait that’d caused her no end of trouble over the cycles. Trouble I’d had to help clean up on more than one occasion, though I wasn’t going to help her clean this up if she decided to make an enemy of me.
It seemed she was about to do just that. Not good for her. Not good at all. Assuming I survived.
She leaned forward and grinned. We were inches apart. All I’d have to do is reach out and I could snap her neck before any of her bodyguards had a chance to react.
At least I was pretty sure I’d be able to snap that neck. There was far more fat surrounding that neck now than in previous years, so it might be more difficult to get to the bones holding her head up.
The only thing that held me back was the sure knowledge that action would result in Talia being tortured and killed, in that order. Whatever the empress had planned, there was still a chance to survive it. I would take that chance for Talia.
“I’ve decided that I will reward you, sister,” she said. “And reward this human with what the two of you so obviously want.”
I swallowed and tried to keep my voice under control. I’d never been particularly good at playing political games. My strength was always more with blowing things up, but this was a time for the subtlety that politics demanded.
“And what does my heart desire?”
“That’s simple. I’ve decided to bond the two of you,” she said.
She held up her scepter, and I truly looked at it for the first time since arriving. Next to all the other dangers on offer in the throne room, looking at her fashion accessories seemed like a tertiary concern at best.
Now that I got a good look at it, though, I realized what a fool I’d been. If I’d been more careful, if I’d paid closer attention, then there was a good chance I would’ve realized what she’d planned.
She was never subtle, and our doom had been right in front of me this entire time.
She held a bonding scepter. I recognized its contours from seeing others undergoing the ceremony over the years.
Light flashed in the crystal atop the scepter and I was wracked with an incredible feeling. My mind opened and reached out towards Talia. I looked over to her filled with pure terror for what she was about to endure.
Her reaction was immediate. Her face contorted in a rictus of pain, and she let out a scream unlike anything I’d ever heard. Even in all my years of combat. She fell to the ground shaking as though she was having a seizure.
The bonding was upon us. The melding of two minds.
It was a Livisk tradition that went back to the dark days before our recorded history was preserved. Well, they were preserving history back then, but there’d been a couple of atomic wars that destroyed all the records several times over which meant a good chunk of recorded history before that atomic line in the fossil record was gone.
The bond was older than that, though. It was a mental link that allowed mated pairs to accomplish things above and beyond what we found in any other species in the galaxy. And it was something that was typically only survivable by other Livisk.
For some reason we’d never been able to bond another species in quite the same way. Even a species like the humans that was so close to us biologically and mentally.
I knew they’d tried with captive humans before, and the results had always been… unfortunate.
I looked to the empress. Glared at her. I put all the malevolent promise I could muster into that look.
I would get my revenge for this, if I lived. That wasn’t a guarantee. The humans almost always died, but it could be equally dangerous for the Livisk being bonded. Researchers had died, though there were some who grumbled it was the least they deserved for dirtying the bond with humans in the first place.
Talia stared up at me in terror as she writhed in pain. That was a look that said she’d expected me to protect her. It was an accusing look that asked why I’d done this to her. Why I’d brought her to this world where she was forced to endure such pain.
And in that moment I felt her mind open to my mind as all that pain bloomed inside me.
That feeling brought me shame even as it brought me to my knees. I had no other choice. The bond wasn’t affecting me in quite the same way it was her, but having her mind opened to my own caused all the pain she felt to feed into my body. I could understand why other Livisk had reacted poorly to bonding a human if this is what they had to endure.
It was overwhelming, and yet somehow she held on. Somehow she was maintaining her sanity. I didn’t see how she could in the face of all that pain, but she did.
With a feeling like that it was no wonder that other humans who’d gone through the process were rendered insane when they weren’t killed. 
Yet there was something else there. Something pulsing deep in her mind. Deep beneath everything else. Beneath the pain.
Determination. It amazed me. That determination glowed with a white-hot heat that combined hatred for the empress and the Livisk and mixed it with a sense of duty and strength.
I focused on that strength. Tried to channel my own sense of duty and strength into her mind to shore up her defenses. The emotions fed back and forth between our minds.
It was something I’d never felt before, and yet the interaction seemed as natural as my own thoughts. I pulled on my own inner reservoir of strength and added it to her resolve in the hopes we might actually survive this.
Her mind latched onto that tuft of grass at the edge of the cliff. She held on tenaciously, and I was amazed at her sheer will to live. At the way she conquered in the mind as well as she’d fought in person.
Incredible. This woman constantly surprised me.
“What is this?”
The words echoed everywhere and nowhere. No one in the room reacted to them, so they had to be in my mind. Talia’s voice. Calm. Confident. Just a little confused.
Still, she was reacting to the bonding far better than I would’ve imagined given her human lineage.
I focused my thoughts on her. I’d heard of some who could carry on conversations, though it was rare. The bond was supposed to be more feelings and impressions. Still, if she wanted to use words then I’d use words. I even mentally prepared myself to use human words rather than Livisk.
“This is a mental bond. It’s something that happens between mating pairs of my species,” I sent to her through my mind. “No human has ever made it through the bonding with their sanity intact, and few live long enough to go insane.”
I wasn’t sure if sharing that was the best idea, but I was sure she could take it. She was strong. She had a mental fortitude that astonished me, but then again there was nothing about this woman that wasn’t astonishing.
“First time for everything,” she thought back at me.
If anything, that proved that she was the one for me. She was the one I wanted. The one I needed in my life.
Odd that I would find my perfect mate in the enemy. That I’d have to travel halfway across the galaxy and raid enemy territory to find a perfect match.
“Nice of you to think of me that way,” she said.
That surprised me even more. Such warmth. It was nothing like what I would’ve expected from her considering how standoffish she’d been.
Then again, the bond did tend to reveal all thoughts whether or not you wanted those thoughts revealed.
“Great, so I’m an open book to you,” Talia thought.
I felt an emotion flood through the bond. Something that felt like mild shame, which confused me. Why would she be ashamed of her feelings?
“The word you’re looking for is embarrassment,” she thought to me. “It would seem that’s a human emotion you Livisk don’t have to deal with.”
Ah. Well that made sense. Then what we’d been doing hit me. She was reading my mind. The bond had snapped into place and solidified, and I’d been so preoccupied communicating with her that I hadn’t noticed.
Now that it was in place, though, I felt something else deep inside her. That warmth bloomed to a fire. I felt every bit of desire she’d felt for me since our first meeting, and that bounced against my own desire for her. Which created a mental feedback loop where lust rather than pain overwhelmed us.
That lust was a supernova compared to the bonfire of pain from bonding. The feeling was so powerful that I very nearly took her right there.
“Not so fast, lover girl,” she thought. “We’ve still got a problem here. Your murderous sister-in-law who wants us both dead?”
“You’re right,” I thought back to her.
I was going to have to get used to this direct communication. Amazing. We’d somehow survived the bond. We were alive, and neither one of us had gone mad.
I suppose there was always the possibility I was thinking all of this in the recesses of my mind. That I wasn’t actually communicating with her, and instead I was imprisoned in my mind by madness. Would a person who has gone mad even know they were mad?
No. I would deal with reality as I saw it. I stood and turned to face the empress. This was no madness. She stood before me and the chattering classes all around her were staring in disbelief.
Apparently I was expected to die. It was entirely possible I might still die if I didn’t play this right. My vengeance would come, but not today. I was so weak from the bonding and so overcome with the lust flowing between our minds that I was in no condition to challenge the empress directly.
That day would come, though. With Talia at my side. As I glared at the empress I promised myself that there would be a time when I stood next to her dead body in this throne room.
I wasn’t sure how it would happen, but it would come to pass.
For now, though, I simply bowed low to show respect that wasn’t deserved. As though I’d just received a great gift from the empress rather than a backhanded and cowardly attempt on my life.
“I thank you for this gift you have bestowed upon me, sister-by-marriage,” I said.
I almost expected her to have me killed for having the audacity to speak so familiarly, but she was the one who’d said all sins of the past were forgiven.
That meant I’d earned the right to address her as family once more. The fact that I’d survived her attempt to kill me, an attempt that proved she had no interest in restoring me to my former position of honor, didn’t change the fact that she’d restored that honor.
No doubt that would cause her no end of trouble, but that was her problem. Hatred burned in me. Hatred brighter than any hate I’d ever felt for a human.
In war it was assumed everyone you fought desired to kill you. Being attacked by the other side was business, not personal. Maybe that was part of the reason I was able to be so circumspect about these feelings I had for Talia, an enemy combatant.
No, not with Talia the enemy. With my new bondmate.
Bondmate. With a start I realized the source of that hatred for the empress.
It wasn’t coming from me. It was coming from Talia, who was furious with the empress for what she’d just done. I got the sense she was furious with the attempt on her life more than she was furious at being bonded to me.
No, when she thought of me there was something else there. Contentment, and a sense of purpose.
That was a relief. Doubly so because that sense of purpose seemed to harden when she looked at the empress. It seemed we were of the same mind.
I’d tolerated my sister-by-marriage. I’d cleaned up her messes. No more. She’d made an enemy of me and I’d survived. She wasn’t going to try and kill me now, not yet. Not directly.
Which would give me time to make sure this was one of the last mistakes she ever made.
“You dare thank me, sister-by-marriage?” she asked.
“You have given me something special. A new bondmate. For that I am grateful.”
I bowed again, and this time even Talia got in on the action. She seemed to be picking up on the intricacies of what was going on here very quickly. Though I’m not sure why that surprised me considering she was linked to my mind and had access to all my knowledge about the political situation.
“Now if you’ll excuse me, sister-by-marriage, I believe I will take my bondright,” I said.
Almost I wanted to let out a sigh of relief. I didn’t. That would show I thought I had something to fear. The last thing I wanted was for the empress to have even an inkling of a suspicion that she’d been close to winning.
Invoking the bondright would be enough to get her people away from us. For now. That was a sacred right that went back as far as the bonding. To violate that would be beyond the pale even for a dishonorable srethak such as my sister-by-marriage.
Her face tightened. Light danced and sparkled on her skin and I noticed it, truly noticed it, for the first time. Another side effect of having a direct connection to Talia’s mind, I suppose.
I finally understood why she referred to me as blue and sparkly. Why she found it so odd, even as I still thought it was ridiculous to find it odd when I was in my own mind.
I took Talia’s hand. Gasps sounded from around the throne room. I looked at all of them in turn, not bothering to hide the challenge in my eyes. After all, I was a general. I had my honor returned to me. None of the people in this room, the empress notwithstanding, ranked nearly as high as me.
I was going to have to order a new tattoo job. After I finished enjoying the bondright. Not a moment sooner.
Before I left, though, I wanted them all to see their doom. To see the consequences of defying me and sullying my name with their whispers. I wanted them to know I’d be coming for them as well. So I glared at them in my fury as we made our way down from the queen’s throne and through the throne room.
“You seem almost surprised that we made it out of there alive,” Talia said as soon as we were at the doors.
I put a finger to my lips in the human gesture to keep quiet. I’d taken to using it with my warriors in combat situations. We didn’t have the equivalent on our world, and it was terribly useful.
Then I shook my head as I realized how silly I was being. Why ask her to be quiet when we had a mental bond that no electronic wizardry could tap into?
“There are always ears listening,” I thought to her. “You must be careful everywhere. Especially in the empress’s palace.”
“Good thing she just gave us a method of communicating that can’t be tapped into,” Talia replied. “Very nice of her.”
I smiled at the echo of my own thought. Or was it an echo of her thought that drifted through my mind before I was consciously aware of it?
Either way, it was going to take some getting used to having someone in my head like that.
“Very good of her,” I replied with a thought.
“So you’re with me, then?” she asked.
It was odd carrying on a conversation with a human like this and not seeing her lips moving. I’m sure there’d be several science types who’d love a chance to study us. Not that I’d let them get close enough to try.
“Study” of humans usually ended in vivisection. Or dissection when the vivisection reached its natural conclusion.
“Why are you thinking of a bunch of blue sparklies in white lab coats cutting me to pieces?” she thought at me.
“My apologies,” I sent back to her. “I’m still getting used to controlling my thoughts. I’m used to being alone in my own head.”
“Trust me. I’m still getting used to it too. You’re in agreement with me, though?”
“Completely,” I thought back to her. “The empress must go.”
“All hail empress Varis?” she thought.
I thought about that. Seriously considered it, even. There were those who thought I should’ve taken the imperial mantle during one of the many screwups I’d stepped in to fix on behalf of the empress, though really I’d been doing a favor for my brother.
I’d been the strongest general in the Ascendancy, and it seemed only natural that I’d take power. It was only my brother that stopped me from committing politics as usual and removing the current empress.
A mistake I regretted now, considering how things turned out.
“We shall see,” I thought back at her. “For now, though, we get to enjoy the bondright.”
“Is that sort of like a honeymoon?” she thought at me as we stepped onto a lift that would take us down to one of the landing platforms. Though I selected a different one than where we were being sent initially.
Best not to give any potential assassins an easy time, after all.
“What is a honeymoon?” I asked.
Visions flooded my mind. What looked like a beach near an ocean, though the light was far brighter than it had any business being, and the water was far warmer than anything to be found on the homeworld. Images of lavish rooms and the sort of activities taking place in those rooms that I’d fantasized about but never thought I’d get a chance to enjoy with Talia flashed through my mind.
“Oh you’ll get to enjoy a sequel trilogy of a lot here soon, sparkly,” she said out loud. “No point fighting it with this stupid bond thing showing my hand, right?”
I growled and lifted her. She yelped in surprise as the doors opened and I ran, carrying her to a waiting hover car. One of my own, so I didn’t have to worry about any surprises waiting for us on there. Anyone who tried something like that would quickly find themselves the victim rather than the killer.
I ran as much to thwart potential assassins looking to hit us before we reached the hover car as to get her to privacy, though honestly it was the privacy that concerned me the most.
Once we were in there I hit a button. The bubble surrounding us darkened as a mirrored surface appeared on the outside that blocked some of the light coming in. More importantly, though, it kept anyone out there from seeing what was happening in here.
I needed privacy as I celebrated my bonding. Our bonding. I growled and advanced on her, and for a wonder she didn’t back away from me like I’d expect from a human.
I should’ve known better than to expect fear and hiding from this human. My arms wrapped around her and I pressed my lips against hers as a flood of pleasurable emotion bloomed in my mind.
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Attack

Talia


Stars danced in front of me as I accelerated into another dive. Blasts of charged plasma that’d been about to slam into my ship sailed past me, though not harmlessly. One of them got close enough that I felt a slight bump in the ship as several warning lights came on. 
“You’re not going to win,” Varis’s voice came through the mental link.
I ignored the voice. Irritation pulsed through that link, but that was all I got from her.
She was doing that thing again. Masking her thoughts from me. Useful trick, that, though I wasn’t sure if she’d figured out that I’d figured out I could do it too.
So all I got from her was a vague sense of how she felt. No mental sense of where she was or anything like that. Not that it would do me much good in our current situation.
The cockpit screamed at me. I glanced over those warning lights, trying to make sense of them. The only problem? They were in that damned Livisk chicken scratch, and whatever sparkly blue asshole had designed the ship hadn’t bothered to put in a translation for citizens of earth.
Very inconsiderate of them. It’s like they didn’t want to help out intrepid earth space captains who might steal one of their ships and use it to go on a destructive joyride through their capital city.
“Give it up, Talia!” Varis sent through the mental link.
“And ruin all the fun?” I sent back at her. “You should know me better than that by now.”
Let her chew on that.
I looked back to the warning lights I couldn’t read. I really should’ve spent more time learning to read Livisk. It’s not like I had much to do on my last assignment cataloging all the various chunks of rock and ice floating around the outer solar system.
Though, to be fair, at the time I’d figured I was done coming near Livisk barring some disaster that brought an invasion force to earth after I’d been well and truly drummed out of the Fleet.
Another warning light came on. I was pretty sure that one meant missiles were coming for me. I couldn’t be entirely certain, but the last two times it came on an angry little heads up display showing missiles coming straight for me had popped up, so it seemed a safe enough bet.
Sure enough, another display popped up letting me know someone was shooting at me.
“Unidentified craft,” a message came through in garbled Livisk.
Garbled not because I had a tough time understanding them so much as because I was jamming everything I could in an attempt to keep those missiles they kept tossing at me from hitting. The only reason Varis could reach me was because there didn’t seem to be a way to jam the mental link entirely, even if I could mostly hide my thoughts from her.
The garbled voice grew more irritated as I didn’t acknowledge.
“Power down immediately or we will be forced to destroy you. Those missiles are armed.”
I thought about responding. A couple of choice phrases I’d learned early on in my exploration of the Livisk language came to mind. The sort of stuff that was useful for telling an enemy combatant exactly what I thought of them.
I didn’t say anything. How was I supposed to respond to that? “Oh sure. Let me call off this attack so I can present an easier target for you to destroy at your convenience.”
No thank you. I didn’t graduate from the Academy yesterday.
I arced around a massive building that was all shiny reflective glass. Or something that looked an awful lot like reflective glass. I went in for a steep dive towards the bottom of the thing. At the last moment, just before those missiles caught up with me, I did a quick turn.
I was fast enough, but even with their artificial brains the missiles weren’t. They slammed harmlessly into the bottom levels of that massive building.
Well, they were harmless from my point of view, at least. Probably not so much from the point of view of anyone in that building as it buckled under its own weight and collapsed as though someone had done a perfect vertical demolition.
“I guess mininukes can melt steel beams!” I whooped in a mockery as ancient as the Internet and its tradition of idiots with no engineering knowledge weighing in on engineering problems they couldn’t possibly begin to understand.
Even more irritation flashed through the bond, and I grinned. Just what I was hoping for.
I let out a whoop of triumph as I circled around and clawed for some altitude. The engines whined underneath me, and more plasma blasts went harmlessly past me. It wouldn’t be too long before the air over the Livisk capital would be so full of fighter craft that I wouldn’t be able to go anywhere without finding a plasma blast waiting for me.
Which was a damn shame. There was so much more fun I could have. I let loose with a couple of guided atomics, and they streaked off into the distance. I let out another triumphant whoop, and only barely got my hands back on the controls in time to avoid getting hit by my pursuers.
I squeezed my eyes shut at just the right moment as the two atomics hit their targets at about the same time. Sure the canopy was supposed to dim when it detected a blast, but I’d long ago learned it was better to trust technology and then do your own damn thing under the assumption it wasn’t going to work when you needed it most.
The only bad thing was they were mininukes the same as what the Livisk were tossing at me, though mine were an order of magnitude larger. We’re talking kiloton size. Not the megaton size needed to really do some damage. Curse whatever asshole ever thought any yield less than a strategic nuke that could take out a city was necessary, but I figured what I got off would cause plenty of damage.
More missiles appeared. They didn’t bother warning me this time around before they fired. Oh no, not after the present I’d just delivered.
I tried to dive again, but my opponents were ready. I swerved out of the way, but this time there were a couple of plasma blasts waiting where I swerved to.
I steered right into them an the cockpit screamed as angry bright warning lights I couldn’t understand flashed at me.
Not good. Very not good.
Varis was furious. I could feel her seething after I took out an appreciable chunk of her planet’s main city. It was a pity I couldn’t see the look on her face, but that irritation traveling through the bond would have to be good enough.
More blasts. I barely managed to swerve out of the way and turn around. I dove my craft at one of my pursuers who seemed surprised that I’d do something as stupid as launch myself right at them. Fortunately for the pilot, they didn’t have to worry about it for long.
I let loose with a few blasts from my own plasma cannon, and that was all she wrote. The craft exploded in that weird sparkling pink mist that happened every time a Livisk craft was destroyed in atmosphere.
“Yes!” I shouted.
“Talia!”
I blinked and looked down at the comm panel to make sure I wasn’t hearing things.
“Varis?” I asked, grinning. “You broke through my jamming! Nice day for a flight around the city, isn’t it?”
“I have you in my sights, Talia. You will end this now, or I will destroy you,” she said.
“I wondered when you were going to get here, Sweetie,” I said. “Did you see what I did to that building? Or those two nukes I got off?”
“I did,” she growled. Oh yeah. I could imagine her grinding her teeth, and it was magnificent. “And if you surrender now there’s a chance I might be able to spare your life, but you have to surrender first.”
“Wait, I thought you said you were just going to destroy me and…”
It hit me what she was doing a breath before it was too late. I sent my ship into a steep dive just as a pair of somethings that didn’t show up on my scope sailed through where I was about to be.
I shook my head and grinned, then hit the button on the comm panel that I was pretty sure meant I was transmitting.
All around the city I saw more craft rising into the air and heading right for me. This was going to be over soon, one way or another.
“That was clever. Using a mass driver so the system wouldn’t pick up the signature of a launch,” I said. “You’re starting to learn!”
“I still have you in my sights,” she said. “Surrender now, or die.”
“Hm. Tough choice,” I said.
I looked at my surroundings. Took an assessment of my situation. It wasn’t good. Varis was on my tail, and she was a damn good pilot. A bunch of mooks were coming at me in their own craft. Even if most of them sucked, there were bound to be a few in there who were also damn good pilots.
Not to mention quantity had a quality of its own, to quote an ancient earth maxim of war.
Surrender or die. I hated to do this, but I knew exactly what had to be done. I knew what my duty was. I knew what I had to do to prove once more that between me and Varis, I was definitely the better pilot and the scarier warrior.
Which was a tall order. Varis could be pretty damn scary when she was in a fighting mood.
I pulled into a climb. The hazy orange hues of the Livisk sky appeared above me. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. It would’ve been a perfect day, aside from the orange, if I was back on earth where I could really appreciate the skyline.
As it was, all I could think about was how ugly that orange color was and how nice it would be to liven things up a bit. Say with a massive fireball that obliterated this entire city and the empress with it.
The problem with those shields they had protecting their precious Imperial city was they didn’t do a damn bit of good if the person attacking was inside them.
More blasts. Some hit my ship, but I ignored them. More warning lights came on, but I ignored them too. It’s not like I could do a damn thing about any of them if I didn’t know what they meant.
No, all I could do was keep flying and hope everything worked when I needed it, though the more warning lights came on the less likely that seemed.
Irritation turned to something that almost felt like fear through the bond.
“Talia? What are you doing? You need to surrender. Now.”
I added Varis’s protests to the list of things I was ignoring for the moment.
“Talia, please,” she said.
There was something in her tone that gave me pause. Only for a moment. Then I saw the familiar signature of a spread of missiles being launched from her ship.
I grinned. She knew how the game was played, and she was playing every card in her hands. The clever bitch. Trying to distract me with a plea.
Well it wasn’t going to work.
I put my hand down on the big lever that controlled the foldspace drive. Normally that was the last thing anyone would dare touch in a planet’s atmosphere. Normally that was the sort of thing that would be automatically disabled within atmosphere, but I’d done some tinkering after a painful several evenings of working through Livisk technical pictograms. 
I killed the main engines and moved into a dive. Right towards the Imperial palace. I put all the power into the forward shields, and the missiles Varis fired at me exploded harmlessly against the energy barrier.
Almost harmlessly. It burned out the shielding unit. Not that I’d need it much longer. Not if this worked.
“Goodbye, Varis,” I said. “You put up a good fight, but once again it wasn’t enough.”
I slammed the foldspace drive lever forward. There was a sickening moment where the craft spluttered around me and I worried that one of those warnings I couldn’t read was telling me the foldspace drive was down. Not that I could do much about that, so I kept my craft pointed at the target.
If this worked then even the massive shields they had around that palace wouldn’t be enough to save their precious empress.
The engine spluttered as though it was trying to turn over a couple more times. Not that your average foldspace engine ever turned over like one of those ancient combustion engines that gave birth to that particular turn of phrase. Then there was the same sickening sinking feeling I always got in my stomach right before my body was flung across the galaxy in a short amount of time that no living creature had any business figuring out.
Yet humanity had done just that by inventing the foldspace drive and telling general relativity to go fuck itself.
Only this time instead of folding into a new system, I folded right into the center of a supermassive black hole, and I kept the fold connection open.
It didn’t stay going for long, of course. It took less than a fraction of a second for my drive to be burned out by the forces of nature I shouldn’t be fucking with, but by then it was too late.
That was the funny thing about the fold drive. Natural phenomena like supermassive black holes didn’t like space being folded within their event horizon. It was one of the many ways they broke nature utterly and completely.
So the black hole reached through the hole I’d punched in spacetime and devoured everything on the other side of that hole, my ship included. Everything went black as the void embraced me and the Livisk capital city.
Just kidding.
I held my hands at the controls for another moment. I was surprised at how damn realistic everything had felt. Just like the best rigs I’d been in while doing my training at the Academy, and Varis had whole bays of these things available in her palace for her warriors to train on.
In her fucking house! Palace. Whatever.
I’d certainly moved up in the world. Even if I wasn’t on my world any longer.
A screen popped up to show me a cheerful set of figures. I was treated to a gorgeous realtime rendering of the Livisk capital city being destroyed in a blinding flash of light as matter was sucked into the tendril of black hole spacetime reaching through the foldspace hole.
The computer calculated what would happen, and the end result was the entire planet being spaghettified through that hole I’d opened up before it ultimately collapsed because there was nothing else for the black hole to pull in. Though there was one sequel trilogy of a navigation hazard where the Livisk homeworld had been since the black hole showed no signs of closing the tear in spacetime I’d created to allow it to come calling on the empress.
I grinned. Good old fashioned physics would fuck you every time. The black hole was even better than throwing some good old fashioned kinetics with a touch of e equals mc squared thrown in for good measure at ludicrous speed.
Something banged on the exterior of my training pod, and I winced. It was time to pay the piper. There was a hiss as the door opened, and Varis stood there frowning at me.
This might be a simulation, but that didn’t mean she had to like losing.
“Did you have fun, Sweetie?” I asked.
“You defeated me,” she growled, her tattooed chest heaving in a very distracting way. She frowned, which was a gesture that was the same between human and Livisk. “Again.”
I reached out and patted her cheek. The seething irritation coming through the bond was almost as delicious as how she looked standing there so pissed off.
“I’m sorry about that, but you didn’t expect me to throw the game to make you feel better about yourself, did you?” I asked.
Varis raised a confused eyebrow. “Throw the game? What are you talking about?”
I rolled my eyes. Right. Alien who spoke a completely different language from a completely different culture with a completely different set of idioms. I forgot about that sometimes because she was usually so good with Terran Standard.
“Never mind. I’ll explain later. The point is, I’m not going to go easy on you just because you look good storming around the palace pouting,” I said.
“I do not pout,” Varis said.
“Sure you don’t, Baby,” I said.
She shook her head. “This human tendency to refer to me as your offspring. I don’t understand it.”
I patted her cheek as I stepped out of the training pod. Then I ran that hand down to her chest. I liked any excuse I could find to touch her. She was so muscular, yet curved in all the right places. Even if her skin was bright blue and sparkly.
Yet another thing I’d had to get used to in my brief time on this strange new world.
“You don’t have to understand it. Just like I don’t have to understand those guttural noises you made the last time we were in bed together,” I said.
“That is a term of endearment on our world. I have never called another woman by that name!”
“Sure you haven’t,” I said. “Still sounded like a bunch of guttural grunts to me, but I appreciate the sentiment.”
“You will tell me why you sacrificed yourself at the end to secure your victory,” she thought at me.
Okay then. It looked like the conversation was switching to mental. A gift from the empress who we both hated so much. A gift meant to kill both of us, but instead it gave us an effective mans of communication that couldn’t be bugged by any of her highness’s listeners.
Awfully nice of her to do that for us. As with many things, it didn’t seem the empress had thought her revenge plot through entirely. Which was a habit of hers, to hear Varis tell it. A habit I fully intended to use to kill her.
Or die trying. Probably die trying, if I was being perfectly honest about my chances.
Varis always switched to speaking telepathically when we were about to go over something she didn’t want anyone listening in on.
Not that there was much chance someone could bug any part of her palace without being messily killed. I’d watched her slowly dismember a spy her people caught just two days ago, and it wasn’t pretty.
Still, there was no point in taking chances when it was so easy to sidestep the issue entirely with the telepathic bond.
“My, aren’t we changing the subject quickly?” I sent back to her through the mental link.
Varis’s shoulders raised as she heaved a great sigh. “I’ve been good enough to allow you to use my training pods. The least you can do is explain your tactics when we’re done. Need I remind you that…”
“The empress would have your head if she knew you were training me on how to use your fighters,” I parroted back at her in a singsong voice. “Trust me. I’m aware. You’ve only told me every time we’ve done this.”
“Good. I’m glad we understand each other,” she said.
She stared at me with such sincerity, with such a complete lack of understanding for the subtleties of human sarcasm, that I couldn’t help but wrap her in a huge hug.
She let out a surprised grunt, then wrapped her arms around me. I liked being in her strong arms. It felt like home in a way no human ship ever had.
Strange that I had to be captured and dragged halfway across the galaxy to the enemy homeworld to finally discover something like this.
I looked up at her and grinned. “Fine. I figure if I’m going to go out then I’m going to take my enemies with me. Besides, I’ve told you before that you don’t have any good way to stop someone who’s doing a suicide run with a fold drive. I figured I’d make sure my point got through this time.”
“My duty should be to report something like this to the empress,” she thought. “We never considered someone trying something like that within the shields. We’ve seen some humans do this thing, sacrificing themselves when they were about to die or be captured, but never on a wide scale.”
“You should look up kamikaze in your human intel sometime and see just how dangerous we can be when cornered,” I said.
Varis frowned. “I will do this thing.”
“As for reporting things to the empress, you are talking about the empress who’s currently scheming ways to kill both of us without getting her hands dirty?” I asked. “Is that a duty you’re really going to follow through on? Especially considering how she’s ignored all your other attempts at giving advice lately?”
Varis paused and let out another massive sigh. She shook her head and smiled at me. We both knew there wasn’t a chance she was going to tell the empress about this.
For one, it would bring up too many awkward questions about how she came to this knowledge. For another, there was the simple fact that she hated her sister-in-law.
I was going to have to keep working on that. There was something there. In the brief time I’d known her I’d come to realize Varis would make a sequel trilogy of a better leader than the current empress.
Of course there was also the terrifying thought that with Varis at the helm of the Livisk Ascendancy there was the very real possibility they would start doing more than a half-assed job of prosecuting their war against humanity.
That was something to worry about later. Conflicting loyalties was something I was working through. For now, though, I wrapped an arm around hers and walked with her.
“That was an interesting tactic,” Varis thought, her voice echoing in my mind. “But you might not want to do that in practice. Remember, if you’re going to overthrow an empire then it helps to have a city with an established bureaucracy to rule from.”
I rolled my eyes. Which wasn’t lost on her through the mental link. Still, I listened as she lectured me on the finer points of Livisk politics, and what it would take to rule this world. And why destroying this world by opening a fold to the center of a supermassive black hole would make it difficult to rule it.
Because I’d set my sights on just that. After I helped my new bondmate kill an empress, of course.
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The Duel

Varis


“I only agreed to a rematch because you promised, Varis.” 
I sighed and put a hand to my forehead. Pain threatened behind my head plating. Amazing how the sharpest blades in the world couldn’t pierce that unless they were in the hands of the strongest warriors, and yet this human woman was able to cause a piercing pain with simply her voice.
And that plating was a stark contrast to the weakness our hearts presented if someone knew how to hit them just right. Which was difficult, but possible to learn. So of course it was the first thing every warrior was taught, and likely the first thing every human was taught when they learned how to fight us.
“I didn’t promise anything,” I replied. “I said I would consider letting you out into the city if you fought me in the trainer again.”
“Yeah, well I went against you again and you lost. That means you owe an honor debt to me, or whatever it is you blue sparklies call that sort of thing.”
A flash of irritation spiked through me, red and electric, as she referred to me as a blue sparkly. I quickly masked that feeling. For some reason knowing that I was irritated only served to irritate her more, and she was already on edge as I tried to find a way to get out of my promise.
Human women were an enigma I was never truly going to understand. They were even more alien than being a species of hominid that developed in the cradle of another world could account for. I had that constant itching between my shoulder blades when I was around her, only the knives she landed in me weren’t physical.
I chuckled. At least they weren’t physical anymore.
Talia giggled right along with me. “To be fair, you were the idiot who let me get so close to you with a blade. Twice.”
I shook my head. I’d dropped some of my mental barriers. I had to be careful about that around her. I’d discovered it was all too easy for those barriers to come crashing down since I was so new to having someone bonded to me.
This woman was dangerous, and not only because she was the type of warrior who would gladly fly a craft into the empress’s palace while folding into a supermassive black hole to kill her enemies.
I decided to go for calm and rational. Anger never seemed to get me anywhere with this one. The experts all agreed that was the best way to calm a human in your harem, though she was far from being part of a harem. I’d never been interested in a harem, for one, and she was nothing like the docile creatures I’d heard others boasting about.
“Going out into the city will be dangerous for you,” I said, hoping logic and reason would win the day where pure emotion had fallen short. “Are you forgetting what happened the last time you went out?”
Talia hit me with a piercing gaze. She had the most captivating eyes. Eyes that had no business being captivating on a subcreature like a human, and yet here I was with a familiar yearning.
“Are you saying going into the city would be dangerous for me, or dangerous for anyone who tried to cross me?” she asked.
I squeezed my eyes shut and forced myself to let in several deep breaths. It was a calming exercise meant to soothe before entering into battle, and this was a battle unlike anything I’d ever entered into before.
“If you would only appreciate how much influence it took for me to remove you from custody after they discovered what you did with that mugger…”
“I’m still convinced he was an agent of your precious empress,” she said.
“That was a simple thief, not an agent of the empress,” I said. That pain behind my armor plate was worsening. “We’ve been over this time and again.”
“If you say so,” she said in a voice that said she clearly didn’t buy it. Her thoughts broadcast the same just in case I missed her tone.
She started walking again. Which wasn’t necessarily a good thing. Walking meant I was getting a very distracting view of her backside. I knew she was putting some extra sway into her step for my benefit. She was doing that to addle my mind.
In combat you took any advantage you could. It just so happened that she had a formidable weapon that was far more potent than any energy weapon or mass driver science could devise. A weapon that’d been controlling creatures on billions of habitable worlds throughout the galaxy since the first primitive life discovered sexual reproduction after climbing out of the primordial goo created by comets with simple organics crash landing on their planet.
And now I was on the business end of that weapon. She knew it, too.
We reached our chambers. Our chambers. They’d been my chambers just a few short cycles ago, but now we shared them. Not that there’d been anything particularly interesting happening in those chambers lately, which was a source of frustration.
Frustration I carefully masked from her.
If she had any idea that I was distracted like a rutting fanged gevortha male then she’d never let me hear the end of it. She’d also never stop using that as a bargaining chip to extract everything she wanted from me and then some.
“Already I’m proving too lenient with you,” I said. “You’ve grown accustomed to certain privileges not typically afforded a human on this world, and it’s time I put my foot down.”
Talia turned on me and grinned. “You used that phrase correctly! You’re getting better at speaking Terran Standard!”
I felt a burst of pride which I immediately pressed down on. I shouldn’t feel pride at mastering the language of my enemies. I was already considered fluent, though being with Talia had provided me with an unintended crash course in Terran vernacular.
“That’s not the point,” I said.
“You’re right,” Talia said, advancing on me with her eyes flashing with anger. “That’s not the point. The point is I can take care of myself, and you need to lighten up. I’ve already proved I can take care of myself. I won our combat simulations several times over. What more do you need?”
“I need you to be safe,” I growled.
“Fine. You want me to be safe then you make sure I’m safe,” she said.
I cocked an eyebrow. “You mean you’d let me come with you to ensure your safe passage through the city?”
Talia laughed. It was a musical sound that went straight to my soul. A musical sound that went down just behind my belly where a longing ached for her body. It was a laugh that stirred my desire, even if I knew it wasn’t a laugh that meant anything good for me.
Usually a laugh like that meant she was about to say something I wasn’t going to like.
Human women were fascinating and confusing. It was a good thing she was so pleasing to me otherwise. Well, that and she’d been so pleasing to me otherwise on several occasions before this recent drought in our fun.
Mirth trickled through the bond. At least I could rest assured that whatever she felt, I’d get advance warning of her feelings thanks to the bond. She hadn’t quite mastered shielding her thoughts from me, and I had no intention of telling her how to do it. Not to mention she couldn’t read Livisk well enough to even begin to decipher how to do that on her own.
“Why do I have a feeling I’m not going to like whatever you’re about to say?” I asked.
She reached out and ran a hand along my cheek. She had to stand up on the tips of her toes to do that. I shivered as pleasure bloomed at her touch. I reached for her, but I wasn’t quite quick enough to shield my own intentions because she quickly took a step back.
“None of that, you sparkly blue bad girl,” she said, wagging a finger at me. “You don’t get what you want if I don’t get what I want.”
I closed my eyes and forced myself to work through combat meditations. Again.
I did that a lot around her. I probably got more use out of those meditations since Talia came to live in my palace than at any other time since I’d first gone into combat, and I’d gone into combat a lot.
“You mentioned something about me being able to keep you safe,” I growled. “Could you elaborate on that? You keep trying to distract me from the matter at hand, and it isn’t going to work.”
“Oh, that? I was going to suggest you start teaching me Livisk hand to hand combat,” she said.
I blinked. “Why would you need to learn hand to hand combat? You’ve proved yourself in battle with me, and against that mugger.”
Talia shrugged. “I had power armor backing me up when I fought you and that mugger wasn’t exactly the most fearsome Livisk I’ve ever faced. Something tells me you’re not going to let me tool around in power armor here in your capital city, so you’re going to have to teach me a thing or two about how to fight your kind for the next time I go out. I know all the Fleet self-defense stuff, but I want to learn from you. Besides. The two of us getting all up close and sweaty on the mat could be a lot of fun. Fun I know you’re missing right about now.”
I squeezed my eyes shut and did a few more of those combat readiness exercises. Not that they helped.
“You aren’t going to give up until I give you permission to go out into the city, are you?” I asked.
“The way I see it you’re not giving me permission to go out into the city,” she said. “You already gave me your permission when you agreed to that trial by simulator combat. Now I’m collecting my winnings.”
“The empress is far more dangerous than you could imagine, Talia,” I said.
She shrugged. “Something tells me her majesty has bigger fish to fry than yours truly. Never mind that she already tried to take my life a couple of times. I’m sure I can handle it if she keeps being so clumsy about it.”
“Assassins, real assassins, are surely going to come for you,” I said. “It will happen whether or not the empress has it in for you. There are plenty in the high families, or other factions of the military, who don’t approve of you being here and living in my palace.”
“Tough shit,” she said. “I don’t care if there’s an entire army in hover tanks out there waiting for me to walk out your front door. You made an agreement and you’re going to stick to it. Plus I know you’re not the type to go back on an agreement and risk bringing dishonor, are you?”
I growled. It was the only thing I could do. She had me cornered, and she knew it. The self-satisfied smirk made that obvious.
“I should never have agreed to those terms,” I said.
“Maybe not, but you can’t complain. You had one sequel trilogy of a handicap this time around with all those extra simulated fighters running interference.”
“You cheated!”
“You failed to appreciate the full boundaries of the simulation and I used that against you,” Talia replied.
I raised my arm and pointed to the door. “Go, but stay out of trouble. I don’t want to hear about any maimed muggers.”
Talia smiled and stood up on her toes. Her lips brushed against mine, which caused a stirring. I desperately desired to have her now, but I didn’t dare move towards her. Not and have her take a step back again and deny me.
The denial was more frustrating than the fact that we hadn’t enjoyed the pleasure of one another since the bonding.
She pulled away and wagged a finger at me. I’d learned that was a human gesture that meant she thought I was being a “bad girl,” whatever that meant. I failed to see how misbehaving children had anything to do with me trying to keep a dangerous human with a target painted on her back from getting herself in trouble because she didn’t appreciate the gravity of her situation.
“None of that,” she said. “The last time you had me overwhelmed because we’d just bonded, but I’m still getting used to all this.”
The thought flitted through her mind that she was still getting used to having such strong feelings for someone who was her sworn enemy. I frowned, but I could understand the feeling. It was something I wrestled with daily.
I knew she still wanted me, though. I felt the lust and desire pulsing beneath her outward appearance of innocence. It was there, waiting for me, and I knew that all I had to do was bide my time and she’d be mine once more.
It would be a fun chase in the meantime.
Talia smiled one final time, then moved to the doors. They opened silently to let her out onto the lift that led down to street level. It would take her some time to make that journey down. Even with the fastest and most powerful lifts in the Ascendancy, the sheer size of this building meant a long trip.
I smiled. More than enough time for me to prepare to follow her and make sure she didn’t get into too much mischief out there.
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It never ceased to amaze me how the sights, sounds, and smells of a city were the same no matter what world you were on. I’d been through the towering skyscrapers of the earth capital in New New York, built over the burned out remains of old New York which had been destroyed in the second Great Sino-American war before humanity realized there were far greater threats out there in the galaxy than each other. 
Nothing united humanity faster than figuring out there was someone out in the galaxy we could all fight.
There were towers in that city that made the burnt and melted remains of the Freedom Tower, it turns out atomic weapons could melt steel beams, where the former World Trade Center had been seem miniscule in comparison. And even those buildings were nothing compared to the massive towers at the equator where giant towers built around space elevators reached into space.
The feeling was much the same now that I was making my way through the capital city on the Livisk homeworld. All around me there was the sound of technology being put to work to continue pumping the lifeblood of an advanced civilization.
Commerce. War. Everything that made the galaxy go ‘round, and it was all based here.
How I wished I could blow this place up in reality, and not just in the simulator. If ever there was a place that deserved to be destroyed it was this city, though admittedly some of that genocidal feeling might’ve been irritation because I was lost.
“Of course it would be impossible for me to find a single fucking thing on this planet,” I muttered. “Why would I expect to find anything when I can’t read the damn language?”
I muttered, but I didn’t bother to cover my anger or what I was saying. After all, I was surrounded by Livisk who’d stayed on the homeworld. Unless there were some old warriors in this crowd of aliens there was a good chance they wouldn’t be able to understand a single word I was saying.
Intel said only the warriors were forced to learn Terran Standard, but even then it was more of a formality since they weren’t supposed to take prisoners or allow themselves to be taken captive.
Presumably learning Terran was so they could make conversation with the poor bastards they took captive. They didn’t have any problem selling captured humans into slavery, after all, and knowing how to talk to the merchandise was just good business.
Not to mention there didn’t tend to be many old warriors among the Livisk to begin with. In my experience the Livisk, with the exception of a few like Varis, tended to have two settings when it came to fighting: going balls to the wall and killing everything that came at them, or dead.
In the past I’d been more than happy to assist them in reaching that second state, but I was starting to feel differently now that I was getting closer to Varis. I was conflicted due to my feelings towards her specifically, and towards the Livisk in general.
A human woman passing by must’ve overheard my gripe. She pushed some sort of hovering dolly filled with material that would be far too heavy for her to lift on her own.
I guess even on a world like this slavery wasn’t as terrible as it could be. It’s not like the people in this city were being forced to work in mines or anything with primitive tools. They were given technology to assist in their burden.
I shook my head. What in the sequel trilogy was I thinking? My mind had been going to that dangerous place a lot lately. A dangerous place where I found myself trying to justify what the Livisk were doing to humans on this world.
That was a very dangerous line of thinking. One that was subtle and seductive, which was all the more reason to avoid it.
“What are you looking at?” I snapped at the woman.
“Are you crazy?” she hissed. “What if an overseer hears you?”
I cocked an eyebrow. Was this woman crazy? And why was she acting like even talking was dangerous? “What in the sequel trilogy are you…”
“What are the two of you doing?”
The voice boomed out from down the way. It was speaking Terran Standard, but that was no human voice. I looked over and blinked. I still wasn’t used to seeing Livisk who were the equivalent of civilians back on earth. It was an odd feeling, but one I was getting used to after exploring the city.
It as only natural that their civilians wouldn’t all be the buff warriors I came in contact with up among the stars. Or that I’d come in contact with before I lost my ship and got myself captured.
Damn it. I didn’t like thinking about that.
The Livisk who came barreling through the crowd that parted around him was nothing like the civilian Livisk I was starting to get used to, though. He was tall with broad shoulders, and his face was contorted in fury. That was a look that was pretty much the same between Livisk and humanity.
“No humans talking in the streets!” he roared.
He held up a small black box with some sort of screen. His thumb touched a button with a command I didn’t recognize because I couldn’t read their damned script. A circlet I hadn’t noticed on the woman’s neck started blinking. She cried out in pain and fell to the ground twitching.
I stared, dumbfounded. Meanwhile the Livisk who’d raised the device looked down at it in confusion, then up at me with equal confusion. He slammed the device in his massive palm a couple of times as though to double check that it was still working with some percussive maintenance. A gesture that was, once again, common to both species.
He looked at me and raised an eyebrow. It was a displeased eyebrow raise. Not one that said he didn’t think what was happening here was very logical.
“How did you get your controller removed?” he growled.
“Controller? What in the sequel trilogy are you talking about?”
“You didn’t drop like your chatty friend,” he said. “I want to know who took off your controller. They’ll be executed for their crime, and you’ll be sent to the pits where you’ll learn what it means to defy the will of the empress.”
“I have no idea what the sequel trilogy you’re talking about. Blue Boy,” I said. “Varis never said anything about…”
The muscular Livisk went pale. At least as pale as he could go with his bright blue complexion. Going pale for him was really turning more of a light blue color that sort of blended with the sparkling dots all over his skin.
“Varis?” he asked.
I sensed that I was suddenly in something of a position of power here. Obviously Varis’s name carried some weight. I wondered if I could use that to my advantage. I’d take any advantage I could get on this shithole of a world.
“Yes, Varis,” I said in my sweetest voice.
Though I wasn’t sure that a sweet tone from a human would register with this one. Even Varis wasn’t the greatest at picking up on tone at times. She seemed to rely heavily on the mental link to figure out what I was really feeling.
Then again, I’d dated plenty of humans back on earth who could’ve used a telepathic link to figure out what I was really feeling. It might not be something unique to the aliens.
“The general? You might say I’m her guest of honor right now,” I continued.
It was probably a bit much to call our relationship one of guest and host. Or a bit too little considering how close we were now with the whole mental bond thing. This guy didn’t know that, though, and I had no intention of letting him in on the complicated nature of my private life.
He shook his head and took a step back.
“I don’t want any trouble with the general,” he said. “Move along, and don’t let me see you talking to another human again.”
He said that last bit almost like an afterthought. Like it was something he always said, but his heart wasn’t in it this time.
I spared one final look for the poor woman still on the ground twitching and crying out in pain, but I didn’t move to help her. I felt horrible for not helping, but what could I do?
Varis’s name had been enough to get me out of immediate danger. Those pits this guy talked about didn’t sound pleasant at all, but I had a feeling that if I pressed my luck I’d only end up getting both of us in trouble. Which might put this woman in those pits, whatever those were, rather than her current cushy gig of pushing around a hover cart loaded with goods.
Besides. The last thing I wanted was for this asshole to actually summon Varis. Things would fall apart quickly from there, and I might end up with one of those controller thingies on my own neck. I didn’t know those were a thing or if one was an option for me, and I didn’t want to find out.
No, the best thing was to move along. To gather information about Livisk defenses and figure out a way to liberate the humans in this city, on this world, and maybe destroy a little critical infrastructure while I was at it.
It was a tall order, but it’s not like I could sit back in the gilded cage Varis built for me and accept my lot in life. Not when I’d been given such an opportunity here in the belly of the beast.
It was good to have a reminder of how utterly alien and inhumane the Livisk were. Not that an alien could, by definition, be humane since they were aliens.
No, running from that woman and her predicament did have some use. It hardened my heart. It made me remember what I was doing down here. Why I was trying to find a way to burn this place to the ground and get as many humans as possible out at the same time.
Varis would kill me if she knew what my intentions were, but I was careful to hide my thoughts. At least where insurrection and rebellion were concerned.
That’d been a useful trick I learned early on. A funny way of masking my thoughts. I first stumbled across it when Varis was angry with me, but I didn’t get the usual advance warning through the mental link. From there it had been simple enough to figure out how to hide my own thoughts from her through a bit of trial and error.
A useful trick. Especially since I had no idea exactly how far out that mental link extended. Would she still be able to sense my thoughts when I was on the other side of the planet? On the the other side of the galaxy?
I just didn’t know, and I didn’t like not knowing. Human experts didn’t know anything about this curious trait the Livisk had never shared with our scientists, and that meant I needed to proceed with an abundance of caution.
“Keep your head on straight, Talia,” I muttered.
I knew I was going crazy talking with myself, but I was also apparently the only human I could talk to without getting the other human zapped.
After that encounter I did something I hated. I kept my head down and made sure not to draw any attention. If there were Livisk down here whose sole job was to keep an eye on human slaves then I needed to steer clear of them.
I hated doing that. I hated policing how I acted, but I was in enemy territory. I told myself I was going undercover.
Like deep deep undercover.
I glanced around at the signs hanging above various shops in the hazy darkness created by the massive canyons between the impossibly tall Livisk buildings. Some were lit up like you’d see in a city on earth. Others were simple signs written in that damned Livisk script I had such a difficult time reading.
This whole thing would be a sequel trilogy of a lot easier if Varis let me wear something that had an overlay that translated things on the fly, but she was reluctant to trust me with any technology that wasn’t hardwired into her palace.
Especially after I figured out a way to reprogram the flight simulation to change the conditions for victory.
The shop I was looking for was supposed to be around here somewhere, but I didn’t see the specific symbol I was looking for, and I couldn’t read the other symbols to know whether or not I was even on the right track. I didn’t even know if I was in the right part of the city.
All I had to go on were words and pictures I’d dug up while doing research. Research that Varis thought was simply me brushing up on their written language. Something she seemed to think was very important for me to know if I was going to be her…
Whatever the sequel trilogy I was.
I constantly glanced over my shoulder. I was no fool. Just because I was masking myself mentally didn’t mean Varis wasn’t following me. If I was her I wouldn’t have allowed me to go out into the city on my own.
Down here between the massive buildings that made up the Livisk capital it was easy to get lost in the shadows, but that meant it was equally likely there was somebody out there following me in those shadows.
If not Varis, then the empress and one of her lackeys.
I patted at a bulge hidden by the top of my shirt. I’d deliberately worn something baggy on this foray into the city. The better to hide a couple of surprises I’d stolen from Varis’ study in case I ran into trouble.
Only I didn’t see any signs of a tail. So I continued on. I turned a corner and smiled. I finally saw the shop I was looking for.
I didn’t recognize the strange flowing Livisk script on display over the side, but I did recognize the emblem. It was the sign of a baker. Bread baked pretty much the same on any world, and it was something that’d been introduced to the Livisk at some point. Probably from some enterprising slave who got tired of eating the protein heavy diet on offer on this world.
Apparently the Livisk loved the stuff. There’d be one sequel trilogy of a trade starting up if our two species could ever put down the guns long enough to get along with one another.
Not that I thought that sort of thing was likely to happen any time soon.
I stepped through the door and the shopkeeper smiled at me. Being in here felt like looking at some fucked up funhouse mirror version of a bakery back on earth. There were all sorts of products like donuts and bagels and whatnot, but they were all twisted with an alien touch.
About what one would expect going to a store run by locals who specialized in food from another country. It wasn’t exactly authentic, but it was a close approximation that incorporated a bit of local flavor.
Or maybe a lot of local flavor. I frowned and suppressed the urge to puke. I’d had Livisk cuisine since getting myself captured. I was in no mood to sample their take on a donut or a bagel.
The shopkeeper opened his arms wide. He was another one of those who didn’t look like a Livisk as I thought of them. No, this one was short and round. Very round. Obviously he was the sort of baker who enjoyed sampling his own wares. He had a ready smile, which was also something I wasn’t used to seeing on Livisk. Usually they were pretty dour and serious.
“A pleasure to have a human in my humble shop,” he said. “How can I help you today?”
I moved over and made a show of looking at some of his offerings. There were donuts that glowed with a strange green paste the Livisk seemed to think was a great delicacy. I thought it tasted like snot that’d been dipped in the untreated tanks in a ship’s sewage system.
I really hoped I wouldn’t be expected to taste his stuff and tell him how wonderful it was as part of this farce. I’d gotten word he was more amenable to humans than your typical Livisk, though, and that he could find information.
For a price.
“I understand you might be able to get me a good deal on some traditionally baked earth goods,” I said. I fixed him with a sharp look to see how he’d react. “Would you be able to help me?”
The smile stayed on his face, but everything else about his expression changed. I tensed as he tensed. His shoulders squared, and his eyes darted around as though he was looking for some sign we were being monitored.
I braced myself to run. If it turned out this was a honeypot then I wasn’t sure even Varis would be able to get me out of trouble. Finally the baker moved out from behind his counter and hit a button near his windows that caused them to tint substantially.
That seemed like an odd bit of ostentation down here where the already weak red Livisk sun never reached because of the massive buildings all around us. Like it was the sort of thing that might draw more suspicion than it was worth to have the precaution in place in the first place.
When he turned back the smile was gone. He was all business. Good. This was what I needed. Plus it meant I wasn’t going to have to sample those green paste monstrosities and forever ruin my memories of a good donut.
I didn’t know if I’d ever get a chance at the real thing again, after all.
“Be quick with it, human,” he said in perfectly accented Terran that told me he probably learned Terran Standard from somebody who came from old China. “What do you need?”
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“I’ve heard through certain channels that you might be able to help humans who need information,” I said. 
“Information?” the Livisk snorted, his considerable bulk jiggling with that snort.
It was hypnotic. Like watching one of those ancient lava lamps on earth, or eating liquid food in a zero-g environment.
“Yes. I was going through some Livisk learning material when I found something very interesting embedded in one of the lessons about showing proper subservience to your master,” I said, trying very hard to keep my voice neutral.
There was still the chance this was all a setup, after all. Still a chance I could find myself clapped in irons, or whatever the equivalent was on this world, and off to a magistrate.
Or off to the execution chamber. That seemed a sequel trilogy of a lot more likely considering how the Livisk typically handled things.
“Being subservient to your masters,” he said, looking me up and down. “Yes. I imagine that’s something you have trouble with. You look like you have some spirit to you. A pity. You won’t last long with that attitude.”
I bristled at his frank assessment, even though it was probably correct. Hell, the fact that he was so on the money was probably why I was so upset about it in the first place.
No one liked having their flaws thrown back at them, though I didn’t think having some spirit was necessarily a flaw.
“Please. Can you get me the information I need? There are things I need to know before I move forward with… plans.”
Best to keep what I was really after nice and vague. I didn’t trust this man. It was possible this entire thing was a setup.
The idea that I’d find information pointing me to an information broker in a Livisk language primer designed for human slaves seemed a little odd to begin with. Then again, that was also exactly the sort of thing some clever resistance cell might put in place.
And the only way to find out was to potentially put my life in danger.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about with information,” he said with a shrug. “If you need help getting away from your master then I might be able to help you with that. The question is, how do I know you’re not in here working for the authorities?”
“I can promise you I’m not?” I said, knowing it wouldn’t work even as I said it.
He waved his hand. “I don’t know about that. Obviously you’re well off, as slaves go, or you wouldn’t have access to that language trainer. That’s not exactly something they give to the humans they send down into the mines.”
“Can you help me or not?” I asked, my teeth grinding.
This was starting to get almost as frustrating as trying to get my crew to do something on my old ship.
“That depends on what you’re looking for. Maybe if you tell me a little more about yourself I’d be a little more willing to help you out.”
“I’m looking for information about a human crew that was taken to this world. They were enslaved, but I don’t know where,” I said.
The baker shrugged. “I don’t know that I can help you there. There are human crews enslaved all the time and brought back to our world. The women go to the brothels and the men are put to work wherever they’re most needed. It’s a sad fact of life on this world. Our whole empire is built on conquest and slavery.”
His voice grew heated there at the end, and I raised an eyebrow. Now that was interesting. Very interesting indeed.
I was starting to wonder if this one was ideologically motivated. That would be good for me. Much easier to manipulate someone who was doing something for what they felt was the right reason.
“You might have heard something about this crew,” I said. “They were captured in the Terran home system and brought here under the personal attention of the empress.”
The baker looked up at me and his eyes went wide. His entire body sparkled as he shifted back and forth. His mouth opened and his cheeks wobbled as he vibrated with irritation.
“You’re her, aren’t you? The one the empress bonded to the general,” he whispered.
I sighed. “Am I that obvious?”
He stepped up next to me and held my arm in a surprisingly strong grip. Well then. Perhaps the strength thing wasn’t something that was isolated to their warriors. In a flash he was pulling me towards the shop entrance.
“What are you doing? I need your help!”
“You’ve come to the wrong place,” he said. “I truly am sorry. If we needed to smuggle you to the… well, if we needed to get you free and you were anyone but who you were I might be able to help you. I’m afraid you’re sorely mistaken if you think I can provide you with information. I’m not a spy.”
“What are you talking about? Smuggling me away? Are there people who help human slaves on this world? What’s going on here?”
“I’ve already said too much,” he said. “I can’t help you, and you’re endangering far more of your people than you could imagine by coming here. I don’t need the wrong sort of attention. I truly am sorry.”
And with that he shoved me out of his shop. I stumbled into the street beyond and got curious looks from several Livisk. There were humans in the area as well, but they walked with their heads down trying to avoid the wrong sort of attention from the Livisk around them.
I bristled. I turned to give the shopkeeper a piece of my mind. Maybe go back in there and tell him he couldn’t treat me like that. What he’d said sounded like there was a secret network of Livisk on this world how were smuggling humans, or at the very least helping them out.
That sounded like the sort of thing I very much needed to learn more about, but because that stupid overweight baker was afraid I was out of luck.
Damn it.
As I turned the windows on his shop went totally dark. There was a distinct click as something big and heavy locked the door. The sign above pulled into the building, and it was as though the shop didn’t exist.
I growled. This day was not going at all like I’d hoped, damn it.
“I’m going to make you pay for that,” I said.
Though I had no idea how I’d do that. I was powerless on this world. The fact that a baker of all things was able to throw me out of his shop with no consequences was proof of how far down I was in the pecking order.
Damn it, damn it, damn it!
Well there was nothing for it. I’d swung, and I’d struck out. I didn’t have any more information about my crew, and I’d just wasted one of the rare trips I was allowed out of Varis’s palace. I’d have to be back soon or she might start to suspect something.
I wanted to scream, but didn’t. That would draw the attention of those stupid overseers. I glanced at the stream of Livisk moving back and forth in the street. No vehicle traffic down here. All of that was moving past at impossible speeds overhead.
It was easy to spot the overseers now that I knew what to look for. Livisk who looked more like soldiers than the civilians around them. Aliens with bored looks as though they’d rather be anywhere but here keeping humans in line.
I wondered what the story was there. Warriors who couldn’t cut it on the front lines for some reason? Warriors who’d been injured but failed to die a glorious death? Whatever the reason, it wasn’t my problem.
I started down the street, still glancing over my shoulder every thirty seconds or so to make sure I wasn’t being followed. And it was because of that overabundance of caution bordering on paranoia that I saw him.
The alien was doing a good job of being stealthy, I’d give him that. He almost might’ve blended into the crowd, except he didn’t really match anyone else down here.
This was the dregs of Livisk society down at the bottom level. Which was why it was so dangerous down here. Even the overseers had the look of soldiers who could no longer make it on the front lines for whatever reason.
My shadow didn’t belong with those dregs. No, he had the look of a soldier with those broad shoulders and elaborate tattoos.
Plus he didn’t have the bored look the overseers wore.
That was a Livisk on a mission. Maybe somebody sent from the empress. Maybe someone Varis sent to come after me.
I sighed. And here I thought things couldn’t get any worse. I turned and continued walking and looking over my shoulder as before, but I tried to act like I hadn’t seen anything. I didn’t want to do anything that would signal to this guy that he’d been caught.
I kept up the act until I ducked into a small alley. It was a sliver between two massive buildings, but even something that looked like a sliver on the scale of the construction of this planet was about as wide as a road back on earth.
It would have to do. I just prayed there was an end to this alley. The ground level on this damned planet was a maze, and I could only hope I lost my pursuer before I got too lost.
The only problem was apparently someone had already thought ahead to potential avenues of escape. A couple of Livisk stood in the shadows looking at me, and I’m not talking about the homeless Livisk who dotted these small out of the way places.
These had the same look as the one who’d been following me. Broad shoulders. Dangerous smiles. Also? They were armed to the teeth with nasty looking blades.
Not the kind of person I wanted to be stuck with in a dark alley, thank you very much.
They were hidden in shadow, but I knew they were here for me. I felt a tingling between my shoulder blades. Something was very wrong here.
I thought about what Varis said about the empress having it out for me, and wondered if I’d just stumbled across a group of Imperial assassins.
I turned to leave the alley, but of course my exit was blocked by the one who’d been following me and herded me in here in the first place. Foot traffic moved past behind him, but I didn’t bother to scream. It’s not like there was any help coming on this world for a human woman screaming in a back alley.
That was business as usual around here, but I wasn’t your usual human prey.
“Right. So if you leave now I’ll let you go without killing you,” I said to the one at the alley entrance. I assumed he was the leader. Something about the way he carried himself screamed that he was the one in charge.
He looked confused. He paused and looked over his shoulder. Like he expected some sort of attack from behind. When it didn’t come he turned back to me and frowned.
“Why would I have anything to fear from you, human?”
He reached behind and pulled out a long curved blade. That thing looked sharp. Not to mention it was short enough to be pretty useful in close quarters combat.
I frowned. Not good. Very not good. Not that I had any intention of letting on that I was worried about my chances.
“Last chance, buddy,” I said.
I tried to keep my voice calm. Collected. Always act like you were the one in control of a situation even if you weren’t. It could throw someone off, though it didn’t seem to be throwing off this guy.
I looked to the two behind me, but they weren’t doing anything. Just standing there preventing my escape.
Which was plenty, thank you very much.
The one with the nasty smile stepped forward. Well then. I guess he wasn’t playing nice and listening to my warning. At least I could say I gave him that warning.
I reached behind me to a knife I’d hidden away in the back band of my pants. It was the sort of thing that would probably have me put away for life if I was caught carrying a weapon, assuming Varis couldn’t talk me out of my predicament, but I figured better in prison than dead.
Even if that meant being in a Livisk prison.
I pulled it out and brandished it. The blade was large, but here in this dark alley, surrounded by armed Livisk on all sides, it suddenly didn’t seem nearly as impressive as when I snuck into Varis’s private office before we went down to the simulator. She thought I was engrossed in learning their damned written language.
Instead I’d been engrossed with casing the joint in the few moments I had before I went down to kick her tight sparkly blue butt in the simulator.
My attacker laughed.
“Am I supposed to be afraid of you, human? You wouldn’t have the guts to use that even if you could get close enough to try,” he said.
I shrugged. “Can’t blame a girl for trying.”
I heaved the knife at him with every ounce of strength I could muster. Not that I thought throwing the thing would do a damn bit of good.
The knife sailed past him harmlessly and clattered to the ground with a loud clang, but it was enough to distract him. His eyes followed the blade with that same cocky smile. No doubt he was confident I wouldn’t be doing anything to him.
That moment of cocky satisfaction where his attention was on the knife was all I needed. I reached into my baggy top and pulled out the second surprise I’d managed to smuggle out of Varis’s personal study, or whatever the sequel trilogy she called that room that overlooked the Livisk Imperial Palace off in the distance.
I wheeled around and fired the concealed assassin pistol, at least that’s what I assumed it was considering its diminutive and easily hidden size, at the two blocking my escape. The first took a blast of charged energy in the chest and fell to the ground with a smoking hole in said chest. From the way he twitched it didn’t seem like he’d be causing me any more trouble anytime soon.
The second had enough warning to jump out of the way, but the blast still singed a muscular arm.
I’d have to take care of him later. I wheeled around on the one blocking my exit, and saw that he wasn’t nearly as distracted as I’d hoped. He towered over me. His hand grabbed my wrist and the weapon fired harmlessly past him as I squeezed the trigger.
Of course that blast went out of the alley and into the street beyond. I heard an explosion as my blast slammed against a building on the other side, and screams from humans, Livisk, and various other subject species filtered into the alley.
“That was clever,” my captor said. “They warned us you might do something clever. I’m glad to see it was true.”
“Who warned you?” I asked.
I had a pretty good idea of exactly who was doing the warning. I had a pretty good idea of who had the time, money, and inclination to send assassins to take me out. Something told me it was the bitch who lived right in the center of that palace Varis could stare at from the comfort of her own palace.
I could only hope this asshole was in a mood to talk. Only he smiled and wagged a finger at me. He must’ve learned that from some human at some point, because as far as I knew it wasn’t a Livisk gesture.
Then he pulled something from his side. My eyes went wide as I saw an energy weapon of his own. I guess he wasn’t going to cut me up after all. It let out an ominous hum as he held it up to me at point blank range.
His hand squeezed. The weapon went off. My world filled with a blinding light, then darkness.
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Rescue

Varis


I felt something very close to worry as I made my way through the crowds of Livisk and other aliens that made up the under dwellers on the bottom level of the city. I tried to contain my disgust as I looked at my fellow Livisk who’d decided a life of battle wasn’t for them. 
To think they enjoyed the fruits of our vast civilization here on our home world while brave warriors were out there dying between the stars so the people of this city might live in comfort with humans and other aliens continually supplied to do their dirty work.
It disgusted me. The only problem? I had trouble deciding if I was more disgusted by the Livisk down here who hadn’t followed the calling of combat, or by the idea of humans and other aliens being used as slave labor.
I suppose the latter spoke to how much I’d changed since bringing Talia back to this world as my “guest.”
Talia. That worry hit me again. I should have been able to go straight to her. It had taken me several twists and turns in the confusing maze that was the ground level before I realized I wasn’t getting a sense of where she was.
Somehow she’d figured out how to block me out. I didn’t know how, but I wasn’t surprised. Clearly she was as clever as she was beautiful.
That cleverness was going to get her in trouble someday. I just hoped someday wasn’t today.
I shook my head as I thought about the last time I had to pull her out of a scrape. It had taken all my authority, and even then I’d had to promise to pay for the medical costs for the officers she’d sent to a med center.
I really wished I could figure out how she’d managed to smuggle a plasma cutter out of my palace to do that damage in the first place.
I was getting distracted from what was important, though. The empress’s agents would be out there. Waiting. Watching. Looking for any opportunity to pounce on her.
She didn’t know about the old customs, but the old customs and those who made sure they were carried out properly wouldn’t give a flying fuck, to borrow a Terran turn of phrase I was fond of.
That meant I needed to be nearby if anything happened. She was human. No human had ever bonded to a Livisk before. No human had ever been through the Adequacy. There were numerous ways she could be killed because she’d been bonded to me, but I didn’t want the Adequacy to be one of them.
I growled and turned to look through the crowds. There was the ever present smell of the lower streets. The smell of crowds moving about their lives unconcerned with the concerns of the high and mighty.
Humans and various other aliens mixed with Livisk down here. Which made it impossible to pick out a single human. Even with the way she tended to walk with her head held high, which was unlike any of the other humans down here.
I heard something off in the distance. Screaming followed by the sound of an explosion. I squeezed my eyes shut and went through a familiar old battle preparation drill where I tried to clear my mind as I counted up.
I’d been using that trick a lot since being bonded to Talia. I also listened inwardly. I had a strong hunch Talia was at the center of whatever terrible thing was happening off in the distance, and if she was then there was a good chance the mental barriers she’d put up would drop. She wasn’t so practiced that…
Her thoughts flooded my mind. I had a sense of danger and a direction that, not coincidentally, was off in the same direction as the screams and the explosion.
Then the feelings winked out. Like their source had been rendered unconscious. Not dead, think the stars, but that could be remedied before I got there to save her sexy ass.
Empress’s dangling ballsack. There were times when I hated being right.
“Out of the way!” I bellowed.
That cut through the dazed and confused crowd turning to look in the direction of the trouble. Humans and Livisk alike looked up at me as they were shaken out of that daze. They looked up as though they were truly seeing the world around them for the first time in ages, and that world included an angry warrior barreling right at them.
The crowd parted quickly after that. I knew they would be back to their shuffling stupor in no time.
Under dwellers. I let out a derisive snort as they parted around me and I ran for the source of that explosion.
It was pretty obvious when I reached the right spot. I went from the crowd parting around me to the crowd not existing. The charred and smoking remains of an energy weapon discharge scarred the side of a building across from a tall dark alley between two massive buildings that clawed for the skies.
I frowned. This would be the perfect spot for someone to ambush a human who didn’t know any better. And if they were using energy weapons in that attack then…
I let out another growl. The battle desire took over. It was an odd sensation running to battle on a planet that had the appropriate level of gravity and the right atmospheric composition for a change without added gear that made combat that much more difficult.
I skidded to a halt in front of the alley and frowned at what I saw. One Livisk assassin was on the ground moaning, and from the way his blood pumped out of a hole in his chest it looked like his primary hearts were pumping their last.
Next to him was a second assassin cradling an arm scarred with the telltale sign of an energy weapon. One of our energy weapons, that is.
Either Talia had overpowered one of them, or she’d managed to steal one of my weapons again. Either way, I’d never hear the end of this if the authorities intervened.
Not that I thought it likely they would. Those assassin tattoos were far too elaborate. They could only be working for the one person in this city who had more authority than me. Something told me the authorities wouldn’t want to get involved in that. They would be like insects trying to stop two titans, and that wasn’t a good place for someone of lower rank to be.
Definitely not the sort of thing somebody whose meager authority usually only rose to giving under dwellers a hard time would get involved in.
Two dark figures were down the alley a bit where I couldn’t make out features. I took a step forward and flexed my hand. My entire body was on fire, and not in the way it caught fire when I was close to Talia. No, this was all battle lust.
And something else. If that was Talia with these assassins then this day would go very poorly if they fulfilled their mission. It would go very poorly for them even if they hadn’t managed to fulfill their mission, but if they had then I would make this hurt.
“I don’t know who you are, but I have a good idea of who you’re working for,” I called out to the dark figure. “If you let her go now then I promise your death will be as quick and painless as I can make it.”
It was a very generous offer. More than I usually gave an enemy. Not that I expected the assassin to take me up on that offer.
I flexed my hands again, preparing to grab the blade attached to my back by a tiny molecular bond that was only atoms thick, but surprisingly comfortable. Not to mention the bond was strong enough to render it impossible for anyone to take my weapon from me if I didn’t want them to.
This was going to be… therapeutic. I had so much pent up frustration, and there’d been nothing convenient to take it out on. I couldn’t lash out at the empress, and I didn’t want to lash out at Talia. An Imperial assassin was another matter entirely, though.
I smiled. It wasn’t a pleasant smile. It was the sort of smile that a Trovargh Beast might fix upon a gentle purring Yalur before messily devouring it, scales and furr and all.
The assassin turned and regarded me. He also gave me a good view of the human in his grip. Talia. My eyes narrowed.
“I know who you are, general Varis,” the assassin said, his voice a grading whisper. “And I want you to know I’ve been looking forward to this assignment from our sovereign more than any other that’s ever been handed down to me.”
I shook my head and chuckled. “Great. Just what I need. An assassin with delusions of grandeur who thinks he’s going to be the one to finally take me down.”
I pulled the blade out from behind me and held it down to the side at the ready. The message was clear enough.
“Do you have any idea how many have tried? How many corpses litter the path I climbed to get where I am today? Every one of them thought they would be the ones to bring me down. Including that pretty little thing you have in your arms today,” I said.
I held the blade up so the point was aimed directly at his hearts. I held his gaze.
“What makes you think you’ll be any different?”
I sensed something. A brief flicker in my mind. As though a light came on for a moment then went dead. A moment later it was there again. Faint, but gaining strength. As though a signal was finally coming into focus out in deep space.
I smiled. Talia was well, confused, and pissed off.
I almost pitied the assassin holding her. Almost.
“Enough of your theatrics, General,” the assassin said. “You’re past your prime. You can’t even choose a mate who can defend herself properly!”
I held my breath and my tongue. This was a delicate situation. If I acted on her behalf then Talia would fail the Adequacy, I had no doubt that was what this was now, and be deemed unfit.
I desperately didn’t want that to happen. This was something I had to let her do on her own.
At the same time, I was terrified that if I didn’t intervene on her behalf then she’d be killed before she even had a chance to learn what the Adequacy mating challenge was.
I’d kept too much from her. I should have told her everything. Let her know all the dangers rather than trying to shelter her.
The flicker in my mind roared to life, and that anger was all consuming. It was a wonder the assassin didn’t realize she was stirring to life. I felt a dizzying pain run through her body via our link, but I’d seen what she could do even when her body was bleeding and broken.
I had a scar in my side to prove it.
Talia exploded in a whirl of motion. Her foot went down on the assassin’s foot, which only seemed to surprise him. Then her elbow moved back and landed a hit right over his lower heart. The man was foolish for allowing himself to be exposed so.
That scar where I’d been stabbed on a journey between the stars itched. I knew all too well how easy it was to underestimate this human and allow her to get too close. It was nice seeing someone else paying for that mistake.
The assassin let out a strangled grunt and stumbled back. A properly aimed hit to the lower heart would do that to anyone, which is precisely why it was such a good idea to protect that area above all others.
Well, except maybe for the mid-heart. That was really a spot to keep away from your enemies. Unfortunately he was so distracted stumbling back from the hit to his lower heart that he didn’t have time to dodge when Talia spun around and executed a perfect kick right to the mid-heart.
This time he didn’t make any noise at all. There was a strangled choking noise as the flow of blood to his extremities was cut off. It would take a good ten seconds for that flow to return to a normal rhythm, and by then the fight would be over.
It was something we trained for again and again in hand to hand combat. Sloppy for this one to let her get in close enough to take advantage of that weakness.
I waited for the inevitable. Only instead of going in for the kill as he stumbled back, Talia moved up and landed a kick right between the legs.
I winced. That was even more terrible than being hit in the lower or the mid-heart. A ripple of phantom pain hit me even though I didn’t have the same equipment as this assassin. It still wasn’t pleasant getting kicked there.
The assassin’s eyes rolled up in the back of his head, and he fell back with one hand between his legs and the other alternating clutching at the heart in his abdomen and the one at his side.
Talia spun around and smiled at me.
“I was wondering when you were going to get here,” she said. “Though I really did have everything under control.”
I buried the tip of my blade in the grimy alley floor and cocked an eyebrow. “Really? Because when I arrived you were unconscious and about to be killed. That hardly seems like having things under control.”
Talia shrugged as she walked up to me and wrapped her arms around me. That got my attention in a completely different manner than the phantom pain where she kicked the assassin.
“That’s just what I wanted them to think,” she said. “Wouldn’t want these assassins to die feeling completely inadequate.”
I frowned. I thought of the mating challenge. Talia had performed more than adequately, and adequate was already more than the empress would expect from a human woman. The only problem was we needed to leave one of the assassins alive for word to get back to the empress that her servants had been bested.
“We need to let one live,” I said.
Talia looked at me as though I’d told her to go dive off the top of the Imperial Palace without a repulsor belt.
“Why would I want to leave any of them alive?” she asked. “They tried to kill me, and if I don’t miss my guess they were working for your sister in law. Seems like the kind of guys I don’t want coming after me again.”
“Yes, but how will my brother’s wife know what you passed the mating challenge if you don’t leave one of them alive to tell her about their terrible defeat at your hands?”
Talia frowned. “Mating challenge?”
I glanced at the alley around us. Certainly this was all legal since it was part of a mating challenge. It was also legal in the sense that anything the empress wanted to do was legal considering she was sovereign of all the Ascendancy and the law made flesh, but at the same time someone could see us at any moment and raise an alarm that would cause a lot of headache and delay.
“I’ll explain later when we’re back at the palace,” I said.
Talia shrugged. “Suit yourself. What you’re saying does make sense. Leave one alive to tell the others not to come after me.”
She traced a finger along one of the rank tattoos on my chest and I closed my eyes and shivered. It was so very distracting when she did that, and I was grateful I’d risen to a rank that gave her plenty of tattoo to trace. She looked up at me in the darkness with an unpleasant smile that I wouldn’t care for if I was her enemy.
I knew I wouldn’t care for it because I’d been on the other end of that smile when she bested me, but today we were on the same side. I could sense that much from the bond, even if she was masking her other feelings.
“You did say I only have to leave one alive, right?”
“Well…”
I paused. I wasn’t sure I knew where she was going with this. “I suppose one is all you need, right?”
“Good,” Talia said. That smile grew even wider. I was reminded of the Trovargh Beast again, though admittedly Talia filled out her tight clothing far better than a Trovargh ever would.
She walked towards the alley entrance and picked up something I recognized immediately. An assassin’s blaster I thought I’d hidden well enough in my private study that I’d be the only one who could ever find it.
Then again, I’d never anticipated leaving Talia alone in my office for the space of a couple of minutes. I would have to be far more careful about hidden weapons in the future. Those could easily be turned on me under the wrong circumstances, and that scar at my side pulsed with phantom pain as I thought of other times Talia had turned my own weapons against me.
Like now. She wheeled around and pointed the blaster directly at me. I raised my hands and tried to sense something from her mind, but she was still blocking her thoughts.
“Talia, you don’t have to do this,” I said.
She cocked an eyebrow and the alley lit up with the crackle of energy as the weapon discharged. The hair rose on my head as the blast flew over my shoulder and hit something behind me. I turned and stared in amazement at the assassin who’d only been injured in the arm. His blade clattered to the ground as he fell with a cauterized smoking hole where his head had been moments ago.
Talia walked over to the one she’d incapacitated. The one who was still twitching, even though the hole in his chest said he wasn’t going to last much longer.
He tried pulling away from her, but she raised the weapon and fired several times until he stopped moving. Then she turned and smiled at me.
“There. I left one alive. Happy?”
“It would appear I am in your debt,” I said.
Talia shrugged and grinned. “I figure you’re already so far in my debt that you should get used to it. Now, on. Let’s get home so you can tell me all about this “mating challenge” thing that somehow involves the empress sending assassins to kill me.”
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Old Customs

Varis


I paced back and forth in front of a view of the city that included the Imperial Palace off in the distance. Then again that was hardly surprising that I had that view. Any building that looked towards the center of the city could see the Imperial Palace considering it was the tallest and most magnificent structure in the whole of the Livisk Ascendency. 
I felt conflicted as I looked out at that magnificent building. There’d been a time when I was a younger woman, before my successes brought me close to the direct imperial sphere of influence, when I’d looked at that building and felt pride. I’d felt the sure knowledge that any species that could create something on such a grand scale was a species that deserved to have mastery of the galaxy.
Back then I’d known that we’d sweep aside the strange pinkish creatures who were challenging our dominance of the galaxy from their home system in the uncharted backwaters of the western spiral arm.
Now? I wasn’t so sure. That palace was the home of a child I’d seen grow up. It was the home of a creature who was continuing to wage a war that it was becoming increasingly obvious we might not be able to win despite our warrior spirit. It was the seat of a power that had just sent assassins to destroy the best thing that ever happened in my life even if she was also the source of many of the worst things that had ever happened in my life.
I turned and regarded Talia. She sat there looking so proper in front of my desk. She had a look of such complete and utter innocence that I almost couldn’t imagine that she would dare to do something like stealing one of my energy weapons when I had my back turned.
I held out a hand. “Give it to me.”
“What are you talking about Varis?” she asked, her voice a sweet tone I’d come to recognize as meaning she was trying something. She was also masking her thoughts, something she didn’t seem to think I could notice, which was as much of a giveaway as that tone.
“I don’t know what you took, but I do know that I don’t want you to have it. You have no idea what sort of damage you might have done today by using an energy weapon in public like that,” I said.
Talia arched an eyebrow. Well then. Now we were getting into looks that were very familiar. That one usually meant I was in trouble. I suppose I should have stopped and been amazed that I could ever be in “trouble” considering I was the captor and she was my “guest.”
“And how could I be in more danger with an energy weapon than without? If you’ll recall they were the ones who attacked me, and that asshole we let live used some sort of weapon of his own. I call it leveling the playing field,” she said.
I frowned. “That’s impossible. They wouldn’t use an energy weapon for the mating challenge. It’s forbidden.”
“It might be forbidden, but it looks like they decided to break a few of the rules,” she said. “I’m telling you, they used an energy weapon.”
My frown deepened. I didn’t like the sound of that. Blades and unarmed combat were the rule when it came to the Adequacy mating challenge. 
And yet… There was the way her mind went dark suddenly. As though she was hit with a stunning weapon. If she’d been hit on the head then she’d likely still be out and in desperate need of medical attention. These humans were as delicate when it came to hits to their skull as Livisk were when it came to getting hit in the wrong heart.
That she’d awoken so quickly also screamed energy weapon in the hands of someone who didn’t know the proper setting for a human and was afraid of applying too much force and accidentally killing the subject they were trying to kidnap.
Yet I refused to believe it. It was too dishonorable. Even the empress passing judgment from her throne and acting as though she owned the world, which technically she did, wouldn’t go so far as to risk dishonoring herself by having her assassins cheat.
It was impossible.
“You must be mistaken, Talia,” I said. “The mating challenge to determine your adequacy is strictly unarmed combat. You must be remembering the encounter wrong.”
Talia’s eyes flashed and I found myself preparing for combat. I did that a lot when she looked at me like that. It had to be some sort of delayed response from the first time we met and she’d been in power armor.
“You believe what you want, Sparkly,” she said.
I frowned. I’d noticed she tended to use that name whenever she was annoyed with me, and that in turn annoyed me. I didn’t draw attention to it, though. I’d also discovered, much to my dismay, that drawing attention to something I didn’t like was a sure way to guarantee that she would do it until the end of time and then some.
“This is one of those dangers I warned you about,” I said, trying to change the subject. The assassins using an energy weapon and violating an ancient code that went back to the hazy days before the last great nuclear conflagration that united our world was so far beyond the pale that I didn’t want to think about it.
So I didn’t.
“A danger you warned me about? You said it was dangerous to go alone. You didn’t say anything about the empress sending a bunch of assassins to try and kill me,” she said, anger flaring through the bond.
“This is what I’ve been trying to tell you. There’s so much you don’t know about what’s normal on this world, and what you don’t know could very well sneak out of an alley and try to kill you.”
Talia stopped and stared at me with her hands on her hips.
“You’re telling me someone trying to kill me is normal? That I should get used to the idea of someone trying to plant a knife in my back every time I go down to the corner grocery?”
I frowned. “A corner grocery? I’m afraid you’ve lost me with your language choice. Is that someplace you go to test yourself in combat?”
Talia sighed and rolled her eyes. A moment later my mind was flooded with visions of a place where humans went to get their food and other necessities. All of the food was packaged in neat little plastic wrapping and presented ready to be cooked without any need to be a part of the killing.
It was dishonorable, and it disgusted me. To think that Talia thought Livisk food was revolting when the humans didn’t even go to a hunting chamber like civilized people so they could kill their food as was proper.
I shook my head. I was learning so many things about the humans through this bond, and some of it turned my stomachs.
“Right, I get it,” Talia said. “You think the idea of packaged food is disgusting or dishonorable or something. It’s getting pretty damn exhausting trying to keep up with the list of things that bring me dishonor, you know.”
I opened my mouth to tell her that it was fine. That I didn’t care. She was a human and they had different customs. I understood that even if they did turn my stomachs. I didn’t have a chance to even get the thought out before she was advancing on me again.
I had another flashback. Her in that power armor grabbing my fist and holding it in place as the other fist came up to slam into my gut and send me flying across a room into a bulkhead.
In a moment I was back in reality. Back to an angry ball of human fury advancing on me. An angry ball of human fury that I now knew was more than capable of destroying me in hand to hand combat without the benefit of power armor.
I did the expeditious thing. I retreated until I was backed against the wall of my study and thought the entire time about how ridiculous it was that I was allowing myself to be intimidated by this human!
She pointed a finger at me. “So do you want to tell me what the sequel trilogy is going on with you and the empress that you think it’s completely normal for her to send a bunch of assassins after me?”
I blinked. Right. The mating challenge. I reached down and gently placed my hands on Talia’s waist.
I picked her up gently and her eyes went wide. I moved across the room and sat her down on my desk so she had a view of the empress’s palace. I thought it would be good to have a reminder of  how powerful the empress was while we had this conversation. 
I also worried the entire time I was carrying her that she would find some way to cause me a great degree of pain, but part of the reason why I was so taken with this human was precisely because she was so dangerous.
I sat down in my chair which molded itself to my current posture and stared up at Talia trying to think of the best way to describe the mating challenge.
“You do know you’re doing a terrible job of covering up your thoughts right now, right?” Talia asked. “You can just come out and tell me what the sequel trilogy this mating challenge thing is. I’ve already been attacked by assassins. It’s not like anything you tell me is going to make me more annoyed at her royal assholeness.”
I took a moment to work through what she’d just said. It seemed like a play on titles they used for their ancient royalty and a slang term for the bit of anatomy humans used to defecate. It was her tone of voice more than anything that told me it was meant to be an insult.
I decided to ignore that. For the moment. It wasn’t terribly likely the empress had managed to sneak a listening device into this room, and if she had it’s not like she needed more of an excuse to try and kill my bonded mate.
“What happened to you today is actually considered quite normal with the Livisk,” I said. “It’s called the mating challenge.”
“I’d gathered that much,” Talia said. “Now could you please explain why being mated to you means people are going to try and kill me?”
I thought for a moment. It was difficult trying to explain a cultural concept to an alien who had no idea what proper behavior was. She was a savage brought to civilization for the first time, and I had to remember that when I tried to explain proper behavior to her.
“Think of me as a savage one more time and you’ll understand what truly savage behavior is, Sparkly,” Talia said, a warning undercurrent to her tone.
I arched an eyebrow. “You have my apologies.”
Talia smiled, and for a wonder she leaned down to brush her lips against mine. Which provided a welcome distraction. “You’re a terrible liar, but go on. You were telling me about why it’s normal that your family is trying to kill me?”
“The mating challenge is something that goes back thousands of years. When a man or woman decides to take a bondmate it is traditional for that man or woman’s family to test the suitability of their chosen mate,” I said.
“By trying to kill them,” Talia said, her voice flat.
“Well, yes? How else would they be able to tell if a mate was suitable?”
“So what does that have to do with assassins?” Talia asked.
“That’s simple,” I said, trying to think of a truly simple way to explain this to her. Obviously she was having trouble with the idea of the mating challenge, so adding complicated Livisk politics didn’t seem like the best course of action for encouraging understanding. I was going to try, though.
I was careful to shield any thoughts about describing things in a simple manner. She seemed to be insulted when I pointed out just how uncivilized she could be. Humans. They didn’t know a good thing when it hit them, which is a big part of the reason why our first invasion of their space didn’t go as well as planned.
“It’s simple. The mating challenge is meant to determine whether or not a mate is appropriate, and in your case that means they need to test whether or not you have the skills necessary to be bonded to a high ranking general of the Livisk Ascendency,” I said.
Talia blinked. No understanding there. Okay. Time to explain it a little differently.
“If I were a commoner then the mating challenge would likely be something simple. My family would show up at your place of business or jump you in a place where you thought you were safe and do their best to kill you,” I said. “You would then fight them off and after that my family would deem you suitable to be my mate.”
“So is it like ceremonial or something? I’ve heard of people on earth doing similar things, but they were never playing for keeps.”
“Playing for keeps? Why would it be anything less than serious? We’re talking about choosing someone who will become part of the family and raise future generations.”
Talia rolled her eyes. “Of course you would be serious about something this crazy. Now please. Continue.”
“Right. I am no commoner. I am one of the highest ranking generals in our society, even if I’ve fallen into disgrace recently,” I said. “That means anyone who is mated to me would have to be able to handle all of the challenges associated with Livisk high society, and that includes assassins coming for you.”
“Great,” Talia muttered. “I’ve married into the craziest family in the galaxy.”
“But we aren’t married yet,” I said. “That is a completely different ceremony. If you’re deemed worthy by my family, who unfortunately for you is the empress in this case, then we would go through with a ceremony to make it permanent.”
“You mean being bonded so that we can read each other’s thoughts isn’t permanent enough for you?” she asked.
I looked away for a moment. Off to the palace in the distance. I felt that tug again between my obligation to my people and the feelings I had for Talia.
“Admittedly in this case the empress has mixed up the order of things. Typically the ceremony would be first and then the bonding, but we will make do with this as best we can given the circumstances. And to be fair you did quite well with your first test.”
“You mean the one where they cheated and used energy weapons?” she asked.
“Again, you must be confused. Even the empress would not risk dishonor to that level,” I said. “I believe that you using one of those weapons could be forgiven for the first time since you’re unfamiliar with our people and our customs, but it’s still something you should avoid. In fact, it would be best if you avoided stealing weapons from me at all in the future.”
“Uh-huh, and if you believe I’m going to do that I have the slagged and irradiated remains of a bridge under New Brooklyn to sell you,” Talia replied.
I decided to ignore the language difficulties this time. I’m sure those words made sense to someone raised on earth, but I didn’t have time to puzzle them out now.
“Can you at least promise you won’t steal energy weapons and use them when you’re attacked?” I asked.
Again she fixed me with a look that told me I was dreaming. I sighed. That was about what I’d expected, but it was still a disappointment.
“Look, Varis. You’re going on about your people’s traditions, but I’m not your people. I’m human, and I’m going to do what I need to survive. If that involves bringing dishonor on myself then that’s just fine, because I don’t buy into your system so it’s not like I can be upset that your system doesn’t like me,” she said. “Besides, you can’t tell me this whole mating challenge isn’t just the perfect excuse for her royal dicklessness to conveniently kill me off. She’s been trying since the first time we met.”
“That does make a certain amount of sense,” I said.
I could see this was going to be more difficult than I’d imagined. It was all down to those warring desires. My people versus my mate. Did I want to adhere to thousands of years of tradition, or did I want Talia alive? My sense of loyalty to my people wasn’t sure, but I knew what my body wanted.
Talia above all. That thought scared me, and I wasn’t one to scare easily.
“So if I pass this challenge are we actually getting hitched?” she asked.
“Hitched? Could you explain what ancient farming technology has to do with anything?”
Talia giggled. “Getting married. Going through with the bonding ceremony. It’s slang in Terran.”
“Ah. I suppose that makes some sense. I am willing to go through with it if you are,” I said.
Talia rolled her eyes. “So romantic. I’m sure that’s just how every girl dreams of her woman popping the question. ‘I’m willing to marry you if you’re willing to marry me.’ You even sound stiff when you say it.”
“So is that a yes?”
“That’s me telling you that you aren’t even close to asking that question the right way. The jury’s still out.”
More confusing earth slang. I got the gist of what she was saying though. That was neither a yes or a no. Earth women. They were just as confusing and frustrating as Livisk women. Though again, that was part of why I was so drawn to this earth woman in particular.
“I will tell you one thing,” she said, her tone suddenly frigid.
“What’s that?”
“I’m going to prove to the empress that I’m more than worthy of you, and I’m going to kill anything she sends at me until she’s satisfied.”
“You really don’t care for the empress, do you?” I asked.
“You do?”
I opened my mouth and was about to tell her exactly what I thought of the empress. That she was a spoiled brat who was carrying on the flawed policies of her father without any idea why. That she was in competition with a dead man trying to prove she was as much a leader as her father because she was going to finish what her father couldn’t and destroy the humans. That she surrounded herself with sycophants who told her what she wanted to hear and as a result she didn’t seem to know or care that the war was grinding to a halt and the humans were even pushing back.
Almost I said all of that, but I managed to stop myself at the last moment. It wouldn’t do to completely throw out my loyalties. I couldn’t do it. I’d sworn to the emperor as a young warrior, and disliking his child was no excuse to not do my duty.
“She is the empress,” I said. “That’s all I need to know.”
Talia rolled her eyes and leaned down to kiss me again. Only this time she didn’t stop at kissing me. She slid forward until she was sliding off my desk and into my lap. 
My eyes widened in surprise, but I responded by wrapping my arms around her. When she pulled back she had a very odd look on her face, but I enjoyed it. It was obvious she’d enjoyed that kiss.
“I’m going to cure you of that eventually, you know,” she said.
“What’s that?”
“Blind loyalty to a corrupt system,” she replied.
This was dangerous territory. Particularly in a city where there could be an imperial listening device attached to anything. I wasn’t worried about that in my own palace so much, but saying that sort of thing was a bad habit to get into.
I needed to get away from this line of conversation, and fast. So I settled on the one thing that I thought might throw her off balance.
“So do you care to tell me what you were doing down in an alley next to a bakery that’s known to house a pro-human sympathizer?”
Talia went pale. I smiled. I was the Trovargh Beast once more, and she was the prey in my sights.
“You knew about that?” she asked.
“I did not, but your reaction told me all I needed to know. A baker that specializes in human delicacies? They’re always under suspicion. You will tell me where you discovered he was working for the Human Manumission Society and why you were going to talk to him,” I said.
“I’m going to tell you nothing of the sort on the first score, and on the second I was trying to get information about my crew,” she replied.
I blinked. Surprises piled on top of surprises. “I thought you hated your crewmates? Blamed them for getting you in this position in the first place?”
“I might not like them for getting me into this situation,” Talia said. “That doesn’t mean I’m cool leaving them to suffer. I still have that much loyalty to humanity, even if it doesn’t seem like there’s much else left for me with my species.”
I frowned. I turned and looked across that long expanse between my palace and the empress’s. A long expanse that seemed short because of the massive sizes involved in the different buildings. I could sympathize with what she was going through, and perhaps because I could sympathize I knew I was about to do something very stupid.
“What would you say if I told you I could arrange a meeting with someone from your crew?” I asked.
Talia pulled my head around and stared at me for a long moment. Her eyes searched my own and I knew she was looking to see if there was any truth to my offer. I almost felt insulted that she felt the need to look in the first place, but if the positions were reversed I could understand why she would have a difficult time believing me.
“You would do that for me?”
I tightened my grip on her waist. “Of course I would. You are my mate, even if you do seem a little hesitant about going through with the ceremony.”
Talia didn’t reply in words. Instead she leaned down and kissed me, and this time it wasn’t a short and quick kiss of someone showing affection. 
No, there was passion burning there. Passion to equal the desire I’d felt when I was with her in the alley. Passion that made me feel as though I was truly alive in a way I rarely felt outside of combat.
Then again, there were times when it felt like every moment I shared with Talia was combat on some level.
Still I couldn’t shake the thought that what I was doing was dangerous. Even mentioning a meeting with a member of her crew bordered on treason. If we were found out then the empress would be fully justified in having me liquidated, though I wouldn’t go without a fight and it would probably spark at least a minor civil war as warriors who were loyal to me rose to my defense.
Not that their rising to my defense and dying for me would do me a damn bit of good if I was dead while they did their pointless avenging. Much better for me to stay alive, if for nothing else than because I found I quite enjoyed these trysts with Talia.
No, I had to be careful about this. Very careful. This was the realm of espionage and political intrigue where I was far less experienced.
But I would do it for Talia. For that intense kiss. For that desire I felt as she pressed against me.
It worried me to think that for that, for her, I would do almost anything. Loyalty, honor, and desire all swirled around inside me in a confusing storm that I carefully masked from Talia, though it became more and more difficult as her kisses grew more and more insistent.
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Old Friends

Talia


I paced back and forth feeling more unsure of myself than I had since I first came to this world. There were so many dangers here. So many ways I could get myself killed. The assassins in that dark alley had proved that well enough, even if I had bested them. 
And now I could look forward to more of them coming after me. I had a feeling that no matter what Varis said they’d continue coming for me until I was dead. There’d be no proving that I was worthy in the empress’s eyes.
No, the only way I was going to break free of that death sentence was if I killed the empress. Not that I’d breathe a word of that to Varis. I was careful to keep those thoughts well and truly hidden from her. That was the sort of thing that might stretch her already conflicted loyalties to the breaking point, and I didn’t need that right now.
I felt bad for manipulating her like that, but I had to do what I had to do to survive. To help her survive. If the ultimate plan for helping both of us survive involved toppling her government and killing her precious asshole of a sovereign then she didn’t need to know about that until it was too late.
Never mind that I still had no idea how the sequel trilogy I was going to pull that off.
“You are nervous,” Varis said.
I jumped. I’d been working so hard to mask my thoughts from her. If she could feel I was nervous then there was a chance she could feel other things. Like my long term plans that involved regicide in the messiest and most painful way I could come up with.
“How do you figure?” I asked, careful to keep my voice neutral and doubly careful to keep up those mental barriers I’d put up between the two of us. I didn’t know anything about this stupid bond, and if there was some way for her to sense my thoughts when I thought she couldn’t…
Varis waved a hand and let out a dismissive laugh. “You don’t need to worry that I’m reading your mind right now. That’s quite safe.”
I narrowed my eyes as I stared at her. No amount of her saying I didn’t need to worry about her reading my mind was going to keep me from worrying that she was doing exactly that. Particularly when she said things that echoed what I’d just been thinking!
“So how do you know I’m nervous?” I asked.
“Because you’ve been pacing around this room and searching it as though looking for any escape ever since you stepped in here,” she said. “It would be quite amusing if I wasn’t worried about you trying to do something stupid.”
I rolled my eyes. “And what could I possibly do to cause trouble even if I did decide to do something stupid? You took away all my weapons I rightfully stole from you.”
Varis shrugged. It was a surprisingly resigned shrug. As though she was accepting all the difficulties the universe had piled on her strong shoulders that were always so very distracting whenever I stopped to really get a good look at them. Those were shoulders that I loved watching hovering over me as she…
No. I was not going to think of that right now. I was having a hard enough time keeping things together without thinking about the sexy alien who had a terrible habit of turning me on at the worst possible moment.
“I might have taken away all your weapons,” she said. “But I don’t for a moment think you’re unarmed. I just choose not to ask what else you have on you or how you managed to hide it from my thorough search.”
I smiled and walked over to pat her on the cheek. “You learn so fast.”
I also blushed thinking about just how thorough her search had been. It was the sort of search that would’ve left anyone else thinking I didn’t have a single weapon on my person, but there was still a focused energy weapon I’d hidden in the one place she didn’t search when she was doing that thorough search.
I wasn’t sure whether I was happy or disappointed about that.
Varis put one of her hands on my own and patted it. I cocked an eyebrow at her. That gesture that came very close to patronizing. I wasn’t sure I appreciated patronizing gestures from her, but in this case I decided to let it slide. There was a lot going on here today, and to be perfectly honest I welcomed the comfort. At least I thought that’s what she was trying to provide. I decided that’s how I was going to take it.
“You could always back out,” Varis said. “I could give the word and my warriors would bring the subject back to their home and they would have no idea that you were even the one they were supposed to meet.”
She smiled. It wasn’t a pleasant smile. “The subject probably thinks they’re being escorted to a summary execution for one reason or another. It’s not unheard of for people in her position. I imagine he’d be quite happy to find himself turned around and taken back no worse for the wear.”
I’m ashamed to say that I actually seriously considered the offer. I couldn’t imagine Commander Keen would be very happy to see me considering everything that had happened. I’m sure he blamed me for everything that happened even though he was one of the first who told me to go easier on the crew. I could hear his words about how we were safe in the home system echoing in my mind now.
I wondered if he thought about those words now that he was in a Livisk prison on their homeworld.
Of course it was my fault to some degree. Keen just didn’t strike me as the type to take responsibility for his actions. I’d long ago accepted that it was a personal failing of mine that I was in this situation rather than parading Varis all over earth and getting on all the chat shows to talk about my brave showdown with the nasty Livisk raider in the home system.
“No,” I said. “I need to meet with him. I need to know how the crew is doing. It’s my responsibility to them as their captain even if it’s not a responsibility I particularly feel like taking on.”
From the way Varis smiled I got the impression she approved. I hated that I found myself preening under that approval. She was the last person in the galaxy whose approval I needed. she might be good for a roll in the hay, but I wasn’t going to start judging my value based on what she thought of me, damn it.
Still, there was a small part of me that enjoyed that approval. I ignored that small part of me.
A beeping at Varis’s side pulled her attention away from me, and not a moment too soon. I was on the verge of doing something really stupid like blushing. I hated it when my stupid body gave things away that I was trying my best to shield from Varis.
“It appears our guest is here,” she said. “This is your last chance to back out.”
“Not a chance,” I said. “I need to know how they’re doing. Like it or not, they’re my responsibility.”
Varis nodded again and this time there was no mistaking that she was pleased. The emotion came surging through my mind and I smiled before I brought myself under control. 
Damn it. She tricked me. She liked catching me off guard like that.
“The burden of command is difficult, but it’s something you have to shoulder no matter what,” Varis said, the approval rolling through the bond in waves.
Great. I was about to meet with a former crew member who’d probably as soon kill me as have a conversation with me, and the only thing I cared about was the crazy alien in the room who thought I was making the right decision by doing something that very much felt like the wrong thing to me.
I took a deep breath as Varis tapped a button on her communicator. “Send the subject in.”
The doors to Varis’s study opened and in stepped Commander Keen. He looked a little worse for the wear. Much worse than I’d made out in my time with Varis. He was still in the uniform he’d worn on that day we were captured. Apparently they didn’t believe in providing their prisoners with a change of clothes.
“Actually they leave him in his uniform as proof to the other humans that even your mighty Combined Fleet can’t save them,” Varis said.
Damn it. I needed to remember to be more cautious about keeping those mental barriers up. One of these days I was going to let the wrong thought through and really cause some trouble.
“I’m hoping for that, actually,” Varis said with a knowing smile.
“Would you get out of my head?” I snapped.
I was losing control. The fact that Varis was hearing more and more of the sort of thoughts I tried to keep from her was proof. I closed my eyes and concentrated on pushing her thoughts away. It was difficult to explain exactly how I did it since it was all happening in my brain, but it was sort of like the same feeling I got when I tried to push away an unpleasant thought, and it was about as difficult.
But so very worth it.
Meanwhile Keen was looking between the two of us as though we’d gone mad. Not that I could blame him. If I’d seen a human having half a conversation with a Livisk even a month ago I would’ve thought the human had gone insane.
Then Keen’s eyes settled on me, and that look was about as unpleasant as I’d come to expect. No, he was not happy at all to see me.
“Talia,” he said, his voice dripping with disdain.
“I am your captain,” I said, drawing myself up and trying to invest those words with as much authority as I could muster. 
It was difficult to muster, though, considering I was standing here with the enemy dressed in nice new clothes while he was still in the rags of his uniform and obviously not having a very good time of it.
“You were my captain right up until you allowed us to be captured,” he spat. “Now I understand why the Fleet put you on home detail. You couldn’t command your way out of a wet paper bag with the sensors turned up on full.”
I felt the heat rising. He was accusing me? I mean sure there was a small part of me that acknowledged I was partly to blame for everything that happened. As captain it was my duty to find a way to motivate my people, and I’d failed in that completely and utterly which ultimately led to our defeat out at the edges of the Oort cloud. But how dare he. It’s not like I was the only one who was responsible.
“You asshole,” I growled. 
I took a step forward and he took a step back. Right into the door that didn’t open behind him. So I continued advancing. All the anger, all the rage I’d felt towards my crew but kept under careful control for fear of seeming unprofessional was boiling to the surface.
I moved right up next to him and pushed him back. Not that it did much good since he was against the door which refused to slide open. The only thing I accomplished was sort of banging his head against the door. He winced, but held his ground.
“You spent my entire command telling me I needed to go easier on the crew. That I was being paranoid trying to get them ready for an attack, and now that attack came and went, you’re captive, and you’re going to turn around and act like it was all my fault? How dare you!”
Keen looked away. Good. At least he felt some shame for his part in this. Not that it looked like he was going to admit to anything. He turned back to me and that fire was still burning in his eyes, but he kept quiet.
Apparently he was going to hold onto his hate. Hold onto blaming me for the disaster even though he was as much to blame, if not more, for refusing to believe the very situation I tried warning him about could happen.
“Why did you bring me here?” he asked. “Because if you thought it would be funny to yell at me in front of your new master I’m not going to give you the satisfaction.”
I bristled at him calling Varis my new master, but I didn’t want to go there. Not right now. That relationship was complicated enough without trying to explain everything right in front of Varis. She might not understand all the intricacies of the Terran language, but she knew enough that the conversation would get pretty embarrassing pretty damn fast.
“I came here to see if I could help you,” I said, my voice quiet. Some of the anger drained away. Some, but not all. As I looked him over I couldn’t help but feel pity even if he was being an asshole.
“Help me? Please. Is this part of some new propaganda video they have you making? I didn’t want to believe what they’ve been broadcasting, you telling their empress that the human fleet is weak, but I guess it’s all true,” he said.
I blinked. That was interesting. I guess they had taken the recordings I was pretty sure they were making when I was in the presence of the empress and turned them into a propaganda tool. I’d been mad enough to hope they’d do exactly that when I was in her Imperial majesty’s presence. I’d been pissed off at the Fleet brass and still angry enough to do something about it.
Now I wondered if that was such a wise decision.
“Everything I said was true,” I said. I might be wondering if it was a wise decision, but I’d meant every word I said on that fateful day. “The admirals are part of the reason we’re here. They don’t care about defense, otherwise a Livisk ship wouldn’t be able to make it into the home system so easily. Wouldn’t be able to overpower a human ship so easily.”
Keen looked away again. Oh yeah. I didn’t need a mental bond to know that some of the shame of that day was still burning bright inside him. Good. Let it burn.
“I’m not going to listen to the words of a woman who’s let herself become the trained pet of the woman who destroyed our ship and captured us,” Keen said.
My hand balled into a fist and I had to remind myself that striking Keen wasn’t going to do any good. It certainly couldn’t be much worse than whatever else he’d gone through wherever they were keeping him. Apparently I’d become the modern equivalent of the ancient Tokyo Rose to these guys, and there wasn’t going to be any convincing him otherwise.
“Fine,” I growled. “If you aren’t going to let me help you then I’m not going to waste my breath trying to convince you.”
“About what I’d expect from you,” he spat back.
Then something odd happened. I saw stars dancing in front of my face and I felt a strange pain on my cheek. I realized the world was moving in a funny way around me. I saw the ceiling and then the view of that stupid palace off in the distance. I saw Varis rising and coming towards me and then I was on the floor staring at Varis’s desk.
He hit me. Keen actually hit me. The bastard. And now it looked like Varis was coming across the room with every intention of killing my former second in command. 
I was tempted to let her do it. There was nothing to be gained here, and I couldn’t believe he’d actually strike me.
But that wasn’t the right thing to do. As much as he might deserve whatever beating Varis was about to deliver, and it felt like a nasty one if the anger simmering through the bond was any indication, I needed Keen alive. I pulled myself to my feet but found I couldn’t talk, so I lowered those mental barriers I’d been so careful to keep up around my sparkly blue lover and hit her with the most powerful mental command I could muster.
STOP.
Varis paused. She looked at me in confusion, then back to Keen. Her blue fists opened and closed as though she’d like nothing more than to wrap her hands around Keen’s neck and show him what the consequences were for striking her mate, but that wouldn’t help anything.
“Don’t hurt him, Varis,” I said. “He might not be ready yet, but we still need him.”
I figured she would be confused or upset that I was sparing Keen’s life, but oddly enough the only thing I got from Varis was more of that approval that I loved and hated. Damn.
“If that is your wish,” she said.
She hit a button on her communicator. Didn’t even bother to say anything. I guess it was a signal that was understood on the other end, though, because no sooner had she hit it than the door slid open and Keen went stumbling back. Luckily for him, or maybe unluckily depending on your point of view, there were two towering Livisk warriors on the other side waiting to escort him away.
The doors slid shut and I rubbed at the spot where the punch landed. I was going to have one hell of a black eye, but it was hardly the worst injury I’d gotten since coming to this world. My chest still hurt where that assassin held me in a death grip a few days back.
“That went surprisingly well,” I said.
Varis arched an eyebrow. “Is this more of that sarcasm you humans love so much?”
“A little,” I said. “But a little serious at the same time. After all, he didn’t try to kill me.”
Varis shook her head. “You humans are so odd. To think you regularly have conversations with your officers where trying to kill one another is considered odd. Your chain of command truly is peculiar.”
I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I didn’t. Instead I stared at the doors Keen had disappeared behind. He’d only hit me once, and I figured that meant there was still a chance of pulling him over to my side. Maybe that was a stupid hope, but it was all I had to cling to.
I wasn’t going to leave my crew behind, even if they were a bunch of layabouts who resisted every bit of hard work and training I’d thrown their way. That was my duty as their captain.
I just hoped they fared better this time than they did when they refused to fire weapons in a fit of pique thinking an actual Livisk ship was another one of my exercises.
Idiots, all of them, but I’d do my best to save them.
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Loyalties

Varis


I stared down at the Academy emblem. Rolled it over and over in my hands and traced my fingers along its contours as I had so many countless times before when I was lost in thought. The metal was well worn over the years from the spots where I’d traced the lines of the most sacred symbol in the entire Livisk Ascendency. 
The Imperial Seal. Something that was given to all graduates. Mine was of solid gold because I’d been in the High Command track. The metals were less and less precious as they were given out to lower levels down to the grunts who made up the majority of our ground forces when we put our feet in the dirt.
Then again, the metals were less than precious to a spacefaring civilization that could mine the cosmos, but it was an old tradition that held even today when such things were in abundance.
I sighed. Life had been so simple when this was handed to me upon graduation. I owed my loyalty to the emperor, and then to the empress when all the “may he live forevers” proved inadequate to fight off the former emperor’s mortality. We were going to defeat this strange new civilization at the edges of our explored space who was pushing back against their inevitable conquest. My brother hadn’t yet met his future wife at a social gathering designed to pair promising warriors with heirs to some of the more powerful houses.
Of course he would buck tradition and find the most powerful house, for better and for worse.
I hadn’t yet become sister by marriage to an empress. I hadn’t yet been close enough to imperial politics to see the rot at the center of our system. To see how the reality of the royal court failed to come anywhere close to the vaunted ideals shoved down our throats while we were learning to serve and die at Imperial pleasure.
There were times when I longed for the days when I could blindly follow orders and believe it was the right decision even if I knew I was well rid of those days.
“War was so much easier when I was young,” I muttered.
“What was that?” Talia asked, looking up from where she sat in a corner with a screen in her hand reviewing Livisk script. She seemed to be having a difficult time memorizing our written language, but at the same time she was pursuing it with the same dogged enthusiasm she chased after everything else.
“I was thinking about how simple war was when I was a younger woman,” I said. “Point your weapon at the enemy and make sure they were destroyed before you moved on to the next target.”
“Sounds about right,” Talia said. “So what’s the problem?”
“I’m in a war now where it’s not that simple,” I said.
“Politics rarely are that simple, but it doesn’t mean the war isn’t worth fighting,” she said.
The statement was simple enough, but it was loaded with dangerous meaning. For perhaps the thousandth time since I’d brought Talia to this world and been forcibly bonded to her I spun my chair around and looked at my view of the city. The view that included a view of the imperial palace off in the distance. The palace Talia had destroyed with such reckless abandon every time I allowed her to get into a simulator.
I was starting to think she held something against her Imperial majesty. A smaller more dangerous part of me thought she might have a good idea there.
“Of course I have a good idea,” she said, coming up behind me and wrapping hr arms around me. “All my ideas are good ideas. It’s how I manage to keep beating you in that simulator.”
I growled. “Now you’re doing it to me.”
“I figure turnabout is fair play,” she said. “If you’re not going to hide your thoughts from me then I’m going to listen in on them. All’s fair in love and war.”
I reached up and put a hand on hers. It always surprised me how my blue hands stood out against hers. She seemed delicate in so many ways, but I’d learned the hard way time and again that assuming she was delicate because she looked delicate was a dangerous game.
“So which is this? Love or war?”
I felt Talia shrug behind me. “Why can’t it be both?”
I shook my head. Life really was far more complicated now. I couldn’t just point my weapons at the thing vexing me and destroy it because she was also the thing that made life worth living. 
I was pulled between the human standing behind me, a human I couldn’t be entirely sure wouldn’t destroy me at the first opportunity, and an empress who also seemed like she’d be happy to destroy me and forget about me at the first convenient opportunity.
I grinned. I’d never felt more alive. It might be a difficult situation, but it had been too long since I’d been presented with a tactical puzzle this difficult. Odd how it took being so close to death to make me feel so alive.
I closed my eyes and concentrated on something other than conflicting loyalties. Talia was pressed against me from behind, and it felt so wonderful. The thin material of that strange outfit she insisted on wearing at all times like an uncivilized barbarian felt quite nice against my bare skin.
One of these days I was going to convince her to bare her top and put on tattoos that were appropriate for her station as my mate, but I didn’t feel like having that argument right now. I carefully shielded those thoughts from her lest she get a hint of what I was thinking and start that argument anew.
“You’re thinking about her again, aren’t you?” she asked. 
She came around and plopped down on my lap, which provided a new set of distractions. Sometimes it felt like the distractions were never ending when she was around.
My eyes narrowed. “How would you know who I was thinking about?”
“The same way you seem to be able to read my mind even when you’re not reading my mind,” Talia said. “It’s pretty damn obvious. You’ve got that mopey look as you stare at the Imperial Palace.”
“I suppose that is obvious,” I grudgingly admitted.
“Exactly,” she said. There was a pause and then she seemed more serious. “You know you’re giving your loyalty to a woman who hates you, right?”
I sighed. It seemed we were going to get into an argument after all, even if it wasn’t the argument about her clothing I was expecting.
“How the empress feels about me or how I feel about her is irrelevant,” I said. “She is the empress. That’s all that matters.”
Talia put a hand on my cheek and pulled me up to face her. She looked down at me with obvious concern.
“I know a lot of people who said the same thing about the admirals in the Combined Fleet,” she said. “There were times when I felt the same way. I thought maybe I deserved being pushed to some backwater assignment because I’d screwed up, but in the end I think they were wrong. Not listening to that little voice that told me something was terribly wrong is what got me here.”
I smiled and leaned up to kiss her. It was a quick kiss, because the one thing I did not need right now was the distraction of a more thorough kiss. That combined with the way she was shifting this way and that on my lap was causing a very distracting situation to develop.
I didn’t need distractions right now. Especially not the kind Talia provided.
“That may be so, but it’s different on this world. The empress is the center of our society,” I said.
“Are you sure about that?” she asked. “I seem to recall our historical records showing that the whole Imperial thing was only restored about a hundred years ago as we reckon it.”
I frowned. “We do not speak of those times.”
Talia sighed. “If you say so, Sparkly. I’m just saying that maybe if something isn’t working you should admit it isn’t working rather than trying to force yourself into believing it works.”
Anger bubbled inside me. The empress was the center of life on this world. She was the center of life for everyone in the Ascendency. She was the glorious banner that led our people across star systems and conquered everything her mighty forces came into contact with.
Well, everything but the humans.
Certainly the woman might be flawed, but that didn’t change the fact that she was the empress. That anger and rage threatened to boil over. Conditioning I’d thought I was long since over came rising to the surface. How dare this simple human try to tell me the empress was anything less than our glorious sovereign. How dare she speak about something she had no experience with!
I pushed her away roughly. She let out a yelp of surprise as she tumbled to the floor and landed with a grunt. She stared up at me and there was something new on her face. Something I’d never seen before.
Fear.
A part of me hated seeing her like that. Hated that I would ever provoke such a response. But that part of me was very small and very distant. No, far more interesting was the warrior inside me was rising to the occasion. Rising to the defense of Livisk society and everything I’d ever known and held dear. That part of me wanted to show this human what it was to anger a Livisk general, and that part of me took a perverse pleasure in seeing her staring up at me with such fear.
“You know nothing, human,” I said.
I could feel her mental barriers falling. Good. That was another pesky habit she’d developed that I should have never allowed. It was proof of how soft I’d grown since getting with her, and I would be soft no longer. I would show her who was in control here. I would make her realize she was the captive and I the captor, and that’s all this was.
Even as that small voice in the back of my mind screamed that this was all a mistake. That she was so very right. That my loyalties were to the wrong person.
“The empress is the glory of the Ascendency,” I said, repeating ancient words I’d been taught at the Academy. “If she chooses to kill me then I will die gladly, just as a soldier ordered to a hopeless attack that will surely result in his death gladly carries out that attack for the glory of the Livisk.”
I thought she would try to pull away from me. I had visions of her crawling back from me like the insect she was. 
Only her face firmed. I felt determination filling her. Determination, anger, and resignation. I got the distinct feeling there was a part of her that thought of me like this all along. That I was proving to her once and for all that she’d been right about the Livisk and we were nothing more than savages quick to anger.
I felt shame at that. Shame and anger. If she thought I was a savage then I would show her just how savage a general of the Ascendency could be!
I reached down and picked her up. I wasn’t gentle. Her clothing ripped exposing some of her skin. I wasn’t so angry that I didn’t notice the way her soft pink flesh was exposed to me, and the part of me that had already been aroused from her kiss and from the feel of her sitting on my lap felt that this might be the time to take her, but I didn’t.
I might be enraged, but I couldn’t go that far. The part of me that still saw her as my mate wouldn’t stand for treating her like a common gutter trash slave.
I did carry her across the room though. I needed her out of my sight before I did something we both would regret.
“I’ve indulged you for far too long,” I said. “If the empress ordered it I would kill and crush every human before me. Every. Human.”
I stared at her to let her know exactly what that meant. I wanted to be clear where my loyalties were even if inside I still wasn’t entirely sure as to the answer to that question. I saw her eyes starting to grow wet around the edges, but still she didn’t say anything. She didn’t respond other than to stare at me with challenge in her eyes. 
That challenge filtered through the bond. She was not to be cowed. A part of me loved that. A part of me was aroused by that. More than anything, though, I was enraged that even now in my full fury she refused to stand down. Didn’t this human know when she was beaten?
I threw her at the doors. She managed to land on her feet and stumbled back as the doors hissed open and then closed in front of her. The last view I had was of her staring defiantly on her two feet. 
She wasn’t defeated. She never would be.
Talia was gone from my sight, but I could still feel her on the other side of the door. I could feel terror, shock, despair, and ultimately rage running through her mind as she came to the realization that I was not what she thought I was.
I masked her mind from mine. I didn’t need to feel anything else from her. It would destroy me to be privy to more of those thoughts. Because in a flash the rage was gone, replaced by something else.
Shame. A deeper shame than I’d ever felt before.
I stumbled back across the room. My chest constricted around my hearts. Anger pulsed through the wall I’d erected between me and Talia, because that’s how intense her emotions were.
I collapsed in my chair and stared out the window, but I didn’t see anything. All I could do was think about how complicated my life had become. How difficult it was to stay true to loyalties that had once come so easily to me.
This woman was changing me, and I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing. And despite my rage and my performance I was fairly certain I already knew where my loyalties would ultimately fall. Perhaps that was the real reason why I lashed out with such anger and fear.
Duty or love. That was the question. I burned with the shame of what I’d just done to the one woman I’d ever truly loved as old loyalties warred with new.
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Escape

Talia



I ran down the hall to my own room. I hadn’t been here very often lately. It felt like every waking moment I had was spent with Varis.
I was so stupid. I’d allowed myself to be lulled into a false sense of security. I’d allowed myself to think she was somehow different than the other Livisk. That she would somehow break free of the hold that stupid empress seemed to have on this entire fucking planet. That she would see the throne for the danger it was to her. 
To us.
What was it she’d said? That she’d crush every human in her path if the empress demanded it? Every human had obviously included me. The way she'd stared at me in a rage was proof enough of that.
One thing was for certain. I needed to get the sequel trilogy out of here, and I needed to get the sequel trilogy out of here a long time ago. 
I wasn’t sure where I could go, but I needed to do something. There were Livisk on this world who were sympathetic to humans. Even if that baker wasn’t willing to help I’d surely be able to find someone willing to smuggle me somewhere safe.
Something pulsed around the mental wall I’d put up to keep Varis out. I wondered if I could ever truly be safe on this world with her nestled in the back of my mind like that. It would be exhausting to constantly keep her out of my thoughts. To keep her from knowing where I was. 
That link would endanger anyone who tried to help me. I had to try, though. After what I’d just seen I had no doubt that I needed to break free. There was no alternative.
I quickly gathered a few things I’d been keeping hidden for just such an occasion and tossed them in a small bag. I threw a couple of weapons I’d managed to grab from various hiding spots around Varis’s palace. I threw in some food that was halfway palatable to humans and looked like it wouldn’t spoil.
Everything I needed for a short term escape. All I could hope was that I was able to find someone who’d be able to help me change that short term escape into a long term escape.
“You’re an idiot, Talia,” I said.
I wasn’t sure if I meant I was an idiot for thinking Varis could be different or if I was an idiot for thinking I could escape on a world crawling with Livisk. Including Livisk whose sole job was to keep human slaves in line. What chance did I have in the heart of a civilization that was organized around enslaving or killing other species?
Damn it. That might be the case, but I had to try.
I stared at the bag, my hands trembling. I needed to reach down and grab the damn thing. Sling it over my shoulder and get the sequel trilogy out of here. 
It wasn’t all that different from similar bags I’d seen other human slaves carrying. It’s not like I’d stand out unless someone ran a scan and figured out what I was carrying in there, and they seemed so lax about security, so used to the idea that no human would dare rebel, that I wasn’t too worried about that.
Something stopped me from grabbing the bag though. I knew exactly what it was, and I hated that I was hesitating for even a moment.
No. I wasn’t going to be like that anymore. I’d been duped into thinking Varis was different from other Livisk. How she'd just acted was proof of how wrong I was. I was a silly little girl allowing a crush to get in the way of my good sense, and I wasn’t going to keep acting like an idiot because I got weak in the knees and tingly between my legs whenever I looked at that muscled blue sparkly asshole.
I grabbed the bag and made my way over to the elevator that led down to the lobby level. I paused for a moment here because I was faced with a conundrum. The thing only ever opened when Varis hit a button to let me in, but at the same time when I was in there it had no trouble following my commands and taking me down to the bottom level.
So here was the question. Were those buttons like the doors? Did they only work when Varis wanted them to work? Or was the only security barrier actually getting into the thing, and after that I’d be fine? 
Only one way to find out.
I pulled out one of the weapons I’d hidden away. I stood back far enough that I wouldn’t get hit by any back blast and fired a couple of shots. My hair stood on end as charged plasma bolts shot out and hit the elevator doors creating a nice little hole in them.
The trigger I pulled to open the doors wasn’t nearly as elegant as the little button Varis pushed to get them to open, but I wasn’t going to argue with effectiveness. I stepped through the smoking hole and looked at all the options available to me on a friendly touch screen that lit up as soon as I was inside.
I smiled. Apparently the doors were the only security. And thankfully the control panel was set up the same as elevators on earth. I guess good design was good design whether you were on the home world or trapped as a prisoner on some strange alien world. 
That meant I didn’t have to worry about not being able to read Livisk script. All I had to do was hit the button at the very bottom and wait for the elevator to arrive at my destination.
I was even treated to a nice view of the insides of the elevator shaft through the hole I’d conveniently shot in the still locked and shut doors.
When I got to the bottom the elevator dinged helpfully to let me know I’d arrived. Not that it was necessary. I could see the entrance hall to Varis’s palace tower stretching out before me. It was nothing like the entrance hall to the Imperial Palace. Just a long stretch of hall that could presumably be defended against all manner of invader with a soldier at the end doubling as a doorman.
I shrugged. It wasn’t my fault she hadn’t thought to put in anything else to prevent my escape. I’m sure there were all sorts of nasty surprises in these halls for someone foolish enough to try and go up into the tower, but it seemed they’d never thought of trying to stop someone from getting out.
Not my problem.
I put my weapon back in my bag. I was going for stealth here, after all. Not to mention I’d gotten to know the guards around the palace, sort of, and I was in an odd place where I didn’t necessarily want to hurt any of them.
I knew that was only going to get me in trouble, but I also didn’t give one of Shatner’s toupees that I was turning into a softie around the Livisk.
The doors didn’t open, but that hole was still there, so I stepped through and walked down the hall as though I owned the place. I reached into my bag and put my hand around something comforting and metallic that hummed ominously in my hand, but not so loud that it might give away what I had planned.
I was going for stealth, but I wasn’t going to give up if stealth ceased to be an option.
Predictably the soldier stepped in my way.
“Howdy,” I said with my best smile. “Just going for a quick stroll in the city. Figured the big gal upstairs told you all about it.”
“She did nothing of the sort,” the soldier replied, looking me up and down with obvious suspicion. 
Damn. This one was going to be difficult.
“Oh, well you can check with Varis. I’m sure she’ll let you know it’s okay. I’ll just be on my…”
I moved to go around the soldier, but his hand shot out and barred my way as surely as though he'd dropped a force field right in front of me. He didn’t look angry or upset. He didn’t even look satisfied that he'd stopped me in my tracks. No, he wore the bored look of a soldier who was doing his job.
Damn it. I was going to have to do this the hard way too.
“Give me a moment while I check with Varis,” he said. “If you do have her permission then you’ll have no problem being delayed for a moment.”
I sighed and tried to look irritated. Not that it was too difficult. I was irritated. Why did this sparkly blue asshole have to be suck a stickler for what passed for regulations on this shithole of a planet?
“I’m sorry,” I said.
The soldier stopped just before he reached a communication panel. I eyed the distance. He didn’t have his hand on the panel, so he couldn’t easily raise an alarm if I did what I was about to do. 
I figured it would be safer to go for him rather than the panel. I had no way of knowing whether or not that particular security panel had been hardened against just the sort of thing I was about to do, but I could clearly see from the lack of armor that this warrior wasn’t hardened against the sort of stupid antic I was about to pull.
“You’re sorry? Why?” he asked, his face wrinkling up into the Livisk equivalent of confusion.
“For this,” I said.
I pulled the energy weapon out of my bag and leveled it at the soldier. Before he could react I squeezed off several rounds that sent him flying into the panel. That showered him in sparks as the transparent material shattered with the impact. 
Oops. I hadn’t meant to do that, but I guess I’d learned the panels down here hadn’t been battle hardened in any appreciable way.
I stepped over and leaned down to check and see if all the soldier’s hearts were beating. It seemed like everything was okay, though I couldn’t for the life of me tell if they were beating in the right order or pattern. Xenobiology really wasn’t my thing, aside from the crash course in Livisk anatomy Varis had given me recently.
I blushed thinking about that, and then viciously destroyed that thought. If there was a time when it could possibly be worse for me to start thinking of Varis that way then I couldn’t imagine when it would be. I needed to get out of here before my all too human biology betrayed me and found me going back up to see if we could patch things up.
Talk about the mothership of all intergalactic abusive relationships right there. I wasn’t going to be any part of that bullshit.
I stepped out onto the street not quite sure what I was going to do or where the sequel trilogy I was going. I’d managed to find that one shop that held a Livisk sympathetic to humans, but something about his reaction to finding out I was shacking up with Varis told me I wasn’t going to get much help from him. 
Sequel trilogy, if that was his reaction then there was a good chance I was going to get the same treatment from any sympathetic Livisk I stumbled across.
It seemed they were only willing to help up to the point that it risked their sparkly blue skin. Maybe that wasn’t an entirely fair thought, I didn’t have to live their lives constantly in fear of being rolled up by the authorities, but I was so pissed off that I didn’t give a fuck whether or not my thoughts were fair.
“You’re really in the shit now, Talia,” I muttered as I pulled my bag up on my shoulder and started down the street. I didn’t care where I was going. I didn’t know where I was going.
All I cared about was putting as much distance between me and Varis as I could manage, and as fast as my legs could carry me.
“Hey human, how would you like a night with a species who knows what they’re doing in the sack?”
I’d been walking in a daze for so long that I’d lost track of how long I’d been away from the palace or where I was. I couldn’t even get my bearings by looking around. That was the problem with being on the bottom level of a megalopolis with buildings that stretched up to the heavens and blotted out the lazy tiny red star that passed for a sun on this world.
It took me a moment to realize the voice was directed at me, but when I saw the Livisk, overweight and disgusting even by alien standards, there could be no doubt that he was leering at me.
Just the sort of attention I didn’t need right now.
“Keep moving if you know what’s good for you buddy,” I growled.
I could’ve kicked myself. Keep moving if he knows what’s good for him? What the sequel trilogy was I on? 
I had to remember I was in the belly of the beast here. This was not the place to grow a backbone. I was supposed to be blending in with the locals.
Around here the locals were hunched over slaves who’d had all defiance beaten out of them. At least an overseer didn’t come crawling out of the crowd to give me trouble. That would’ve been bad. As it was, aliens and humans looked on with a mix of hostility and horror depending on which species was doing the looking.
Damn it.
The fat blue asshole in front of me also didn’t take it  well. His eyes narrowed and his body seemed to sparkle even though there wasn’t much light down here for his skin to reflect.
“What did you say human?” he snarled. He raised a hand and took a step towards me. “Someone hasn’t taught you to respect your betters!”
His sneer turned to a leer as he got closer and that hand started to come down. “Maybe I’ll teach you how you treat your betters after I treat you some manners, slut!”
Oh no he didn’t. I was really mad now. Mad enough to do something stupid. I wasn’t even mad at this Livisk in particular.
Don’t get me wrong. Trying to hit me, telling me he was going to teach me a few things, and calling me a slut was enough to really piss me off.
But more than anything I was pissed off at Livisk in general, and one sitting atop her massive tower talking about killing all humans in particular. I was mad enough that I wasn’t thinking.
So I did something stupid. I reached into my bag while he was mid swing and pulled out one of the toys I’d stolen from Varis when she wasn’t looking. For an alien general she really was terrible about securing her personal weapons. 
The woman was so cocky and arrogant. It was no wonder I’d been able to get close enough to her to stab her back on her ship. That arrogance was also something I’d been mulling over, wondering if it was something I could use against the Livisk as a species as well as I’d used it against Varis in particular.
I forgot about all that shit for now, though.
I smiled as I pulled out a weapon that was far more menacing than the stun gun I’d used on the soldier back at Varis’s place. I wanted to escape, but I didn’t want to kill one of her soldiers.
I didn’t have any reluctance about fragging this one. He was just another Livisk, the enemy, and an asshole at that.
I had the satisfaction of watching his eyes go wide for a moment. Just a moment, then the delightfully deadly ominous hum from the weapon turned to a sizzling crackle as a blast of charged plasma flew out and made contact. 
His head liquefied as he flew back into a crowd that turned into a screaming mass of aliens and humans running to get away from the obvious weapon.
Of course there was the little problem of discharging that weapon and letting the world know I was carrying. Not smart, Talia. Not smart at all. 
I turned to run in the hope that I might be able to blend into the crowd and get away before I drew the attention of whatever passed for the authorities around here.
The only problem with that plan was the massive Livisk assassin I recognized from my alley encounter standing right behind me with an energy weapon of her own drawn. I looked down at it and back up to him.
“Fancy meeting you here,” I said. “I’m surprised you came back for more after the beating I gave you last time.”
The assassin looked me up and down and I shivered as I remembered him pressing up against me in that dark alley. That look wasn’t pleasant. It promised things the leering asshole I just shot could only dream of.
“Our glorious sovereign has promised that I may do all sorts of interesting things to you when she’s finished with her business,” he said. “I’ll teach you what it means to be in the hands of a true Livisk. I’ll show you things the weakling Varis is obviously afraid to do.”
“Nimoy’s pointy ears you will,” I growled.
I brought my weapon up, but of course it wasn’t going to work. I had to do something though. It was a simple question of timing. I had to bring my weapon up while he already had his pointed at me, which meant he had a very marginal but necessary time advantage over me.
My last thought before everything went bright and then dark was that the empress had probably won, and now I’d never have a chance to kill the bitch.
Then nothingness took me.
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Protection

Varis


The Imperial Palace. Home of Livisk power in this galaxy. Home of the empress. I idly traced my Imperial medallion as I thought about an empress I’d watched grow up. 
It provided a very interesting view of politics watching the sovereign growing up from a spoiled child who always got her way to a spoiled adult who brought our people to the brink of ruin to satisfy her silly whims. I should have been loyal to her no matter what, but that had all changed.
Because of Talia.
I growled as I realized the magnitude of the mistake I’d made. I let emotion and my anger over the traitorous thoughts running through my head get the better of me. Talia didn’t deserve that.
I could feel her in my head. I reached out to that small corner of my mind that was her, but it was difficult to get anything more than the vague idea that she was alive. She was shielding me more thoroughly than ever.
That was worrying. I thought about the shocked look on her face when I’d roared at her. The way her mind had been filled with terror. I burned with the shame of what I’d done to my mate.
I wasn’t worthy of her.
I focused again on that small corner of my mind that was Talia. It was comforting knowing she was out there even if she would likely be extremely angry with me if I tried to find her.
I didn’t care. I was a woman of action. I hadn’t gotten to where I was by never taking a risk, and I wasn’t going to start hiding now. Not from a human woman. Not from my own shame. I needed to find her and make this right.
I glanced at the palace one final time. It was massive with a steady stream of traffic moving in, out, and around it. More power rested there with the empress than many could imagine, but I’d seen war. I knew it had only been less than a century since the Imperial seat was restored.
I’d been there for the tail end of that war and helped put the emperor on his throne. I wondered now if it was worth it considering what’d happened.
Perhaps it was time for a change in government again. I understood the humans did it through the ridiculous practice of counting what everyone on their planet who’d performed military service wanted their government to do.
The process was far messier on my world.
I reached out and touched a communication panel on my desk. It opened a channel to all the speakers in the suite. Talia could block herself off from me, but she wouldn’t be able to ignore every communication panel in the place talking to her at full volume.
“Talia. I would speak with you.”
I waited for a moment. Another moment. If she was going to come to me then I wanted her to do it under her own free will. If I forced her to come to me at the point of an energy weapon held by one of my soldiers then I would be no better than those of my people who made my stomach turn in disgust with what they did at the pleasure houses.
She didn’t come. I growled. Why did that infernal woman have to be so frustrating? There were times, particularly when she was pointing one of my weapons at me or using it on me, that I thought she’d been sent to test me. A true woman with a warrior spirit.
I suppose Talia was the proof of that ancient Livisk maxim that one should be wary of getting what one has always desired.
I ground my teeth and tapped my fingers against my desk. Still no response. Well then. She was in my building. That meant I could use the sensors to find her even if she was trying to hide from the mental link. I hit a couple of buttons to activate the scanner and took a moment to remember the pass code. This was usually something I had one of my underlings handle.
Finally the scanner came up, but there were no humans in the building. I frowned. That was odd. I preferred not making use of human slaves, so Talia should be the only one showing up when I ran a scan. 
Why was there nothing?
I had a sinking feeling as I stepped out of the office. On a whim I stopped by a small painting that hid a weapons panel behind it and entered my pass code. When it opened I saw that several more weapons had gone missing.
Damnation. That woman claimed she couldn’t read Livisk script but she was clever enough to figure out my pass code and get into my personal weapons locker? Again?
I set my jaw. Worry warred with fury. Even if I apologized to her, the simple fact remained that I’d been far too lenient with her. This had to stop.
When I stepped out of the office I had another surprise. Most of the suite was a massive open area with rooms running around the edge in a ring. On the far end from my office was a lift that led down to the ground level. A lift that had a massive charred hole blasted into it.
“What have you done, Talia?” I breathed.
And how had that not set off the alarms, for that matter? Though that was a question asked and answered with a glance at my hidden weapons cache.
I didn’t want my weapons to set off the alarms. The better to kill anyone trying to invade my space without letting any of their friends know what was happening. Now if only the empress hadn’t resisted tuning blasters to the owner’s biometrics.
It was a reasonable solution to the problem of weapons being used by the wrong person, and something she’d resisted completely and utterly precisely because it was a reasonable solution to a problem.
I opened a channel to security down at the entrance. “What’s going on down there?”
No reply. I did some fiddling with the panel and brought up a video feed. It was filled with static, and I didn’t see a soldier at all. I felt my third heart dropping lower in my torso. 
What had Talia done? She’d never tried outright escape before. She’d cajoled me. Bullied me into letting her out.
Never this, though.
That shame burned brighter. I’d forced my mate away. Scared her to the point that she would rather make an ill-advised escape attempt than spend any more time around me. An escape attempt that was even more ill-advised right now considering there would be assassins out there crawling through the city around my tower waiting for a chance to spring on her.
The soldiers I had on protection detail were there as much to keep trouble out as they were to keep Talia in. If she was out there in the city that meant she was in danger. Terrible danger. Danger she obviously still didn’t appreciate since she’d run as far and as fast as she could.
This was all my fault, but I could fix it.
As though to punctuate my shame and my blame something happened with the link. Talia was doing a very good job of covering up whatever she was doing or wherever she was going, but something happened to drop all of her barriers for a moment, then everything went dark.
She was gone.
I didn’t think it was possible for my lower heart to sink any more than it already had, but it did in that moment. For a panicked moment I thought that darkness meant she was gone.
Only I still felt the connection, even if it felt like it was a connection to nothing. I could only hope that wasn’t wishful thinking on my part.
Either way a communication disruption could mean only one thing: attack. One of the empress’s errand boys had tracked down my mate and now who knew what they were doing with her.
I growled as I moved to the small armory I kept up here. It was nothing compared to some of the larger armories I had buried beneath my tower, but I felt the need to hold a weapon in my hand. There was something soothing about having the ability to deal swift death in my hands.
I always had that ability with my bare hands, of course, but something told me having a bit of range was going to be useful in this coming fight. I hefted the largest weapon I had. It probably would have taken two hands for Talia to handle it, but I could easily hold its weight in one.
I stepped back into my office as I felt the depth of my failure. I looked out across the city towards the Imperial Palace again, but this time I didn’t feel the tug of false loyalty. I knew now that Talia had always been the one I was pledged to, my oaths to the empress be damned, but it took the possibility of losing her to make that clear to me.
Something else was clear. The way she immediately went unconscious could only mean she’d been hit with some sort of neural disruptor. The sort of thing that could only be caused by an energy weapon.
That cowardly dog sitting on her throne was breaking a tradition more ancient than the century-old tradition of swearing fealty to her false throne built on lies. I wanted to travel to the palace right now and strike her down where she stood, but if I did that I might not save Talia.
“Quite the difficult situation, isn’t it?” a voice spoke next to me.
I wheeled around, my weapon drawn, and didn’t lower it when I realized that I was staring at a disembodied head being projected into the room from the window. I glanced out and saw a drone that had stuck itself to the window so it could send sound vibrations through the transparent aluminum surface as it projected the assassin’s head in front of me.
I should have allowed Talia to kill this one when we had the chance.
“What do you want?” I asked.
“Simple. Your life and the life of your mate. It’s what I’ve been commanded to deliver to our sovereign.”
“Your life was forfeit the moment you used a forbidden weapon on her during the mating challenge,” I spat.
The assassin shook his head. “Do you really think that’s what this is about?”
My shoulders slumped. “No. I don’t.”
I’d come to that realization far too late. Talia had been right all along. She’d tried to warn me, and I’d ignored her. I’d ignored far too much that she’d tried to tell me, and now she might pay for my mistake with her life.
“Good. I knew you were a smart one,” the assassin said. “I’ve been looking forward to testing myself against you for quite some time now. I requested this task from the empress.”
“You’ll discover that challenging me is a quick way to a swift death,” I said.
“Perhaps, but the glory of testing myself against you will make it a worthy death indeed,” he said.
I nodded. That was a motive I could understand even if I didn’t approve given the circumstances. “Very well. May your death be as glorious as you hope.”
“This really is best, Varis,” the assassin said. “Better for you to die in combat now before you further shame yourself with this farce with the human.”
“Is that from the empress? Because if you’ll recall she’s the one who bonded me with the human in the first place,” I said.
The assassin’s projection shifted slightly. I got the feeling he’d just shrugged, but the projector only picked up his head so it was difficult to be sure.
“Perhaps, but I will extract whatever small measure of glory I can from you before you completely ruin your reputation,” I said.
“And naturally I will find no glory in killing a sneaking creature such as yourself, but I’ll shame myself by fighting you if I must.”
If that irritated my opponent he didn’t give any sign. He nodded as though he expected it. Any assassin would have to know the low regard his profession was held in for a society where meeting your enemies in open battle was held in the highest regard.
At least he was doing me the favor of giving me a warning before combat, as was proper.
“You’ll find coordinates waiting for you,” he said. “Come there and we will be done with this one way or another.”
“It will be done with your death,” I said.
I raised my weapon and squeezed off several shots at the drone. The first blast sent cracks through the window, and the second went through and hit the drone causing a small explosion that made an even larger hole in the transparent aluminum.
I held myself against the wind that buffeted me as the atmosphere of the room rushed out to meet the thinner atmosphere on the other side. A moment later a force field blinked into place covering the hole and the small maelstrom ended.
Weapons. Armor. I needed it all. I didn’t care that they were weapons that technically weren’t allowed in the mating challenge. I didn’t care that I wasn’t supposed to intercede on Talia’s behalf during the mating challenge.
The empress had broken the laws first by sending the assassin a second time, and she would learn the hard way that it wasn’t a good idea to give me an excuse to ignore our laws.
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I woke up in a strange room. Not that it was too worrying that I was in a strange room. I seemed to be making a habit of waking up in strange surroundings lately. Then I remembered the circumstances that led to me blacking out in the first place. 
The assassin.
Okay then. Maybe it wasn’t a good thing that I was waking up in a strange room. Still, it could’ve been worse. I could’ve not woken up at all. Not that I ever would’ve known.
I felt for the mental link to Varis. It was there, and for a surprise she wasn’t blocking me out. Lately I’d only had a sense that she was still there. Otherwise she’d been completely walled off and I’d done the same. I couldn’t get more than a general sense of where she was though.
Huh. Well I guess that was one part of the bond figured out. If she was far enough away we couldn’t do the whole thought sharing thing. That was good to know. Talk about a terrible fucking way to figure it out, though.
“So what do we do now?” I asked the room on the assumption someone was listening in on me. “Is this the part where you threaten me? Tell me that I’m the only way to get at Varis or something? Because it’s going to get really boring if you’re doing the typical villain rant.”
I felt at the mental link again. Tried to see if there was any indication Varis was getting closer, but it was still fuzzy. I could sense a general direction of where she was, but I also got a feeling she was far enough away that she wasn’t going to be any help any time soon.
“I can assure you I don’t plan on doing anything as mundane as all that,” a voice whispered behind me in perfect Terran. I shivered. That wasn’t a pleasant voice.
“I should’ve killed you when I had the chance,” I said.
“True, but you didn’t. So now here we are,” the voice said.
The assassin came around and smiled down at me. It wasn’t a pleasant smile. Then again I don’t think I’d ever seen a smile I’d consider pleasant from someone who intended to kill me. Those smiles were always so self-satisfied.
Varis was still far away, but if I could sense her then she could sense me. That meant I needed to keep this asshole busy long enough for her to find me and deal out a much deserved ass beating.
It galled me that I couldn’t deliver that ass beating myself, but I would work with the tools I had to try and survive this situation.
“So what’s the plan? We sit around here and wait for Varis to come and kill you?” I asked. 
I hoped Varis was on her way. I could feel her irritation getting stronger. I hoped that meant she was getting closer, but this was all new to me. I tried to move my hand and was surprised to realize there was nothing holding me down.
“Oh nice. You didn’t bother to tie me up or anything. I guess that means I get to kill you myself,” I said.
I stood and took a step towards the assassin. I expected him to make some move to stop me. Maybe pull out that stupid neural disruptor he'd used on me twice now. I was going to make him pay for that. He didn’t make a move. Just stood there with his arms crossed, a blue finger tapping on his bare tattooed arm, with that smug smile.
“What? You’re not going to do anything? This is going to be too easy,” I muttered.
That smile never wavered. If he was trying to get me to give up because I was afraid of whatever he was hiding up his sleeves, not that he had sleeves to hide anything in, then he was sorely mistaken. If someone trying to kill me gave me an opportunity to kill them then I was going to take it.
Except for the last time when I didn’t take it. Stupid Varis and her stupid honor. Why did I ever listen to her? Sure I’d been just a little distracted at the time, but still.
I wasn’t going to make that mistake again. Besides, I could feel her emotion getting stronger and stronger. I almost thought I could sense her thoughts. Just a little longer.
Only right before I balled my hand into a fist I realized his finger wasn’t quite tapping against his arm. No, he was pointing to something. I knew I was going to regret looking. He had something over there that was going to make me not want to kill him, and I really wanted to kill him.
But that something had to be important. That was how this worked. I sighed and followed his finger to the other side of the room.
Most of the place was bathed in darkness so it was difficult to make out details, but I could make out what he was pointing to easily enough because the only light in this place was coming from that end of the room. Though calling it a room wasn’t entirely fair. The place was massive, and that light fell on what looked like a dilapidated old wood stage.
Standing on that stage were several Livisk with blades drawn. One of them had their blade up against Commander Keen’s neck and those warriors looked like they were ready to do some damage if I tried killing their boss.
I turned back to the assassin and arched an eyebrow at him. Keep stalling. That was the name of the game.
“Seriously? You think threatening his life is going to stop me from killing you?” I asked.
The assassin blinked. For the first time since this unfortunate second meeting started he looked off balance. Good. Off balance wasted time.
“Why wouldn’t it? he is one of your crew members, and I know from our intelligence gathering that you’ve been trying to get in touch with them.”
I waved a hand and rolled my eyes. “Please. I don’t even like the guy. The last time we met he punched me. Is that the kind of person you’d bend over backwards to save?”
The assassin looked genuinely surprised. Which was exactly what I was hoping for. If he thought I actually cared about Keen then he'd have both of us over a barrel. 
Maybe if he thought I didn’t care he'd let the bastard go. Keen might be an asshole, and I was still sore literally and figuratively about the way he'd punched me at our last meeting, but that didn’t mean I thought he deserved to die.
Not to mention I still felt that whole pesky nagging responsibility thing for getting him in this situation in the first place.
The assassin shook his head. “That is a pity. Then again you humans should have known better than to try playing politics here on the Livisk homeworld. You always learn the hard way that it is a fatal mistake.”
The guy sounded like he was working himself up to do something stupid like try and have Keen killed. I couldn’t have that, even if I did figure I was about to die trying to save my XO’s butt. But I figured if I was going to die then the least I could do was die for a good cause.
It made me want to growl. Too much of that honor bullshit was rubbing off on me from Varis. Though the way she’d rubbed it into me had been fun.
I moved in while the assassin was still finishing up his little villain monologue about politics. I wanted to laugh. 
It was the same with the admirals back on earth. They were always so busy thinking about ways they could one up each other in the political game that they never entertained the notion of someone coming up behind them and slugging them.
I did just that with the assassin. His eyes went wide as I hit him with the same one-two-three punch I had before in each of his hearts. The only problem was this time he seemed to be ready and ducked out of the last shot that would’ve really knocked him for a loop.
He came around and landed a hit on me that sent me flying. I slid against the floor and dust kicked up around me. I coughed and tried to wave the dust away. I tried not to think about what might be in that dust.
That hit should have knocked me out. It was way too powerful. Yet I only felt like I’d been tapped. That was weird. I also felt Varis moving closer. I could almost sense her thoughts. She was definitely nearby. I just had to hold this guy a little while longer.
The assassin barreled towards me with his hand outstretched for a punch. I kept coughing as though I was incapacitated right up to the last moment when I rolled to the side. The flooring crunched as his punch landed.
Okay then. I tried to tell myself it was because we’d landed on a wood floor that wasn’t in the best condition. Not that this Livisk was strong enough to crush me if he got in a lucky shot.
I looked up to the stage. Why the sequel trilogy was there a stage here? Keen still had the knife to his throat, but it didn’t look like his captors were going to use that knife any time soon. They were looking between me and their boss with uncertainty.
Their boss, meanwhile, was firmly stuck in the floor with blood running along his wrist. He looked up at me just in time for my foot to make contact with his chin. That pulled him loose from the floor as he flew back and hit the ground, but no sooner had he hit than he was scrambling up and crouching down like a predator ready to attack.
“You’ve done well human,” he said. “If this was truly a mating challenge then you would have acquitted yourself quite well. Pity that this isn’t that sort of test.”
He reached behind his back and pulled something out that was all too familiar. The same damned energy weapon he'd used on me twice before. He held it up and pointed it at me, but didn’t use it. 
I held my hands up.
No point fighting when you knew you were going to lose. I didn’t have my bag, obviously he'd taken it from me after knocking me out, and there was no way to fight a ranged weapon. Besides, I could sense the cavalry was coming. Varis was so very close. I could feel her anger mounting as she realized exactly what was happening here.
I channeled some of that anger. I could use it. I felt strength flowing through me from Varis. Good. I needed it.
“You’re a coward,” I said.
“That’s the thing about being the empress’s assassin,” he said. “Traditional ideas of honor don’t apply to me. It’s quite freeing when it comes to cleaning up messes like you.”
He paused for a moment as though he was thinking of something. “It’s really quite a pity that I have to kill you, you know.”
“Believe me. If you don’t want to kill me I’m not going to try to change your mind,” I replied.
“You have spirit. You would be a good mate for Varis, I think. Perhaps return some of that fighting spirit she’s been missing since the disaster that dishonored her.”
I blinked. This was weird. “You sound almost like you admire Varis.”
“Oh I do. Very much. She is one of the greatest warriors our people have known even if she has performed poorly recently. Unfortunately business and personal feelings are two very different things when it comes to the job.”
He turned and looked at the stage. Turned back to me and smiled. “Do you know what that is, human?”
“I have a feeling you’re about to tell me whether I want to know or not.”
“Very astute. This is an area where humans were once sold back when the war started. It’s all done electronically these days, much more civilized, but I think moving away from these auction houses caused our people to lose sight of what you humans truly are. Vermin. The empress intends to remind those of our people who are getting too close to humanity that there is a price for that familiarity.”
Inside I wanted to dance with glee. A villain monologue was exactly what I needed right now. I just had to thread the needle of keeping him talking and not letting him get to the point that he actually tried killing me or Keen.
“And killing me is going to somehow do that?” I asked.
He shrugged. “There is a war on, after all. Besides, who am I to question the empress’s will?”
The assassin made a hand signal towards the stage. The Livisk holding a blade to Keen’s throat moved as though he was about to kill my former second in command. I held my hand up. I needed to stall him. I didn’t want Keen dead.
“No! Don’t do it!”
The assassin grinned. “So you do care for that one after all.”
I gritted my teeth. He just got me to give something away, damn it. I hated when that happened. I told myself it wouldn’t matter in a moment. Varis was so close. I felt her trying to soothe me. To tell me she would be here soon. I just hoped it was soon enough.
“Maybe I do. What’s it to you? What would it take for you to spare his life?”
The assassin chuckled and shook his head. “This is a perfect example of what I was talking about. If I cared about humans or thought your species was worthy of mercy I might consider sparing your friend’s life. Thankfully I’m not distracted by either of those things, so it makes this much easier.”
He made the same signal a second time and the knife went up to Keen’s throat. To his credit, Keen didn’t make any move to cry out or ask them to spare his life. He was going to face his death like an officer of the Combined Interstellar Fleet.
Or maybe he wasn’t going to face his death. Not immediately, at least. I could feel Varis in the shadows behind us. 
I’d stalled long enough, and she hadn’t arrived a moment too soon. The rush of battle from her filled me. I felt her raise her arm. Something flew through the air and there was a sickening noise as a blade hit the Livisk holding Keen. The knife went limp in the warrior’s sparkly blue hand and he fell back.
I turned and stared. A shadowed figure who looked like death incarnate stepped out of the darkness in the back of the room, her muscles rippling and a blade in either hand with numerous energy weapons attached all over her body. She sneered at the assassin.
To the assassin’s credit, something I never thought I’d actually think, he didn’t react with anger or anything other than a shrug.
“It would appear Varis has decided to join us after all. I was hoping she would get here in time for the fun.”
The assassin surprised me. He tossed the energy weapon he'd been using aside and reached behind him. He pulled a cruel blade out and bolted forward. For a moment I thought he was running for Varis to join battle with him, but it only took the space of another moment to realize he was coming straight for my unarmed ass.
Oh. Shit.
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I took quick stock of the situation. It didn’t look good. Talia stood staring at the assassin who was bolting across the auction floor with a knife drawn. Behind her on the buying stage there was the officer from her ship that had hit her so dramatically when I brought him to see her, and there was a third Livisk coming up behind him with blade drawn. 
I glanced at Talia. She locked eyes with me. She looked worried for the space of a breath, then she smiled and nodded.
I knew what I had to do. I turned and bolted for the stage where a third assassin was making ready to eliminate Talia’s former shipmate. It was a sign of exactly how much influence she had over me that I made this decision without truly thinking about it.
I leapt up to the stage in a single bound and pushed Talia’s former second in command out of the way, leaving a clear path to the remaining assassin. My blade met his own and it was clear after a moment that he was woefully outmatched. If this was the best the empress could send against me then her assassins had truly become inadequate.
A grin split my features. That was just fine with me. I wasn’t so crazed with combat that I wouldn’t take an easy victory when it was handed to me.
I felt the heat of battle even as I felt Talia’s mind opening to me. I’d known I was on the right track and walking into the correct ambush when I felt her consciousness returning and could sense that she was unhappy with someone or something.
It didn’t take a stretch of the imagination to realize she was no doubt talking with the very assassin who’d made life so difficult recently.
Now I was flooded with something odd. The thoughts of a warrior thinking about how to best take down an enemy, only I wasn’t the one doing that thinking.
Talia’s certainty filled my mind. Filled me with my own reflected confidence. I felt stronger. More powerful. It was like the feedback we enjoyed when we were mating, only this was giving me an edge in a fight. I’d heard this was possible from other mated battle pairs, but I’d never imagined the euphoria that would overtake my body if I entered into a pairing of my own.
I would take the extra strength and endurance that bond gave me, though. It felt odd as I went into combat for the first time since being bonded, but in the best possible way.
I easily ducked a slash from my attacker’s knife. He really shouldn’t have brought a knife to a sword fight. My reflexes were faster than ever before. I was more powerful than I’d ever been in hand to hand combat. And that was saying something considering I’d been considered one of the best before being bonded. I thrust forward and my opponent gurgled as the blade hit home.
Some assassin.
I turned and saw about what I’d expected. The lone assassin who’d attacked Talia in that alley was having a hell of a time taking her out. I felt that link growing more and more powerful as I realized she was drawing on not only her own experience fighting Livisk, but on my own as well.
I blinked in surprise. I hadn’t known that was possible. It also felt as though she was also faster with the mental link. More powerful. Like Livisk levels of strength, which was still far above the peak strength humans could reach without their power armor.
As I stared in astonishment she landed a punch on the assassin’s lower heart that sent him flying across the room where he slammed into a wall in the darkness.
Talia seemed to have everything in hand for the moment. I moved over to her former first officer. This Commander Keen, or however his name was spelled. I was fine with pronunciation when it came to human words, but the vagaries of their spelling over the simplicity of our pictographs often eluded me. Their language was as though a mad man had thrown a crazy assortment of words into a pot and let them boil to the point that they were still slightly undercooked and then unleashed them on an unsuspecting species.
It was a wonder they’d managed to achieve as much as they had with a language like that.
I reached a hand down towards her first officer. He regarded it with suspicion and his eyes darted to the blade in my hand, still slick with the blood of my vanquished enemy. Meanwhile in my mind I felt a roar of triumph and blood lust. 
I glanced over in time to see Talia landing yet another hit on her unfortunate opponent. This one right between his legs just as she had the last time.
She might be repeating herself, but it was working so I wasn’t going to take points off for style.
I turned back to her former crewmate. “If I was going to kill you I would have done it already.”
He seemed to take that as reason enough to trust me. His hand came up and grasped my own, and I lifted him with no trouble. He stared at me for a moment with a confusing mix of emotion that I couldn’t identify. I sometimes had trouble understanding how Talia was feeling unless I had the mental bond to act as a cheat sheet.
“Thank you,” he said finally with a slight nod.
“Don’t thank me. I would have let you die if it wasn’t for her,” I replied.
More anger and annoyance came through the bond. I turned to Talia who had the assassin down on the ground. She was kicking him repeatedly and shouting something in her language that went by so quickly that it was difficult to understand what she was saying. The feelings flooding through the mental bond were enough to get the idea across, though.
I decided it was time to intervene. I jumped off the stage that had once been used to sell Talia’s people. Our people had since moved to electronic slave markets which were far more efficient, but there was a certain poetry to this happening here of all places. A human thoroughly destroying the best the empress could throw at her in a place where her people had once been bought and sold.
Her majesty would be furious when she found out about this.
I put a hand on Talia’s shoulder. She wheeled around as though she was going to attack me and then lowered her hands when she realized it was me. Relief flooded through her, then her arms were around me and her body pressed against mine in a most distracting way.
That took my mind off of empresses, assassins, and the thorough Charlie Foxtrot that had become my life since Talia entered it, to borrow a phrase of hers that I was rather fond of once she explained its meaning.
Talia pulled away. Balled up her fist and landed a hard punch right over my second heart. Not enough to really damage me, but it certainly got my attention. I rubbed the spot even though to acknowledge the hit was to acknowledge the shame of letting an enemy close enough to take advantage.
It wouldn’t be the first time Talia had done that, and I doubted it would be the last.
“What was that for?” I growled.
“That was for how you acted back at your tower,” she said, raising a fist at me again. I took a step back. I didn’t want her to do the same to either of my other hearts. “Never again. Got it?”
I bowed my head. “You are my mate. I would not dream of insulting you as I did ever again, but that means you must listen to me when I tell you there is danger. We must listen to one another.”
Talia stood tall and proud. She looked beautiful and radiant even though she was covered in the dust of this slave auction house that hadn’t been used since the earliest days of the war. Well before she was born. 
She looked terrible and fearsome even though her skin was the soft pink of the humans from the northern climates on her world and not the sparkling blue of a true warrior.
She’d proved most assuredly that there was no need for your skin to sparkle true blue to be a true warrior.
“Fine. It’s a deal,” she said.
Laughter brought my attention away from Talia. I looked down to the assassin who was on the ground bleeding and broken. Talia certainly hadn’t held back, though I was still curious how she managed to do all that damage. 
There was something about that link that was different with a human, because even with training there was no way even the strongest of them should be able to deal that sort of damage to a Livisk without that accursed powered armor they sometimes brought into combat.
Something to think about later. Right now there was the pressing matter of the assassin to deal with.
“Why do you laugh, honorless scum?” I spat out.
“I laugh because you dare to call me the honorless scum,” the assassin said. I still didn’t know his name. Not that I thought I ever would. Once they took their oaths they foreswore all oaths to their previous life and gave theirs to the throne.
Who he’d been was of no consequence. Far more important was who he worked for.
“You are without honor, assassin,” I growled. “Using an energy weapon in the mating challenge? Truly you and the empress are honorless scum, and she will pay.”
“You’re the one without honor, Varis,” he spat back. “Letting your trained human do your fighting for you? Disgusting. The empress would be disgusted with you. I see now why she ordered your death.”
“I did not rely on a trained human to do my fighting for me,” I said. “I relied on my bonded mate and the second half of my battle pair to complete a task I knew she was more than capable of. I held to the strictures of the Adequacy and let her do her own fighting rather than intervening. That’s an honor that you and that cowardly thevik of an empress who hides behind his armies and refuses to fight her own battles would never be able to understand.”
“Fighting your own battles. I like the sound of that,” Talia said as she reached over and plucked my sword out of my hand. 
She hefted it. Again I was surprised. She shouldn’t have the strength to hold that as she did, and yet here was the evidence of my eyes telling me the impossible. She looked down to the assassin and smiled.
“Don’t think of it as Varis not being good enough to fight you,” she said. She held the blade up and the assassin’s eyes went wide. “Think of it as you not being good enough to beat me and get the chance to fight her.”
The assassin’s face contorted into a mask of rage, but it was of no consequence. No sooner had that look of anger and defeat crossed his face than the sword came down and speared into two of his hearts in rapid succession. His body twitched several times and then he was still.
I stared in astonishment. I could feel the blood lust coming through the bond and I liked it. Still.
“Killing him might have been… precipitous,” I said.
Talia tossed the sword back to me. I caught the hilt in midair and placed it point down on the wood floor. 
“I thought about that,” she said. “Then I remembered what happened the last time I listened to you and let that asshole live. Not gonna make that mistake again.”
I laughed. I couldn’t help myself. She was so straightforward about dealing death and destruction. It was one of the things I loved about her. Truly she was the perfect mate.
“You’re not so bad yourself,” she said, reaching up to pat me on the cheek. She had to stand on her tiptoes to do it.
I realized I hadn’t been shielding my thoughts from her. For that matter she wasn’t shielding her thoughts from me.
“I like this,” I said.
“I thought you would,” she replied. “Seems to me after what happened here, after that amazing performance we just gave because of this strange bond thing, maybe it’s not a good idea for us to hide our thoughts from each other?”
The meaning was clear. I nodded. “I agree. No more hiding from one another. We are a battle pair.”
I held my arm out as I would to one of my fellow warriors. She was so much more than that, but it was important that I observed all the proper forms for this. Even if she didn’t know what the proper forms were.
Especially if she didn’t know what the proper forms were. She would have plenty of time to learn.
I caught something moving through the back of her mind that startled me. It had to be impossible, but it was clear as day. She looked up at me defiantly as the image presented itself in full glory. The image of her standing over the empress holding the sword I held in my hands. She was bringing it to bear on her as the boot lickers and toadies of the Imperial court watched on in horror.
“That’s what I’ve been hiding from you, amongst other things,” she said. “Now you know. So what are you going to do?”
I looked at Talia, then to my arm which was still stretched towards her with my elbow at almost a ninety degree angle. “I believe that on your world they would say that you’re ‘leaving me hanging’ my dear.”
Talia grinned. She reached out and took my hand with her own arm at the same angle. We clasped our fists together. Her grip felt impossibly strong. There really was something about this bond that was so much more with her. I would have to ask others who were bonded if similar things happened with them. 
I would have to be careful as well. If I started asking too obviously about the bond then someone might realize bonding a human had granted me strength beyond what the bond usually gave a warrior.
As I clasped her hand I had the crushing final feeling that I had severed all ties to my previous loyalties. Talia was my world. Talia was where my loyalty had always rested. I was just afraid to admit it.
“Right back at ya, Sparkly,” she said.
“I was a fool,” I said. “I brought shame upon myself when I treated you as I did back at the tower.”
Talia shrugged. “It’s probably for the best. If you hadn’t let that out then I wouldn’t have gotten a chance to kill that assassin, and then I would’ve been pissy all night.”
I blinked. Smiled. Started to chuckle, but it very quickly became a deep laugh. The sort of laugh I hadn’t enjoyed in quite some time.
My bloodthirsty battlemate. She was going to make the very foundations of the Livisk Ascendency shake in fear, and I couldn’t wait to come along for the ride.
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The lights of the Livisk capital city moved above, below, and all around us. The automatic pilot deftly weaved us between buildings at ranges that would have been insane back on earth in the old days when people still did all their own driving. 
We’d long since moved on to more civilized automated systems as well, but it still made me a little nervous to see so much architecture going by so fast and knowing that all it would take was one bug in the software and I’d potentially be splattered like an actual bug on the surface of some of that architecture.
I pushed those thoughts out of my mind. There were so many other things trying to kill me on this world that a computer glitch in a guidance system was the least of my worries.
“Unless the empress uses her access to hack into this device and try to kill us that way,” Varis mused, adding an unfortunate ending to that thought.
“Thanks. You’re really reassuring. I want you to know that,” I said.
Her mind bloomed with satisfaction. The sparkly blue jerk actually enjoyed making me miserable. Then again considering all the time I’d spent doing the same to her I suppose it was only fair that she would get some back. she seemed to do better at verbally sparring with me when I didn’t have any mental barriers up.
I was going to have to get used to that.
“I still can’t believe all of this,” I said.
Varis glanced over to me. “You mean the power of this city? Doing what you have in mind is going to be quite the undertaking.”
“I’m not talking about that,” I said. “They don’t have any sort of low-in defenses around here. I bet there’s lots of orbital stuff, but nothing to stop someone from opening a fold to the type of spacetime that’s incompatible with life once they’re in the atmosphere.”
Varis chuckled and I could feel amusement, or at least the closest thing that passed for amusement in her Livisk mind, filtering through the bond. “I believe the idea was that they would destroy anyone trying to do something like that well before they had a chance to reach the planet.”
“So what’s to stop someone from opening their fold drive in-atmosphere?” I replied.
“I think most conquerers would prefer to live and have something left over to conquer,” Varis said. “That’s always been our way. To do anything else would be madness.”
“Obviously you need to sit down and learn a few lessons from human history,” I replied.
“Have you two gone completely crazy?” Keen asked from behind me and slightly to the side.
I looked over at him and grinned. “I’ve been bonded to the second highest ranking Livisk in the Ascendency and I have her thoughts bouncing around in my head on the regular. How can I deal with that and not go a little crazy?”
“You were always crazy,” Keen muttered. “And I still don’t trust her.”
“Don’t trust her? Are you forgetting she saved your life back there? That’s pretty ungrateful of you.”
Keen stared at Varis with an intense hatred. It made me wonder what the Livisk did to piss in his starched morning meal blend product. Then again it wouldn’t be surprising if he had some tragic back story that involved the Livisk destroying something he loved. It seemed like just about everyone in the Combined Interstellar Fleet had one of those stories.
At a certain point it stopped being a source of angst and started to become everyday business. I thought about my grandmother who had a planetoid dropped on her. There was the sadness and anger I always felt, but at the same time it’s not like hers was the only world to burn.
No one in humanity had a monopoly on Livisk-induced trauma.
I looked to Varis and thought of her brother. The empress’s husband gave old high and mighty fancy pants a very personal reason for wanting to hate me. Odd that the empress would go one way down the murder-death-kill spectrum while Varis went to the complete other end even though they’d both lost the same person.
Then again Varis was getting some benefits from me that the old empress would never get. Not to mention she seemed ambivalent at best when talking about her brother, while the empress stopped getting those aforementioned benefits once I killed her hubby.
Though if the pretties she kept around her in the throne room were anything to go by then it’s not like she lacked in that department.
“Quite right,” Varis said. “Besides, your warrior spirit is… admirable.”
“What’s she talking about?” Keen asked.
“She’s answering a thought that just went through my head,” I said. “And she likes to answer them live rather than beaming them back to my head.”
Keen shook her head again. “This is going to take some getting used to.”
“You think it’s going to take some getting used to?” I asked. “I’m the one who has a Livisk inside her head. How do you think I feel?”
Varis leaned forward. “We could try to find a Livisk mate for him. It would be a grand experiment. All the bondings we’ve done in the past have been mostly with civilians captured on lightly defended worlds. Your military personnel on those worlds were typically wiped out or killed before capture. I’m very curious to see if a martial mind is more amenable to the bonding process.”
“Nice idea, but I’d still be wary considering everyone who’s gone through the process has died. It would appear I’m a special snowflake,” I said.
Keen’s expression was dark when Varis talked about bonding him to a Livisk woman. They were imposing and not at all known for their gentle bedroom manner. When I mentioned the almost certainty of death he lost all interest.
“Thanks, but I’ll pass,” he said. “I’d rather keep my mind intact and make it back to earth where I can fuck someone of my own species and on the right side of this war, thank you very much.”
I grinned. “Why Commander Keen. That was almost a joke. Spend much more time with us and you’re going to come around to our way of thinking in no time!”
Keen shook his head. “I suppose I do owe your sparkling blue friend here some measure of gratitude for saving me.”
“You’re damn right you do.”
I felt a soothing thought come through from Varis. She disapproved of me being so firm with Keen. Well she could disapprove all she wanted. It wasn’t going to stop me from insisting that my former second in command treat the alien who saved his life with the proper respect, damn it.
“So where do we go from here?” Keen asked. “I didn’t even realize I’d been abducted. I went to sleep in my quarters in the mines, got to get my four hours every night before it’s back under the lash, and when I woke up I was almost relieved to not be there anymore until I discovered they were going to kill me to lure you in.”
I shook my head and I felt a thought forming from Varis. It was very interesting being completely open to her at all times like this. It was something I was going to have to get used to, but I was already growing accustomed to her thoughts tempering my own.
I probably should be worried about that, but there were so many other things to worry about that I didn’t give it much thought.
Her plan was simple enough. I grinned and gave her a mental thumbs up. She turned to Keen and shrugged, her muscled blue shoulders rolling along with the gesture.
“I will take you back to the mines where you will live out the rest of your life in relative safety,” she said.
“For however long my life will last in that place,” Keen muttered.
Varis turned a sharp eye on him. “My promise was that you would live your life in relative safety. The dangers of mining operations are nothing compared to the dangers of finding yourself in the jaws of an Imperial assassin.”
“How comforting,” Keen growled.
“She’s like that,” I said. “Always showing you the silver lining and all that.”
Keen paused for a moment. He looked between the two of us as though he suspected we were up to something. Smart man. Then again, the Fleet wasn’t in the habit of letting complete idiots become second in command of their ships, even if he had been posted to a boring duty in the home system.
They reserved the spots for the true idiots for admirals.
“Do I have an alternative to going back to the mines?” he asked, looking between the two of us like he knew he was being played.
I pounced. He might know what was coming, but that didn’t change the fact that it needed to be done. I needed more allies than Varis and the warriors loyal to her on this world. Especially if I was going to do everything I had planned.
“There’s another option if you want to take it,” I said.
“Let me guess. I go along with whatever plan you have even though it’s probably going to get me killed?”
“I didn’t say it was a good option. Just that it was another option,” I replied with a grin. “I can guarantee you that if you decide to go along with this, though, you’re going to have a chance to get back at every Livisk who ever looked at you cross-eyed.”
Keen looked past me to Varis. The thoughts turning over in her mind were pretty fucking obvious.
“Every Livisk but that one,” I said. “She’s mine.”
Keen sighed. “I suppose I have no choice but to go ahead with it. Even if you did tell that assassin to go ahead and kill me.”
I blushed. “Sorry about that. Not like I had much of a choice. I figured if he didn’t think I cared about you then maybe he’d let you go. Besides, tall blue and sparkly here showed up to save the day.”
Keen sighed and shook his head. “Why do I have the feeling that the two of you are still going to get me killed before all of this is over?”
He sounded resigned, but he held his hand out. I regarded it with suspicion. After all, the last time I made contact with his hand had been when he was decking me. I was still a little sore in that spot, and fighting a mad Livisk assassin hadn’t done any favors to that old wound.
But he was offering me a hand of peace now. I had to take it. It’s not like I could very well give up now when I was so close to getting what I wanted. I grasped his hand and he gave it a shake.
“I still don’t trust her entirely,” Keen said. “But I do trust you, Captain.”
I felt approval moving through the bond with Varis and once again I hated that I basked in that approval. I didn’t need her approval, but I had to admit it was nice to have it even if I didn’t feel like I needed it.
“Good, because we’re going to need a sequel trilogy of a lot of trust before we’re done with this,” I replied.
“Also, you were sort of right, Cap,” he said.
I cocked an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”
Keen looked down and blushed. It was easy enough to see even as we floated through the darkness over the Livisk city. There was plenty of light coming from the buildings surrounding us and the other cars whisking through the air around us.
“I was too lax with the crew. I was upset that I’d been assigned to a backwater so far from real action. I guess we all deal with a posting like that in our own way, and my way was to say ‘fuck command’ and do as little as possible. I realize it was partly my fault that all of this happened.”
I reached out and slapped Keen on the shoulder. “Well then. I guess that means you’ll make sure this sort of thing doesn’t happen again, right?”
He looked up and his eyes burned with an intensity that surprised me. “I know we won’t make that mistake again, and I’d also like to say that it’s an honor to serve with you. I know what you did before your career was derailed. That was a fucking crime what they did to you, but I wasn’t going to say anything while you were riding my ass.”
I blushed. Okay. So maybe I wasn’t after any approval from Varis, but getting that sort of vote of confidence from Keen who spent most of his time acting like he hated me did mean something. Damn.
“Well we’re going to do our best to make sure they all pay for what they did to us,” I said. “How’s that sound?”
Keen grinned. “Sounds wonderful, Captain.”
“If I might interrupt. We’ll be descending to the mine processing facility in a moment. You should prepare yourself.”
Keen took in a deep breath and let it out all at once. His cheeks puffed out in a gesture I’d come to recognize as resigned worry. It was something I saw all too often when he knew I was about to lay into him on the ship for some fault from one of the crew.
In these different circumstances, though, it was almost endearing. Almost. It still brought up too many bad memories of the sort of heel dragging shit that got us in this predicament in the first place.
“I suppose this is it then,” he said. “Back to the mines. Literally.”
“I’ll do my best to get you out of there as soon as possible,” I said. “All of you. I’m not going to leave you behind.”
Keen held a hand out again. This time I didn’t hesitate before grasping it. He had a strong grip. Confident. Not at all the grip of a slave who was resigned to his fate. I suppose if that was all I gave him, if all my plans came crashing down around us, then that was worth it.
I didn’t plan on letting my plans come crashing down though. There was too much work to do, and freeing my former crew was only one thing on the list.
Our craft set down on the outskirts of an area of the city that didn’t look nearly as hospitable or shiny as the rest. As we came in for a landing I could see a massive pit that scarred the planet. Not that it was any more ugly than the rest of this planet.
The whole place was ugly considering it was built with Livisk sensibilities and crawling with Livisk who wanted to kill me.
“Surely it isn’t as bad as all that,” Varis grunted.
“You’d be surprised. I’d give almost anything to see a blue sky with white fluffy clouds floating by right about now,” I replied.
“Sounds disgusting,” Varis said.
“What are they mining down in there anyways?” I asked.
“It’s reclamation work,” Varis said.
“Reclamation work?”
“They have us down there hunting out any salvageable materials from the cities that existed on this spot before the current capital city was built. Sort of like the situation in New New York back home,” Keen said. “Turns out there’s a lot of scrap and old technology left over even when a city has been destroyed a couple of times.”
“Indeed,” Varis said. “Not mining in the traditional sense. All such mines were long since exhausted on our planet and moved off world.”
“Interesting,” I said. “So the whole city is built on the ruins of older cities that were destroyed?”
“Indeed,” Varis said, as though she was explaining the simplest fact in the world to a child who was having trouble understanding. “I thought everyone knew about that.”
I reached up and ran a hand along Varis’s cheek. Enjoyed the feel of her hot blue skin.
“Varis, you could fill a book with everything I don’t know about you blue sparklies, but that’s one more interesting fact to keep in mind.”
The door to the craft opened and a Livisk stepped forward. When he saw Varis he snapped a smart Livisk salute, both arms crossed over his chest in an X pattern, and bowed low.
“My General,” he said as his body came parallel to the ground. The guy had to have really fucking impressive core strength to pull that off without collapsing. I would’ve had trouble with it.
“This one is to be taken back to his quarters with no questions asked,” Varis said, pointing to Keen.
The soldier looked up and there was a moment’s hesitation. He looked from Commander Keen to me, a question plain on his face.
“Only the one human, my General? We could make the other disappear as well if that’s your desire.”
Varis put a hand to her forehead. She rubbed at her temples, and I could feel her temper threatening to flare, but she got it under control.
“I don’t want the human to disappear. I simply want him to return to his quarters, and I want you to make sure she is unmolested by the authorities here. Ever. Is that understood?”
“Understood, General. My will to serve yours,” the soldier said. He grabbed Keen, who suddenly didn’t look so sure about this plan. I couldn’t fault him. It sounded very much like that soldier thought he was supposed to kill Keen and cover it up. Hopefully he got the message loud and clear that killing wasn’t part of the plan.
Still, I was glad I wasn’t the one going back to the mines. Or the reclamation facility. Whatever the sequel trilogy it was.
The craft lifted into the air and carried us off into the night. I watched to make sure Keen wasn’t harmed the moment we lifted off, but he was led into a structure and and that was that. I sighed and turned to face the city. I looked at the Imperial palace and then to Varis’s tower.
It was odd how much that place was starting to feel like home.
“I am proud of you,” Varis said, approval washing through the bond. “You have acquitted yourself admirably both in combat and with your associate. He has finally come to see you as his commander, even if that recognition did come too late for it to save your crew.”
I shook my head. “You can be proud of me when we’ve gotten through all of this and we’re still alive.”
Still, it felt good to know she approved of what I was doing. For once I didn’t even care about the fact that I didn’t need want or need her approval. Instead I basked in the warm feeling coming through the bond and allowed myself one moment of enjoyment in the otherwise fucked up shit show my life had become.
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It was a familiar view. Something that I’d enjoyed ever since I first took over this tower. I could still remember the glory of playing the real estate market, which had involved beheading the silly old noble who thought he could stand before the greatest general this species had known in a generation. 
Well he’d learned the folly quickly when we invaded this place. I wasn’t quite so proud of my behavior now as then, back in my younger days when my blood ran hotter than it did now, but I couldn’t deny that the view was almost worth it.
Or it had been worth it, back when I accepted everything the empress did uncritically. Now it was simply a reminder of everything that was wrong with this world. With our people. With me.
Explosions went off around the palace. Unfortunately they weren’t the explosion of some invading force trying to take the place. When the emperor was restored the shields around the palace held for the space of an entire cycle around the sun while the nobility refuse to give up their place of power, but ultimately they’d bowed to the pressure as they lost every bit of the city except for the palace
“Any idea what’s going on over there?” Talia asked.
She looked over to me, though she didn’t have to turn far. She was sitting in my lap, causing quite an uncomfortable situation to develop deep in my core. 
Not that I was complaining. I enjoyed the closeness of having her small fragile body against mine. It was always such an odd counterpoint to Livisk women I’d been with. Yet she always felt so good pressing against me.
And that was nothing compared to the mental closeness we enjoyed with one another. I hadn’t realized the damage it was doing to our budding relationship keeping her walled off. It seemed she’d reached the same conclusion as we mostly had a free exchange now through our link.
Yeah, we had some things to work out, but ultimately it had worked out. That was the important thing.
“I have no idea,” I said. “They could be celebrating something as simple as the empress finding her favorite pair of socks this morning. It doesn’t take much for her to celebrate and feast.”
Talia shook her head. “That doesn’t exactly seem like the makings of a great leader.”
“I agree. Otherwise I wouldn’t be willing to go along with this crazy plan you’ve developed,” I replied. “Be glad I agree. Otherwise you might be down in the reclamation mine with your friend right now.”
Talia reached out and squeezed my nose. I went cross-eyed watching her hand. What was she up to? She grinned and leaned in to kiss me.
“I think we both know you never would’ve dreamed of doing something like that, Sparkly,” she replied.
I sighed. “You’re right. I probably wouldn’t have, but it doesn’t mean you should rest assured that I’d never consider it.”
This time Talia leaned down and bit my nose, though her strange flat teeth didn’t hurt. Though that did get me to thinking about other times when she’d put those strange flat omnivore teeth to good use…
Best not to think about that now. We’d had plenty of that recently. Now was a time to sit back, relax, and enjoy my time with my battlemate.
“Battlemate,” Talia said. “You keep thinking that. What does it mean?”
I blinked. “I’d think that would be obvious. It means you are my mate and my trusted partner in battle. I would put my life in your hands and never worry that I was making a mistake.”
There was a pause. A moment of silence where I could feel thoughts moving through her mind so rapidly that I had difficulty focusing on any one. She seemed almost conflicted for a moment, and when she spoke again her voice was quiet.
“Is that why you did what you did with the assassin?”
“What do you mean, Talia?”
“You looked at me with the assassin, and then you went to help Keen instead,” she said.
I shrugged. “Of course. I knew you could handle the assassin, and I knew you wouldn’t be able to reach your second in command in time to save him. It seemed best to leave you to handle a situation I knew you could take care of while I took care of the one you couldn’t handle.”
Talia leaned in and kissed me again. “I’d say you made the right choice.”
“Of course I did. I know I can trust you with anything. That’s what it means to be my battlemate,” I said.
She raised an eyebrow. “So you trusted me to take on a fully armed Livisk assassin who was bigger and stronger than me?”
I shook my head and chuckled. She sounded slightly sarcastic. I was getting better at picking up on that, though the full breadth of human emotions was still difficult to understand without the mental link to act as a shortcut.
“Please. I’ve gone up against you myself. I knew that any Livisk who threatened you was in deep trouble. It was simply up to the assassin to find out the hard way that he’d screwed up.”
Talia looked out over the city again. This time I could sense her thoughts more clearly. She was thinking about the reclamation mine. About cities on top of cities. And then on top of all of that there was a clear vision of a point of light coming down and hitting the Imperial palace. A thought that included an image of everything in the city being eradicated in one massive outpouring of energy.
The thought was tinged with sadness. There were innocent Livisk in the city as well as uncounted millions of humans and other subject species who’d committed no crime other than being on the wrong world at the wrong time when a Livisk invasion force came knocking. They would all be taken out in such a blast.
Yet underneath it all I could sense something else. A feeling that such a use of force would be justified. That sometimes you had to destroy good healthy tissue to get rid of the cancer growing around it. I wasn’t sure if I agreed with her completely, but I was starting to agree with her more and more.
“The empress is a cancer at the center of our society,” I said.
“Well it’s a good thing we have this whole battlemate thing going, because we’re going to need it if we’re going to try and take that asshole down.”
“Do, or do not. There is no try,” I said.
Talie hit me with a sharp glance, then she grinned. “Why Varis! Was that a human pop culture reference you just made?”
“Maybe,” I said.
“Good for you!” she said, and her smile warmed me enough that it was worth watching those insufferable ancient entertainments that were clearly from a society that hadn’t gone farther than their local moon and thus had no idea how space combat actually worked.
“And I agree that being battlemates will only be a help as we work to bring the empress down,” I said, desperate for a change of subject.
Talia turned back to me. I paused to reflect on how beautiful she was. She was in one of the skintight outfits I’d purchased for her. She still insisted on wearing clothing that covered her entirely, much to my annoyance, but at least she was willing to wear something that allowed me to enjoy her form in its fullness. Her face was illuminated in flashes by the display happening over the palace in the distance.
“You know it’s weird. Humans don’t know anything about this whole telepathic link thing you have going,” she said.
“I should think not,” I replied. “We’ve gone to great pains to keep any notion of it from your people. It’s one of the things that gives us a small edge in what’s seeming more and more like an unwinnable war against your species.”
“You started it,” Talia said with a shrug, as though that justified humanity wiping entire Livisk systems off the face of the galaxy. Then again, considering how we’d acted in the opening stages of the war it was entirely possible she did think it was justified. I was starting to wonder myself.
“None of that matters now,” I said. I pulled her closer, though it was difficult considering how close she was. I settled for tightening my grip around her tiny waist. “My loyalty is to you and only to you now, Talia.”
Talia leaned down and kissed me. This time it was a more insistent kiss. A kiss that lingered. A kiss that promised things. The sort of thing that happened in freefall over the city when I was overtaken with the fury of emotions moving between our minds after we were first bonded. The sort of thing that happened in that alley when I was overtaken by seeing her in true battle.
I pulled away. She was breathing heavily. As though she’d just finished a sparring match. She practically purred as she pressed against me and started grinding her hips in a motion I’d come to enjoy.
Thank the warrior spirits of ancestors past that a common ancestor resulted in humans and Livisk having the ability to mate!
“You know my loyalty is only to you as well,” Talia said. “Not to humanity. Not to the Combined Fleet. Not to the Livisk. You and only you, and maybe me and my crew just a little on top of that.”
“I am glad to hear that,” I said.
“Of course if that means we also do something good for both our species while we’re out there saving each other then that’s all the better.”
“What do you mean?”
Talia smiled, and for a wonder I realized there was a part of her mind she was still shielding from me. Which was odd considering I was well aware of her plans to kill the empress. But I meant it when I said I trusted her. If she felt the need to hide some of her thoughts from me then I would trust she had a good reason.
“Don’t you worry,” she said. “That’s a surprise tool we’ll use later.”
“I trust you,” I said with a simple shrug. “If you have a good reason for hiding something from me then you have a good reason for hiding something from me.”
Talia turned and looked back out over the city once more. Off to the palace where they were still celebrating something, though I had no idea what it could be. I wasn’t joking with Talia when I said that there had been celebrations because the empress found her favorite pair of socks waiting for her first thing in the morning.
Of course that wasn’t how the celebration was presented to the public. They were simply told the empress had won a great victory that morning. I wondered what they would think if they knew that half of the “conquests” the empress celebrated were actually her finding willing whores to share her bed for the night.
More reason why she had to go. If Talia had a plan for taking care of that then I was willing to go along with her. And if I died while carrying out her plan then at least I could know I died fighting for what was right. I died fighting alongside my battlemate.
“Glad you agree with me on that score,” Talia said. “Because the empress needs to watch out. She just made a very dangerous enemy, and we’re coming for her.”
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I felt something odd from Varis. I was masking some of my specific plans for taking out the empress, but suddenly she was masking something as well.  
Fear wormed its way through me. What if she decided she didn’t want to go after the empress after all? What if she'd decided she'd rather turn me in than rock the boat, politically speaking, here on her home world?
All of that ran through my mind in an instant and I pushed those thoughts away. I hadn’t gone through hell and then some with Varis over the past month just to go right back to not trusting her.
I did trust her. I wouldn’t worry about her betraying me because she wouldn’t. But she was still masking something, and I was curious what that was.
“Out with it,” I said.
Varis looked up at me with an expression I’d come to recognize as her attempt to seem innocent. Not that she did a very good job of it. Even when she was trying to shield some of her thoughts from me her face was like reading an open book. Sure it took me a while to get used to some of the intricacies of Livisk emotions, but it was getting easier and easier.
“What are you talking about?” she asked.
I decided to try a different tactic. One that wasn’t fair, but it was something that had worked time and time again so I wasn’t above keeping it as a weapon in my arsenal. It was a weapon that went back to the dawn of time. A weapon that worked on any complex species we’d found in the galaxy.
At least the ones who’d discovered the joys of sexual reproduction. Admittedly there were some poor bastards out there who didn’t know what they were missing because they could get pregnant from the local biological equivalent of jerking off.
I started grinding my hips against her. Of course it wasn’t entirely to torture Varis. I enjoyed the fuck out of it. I felt her responding and pressing back eagerly to reach me. 
I closed my eyes and let out a little gasp. I felt delicious tingles running up and down my body as goose bumps moved across my skin. I thought of how she'd ripped my clothes off in that alley after we were confronted with the assassin and found myself hoping against hope that she’d do something like that here.
Even if she didn’t tell me what she was hiding I figured it would be more than worth it to distract her to the point that we did something far more interesting than a little interrogation.
“Come on Varis,” I said. “I know you’re hiding something from me. Now out with it.”
Varis gasped and grunted. I felt her starting to press up against me and that added to the incredible fire that was burning inside me. I’d been reluctant to do anything like this with her before because it felt like I was sleeping with the enemy. It felt like a betrayal to my oaths to the Combined Interstellar Fleet. Oaths to protect humanity against the Livisk no matter what the cost.
Now that I’d thrown those oaths out, though? Now that I’d sworn allegiance to Varis and Varis alone? Well let’s just say that I was ready to go. I was ready to take Varis in every way possible in every part of this tower. There were so many places to go.
I couldn’t wait. I felt as though a dam had broken inside me and the passion was running free. All the pent up energy I’d been keeping under control was breaking loose inside me and I was ready to take her and be taken. I needed this so bad now that I didn’t have the lingering guilt that had been tearing me apart before.
Varis grunted and her hands wrapped around my waist. She could almost completely encircle me. she growled and stared up at me. Started pressing against me. I could feel the feedback starting in our minds. Passion building on passion as the two of us lost control grinding against each other. As we abandoned ourselves to pure animal lust.
It was the same feeling I’d gotten when we were fighting those assassins. Funny how lust and fighting could be so closely related in the bond, though I suppose I shouldn’t have been too surprised. 
This was the Livisk we were talking about, after all. It seemed like just about everything they did was pretty closely related to their desire to fight. It was no wonder they’d torn a bloody fiery path across the galaxy.
I still maintained one small shred of sanity though. I leaned down and kissed her, but I kept right on grinding against her as well. If I kept this up much longer then I was going to have one hell of a treat even if we didn’t take any of our clothes off. 
Besides, how could a girl not enjoy herself? Varis was rippling and blue and sparkling, and topless since we were around the house which showed off those intricate tattoos that had once meant the end of my world but now meant a galaxy of pleasure was opening up before me.
“Tell me Varis,” I said. “What’s in that dark corner of your mind you’re trying to hide from me? You know you’re not going to be able to do it forever.”
Was it a bit unfair that I was hiding some of my plans for regicide and forceful political change from her while demanding she share the dark corners of her mind with me? Perhaps, but I didn’t care. I could recognize a double standard and not give a fuck about it at the same time.
Finally she did something that I really didn’t expect. She smiled. It looked odd on her. She was usually so dour and serious. She usually looked like she was about to order someone killed. There were a couple of times when I’d worried I was the one she was about to order killed.
“You have to understand that our bonding was done in a very irregular fashion,” she said. “Not proper at all.”
I rolled my eyes. “Not proper as far as the Livisk are concerned? So what’s the problem? Was I supposed to defeat every member of your family in single combat before you agreed to be my mate or something? Please tell me I don’t have more high ranking Livisk who are coming at me, because that empress bitch is trouble enough.”
Next to everything else I’d learned about the Livisk and their mating practices that wouldn’t surprise me in the least.
“Nothing like that,” Varis said. “You see traditionally we are to go through a bonding ceremony before we complete the actual bonding. Because of the empress moving ahead without permission we sort of got things mixed up.”
I blinked. I suddenly got a tingle running through my body that had nothing to do with the way she was pressing up against me in a not-so-subtle bid to drive me absolutely wild. Was she asking me what I thought she was asking me?
“You passed the mating challenge, Talia,” she said. “That means that we can proceed with the next step of our relationship. If you’re willing to take that next step.”
I put my hand to my chest and tried to look like I was overwhelmed by it all. I even tried to sound a little breathless, though from the way that odd smile stayed plastered on her face it didn’t feel like she got what I was doing.
“Why Varis. Does that mean you’re proposing?”
The frown was back in an instant. That was more like the Varis I’d fallen for. She scrunched her eyes together in a move she used when she was having difficulty understanding a bit of human culture I’d just thrown at her.
“If you mean am I formally asking you to be my bondmate then yes, I suppose that is what I’m asking you,” she said.
I smacked her chest. “Don’t you think you’re being a little forward? Moving a little fast?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean we’ve only fucked twice now and killed one assassin cell on our way to trying to kill an empress. You haven’t even taken me on a first date!”
The confusion on her face only deepened. I had to constantly remind myself that she seemed to have a sequel trilogy of a lot of trouble understanding human humor. Particularly sarcasm. Then again a lot of humans I’d known seemed to have trouble understanding sarcasm. Which might be part of the reason why I had so much trouble with my last crew, come to think of it.
“I’m kidding,” I said. “Of course we can do the ceremony. Seems like it’s mostly a formality at this point anyway since we’re bonded.”
Varis shook her head. “It will be so much more than a formality. You’ll be the first human to ever be officially bonded to a Livisk. I imagine that will cause even more trouble for us.”
“More than the empress having it out for me?” I asked.
“The nobles will be furious,” Varis said. “They’re still not happy with me for my part in the war that took them out of absolute power and restored the throne.”
I raised both eyebrows. I really meant it when I’d told her she could fill a book with all the things I didn’t know about Livisk culture. You could fill a planetary databank with that information, apparently.
“The nobles? You fought to restore the emperor? What are you talking about?”
Varis’s blue lips compressed to a thin line and she shook her head. “The nobles are politically neutered honorless scum who think far too much of themselves because of their birth, but they’re still powerful enough to cause trouble. I’ve already no doubt raised their ire by refusing several invitations since coming back from my raid with you.”
“Why Varis. Are you telling me I’m going to have to get used to Livisk high society? Because facing down an empress who’s trying to kill me is one thing, but putting on a dress and trying to act like some heiress is another thing entirely.”
The grin returned. This time it looked more natural. “No need to worry, Talia. I plan on staying as far from them as possible, though it will be inevitable that we have to deal with them some as we prepare for the bonding ceremony.”
“And what’s this about you supporting the emperor?” I asked. “I thought you said that all happened a long time ago?”
“Still within a Livisk lifetime,” Varis said with a shrug. “I’m given to understand it’s well within a human lifetime with the current state of your medicine.”
“Maybe so, but I didn’t realize you were that much older than me,” I said. “I guess blue don’t crack.”
Varis frowned, and I leaned in to kiss her. Now wasn’t the time to get into age differences, after all.
Her revelation that nobles existed and were pissed at the empress, on the other hand…
A thought occurred to me. A thought Varis might not like, but it’s not like she cared for many of my thoughts. The old saying “the enemy of my enemy is my friend” ran through my head and a plan started to form.
I looked down to Varis with a huge grin. From the way she braced herself she could sense that something was coming. Something she might not necessarily like. 
Well that was tough. If she really was going to help me free my crew and maybe overthrow her precious empress as part of the deal then she was going to have to get used to hearing thoughts she might not necessarily like.
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Varis


“Do these nobles like the empress?” she asked. 
“I’d venture a guest that they hate her even more than you hate her,” I said. “They were the ones ripped from true power when the empress’s father fought the great war of consolidation, after all.”
“So how are they even still around?”
“Weak enough to be subdued when divided but powerful enough individually to stay around like a skittering Kethok getting into your food stores,” I said.
“Anyone who hates the empress sounds like someone I want to be friends with,” she said.
I looked out over the city. I wasn’t quite so sure about that. What I was sure of was that Talia was going to change things on this world if we lived long enough. I was certain I’d just found the most formidable bondmate in the entire Ascendency, and I wondered what it said about us as a species that I had to look to humanity to find a woman who was as ruthless as she was beautiful and ambitious.
“It means I’m going to rock this world, Varis,” she said, responding to my thoughts even as they drifted across my mind. She looked down at me and smiled. “That’s not the only world rocking I plan on doing either.”
The churning of her hips picked up and her mouth fell open. She started making those delightful squeaking sounds that human females did when they were aroused. Already it seemed my mind had made the connection between those sounds and the very real possibility that we were about to have a good time, because I felt my body catching fire.
So it was with great reluctance and disappointment that I used my hold on her waist to pull her up and off of me. She continued grinding her hips for a moment even when she was grinding against air. Once she realized something was missing she looked down at me and her bottom lip jutted out. Disappointment pulsed through the bond.
I was just as disappointed as she was.
“What’s going on? Why are you stopping?”
“Believe me, it’s very difficult,” I managed to gasp out. My body still pined for her. Begged for her. Needed her.
The only thing holding me back was centuries of tradition. The empress might be willing to show herself for the honorless Trovargh beast that she was, but I wasn’t going to walk that same path.
“Uh-oh,” Talia said. “You’re thinking about honor and stuff. Don’t tell me this has something to do with some weird Livisk tradition, because you have no idea how bad I need this right now now that I’ve decided it’s not treason to fuck you.”
Her words struck to the core of my being in a way that no enemy weapon ever had. I wanted this just as desperately as she did, but it wasn’t going to happen. Not right now.
“We’ve agreed to be bonded to one another,” I said.
“So?” Talia asked. She tried to lean down so she could engage me in that odd tradition the humans had of putting their mouths together and dueling with tongues. A tradition that had seemed very peculiar at first, but I’d since warmed to the idea after learning exactly what she could do with her tongue. 
I summoned every shred of discipline I’d learned over a long career in the military and managed to push her away again.
“What gives, Varis?” she asked. “Usually on earth when you agree to marry someone it means you’ve already been fucking forever. We’ve only gone at it twice now! I know you want me. Why blow cold all of a sudden?”
My eyebrows lowered. Blowing cold? There was another human turn of phrase I wasn’t familiar with, though I could understand the analogy well enough. Things certainly did feel cold in here after the incredible heat that’d threatened to overwhelm me moments ago.
“I told you we did things out of order,” I said. “But when we agreed to be bonded to one another that also includes the implicit agreement that we will not be with one another until the bonding ceremony is completed.”
“But we’re already bonded,” Talia said.
She tried a different tactic to distract me this time. She couldn’t press her body against mine because I was holding her away from me. It was remarkably easy and she was quite light. She couldn’t lean down to kiss me because I turned away from her. I knew if I gave into that temptation then I would lose control and dishonor myself just as surely as the empress had.
So instead her hand snaked down between my legs. I inhaled a sharp breath and closed my eyes. Then with all the strength I could muster I pushed her away. She let out a surprised yelp and I could feel her tumbling through the air via the bond, but she caught herself and landed on her feet.
“We may already be bonded,” I said, going slowly as though explaining something to a child. In many ways she was like a child in terms of what she knew about my people. I felt a flash of irritation as that comparison moved through our mental link, but she didn’t verbalize her irritation. “But that doesn’t change the fact that we have agreed to do the ceremony. While we are waiting for the ceremony to complete we can’t do… that.”
“Oh my sweet honorable Varis,” Talia said, strutting towards me in a way that emphasized every curve of her now-forbidden alien body. From the feelings moving through the bond she knew exactly what she was doing, too.
She leaned over and kissed me. She was quick enough that I didn’t push her away before my body took over and called shots my mind and honor wouldn’t approve of.
It was a long and lingering kiss that reminded me of everything I was going to be missing out on because of tradition. She pulled up and winked at me.
“I guess in that case we’re going to have to have a short engagement, because I’m going to go crazy if this takes too long,” she said.
I cleared my throat. I didn’t have the hearts to tell her the traditional waiting period between asking someone to bond and going through the ceremony could be months as they reckoned it on her world. I didn’t have to tell her, though, because from the look on her face she read that thought loud and clear through the bond.
“Damn,” she sighed. “I don’t know what’s going to be more difficult. Overthrowing your empress or keeping my hands off of you for that long.”
I grinned. Such a perfectly Talia thing to say. And she was absolutely correct. This was going to be a long engagement even if we kept it short.




Part Three

Planning
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Duel

Talia


I stared at my opponent from across the table. She stared right back at me. Her eyes flicked momentarily around the room as though looking for some sort of escape, and I grinned.  
It was nice to know that she was just a little worried.
Perhaps my reputation was preceding me by now. It should after all the challengers who’d come along. Livisk who thought they could take out the naive human who didn’t know anything about how things worked on this world.
They’d all learned the hard way that I wasn’t going to be fucked with, but this one was still the most difficult I’d gone up against.
She made her move. Pressed a piece of paper across the table. I picked it up and looked at the price on it. I still wasn’t entirely sure about how much constituted a lot of money here on the Livisk homeworld, but the number she had on the other side of that paper was large enough that I knew she was trying to take me to the cleaners and then some.
“You’re insane if you think I’m paying that price to have you do the arrangements for the bonding ceremony,” I said.
She looked down at the paper and sniffed. “You have to understand that these things are far more expensive for bonding ceremonies. There are protocols that have to be observed. I can’t give you any less than that without going out of business.”
I leaned forward, the irritation plain on my face. It seemed that people trying to take you to the cleaners over prices on weddings wasn’t a tradition unique to earth. I lowered my eyebrows. If I could’ve flashed fire from my eyes I would’ve done it.
“You listen to me. I wasn’t brought to this planet and enslaved yesterday. I know when someone is trying to swindle me, and I’m not going to stand for this bullshit. You’re going to come back at me with a real price or you’re getting the sequel trilogy out of here,” I replied.
Damn. In a lot of ways this was more difficult than dealing with assassins. Not that there’d been much issue with that over the past month. I was still thinking of things in terms of human time even though I was on a world where it was completely ridiculous to reckon things in human terms since this planet took its sweet time rotating around its home star.
Months and years necessarily had entirely different meanings here. I really needed to get into the habit of thinking of things in Galactic Standard. Not that any of that had anything to do with this witch trying to price gouge me. Or more accurately she was trying to price gouge Varis. This lady probably thought my sweetie had enough money that it didn’t matter what number she threw out.
My mind was wandering again. It felt like it’d been doing that a lot lately. This was the tenth bonding planner I’d met with, and they were all starting to run together.
“You are a human. You wouldn’t know good taste if it came up and stabbed you in the back like you deserve!” the planner shouted.
I stood, keeping my hands on the table. I had to keep them there because otherwise there was a very good possibility they’d fly across the table and wrap around this idiot’s neck.
In the back of my mind I felt amusement coming through the mental link from Varis. She was in another part of the tower meeting with somebody for some reason. She’d been vague on the details and I was so busy with wedding planning that I hadn’t dug too deeply. It seemed she could feel my irritation, though, and that irritation amused her.
Which only added fuel to the fire. She thought it was funny that I was completely miserable doing all this planning while she went off and did whatever she wanted? The jerk.
“I might be a human slave on this world, but I’m not an idiot. Give me a real price or get out and I’ll find a planner who isn’t a price gouging leech.”
They didn’t have leeches on the Livisk homeworld, but it was the only word I could think of. I had to switch from speaking in Livisk to Terran for that word, and the combination of switching languages and my tone of voice seemed to get the point across even if this sparkling blue lady probably had no idea about earth parasites.
“You insult me!” she said. “I invoke the right of contract by combat!”
I rolled my eyes. Here we went again. This was the seventh one who tried this out of ten, which was a big part of why I was running on such a short fuse and so exhausted. Still, exhausted or not, I wasn’t going to let this lady get the better of me because she thought I was a weak human who could be bullied into submission.
I leapt across the table and this time I did wrap my hands around her neck, but only for a moment to provide a distraction. Her eyes went wide as we fell to the ground and her head slammed against the floor, but Livisk skulls were so thick that it didn’t seem to bother her at all.
In a flash she was on top of me moving to punch me. Reacting with reflexes that were faster than what I was used to and strength that was more powerful than it should’ve been, I grabbed her fist and twisted. I didn’t hear the satisfying crunch I would’ve if I pulled that with a human, but she cried out in pain and jumped off me.
I scrambled to my feet waiting for her next move. She circle the room staring at me warily. Obviously she hadn’t expected me to put up this much of a fight. I was still a little surprised at some of the benefits I got as part of the bond with Varis, but I wasn’t going to knock it.
Apparently increases in agility and strength were normal when Livisk were bonded, but I’d been brought up to the level of a Livisk. Which was odd considering that was a sequel trilogy of a lot more strength boost than any Livisk ever got from their bond. 
Still, a human had never been bonded before, and we were truly in new territory here where no one had gone before.
Which meant it was a nice surprise when someone tried to take on the weak human and discovered I was anything but. Though I liked to think I could hold my own in combat with a Livisk before, even if I preferred to have power armor.
The planner threw her head down and charged at me. I paused to stare. Was she serious? This was the best she could come up with? Charging across the room? 
Obviously this one had never been in the military. I stepped to the side as she passed me and she slammed into a wall with all her momentum. She came up and wobbled, obviously having trouble staying on her feet.
Good. This was the opportunity I needed. I rushed in and swept her off her feet. In a flash I was on top of her and raised my fist.
“If you think you’re going to win this contract by combat you have another think coming,” I growled. “So are you going to play nice, or do I really have to hurt you?”
“Very well,” she growled. “I submit.”
I stood and dusted off my hands. Good to know this crazy lady knew when she was defeated. The third one I’d gone into single combat with didn’t know when to quit. I had to hurt her, though in the end she’d come through with a much lower price. 
I wondered if they did business like this with everyone, or if I was getting the brunt of the craziness because I was a human and they thought they could push me around.
Probably the latter. I didn’t see how they’d ever get any business done if they spent all their time trying to beat the crap out of each other to get a discount. It would’ve made coupon day at any store a free for all hellscape.
The planner dusted herself off as well. I couldn’t even remember her name. Like I said, they were all starting to run together.
“You were a worthy opponent,” she said. “Far more than I would have imagined. I will be happy to provide my services at half of my asking price.”
I tapped a finger against my chin and thought about that. Inside I was jumping for joy, this lady had the best service at the best price, but it wouldn’t do to let her know how excited I was. That might lead her to do something silly like raise the price and then we’d be back at square one fighting it out.
Literally.
“That sounds like a decent rate,” I said. The woman’s eyes narrowed and it looked like we might be on the verge of a fight again, so I held a hand up to stop that before it started. “You’re the front runner so far, but I still have to meet with several others.”
“Understood,” she said. She nodded as she gathered her things and paused before leaving. “If they try to take advantage of you as I did then I seriously pity them.”
“You should. I’ve already had to fight seven out of ten planners today. Amazing how everything turns into a fight with you blue sparklies.”
“Yes, well,” she said with a sniff. “You’re an unknown quantity from a weak slave species. I think you’ll find that once word starts to spread that you aren’t to be trifled with you’ll get these discounts without the need to fight everyone. It’s only natural that you’d be tested.”
I opened my mouth to tell her that the fact that I’d kicked so much ass proved we were anything but a weak slave species, then decided that wasn’t something I wanted to get into right now.
Instead I nodded to her as she left. That was more insight into Livisk practices than anyone but Varis had given me since I landed on this crazy world. I’d take anything I could get. It was also nice to know that this was a test, and I wouldn’t have to keep doing this once my reputation truly started preceding me.
As soon as she stepped out the door I collapsed into a nice fluffy chair. I turned and looked out the window and across the Livisk capital. It was a monument to their supreme lack of imagination that they’d never thought of actually naming the place.
Though Varis had explained to me that the place had been reduced to rubble and renamed after being rebuilt so many times that they eventually gave up. It seemed odd that anyone would live here given this areas propensity for being reduced to dust, radioactive and otherwise, but I suppose wherever there was power there would be people who gravitated towards it regardless of the risk.
I looked down at the various packets that had information about the bonding ceremony. All of it was written in Livisk which meant I was going to have a sequel trilogy of a time going through it, but it’s not like any of them would stoop to writing out their services in Terran just because a human happened to be the person buying their services.
It was just one more challenge for me on this world. I would not ask Varis for help reading. That just meant I’d have to study their written language even more. That meant memorizing. I hated memorizing. It put me in a foul mood and I was already having trouble being a shining ray of sunshine thanks to all the pressure of planning this damned ceremony.
“It’s a wonder anyone ever gets married if this is what you have to go through to plan the damn thing,” I growled as I looked over the pamphlets. I could read maybe every third or fourth word.
Marriage. It still astonished me that I was getting married. I never thought I’d do that because I was in the Fleet. I was married to my job. It’s not like the captain could get up close and personal with her crew. Especially a female captain. For some reason fraternizing was even more frowned upon if the one in charge was a lady, even in this day and age.
Stupid Combined Interstellar Fleet and their stupid boys’ club double standards. You’d think humanity would be past sexist bullshit like that by now, but I didn’t make the system. I just worked in it.
Only now I was so far out of that system that it wasn’t funny. Trapped on the homeworld of my sworn enemy, mentally bonded to their most decorated warrior general, hated by their empress, and about to get married.
The whole galaxy had gone crazy. I shook my head and pulled out a tablet. It was time to get back to work on my written Livisk. After that it was time to meet another planner, but I needed a breather to get myself psyched up for more one on one combat before I let her in.
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Varis


“I think you’re being a little paranoid about these arrangements, Varis,” Telak said. 
I chuckled and shook my head. “You always think I’m being paranoid old man. You also always seem to forget how my paranoia is part of the reason why you’re still here at your age.”
Telak bristled. His white bushy mustache seemed to have a life of its own. Like a furry creature that wiggled under its own power. He didn’t let his irritation creep into his voice though.
“I just think that this idea that the empress is personally after your mate is odd. Why would she want to kill her?”
“Simple. She was the one responsible for killing my brother,” I said.
“Oh,” Telak replied. “Yeah. That is a damned good reason for wanting to kill her. I didn’t realize she was the captain of that ship, but it explains a lot.”
I looked at him sharply. “And what is that supposed to mean?”
“That you weren’t the same since we lost that station. That you seemed surprisingly indifferent to losing your brother, or at the very least you got over it quickly.”
“I wasn’t going to throw myself around in an emotional display like the empress and her ridiculous mourning celebrations,” I replied.
“That may be, but some mourning would’ve been appropriate, even if you weren’t feeling it. Either way, if the empress has that much of a reason to kill your pet human then I’ll make sure to do a sweep of all of our men. I don’t doubt any of their loyalty, but you never know what might happen when the throne gets involved.”
“Thank you, old friend,” I said. “I’ll sleep better knowing you are working on this. I’ve been trying my best to keep her in line, but that hasn’t been working so well.”
A thought drifted through my head. Irritation followed by an alertness that also had me feeling more alert. My eyes darted around the room looking for a threat even though I knew there was none here.
I smiled. It seemed that negotiations were going well as Talia prepared for the bonding ceremony. This would be the eleventh time someone had tested her resolve. Though I expected those tests to taper off as word got out and more and more people realized Talia was no easy meat.
“What is it? Something wrong?”
Tekal took his cues from me, and his eyes darted around the room. I smiled. Good man. He knew that if I was looking for danger there was a good chance there was something out there that could land us in a world of pain. Not that there was any danger right now.
“It’s something from Talia,” I said. “She’s trying to find an appropriate planner for the bonding ceremony and she’s been busy all morning.”
“Ah, say no more,” Tekal said. “I still remember when I was bonded. It seemed like the price went up tenfold if we told them it was for a bonding ceremony.”
“Yes, well I think Talia is doing quite well with negotiations,” I said.
“Don’t worry. I’ll be on top of this,” Tekal said. He stood and saluted, crossing his arms over his chest and his tattoos, and turned to leave the room. Then he stopped, turned, and smiled. “Assuming, of course, the wedding planners don’t take care of things for the empress.”
I leaned back in my chair and sighed. I felt better knowing Tekal was working with security. I’d pulled him out of retirement partially because he was the best, but mostly because I’d tired of listening to him griping about how boring that retirement was.
Still, his presence didn’t completely remove the constant nervous feeling that there was a strike about to land. So far the empress hadn’t done anything like the attacks she’d launched when Talia was still new to this world, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that every passing moment brought us closer to the moment of inevitability when the empress would strike again.
I worried that if she struck in the full fury her power allowed rather than relying on sneaking around so she could deny his involvement that it would be the end of me and Talia. Luckily I could rely on her cowardice somewhat in this case.
She wouldn’t want to get her hands dirty directly. Which meant the next attack would likely come from the shadows. That would make it more difficult to fend off, but it also meant we could fight it off.
There was nothing left for me here. I was in a small conference room halfway down the tower in the area that housed retired soldiers loyal to me. It was time to return to my quarters at the top of the tower.
I stepped off the elevator and wondered when a repair team was going to get out here to fix the hole Talia blasted in the thing the last time she tried to escape. I didn’t have to worry about any more escape attempts, she could come and go as she pleased now for all that she didn’t leave the tower much, but it was annoying having that reminder of a dark time in our relationship.
As I walked through the main living area I took in the damage. Tables had been overturned. Several vases with exotic flowers from around the galaxy had been thrown to the ground and shattered as though they didn’t contain botanical wonders that had cost a small fortune to transport here. 
At least one screen along the curved side of the room had been destroyed, the glass front covered in a spiderweb of cracks from where some hard Livisk-sized object had slammed into it at high speed.
Most importantly, though, there was only Livisk blood in evidence. None of the bright red human stuff.
I grinned. It seemed that negotiations with the various planners were going well. We were going to get a very good deal indeed. 
Not that it mattered all that much. The spoils of war had been very good to me and I was a very rich woman. More wealthy than even the wealthiest noble house on this world.
Still, if it made Talia feel better to haggle and get a deal then I would let her haggle and get her deal. Besides, it would be useful to get the word out that it wasn’t a good idea to mess with my human mate. I had a feeling these incidents with the bonding ceremony planners weren’t going to be the last test she faced because she was human.
I also had confidence she would pass all future tests admirably. Assuming we weren’t killed by the empress.
“You’re going to change this world if you live long enough,” I muttered.
Approval washed through the bond from wherever Talia was hiding. Of course she could hear everything I said even though she wasn’t in the room. There were still times I had to adjust to having someone in my head. Not that it was a bad thing now that I was used to it.
The smile froze on my face as the doors to my office swished open with a quiet hiss. I was greeted with the same familiar sights of my desk and the view of the Imperial palace beyond that had gone from being a luxury to a curse in such a short period of time.
Another example of the sort of curse that had befallen me since bringing Talia to this world sat smiling in my chair as though he belonged there.
“Dovar,” I growled, barely keeping my fury in check. Worry pulsed through the bond and I tried to send soothing thoughts back to Talia. The last thing I needed was to have her coming in here with guns blazing.
The fat noble smiled, his equally massive mustache twitching in much the same way as Telak’s. The smile didn’t put me at ease. Far from it. I’d seen that smile all too often when he was about to pounce on some unsuspecting minor noble.
“Varis,” he said. “So good to see you again. It’s been far too long. Since…”
“Since before I was dishonored and fell out of the empress’s favor. Not that your actions surprised me. You always did try to walk the line between licking the empress’s boots and doing a terrible job of pretending you weren’t trying to take her spot.”
The smile fell from his face for a moment. Only a moment. I had no doubt that the look I saw in that moment was how he truly felt, though. He wouldn’t be happy about being here. I was still dishonored, after all, even if the empress had technically lifted that dishonor.
Her actions after, trying to use the mating challenge as an excuse to kill Talia, left no doubt in the minds of anyone smart enough to read between the lines. It was unsubtle enough that it left no doubt even in simpler minds. I was still very much in disfavor at court, for all that I wasn’t technically dishonored.
Sort of like when that Worf fellow was thought to be the son of a coward but before he took on formal dishonor when his father was framed as a traitor by that bastard Duras. The Klingons from that ancient show Talia insisted on showing me made far more sense than the humans who made them up.
“Bad business, that,” he said. “But that doesn’t matter now, does it?”
I sighed. “Why are you here, and what are you doing in my seat? I don’t see how that’s going to help you in your never ending quest for power.”
“Yes, well, the empress is our sovereign may she live forever, for all that saying that didn’t do her father any good in the end,” Dovar intoned. 
It was a familiar catechism that everyone on our world learned. Most from their youth, though there had been a time when Dovar and his ilk were forced to learn those words on pain of death.
Dovar hadn’t forgotten. His tone made it clear what he thought of those words.
“My chair, Dovar?”
“Yes, quite,” he said, standing. The chair creaked under his weight. I was surprised it held up under the corpulent noble standing before me. I frowned. From the way it creaked and popped I was going to have to replace it.
A pity. I really like that chair.
“You aren’t going to have a seat after all that?” Dovar asked. 
He shook his head without waiting for an answer. I wasn’t going to tell the head of the most powerful noble family in the city that he’d likely just ruined my favorite chair with his fat ass.
Some of the human turns of phrase I’d learned by being near Talia really were quite fun.
I crossed my arms. “What do you want, Dovar? I’m not going to do your dirty work for you. Even I haven’t fallen that far.”
Dovar waved a dismissive hand and leaned against my desk. The man seemed to have trouble standing for more than a few moments without some sort of support. I grimaced and prayed to any higher power that might be listening that Dovar wouldn’t break my desk as well. It creaked dangerously on the side he leaned against.
“Nothing like that, Varis,” he said. “You might not be in favor with our glorious sovereign…”
Dovar grimaced again. Again his tone clearly communicated that he didn’t think the empress was glorious and he barely considered her sovereign. Understandable, considering Dovar had been one of several nobles running this world before the Imperial restoration. Dovar would very much like to go back to those good old days when the noble families were in charge and the emperor or empress was a convenient figurehead.
Something the emperor I backed had decided to change when he ascended to the throne, much to the annoyance of those nobles. They were even more annoyed when he started winning that civil war with my help, and the glares Dovar shot my way left no doubt he still remembered my role in that conflict.
“…but I wouldn’t dream of dishonoring you by suggesting you assassinate someone or something. You’re good at killing, but I feel like your talents would be better used elsewhere.”
I raised an eyebrow. Now we were getting to the real reason why this old noble was here.
“Could we dispense with the false pleasantries, Dovar? Why are you here? What do you want?”
Dovar looked at me and blinked. He almost looked surprised. If I didn’t know just how good his acting ability was I might have believed it. Unfortunately for him I’d been around long enough to know all his tricks. To know that he thought I was an upstart who made my fortune through being good in a fight.
Which was true, and also paradoxically the reason I was convinced I was better than him. I’d earned my spot in this world. I didn’t luck into it because of who my parents were.
Still, I had to give some credit to his acting ability. For once he seemed sincere. Almost.
“Want? What I want is simple enough, Varis,” he said. “There are all sorts of interesting things happening on our world right now.”
“Our world? Your world is the capital,” I said.
“Exactly, and there are very interesting things happening here. Besides, does anything outside our glorious capital really matter?”
“There’s a whole galaxy out there, Dovar,” I said. “You might have realized that if you hadn’t gotten your mandatory service waived when you were a young man.”
Dovar’s eyes flashed and the false friendliness was gone. For a moment. Then it was back just as quickly as it had disappeared. Oh yes, there were hidden currents here. Then again there always were with the nobles.
“There might be a whole galaxy out there, Varis, but it turns on an axis centered on this city here no matter what the astronomers say about supermassive black holes,” he replied.
“Tell that to the humans,” I replied. “They seem to be moving that axis with each day this war drags on.”
I’d hoped the old man would rise to the bait, but no such luck. He waved a dismissive hand and put even more of his weight on my desk. The thing was built of solid metal and I’d always thought it was sturdy, but now it was making noises I’d only ever heard on ships in battle when armored bulkheads were buckling around me under the strain of combat.
Dovar was really accomplishing something by destroying it with nothing more than a lean. It had stood up to some very rigorous stress testing I’d put it through with Talia’s help. Before the frustrating ban on that sort of fun while we waited for the bonding ceremony.
“None of that matters. The real center of the galaxy is here in this city, though that center might be shifting,” he said.
“Why Dovar,” I said. “You sound almost treasonous. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t report you to the empress right now and be done with you for good?”
His eyes flashed again, though this time it was with amusement rather than anger.
“That’s simple, my girl,” he said. “You’re not going to turn me in because you have even more reason to hate her than I do.”
I thought about that, then nodded. That was fair.
“Besides, you know if you turn me in she’ll find some convenient way to take you and your scandalous choice of a mate right along with me,” Dovar continued.
“If you’re trying to get me to react it isn’t going to work,” I said. “Your kind might think my choice of mate is scandalous, but I don’t care about you, your opinions, or your politics.”
“You claim you don’t care about my politics,” Dovar said. “But you can’t ignore them forever. One way or another politics will find you. The only question is whether you hide from it until it kills you.”
Dovar moved across the room. It surprised me that someone of his size could move around that easily. I wondered if he had antigravity units strategically placed around his person to make it easier for him to move around.
Probably not considering the strain he put on my chair and desk. The bastard.
Dovar paused at the entrance to my office. The doors dutifully swished open, but he didn’t leave. Instead he fixed me with a sharp stare.
“You’ve been ignoring our invitations,” he said. “Great things are happening. It would be a pity if a warrior as great as you was left out of them. Though perhaps matters of succession are beyond a simple soldier.”
With that parting shot he turned and left. I didn’t even stop to wonder how he’d managed to gain entrance to my office. No doubt one of the subsidiaries he owned was involved in the manufacture of some security system in the building and he’d used some back door that had lingered in the code for who knows how long to gain entrance.
Messing with the nobles could be dangerous for that reason. The only comfort I could take was that once he’d used that trick he couldn’t do it again. I had every intention of having Tekal run a full audit of our systems to figure out exactly how he got in here.
I walked over and sat in my chair. From the way it creaked under my weight it was obvious I was going to need a new on. Amazing. It could handle the most strenuous activity Talia and I threw at it, but one overweight noble was enough to finally send it on to its final reward.
I sighed. The moment I’d worried about since I returned to this world with a human in tow had finally come to pass. Next to the nobility I’d almost rather deal with the empress and her assassins, but we couldn’t choose our opponents in life.
We could only deal with them as they came.




34
New Challenge

Talia


I couldn’t wipe the smile from my face. Not even the annoyed emotion from Varis was enough to sour my mood, though I did wonder what had happened to have her go from her usual dour and annoyed self to dour, annoyed, and pissed off. 
Not that she needed much of an excuse these days. Not with everything swirling around us. My grin grew even wider as I thought of several ways I could make her day better, but for a surprise I didn’t feel the combination of excitement, anticipation, and arousal that usually accompanied those sorts of thoughts.
Then again considering how well she was sticking to not doing that sort of thing while we were waiting for this stupid ceremony it was no wonder that she would only feel more frustrated.
Still, I couldn’t help but feel upbeat on my end of our mental link. Even some of her frustration filtering through the link wasn’t enough to bring me down. I hated to admit it considering how I’d always thrown myself into life in the Fleet and my work, but organizing a wedding was actually pretty fun.
Even if it wasn’t technically a wedding. And it was happening at the center of the enemy homeworld.
Whatever. A wedding was a wedding even if they called it a bonding ceremony.
I stepped into the main chamber of Varis’s penthouse. That’s how I’d started thinking of the place even though she’d rolled her eyes at the comparison. It was a lavish mansion on top of a giant tower. What else was I supposed to call the damn thing?
A smile played across my lips as I looked over the damage from the day’s negotiations. Chairs strewn this way and that. The occasional splash of Livisk blood from a wedding planner who thought she could take me to the cleaners because I was technically a slave. 
I’d shown all of them.
Maybe that was another part of the reason why I was in such a good mood. It felt good to order people around again and have them actually listen to those orders. Especially when the people listening to those orders were Livisk. They might not like it, but if they wanted Varis’s money then they damn well knew they’d better listen to me since I was the one holding the purse strings for the moment.
Besides, their obvious discomfort at taking orders from a human slave only made the experience that much more enjoyable for me.
I stepped into Varis’s study and my good mood disappeared. Feeling her bad mood was one thing, but it was nothing compared to seeing the look of horror on her face. That didn’t match the annoyance at all. It almost made me wonder if she was blocking out some of her thoughts again.
Obviously something terrible had happened.
“What is it?” I asked as I scanned the room. 
I pulled out several weapons I had hidden on my person. Little insurance policies in case the negotiations didn’t go well or it looked like I might lose an honorable fight.
Hey, I might be a fighter, but that meant I always having a contingency plan if it looked like the fight wasn’t going my way. As they said back in the Academy, the only good fight is one you walk away from.
Varis chuckled and amusement surged through the bond. I looked over to her and for a surprise that dour look of horror was replaced with amusement. Well then.
“Care to tell me what’s so damn funny?” I asked.
“You don’t need to worry, Talia,” she said. “The danger isn’t immediate, though it is very real.”
I shrugged and did another sweep of the room. This time Varis didn’t duck when the barrel of my energy weapon moved past her. She used to flinch as though she thought I was actually going to try and shoot her.
The sexy idiot.
“I’ll make my mind up as to whether or not there’s a real threat out there. Now out with it. What’s going on? Tell me what’s wrong, and no masking your feelings. You know we’re past that bullshit.”
Varis sighed. She tapped at a tablet. Her eyes ran across the text. I arched an eyebrow and wondered what the sequel trilogy sort of message she could’ve possibly gotten that would have her looking this upset.
“We’ve been invited to a party,” she said.
I blinked. “A party?”
“Yes, a party. Isn’t that your human word? People get together and drink too much and do ill-advised things they wouldn’t normally?”
“Well yeah, that’s the right idea,” I said. “I’m just wondering what sort of party we’re being invited to that you look that worried. Did the empress decide to execute you and you’re invited to the pre-game or something?”
“The what?”
“Earth term. I’ll explain later. Right now you need to tell me why the sequel trilogy you’re walking around as though someone just passed a death sentence on you.”
Varis heaved another sigh. The way her shoulders moved as she did that was distracting. All those muscles and tattoos moving around. It reminded me of what she looked like when she was on top of me and…
And I needed to chase those thoughts away. Now. It was my turn for some frustration to filter through the bond as I thought of all the fun we weren’t having right when I was ready to let loose and have some of that fun. 
Stupid Livisk and their stupid ceremonies. Varis’s whining about this party we were invited to probably had something to do with some stupid tradition of theirs as well.
“It’s not a stupid tradition,” Varis said, doing that annoying thing where she answered the question running through my head. “We’ve been invited to a gathering at a fairly powerful noble house in the city.”
I finally put my weapon down. It was pretty obvious an attack wasn’t forthcoming. I slipped it back into its hiding place right next to an impressive dagger I always carried but never used because what kind of idiot uses a dagger in a fight with muscled aliens strong enough to snap me in two if they ever managed to get a hold on me?
I walked around Varis’s desk and plopped down in her lap to look at the message she was reading. Not that it did much good. I was still a little fuzzy on their written language despite lots of practice. 
No, my reasoning for sitting in Varis’s lap had very little to do with reading what she was reading and a lot to do with the delightful emotions I felt through the bond as I wiggled my ass against her.
The idiot might not want to have any real fun while we were waiting to be officially bonded in the eyes of whatever heathen gods they worshiped on this rock, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t have some fun teasing her and making her regret that choice in the meantime.
“You are evil,” Varis said. “And we do not have heathen gods. We revere the spirits of our warrior ancestors.”
“Whatever,” I muttered, my eyes roaming over a message I could only assume was the party invitation. I could only read maybe every fifth word. “Less about religion and more about this party invitation. What’s going on with the nobles? I’ve been doing some research, but I still don’t see how they can be more than an annoyance.”
Of course I’d take something that annoyed the empress. Annoyances could be used to distract from a true threat, after all.
“You shouldn’t discount the nobility as a simple annoyance. They are ancient families descended from great warriors who did great deeds in the distant past, though these days they’re mostly filled with overweight preening assholes who think a great deal of themselves because of what their ancestors did while doing nothing themselves. And none of them have forgotten the days when they wielded real power.”
“Sounds like old money everywhere in the galaxy,” I said. I grinned and leaned down to kiss her, though I kept it chaste. Wouldn’t want to risk pissing off the spirits of ancestors past by being too affectionate before the official bonding. From the way desire flared through the link it seemed that she enjoyed that kiss almost as much as she’d enjoyed some far less chaste things we’d done in this room.
I guess there was something about absence making the heart grow fonder. Though I also didn’t think it was her heart that was getting hot and bothered right about now.
“These families are still quite dangerous,” Varis said. “Don’t for a moment think that they aren’t.”
I rolled my eyes. “Where have I heard this speech before?”
“As I recall the last time I gave you that speech you ignored it and ended up being captured by the empress’s assassin, risking both our lives and the life of one of your former crewmates.”
“I also killed that assassin,” I said. “That has to count for something.”
Varis squeezed her eyes shut.
I felt irritation mixed with amusement through the bond. That thing really was useful. I’d never been in what you’d call a serious committed relationship before, but it amazed me that people managed to have those without a bond constantly updating them on what their other half was thinking and feeling.
“As always you are missing the point, and I’m not sure if you’re doing that deliberately or if you really are that naive to our culture.”
“Not naive, Baby,” I said, wrapping an arm around her neck and running a finger along her neck in a little tease I knew she loved. “I just don’t give a fuck about your culture or its rules. Big difference there.”
Varis sighed, though I wasn’t sure if that was because of my casual dismissal of everything she held dear or because I was getting some very intense feedback through the mental link about what she thought of that little tickle along the back of her neck.
“The nobility is still very upset they aren’t the ones running this planet,” Varis said.
“The way the empress is fucking things up, maybe we should let them have another try,” I replied.
“Yes, well, as bad as the empress is, at least we only have one person leading the planet to ruin by chasing her whims. Imagine how bad it would be if you had multiple people thinking they were the ones in charge and squabbling with one another every time they didn’t get their way? There was a reason the Imperium was ultimately restored.”
“Yeah yeah,” I said with a dismissive wave. “Livisk politics. You know how I feel about that.”
“That there’s nothing wrong with Livisk politics that couldn’t be solved with a tactical nuclear weapon dropped over this city?” Varis asked.
“Why Varis! You almost made a joke there,” I said. “I’m proud of you. You’re also only half right. I’d use several strategic nukes dropped from orbit just to be sure. And I still don’t understand what the big deal is about going to a party.”
“We’ve been invited to a lot of parties,” Varis said.
Sh hit something on her screen and it pulled out to multiple messages detailing soirees taking place all over the capital city. 
My eyes narrowed as I looked them over, but the only word I could reliably make out was the Livisk word for party, which didn’t do the word or concept justice at all. It actually translated more to “an occasion where we will meet and exchange food and combat to test the strength of our bonds.”
Yeah, a bit of the concept was lost in translation calling it a “party,” but it was convenient shorthand.
“So why aren’t we going to any of these shindigs?” I asked.
“Shindig?”
“Human word. Rednecks us it,” I replied without thinking.
“What does the color of one’s neck have to do with…”
I held up a hand to stop her. “Really don’t have the time or inclination to go into that right now. The important thing is these noble parties. Why don’t you want to go to any of them?”
“The nobility is a viper’s nest. They have no real power while at the same time having just enough power to be dangerous to someone who treats them as though they have no real power.”
“Let me guess, you’ve been one of those people who treats them as though they don’t matter?”
Varis shrugged again. “I’m a general. I have soldiers at my call at all times that make up the second largest military force in the Ascendency. Warriors who would die for me and give me their undying loyalty. Next to that what is the power of the nobility?”
“And yet here you are worried about them for some reason,” I said.
“Worried about what they might do to you, would be more accurate.”
I rolled my eyes and growled. “Varis. How many times do I have to kill people who are threatening me before you realize I can take care of myself on this dirtball?”
“I’ll believe that on the day you manage to take out everyone who wants to kill us at once. Until then I’m going to keep worrying about you,” she said.
I felt at the bond and was surprised to find genuine worry there. Worry about me being killed. Worry about some Livisk assassin coming up behind me and doing what assassins did best. To be honest I worried about that sort of thing too, though not to the point of losing sleep over it.
After all, I did have a sequel trilogy of a track record dealing with Livisk doing their best to kill me. So far their best hadn’t been enough, and they were all dead as a result. Maybe I was getting a little cocky, but it was cockiness that was more than deserved.
“You’re not going to be more cautious, are you?” Varis asked.
I leaned down and kissed her again. Felt the fire erupting inside her as my lips brushed hers.
“You wouldn’t be so attracted to me if I was more cautious and you know it,” I replied. “Now what are we going to do about these parties? I’m assuming you wouldn’t have brought them up if there wasn’t a good reason.”
“You’re right,” she said. “Something has happened this afternoon that makes me think it would be a bad idea for us to continue ignoring these invitations.”
“So we go. You said these people hate the empress. Seems like those are exactly the sort of people we should be hanging out with given what we’re planning.”
“Perhaps. Perhaps not. They love to scheme, and getting pulled into those schemes could be very dangerous.”
“Not getting pulled into them could also be dangerous. At least this way we knowingly step into the trap and see what it looks like,” I said.
“We’d be walking into the belly of the beast. We’re talking some of the most powerful families on the Livisk homeworld,” she said.
“Yeah, and that’s really terrifying next to being chased down by the empress’s assassins,” I said. “Come on. Live a little. Besides, I’d really like to see you do a keg stand.”
Varis opened her mouth to question me. I sent an image I wasn’t entirely proud of from my days in the Academy before she could give voice to the question. Alcohol was strictly forbidden for students in the Fleet Academy, so of course everyone went off campus at every opportunity to get completely shitfaced. The way they ran classes there it was the only way to stay sane.
“I… see,” Varis said as the image filtered into her mind. “You humans have very odd customs.”
I chose that moment to grind against her again. I felt desire flaring inside her and grinned.
“No more ridiculous than some Livisk customs I could mention,” I said.
That desire tumbled over and over in her mind and she put her arms around my waist. I held my breath, hoping against hope for one impossible moment that she might go through with it. That I might’ve tempted her to the point of no return.
Only I hadn’t. Her grip loosened as she realized what she was thinking. She shook her head.
“Very well. We’ll go to one of these parties even if you don’t appreciate just how dangerous it is.”
“Next to the empress I’m not at all worried what a bunch of rich Livisk assholes might try to throw at me. I want to meet these people. The enemy of my enemy is my friend and all that good stuff,” I said. “We’re going to need some friends if we’re going through with our plan.”
Varis shook her head. “I agree with you, but I wanted to give you the chance to back out.”
I shook my head right back at her. I reached up and grabbed her hair so she had no choice but to stare at me.
“Varis,” I said. Slowly, as though I was speaking to a recruit fresh from the Academy who did everything by the book because they thought that’s how things worked in the Fleet. “When have I ever given you the impression that I’d pass up an opportunity to bust some Livisk heads and stir up trouble?”
“A good point,” Varis said. “Which is exactly why I’m so worried about letting you loose on these people.”
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“You can still see that damned palace from here.” 
“Well what did you expect? It’s the biggest structure in the city. You can see it from anywhere,” Varis replied. 
The emotion coming through the bond was matter-of-fact. There wasn’t a hint of sarcasm even though that’s damn well what it sounded like.
I stared out across the city towards the Imperial palace. The thing really did dominate the skyline around here, and not in a good way. It was a constant reminder there were very powerful people in this city who would love nothing more than to see me dead.
Varis’s tower was off in the distance beyond the palace. I’d never appreciated just how big the thing was. It speared into the sky, twinkling with thousands of lights from all the people loyal to her who lived in the levels below us.
It also looked like one sequel trilogy of an inviting target. There were times when I wondered why everyone who wanted to kill us didn’t just attack the tower outright rather than dealing with assassins.
“Because to attack openly would be to invite defeat,” Varis said. “That’s what usually happens to people who try to fight me directly.”
Again she was matter-of-fact. There was no boasting in that statement. It was a simple reality in Varis’s world. Anyone who fought her in the open was defeated.
At least until she met me.
“Yes, until I met you,” she said, and this time I did feel the sarcasm dripping from her voice.
I turned to the tower/palace we were approaching in Varis’s personal vehicle. This tower wasn’t quite as impressive as Varis’s, though it was made in the same style as everything else in this city.
“Odd,” I said.
“What’s odd?”
“You said these nobles are all from very old families. It seems odd that their buildings would be shiny and new like everything else,” I said. “I figured they’d be an old style or something.”
“You’re forgetting that this city is razed to the ground in fighting every couple of generations,” Varis said. “So the architecture tends to be forever within the last few generations as they rebuild.”
“Right,” I muttered. “I keep forgetting that.”
It was a sequel trilogy of a way to run a civilization. I sometimes forgot that to the Livisk the idea of destroying their largest, wealthiest, and most powerful city every couple of generations in a massive power struggle was the norm rather than out of the ordinary like it was back on earth. 
Not that cities on earth hadn’t been ground into atomic dust on a couple of unfortunate occasions, but it wasn’t a regular part of the political process.
“Yes, I know,” Varis grunted. “You humans and your obsession with counting everyone to see what they think your government should do. You run your government the same way you prosecute your wars: disorganized chaos.”
“Disorganized chaos seems to be working for us,” I said. “Last time I checked we had your people on the run in more sectors than not and we were holding our own in the ones where we weren’t pushing you back.”
Varis turned to me and grinned. A mixture of amusement and something it was difficult for me to describe came through the bond. Almost like gallows humor.
“You should hope that we manage to turn that around. If humanity makes it to this world I doubt they’ll bother to evacuate their own before they add themselves to the long list of invaders who have reduced this city to dust,” she said. “Though it would be novel to have the invaders be from another species.”
I shrugged. “Might be worth it to see the palace go up in flames. Besides, they’ll have to get here and do that before I get around to it.”
Varis’s floating vehicle came to a halt at a massive landing area on one of the top levels of the tower. All around us I saw people stepping onto the landing dressed in what passed for the best of the best on this world. Women wore elaborate outfits that looked somewhat martial. The men were topless whether or not they had the physique to pull that off, and all of them had elaborate dark tattoos running all over them.
“I guess being part of the nobility on this world means you don’t have to spend any time in a gym,” I muttered as I watched a rotund Livisk step off with a woman who looked entirely too young and attractive to be with him.
I suppose some things were constant across all worlds.
“I think that hover car over there actually rose a couple of inches when that guy stepped off of it,” I said, shaking my head in wonder.
Varis glanced over and laughed. “Not surprising. That’s Rfalv. He’s well known for loving food and women in equal measure.”
“The poor thing,” I said. “I don’t see how she can handle him climbing on top of her. Especially with the higher gravity on this dirtball.”
“You never complained about the gravity with me,” Varis said.
I glanced at the landing. We still had maybe a minute before we’d land and be expected to make our appearance. It was exactly like some ridiculous red carpet thing back home. I guess the whole “Infinite Diversity in Infinite Combinations” thing hadn’t just been a ploy by the ancient and wise Great Bird to sell toys.
“I never complained until I didn’t have to worry about that gravity,” I said. I moved in closer to her and ran a finger over an exposed portion of her chest. There was a little swirl in her tattoo that told anyone who could read the things that she was a veteran of some battle or another, but I loved to drive her wild by running my finger along it.
And drive her wild it did. She inhaled sharply, but more than that I could feel her mind tensing and her body going into overdrive through the mental bond. That was the nice thing about that bond. No matter how she tried to resist, I could always tell what she was thinking.
As long as she didn’t try to block her thoughts from me, that is. But of course she wouldn’t do something silly like that. Not when I was right here to yell at her for trying it.
“You know we can’t, Talia,” she said.
I leaned in until my lips were right next to her ear. I nipped at her earlobe, surprisingly similar to a human earlobe except that it was blue, sparkly, and forked instead of round. More lust filtered through the bond and I smiled.
Yeah, I still had it.
“How many times do I have to tell you that I don’t care about your traditions before you believe me?” I asked.
“Just one more time, at least,” she said. 
She reached out and encircled my waist with her hands. Now it was my turn to close my eyes and sigh. I loved it when she did that. So much that I was only a little disappointed that she wasn’t going to do anything but push me away. I could feel her intent before she did it.
Shatner’s girdle that was annoying.
“That might be so,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean I’m going to ignore tradition. We can’t.”
“We’ll see about that,” I said. “I’m going to tempt you so much you won’t have any choice but to give in.”
“As you said, we shall see about that,” Varis replied.
I didn’t get a chance to continue the seduction. I felt a slight bump under us as the hover car settled to the ramp and then the door was hissing open and there wasn’t much tempting I could do without worrying about making a scene in front of the Livisk nobility.
If it was the empress I was scandalizing then I might be tempted to make that scene. I was new to the nobility, though. They weren’t trying to kill me. Yet. I figured I should give them the benefit of the doubt until they started trying to kill me.
That they would eventually try to kill me seemed like a lock considering everything that’d happened to me since arriving here.
Varis took my hand as an obvious servant moved towards the hover car. I couldn’t tell what his tattoos meant, I wasn’t very good at reading them if they weren’t military in nature, but the way he carried himself screamed servant.
“Any advice for me before I get thrown to the wolves?” I asked.
“Pretend these are the most important people on the planet and you won’t go wrong,” Varis said. “They love to talk about how important they are even if they don’t get to do anything of consequence these days.”
“Is that really the best advice considering how I’ve already treated the most important person on the planet?” I asked with a grin.
“Okay. Pretend they are the most important people on the planet and you aren’t you,” Varis said.
“Right. Flatter them and kiss their sparkly blue asses. Got it,” I muttered.
“Probably best if you didn’t make reference to their sparkly blue asses while you’re at it,” Varis muttered right back at me.
We stepped onto the landing and Varis moved right past the servant. He seemed annoyed, but then he rushed to catch up with us. Apparently his annoyance didn’t extend to actually correcting Varis on her bad behavior.
“So good to see you this evening General,” the servant said. “I was told to expect you, but I have to admit…”
Varis turned and grinned at the servant. I felt something through the bond that was truly surprising. Amusement. she was actually having fun. 
That was such a change from her usual behavior that I had to double check that this was actually Varis walking alongside me. From the way she'd been acting leading up to this, as though she'd rather cut her arm off than be forced to go to this party, amusement was the last thing I expected.
Unless it was amusement because she got to have some fun at the poor servant’s expense.
“You have to admit you didn’t want to see me here? I’m sure old Ergohl is going to feel the same way when she sees me here. It’s not often someone takes you up on an invitation you only sent out of polite obligation, right?”
Amazing. Varis truly was having fun with this. She seemed to be enjoying making this poor servant look nervous. The man looked away for a moment and then seemed to decide that saying nothing was the best course of action. Instead he moved a few steps ahead of us and led us into the massive building.
“You enjoyed that, didn’t you?” I whispered.
“I figure you have to take pleasure in life where you can,” Varis replied. “Besides, don’t think for a moment that our escort won’t report everything I say to his master as soon as he can. It’s all part of the game, and there are eyes and ears everywhere.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.
We moved into a massive and impressive room where Livisk nobles chatted with one another while servants moved among them delivering food and drinks. The nobles were a study in contrasts. The nobles, at least I presumed I could identify the nobles from their finery and the ridiculous amount of medals they wore which stood in stark contrast to Varis’s plain military uniform, were almost all rather… corpulent. They looked like the sort who hadn’t turned down a good sandwich in years.
Their companions, in contrast, were all stunningly beautiful. The men were all topless and in perfect shape. The women wore those vaguely militaristic outfits that’d been modified to accentuate their bodies in all the right places. 
Every one of the women was in perfect shape. We’re talking the sort of figure that made me jealous, and I was no slouch in the working out department. Fleet standards meant I couldn’t be, no matter what those asshole ground pounding planetary assault troops liked to say about us only doing the driving while they did the real fighting.
“None of these people look all that threatening,” I thought to Varis.
“That might be so,” Varis thought back. “But keep in mind that while they might not have all that much power, they have just enough that they could kill you without a second thought and never suffer any consequences. They might even find themselves being rewarded for their trouble considering the empress’s opinion of you.”
“Right. I’ll keep that in mind,” I thought.
“You’re thinking that thing again,” Varis thought.
“What thing is that?” I thought
I tried to sound completely innocent, but I knew I was doing a terrible job of it. Especially since she had that pesky mental link to tell what I was thinking. 
It was useful when I was doing something interesting like teasing her and making her regret she'd ever been born into Livisk culture which prevented her from getting freaky naughty with me while we weren’t officially bonded, but less useful at other times.
Like now.
“That thing where you try and disarm me with a smile and then you turn around and say something about how next to the empress trying to kill you a couple of nobles are nothing,” she thought. She paused for a moment but continued the thought before I could get anything out. “And you’re probably right. They aren’t going to know what hit them. Still, you need to be careful.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said out loud.
Still, I couldn’t help but smile. It was nice to know she had so much confidence in my ability to take care of myself. I just hoped I could live up to her confidence.
“You will. Don’t worry,” she said.
We moved into the crowd of Livisk and I could feel their eyes on me. I suppose other humans might’ve felt nervous in a crowd like that. After all, I was surrounded on all sides by the most rich and powerful of a race that had helped make destroying humanity their civilization’s mission.
I smiled a predatory smile at all of them. As far as I was concerned they were all targets, and being surrounded by so many of them only made it all the more interesting. Some of them shied away from me while others fixed me with disapproving looks.
Let them disapprove. Fuck all of them. I’d already decided they would be the second group to have their backs up against the wall when my revolution came. The empress and anyone at her palace still enjoyed the first spot in that line.
“So what do I do now that we’re here?”
“You do what you always do at parties like this,” Varis said. “Circulate. Talk with people if they’ll let you, though you’ll find many here who don’t care for humans.”
“Right. I didn’t get that feeling at all before but now that you pointed it out I totally see what you’re talking about,” I replied.
“Is that more of your human sarcasm? You know I have trouble with that even with the mental link,” Varis replied.
I reached out and patted her on the chest. I noticed a few more disapproving looks. Who would’ve thought a bunch of sparkly blue aliens who made a point of running around topless all the time would be such prudes? 
Well fuck them and their prudishness. Touching Varis’s chest was all I had right now because of that stupid tradition, and I was going to take what I could get.
It’d been too long. I really needed to figure out a way to stop her from being such a prude.
“Watch yourself and don’t do anything dangerous,” Varis said. “That’s all I ask.”
“Why Varis! What in our time together would make you think I’d do something dangerous?”
Varis held my eyes for a moment then shook her head and sighed. Apparently she'd finally decided to give up on trying to keep me reined in. 
Which was a good thing. If I got one more speech about how dangerous someone or something was on this dirtball then I was going to scream. 
I was an enemy combatant in the capital city of the enemy homeworld. Going to the bathroom could be dangerous. The first time I used what passed for a toilet on this world I’d been sure their stupid love of combat extended to trying to figure out how to get their toilets to work.
Varis turned and melted into the crowd. Good. We could do more damage if we split up. Besides. There was always the mental link pulsing in the back of our minds to let us know if one or the other was in trouble.
I surveyed the crowd of Livisk nobles. This was going to be interesting, but I figured if this was a group who hated the empress then I was more than happy to mingle with them and figure out if there was some way to use that hatred.
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I hadn’t taken two steps into the crowd of vultures before a group of younger women moved in and surrounded Talia. At first she seemed a bit unsure of herself, but that didn’t last for long. In an instant she was smiling and laughing with them and allowing herself to be drawn into the crowd. 
I sighed and shook my head. I really hoped she knew what she was doing. She had a reckless habit of being, well… Reckless. It was what drew me to her, but it was also what had me constantly worried about her safety.
Even if she had broken and vaporized every Livisk who threatened that safety. I almost felt sorry for any noble out there who thought to use her in one of their games.
Still. I could feel that sense of reckless abandon pulsing through the bond. Not only was she excited about going off with a group of strange Livisk nobles, she was enjoying herself. Enjoying the idea of being surrounded by her enemies and figuring out their weakness. 
I shook my head. This human was an amazing creature. A true warrior. Unlike any female I’d ever known before.
It still amazed me that I’d found such a warrior spirit among the enemy. And in such an attractive package, too. Nothing like the statuesque blue women I was used to, but exotic and strangely compelling nonetheless.
“I see your pet human is already doing well enough for one of these parties,” a voice said from behind me.
I turned and narrowed my eyes. “Dovar. I wondered if I might see you here.”
Dovar held up a glass of something. I wasn’t familiar with the latest drinking fashions with society. I usually kept to water. I was certain Dovar could tell me all about the fabulously expensive properties of his drink, but the only thing I could tell was that it was green.
“I wouldn’t try to get you out to one of these things and then not show up myself,” Dovar said. “To do that would be to miss the show. I wouldn’t miss this for the world, and you of all people should appreciate how desperate I am to have the world back in my hands.”
His eyes glinted for a moment as he said that. They darted around the room as though he was looking for something. No doubt it was a well practiced gesture that meant something to the nobility. Perhaps it was supposed to be threatening.
I resisted the urge to shake my head in disgust. If Dovar thought darting his eyes around the room was going to intimidate me when I’d stood alone on a planet surface with thousands of humans bearing down on me then he was sorely mistaken.
He waited for a moment and sighed when the look had no effect on me.
“You really are no fun, Varis,” he said. 
He placed a hand on my shoulder and I resisted the urge to grab it and send him flying over my shoulder. For some reason he provoked that enemy response in me, which told me something.
Though I might have had some trouble with Dovar. After all, he wasn’t a slight man. Not as bad as Rfalv, but only in comparison.
“Come Varis,” he said. “Let me introduce you to Ergohl, our host for the evening. I’m sure he’ll be very interested to meet you. He didn’t believe me when I said you were bringing your trained human here tonight to amuse us.”
“She is not a trained human,” I growled. “She is my mate, and you will treat her with the respect that accords her.”
“Oh but I am treating her with all the respect she should be accorded as your mate, Varis, and I’m sure everyone else is going to treat her with that same respect this evening.”
I forced down a growl and reminded myself that this was the one place in the entire Livisk Ascendency, outside perhaps the Imperial palace itself, where killing a man for insulting me would be a bad idea. A very bad idea. 
If it was just me then I might still rise to the challenge, but Talia was out there, and she’d no doubt be killed right along with me.
I couldn’t have that.
“My my, you certainly have changed, Varis,” Dovar said. “There was a time when you would have tried killing me where I stood for saying something like that. Perhaps it’s not you who trained the human, but the other way around? No matter. I see Ergohl up ahead. He’ll be very interested in meeting you.”
I looked around the room for Talia but couldn’t see her in the press of bodies. I suddenly had the very strong feeling that I was surrounded by enemies on all sides. I tried to convey that thought through the bond, but I was met only with amusement. Amusement!
“Of course we’re surrounded by enemies,” the thought drifted through the bond along with that feeling of amusement. “Wasn’t that the whole point of coming here?”
I shook my head. Amazing. She was completely unafraid of the potential danger even as I was terrified on her behalf. It was a strange new feeling, and I didn’t care for it. 
Still, she’d proved time and again that she could handle things well enough on her own. I needed to trust her.
“Damn right you do,” Talia thought at me.
I looked again, but I didn’t stand on my toes or anything. That felt like it would be giving something away. I wished I knew where she was or who she was talking with, but instead I allowed myself to be pulled over to Ergohl, our host for the evening.
Ergohl was most definitely a surprise. The man was tall and muscled and looked as though he could’ve stepped off of a troop transport just a few moments ago. Of course he was older, with his hair pure white and a mustache that drooped down almost to his chest. That impressive chest, and I’m talking it was impressive for a younger warrior and not even a man his age, was covered with elaborate tattoos. 
Several of those indicated he’d participated in battles that happened before I was old enough to lift my first blade.
I found myself nodding in respect. This was a man who was no stranger to fighting even if he was a noble. That was a rarity. I’d even heard that some of the younger nobles had taken to killing human slaves for their Bloodying rather than going into true battle as was expected of them.
That obviously wasn’t the case with this one. He looked me up and down as though sizing up an opponent, and I felt a prickle along the back of my neck. This was a man who was my equal. Not some noble dandy who spent all his time pretending at having power that had been snatched from him in the Imperial Restoration.
“Varis,” he said. “So nice to finally meet you. I admit I was a little surprised to hear that you’d arrived, and that you’d been so uncivil to one of my servants.”
“Ergohl. It honors me to finally meet you. I hadn’t realized you had such a storied career when you were younger,” I replied. 
I made a show of examining all of his tattoos as was proper. Each one told a story, though of particular interest was the Imperial Crest on his right breast. That was the highest honor a warrior could receive, even when the emperor had been merely a figurehead.
I wondered what he’d done to earn it. I still didn’t trust the man any more than I trusted Dovar, which is to say not at all, but I could respect his accomplishments.
“It brings me honor to have you in my house,” Ergohl replied. “The great General Varis. Greatest of your generation, some say. A pity you were always too busy campaigning to come and make our acquaintances, though your brother always did an admirable job of that on behalf of your house before all that unfortunate business.”
I fought back a grimace. If he thought he was going to get me to give something up by mentioning my brother or the greatest shame of my life then he was sorely mistaken. I might not travel these circles if I could avoid it, but I knew how the game was played.
“Yes, well, that was in the past,” I said. “I am focused on my current mate now, and that means that I may have to do more of the things that my brother did when he was still alive.”
I didn’t like that thought. My brother had always been much better at the politics side of things. Though the way my career and honor had fallen apart after his death might have been telling me something. Ignoring the politics of the homeworld, something he always deftly navigated while I was out conquering things for his wife, may have been a mistake.
Though I didn’t relish the idea of having to throw myself into this world. I could only hope that we managed to destroy the old order before I had to spend too much time wading in it.
“Ah yes, your trained human,” Ergohl said. “I’ve heard quite a bit about her. Is it true the empress tried to execute you by bonding you to her?”
“Something like that,” I growled, feeling the floor shift underneath me.
Ergohl shook his head and laughed. His whole frame shook. “That was rich. The empress thinking she could kill you by bonding you to a human and instead being confronted with the first human strong enough to withstand it!”
Other lesser nobles surrounding us laughed as well, though it was a nervous laughter. None of them could be happy about having the empress insulted right in front of them, or being seen to agree with insulting the empress. 
Not that any of them likely felt any sort of loyalty to her imperial majesty. They likely all hated her as well. Powerful nobles like Ergohl or Dovar could get away with a free tongue, though, while lesser nobles might find themselves targeted by an Imperial Listener circulating in the crowd.
Though I noticed Dovar wasn’t laughing either. His lips had compressed to a thin line and he didn’t look happy about Ergohl’s words. Perhaps he wasn’t quite as powerful as he’d once been.
Interesting.
“Is your trained human here tonight?” Ergohl asked, making a show of glancing around.
“Her name is Talia,” I said. “You will speak of my mate with the respect she deserves.”
My fists tightened and my muscles tensed. I was ready to fight this one. Perhaps it was because of his decorations. I felt the need to test myself against him in a way that I didn’t feel with Dovar. Even though Ergohl was easily as powerful as Dovar and could have me and Talia killed without consequence.
Assuming he was able to succeed in killing us in the first place, which was a risky proposition and probably one of the main reasons he hadn’t tried it yet.
Perhaps the reason I didn’t want to fight Dovar directly had nothing to do with his power and everything to do with him not being a worthy opponent. Very interesting.
I expected Ergohl to launch himself at me. He’d challenged me and I’d called him out on his challenge. Instead he simply nodded.
“Of course. Talia. Is she here? My daughter Sorei has spoken of nothing but meeting this strange warrior human who defied the empress herself since word of her exploits hit the rumor mill.”
“She is here, but she’s somewhere in the crowd. I couldn’t tell you where she is, though I could summon her if you’d like your daughter to meet her.”
“No, nothing like that is necessary,” Ergohl said. “I’m sure if Talia is out there in the crowd then Sorei will track her down. I was surprised at how insistent she was on meeting this new mate of yours.”
That prickle along the back of my neck grew more pronounced. There was something there. Something that should be worrying me, but I pushed it aside. 
Talia had demonstrated that she could more than take care of herself. She didn’t seem worried in the least. If something was happening I would know about it immediately through the bond, so I forced myself to calm the fuck down, to use a turn of phrase that Talia seemed fond of using on me.
I could sense from the bond that she was farther away from me, but that was it. No worry. Nothing to indicate she might be in trouble.
No, now was the time for exploring opportunities. Talia thought we might be able to use these nobles. I was almost inclined to agree with her. Almost. Though they were a nest of backbiting florg vipers on most days, and I would have to be even more careful with the nobles than I was with the vipers.
“You don’t seem overly fond of the empress, Ergohl,” I said, testing the waters.
The only sign that he was even slightly interested in what I said was a raise of his eyebrow. He looked around the room, an expansive gesture that took in every noble mingling and chit chatting.
“Who in this group would be a fan of the empress? Her father took our birthright from us. Am I supposed to be happy about that? I’m old enough that I still remember the old days,” he said.
“And yet you have a decoration from the emperor,” I said. “You’re a man of contradictions.”
Ergohl shrugged. “Perhaps I am. I might not care for the throne, but I am still a warrior. I still fight with honor.”
“I feel like the Livisk could use more warriors of honor these days,” I replied.
The nobles around us were shifting even more nervously than before. No, they really didn’t like this conversation at all. Dovar in particular seemed more than annoyed by the treasonous undercurrent to our conversation. 
Odd. I would’ve figured him to be the least happy about the empress considering his family was the most powerful noble family left after the restoration and he stood the most to gain if the empress suddenly wasn’t around.
So his next words were even more surprising.
“Honorable warriors have nothing but their loyalty, wouldn’t you say, Varis?” Dovar asked.
“I suppose you could say that,” I said. I got the distinct feeling he was feeling me out for something. I just had no way of knowing if he was probing to see if I was loyal to the empress even after all she’d done to me, or if there was a possibility I might turn on our sovereign. 
There were too many unknowns and too many dangerous currents running under this party. I found myself itching for a weapon and someone to kill with it. That was so much easier than this nonsense.
“Though loyalty to the empress might not be all its cracked up to be these days, what with her spending all her time locked up in that palace ordering our soldiers to their deaths. Though I’m sure you’d know plenty about that since you’ve actually been out there fighting the empress’s war, right Varis?”
I didn’t know how to answer. One moment Dovar seemed upset that I was speaking ill of the empress and now he was spouting things that bordered on treasonous. Give me a fair fight where people were honest about wanting to kill one another any day. I’d take it over all this subterfuge and scheming.
I knew one thing for certain. I didn’t trust Dovar. Or Ergohl. I didn’t trust any noble, for that matter. The only person I truly trusted on this world was Talia, and perhaps the warriors who worked and lived in my tower.
“You’re an old schemer, Dovar,” I said after thinking for a moment. “And I think it would be a good idea for an old soldier such as myself to be quiet and leave you to your scheming. I’ll take a fair fight over your knives in the dark.”
Dovar’s bushy white eyebrows rose and the nobles around us chittered at that. I was sure what I’d just said would become the talk of their ridiculous gossip for days to come, but I didn’t care. 
I wanted them to know I didn’t trust them. Maybe then, and only then, could I consider using them. You always treated a dangerous tool with care and distrust, and these nobles were the most dangerous of all.
Dovar reached out and took my arm. He pulled me into the crowd and away from the nobles. I glanced down at the spot where he’d taken my arm and considered pulling away, but there was something about the firmness of his grip that stayed my hand.
“Why are you pulling me away from our host?” I asked. “Isn’t that considered the height of rudeness with your people?”
“Perhaps it is,” Dovar hissed. “But you were on the verge of saying some very stupid things, even for you, and I need you alive.”
“You need me alive? There’s a surprise.”
Dovar sighed. “I thought you might feel that way. Your brother was never particularly trusting of me either, but I need your trust and I’m willing to give you something to prove my intentions.”
“What could you possibly give me?” I asked.
“The human’s life,” Dovar said.
A chill ran through me. I reached out to the bond but Talia still seemed fine. She’d been pulled well away from this central room, though, and that was worrying. That could mean someone was deliberately drawing her out. That could mean I didn’t have much time at all.
“Speak. Tell me what you know,” I said.
“Ergohl was going on about how much his daughter wanted to meet your human,” Dovar said. “Did you know she’s reached the age where she should be Bloodied? Odd coincidence, that.”
The realization hit me as a stab of annoyance filtered through the bond. Talia wasn’t happy about something, and suddenly everything came into place. It hit me exactly why Ergohl’s daughter would be so eager to meet Talia.
She wasn’t interested in a human slave for her Bloodying. No, she was going to take on a captain of the human Combined Interstellar Fleet known to be public enemy number one as far as the empress was concerned.
I needed to reach Talia. Now.
“Excuse me,” I said. “I have somewhere I need to be.”
“I thought you might say that,” Dovar said. He called after me as I turned to leave. “Remember this gift as you think of me, Varis, and know that not all nobles are the scheming skulkers you think we are.”
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No sooner had Varis disappeared into the crowd than I was surrounded by Livisk nobility on all sides. Only they looked younger than some of the other Livisk I’d seen circulating. 
“You’re the human who defied the empress,” one of them, a male who was muscular but far more slender than the warriors I was used to, said.
“I’m honored to have you in my home,” another female voice said. 
A girl stepped in front of me who was maybe a head taller with her hair done up in an elaborate style. She held out her hand and I took it, not sure what the sequel trilogy else I was supposed to do.
“Um, I guess I’m honored to be here?” I said.
There was something about this girl that I immediately liked. I didn’t know what Varis was on about thinking these people were dangerous. So far they’d been much nicer to me than any other Livisk I’d ever been introduced to, including my first meeting with Varis when the two of us had been doing our best to kill one another.
Compared to that this introduction to Livisk nobility, a nobility I didn’t even realize existed until very recently, was downright pleasant in comparison.
There were a lot of things the spooks back in the Fleet didn’t know about the Livisk that I was learning the hard way now that I had boots on the ground.
“My name is Sorei,” the girl said. “Come. I would like to give you a tour of my home and maybe learn more of your people.”
“Oh,” I said, caught just a little off guard. I’d gotten so used to Livisk trying to kill me at the first meeting that the idea of someone wanting to chat like we were old friends and give me a tour of the place was downright odd.
“I suppose that would be cool?” I said.
The girl frowned. “What does the temperature of the room have to do with a tour? Is it not comfortable enough for you? I was led to believe you humans have the same environmental needs we do…”
Damn it. I’d gotten so used to Varis being able to figure things out from the mental link that I was using human turns of phrase in the Livisk language again. I was going to have to remember that and explain myself more, or try to use my limited grasp of Livisk idiom.
“It’s a human turn of phrase,” I said. “You showing me around would be an easy duel against an inferior enemy.”
Sorei’s face lit up with understanding. “Ah! Why didn’t you say so in the first place?”
Well I did, but I used the right idiom in the wrong damn language. This was going to be difficult. I almost wished for the Livisk who were more interested in killing me. At least with them I didn’t have to stretch the limits of my command of their ridiculous language.
“Come with me, Talia.”
I blinked. I hadn’t introduced myself to her. It seemed my reputation had preceded me. I wondered if that was a good thing or a bad thing, and decided ultimately it didn’t matter as long as she wasn’t trying to kill me.
“You were just in the grand ballroom which is where we’ve traditionally held our events going back for generations,” Sorei said.
“Generations? What about the city being reduced to ashes? I thought they rebuilt everything after the last Imperial Restoration or something?”
Sorei’s lips compressed to a thin line, and it occurred to me a tad too late that she might not like being reminded of the political cataclysm that resulted in her family being pulled from power. Too late to pull the words back though.
“That might be so, but we rebuild this tower every time to the original specifications. With some new modern additions every time,” she replied.
She placed her hand on a wall. It lit up and glowed. I would’ve been impressed if we didn’t have that sort of thing on every ship in the Fleet and just about every door back on earth. Instead I crossed my arms. If she thought she was going to impress the human with a glorified technological doorknob then she was nuts.
The door swished open and we stepped into a room that had a strange falling water pattern running around the edges using some sort of screen. Okay, so that was just a little impressive. Even back on earth that was the sort of display that still cost a pretty penny to put together. Especially in a room this massive.
I didn’t gawk though. Partly because I didn’t want to look like I was gawking at anything from the super wealthy Livisk, but mostly because the water was just a slightly off shade of purple that was common on this planet because of the way the light filtered down from their ancient red sun that didn’t burn the proper bright yellow the way things did back on earth.
Just another reminder that I definitely wasn’t in Kansas anymore.
The girl, Sorei, moved over to sit on a massive cushion. The others moved to similar cushions around the room that molded around them. She watched me for a reaction but again, I wasn’t particularly impressed. 
We had cushions that molded to your form back on earth. It was one of the things I missed the most about being back home or on my ship. Now that I knew they had them here I’d have to bother Varis about getting one of those for me.
“So what is it like being bonded to the greatest general our people have known, human?” the girl asked.
I frowned. I wasn’t sure that I liked her tone of voice or the way she dismissively addressed me as “human” as though that was a four letter word. Though they didn’t have the concept of four letter words in the Livisk language. 
They had swear words, to be sure, but they were always those damned symbols and squiggly lines and not made out of letters that could be counted.
“It’s nice,” I said. “My favorite part is all the assassins who have tried to kill me since I arrived.”
She arched an eyebrow. It was fascinating the difference between the Livisk in this room and what I’d seen elsewhere on this world. The noble scions were as different from the muscled warriors I was used to fighting as they were from the sad slouches who made up the lower levels of the city.
They were even different from their overweight, at least on average, fathers and mothers. I wondered at what point they went from the flower of youth to fattening up thanks to all the decadence.
Probably after they’d been safely married off.
“I’ve heard of these assassins,” Sorei said. “From the empress?”
I shrugged. I glanced around to see if there were any cushions for me, but I guess my host wasn’t that courteous. It appeared that even if she was interested in meeting with me she wasn’t interested in treating me like a sapient being. I was starting to get the distinct feeling that I was nothing more than a curiosity, and I didn’t like that. Irritation fed through the bond to Varis.
I concentrated on that bond. She seemed cautious, but not overly upset. I needed to project the same calm confidence and remind myself that I was dealing with the interstellar equivalent of spoiled teenagers, for all that I knew they were a little older than teenagers since the Livisk were longer lived.
Being fabulously wealthy and spoiled was another thing that seemed the same no matter what world you were on. I wished it weren’t so, though I’m not sure why I expected better of the Livisk. If my time here had taught me anything it was that all that strength and honor bullshit they spouted was usually just that: bullshit.
Time to poke at that honor and feel these people out. Sure they weren’t their parents, but if anything that might make them easier to manipulate.
“Oh yes,” I said. “The empress sent her assassins after me twice.”
“And Varis saved you?” Sorei asked, leaning forward slightly breathless.
“I bet she did!” one of the boys said from across the room. He had a strange look in his eyes.
“That would be so amazing. Varis swooping in with her blades out fighting for your honor!” yet another noble boy said.
As I looked around the room some things started to come together. The way these young noblemen were focused on Varis. The way the women in the room seemed suddenly irritated. 
Sorei was even more interesting, though. She leaned forward with her mouth open. Like she was just as interested as the boys in the room. It dawned on me that she had a crush on my woman.
I wondered how they handled that sort of thing with the Livisk. I assumed they were cool with it since the main objection to me and Varis shacking up was that I was a human and not that we were both female.
Still, this was an interesting development.
Interesting, and perhaps dangerous. A teenager with a stupid crush could be an annoyance, but a teenager with a stupid crush who had access to the resources of the Livisk nobility and had me in her clutches could be dangerous.
“Yes, well, I didn’t need Varis’s help,” I said. “I fought off the assassins on my own the first time. She was the one who made me spare the chief assassin’s life.”
“That doesn’t sound likely,” Sorei said. “Varis is the greatest warrior our people know. She would have saved you. You don’t need to make up stories to impress me, human.”
“Oh but I’m not,” I said. “Sure she did help a little the second time around. She killed some of the assassin’s underlings, but I’m the one who shot the empress’s best buddy between the eyes and made sure he wasn’t coming after me again. I guess your precious sovereign learned her lesson, too, because she hasn’t sent anyone else after me since.”
Sorei’s eyes narrowed. Some of the popinjays around us seemed scandalized that I would talk about their precious empress in such a tone. Good. That was exactly what I was going for. 
Their empress was the asshole who bonded me to Varis in the first place, which seemed bad at the time. Which led to some of the most amazing sex of my life, which was good. It also led to those assassins, which was bad. Then Varis doing the alien equivalent of proposing to me, which was good. Of course then she decided she couldn’t make sweet love to me until after we’d gone through with this stupid ceremony that had a waiting period that ran into the months, which was bad.
Talk about annoying.
It was a lot to deal with. Especially since I needed it, I needed it now, and I couldn’t have it. As far as I was concerned that was all the fault of the sparkly blue El Jefe sitting on her throne at the palace.
Being to blame for my sudden lack of a sex life put her in a very dangerous place. More dangerous even than when she was trying to kill me.
The bitch.
“You shouldn’t speak of the empress in such a manner,” Sorei said. She seemed to be taking the lead since she was the one hosting this shindig. I wondered if that meant she’d be the one who took the blame if it turned out one of the people in the room was a listener for the empress. 
All the more reason to keep going. I could get her in trouble and let queen turd on asshole mountain know exactly what I thought of her all in one easy report from an informer.
“Why not?” I asked. “Last I checked your great powerful sovereign descended from the gods wasn’t doing so well for your people. Seems to me you’re losing the war out there while she’s throwing parties for silly reasons, though I guess you know a little something about throwing parties for silly reasons while the real warriors are out there fighting and dying yourself.”
Sorei looked furious. The muttering around the room had turned to a stony silence. I glanced at all of them surrounding me and wondered if I’d gone too far. They might not look as imposing as your traditional Livisk warrior, but if all these jerks decided to attack me at the same time then things could go very bad for me very quickly.
Not that it stopped my mouth from running. Varis was right. My mouth was going to get me in trouble someday. I just had to hope that day wasn’t today.
“And let’s talk about your empress being descended from the gods,” I went on. “Kinda funny, that.”
“What’s amusing about the empress’s divinity?” one of the male nobles said, rising to his feet. The only thing that stopped him from attacking me was a slight raised hand from Sorei. He glowered, but stayed where he was.
“What’s not funny about it?” I asked, looking at each of them in turn. None of them met my gaze. None of them, that is, but Sorei. She stared daggers at me. “Now I’ll admit that my understanding of your history is still a little sketchy because I haven’t had much time to dive into it, but it seems to me that her dad wasn’t divine until he took that divinity at gunpoint from your parents. I wish I could point a gun at someone and declare myself a god. I guess if someone points a gun at you and asks if they’re a god, you say yes.”
“Enough,” Sorei said, standing and glaring at me. Oh yeah, she was really pissed off.
Good. I didn’t even know what my endgame was. All I knew was it seemed like this was a room of Livisk who were loyal to the empress, or at the very least could be insulted on her behalf, which stood in stark contrast to their parents. 
I didn’t think I was going to find any support here. And if I couldn’t find any support then I wanted to annoy them. Let them know I wasn’t afraid of their sovereign handing down pronouncements and making dishonorable assassination attempts while hiding behind her throne.
“Enough?” I asked. “What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to do what I invited you here for. What I should have done the moment we came into this room. I shouldn’t have given you the chance to speak your treasonous lies about our empress or her divinity, may she live forever,” she said.
Her eyes darted around the room. Oh yeah. I was sure there was someone in this room who was a listener for their glorified overweight sovereign, and she was putting on a show for that someone. Two could play at that game, though.
“Your empress isn’t going to come close to living forever if I have anything to do with it,” I said.
“I said enough!” Sorei shouted. Loud enough that several people in the room jumped. Not me. I’d had to deal with the worst drill sergeants the Fleet had to offer. Sure they weren’t supposed to be as bad as the guys the ground pounders dealt with during their basic, but close enough.
“Am I supposed to be afraid?” I asked. “If you don’t need me anymore then I’ll be returning to the party. Even the half decomposed gunk that passes for food on this world is better than talking with you.”
I turned to do just that, but two of the noblelings stepped in front of the door and crossed their arms. They glowered at me, but they weren’t all that imposing. If I could take down an imperial assassin without power armor then I could handle them.
“Is this supposed to be intimidating?”
I heard something behind me that had the hair on the back of my neck prickling. The gentle whisper of a Livisk fighting blade being pulled from a scabbard. It didn’t have the metallic “sching” sound that was still used in all sorts of movies on earth even though enough of the population had fought enough Livisk to know that noise was completely inaccurate.
The real noise was plenty intimidating on its own quiet way. I turned and saw Sorei standing in the middle of the room with a blade drawn and an unpleasant smile on her face.
Crap.
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“I have to thank you, human. You’ve made life much easier for me. I originally brought you back here so I could kill you and avoid having to sign up to go to some empress-forsaken battlefield so I could be Bloodied. Imagine how happy I was when I discovered Varis had brought an enemy combatant right to my doorstep. And to imagine there’s an entire crew just like you being held at the reclamation mines. That is a gift to my friends that you can’t imagine.” 
Great. If I didn’t get out of this then not only would I be dead, but there was a good chance the surviving members of my crew would be carted off by nobles and killed quietly to fulfill some ridiculous Livisk tradition. Just fucking great.
I looked around the room to take stock of my situation. It didn’t seem like anyone else was making a move to try and attack me. Even the ones at the door were only preventing me from making an escape. It seemed like this was some sort of honor or coming of age thing she was going on about, so maybe that meant there were rules. Stupid silly rules like she had to take me on in single combat.
I could hope. I didn’t stand a chance if all of them rushed me at once. Just her, though? That was easy.
I arched an eyebrow. “So this is your plan? You’re too cowardly to go to another world to face combat in person so you decided you’re going to take on a human who’s proved time and again that she’s very capable of killing Livisk?”
Sorei sniffed and looked around the room. Her eyes darted this way and that even if the rest of her body language was projecting cool confidence. 
Maybe she didn’t want to do this after all. Maybe she’d backed herself into a corner bragging to her friends and she worried that backing down now, especially after I’d insulted her precious empress, would cause her to lose face.
Not my fucking problem. If she’d rather lose her life than lose face that was her issue.
“You insulted the empress. I have no choice but to kill you now. I’m just lucky that it fulfills the requirements of the Bloodying. Prepare yourself,” Sorei said. 
She raised her blade.
“You would be so dishonorable as to attack her without offering her a weapon to defend herself?” one of the noblelings asked. 
He was muscled and almost had the look of a warrior. He was covered in elaborate tattoos as well, though nothing that I recognized since I wasn’t very good at anything that didn’t have to do with the soldier ranks I saw around Varis’s tower.
Sorei flashed an irritated glance at the one who spoke up. “She insulted the empress! She doesn’t deserve the right to defend herself!”
I watched the interchange with interest. Sorei might talk the talk, but she was nervous. Probably worrying about that listener. Hell, maybe this guy was the informant. Not that I was in the mood to thank the empress for doing me any favors, even if it was inadvertent help via one of her agents.
“To kill her without offering her a chance to defend herself would only bring dishonor on you and the empress,” he said. “You’re better than that, Sorei.”
“Enough! The human dies like the animal she is,” Sorei said.
The one who spoke up stared at her and then pointedly turned to face away from her. The fury that played across her face was intense. Apparently there was some meaning to that.
“You don’t turn your back on me!” Sorei shouted.
Only several other Livisk in the room turned their back on her as well. Others continued staring between her and me, and the ones who were staring also started some odd chant that almost sounded like the Livisk language I knew, but not quite. As though they were using some variation I wasn’t familiar with. 
If this was one of their fucked up ceremonies then maybe they were using an ancient dialect I’d never learned because you didn’t need to be a Livisk scholar to know how to tell them you were about to ram a proton torpedo down their ship’s tailpipe.
“Are we really doing this?” I asked.
“We are, human. You’re about to die for the glory of the empress.”
“Could we talk about this?”
Sorei paused. She looked so nervous. She kept advancing on me with the blade held out, but she was holding it all wrong. Admittedly I didn’t have much experience with Livisk blades beyond what Jorav had taught me and what I’d learned on the few occasions when one of my ships had been boarded, but I knew enough to know she was doing it all wrong.
“What is there to talk about, human?”
I held my hands out. Tried to look like I was nervous too. Which wasn’t far from the truth. I might be pretty sure I could wipe the floor with this girl and break a couple of those impressive wall panels by throwing her into them, but that didn’t mean I was eager to get into a sword fight minus a sword on my end.
At least I wanted her to think all that. As always I had a little contingency plan ready to go if things didn’t go my way, but I was holding that as an ultimate last resort. Probably better to get out of here without killing the daughter of the man who owned the place. Even if I won the fight that was the sort of victory that would be bad for my longterm health.
“Look, I’m sure you think you’re good because the trainer your daddy paid for told you how wonderful you were at hand to hand combat,” I said. “But did you ever stop to think that maybe he only said that because that’s what daddy paid him to say?”
She stopped her awkward advance. That was good. I could see the wheels turning. She needed to think this through. She needed to realize she’d brought a knife to a gunfight even if she didn’t know it quite yet. 
Like I said: surprises.
“No more of your false words, human,” she hissed. “I’m defending our empress’s honor!”
I shrugged. “Your funeral.”
Sorei charged awkwardly across the room. It would’ve been funny if she wasn’t coming right at me with a nasty looking blade. Since she was coming at me with a nasty looking blade I was less amused and more pissed off. She was really going to make me do this.
I reached behind me and pulled out a small blaster I’d hidden in the band of my pants just under a fold of the ridiculous outfit Varis insisted I wear. That fold was the Livisk high fashion concept of what a battle uniform was supposed to be.
Fucking Livisk and their obsession with war.
I pointed the pocket blaster at her. It wasn’t much to look at, but it had it where it counted. Most importantly Sorei seemed to recognize it for what it was immediately. She came to a halt just short of me, her blade still outstretched. She looked furious. All around us her companions were still doing that chant.
“You honorless human!” she spat. “How dare you bring an energy weapon to a ritual!”
Some of the people who’d turned away from her were turning back around now. I had a feeling holding their attention was important for some reason. They seemed like the type who would be good witnesses if everything went to shit.
“Really? Weren’t you the one who just insulted your empress’s honor by not giving me a weapon? How am I the honorless one in that scenario?”
“You just are, human!” she shouted. “Energy weapons are forbidden!”
“Not allowing the human a weapon is also forbidden, Sorei,” the one from across the room who’d spoken up earlier said.
I glanced over to him. “Question for you. If she does the whole dishonorable thing first that means I’m not on the hook if I do something dishonorable, right?”
He looked at me in confusion. As though he couldn’t believe I was daring to address him directly. Yeah, if I had to put money on someone in the room being a representative of the empress then he’d be at the top of my list.
“It doesn’t quite work that way, Human,” he said, his tone sounding like he was explaining a difficult concept to a dense child. Which was a tone I was familiar with considering I heard it from Varis on the regular. “This is a complicated matter of honor with various grades of shame. Using an energy weapon is still worse than what Sorei did.”
I shrugged. “Damn. Guess it’s a good thing I don’t give a fuck about your fucked up sense of honor. Especially when y’all can’t seem to figure out what’s what.” I turned my attention back to Sorei. “And if you thought you were going to have an easy fight just because you weren’t in a war zone you were seriously mistaken.”
I pushed a button on the blaster. It wasn’t really a blaster so much as it was a sliver of metal that had all the working parts of a blaster. That made it easier to conceal the thing about my person. It still made a satisfyingly ominous hum when I hit the button, though, and the blast of energy that ripped out and slammed into Sorei was just as deadly as using a regular old fashioned blaster.
She flew back and her weapon clattered to the floor. Now everyone was staring at me. At least that stupid chanting had finally come to an end. That was really going to irritate me if they kept it up.
“Right then,” I said. “One down, the rest of you to go. Anyone else want to give me some trouble? You boys at the door? No?”
I glanced over my shoulder. The two Livisk blocking my way at the door stepped aside with their hands in the air. I made a quick flick of my wrist and they practically ran to the other side of the room.
I backed away slowly, keeping the blaster trained on the Livisk the entire time. They might be idiots, but idiots were more likely to do something stupid like try and rush me if they realized that only one of them was likely to die if they all attacked me at once.
Thankfully they all seemed to be cowards, though that one who’d talked about honor kept his gaze on me until I was out the door. Interesting, but I wasn’t going to stick around inside a room full of angry Livisk to Nancy Drew why that one couldn’t stop staring at me.
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I rushed through the palace. I had no idea where I was going. I’d never been in this structure before. My brother was always the one who handled dealings with the nobility. It had been one of many points of strain in our relationship that I was never interested in helping him with those dealings. 
Now that was coming back to bite me. All I had was a general sense that Talia was off in a certain direction and no idea how to get there.
I was keenly attuned to what was happening on the other side of the bond. I thought she might feel my worry for her through the bond and realize something was wrong, but she seemed to be ignoring me.
Damn it.
Then I felt something else coming through that sent a chill through me even as it made me feel more alive. The familiar feeling of preparing for combat. That feeling of the body entering into a heightened state of awareness. I might have thought I was getting into that combat feel myself in preparation for rescuing Talia, but something told me that feeling was filtering through the bond from her.
It was like I was watching an emotional play by play of everything that was happening on her end of the bond. Some fear that was masked quickly by that overwhelming cocky confidence she always projected. A confidence that always drew me to her. A confidence that was going to get her in trouble one of these days, and if she got into a fight with nobles in the middle of one of their gatherings there was a good chance that “one of these days” would turn into today.
She’d proved remarkably adept at eliminating any foe that came her way. I worried that might potentially start a war with a major noble house if she pulled that sort of thing today.
“Don’t do anything stupid before I get there,” I growled more to myself than anything, though a servant walking through the corridors gave me an odd look.
I ignored them. I needed to reach Talia, damn it, and I was having a hard enough time navigating through this maze of a palace without worrying about… Then it hit me. A servant. They would know how to get through this damned warren of corridors. I turned around and grabbed him by the arm.
“You, Servant,” I growled.
He stared up at me with his eyes wide. The man was older and his tattoos were the least elaborate I’d ever seen on a male Livisk. I fought the urge to pull back in disgust from dishonoring myself by even touching him. I needed to find Talia, and my disgust would have to wait. 
This one certainly wasn’t warrior stock, though.
“What Ma’am?” he asked, a tremor coming to his voice. Most definitely not warrior stock.
“Your lady Sorei. Where would she take a guest she meant to… entertain privately?”
The servant shook his head and grinned. “You mean the human she was planning on using for her Bloodying? My lady really is quite clever.”
My blade was out before I had time to think about it. Then it was up against the servant’s neck before he had time to realize what was happening. I leaned in close, fury barely contained. I was proud of myself for not killing him where he stood.
“That human is my mate, Coward,” I growled. “Now you will lead me to where your lady Sorei is, and from there I will decide whether or not I’m going to kill you right along with her.”
His eyes darted down to the blade and he licked his lips. Then they darted down the hall as though he was considering making a run for it. I tightened my grip with one hand even as I held the blade closer. Close enough that a single drop of blood trickled from his neck down my blade. His eyes rolled in the back of his head and I thought he might be on the verge of fainting.
I gave him a good shake. I didn’t have time for the coward to faint. Not when Talia’s life was on the line.
“Lead me to her or you die now,” I said. “Lead me to her and you may not die later. And know that I’m bonded with the human, so I’ll know if you try to betray me and lead me in the wrong direction.”
The servant nodded and I let him go. For a moment he seemed to consider running, but then he deflated and turned in the direction he’d just come from. I followed him through twisting passages filled with blinking panels that showed views of the party, though I knew those panels could quickly turn to security measures if there was trouble.
Such as the scion of Ergohl’s house being killed.
Finally we rounded a curve in the hallway just as Talia was backing out of a room. As soon as she backed out her thoughts came flooding into me with a surprising suddenness. I hadn’t even realized that I’d only been getting impressions of her emotions until I was hit with the full package. I almost staggered under the force of those thoughts rushing in.
Talia turned and grimaced. “About time you got here. You could have warned me they were going to try and kill me.”
The servant rushed forward and past Talia as she rushed towards me. She barely gave the servant a second glance.
“They must have put you in a room that had a thought damper built into the walls,” I said. “Expensive, but not beyond Ergohl’s capacity.”
“A thought damper? What the sequel trilogy are you on about, Varis?” Talia asked.
“It’s a device that reduces or completely blocks the mental link,” I said. “Nasty business, that. They’re illegal, but that doesn’t stop people from using them.”
“Interesting,” Talia said. “I always wondered if there was a way to counteract that advantage.
I sighed and rolled my eyes. “Must everything boil down to a way for you to fight my people?”
“Until I’ve conquered them, yes,” she said, patting my cheek and leaning up to brush her lips against mine.
I allowed myself to enjoy that brief moment of contact. I found myself enjoying those moments more and more the longer I went without being with Talia in any significant way. Keeping to the proscribed forms of the bonding ceremony and keeping my hands off of her was driving me wild.
“You have no idea how wild I can drive you yet,” Talia said, with a delicious promise in her eyes. “I told you I’m going to make you regret holding to that silly tradition before we’re done.”
I didn’t have time to think much on exactly what she meant by that, though a few deliciously forbidden images of our bodies intertwined did filter through the bond before a scream from the servant brought me back to reality. The servant stared through the still open doors at something beyond. 
I felt worry from Talia. Worry on the level of a child who’s just been caught doing something wrong. She smiled and bit her lip.
“Uh-oh,” she said. “Looks like our boy there just found Sorei.”
“What did you do,” I asked.
Though that scream and the look on her face coupled with the emotions flowing through the mental link were enough to tell me everything. A memory of Sorei being hit with a blast from a small energy weapon, the kind that would be perfect for concealing on a human who wasn’t supposed to have anything of the sort on this world, came through the bond.
I squeezed my eyes shut and shook my head. “You just made getting out of here far more difficult.”
“Hey, I’m the one who got lured up to some secret murder room in this palace so she could kill me as some cheat for one of your crazy traditions,” Talia said. “What the sequel trilogy is a ‘bloodying’ anyway? And what was with all that chanting?”
I grabbed Talia’s arm and pulled her back the way we came. I might have had trouble finding my way up here without assistance from that servant, but once I’d been along a path I never forgot it. The only problem with that was I knew I could very easily get lost again if I was forced to take an alternate path. Like, say, if we got stopped by security.
Even as that thought flitted through my mind the panels that had been showing views of the party all turned an angry red color and the symbol for a security alert came on even as alarms sounded all around us.
“That doesn’t look good,” Talia muttered.
“No, not good at all,” I said. “That would be the servant warning their security that the heir to one of the most powerful noble houses in the Livisk Ascendency has just been killed by a human. They’ll be out for your curiously red blood now.”
“Wouldn’t be the first time a Livisk tried to kill me tonight,” Talia muttered. “You still didn’t explain why the sequel trilogy I was dragged up there for a creepy murder party.”
“The Bloodying is an ancient tradition for Livisk who are expected to be warriors. Which is something expected of the nobility, for all that they fall far short of that ideal even as they still maintain some of the forms,” I said.
“Sounds like spoiled rich kids on my world who join the Planetary Guard where they can play at being soldiers without worrying about seeing combat,” Talia said. “But that still doesn’t tell me exactly what this Bloodying thing is.”
“They have to defeat an enemy in combat. That used to mean killing another person of the same station as you which played hell with noble families, but these days with the war with humanity it means going into battle and killing a human in combat,” I said.
“Great. She was talking about using me as a loophole to that rule. Kill a human here on her world and she wouldn’t have to go offworld to satisfy the ridiculous requirements of your ceremony,” Talia said.
I growled. It was a low rumble that surprised even me. “Then she died with no honor. Trying to get around the spirit of the Bloodying like that by murdering you in cold blood would bring her no honor.”
“Yeah, someone in the room who said something along the same lines. Something about her killing me while I was unarmed bringing dishonor to the empress or something.”
We paused at a cross corridor and I held a hand up for Talia to stop. I glanced down in the direction we needed to go. A troop of security in armor covered in the symbol of Ergohl’s house moved across another corridor in that direction and then they were gone. I grabbed Talia’s arm again but she pulled away from me.
“I’m capable of walking on my own, you know,” she said.
“Just as you’re capable of going five minutes without pulling us into some new scenario that will likely end with us getting killed? Why would she worry about dishonoring the empress?”
I got that feeling through the bond of a child who knows they’ve done something wrong and knows they’ll get in trouble for it. I gave her a warning look.
“I might have said a few insulting things about the empress to get her riled up,” Talia said. “But that was before I knew she was trying to kill me. Promise.”
“You realize that one or more of the little nobles in that room were probably working as informants for the empress, right?” I asked.
Talia’s grin was decidedly unpleasant. “That’s what I was hoping for.”
“You are going to be the death of me before all of this is over,” I said.
“I thought you strapping Livisk warriors didn’t fear death?” she asked. “Honor and death before surrender and all that?”
I shot her a warning look. “Did you just use the Academy oath against me? Where did you even learn that?”
“It was on that weird gold thing you’re always turning around in your hands when you’re about to make a decision you don’t like.”
I rolled my eyes. It was a trait I’d picked up from her of late. A very human gesture, encompassing disbelief and sarcasm all in one convenient package, but I found it to be quite useful. “Of course the one time you’re able to read our script it’s so you can take that oath and throw it back in my face.”
I shot my hand out and she slammed into it and very nearly fell back on the floor. She opened her mouth, no doubt to yell at me judging by the anger that flowed through the bond, but I held that off with my own thought that was louder and more insistent than anything she was thinking.
“Quiet.”
She shut her mouth, but she didn’t look happy about it. No sooner had she shut up than more troops dressed in Ergohl’s house livery ran past, though they didn’t seem aware of anything that was happening in their peripheral vision.
I allowed myself a derisive snort. House guards. They were almost always warriors who couldn’t cut it in a real battle, so they stayed back on the home world in comfort where they pretended to be warriors and never accomplished anything.
“If they catch us they’ll be able to accomplish plenty,” Talia said. “There are lots of them and only two of us.”
I turned to Talia and grinned in amusement. She met my amusement with a challenging glare of her own. 
“What did I say?” she asked.
“I never thought you would be the type of person to tell me the odds,” I said.
“I’m not,” she said, hefting her small stealth blaster. “Now if you don’t mind could we please do something about getting out of here in one piece? I’d like to live long enough to keep that Sorei girl’s friends from going through on her master plan.”
“What master plan is that?” I grunted.
“She said they were going to start using the members of my crew down in the reclamation mines for their Bloodying. Something about how they wouldn’t have to go offworld since you provided them with a supply of human fighters ready for the taking.”
I shook my head. “I knew the nobles were pampered and without honor, but I never thought they would stoop to trying to kill prisoners.”
“As opposed to keeping prisoners in horrible conditions where they’re bound to die from heavy labor and malnutrition? Yeah, I totally see the honor in that,” Talia said.
I shot her another warning glance. “You will watch your tongue when you speak of our traditions.”
She held up her blaster and made a show of pointing it at me. I felt irritation and amusement come through the bond so I knew she wasn’t serious about it. 
Mostly. 
Maybe.
“You know I could use this thing on you, right? It almost might be worth it if you’re going to keep talking to me like that,” she said.
“I will get you out of here alive, and you are not going to shoot me,” I said.
“Oh really? What makes you think that hot stuff?”
I grinned. Maybe I could use some of that teasing she seemed to love so much against her for a change. “You know you’re looking forward to our bonding night as much as I am. I figure I’m safe from being vaporized until that night, at least.”
We burst into the main room at that moment and I stopped and blinked in surprise. Damn. I’d been so preoccupied thinking about the bonding night that I’d completely lost all situational awareness. Maybe waiting for that night really was more trouble than it was worth.
Party goers stared at us as though we were tervinga fang flyers who’d burst into the room, and some guards around the edge pointed and started making their way towards us.
“No time for subtlety here,” Talia said.
I turned to see what she was talking about, but already I knew she was going to do something stupid. She had that determined set in her mind. The thought that she was going to destroy all enemies in her path. Again, a trait that I so admired in her that was also likely to get me killed.
She hit a couple of buttons on her stealth blaster and pointed it at the crowd. A few nobles, some of them high ranking from the tattoos on their bare chests, looked on with curiosity. Like a fluffy kerlatha from the other side of the world being used for food at a zoo display that didn’t know what a tervinga fang flyer was or what that rustling flapping noise was off in the distance after it was tossed into a strange new enclosure.
Amazing. They were so divorced from combat that they didn’t know a stealth blaster when it was pointed at them. I’d been on the verge of stopping Talia from doing something stupid, but those stupid unknowing looks on their faces fueled my anger. 
They deserved everything they were about to get and then some.
“What are you waiting for?” I asked.
Talia actually looked up at me. Surprise flowed through the bond. “You’re actually going to let me do this?”
I gestured to the nobles. “Be my guest.”
That unpleasant grin came to her face again and a sense of immense satisfaction pulsed through the bond as I felt the bloodlust take her. Or something close to the bloodlust. I’d seen her move the thing to the stun setting, though that could still cause trouble if it hit someone who had a hearts condition, or they were overweight, or otherwise in poor health.
Which just about described every noble in this room. Again, they had it coming.
“Go on. Have fun with it Baby,” I said.
I really hoped that was the right term. Humans had the weirdest terms for affection. There wasn’t a single reference to wanting someone forever by your side in battle or trusting someone with your life like was proper in a relationship. No, their expressions of love all involved insect vomit and their spawn. It was all so very confusing.
Talia didn’t waste another moment. Odd, that. Usually she was eager to fire a weapon at someone. I suppose she was learning to show some restraint.
The blast lashed out and hit several nobles who flew back. One rather large man went tumbling end over end looking for all the world like a boulder rolling through the room. He knocked down several other nobles in his path. I couldn’t help but laugh at how ridiculous it looked.
The reaction from the others in the room was almost immediate. Screams of terror and outrage filled the room and I scoffed once more. None of them moved to fight the threat in their midst.
So ridiculous. They didn’t know true honor or a warrior’s spirit. It was disgusting that these people considered themselves the pinnacle of our civilization.
“I agree,” Talia said out loud in response to my unspoken thought.
She fired a couple more shots into the crowd for good measure, and several other nobles went flying. There would probably be some damage from that even if she was using the stun setting, but I didn’t have time to worry about that. I took her hand and pulled her through the path that had opened up in front of us as nobles trampled over one another to get away from us.
That gave the guards around the edge of the room a difficult time as they tried to get to us. There was no way they were going to reach us through the press of terrified bodies. Good.
“I think it’s time we get out of here,” I said.
“I couldn’t agree with you more,” Talia said.
We’d almost reached the exit when a voice rang out behind us.
“Varis! What is the meaning of this?”
I paused at the sound of that voice. It sounded scandalized an angry. I would’ve expected it to sound pained as well, but perhaps he hadn’t yet heard the full extent of what had happened tonight.
“Ergohl,” I said, turning to face him.
“What are you doing?” Talia hissed. “We’re almost to the exit!”
“And you’ll find that your hover car isn’t waiting there for you,” Ergohl said. “I’ve seen to it that there will be no escape until you’ve given me an accounting of what happened here this evening!”
Talia glanced up at me and then over her shoulder to Ergohl.
“That the guy who owns this place?”
I nodded.
“Think he knows about what I did?”
“Only one way to find out,” I replied. “And it doesn’t look like we have much of a choice now.”
“I was afraid you’d say something like that.”
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I searched Varis’s thoughts for any sign there might be a miraculous last minute escape or something. I didn’t feel anything like that, though. No, she was as dour as she’d ever been. 
Not a good sign. The stealth blaster I held in my hand felt like nothing as I turned to faced the father of a daughter I’d killed with that blaster. Sure she had it coming, but something told me that would be cold comfort to him.
“I can explain,” Varis said.
She took a step forward, no doubt trying to move between me and this Ergohl guy. Talk about a name that was a mouthful. Then again the Livisk didn’t seem to take stock in traditional sounding names any more than they took stock in reacting to the discovery of other life in the galaxy in a halfway sane manner.
“I know what you’re trying to do, and it isn’t going to work,” I sent through the mental bond.
“Try me,” Varis sent back, though her expression didn’t change. I was tempted to fire my blaster, on stun of course, into her back. 
I didn’t. That would be the height of counterproductive. The temptation was very much there though.
“What do you want, Ergohl?” Varis called out, her voice loud and clear.
The noble standing before us, Ergohl I presume, grimaced and looked past Varis to me. The man was tall and muscular, if much older than most Livisk I’d seen. The whole dying in battle thing meant that most of them died young. 
He still had the look of a person who was once someone to be reckoned with, though, and the bushy white mustache that ran down his face did little to take away from the sense of menace he projected.
“I have heard news from my servant,” he said. “News that your human has killed my daughter.”
The pronouncement was delivered in a flat monotone. There was no sign of anger or emotion. Though that emotion had to be lurking under the surface. He couldn’t be happy that I’d just killed his daughter. I had a feeling the murdery stuff was going to start any moment now, and I wasn’t looking forward to it.
I’d be damned if I let him kill me before I got another chance to be with Varis, though. I was not going to die without at least one more chance with that insanely hot and frustrating woman.
“Your daughter…” Varis started, but she was interrupted. Ergohl made a chopping motion with his hand, and for a wonder Varis cut off.
Damn. It was a pity this guy was about to kill me, because I really would’ve liked to know how he pulled that off.
“Enough, Varis,” he snapped. “I would speak with your human directly, or is she so timid and cowardly that she would hide behind you?”
I knew what he was trying to do. He was trying to get a rise out of me. Trying to get me to do something stupid. Trying to get me to do exactly what I was about to do, because it was working. 
I stepped around Varis. She tried to grab my arm and stop me, but I pushed her aside and ducked out of the way.
I’d had a lot of practice avoiding Livisk trying to get me in a choke hold lately. Nice to know all that practice could be put to good use with Varis as well.
“Your daughter deserved it,” I said.
It was only through sheer force of will that I kept myself from wincing. My mouth was running ahead of my brain again. Which was annoying when I was dealing with admirals, but downright deadly here.
She deserved it? That was not a good way to start this conversation. Not when this man was obviously hurting. Sure he was hiding it behind that stoic face that wasn’t betraying any sort of emotion, but he couldn’t be happy at discovering his heir had been killed off by a human.
I kept one hand ready on my pocket blaster. It was reassuring even if I knew there wasn’t a chance I’d be able to take out everyone who came at me if it came to a fight. I also didn’t see how I was going to talk my way out of this. I was fully prepared to die if it came to that, though, and I could feel the same grim determination from Varis through the bond.
A sequel trilogy of a way to go, though, and it was a damn shame I wasn’t going to get that final roll in the hay with Varis that I’d been craving ever since she told me we were doing the whole waiting for marriage thing.
The jerk. If there was any justice there’d be an afterlife and we’d go to heaven or to commune with the spirits of her ancestors or whatever happened after you died. Either way, if there was an afterlife there was a chance I could sneak from my heaven to hers so we could fuck like celestial rabbits all day long. 
I smiled at that ridiculous thought, but then Ergohl pulled me away from my pleasant daydream.
“She deserved to die?” Ergohl asked. Again, he didn’t seem particularly upset. More curious than anything. “Please. Elaborate.”
“Your daughter was weighed in combat and found to be lacking,” I said. “She brought me up to a private chamber in your house under the guise of being a good host and then tried to kill me so she wouldn’t have to travel offworld to an actual battle to go through with her Bloodying.”
That set tongues wagging all through the room. I was laying it on thick with all the dishonorable stuff and focusing on her being a bad host because I figured that was the sort of thing the Livisk would eat up. From how scandalized they were it seemed that I’d hit on something. 
I figured that meant it was time to lay it on a little thicker.
“She also said that if it worked then her and some of her friends were going to start kidnapping my crewmates who’re being held in one of the empress’s reclamation mines so they can do their Bloodying without inconveniencing themselves with an off world trip to a live battlefield.”
Oh my. I thought the reaction was scandalized with the first revelation, but now they were outright angry. I could see a few nobles through the room glancing at their children with less than happy looks. 
Whatever happened to me tonight, it seemed I’d dropped a bomb on the nobility.
I could only hope that would do something to save my crew until I could get to a place where I was dropping literal bombs on these assholes. 
From those angry looks it seemed like the older nobility weren’t happy about this revelation. Considering how things had been going for me I almost figured they would’ve thought it was a great idea and led a raiding party to the reclamation mines to kill everyone right now.
“This is troubling news if it is true,” Ergohl said.
“Yeah, tell me about it. I think I’m here to enjoy the hospitality of your house and instead I’m dragged off and have some crazy Livisk teenager coming at me with a blade and not giving me a weapon to defend myself with. It’s a good thing I always carry an insurance policy.”
I waved my pocket blaster in the air with a smile. It only occurred to me after I saw the flat look on Ergohl’s face that waving around the murder weapon I’d used to kill his daughter might not be the best idea.
“Right, so anyway, that’s what happened. If anyone acted without honor it was Sorei. Not me. I know you’re going to kill me anyway because I’m a human and easy to blame, but at least you know.”
I figured there were a few things that could happen. He could pull out a blaster of his own and shoot me. That didn’t seem like a very Livisk thing to do, but he was a grieving father. Even if he was doing the whole stone faced routine and not looking like the grief was tearing him up or anything. 
Or he could pull a sword out and try to cut me in half, though in practice that would probably end with Varis pulling a blade of her own that she always seemed to have hidden about her person and getting into a fight and then I’d get torn apart by the guards after Varis killed this Ergohl guy.
Something told me the guards wouldn’t react all that well to watching their employer getting cut down right in front of them. Especially when it was their job to make sure that sort of thing didn’t happen.
What actually happened was as far from anything I’d expected as could be. Ergohl looked over his shoulder and barked out an order in a voice that would’ve done any of the drill instructors I had back at the Fleet Academy proud.
“Is this true?”
There was movement in the crowd. A group of nobles in front of us parted and a figure I recognized from the room stepped out and nodded to me with something almost approaching respect. It was none other than the guy who’d called Sorei out on trying to fight me without giving me a weapon first. The one who went on about bringing dishonor to the empress.
“Everything is as she said, Father,” he said. “Sorei attacked the human thinking she was unarmed, and her dishonor and underestimation of the human was repaid with her life.”
I blinked. Father? This guy was Sorei’s brother? Well then. That was unexpected. And it had me wondering. Had I just done this guy a favor? Sorei was the first in line according to what I’d been told on the way to that attempted murder. Did I just give him a promotion with my pocket blaster?
Ergohl turned back to me. Nodded in something that almost approached respect as well.
“Then what you say is true. Sorei was weighed in combat and found to be lacking,” Ergohl said.
“That’s an understatement,” I muttered.
That earned me a thin smile from Ergohl and a sharp stab of annoyance through the mental bond. Whatever. I was never going to be a prim and proper member of Livisk society. I could barely keep my tongue in check around admirals which is part of what put me here in the first place.
Point was, if Varis thought I was going to be anything other than myself then she was in for a serious disappointment.
The thin smile on Ergohl’s face continued to grow until it became a bona fide grin. Then his body started to shake with something I hadn’t seen that often from Livisk considering most of them I’d known before running into Varis were trying to kill me and in my time with Varis she hadn’t shown herself to be the joking type.
Ergohl seemed to be amused by the world’s funniest joke right about now though. I wished I was in on it. Instead I was just nervous that the punchline for this joke would be my death.
He looked up at me and there were tears streaming down from his face. Huh. I didn’t even know the Livisk could do that.
“I’d heard you were a… spitfire? Is that the word you humans use?”
The human word sounded odd in his Livisk mouth. His pronunciation was just a little off with the strange accent almost all Livisk adopted when they were speaking Terran. Though it was a pretty good approximation. Probably better than some of my Livisk pronunciation. I smiled.
“That is the word, though it’s a bit archaic,” I said.
Ergohl stepped forward and slammed a hand down on my back as he pulled me in for something that felt very much like a hug. A hug that was strong enough that I worried he might actually crush me. Though Varis didn’t seem too worried on the other side of the bond even though she was watching me being crushed, so I figured maybe I didn’t have all that much to worry about.
“Nobles of the Livisk Ascendency! Hear me!” Ergohl said, his voice booming and nearly causing my teeth to rattle. “By the ancient rites of our people I declare that I haven’t lost a daughter this evening, but rather I have gained a daughter who is a proper warrior!”
Huh. That sounded an awful lot like he was trying to adopt me. I had the sinking feeling I’d just found myself in the middle of another weird Livisk tradition that was going to wind up getting me in more trouble. 
Damn it. The bond told me nothing. Varis was watching with caution, but she wasn’t making a move to stop this so it must not be all that bad.
Either that or she knew there was nothing she could do to stop it. Now there was a comforting thought.
“I know this is all irregular. The circumstances are very unusual her being an enemy species and all, but it seems that Varis has tamed her well enough that this seems safe.”
He chuckled. A few of the nobles near the front took their cue from him and chuckled just a little themselves. Not that I appreciated the idea that Varis had tamed me. That was far from the truth, but if they thought I was a tame trained human and that had them letting their guard down then I’d be happy to let them believe it.
They’d find out just how tame I was the hard way.
“This one killing Sorei in combat means the spirits of sovereigns past have judged her more worthy! I will keep to the ancient tradition!”
He said that bit about the spirits of sovereigns past with a small grimace. I guess he didn’t like the idea of worshiping the ancestors of a man who’d taken the real power from them at the point of a sword.
I felt something building in Varis’s mind as well. Surprise. Now there was a… well, a surprise. 
I figured she’d be upset at this development, but she seemed shocked instead. I turned and was greeted with a look I hadn’t seen since that fateful day on my ship when I’d bested her in one-on-one combat in my power suit. She was surprised to the very core of her sparkly blue being.
Okay. So I was no stranger to weird rare things happening to me at this point, but I was starting to wish I could go one day in this city without having some Livisk pull some deadly ancient surprise ritual on me. Was that too much to ask?
Ergohl pulled me out in front of him. “I present to you my new daughter! Talia of the Combined Interstellar Fleet, and battlemate to the greatest general our people know!”
The response was less than enthusiastic. Some Livisk let out cheers, but most of them looked like they were having trouble believing this. Or they looked like Ergohl had gone completely off his rocker. I was almost inclined to agree with that assessment, but I kept my mouth shut.
He wasn’t trying to kill me, so whatever else might be going on here I’d take it. Then he pulled me into a bear hug that nearly cracked my ribs, and I almost thought he was trying to kill me after all. I put a hand between us and pushed hard on his second heart which caused him to grunt and release me.
Ergohl smiled down at me. “Sorry. Sometimes I forget how strong we are compared to you humans.”
“Yeah, don’t mention it,” I said. “Just try to take it easy the next time you try to crush me.”
“But of course,” he said.
“So what the fuck does all this mean?”
Ergohl’s eyebrows climbed towards the ceiling. “What does it mean? I’d think that would be obvious. It means that I’ve adopted you as my daughter. If Varis gives her permission, of course.”
“His permission? What about my permission?”
“You gave that when you killed my daughter in combat,” he said. “That invoked the ancient tradition, and it’s my right to adopt if your battlemate agrees, being your closest relation on our world.”
He glanced over to Varis who paused for a long moment. I could feel her mulling it over through the bond. The thoughts flashed through her mind faster than I would’ve thought possible.
She wondered if this was some sort of trap. If it was some noble scheme or an attempt to get close to her through me. Finally, though, she seemed to accept this fucked up situation for what it seemed to be.
I sent my agreement through the bond. If this was a scheme then it was a damned convoluted one. I couldn’t imagine someone sacrificing their daughter for a slight advantage in politics, but then again I didn’t know anything about how the Livisk nobility operated so who was I to make any judgment call on what they would or wouldn’t do?
“I accept,” Varis said. “Of course that means you’ll need to present her at our bonding ceremony.”
“Of course,” Ergohl said. Then he leaned in closer to me and whispered something that was loud enough that everyone around us could easily hear it. “You really did me a favor by getting rid of Sorei, you know. She always was trouble, and this means I won’t have to deal with any more of her clumsy attempts on my life or go on pretending I don’t know it’s her.”
I blinked. Okay, so maybe he really wouldn’t mind sacrificing his daughter. I shook my head. I never ceased to be amazed at the Livisk and how well they seemed to take a death as long as it was a death that happened in at least semi-honorable combat.
“You’re crazy,” I said.
“Perhaps I am, my daughter,” Ergohl said. “But something tells me crazy is exactly what you’ll need to survive on this world. Besides, it can’t hurt to have new friends in high places, now can it?”
I wasn’t sure what to make of that, so I opted to keep my mouth shut instead. It had gotten me in enough trouble tonight, and I figured I’d stop while I was ahead. With “ahead” being defined as not getting killed.
Given everything that’d happened tonight I’d take it.
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I stared out at the lights of hover cars moving through the city around us. I wondered how many of those floating lights out there contained agents working on behalf of the empress. I wondered if any of them contained assassins pointing their weapons at us and waiting for the word to blast the hover car out of the sky. 
Not that I was too worried on that score. If the empress was going to kill us that way then chances are she already would have done it. No, she was working on something. Something big. Bonding us hadn’t worked. Sending assassins after us hadn’t worked.
I almost wondered if the throne could somehow be behind everything that happened at that party this evening, but that seemed impossible. It all felt like a young noble who was trying to get out of her obligation during the Bloodying, but then again a well laid plot would look exactly like it wasn’t a well laid plot.
“I can’t stop thinking of everything that happened tonight. Something feels off about it,” I said.
“Are you kidding? I think the evening went pretty damn well. We’re still alive, aren’t we?”
I shook my head. “You don’t understand. No member of a noble family has invoked family by right of battle in ages. It’s been centuries as you humans reckon your time.”
Talia shrugged. “Wouldn’t be the first time something like that happened to me since arriving on this world. After all, I am the only human to successfully be bonded to a Livisk, right? Maybe I’m just a magnet for impossible things.”
“Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe that whole thing was a setup.”
“I did think of that,” Talia said. “It makes sense when you think about it. Ergohl loses a foolhardy heir, his eldest son who does seem to have a more level head on him gets to take over, and he has a link to you now for whatever that’s worth. Though for the record I’m not sure having a link to a woman who has a big bullseye on her forehead is worth much of anything.”
I looked at her in amazement. It was an exact echo of where my thoughts had taken me this evening, and she’d been so preoccupied with the whirlwind of being introduced to everyone in Ergohl’s house that I was pretty sure she hadn’t had time to go sifting through my thoughts.
“How did you determine all that?”
“Are you kidding? I went through all of that in the first thirty seconds after he started introducing me to everyone. I agree with you that there’s something fishy going on there, but I don’t know what it is so I figured it was safer to play along.”
“I fail to see what warm-blooded aquatic creatures have to do with anything,” I said.
Talia reached out and patted my cheek. I was consumed by a fire at her touch. It amazed me how a simple touch was enough to set my body ablaze as I thought of all the things I would like to do to her. All the things that were forbidden until we went through with our official bonding. It was enough to make me want to violate those ancient rules.
“It’s a turn of phrase from earth,” she said. “You should know that by now.”
Her eyes darted up and down my body, and if anything that only served to further fan the flames of desire roaring inside me.
“Oh, and if you really do want to violate some of those rules around the bonding ceremony I’m more than willing to help you break some traditions.”
I took in a deep breath and let it out long and slow. I took several more breaths to try and bring my body under control. When I thought I had things well in hand I locked eyes with Talia.
“As tempting as that is…”
“I know, I know,” she said. “You’re not going to violate ancient tradition just because everyone else on this world does. You’re better than that and blah blah blah.”
Her hand darted between my legs. I groaned and my eyes rolled into the back of my head. Meanwhile another of her hands moved up to trace along my tattoos on my chest. She paid particular attention to the swirl of ink that marked me as a general in the Imperial forces.
“Just remember that sometimes rules are there to be broken, my dear sparkly blue lawful good sex machine,” she whispered. “And boy are you going to love breaking them if you ever decide to get over yourself and give into temptation.”
She pulled her hand away. It took every bit of training and control I’d learned over a lifetime of combat to keep from whimpering. It was amazing that she could have so much control with such a simple gesture. It was a strange an awesome power she had over me.
“Oh I know,” she said, doing that irritating thing where she spoke out loud to a thought drifting through the bond. “Guess I’m not powerful enough to get you to break with tradition though. Which is a damn shame.”
I shook my head. “Back to all that business with Ergohl. You figured all that out right after he started introducing you to people?”
“Of course,” Talia said, turning to look out over the city. 
We were approaching my tower and would be home soon. I felt a small sense of relief that brought shame to me. Being close to home meant we were close to safety, but of course as a true warrior I shouldn’t care about being close to safety.
Even if it was safety for Talia that I worried about.
“It took me the better part of the evening to work all that out,” I said. “How did you come to those conclusions so quickly?”
Talia shrugged. “You have to be good at politics if you’re going to make it in the Fleet. That sort of thing is second nature to me, even if I always fucked it up with my big mouth. Right up there with knowing when to fire energy weapons versus torpedoes.”
“I was never good at the political side of things,” I said. “For us it’s much simpler. If you are a warrior then you fight. Politics are left to the people interested in that sort of thing. The ones without honor. And I can’t imagine you opening your big mouth and fucking something up after you’ve plotted the perfect solution.”
Talia rolled her eyes. “Yeah, and look how well that weird separation of powers has worked out for your people so far. Great system you have going here.”
“There is a reason I preferred battle. Simpler to go off world and fight humans with weapons than to stay here fighting Livisk with words on our world.”
“Did you ever stop to think that maybe it’s time you fought the Livisk here on this world with more than your words?” Talia asked.
“I know what you want to do, Talia,” I said. “And I’ve said I’ll go along with it to a point, but I don’t see how we can stand against the empress.”
“We find allies,” Talia said. “Like Ergohl tonight. He just adopted me as his daughter. That has to be good for something, doesn’t it?”
“I still don’t know why he did that. I wouldn’t feel safe relying on him for anything as drastic as trying to topple the empress.”
“Oh come on,” Talia said. “Did you ever stop to think that maybe he was sincere tonight? It’s just another example of a crazy Livisk tradition that never gets used that I happened to stumble into. That wasn’t an accident. Now why don’t we use this to our advantage?”
I shook my head. “Because that’s a dangerous line of thinking. The nobility don’t like me. They never have. It was only…”
I paused and turned away for a moment. I’d been very close to bringing up my brother in front of Talia. Something I tried very hard not to do. I didn’t want her to think there were still ill feelings there when nothing could be farther from the truth.
“It’s okay,” Talia said. “I can hear your thoughts, you know.”
“He was the one who kept the peace between me and the nobles, but they didn’t care for me. Sure they’re always upset with the empress, but that’s the natural order of things. None of them have tried to move against the empress even when she was at her weakest after ascending to the throne, so I don’t see them turning on her now because we ask nicely.”
Talia shrugged. It was a fatalistic gesture. Meanwhile in her thoughts it was obvious she figured if we were going to die anyway then we might as well take the empress with us. It was a bleak way of looking at the world, but one that I was more and more inclined to agree with the more we tried to think of ways to topple the regime.
Talia turned back to me and smiled. “If they’re upset with the empress then we’ll just have to figure out a way to make them more than upset. We’ll find a way to make them so pissed off that they have no choice but to rebel.”
“Yes, because that will be simple enough to convince them to do that when they’ve had a couple of generations to do exactly that but hold back,” I said. I hoped my dry tone would convey exactly how I felt about that.
“Well I think it’s a great idea. If you have an empress you want to get rid of then the first order of business is finding a bunch of people who don’t like that empress and using them to get rid of her.”
I peered down at her in the darkness. Lights from hovercars and buildings outside reflected on her, showing the beautiful contours of her features. Even without a hint of blue she was gorgeous, and when I looked at her I found myself completely forgetting about how improbably dangerous all her plans for overthrowing the empress were.
“Aww shucks,” she said, walking towards me. Slinking across the small space of the hover car would be more like it, actually. Mine was large enough and expensive enough that you could walk around in it, but only just. She reached up and ran a hand along my cheek. At least she wasn’t running it along my chest tattoos. “You really know how to sweet talk a girl, you know that? Thinking I’m hot enough to risk execution over.”
I cleared my throat. “Yes, well, that’s not the only reason I’m going along with these crazy plans of yours. To a point.”
“Think of it this way, Varis,” she said.
Her hand moved down my cheek and along my neck. Down to trace along my rank tattoos. Oh yes, there it was. It was all I could do to keep my attention on whatever it was she was saying. She leaned in closer until she was whispering in my ear, and it sent a chill running through me that was so much better than any chill I got from combat.
“The sooner we get done with this whole overthrowing the empress thing, the sooner we can settle down and focus on what really matters. You. Me. A nice little palace somewhere that isn’t this damned city that gets blown up every few hundred years. How does that sound?”
I thought that might be the extent of her teasing. How wrong I was. 
Before I could react I felt a mischievous line of thought run through her head and then a moment later she’d wrapped her legs around me and plopped down in my lap. I felt the heat of her arousal through her bottoms and it drove me wild. And that was before she started a subtle back and forth grinding motion that drove me even more wild.
“Just think Varis,” she said. “The two of us free to have whatever fun we want together without worrying about someone trying to kill us. Sounds like a nice way to live, doesn’t it?”
I didn’t have the hearts to tell her that no matter what we did there would likely always be someone out there trying to kill us. That was the nature of Livisk politics. If anything overthrowing the empress and replacing her with someone else was likely to paint a bigger target on our backs than we had now.
Talia’s face turned to a pout. “Come on. You’re supposed to indulge me in my little fantasy, not fill your head with all those depressing realistic thoughts. Besides, you indulge my fantasy and I might just indulge you in one of yours.”
The grinding grew more intense. Without thinking I moved my hands up and wrapped them around her waist. She was nothing like the Livisk women I’d been with. They were all more substantial, but at the same time they were far less strong than Talia.
“Aw shucks,” she said. “You keep thinking nice things like that and you’re going to make a girl blush Varis!”
“I’m… sorry?” I asked. 
I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. It was difficult to understand exactly what she meant when she slipped into possibly sarcastic Terran vernacular like that.
Talia’s grinding picked up and she leaned forward again so she was whispering in my ear. Almost as though she was worried her words might be picked up by a listening device, though of course that was impossible.
“You know it’s just the two of us here in this hover car,” she whispered. “No one would know what’s going on in here. You could violate a few traditions and be perfectly fine.”
I looked up at her and it was so difficult not to take her up on that heavily implied offer. The look on her face was pure bliss. She was so far gone, and a lot of that feeling was feeding through the bond and causing my own passion to roar like a bonfire. 
I knew if I let this go on much longer it would be too late. I’d be just as lost as her. Yet at the same time I couldn’t bring myself to let her stop. It felt too damn good.
“I…”
Talia put a finger to my lips to stop me from talking. I’m sure she had a pretty good idea that I’d just tell her why we couldn’t do this. She’d certainly know that was what I was going to say as soon as that thought entered my mind. The downside of the bond and all that.
“Come on. It’s just the two of us. The only person who could possibly know what we do in here all by ourselves is some spy listening in on us, and if someone is listening in on us then we’re as good as dead anyway so why not enjoy ourselves one last time on our way out?”
I was clouded with lust. So clouded that I couldn’t help but agree with her convoluted logic. It made sense, though that was probably more the overriding lust I felt doing the thinking rather than the rational part of my mind which had taken a vacation the moment she started grinding her body against me.
I might have given in if not for a thought that came through her mind through the bond. It was simple enough, but so very strong. She didn’t give a damn about Livisk superstitions.
Referring to the waiting period before the bonding ceremony as a silly Livisk superstition brought me back to reality. I frowned, and from the look of annoyance that flashed across her face she knew I’d picked up on that thought and I wasn’t happy about it. 
She sighed as I used my grip on her waist, not to mention every ounce of mental strength I had remaining to push her off of me. She took a reluctant step back. I could feel lust and irritation warring in her mind.
Or were they warring in my mind? When we got like this it was difficult to tell where her thoughts ended and mine began.
“Not until we’re bonded, Talia,” I said in a raspy voice. 
I was having difficulty keeping a hold on reality. The only thought that dominated my mind was how much I needed her.
“But we already are bonded,” she said, a pout coming to her face and her voice.
“The bonding ceremony,” I roared, slamming a hand into the side of the hover car. Thankfully the transparent aluminum was strong enough that it didn’t crack under my anger. Talia jumped but otherwise didn’t give any sign that she was afraid. She could feel my thoughts through the bond. She knew I was just as frustrated as she was.
Maybe more frustrated. After all, she was the one who was constantly trying to tempt me. To break through my barriers. Wasn’t it enough that she’d severed my loyalty to the throne? Now she had to try and test my loyalty to the very ceremonies that made me Livisk?
“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice suddenly quiet. “I didn’t realize this was that important to you.”
I still felt annoyance through the bond, but there was something else there now. She felt maybe a little bad about what she’d done to me. Only a little, but I figured that was the best I could hope for.
“I’ll stop trying to “tempt” you if that’s what you really want,” she said. “I thought we were having a little playful fun. That’s what you do when you’re doing the whole waiting for marriage thing. Ratchet up the ol’ sexual tension so things are really firing on all cylinders by the time you get to the wedding night.”
I didn’t know what half of those words meant when they were strung together like that, but I could understand the sentiment behind them at least. Maybe. I grinned at her.
“When you put it that way… I think I would maybe like it if you continued to “tempt” me from time to time,” I said.
Talia grinned and started slinking across the hover car again. The only thing that saved me this time was that we arrived at the tower which interrupted her seductive walk and gave me an excuse to escape before I really did something I would regret.
Even if it would be the most satisfying regret of my life. The bonding ceremony couldn’t get here soon enough.
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“Then Themba, his blades wide…” 
“Not quite, my dear. You see the marker near the top that signifies the point of his blade? When that’s added to the water script it means you’re referring to drawing blood and not to the width of his blade.”
I let out a growl of frustration. Why was their written language so fucking difficult? Why couldn’t the Livisk put together an alphabet that used phonetics to sound things out? Having to memorize what all the little squiggles and lines meant was endlessly frustrating.
Of course that wasn’t entirely fair. There were still languages on earth that used pictograms, or whatever they were called. Though this made learning Chinese characters feel like reading my first Dick and Jane book.
Not that we still read Dick and Jane books, but whatever.
“Learning your written language is a pain in the ass,” I growled.
“Come now, Talia,” Ergohl said as his hand swiped down to bring the tablet back to the top of the passage I was trying to translate. “You shouldn’t say things like that. Going through the ancient rite of the bonding will only serve to give you a deeper appreciation of what you and Varis have.”
I looked up to my adopted Livisk father, now there was a term that still felt a little weird to think, and stuck my tongue out. Though honestly it wasn’t nearly as weird as some of the other things that’d happened to me since I came to this world. Weird was quickly becoming the new normal for me.
“Now start at the beginning,” Ergohl said. “You’ll need to pay special attention to those blade markers. They can change the entire meaning of a word, you know.”
“I don’t understand why you call them blade markers. They’re just a little squiggle on the screen,” I said.
Ergohl cocked his head in a habit he had whenever he was thinking something over. He seemed to do that a lot. He was the exact opposite of his late daughter. He thought things through and didn’t act impulsively.
Which is something that would do well to rub off on me. Impulsive was my middle name, after all, and that was a trait that was going to get me in trouble someday even if I’d done pretty well for myself so far.
I still couldn’t believe he was taking the loss of his daughter so well. Crazy Livisk and their weird ideas of honor. It was the same reason why Varis didn’t hate me after I killed her brother. To the Livisk killing someone in honorable combat meant you were that person’s better, and they didn’t hold grudges as long as everything was honorable.
It was odd, but I had to constantly remind myself that we were talking about an alien society. They weren’t human, and judging them by human standards would only get me in trouble.
Ergohl reached down and traced a hand along the ancient Livisk text he was having me translate. It wasn’t enough that I learn to read. He insisted that I learn to read what passed for the classics on this dirtball.
“I imagine that it was a bit of fancy on the part of whoever first sat down and tried to describe the language,” Ergohl said. “If you follow the little swish just so you can see where it somewhat resembles an ancient blade.”
“Yeah, and you’re forcing me to read stuff from back when you all fought with swords,” I groused. I thought about that for a moment. Thought about all the times I’d seen Livisk fighting with swords and blades in modern times even though they’d invented far more interesting ways of killing one another. “I guess you haven’t really lost the habit of fighting with swords.”
“Enough of that,” Ergohl said. “We can talk about our people’s silly choice to use pointy close quarters weapons instead of the wonderful long range weapons we’ve developed later. Right now I want you to read up on the tale of Tehria the Slighted and her campaign of revenge against those who slighted her.”
I let out a long sigh that I hoped communicated just how unhappy I was about reading anything in ancient Livisk, but to be perfectly honest the story was sort of interesting. It was the tale of some ancient Livisk woman whose husband was killed on the eve of their wedding and how she cut a bloody path through anyone who was remotely responsible. The whole thing was very like the tales of the ancient bard Tarantino, which I could get behind.
Of course Tehria was probably totally fictional even though there were a disturbing number of Livisk who acted as though she was real. Which was about par for the course for ancient fairy tales if earth’s religious history was anything to go by.
“Right. So Themba…”
I allowed myself to get lost in the story, and for once I found myself enjoying going through the Livisk script rather than thinking the whole thing was about the same as getting a root canal done without any nerve dampeners to hold off the pain. I got lost in the tale of Tehria demanding the female bonding right. I guess on this world they let their brides do pretty much whatever the sequel trilogy they pleased under the pretense of it being “their day” as well.
Another thing to chalk up to things being eerily the same across worlds even though this was an alien society that was different in so many ways.
In this case Tehria, a bloodthirsty bitch who I could totally identify with, used her bride’s right, though that was a clumsy translation into Terran Standard, to demand that her enemies show up at a certain place and time where she proceeded to kill all of them in hand to hand combat as they came at her one by one.
I snorted.
“Is something wrong? Are you having trouble with a passage?” Ergohl asked.
“No. I’m just laughing at the idea of a bunch of people going at her one on one in a fight. We have the same thing in some of the VR3D movies they make on earth, and it’s always ridiculous. Why wouldn’t they all attack her at the same time?’
Ergohl looked genuinely confused. Not that I was really surprised on that count. A remarkable number of Livisk could speak Terran fluently, but it being fluent didn’t give them an understanding of human culture. I’d seen that blank look time and again from Varis.
“I don’t understand your meaning,” Ergohl said. “If it is to be an honorable fight then they would all fight her one by one as it says in the passage. This is a story that illustrates honor of the highest order on both sides and what every Livisk should strive to emulate in their own lives.”
I fixed him with a flat stare. He held it for a moment before his cheeks colored, going a deeper blue as they always did on Livisk who were embarrassed or hiding something, and coughed.
“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” I said. “In my experience you like to talk the talk with all that honor stuff, but I have yet to meet a powerful Livisk who walks the walk. Sometimes it seems like Varis is the only one who actually follows through.”
“Yes, well, perhaps the story is embellished somewhat,” Ergohl said. “But it’s hardly likely that Tehria was ever a real person to begin with, no matter what the Warrior Code literalists might have you believe.”
“Uh-huh,” I muttered. “If I was in her place then you bet your ass I’d figure out a way to kill all of my enemies in one shot before they had a chance to fight me one on one. I tried that when I was negotiating prices with wedding planners, and it really takes it out of you by the end.”
“Indeed,” Ergohl said, tapping the screen so that another passage from Tehria’s likely fictional life came up. “But we aren’t talking about revenge plots today. We’re learning the intricacies of written Livisk and the beauty and poetry of the ancient tongue. So get to translating the next passage.”
I growled as I would at any teacher who was being unfair. Liviskes eunt domus, motherfuckers. 
I’d done a lot of growling at teachers back in my Academy days. Still, despite the grousing I couldn’t help but admit there was a part of me that was starting to enjoy my time with Ergohl. He was more laid back and easygoing than Varis, and it was a relief to be around someone like that. 
I loved Varis, don’t get me wrong, but it could be annoying trying to pull every emotional response out of her.
I finished Tehria’s story and pushed the tablet away with a relieved sigh. It ended in a bloodbath and her being crowned the queen of whatever small ancient Livisk kingdom she’d cut a bloody path through.
“Nice story,” I said when I’d finished reading.
“Indeed,” Ergohl replied. “One of the classics, as I said. Now the question is, what have you learned from her story?”
I threw my head back until I was staring at the vaulted ceiling. That was another nice thing about spending time with Ergohl. His place was actually decorated. None of the utilitarian decor that was the rule over at Varis’s place. It was a breath of fresh air I hadn’t realized I needed.
“Are we really doing this? I thought you were supposed to help me learn how to read your language. Not ask me what I learned,” I said.
“If I’m going to teach you anything then I have to know what you’ve learned,” Ergohl said. “Otherwise this whole exercise would be for nothing.”
I continued looking up at the ceiling. I got the feeling he was trying to tell me something without telling me something by giving me this particular story for my reading lesson.
Okay. I’d play along. He wasn’t the only one who could be frustratingly opaque.
“Fine. I learned how some of your squiggly lines go together to form pictures that somehow translate to sounds. How’s that?” I asked.
“That’s all very well, but what did you learn from the text? From the story?”
Old Ergohl was being mighty insistent. I’d hate to have him as an actual teacher. Then again I doubted he wasted his time teaching many people. 
I got the feeling I was a special case since I was now his adopted daughter. The Livisk were fucked up. Tehria’s story had been fucked up. Lots of Livisk blood spilled.
“I guess I learned it’s not a good idea to cross the bride on her bonding day?” I asked, locking eyes with Ergohl.
“Indeed it isn’t,” Ergohl replied, his eyes flashing.
Yeah, I got the distinct feeling that old Ergohl was trying to tell me something. That suddenly we weren’t just talking about an ancient warrior queen and jilted bride who may or may not have existed depending on which Livisk scholars you believed.
Though it was difficult to find Livisk scholars who advocated too openly about Tehria being a fictional construct. Apparently academic review in Livisk society involved a lot more dueling than human academia, which tended to clamp down on opposing ideas pretty quickly.
Most of the academics I’d known back on earth isolated their squabbling to bitching about people burning popcorn in the break room.
I glanced down at the time reading on the tablet. Time was one thing I could with ease. Nimoy knows I looked at it often enough when I was going through these interminable translation binges. No surprise it was the first thing I’d picked up on.
“We’ve been at this for awhile Ergohl,” I said. “What would you say to taking a break?”
Ergohl looked down at the tablet as well. His lips compressed to a thin line, and I had the feeling I was back in elementary school learning the Mandarin symbols that had been incorporated into the mix of English and Spanish that created the mess of a language that was Terran Standard. 
Yeah, learning a few ancient Mandarin pictograms had been a piece of cake compared to learning Livisk. I didn’t know how good I had it back then.
“Fine,” Ergohl finally said. “You have been quite productive today. We can call it a day and lunch together on my balcony.”
My stomach growled at that. Ergohl waved for me to follow him, so follow I did. Out onto a balcony that overlooked the city with all the hovercars whizzing past us controlled by computer systems that flew them in seemingly random patterns and speeds that no living creature with a meat brain’s response time could ever hope to make sense of.
A lot of the pilots in the Fleet had cybernetic enhancements for precisely that reason, though that sort of thing hadn’t been widely adopted thanks to humanity still having a healthy mistrust of the machines they’d created to make their lives easier.
“Nice day to be out here,” I said. “I just hope there aren’t any snipers waiting out there in any of those hover cars.”
“That might be the case,” Ergohl said with a fatalistic shrug. “But they would lose honor if they fought like that.”
“You’ll pardon me for being a little reluctant to rely on someone’s honor to save my skin. I’ve been up against enough Livisk who were willing to bend your whole honor thing lately that I’m not putting much stock in it.”
“You might feel that way, but I’m still willing to put my trust in people upholding their personal honor,” Ergohl said.
“Easy for you to say that. You don’t have the empress on your case, and you’re the head of like the second most powerful noble Livisk family on this planet. If anyone comes after you there’s going to be sequel trilogy to pay, and anyone who thinks of coming for you knows it.”
Ergohl paused in plucking something wiggling and very much alive from his plate. He made a production of examining it with all its legs flailing. I would’ve almost felt bad for the thing if it didn’t look so damn disgusting. I was definitely showing my mammal privilege in that moment.
Luckily Ergohl had also provided food that was more palatable to humans. I’m not sure how he managed it, but his cook actually had halfway decent human food that was better than some of the stuff I ate on my own damn ship back when I had my own damn ship. Another reason why I enjoyed coming over here and getting away from Varis from time to time.
Finally he ate the poor wiggling creature and fixed me with a sharp look.
“You’re bonded to one of the most powerful generals our society has ever known. A woman who has her own tower teeming with weapons and highly trained soldiers who are more than willing to kill if she desires it. What makes you think you’re in any less of a position to defend yourself than I am, Talia?”
I blinked. I was surprised at the sudden heat in his voice. And I also had to admit that the man had a point. I was bonded to one of the most powerful women in the Livisk Ascendency. Her tower was full of soldiers who were willing to die for her. Sure I spent most of my time in the penthouse at the top and didn’t interact with many of them other than old Telak, but that didn’t change the fact that they were there.
And it had been quite some time since the empress had tried to kill me. Directly, at least. I still wondered if the whole Sorei business hadn’t been a result of Imperial hands working in the background somewhere.
I sighed.
“What’s wrong, Talia?”
“I hate it when you’re right. That’s all.”
“Then you must hate it quite often,” Ergohl said as he picked up something raw and wriggling. My stomach turned. Dinner with the Livisk was even worse than trying to do battle with them. It didn’t feel natural dining with a species that had evolved a digestive system capable of handling live food without much in the way of cooking.
“Besides,” he finally said as he smacked his lips. “This tower is lousy with shielding the same as what you have at your place. If anyone tried to take a shot at us it would be deflected and my autoturrets would end whoever fired that shot before they had a chance to think about the error of their ways.”
I grinned. “What about all that stuff about honor?”
“There is a reason I’ve grown so fond of you in such a short time, Daughter,” he said, an affectionate smile splitting his face. “We think very much alike. You have a warrior spirit, but you also think things through. That’s something Varis could use.”
My eyes narrowed. He was being very supportive, and again I found myself wondering. Thinking of Sorei always made me wonder.
“Why are you helping me like this?” I asked.
Now it was Ergohl’s turn to blink in surprise. He turned and regarded me with interest.
“What do you mean, Talia?”
“We’ve been doing this tutoring thing for a few weeks now, but it seems odd that you’d take such a personal interest in me in the first place. Especially after I killed your daughter!”
Ergohl favored me with another one of those fatalistic shrugs that he seemed to use so often. He was a man who was very much resigned to accepting the world as it was.
“You defeated her by combat. That means you’re now my daughter according to ancient tradition.”
“But no one has paid attention to that tradition in ages according to Varis,” I said. “What’s so special about me?”
Ergohl turned and looked out over the city. In particular his attention seemed to be focused on the Imperial Palace off in the distance. No palace or tower in the city couldn’t have a view of the Imperial Palace what with the way it towered over everything else in the city.
“Let’s just say that I understand you and Varis might be up to terrible things. Great things. The sort of things I might have more than a passing interest in. Adopting you as my daughter allowed me to get rid of a very big liability while at the same time moving closer to those potentially terrible things.”
I felt a tingle run through my body. Not the sort of tingle I got when I looked at Varis with her ridiculously tight blue muscles and tattoos. I felt her somewhere out in the city, off in the direction of her tower. Our tower, I guess, though that was still taking some getting used to.
She was irritated about something, but then again when wasn’t she irritated about something? Still, irritation or no it was comforting to know she was out there.
Especially with Ergohl talking like this. Dangerous talk. The sort of talk that could get me in trouble. The sort of talk that had my danger since tingling as though I was in the middle of pitched combat and someone was about to hit me from behind with a disintegrator.
Never a pleasant feeling.
But it sounded very much like Ergohl had some inkling of my plans regarding the empress. Not that I had much more than a vague set of moving pieces running through my mind that might end up with a dead empress. 
The problem was I had yet to think of a plan that resulted in a dead empress and a live Talia and Varis. And that wasn’t even taking account of my crew.
It was a tangled web I wasn’t in the mood to share with Ergohl. Not yet. I might like him and enjoy his company, but I wasn’t ready to trust him with my life in the same way I trusted Varis.
“Terrible things? Yeah, I suppose you could call planning a bonding ceremony terrible,” I said, figuring deflection was best for now.
“That’s not what I’m talking about, Daughter,” Ergohl said.
“I wouldn’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, hitting him with my most winning grin.
Ergohl grinned right back at me. “Of course you wouldn’t. All I ask is that when the time comes for you to go through with any plans you might be denying here and now, keep me in mind and remember the kindness I’ve given you.”
I looked down at my food, but suddenly I wasn’t as hungry as I had been. No, I felt the need to get back to the safety of Varis’s tower. That tingling danger sense wasn’t going away despite his assurances that his shields and autoturrets could take care of any trouble that came our way.
“I apologize, Ergohl, but I really must be getting back to the tower.”
He waved a dismissive hand. “Of course my dear. I had a feeling you might say something like that.”
I quickly dabbed at the edges of my mouth and made my way through the corridors to where Varis’s hovercar waited for me. The entire time I expected to be stopped by someone, though I couldn’t explain why. Still, I didn’t feel secure until I was back in my hovercar.
That conversation had really rattled me. Was I really that obvious about my intentions? Had Varis said something that tipped Ergohl off? There were too many questions and not enough answers.
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I felt a mounting sense of irritation as I looked down at the invitation. It seemed so harmless at first, but I knew that it was anything but. A personal invitation hand signed by Dovar himself? 
No, something like that meant he was taking a personal interest. Something like that could only mean trouble. I wanted to crumple the thing up, toss it across the room, and fire at it several times until it burst into flames.
Though of course I couldn’t do that. The paper would’ve already sent a signal back to Dovar the moment I pulled it out of its envelope letting him know I received it. To not respond now would be a slight he might not be able to ignore, and then I would have to kill him in a duel which would ignite a war between his house and my soldiers and the whole thing would spiral out of control when the real target was sitting fat and happy in the Imperial Palace pissing the Ascendency away.
I growled again. I shouldn’t have gotten involved with the nobles to begin with. I should’ve ignored Dovar. Though it would’ve been difficult to ignore him after he showed up in my rooms to personally extend an invitation. That might have led to the war I’d just been contemplating.
Complications on top of complications when that was the last thing I needed.
I was irritated. Irritated at the way the planning for our bonding ceremony was going. Talia seemed more interested in spending time with Ergohl learning Livisk than she was in actually planning the ceremony. I wondered if that was part of her intention to tease me and keep me in a never ending state of torture because I told her we couldn’t be intimate until the ceremony was over.
I was irritated at the empress. I was irritated at Dovar for dragging me into the snakes’ den that was the nobility. I was irritated at the universe for piling onto me at the moment when I needed it the least.
I also still didn’t trust Ergohl’s intentions. I didn’t know what he was hoping to accomplish by grandstanding and adopting Talia using a bit of Livisk law that hadn’t been invoked in living memory. I didn’t think he was interested in stealing her from me, he was as much a stickler for the old ways as I was and would have challenged me directly if that was his intent.
Still, I couldn’t help but wonder what his game was. I couldn’t help but wonder if he was working for the empress. 
Damnation. There were so many dangerous currents swirling around me. It made me long for the days when I could point a battle fleet at someone and make them dead and that was the extent of my job for the day.
“Ma’am?”
I blinked and looked across my desk. I’d been so lost in my thoughts that I forgot Telak was still sitting on the other side with a tablet in hand.
“I apologize, Telak,” I said. “You were telling me?”
“We’ve managed to find at least two snipers who were keeping tabs on Talia while she was out on the balcony having her lunch with Ergohl,” he said.
I squeezed my eyes shut and let out a low growl that started at the very center of my being and radiated out until I was certain it would rattle the transparent aluminum windows, though of course that was a ridiculous flight of fancy.
“Did either of them have orders to fire on her?” I asked.
I didn’t need to ask whether or not those snipers had been taken in for questioning. I also didn’t need to ask whether or not the questioning had been successful. Telak was very thorough in his work, and I had no doubt that he had the information I wanted before I knew I wanted it.
“Not as far as we can tell,” Telak said. “The best I can say is they had orders to observe, but not to kill.”
“Well that’s something,” I said. “Though I think I preferred the days when the empress was moving against Talia openly with her assassins. I suppose she learned her lesson when they all turned up dead.”
“If I may, General?” Telak said.
I squeezed my eyes shut and clenched my hands together almost to the point of pain. I was not going to have an outburst. I was not going to allow myself to get angry at Telak for delivering news I wasn’t going to like. 
That he was going to deliver news I didn’t like I didn’t doubt. I’d come to recognize that tone over long years working together. I’d missed that tone, to be honest.
No one was better at ferreting out things I didn’t want to hear than Telak, and that was a good thing. I needed to know the things I didn’t want to hear, even if it sucked hearing them.
“What is it?” I asked.
“As best we can tell these snipers weren’t working for the empress. I can assure you I was quite thorough in getting this information so there’s no need to ask me if it’s reliable,” he said.
“I wouldn’t dream,” I growled. “Did they say who they were working for?”
Again from the slight pause I knew Telak was about to tell me something I wasn’t going to like.
“Both of them had implants that released a fast acting poison into their bloodstream the moment they were on the verge of revealing who they were working for. Pretty standard kit, though well hidden. I didn’t know the implants were there until it was too late. They didn’t show up on the usual scans. We’ll take care to make sure the next ones we find are deep scanned for devices before we begin questioning.”
“Very well,” I said. “I suppose that’s the best you can do.”
I felt Talia moving closer. She was somewhere in the building now. Something had worried her while she was over at Ergohl’s and caused her to make the trip back here to the tower sooner than she normally would. 
That added another nagging worry. I wondered what had happened to spook her. She wasn’t the type to spook easily.
I supposed I would find out soon enough. I could feel her moving up from the dock. I turned to Telak.
“She’ll be here in a moment. Not a word about any of this to her, understand? I don’t want her to know she’s being followed by a security detail, and I definitely don’t want her to know she’s being targeted by cowardly snipers.”
“Understood, my general,” Telak said. He stood and bowed, crossing his arms on his chest in a salute. I returned the gesture as the door slid open behind Telak and Talia stepped into the room.
“Telak,” she said with a smile and a nod. “Always good to see you. I trust security in the building is going well?”
“Of course, my lady,” he said, his eyes darting back to me for just a moment. I suppressed the urge to sigh. Talia was sharp enough that she’d pick up on something like that if she saw it, though she didn’t say anything which made me hope she’d missed it.
I was also careful to shield my thoughts regarding Telak’s significant look, though even shielding my thoughts could be enough to put her on guard if she caught it.
Telak gave her an equally deep bow along with the same salute he’d given me. In the time Talia had been here it seemed he’d transferred the loyalty he felt towards me to her. That might serve her well if we ever found ourselves in a situation where I was captured or killed, though I desperately hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
“I trust you had a good time with Ergohl aside from whatever bothered you there at the end?” I asked.
“You could say that,” Talia said, moving over and collapsing into the chair Telak had just vacated. “Except for the part where I’m pretty sure he knows we’re planning something.”
I arched an eyebrow. “Is that it? Of course he knows we’re plotting something. Everyone in this city is always plotting something. That’s the way the world works. Did he manage to get it out of you?”
I didn’t have to tell her how bad it would be if Ergohl managed to get anything out of her. The severity of a slip was communicated clearly through the bond. Not that I thought she would make a slip like that. In many ways she was more skilled at the political side of the battlefield than I was, and I had to constantly remind myself of that.
“Nothing like that,” she said. “But he did say he wanted us to keep him and his kindness in mind when we went through with whatever we were planning.”
I felt something odd moving through the bond. At least it was odd coming from Talia. Fear. Genuine fear. Whatever Ergohl had said to her, it had her truly worried. Though I had a hard time believing there was anything to truly worry about if the conversation was exactly as she said.
“You’re worrying too much, Talia,” I said. “I’m sure he’s simply going on what you humans call a fishing expedition. Trying to get you to give something away by making it seem like he knows something.”
“This felt like more than him trying to get me to give something away,” Talia said. “The way he was talking, it felt like he knew something.”
I glanced down at the invitation from Dovar again. The invitation that had caused so much irritation. An invitation that made me want to pull my weapon out and go to ask Dovar exactly what he knew. I read the message once more.
“I strongly encourage you to come to the next ball being held at my palace. We have urgent matters that touch upon the highest offices that we need to discuss.”
I wondered. The message seemed crafted to make it seem like Dovar knew something, but at the same time it gave away nothing. 
Was it the same as Ergohl? Was he on a fishing expedition, as the humans said? Or was there something else going on here? Had someone leaked something or given something away without meaning to?
I knew I hadn’t. The only person I could think of who might have given something away was sitting in a chair across from me. 
She’d been spending so much time with Ergohl. It seemed impossible, but what if she had let her guard down and let something slip that shouldn’t have?
“What’s on that slip of paper, Varis?” she asked.
“Nothing of consequence,” I said.
“Bullshit. I can feel what you’re feeling, and don’t try to put up any of those mental walls to block me out either. I can tell when you’re doing that now.”
I stopped myself from doing exactly that. When she got angry like this it was difficult not to try and put those walls up. It was a defense measure, and I felt like I was in combat and needed to defend myself.
“This is an invitation from Dovar. He wants us to come to the next ball he’s hosting at his palace, and he made it seem like there was something important he wanted to talk to me about.”
“Just like Ergohl,” Talia said, fixing me with an odd stare. It took me a moment, and reading her emotions through the bond, to realize she was looking at me with suspicion!
“Yes,” I said, regarding her with the same look. “Odd that all of this would come up at the same time, right on top of one another.”
“Are you trying to say something Varis?” she asked, heat coming to her voice. 
Though that heat in her voice was nothing compared to the heat passing through the bond. She was furious. Lesser warriors would have turned away from the force of that anger.
I wasn’t a lesser warrior. I wasn’t like one of those pampered nobles threatening us from the safety of their palaces. I would meet this danger head on just like I’d met every other danger in my life.
“What if I am?” I asked. 
All the frustration and irritation I’d felt recently came boiling over in those few words. Talia turned away at my harsh words, but not for long. When she turned back there was fire in her eyes and her words.
“I can’t believe you’d accuse me of something like that!” she spat. “As though I’d ever help one of those snakes! How dare you!”
“How dare I? I’m not the one who’s going over to Ergohl’s palace regularly to do who knows what with him!”
Talia paused. The fury in the bond went from white hot to cold. If her eyes were lasers then she would be boring right through my skull at that moment. 
I fought the urge to turn away from her. I was not going to give her the win in this battle of wills.
“Are you accusing me of what I think you’re accusing me of?”
I held her gaze. Somehow. Impossibly. It was a good thing that we already weren’t having our intimate time together because of the bonding ceremony, because with the anger that was floating through the bond I could guarantee that nothing like that was going to be happening any time soon with the way she was staring at me now.
“You’re damn right it won’t,” she said.
We held one another’s gaze for the space of another set of heartsbeats. Or maybe the space of a heartbeat for Talia. Humans did have that odd plumbing with only the one heart. Then amusement spiked across the bond and a moment later I was doubled over on my desk laughing as Talia sat back in her own chair letting out a laugh of her own.
“Oh my,” Talia said, wiping a tear from her eyes. “For a moment there I thought you were serious. As though I would ever do anything like that with Ergohl. No thank you! Not my type in more ways than one.”
I shook my head. “I never thought you would. But to be serious for a moment, someone obviously thinks we are up to something and is trying to figure out what that something is. That could be dangerous. Very dangerous. Are you sure you didn’t say anything to Ergohl that might arouse his suspicions?”
“Nothing at all,” Talia said. “And believe you me, that’s not for lack of trying on his part. He’s been subtly trying to pump me for information since the first time I went to his place. Today was the first time he decided to get less than subtle.”
“This is all very dangerous,” I said.
“Tell me about it,” Talia said. “Though at some point you’re going to say that often enough that I’m going to stop believing you.”
It was obvious with the mental link that neither one of us was the one who had said anything. Which was even more worrying in its own way. 
If neither one of us was talking that meant there was someone listening in on us somehow. I had my rooms swept regularly to make sure there were no listening devices, but no system was foolproof. 
It was impossible that they were tapping into the mental bond, though. There were ways to disrupt the bond with the proper materials, but no one had ever been able to figure out listen in on the bond like you would regular communications.
If something like that existed then I would know about it because of my position.
Or it could just be that the nobles suspected something. Ergohl might know that the empress was trying her best to kill Talia and take me with her. Perhaps Ergohl thought it was a given that I wasn’t going to take that sort of thing lying down. Maybe he assumed I would eventually lash out at the empress.
There was just no way of knowing.
“I agree,” Talia said. “I think for starters we need to start having all sensitive conversations mentally. There’s too much danger otherwise.”
“Agreed,” I said. “If they were to know…”
I paused. Smiled as Talia put her fingers to her lips. Old habits died hard, I suppose. We had only just agreed to move our conversations to the mental arena and already I was still trying to talk to her the old fashioned way.
“We need to be very careful,” I sent to her.
“You’re telling me,” she thought back at me. “What are we going to do about this?”
“We’ve been given an invitation to Dovar’s next party. He seems to think there’s something he needs to talk with me about. I think it would be a very good idea if we were at that party.”
“Are you sure you can trust him?” Talia thought back. Though I was distracted for a moment by feeling her eyes running up and down my body appreciating it. I never could get used to feeling her appreciating me in such a way. It felt odd, but at the same time it also never failed to arouse me.
Which was a distraction I did not need right now. I threatened to block the mental link and she moved her eyes back to my face. Though the smile on her face told me what she was imagining as some very distracting images ran through my head.
The link was a blessing and a curse at times.
“I don’t trust him at all,” I sent back to her. “But I also don’t see that we have a choice. If we’re going to find a way to take on the empress and survive then we need to find allies. Otherwise you’re welcome to get one of the fighters and spool up the fold drive. Might as well end this sooner rather than later, right?”
The thoughtful look on Talia’s face was dangerous. I held up a warning finger to let her know that had been a thoroughly sarcastic thought. She stuck her tongue out at me for my trouble and I rolled my eyes. 
We were carrying out an entire conversation using rude human gestures she’d taught me. A sort of uncivilized wordless conversation that didn’t need the mental link to be understood. After getting to know Talia it was my understanding that humans carried out entire conversations like this sometimes.
“I know,” she thought back at me. “We need to try and find a way to survive this, but it’s not going to be easy.”
“No one ever said battle was. I know one thing for sure, though. I trust Dovar more than I do your benefactor. Ergohl is digging too much,” I thought to her.
“Maybe, but I can’t help but trust him,” she sent back.
Talia sighed and switched to speaking out loud. “So I suppose this means I’m going to have to find something acceptable to wear to a ball, right?”
“Yes, I suppose you will,” I replied. Then I switched back to sending thoughts through our link. “Though you might want to dress in something that allows you to hide a few weapons. It seems like your entire social life since coming to this world is made up of various Livisk trying their best to kill you.”
Talia stuck her tongue out at me again. I probably deserved that. Of course she would have an arsenal hidden about her person in ways that would seem impossible given what she was wearing.
It was a pity I wouldn’t be able to enjoy searching her for those weapons at the end of the evening thanks to the constraints of waiting on the bonding ceremony.
“You’re telling me,” she said with a roll of her eyes.
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“How in the galaxy did you manage to hide any weapons in that outfit?” Varis asked, disbelief dripping from her voice. 
“Trade secret,” I said.
I patted my outfit down. It was a nice compromise between the faux battle dress Livisk women favored at these gatherings and a more human looking dress. The sort of thing I’d had to pay out the nose for, or I guess it would be more fair to say that Varis had to pay out the nose for.
“But there’s…”
Varis looked the dress up and down again and I shivered. I remembered that moment a couple of days ago in her office when I’d very nearly gotten her to finally lose that incredible control she always maintained. Very nearly.
I sighed in frustration. This was killing me. It was entirely too long until we were going through with the bonding ceremony and I was going to go crazy if I didn’t get some action soon. And from the odd look Varis gave me she was reading that thought loud and clear. I felt arousal building inside her, but I didn’t bother to try and tease her.
For one we had a party to get to and we couldn’t be late to this one. For another I knew the idiot would only let me down again. Damn it.
“Our time will come Talia,” she said. “You simply have to be patient. One of the glories of the bonding ceremony is it makes you wait for that which you most desperately want. You know what they say. Having is not so pleasing a thing as wanting.”
“Whatever you say, Spock,” I said. 
“Who?” she asked, confusion moving through the bond.
I opened my mouth to ask if she was fucking with me, but no. That couldn’t be the case. The bond told me everything.
“Y’know what, I have more important things than explaining ancient scifi references,” I muttered.
I held my arm out and she wrapped one arm in mine. An arm that felt so good pressed against my body. Again with the distractions. I pushed the distraction away, but it was difficult with her standing right there looking oh so yummy.
“So you’re not going to tell me where you’re hiding your weapons?” she asked.
“Not on your life,” I said. “I like you and all, but there’s a chance I might have to use one of those hidden weapons on you someday, and I wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise.”
Varis grunted and a mixture of amusement and apprehension came through the bond. As though she wasn’t sure whether she should be laughing or watching her back. Good. That was a good attitude for her to have around me.
“You know that dress looks very interesting on you,” she said. “I wouldn’t mind trying to find where you’re hiding your weapons, if you know what I mean.”
I nearly missed a step as we moved out onto the dock that hovered a good ways up along the tower. Hovercars whizzed past all around us filled with Livisk going about whatever it was Livisk did in their day to day life on this dirtball of a planet. I looked up at Varis and raised an eyebrow.
“Why my dear sparkly blue alien,” I said, batting my eyelashes and doing a fake ancient American South accent that was completely lost on her. “You’re being so forward. A girl might almost think you were interested in things.”
As we stepped onto the hovercar arousal flared inside her. I cocked an eyebrow. Oh yes. Someone was feeling the burn of desire running through her. Images from our conversation that day I’d nearly worn her down went flashing through her head. 
Very interesting. Very interesting indeed.
The door to the hovercar hissed shut behind us and I was on Varis in a flash. I pushed her back as all around us the skyline shifted and the car took us through the air towards Dovar’s palace. I figured we had maybe ten minutes before we got there, even allowing for the amazing speeds the hovercars used.
Okay, so I said I wasn’t going to put the moves on my sexy alien. I guess I lied, because with the way she was looking in those sparkling battle dress pants that looked like something straight out of some cheesy ancient science fiction movie before science fiction became science fact for humanity had me thinking things. 
It didn’t help that her own desire was feeding into my mind and creating a familiar feedback loop of emotional turmoil that always sent me over the edge.
So I did what I did best when I was turned on by my sexy alien. I moved in on her with a seductive smile that I hoped would drive her wild. From the way she looked me up and down it seemed that it was doing the trick.
“My dear Varis,” I said. “If I didn’t know any better I’d say you just hit on me, but of course you couldn’t have done that because there’s no way you would risk breaking your precious vows before the bonding ceremony, right?”
More desire bubbled up in her mind. Oh yes. This was going right where I wanted it to. I swung a leg over either side of her and plopped down right on top of her. She reached out without thinking and wrapped her arms around me, pulling me against her.
“Oh my,” I said, again in that fake ancient Southern accent. I tried to sound faintly scandalized, though I was pretty sure the whole performance was completely lost on Varis. Stupid aliens and their lack of knowledge of earth pop culture. “It seems someone is very happy to see me. Are you happy to see me, Varis?”
Varis took in a sharp breath. She looked me up and down, and her gaze took in my entire body. I was given over to the odd sensation of feeling aroused at the sight of my own body which was still a new experience. 
Sure I always thought I was a pretty good looking gal even if I wasn’t anything special, but with the way the mental link worked I saw myself through Varis’s eyes. It was always a trip.
She still wasn’t making any moves though. I was tempting her, but I wasn’t pushing her over the edge. Well it was time to change that. I moved her hands up and down so they ran along the silky material of whatever strange Livisk thread the tailor had used to put this thing together.
“Feeling any weapons yet Varis?” I asked. “Go on. Frisk me. Really let me have it.”
I didn’t have to force her hands up and down my body for long. No, in a flash she was all over me. That desire flared like a nuclear explosion in her mind, and I knew she was mine. I knew I had her. Her hands explored my body in a way they hadn’t since the last time we lost control in that alley right after an assassination attempt.
Of course that time I’d been the one reluctant to do anything because of a lingering loyalty to humanity. A lingering loyalty Varis and her magic touch had long since taken care of, thank you very much. If I’d known how long it would be until I got to feel her touch like that again then I probably would’ve let her take me a couple of times since, and loyalty be damned.
I leaned down and nibbled at her ear as my own hand snaked down between her legs. I looked forward to exploring her.
As soon as I broke through this strange alien prudishness.
“We could blow off this whole thing tonight,” I said. “Just you and me floating over the city. It could be just like that first time.”
Oh that fire was so hot. It burned so bright. It was so gratifying to feel a woman wanting me, needing me, that much. 
Then it stopped and I knew what was coming. Somehow she managed to clamp down on that nuclear fire threatening to burst free. Her hands stopped their exploration and moved down to my waist. She picked me up so I was grinding against thin air and not against her. 
I kept at it, though. I was so frustrated. I needed this so bad.
And I knew in that moment that I’d been absolutely right before we even stepped onto the hover car. There was no point in even trying to tempt her. It was all going to end in tears. Or at the very least it was going to end with her giving me a lecture about why we couldn’t do that sort of thing before the bonding, never mind that I didn’t give two fucks about what passed for good manners in Livisk polite society.
“I’m sorry Talia,” she said in a strangled voice. “I truly am, but we cannot miss this meeting tonight. If we were to snub Dovar then…”
Something came through the bond. Something that surprised me. She seemed genuinely worried. Not quite to the point of being afraid, but the worry was there nonetheless. And I figured that if there was something out there on this world that could truly worry her, especially when she didn’t even take the empress coming after us too seriously, then I should probably be worried too.
Just a little.
I shook my head. “Fine. As long as you don’t…”
“Tell you that what we were about to do would be violating ancient Livisk tradition?” Varis asked. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
I stuck my tongue out at her. It was the only thing I could think to do. She returned the gesture and it looked very odd seeing this amazing interstellar warrior who was feared by her own people and would’ve been feared by humanity if anyone there had any idea who the hell she was or how good she was at the business of killing her enemies.
I took some comfort from knowing just how good she was at killing her enemies. I hoped she’d be able to use that talent on whoever was moving against us now. The empress. Nobles. It didn’t matter. If they tried us then they would discover too late what everyone else who tried to kill us had discovered.
The day they decided to cross us was the day they decided it was a good day to die.
Plus I remembered the things she could do with that tongue. Which only served to add to my annoyance and frustration at being pushed away again. Frustration I channeled into a ball of anger gathering in the pit of my stomach.
I just hoped our luck held and someone tried to kill us tonight like they had every other time we went out into the city. I was almost looking forward to being attacked because it meant I got to shoot at whoever dared step in our path.
Varis shook her head. “If I knew that keeping you from… that… would turn you into such a bloodthirsty warrior then I would have cut you off long ago and sent you directly at the empress. She wouldn’t stand a chance against you in your current mood.”
I wheeled around and poked a finger at her chest. It wasn’t much of a poke, but she still stepped back as though I’d just come at her with a knife rather than my finger.
“Be careful about making jokes like that. Remember you’re the source of that frustration, and the source of my frustration would do well not to remind me of that,” I said.
Varis held her hands up as though she was being held at gunpoint. Or knifepoint. Or at the point of some dangerous weapon. Which might be the case. With the way I was feeling, all coiled and tense and desperately needing to fuck or frag something, it wasn’t a good night to cross me.
It only added to my irritation that I could tell Varis was more than a little amused by this whole situation. It was all I could do not to show her where I was hiding one of my secret weapons so I could use it on her and see if she had something to laugh about then.
The only thing that saved her was the hover car rounding a particularly large building and bringing us within sight of a palace that looked almost as extravagant as the Imperial Palace where the empress was throwing her never ending parties. 
Of course “almost as extravagant” was a relative thing. This place didn’t hold a candle to the decadent opulence of the Imperial Palace, but even if it was a pale imitation it was still the next best thing in this city.
“Someone has envy problems,” I said.
“Indeed. You’re looking at the personal palace of House Dovar. They were the ruling family once upon a time. Can you tell?” Varis asked.
“They’re certainly trying to pretend they’re still a big deal,” I said.
Varis came up behind me. I was acutely aware of her body so close to mine. I could feel her breath. I thought I could feel the warmth radiating off of her body. 
It felt good. It drove me wild. I closed my eyes and for a moment I allowed myself to imagine her pressing me down against the control panel and taking me as the enemy’s fortress grew larger in front of us, though it was just a passing fancy.
I’d noticed the more time I went without the good loving from Varis, though, the more frequent those “passing fancies” had become. It was going to be a real problem if I went without for much longer, damn it.
“So why are they allowed to build a big palace while everyone else has a modern tower thing they hang out in?” I asked. “Seems like the empress wouldn’t like someone challenging her architecturally.”
“Dovar is one of the only ancient families who hasn’t managed to lose their fortune and their lives in the centuries of power struggle on this world. They’re wily and dangerous, and I want to impress that on you,” Varis said. “I know that I’ve told you there’s danger every time we go to one of these things, but never have I meant it more than tonight.”
I waved a dismissive hand. “You’re right. You say that every time and so far there hasn’t been a single time you were right.”
“Your disregard for my warnings is precisely why I feel like I need to warn you at least one more time,” Varis said. “Even though I know you’re not going to listen now any more than you have before.”
I wheeled around and stood on my tiptoes to give her a kiss as I saw the hover car starting to change course and move down towards a sky dock on the side of the Dovar palace. You couldn’t feel the direction in these things because they generated their own artificial gravity field that made sure the floor was always down no matter what position the hovercar took. I’d discovered that in a very practical demonstration the first time Varis and I had a little personal time together.
I pushed that thought away. Thinking about our first time together would only lead to tears and frustration, after all, considering I desperately wanted a repeat performance I wasn’t going to get.
Not that I had much time to think about that sort of thing anyways. The hovercar landed on the sky dock and the door opened. A servant and an escort who looked very much like a guard of some sort were waiting for us. Both bowed deeply as we stepped off onto the sky dock.
I shivered as I stepped out into the open. It was an involuntary reaction that I hated. I couldn’t shake that danger feeling every time I stepped out into the open. As though there were countless weapons out there pointed at me ready to kill me at a moment’s notice. 
There were certainly enough people on this world who wouldn’t mind seeing me dead that it wouldn’t surprise me.
But if something like that was really going on then surely someone would’ve taken a shot at me by now. I suppose I could take some comfort in the simple fact that I was still alive, though that was cold comfort.
I felt something from Varis. An evasive nervousness. It was a new emotion I’d been picking up from her ever since we agreed we weren’t going to mask our thoughts anymore. Though I couldn’t understand why she’d be feeling that way now.
I looked up at her and smiled. “Shall we?”
“We shall,” Varis said.
We stepped down to the end of the sky dock and onto a disc that hovered a few centimeters off the ground. I looked to Varis, suddenly uncertain. At the last place we’d been taken to a ballroom inside the palace. Varis smiled as though she was hiding something again and then the disc lifted off the air and we were floating over the city.
I looked down and suppressed the urge to lose everything I’d eaten that day over the edge of the disc. I felt more amusement from Varis which wasn’t earning her any points, but at the same time I wasn’t about to do anything stupid like push her around when we were hovering what felt like thousands of meters over the city with nothing in between us and a fall but the gravity-defying disc.
“Is something wrong?” Varis asked.
I kept quiet. I worried that if I said something I would lose my breakfast and lunch.
“I’m surprised. This is no different than a hovercar,” Varis said.
“There’s a big difference when there’s a nice cage of transparent aluminum and metal to protect you from falling. There’s none of that here.”
Varis shrugged and walked over to the edge of the disc. I wanted to reach out and stop her, but didn’t because I didn’t want to get any closer to the edge than I had to. We were moving up the edge of the palace, going higher and higher which my brain was translating into having farther and farther to fall if I slipped off the edge.
Varis’s blue finger brushed against something that shimmered. The telltale sign of a forcefield pushing back against her. She turned and grinned. 
I gave her a good shove. Her whole body landed against something that pressed out slightly and shimmered around her with an odd twinkle that matched the sparkling spots on her chest before pushing her back in place.
“Jerk,” I said. “You could’ve told me we were safe up here.”
“I had no idea you had a fear of heights,” Varis said. “Seems like an odd trait for someone who regularly works with ships that hover in orbit to have.”
“Yeah well there’s a difference between floating safely in orbit and being in a position where gravity can pull you down and do some damage,” I said. “The same as being in a hovercar that’s defying the laws of gravity like its designers intended.”
“As you say,” Varis said, a thin smile on her face.
I was going to complain more, but my complaints were forgotten as the disc moved up over the top of the palace and I got my first good look at the place. It took my breath away, but not for the reasons the view might take the breath away of someone else watching.
Sure the crowd of Livisk moving about on the floor below was impressive. It was obviously the finest high society the Livisk homeworld had to offer and they were dancing or chatting around the edges. The view itself was pretty impressive too. 
Off in the distance in one direction I could see the mountains that surrounded the city clawing for the sky. In the other direction there was an uninterrupted view of the Imperial Palace. Truly uninterrupted as there were surprisingly no buildings between the Dovar palace and the Imperial Palace.
I had a sneaking suspicion someone had paid a great deal to make sure that view existed.
None of that was what took my breath away, though. No, my awe was solely reserved for the massive gun sitting on top of the Dovar palace. From a distance it had looked like just another spire. Spires seemed to be the popular architectural flare on Livisk palaces. Up close, though, I could see that the “spire” was actually the barrel of a massive gun. The sort of thing that was big enough to fire on ships well outside orbit from the convenience of the planet surface.
“It’s magnificent,” I whispered.
“You like the crown jewel in Dovar’s collection, eh?” Varis said. “It’s an old pre-Hegemony orbital denial system.”
“Pre-Hegemony?”
“Back in the days before the noble families ran things. The practical upshot is Dovar has a big gun on top of his building that hasn’t worked for hundreds of years.”
I eyed the thing with lust in my heart. It might not have worked for hundreds of years, but the thing looked like it was open for business today. It amazed me that the empress would allow someone to have a weapon like that with a direct line of sight to the Imperial Palace.
“She allows it because she knows it’s no worry for her,” Varis said. “It’s a museum piece. The power cells that ran the thing were all lost long before the Imperial Ascendance. These days the only place you’d find one of those is in a reclamation mine, and the empress has strict control of all of those.”
“Interesting,” I said.
I felt another piece of the half-formed plan to overthrow the empress fall into place. The plan was far from finished, but I had a feeling this was something that could be important if those pieces ever came together to form a coherent whole.
For now, though, I needed to mingle. I gave Varis’s muscled bicep one final squeeze and thought of the sort of things she could do with that before I moved into the crowd. Ergohl had to be here somewhere, and I wanted to have a chat with him while Varis did whatever it was she needed to do here that was so important.
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I searched the party looking for the familiar unruly white hair that could only belong to Dovar. He’d never been one to stand on fashion. Mostly because he was so powerful and so rich that most people adjusted their fashion to fit him rather than the other way around, which had resulted in some interesting trends over the years. 
At least that was the secondhand information I’d gotten from my brother. He was always far more plugged into matters concerning the nobility than I’d been. A mistake that was coming back to haunt me now.
I glanced back in the direction I’d came, but the crowd had moved in around me and I couldn’t see Talia any longer. I worried about her, though I still had the bond to reassure me. I was more focused on that bond tonight than the last time. I wanted to know the moment it seemed somewhat off.
Missing that last time when she’d stepped into a room that blocked the bond had been a misstep I didn’t intend to repeat. Especially when there was a good chance there were Livisk at this gathering who wouldn’t hesitate to kill her. 
Though I wasn’t sure if I was more worried for Talia or for anyone who might try to kill her. That wasn’t a good position to be in, if past performance was any indication.
I also didn’t trust her entirely with Ergohl, and I’m pretty sure that’s who she was off to meet. He was up to something, but I wasn’t sure what. I couldn’t shake the feeling that whatever he was up to was no good though.
“Varis! So you did make it to my little gathering! I was starting to worry you weren’t going to make an appearance!”
I turned to see Dovar standing with several other major nobles. Though compared to the power Dovar wielded the other nobles were very minor indeed. I had to remember they were still powerful men who could cause me trouble even if they didn’t enjoy half the power I did thanks to my military conquests.
“Dovar,” I said, my voice flat. I didn’t want to be here. I didn’t want to play his stupid games. My brother had always enjoyed this, but I hated it. I wanted this to be over with so I could be done with it and back at my building listening to Talia planning our bonding.
Dovar paused for a moment as though waiting to see if I was going to say anything else. He was going to be waiting for a long time, though. Finally he shrugged and shook his head, though I thought I saw the faintest flash of irritation.
Good. He needed to know I wasn’t going to bow and scrape and lick his boots like other powerful Livisk. I considered him an equal, if not slightly beneath me, and the sooner he realized that the better.
“Well either way I’m glad you came tonight, even if your manners do leave something to be desired,” Dovar said, his voice suddenly stiff.
“Why did you need me here tonight?” I asked. “You know I don’t enjoy coming to these gatherings. Tell me what you need and be done with it.”
“Of course, of course,” Dovar said. “But if we’re going to talk I would prefer it to be someplace with a little more privacy. You understand.”
I hesitated. I glanced at the crowd in the open air ballroom at the top of the second highest structure in the city. In the distance I saw an occasional shimmer as a particularly powerful gust of wind slammed into the domed forcefield that no doubt surrounded this place to ensure those winds didn’t bother the guests.
I felt safer out here in the open surrounded by people. Being in a crowd meant he couldn’t try anything too dangerous. I felt for the bond and Talia was still there, amused by something. No doubt she’d found Ergohl and was enjoying herself with him.
Well. I wanted to know what Dovar was up to. If this was a trap then there was nothing for it but to spring it. So after a moment’s consideration I nodded.
“Lead on, Dovar,” I said. “But know that I have come prepared.”
Dovar shook his head and absentmindedly waved a hand as he turned and moved into the crowd. “I’d expect nothing less from you, Varis. The great and mighty warrior and all that.”
The crowd parted around us, and not because of guards or anything like that. No, the people here seemed to sense when Dovar was approaching and moved out of the way. No doubt out of deference to his position as host, but also because it was well known he wasn’t a man to be crossed.
Though that might be exactly what I was doing by the end of the night depending on what he wanted to discuss.
We stepped through a massive carved arch at one end of the open area that showed the accomplishments of members of House Dovar. Martial accomplishments that had happened several generations prior to the current incarnation of House Dovar, I might add. I didn’t think the current master of the house had even been in a fight before, unlike Ergohl.
I was led through a series of twisting passages that led deeper into the palace, though we couldn’t have been too far down. It’s not like he was leading me down to the modern prison facility that was rumored to be located at the very bottom of the place. Still, I felt that itching between my shoulder blades. That sense that something bad was about to happen.
I felt at the bond for any sign that something was wrong with Talia. She was still amused, though. That I could feel what she was feeling and not just the general sense that she was alive somewhere was proof enough that she wasn’t behind walls that dampened the mental bond.
That was good. As long as she was safe I was satisfied. I was confident I could take care of myself. Though being able to take care of myself didn’t reduce the irritation I felt.
“Is there a reason you’re leading me this deep into your palace, Dovar?” I asked. “Surely you had a room near the top that would suffice for whatever it is you have to say to me.”
Dovar paused and several of the lackeys surrounding him shot me disapproving looks. Well they could shoot disapproving looks my way all they wanted. That didn’t change the fact that I wasn’t in the mood to play their game.
“Certainly,” Dovar said. “We’re almost there.”
I frowned but allowed him to lead me on. As we walked I looked at some of the bootlickers following him. They were all men who were known for their lack of love for the empress. All men who were known to be associates of Dovar. They’d hitched themselves to his star in the hope he might provide the sort of protection required by nobles who were open in their dislike of the empress.
Each of them had also never fought in true battle. They’d never traveled off planet to be bloodied against the humans in an actual war. They’d all supposedly undergone the ceremony, but it was likely in the same honorless way that Sorei had tried. 
It was enough to make bile rise in the back of my throat.
Though it was a comforting thought to know that I was in the company of the most craven and pampered cowards this world had to offer. I didn’t think they would have the guts to try something against me. I relished the opportunity if they did try.
I felt some of the same angry frustration Talia did, after all, and I needed something to relieve that stress.
Finally, after a small eternity, we stepped into a lavishly appointed room. Not at all like the bare decorating I had at my own tower. Dovar went to take a seat, and his friends all took up positions around him. Dovar gestured to a chair in front of him.
“I’d rather stand, thank you,” I said.
Dovar shrugged. It rolled across his massive frame. A massive frame that had more than a bit of padding over what had once been muscle.
“Suit yourself Varis,” he said.
“So are you going to tell me why you’ve brought me down here today? You’re wasting time I could be spending with Talia up above.”
“Ah, but your human is exactly why we’ve brought you down here Varis,” Dovar said. He leaned forward in his chair, and it protested under his weight. “I think you and your human are up to something, and I’d be very interested in knowing what that something is.”
Even I was smart enough to know that this had suddenly become a very dangerous conversation, and I was usually terrible at sussing out that sort of thing. I glanced around the room again. All the other nobles surrounding us seemed very disinterested in whatever I had to say.
I decided to play dumb. Let them make the first move if they were interested in admitting to treason. This was probably the least likely group in the entire city to be in bed with the empress, but I hadn’t lived as long as I had by making stupid gambles when my life was on the line.
Not often, at least.
“I wouldn’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. “The only thing we’ve been up to is trying to fend off Imperial assassins and plan our bonding ceremony.”
“A bonding ceremony that is necessary because the empress tried to kill you by forcing the bond on you and your human,” Dovar said. “You never struck me as the type to take someone trying to kill you lightly.”
Dovar paused and looked around the room. Took in everyone standing around the room in turn and smiled as he turned back to me. He held his hands out in what I’m sure was supposed to be a welcoming gesture, though it didn’t change the fact that this man was a dangerous snake.
“Come Varis,” he said. “Look at us. None of us are fans of the empress in this room. Every one of us is interested in changing the status quo of the empire, and I’m fairly certain you’re equally interested in that goal.”
I looked at each of them in turn. They were looking at me with more interest now. There was a hunger burning in the room that was every bit as powerful as the hunger I felt when I looked at Talia. Though this hunger was different. It was a desire for power rather than a desire for the pleasures of the flesh.
Both could be equally dangerous. It could create desperate men. I wasn’t sure I wanted anything to do with desperate men even if they might be able to help us reach our goals.
“What you’re speaking of is treason, Dovar,” I said. “I’m sure the empress wouldn’t appreciate hearing you talk of her rule in such a dismissive way.”
“Perhaps not, but the empress isn’t here,” Dovar said. “You are. We are. It’s time for a change in leadership on this world, and you know it.”
I locked my eyes to his. To his credit he maintained that eye contact rather than flinching away. We were locked in a battle in the political arena now, and he was well known for his prowess when it came to this kind of battle.
“I know exactly what kind of leadership change you desire for our world,” I said. “A return to the Hegemony. You and your friends ruling with impunity. Doing whatever you want.”
“Is that so bad?”
“There’s a reason the Imperial Ascendance happened,” I said. “I might have no love for my sister by marriage sitting on her throne in the Imperial Palace, but I have even less love for you and your snakes slithering in the grass pretending you’re still powerful.”
Dovar’s eyebrows lowered, but in confusion rather than anger. “Snakes slithering in the grass? What are you talking about?”
I sighed. That was an earth metaphor that had snuck into my vocabulary. I’d even said the Terran word “snake” in the middle of a string of Livisk. That seemed to be happening more and more the longer I was mentally bonded to Talia.
“It’s a Terran term. The point is I trust you even less than I trust the empress, and that’s saying quite a bit,” I said.
“And what if I said that you misjudge me, Varis?” Dovar said. “What if I told you we need a strong leader?”
“I’d still think you meant you were the one who was to be that strong leader. If that’s the case then no thank you. I’d rather not trade one despot for another,” I replied.
I figured that would be the end of the conversation. I didn’t think he’d try to attack me, though stranger things had happened since I brought Talia back to our world. I also didn’t think he’d continue needling me for information after I’d insulted him like that.
I was wrong.
“And what if I told you we were all interested in backing someone different? Someone we know could lead our armies and stellar navy to victory? What if I told you we were looking for a warrior who had martial experience rather than political?”
I paused and considered what he was saying. If he was being sincere and they actually were interested in installing someone with military experience on the throne, there was no doubt who they meant even though he wasn’t coming out and saying it, then this could be an interesting alliance indeed. And Talia was the one who was always telling me we needed allies if we were going to overthrow the empress.
Funny how quickly I’d gone from merely being disgruntled about my place in society and my treatment at the hands of the empress to actively trying to think of ways to depose her. That was the spell Talia put me under.
At the same time I couldn’t help but wonder if this was a trap of some sort. We had vague plans to overthrow the empress, but nothing concrete had fallen into place. Mostly because it was still just me and Talia against an empire. I could count on my warriors, for sure, but they wouldn’t be enough to counter the strength of the entire Imperial army and navy.
I’d be sending them to their deaths if I acted now. Only what if I had the backing of the noble houses? Their guards weren’t worth anything, but their money might be.
I felt something in that moment. A surge of confidence from Talia. The sure knowledge we were going to prevail no matter what. That we were going to overthrow the empress. After all, it had been done before. Who was to say it couldn’t be done again, with me marching at the head of those armies?
I might not like having Dovar and his lackeys marching next to me, but if that was necessary to reach our goals and save the Livisk…
“What if I said there were maybe plans along those lines?” I asked.
All the men in the room leaned forward. The tension in the room was incredible. I saw a bead of sweat roll down the forehead of one noble near the back. Dovar didn’t reveal anything though. He stayed in place, steady as a rock.
I took a deep breath. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. I needed to take after Talia for a change. That was something I’d lost as I got older. The reckless willingness to take risks from time to time. 
That was one of the reasons I was so attracted to her. She reminded me of how I’d been when I was younger, in addition to being insanely attractive. And since we’d undergone the mental bond it seemed some of that recklessness was leaking into my mind on the regular.
Which might be a good thing.
“Talia and I have been working on a plan along those lines. The empress is a danger to our people and needs to be overthrown. I would look for allies in this if you are willing to provide assistance. We could certainly use the help.”
The words fell flat in the room. There was no reaction from the men gathered around me. For a moment I wondered if I’d said something wrong. Or perhaps they weren’t willing to say anything because they were worried there were Imperial listeners among us. 
It seemed unlikely that a listener would get as far as Dovar’s inner circle, but one didn’t live long by making assumptions like that.
Dovar leaned forward. Smiled. It was the first time I’d seen him smile all evening, and it wasn’t exactly a pleasant smile.
“Words can’t express how glad I am to hear you say that, Varis,” he said at last.
I risked a smile of my own. Some of the tension leaked out of my shoulders. That moment of release was only that, though. A moment. Because in the next moment Dovar looked over his shoulders.
“We have all that on recording. Security! Come in here and secure the traitor Varis.”
He turned back to me as his guards streamed into the room. All of them bore energy weapons that crackled on the kill setting. I almost threw myself into battle regardless of the certainty of death. It wouldn’t be the first time I knew I was going to die before I threw myself into combat, and somehow I was still here.
The one thing that stopped me was Talia. I sent out a warning through the mental bond that I hoped she would be able to receive at this distance. At the very least she would get a sense of unease and that something was wrong. 
With luck she would take that for what it was and get the sequel trilogy out of here before they managed to capture her as well.
But that brought me to the reason why I didn’t attack the security personnel surrounding me. I knew Talia wasn’t going to do anything of the sort. The moment she realized I was under attack she was going to come to rescue me, and that would likely get her killed if she found out I was dead. So I put my hands up to go quietly.
For now.
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“So before the nobles came to power, even?” I asked. “That’s very interesting. We have weapons like that on earth, but I’ve never seen anything like it in this city.” 
The noble I was pumping for information chuckled. Rvohl seemed very happy to speak at length about anything and everything he was asked about. He struck me as the same as a certain admiral in the Fleet that everyone knew to avoid at gatherings lest they get stuck in a conversation for hours on end.
There were endless jokes about going to find your saddle when that one really got going. Thankfully he was also oblivious to ancient scifi references, another mark against him in the Fleet, so no one ever got in trouble.
It was fine with me if Rvohl was in love with the sound of his own voice though. That was exactly what I needed right now. Information. And he was letting the information flow without regard for security. As though he thought I really was a tame human Varis brought around to these parties for the amusement of the nobles.
Well he’d discover exactly how wrong he was. The more time I spent at these parties the more I thought the ancient French had the right idea. The nobles were going to be the first ones with their backs against the wall when the revolution came.
Assuming I didn’t get killed in the process of trying to kill the empress, of course. That could put a damper on my plans to kill the nobility. All of them. Except for maybe Ergohl who stood next to me looking slightly distracted as he stared at the party around us. I smiled at his discomfort.
Payback for all those horrible sessions teaching me to translate ancient Livisk. Now who was the one being forced to sit through a yawn inducing session?
“So you see there’s really no need to have anything as primitive as a ground based cannon that can reach ships flying in orbit now. We have all the orbital stations that provide all the protection the empress needs,” Rvohl said, finishing a thought I’d only half been paying attention to.
“Plus the empress isn’t exactly a fan of the nobles having access to weapons that could destroy an orbiting battlecruiser in a couple of shots, even if those weapons don’t work if they don’t have their ancient power supplies,” Ergohl said with a grin that was positively wolfish. 
Or whatever the Livisk equivalent to wolfish was. The planet seemed to be crawling with large carnivores with deadly claws and sharp pointy teeth, they’d been a lot better than humanity about preserving their dangerous megafauna for hunting purposes rather than consigning them to extinction which said something about the differences between the species, so I was sure there was a metaphor hidden somewhere in the language that I didn’t know.
“True,” I said, picking up on it as I noted Rvohl’s discomfort. 
He took a quick sip of his drink that turned into him downing the whole thing as he glanced into the crowd. Probably looking around to see if anyone was paying more attention than usual to this conversation that had suddenly taken a turn for the treasonous. I grinned. I might get to have some fun tonight without killing anybody.
“I’m sure any weapon that could take out an orbiting battlecruiser in a couple of shots could also do the same thing to, say, a giant palace that’s so big it presents a tempting target from anywhere in the city?”
“Indeed,” Ergohl replied. “Quite tempting, I’m sure. If one were inclined to that sort of thing. Not that I know anyone like that.”
“Of course you wouldn’t,” I replied.
I relished the uncomfortable look that passed across Rvohl’s face. He was a noble so there was no doubt he had no love for the empress, but having no love for the empress and being publicly heard to talk about that lack of love for the empress were two very different things on this world.
I was delighted. I’d just discovered a new weapon. Her royal highness already knew I wasn’t the biggest fan. She was already trying her best to kill me even if she’d been strangely silent on that score lately. I figured that meant I could speak my mind about the empress and not worry about the consequences while making everyone around me supremely uncomfortable.
These parties just got far more interesting.
“Yes, well, I wouldn’t know anything about that either,” Rvohl finally said. He managed not to look around this time. “I believe the empress should live forever and we will all bask in her glorious rule.”
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, well one way or another she’s going down.”
“Excuse me?” Rvohl said, looking even more scandalized with every passing moment. Oh this was so much fun.
“Well you have to think that everyone said they wanted the last emperor to live forever, but that didn’t happen. Otherwise the current empress wouldn’t be running the show. Right?”
“I… suppose?” Rvohl said.
I heard a decidedly un-Livisk snicker coming from one side. I turned in time to see Ergohl bury his nose in his drink so it wouldn’t be too obvious that he was trying very hard, and not very well I might add, to cover up a laugh. Very un-Livisk indeed.
“Well then doesn’t it follow that the current empress is going to meet the same fate?” I asked. “Either she dies of natural causes and a new empress comes along, I understand there’s plenty of competition there since she’s so fond of letting her pretties knock her up, or she gets killed by someone who’d be happier if she wasn’t around.”
“I fail to see your point,” Rvohl said, standing up straighter and going from scandalized to downright furious.
“The point is the empress is dying one way or another, so it seems silly to go on about how much you want her to live forever when everyone knows it isn’t happening and a lot of people are hoping she goes to that end sooner rather than later.”
“I think I’m done with this conversation,” Rvohl said. “What you’re talking about is treason. Plain and simple.”
I shrugged and smiled. Time to look like the innocent human who didn’t know anything about Livisk culture. “If you say so. I was just commenting on an odd turn of your language, after all. It seems silly to wish someone to live forever when you know they’re very mortal.”
Rvohl turned and disappeared into the crowd. The entire time he was looking around to make sure there wasn’t anyone looking at him too long or hard. I shook my head as Ergohl finally lost it.
“You really should be more careful about that sort of thing,” Ergohl said. “One of these days you’re going to run into someone who will tell the empress about your desire to see her shed her mortal coil.”
I shrugged. “It’s no secret that she wants me dead. I figure it should be no secret that I want her dead. Besides, everyone she’s sent after me has a funny habit of dying before they can finish the job.”
“Perhaps, but that doesn’t mean you won’t run into someone someday who will be able to finish the job,” Ergohl said. “You’d be surprised at how devious some of these people can be.”
“Hush,” I said. “You’re starting to sound like Varis, and it’s annoying.”
Ergohl shrugged and took another sip from his drink. “That was amusing even if it was ill-advised.”
“I thought you might like it,” I replied.
I looked up at the massive gun hanging on the edge of Dovar’s palace. The more I looked at that thing the more I found myself drawn to it. 
There was the attraction of a big gun, first of all. I saw possibilities there. A plan was starting to coalesce in my mind, though I still didn’t know how I was going to pull it off.
A big gun. Capable of destroying ships all the way up in space. A big gun that could be pointed in a different direction if I wanted. A big gun that was bristling with a lot of smaller guns that looked like they were there to defend it if anyone got the idea of trying to destroy the big gun with their little guns.
It was all so very interesting.
“I don’t like that look, Talia,” Ergohl said. “You’re going to cause trouble, and I’m going to be drawn right into the middle of it.”
“Maybe so,” I said. “But you’re the one who brought it on yourself when you adopted me. If you were planning on trying to betray me to gain an advantage you’d better do it soon while you still have the chance.”
Ergohl shook his head and laughed again. “You are full of surprises. The idea had occurred to me, but I’ve decided against it.”
I arched an eyebrow. “Really? That’s surprisingly honest of you. Why’d you decide against betraying me?”
“Because I like you,” Ergohl said. “Also you did me the favor of eliminating my daughter before she could seriously attempt to eliminate me. More than anything, though, you’re amusing. You’re like a bomb dropped into the middle of these nobles, and they don’t know how to react. It’s fun to watch.”
I looked up at the massive orbital gun one last time and shook my head. A thin smile played at the edge of my lips as I imagined all the wonderful things I could do with that.
“I’m glad to hear I’m so amusing,” I said.
“If you’re thinking of using that then you might as well give up on whatever plan you’re forming,” Ergohl continued, following my gaze up to the orbital cannon. “The empress guards access to the reclamation mines jealously. No one has access to those without Imperial consent.”
I thought back to a clandestine meeting in the middle of the night. To my former first officer turned partner in crime on this world. “You might be surprised, Ergohl. You might be very surprised.”
Not that I was going to give anything away yet. I still wasn’t entirely certain he wouldn’t turn on me if there was something big enough to make it worth turning me in. Best to keep things close to the chest for the moment.
“When you start looking like that I almost think you might pull off whatever it is you’re planning,” Ergohl said. “Do remember me when you do eventually succeed in a forceful change of government.”
I opened my mouth to respond when I felt something through the bond that pulled me away from the conversation and down to wherever Varis was hiding in the palace. It was a sense of danger that was immediate and very worrying.
“Trouble?” Ergohl asked.
“Something’s happened with Varis,” I said. “Something very not good. She’s too far away for me to get a clear picture, but I’d imagine it has something to do with our host leading her off into the depths of this palace.”
“I’d say you’re right,” Ergohl said.
“We need to do something,” I said.
“Talia, wait!”
I ignored Ergohl. I knew what he was going to say. He’d tell me that whatever was happening was far too dangerous for me to get involved with. He’d say the same things Varis would say. It amazed me that Varis didn’t care for Ergohl considering how similar the two of them were. Like a couple of nannies who were terrified I might get into too much trouble.
I turned and plunged into the crowd. As I moved I checked all the hidden weapons on my person to reassure myself that they were still there. I wasn’t going to be stupid enough to walk into a trap without a few weapons on me, thank you very much.
I looked up and saw something that made my stomach twist in fear. Transports. Descending on the building on all sides. They were a sequel trilogy of a lot bigger than the hovercar we arrived in too. No doubt they were full of Livisk. 
Most likely troops.
The most chilling thing of all was the Imperial symbol plastered on the side of each of the transports. Not good. Very not good.
“How much do you want to bet those transports are all for you?” Ergohl asked.
I looked over to him and grimaced. Of all the times for him to show off his… unique sense of humor, now was perhaps the worst. 
I looked back to the transports. One of them hovered close to the edge of the roof and a door on the side opened spilling out troops wearing the Imperial symbol on their chest. Those troops didn’t waste any time pointing their weapons at party goers to get across the point they weren’t to be fucked with.
A shot rang out on the other side and Livisk nobles screamed. At least I assumed it was Livisk nobles who hadn’t seen any actual combat.
Damn. For a moment I’d held out hope that this was just some good old fashioned noble on noble violence. I’d done some reading. It wasn’t unheard of for one noble house to lead a raid on another one during a party or other important event. There’d been one wedding that made the stuff George R.R. Martin wrote that we were tortured with in high school English seem tame in comparison.
If my reading of this situation was anything to go on that violence wasn’t something that happened terribly often, but there’d been hope.
“I don’t think I want to take that bet,” I said. I turned to Ergohl and grinned. “How about you? Want to take a bet?”
Ergohl glanced around and looked nervous all of a sudden. As well he might be. He was stuck here at the top of a tower he couldn’t escape from with Imperial troops surrounding the place and pointing their weapons at guests. Meanwhile he’d been happily playing along with my little game of “insult the empress.”
I couldn’t imagine he liked his chances right now.
“What am I betting on?” he asked.
“Whether or not I can make it inside the building before the troops get there.”
“No bet,” Ergohl said. “Even if you keep standing around chatting with me you have plenty of time. The empress’s soldiers aren’t known for being the best. They’ve always relied on strength through numbers.”
“Damn,” I said. “And here I was hoping for a fun wager.”
“If you really want to make this interesting then we need to really make this interesting,” he said.
“What are you thinking?”
“Make it inside without killing any of the guards with whatever weapons I’m sure you have hidden on your person and I’ll be impressed.”
“Deal,” I said. 
After all, he wasn’t trying to hold me back or anything. Varis would’ve tried to hold me back. Maybe. She’d been getting better about that sort of thing.
I dove into the crowd, not turning to see if Ergohl was following. Truth be told I would’ve rather he didn’t. He was old and a little doughy around the edges, for all that he’d clearly been in the shit once upon a time. Not the kind of liability I needed while I was trying to mount a rescue.
I ran into trouble almost immediately. Partygoers on this end of the tower were so busy gawking at the troops streaming into the party to break it up that they weren’t paying attention to getting out of my way. It was like dealing with a solid wall of sparkly blue Livisk dressed in the finest clothes this planet had to offer, and boy was it pissing me off.
I growled in frustration, and it was as though the universe was listening in and throwing me a solid because no sooner did that growl escape than the crowd parted in front of me clearing the way.
Right to a group of Imperial soldiers holding energy weapons and scanning the crowd. They raised those weapons when they caught sight of me.
“The human will halt immediately!” one of them shouted.
I sighed. It looked like I was about to lose my bet with Ergohl. Good thing we never set terms for the bet. Otherwise he’d probably use it as an excuse to read more ancient bullshit from Livisk who’d been dead before the first human thought about writing down the sounds he made on a clay tablet.
“Are we really going to do this?” I asked. “You guys have to know what’s happened to the other guys who tried me and I have this bet I really want to win…”
They didn’t listen. They never did. Damn it. The one in the lead held a hand up and his two pals moved in with the barrels of their weapons lowered ever so slightly. 
That’d be the last mistake they ever made.
I reached behind me and pulled a tiny blaster out of a pocket sewn in my dress and patterned to hide the telltale bulge of a hidden weapon. I whipped it around and paused just long enough to enjoy the ominous hum it made as I powered it up, and three blasts later there were three fewer Imperial soldiers to block my way to my stupid mate who’d landed herself right in the middle of a trap and needed rescuing.
The reaction from the crowd was immediate. Not at all the response I’d expect from members of a brave warrior society, but then again I’d learned the ones on the homeworld were anything but since coming here as a captive. Nobles and their lackeys scattered in all directions screaming as they realized there was a threat right in the middle of them in addition to the threat from the troops moving in.
Good. They cleared a path and no more soldiers with Imperial tattoos bothered me as I made my way to the nearest palace entrance. I could feel Varis somewhere below me, getting closer, and the closer she got the better the picture got of her current situation.
It wasn’t good. I needed to get to her, now. I ducked inside the arch and put the Imperial troops out of my mind. 
One problem at a time, and right now I really needed to deliver a painful death to whatever asshole decided to capture my sparkly blue woman.




47
Escape

Varis


I looked at the guards on either side of me. They weren’t worthy of being called soldiers. Dovar had obviously taken the refuse that wasn’t willing or able to go off planet to fight the humans and recruited them into his personal army. 
I was sure I could break free, but I wasn’t quite ready for that. Not when Dovar was so busy telling me how clever he was and revealing nearly everything.
“And so it seemed far more advantageous for me to turn you over to the empress rather than worrying about her constantly breathing down my neck. I hope you can understand how presenting her with your head was the far better choice,” he continued.
I kept silent and resisted the urge to kill the guards and take Dovar with them. It would be fitting for him to go down alongside the men he’d hired to protect him. It would be fitting for him to learn, too late, how utterly inadequate those men were in the face of a true warrior.
I kept those thoughts to myself though. No, I was far more interested in the subtle feeling in the back of my mind. The sure knowledge that Talia was moving closer. At first I’d hoped she was moving closer because she was in the hovercar and it was diving down the side of the palace to make an escape.
Of course I should have known it was nothing of the sort. She was coming for me. I should’ve expected no less from her.
Even if it was a source of shame that she was the one coming to my rescue me instead of the other way around as it should be.
“You really think you’re going to get away with this?”
“I know this is the point where you’re going to tell me that I’m not, Varis, but you should know that life isn’t as simple as those VR entertainments they produce for the masses to keep them fat and happy. You’re going to be handed over to the empress and that is that. There’s nothing to be done about it.”
As though to punctuate that statement I heard a familiar whine from somewhere off in the distance. A familiar whine that chilled me for the first time since I’d been so ignominiously captured. 
Damn. That was the sound of a troop transport. What were troop transports doing here?
I could only hope they were from my own people. Perhaps Telak had some idea of what was happening to me and he’d led the men here to break me out.
I didn’t hold out much hope that was what was happening, though. No, if there were troops backing Talia up then she would feel far more confident and far less grim. 
There were times when I hated the way the bond took all the surprise out of a situation, though I suppose it was good to know there wasn’t a grand rescue coming with men from my loyal forces ready to start a house war by eliminating Dovar and his friends.
A pity. I wouldn’t mind burning this whole place to the ground right about now.
“You have no idea what you’re going up against,” I said. Simple. Effective. That was the best kind of threat.
“Do you really think something like that is going to intimidate me, Varis?” Dovar asked. “Do you really think I’m going to give up because you make an idle threat? I know how you work. I know how you fight. I know you have a pesky sense of honor that’s going to get in the way of you ever truly achieving something on this world. Anyone who allies with you is a fool. You’ll sell your people out for the sake of that honor.”
I shook my head and laughed. I could feel Talia. She was almost on top of us.
“I might have an unfortunately overdeveloped sense of honor, Dovar,” I said. “But luckily for me and for anyone who decides to fight on my behalf, I have someone on my side who doesn’t have any such problems.”
“What are you…”
Talia appeared around a bend in the hallway with two weapons in hand. The tips of the weapons crackled with deadly energy, but she hesitated. I could feel her uncertainty in this tight hall. She was worried she might hit me if she tried to take them out.
Time for me to go to work. I shouldered the guard standing next to me and swept the feet out from one on the other side. Dovar really should have bound my feet, but I wasn’t going to call attention to any advantage an enemy gave me.
“What are you doing? You’re supposed to keep her under control! You’ll ruin everything!” Dovar shouted. 
I turned to see Dovar running down the hall as a couple of shots took the remaining two troops on either side of me. One had his weapon raised and was about to bring it down on my head, but the weapon went clattering to the floor as he fell beside it with three smoking holes in his chest and abdomen where his three hearts were located.
Talia moved up beside me, but she never stopped scanning the corridor with the points of her weapons. Good girl. She knew her business. Considering how soundly she’d thrashed me the one time I tried boarding her ship it’s not like that should have been much of a surprise.
“If you could have taken out those guards any time and broken free then why did you wait until I was right there pointing a weapon at you?” she asked.
I blinked. “Well it’s very nice to see you too. Thank you so much for rescuing me. And to answer your question, Dovar was in the middle of talking through his entire play to betray me and it seemed like a good idea to let him keep talking.”
“Oh. Well I suppose that makes sense if he was monologuing,” she said. “Now let’s get the sequel trilogy out of here. They have a bunch of Imperial troop transports up top spitting out bad guys who look like they’re ready to ruin our day.”
“I couldn’t agree with you more,” 
I said. I felt a familiar excitement pulsing through me. The sort of excitement I usually only felt when I was getting ready for a battle. Or when I was getting ready for some private time with Talia. Not that there’d been much of that since I decided to abide by the ancient traditions of the bonding ceremony.
There were times when even I thought it was ridiculous that I was abiding by those traditions, all things considered.
“I couldn’t agree more, but we can argue about that some other time,” Talia said.
I shook my head. There were still times when I forgot she could read my thoughts. It made for very little in the way of secrets in a relationship. It was a wonder humans managed to have long term mating pairs when they didn’t have the same advantage to ensure there were no secrets or lies.
“You’d be surprised how convenient that can be,” Talia responded to my thought.
“Stop doing that,” I growled as we made our way up through the corridors.
“Stop thinking things I can’t resist responding to,” she replied.
I stayed quiet as we made our way up. I’d been this way once. That was usually enough for me to know where I was going, but from the confident way Talia made her way through those same corridors it seemed she had the same ability. I could almost see a map forming in her head as we moved up. The roar of heavy transports grew louder and louder the closer we got to the top.
“Any ideas what we’re going to do when we get up there?” Talia asked.
“I thought you’d want to go out with guns blazing and die a glorious death,” I replied. “Take out as many Imperial Livisk as you can on your way out?”
Talia turned and fixed me with a flat stare. Her eyes traveled up and down my body. She stared with an intensity that was distracting, and the thoughts moving through the bond were not the sort of thoughts that would be helpful in getting us away from Imperial troops.
“Could you tell me what that has to do with escape Talia?” I chided.
“Everything. I have no intention of dying before I have at least one more chance with you, so either we find some out of the way spot to get it on right here or we find a way to get the sequel trilogy out of here with our hides intact.”
“Fine. We need to try to go down through the palace in that case. The top is going to be off limits if the empress is staging troops there.”
Talia grinned. “And here I thought our impending doom might finally be enough to get you to go for that roll in the hay I’ve been craving.”
“Let’s go,” I said.
It was odd. I felt lust for her, I felt lust for battle, but more than anything I felt an overriding desire to make sure Talia survived. After all, I was the one who brought her to this world. I was the reason she was in this situation. My desire for her safety was greater than my desire to defeat my enemies or go out in that blaze of glory, and that was a new feeling that was taking some getting used to.
Funny the lengths I would go to in order to save her. Maybe that was a sign of personal growth. I hoped it wasn’t a sign of weakness.
“If you think you’re going to do something stupid like die to save me in the name of your personal growth you have another thing coming tall blue and sparkly,” Talia growled.
“What are you talking about?”
“I could see where your mind was going. Noble sacrifice to save my ass and all that, but it isn’t going to work. I’ll shoot you if you try something like it,” she said.
“I’ll keep that in mind the next time I try to save you,” I said.
We came to a halt where the small corridor we were walking down intersected with a wider corridor. I peered around the edge to make sure the coast was clear. There was an elevator very close to where we stood and the corridor moved off in the opposite direction with doors on either side, but no sign of guards. 
“I think we’re safe here for the moment,” I said. “We really need to come up with a plan if we’re going to make it out of here in one piece.”
The roar of a troop transport sounded through the walls and rattled things around us. We must have been very close to the outer walls of the palace if they were causing that much disturbance. It was a reminder of how close our doom was.
“They’re all over this place, aren’t they?” Talia asked.
“I’d agree with that,” I said. “Not to mention at some point we have to run into House Dovar’s forces, and they aren’t going to be happy to see us.”
“We can’t go up without running into the empress’s buddies. We can’t go down without potentially fighting a losing battle through a bunch of Dovar’s buddies. Do places like this have service entrances or something?”
“Service entrances?”
“You know. Rich people don’t like being reminded of working people. Seems like Dovar would have at least one place where the help dropped off all the supplies for the place. A palace this big seems like it would have a couple of places like that.”
“You’re right,” I said. “We have a few of those in our building, though they’re heavily defended.”
Talia fixed me with a look that I’d had difficulty recognizing the first few times she used it on me. I’d gotten far more adept at reading her expressions since, though, with the aid of the bond showing me how she felt and allowing me to match those feelings to what was on her face. The look she was giving me was one I liked to call her “are you fucking serious?” look. 
I added in the human profanity because it seemed appropriate coming from her.
“You really think Dovar is the kind of guy who would defend the servants?”
“Good point,” I said. “We need to get going though. Most of those entrances are located near the bottom in buildings like this, so it’s still going to take some work to get there without running into security.”
Talia held up one of her weapons. The tip crackled with threatening blue energy and the whole thing made an ominous hum. The smile on her face made that hum even more ominous.
“Who said anything about avoiding security?” she asked.
I grabbed her arm and pulled her around the edge into the wide hall. I didn’t bother looking at the elevator. There was no point in trying to use something like that in an emergency like this. Even an idiot like Dovar probably knew enough to shut down the elevators. The stairs would be far safer.
“Going somewhere, Varis?”
A chill ran down my spine. Talia whirled around and brought her weapon up but didn’t fire. There was no point. 
The elevator I’d ignored was full of security guards pointing their weapons at us, and from the angry orange glow at their tips they were shooting to kill. Dovar stood at the center, though there were several of his security guys in between shielding his considerable bulk from us if shots did ring out.
I put a hand up in front of Talia.
“Lower your weapon. We can’t fight that many,” I said.
“But…”
“I said lower your weapon!” I growled. 
Surprise and anger registered through the bond, but she put the weapon down. That was all I could hope for. I would hear about this later, but I consoled myself by knowing that at least Talia would live to give me an earful later.
Hopefully.
“You are a coward, Dovar,” I spat.
“A coward? I’d say I learned from your human pet. Win no matter what the cost, whether or not it’s honorable. Nothing wrong with learning from your enemies.”
I glared daggers at him as the troops stepped forward. They weren’t messing around this time. I guess they’d learned from every other group that go their asses handed to them when Talia decided to play with them. 
A large group of them stayed back with their weapons trained on both of us while others cautiously moved forward and bound my arms together behind me with force cuffs. They did the same to Talia, though I noted they were taking particular care with her. As though she was a venomous Throfka and they were worried she might strike.
It was a good worry to have. I was pretty sure those two weapons they plucked out of her hands were only the beginning of her armaments.
“You know, it’s nice to know the fat one learned something from me. Honor is overrated,” Talia said.
I sent her a warning through the bond, but from the sudden determination in her mind I knew it would be too little, too late. A blast moved back from her hand and slammed into the security guard who was getting ready to put force cuffs on her. He flew back as she moved her arm around revealing another hidden blaster that she fired at Dovar.
The first blast slammed into the security guard shielding Dovar. The second one slammed into the second guard who also fell with a cry. The third guard ducked out of the way, so much for loyalty, so the third shot hit Dovar’s arm.
He screamed and grabbed at it. From the way he screamed it was also obvious he wasn’t used to being shot. I’d lost count of how many times I’d been shot.
I grinned. The pampered asshole spent his entire life in a palace talking about how he should rule this world. The way he acted when he was actually in a combat scenario was proof enough for me that he wasn’t fit to rule anything.
Which made him about as fit to rule as the current empress, come to think of it.
“You’re going to pay for that!” Dovar screamed. “Fire!”
Blasts went off before I could do anything. I didn’t even have time to shield Talia. My body might be able to take some hits from those even if they were set to kill, but I knew she wouldn’t stand a chance. This was it. This failed escape attempt was going to be the last time I ever saw her. The last time I ever felt her in my mind.
The thought terrified me and frustrated me as I realized there was absolutely nothing I could do to save her. I’d failed.
The blasts hit me and I fell to the ground. I caught a glimpse of troops with Imperial tattoos on the center of their chests moving in and pointing their guns everywhere. I tried to rise up. Tried to do something to stop them, but I fell back and my body slipped into darkness as I was consumed by shame and failure.
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Breaking Out

Talia


A strange rocking motion surrounded me. For a moment I thought I was in the sleeping berth on an interplanetary shuttle. The things were notoriously slow and I hated taking them.  
Why had the admiralty sent me out on one of those rather than a fast mover? That hadn’t happened since my Academy days when I wasn’t important enough to warrant one of the fast movers.
I opened my eyes and the light surrounding me was painful. I tried to move a hand up but they didn’t move. It was like they were stuck together somehow. I tugged at them but they refused to move, yet I didn’t feel anything wrapped around my wrists.
What the sequel trilogy was going on here?
I opened my eyes completely, trying to hold back the pain that stabbed into my brain as I got my first good look around. When I got that good look around I almost wished I’d kept my eyes closed.
Livisk. All around me. None of them were Varis. Varis. Who was Varis? Why did that name seem important? Why did I need to find her?
I felt something in the back of my head. The strange awareness of another person, only it seemed dormant. Nothing at all like the bond usually felt. 
The bond. Right. I was bonded to someone. Bonded to a Livisk. Huh. Well wasn’t that funny? Bonded to the one person in the whole universe I’d rather not be, only she’d turned out to be so much more than just a Livisk.
Shit. It all came crashing down in that moment. I was bonded to Varis. I was in love with Varis. I desperately needed another go at Varis and she was being a frustrating stickler about the two of us not doing anything until that stupid bonding ceremony.
And I was surrounded by Livisk guards, both Imperial and House Dovar, with my hands tied. I didn’t see Varis anywhere.
“Where are you taking me?” I asked.
The guards around me didn’t say anything. I craned my neck around trying to get a good look at my surroundings. I needed to know where I was. I needed to know what was happening. I needed to figure out a way to escape from these assholes and find Varis, damn it, because otherwise we were going to be in for a world of hurt.
“I’m talking to you, assholes! Where are you taking me?”
There was a Livisk guard on either side of me. They held my arms in an iron grip. Probably a good precaution considering the last one who tried to put force cuffs on me took a shot from a pocket blaster point blank. That was entirely on him, though. He was the one who tried to tie me down, after all.
I wouldn’t mind a Livisk tying me down, but only if it was Varis and only if we were back at the tower in the safety of my bedroom. I didn’t need any strange Livisk pulling that on me, thank you very much.
“They’re not going to answer you,” someone said from behind me.
I didn’t need to crane my neck to know who was back there. Dovar. The asshole. He’d sold us out and now he was back there gloating about it. 
Only something Varis said came back to me. She’d said the reason she hadn’t tried to escape was because Dovar was more than happy to gloat and tell her his whole plan.
Maybe I could get him to give something away too. Something that would allow me to escape. It was a thin sliver of hope, but a thin sliver of hope was all I had right now.
“You’re not going to get away with this,” I said.
“Oh but I already have,” Dovar said, staying well out of sight. His voice sounded different. Not as confident and cocky as it had been before. I vaguely remembered shooting him in the arm.
No wonder he was staying out of line of sight. He was probably worried I had another weapon hidden away somewhere. He might be right, too. These security guys didn’t strike me as the best. I had a hazy notion of one of them diving out of the way which allowed me to get that shot in. 
They all had tattoos marking them as members of his security force. There was no sign of the Imperial symbol on any of their chests.
Good. I’d seen a couple of those as I dove for the floor when the shooting started. Dove a little too hard since I’d blacked out. Or maybe I’d been hit with a glancing shot that was enough to knock me out but not enough to kill me.
Either way I was glad to be dealing with house guards and not Imperials. They’d be easier to get away from.
“What makes you think you already have?” I asked. 
I needed less quiet introspection and more getting him to talk. That was the only way I was going to figure out a way to escape, after all.
“Because that is a simple statement of fact, my dear,” Dovar said. “Varis was taken by Imperial forces and the empress is going to do what she pleases with your mate. Meanwhile as a thank you for my service the empress has allowed me to keep you. I plan on finding out exactly what it is Varis found so fascinating about you. You must be quite a talented human indeed to pique her interest.”
I slumped in the arms of the guards carrying me. I tried moving my feet, but they refused to move either. There must be a force cuff down there as well to keep me from trying anything with kicks.
Damn.
I was overwhelmed by the sheer magnitude of my failure. It’d finally happened. All those times Varis warned me I was playing a dangerous game that would end with something like this. All those times I’d been confident we wouldn’t be captured. 
I figured at the very least we’d be killed fighting. Somehow this was worse. Especially considering what Dovar was insinuating.
Livisk had never done it for me, Varis aside, and the asshole was likely to get himself killed trying what he was talking about trying. Which meant I was going to die after they discovered me over his body. 
Sure I might take a couple more Livisk guards with me, but I knew my chances. I knew the odds. I was going to die and there was nothing I could do to save Varis.
Varis had been right all along, but she’d never have the satisfaction of lording that over me because I’d be dead before she could say “I told you so.”
“Where are you taking me?” I asked.
“Down to my security ward,” Dovar said. “I’m not an idiot. I know you’re probably bristling with hidden weapons, and I have no intention of letting you get in another shot at me. Not like you did with poor Sorei.”
“Funny you should mention my wayward daughter.”
I blinked. That voice shouldn’t be here. What on earth was Ergohl doing down here? Though I suppose it wasn’t on earth. It was the Livisk world. The metaphor stands. 
I felt another sinking feeling as I heard his voice. Had he betrayed me as well? Was he part of this? I couldn’t turn my head around to see, but the guards holding me stopped.
“Ergohl? What are you doing here?” Dovar’s disembodied voice said from somewhere behind me.
“I need to take the girl now. Empress’s orders. She decided she wants her after all,” Ergohl said.
“The empress sent you? Why would she do that? I’m her favored,” Dovar said.
“You’d be surprised what the empress does if you whisper in the right ears. Now hand the girl over,” Ergohl replied.
“This is all highly irregular,” Dovar said. “I want to see papers showing that the empress wants her. Where are your orders? I won’t stand for you trying to trick me.”
I held my breath. I couldn’t believe Ergohl was actually trying the false prisoner transfer gambit. That didn’t even work in the movies, let alone in the real world. Though if it was going to work on anyone then it might work on a pampered noble who wasn’t used to military actions or taking people captive.
“I really hoped it wouldn’t come to this Dovar,” Ergohl said. “But you leave me no choice. Please understand that I still have the utmost respect for your house, if not for you.”
An ominous hum filled the air. My hair stood on end as blasts of energy sizzled all around me. I heard the telltale sound of Livisk weapons going off all around me, though they didn’t seem to be the powerful military models I was used to dealing with while training with Varis and her warriors.
I kept my eyes open to watch the whole thing even though a big part of me was screaming that I needed to squeeze my eyes shut and scream until everything was done. There was a big difference between being in a firefight when I was holding a weapon and being in the middle of a firefight when I was being carried around like a sack of potatoes that would make a very convenient target.
It was over in a breath. Something tugged at my wrists and the invisible bonds holding me in place disappeared. I wheeled around to see Ergohl smiling at me holding a weapon that was the source of that ominous hum.
“Fancy seeing you here,” I said.
“Indeed. You’ve inspired me to do all sorts of precipitous things, my dear, but I can’t very well have it being said in polite society that I allowed my adopted daughter to be captured by the likes of Dovar. I’d never live it down.”
“Glad to hear your motivations for saving me were pure,” I said with a roll of my eyes.
“My motivations can be selfish and pure at the same time. I did rescue you, after all,” he said.
I turned the rest of the way around and saw exactly who was in my rescue party. A number of Livisk from Ergohl’s personal guard force, if the marks on their chest were any indication. They were all armed to the teeth and they had their weapons pointed at the various members of Dovar’s house guard, though none of them were moving.
“Did you kill them?” I asked.
“Unfortunately no,” Ergohl said. “The fallout is going to be bad enough from stunning him along with most of his best security officers. I hate to think how bad things would get if I actually killed Dovar.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Could I have a weapon? The ones I have hidden away are sort of inconvenient to get at unless I really need them.”
“Certainly, my dear,” Ergohl said.
He tossed me a weapon that didn’t look nearly as impressive as anything Varis had in her arsenal, but it would do the job. I walked over to Dovar and regarded him. He was just starting to come around from whatever blast had hit him, but he was still lying prone with his back to the ground. His eyes opened and locked on mine as I raised my weapon to his face.
“Talia,” Ergohl said, a warning tone coming to his voice.
I didn’t care. I squeezed off several shots. A moment later there was a fine blue mist where Dovar had been. I turned to Ergohl.
“If there’s anything I’ve learned in my time on this world, it’s that I need to take out my enemies when I can rather than giving them time to come after me when they’ve regained their strength.”
“That’s going to cause trouble,” Ergohl said, though he didn’t seem nearly as upset as I thought he’d be given that I’d just killed another noble. Sure Dovar had it coming, but in my experience “he had it coming” wasn’t a justifiable defense when you were talking about rich people to other rich people. 
They had an annoying habit of sticking together.
“I was already in trouble,” I said. “This just means there’s one less person to come after me. Now can we please get out of here so we can rescue Varis?”
Ergohl motioned in the opposite direction and I followed. At this point I trusted him completely. He’d come to rescue me, after all, and he’d done it at great personal risk. 
He’d also passed the test. If he was working with Dovar then he would’ve been more upset at seeing his compatriot killed. Instead he’d seemed satisfied to watch Dovar’s end.
“We might have some trouble rescuing Varis,” Ergohl said. “She’s been taken onto an Imperial heavy lifter. I saw them carrying her on there with my own two eyes and that’s when I thought it might be a good idea to come looking for you.”
“Wonderful,” I said. “Though I do have to thank you for that. I didn’t realize our tutoring sessions had made such an impression on you.”
“But of course they did,” Ergohl said. “You’re my adopted daughter, and you seem like the sort of person who gets things done. I wasn’t lying when I said you needed to keep me in mind when you decided to do whatever fool thing it was you were planning on doing against the empress. I simply didn’t expect the empress and Dovar to move against you first. That’s not their style.”
“Right, well that means we have work to do if we’re going to get out of here in one piece and rescue Varis,” I said. I paused for a moment and thought as we ran down a twisting maze of corridors. I was glad Ergohl seemed to know where he was going, because I had no idea where the sequel trilogy we were. “You know it’s really a pity. This city was starting to grow on me in its own weird alien way.”
“Why would that be a pity?” Ergohl asked.
I turned and grinned. It wasn’t a pleasant grin. “I was thinking about how this city gets leveled to the ground every time there’s a change of government. I’d say we’re overdue for some urban renewal.”




Part Four

Revolution







49
Daring Escape

Talia


Blasts of energy ripped through the atmosphere around us. Ergohl let out a surprised yelp and grabbed onto the console as I pulled the hovercar into a steep ascent. The antigravity inducers whined as I pulled it higher and higher. 
I glanced over at Ergohl with a flash of irritation. “This thing has gravitically induced inertial compensators that make sure the floor is down no matter what the outside is doing. Why are you hanging onto the console like that?”
“Because those gravitically induced whatsits might fail!” Ergohl said.
“They’re not going to fail unless your hand on that console hits something it shouldn’t and make them fail. Now hands off and let me drive,” I snapped.
Ergohl pulled his hand away from the console as though it was suddenly superheated. He stared between it and me as though he wasn’t sure in that moment which was more dangerous. I banked the hovercar down into a steep dive as more energy bolts blasted through the air.
I guess in that moment I wasn’t sure which was more dangerous either.
“Why can’t you let the autopilot do its work like a reasonable person?” Ergohl wailed.
“Because the autopilot is shit at dodging weapons being fired at us. Would you like to fly in a nice straight line so they line up a shot and blast us out of the sky?”
“I suppose that doesn’t seem like a good idea,” Ergohl muttered, though his muttering turned to a shriek of terror by the end as I dove through a line of hovercars that were using their autopilots. 
I managed to weave my way through and I heard a couple of explosions behind us as the Imperial guards following us in their fighter craft weren’t so quick on the uptake.
A pity for the people they ran into, but this was a war. I’d long ago grown used to the idea that people died in war, though the people in the Livisk capital city might feel differently. It seemed most everyone here had grown complacent and distant from the war they were waging on the rest of the galaxy.
I felt satisfaction bringing that war home to them in my own small way. I’d be bringing it home in my own major way soon enough, and they wouldn’t know what hit them.
A warning light let me know someone had a missile lock on us. I grimaced. They wouldn’t know what hit them provided I lived long enough to hit them, that is.
“Where did you learn to fly like this?” Ergohl asked.
“I’m a captain in the Combined Interstellar Fleet. Why wouldn’t I know how to pilot something?”
“Not that,” Ergohl yelped as we went through another line of cars. The autopilots scattered as I dove through them, trying to avoid my ship, and there were a couple more muted “whumps” that vibrated through the dome canopy over our heads as that scattering caused those hovercars to slam into Imperial guards who were following us.
The idiots. They should realize by now they couldn’t outfly me.
“I meant where did you learn to fly Livisk ships like this?” Ergohl asked.
“Turns out Varis doesn’t like losing when you beat her in a flight simulator,” I said. “So she kept going back again and again for a rematch, and I kept beating her again and again. I got pretty good flying these things by the end.”
Ergohl shook his head and fell back in his chair as I piloted the hovercar straight for the solid wall of a tower rising into the sky. I banked at the last moment, but this time I didn’t hear anyone slamming into anything behind us. 
I frowned. That was a pity. I was hoping to deface some of the local architecture while I was out on my joyride in Ergohl’s hovercar.
“I should have known Varis would allow you access to contraband technology,” Ergohl said.
“Contraband? She owned everything outright. She’s a general, after all. She has access to all sorts of wonderful toys.”
“It’s contraband if she lets a human play around with it,” Ergohl said with an indignant sniff. 
I couldn’t help but grin despite our desperate situation. Ergohl seemed to like me, a lot. He was downright protective, which was only to be expected since he’d adopted me as his daughter after I defeated his daughter in combat and taught her a fatal lesson about trying to take on someone with military training.
Still, there were times when his Livisk showed through. Like now with his indignation at the idea of a human piloting forbidden Livisk technology.
“Be glad she let me play with her contraband,” I said. “Otherwise we’d both be a char mark on the side of that palace back there.”
“I’ll try to keep that in mind,” he said, his voice flat.
I turned the hovercar towards a dense complex of skyscrapers that were impossibly tall. They rivaled even some of the tallest towers I’d seen in New New York back home on earth. Or the towers in SanBeijing, for that matter.
“You’re not seriously considering going in there, are you?” Ergohl asked. “You’re going to get us killed!”
“Not going in there would get us killed too. We have too many people on our back,” I said.
I looked down at the screen that showed our pursuers, though it wasn’t worth anything. This thing was designed for comfort and luxury. Sure it was fast, it seemed Ergohl wanted to be able to outrun the authorities in some capacity, but with the way this thing was shielded and the pitiful weapons it had onboard it was also clear the authorities he was planning on outrunning were local cops or other houses and not Imperial forces.
“Why couldn’t this thing be better armed?” I groused.
“Because not all of us are well regarded generals with access to the sort of ‘wonderful toys’ Varis has access to,” Ergohl said with another indignant sniff.
“Right, and because of that we’re going to have to do something stupid and potentially dangerous,” I said.
I threaded the needle through the buildings and prayed that the Imperial fliers following behind us would prove to be just as bad now as they had been so far in their pursuit. 
Seriously, these guys were a joke. Compared to the simulator Varis used, especially when it was on the more difficult settings to give her an advantage, these real pilots were nothing.
It seemed the empress’s forces were about as lazy as the empress herself. I couldn’t help but smile. That boded well for some of my plans. Provided I could live long enough to put them into action.
More explosions behind us. I risked turning to watch as more Imperial craft slammed into the tightly packed buildings.
“What are these towers anyway?” I asked. “Seems kind of stupid to have them all packed together like this.”
“They’re the offices of the Imperial Ministries,” Ergohl said. He looked behind us and seemed a bit sickly. “You just slammed Imperial fighters into the offices of the Imperial Ministries. Oh dear are we in trouble now.”
“Come on Ergohl,” I said. “Can’t make an omelette without destroying a few enemy combatants and taking out their bureaucracy.”
“Sorry. I’m still having trouble getting used to the idea of my own people as the enemy while I’m sitting here flying through the city with a human,” he said.
I turned and winked at him. “Don’t worry. You’ll get used to the idea soon enough.”
“I certainly hope so,” he said.
We made our way through to the other side of the tightly packed buildings. I looked behind us and saw that we didn’t have any more pursuers. For the moment, at least. 
I’d take it. That meant I could get down to business. Varis was out there, and I was going to rescue her, damn it. 
I turned the hovercar towards the Imperial Palace. It was a view I was familiar with from all the time I spent in simulators with Varis, but it was even more chilling in the real world than on a simulated screen even though those simulators could render the world almost to perfection.
“What are you doing?” Ergohl asked in a strangled voice.
I reached down to the throttle and put it to its maximum. The antigravity engines whined around us, this time from the strain of going so fast rather than from the strain of expending so much energy defeating the laws of gravity that would otherwise send us plummeting to the ground.
“Varis is at the Imperial Palace,” I said. “And I fully intend to go there and get her. I don’t care if it kills me trying.”
It looked like I just might kill myself trying. I saw a familiar dark cloud pumping out from the palace. It was an angry swarm of fighter craft and troop transports being scrambled, and if anything it looked even more ominous in the real world than in the simulation. The empress kept all her military forces centrally located in her massive pyramid shaped palace.
Varis said it was so she could more easily project her power from the center of the city, but I had a sneaking suspicion a big part of it was because the empress was afraid to be too far from her military in a city where there were plenty of people who’d jump at the opportunity to kill her.
“You can’t be serious,” Ergohl said. “You might be willing to die trying to rescue Varis, but I’m not in the mood to die just yet.”
His hand moved out to the throttle and pulled down. The antigrav engines quieted. We were still moving at an insane speed, like I said Ergohl hadn’t skimped on that even if he didn’t have the best weapons, but I needed more.
It was a damn shame this was just a hovercar and not one of Varis’s military craft that had fold drive capability. The way I was feeling there was a good chance I would’ve opened a hole to some of the nastier parts of the galaxy destroying everything in the city.
But this wasn’t a craft with a fold drive, which meant we were going to die without taking anyone with us. Damn. That wasn’t the way to go.
“Getting killed isn’t going to do Varis any good,” Ergohl said.
I kept the craft pointed towards the Imperial Palace for the space of one more breath, then I banked away and set a course for Varis’s tower. There wasn’t a chance any of the Imperial forces would want to attack that place. 
For one it would risk an almost certain civil war, but more pressing in the empress’s mind was surely the knowledge that sending her military against Varis’s tower would result in a big chunk of that military ceasing to exist, which would leave her vulnerable to attack from others.
“Fine, let’s go back to Varis’s place,” I said. 
I looked at the Imperial Palace one last time. It killed me to know she was trapped there. I could still feel that she was alive, at least, but that was it.
Damn.
“We really do need to regroup,” Ergohl said. “I know several people who would be very interested in meeting you. Especially since you killed Dovar. That will count for quite a bit in certain circles.”
I thought about that. No doubt he was talking about bringing in other nobles to our little conspiracy. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. We were going to need allies if we were going to have any chance of challenging the empress, but at the same time my experiences with the nobility, Ergohl excluded, hadn’t left a good taste in my mouth.
“Fine, but they’re coming to my place,” I said. Odd how quickly I’d come to think of Varis’s tower, a place that had been a prison when I arrived on this world, as home. “I’m not going anywhere near any noble palaces. I’ve had too many bad experiences there lately.”
“That’s fair,” Ergohl said. “We’ll have them meet us at Varis’s tower if that would make you feel more comfortable.”
“Fine,” I said. “You can start sending out feelers as soon as we get back.”
I glanced behind us. Ergohl’s craft was fast enough that we were going to get back to the tower well before any of the Imperial forces had a chance to catch up to us.
I tapped a button on the comm panel. The touch screen brought up a display that was familiar enough even though it was in Livisk script. This was one bit of Livisk script I could read. I put in the code to dial into the encrypted frequency Varis’s forces used on this world, and I got an answer almost immediately.
“General?”
I smiled and felt more than a bit of relief. That was Telak. Varis’s second in command and the one man he trusted more than anyone else on this world save for me.
“It’s good to hear your voice Telak,” I said. “But I’m afraid Varis isn’t with me at the moment.”
“Where is she?” Telak asked, his voice suddenly more alert. “What is going on out there? I have been monitoring the city and everything is crazy.”
“That’s an understatement,” I said. “We’re going to be coming in hot. If you’ve been monitoring the city then you’ve been watching me dodging the Imperials.”
“That is you?” Telak asked, suddenly sounding impressed in addition to being on his guard.
“None other than,” I said. “We’re coming in ahead of the empress’s goons, but they’re going to do their best to make sure I have a very bad day. I’ll need you to have all the defenses ready to make sure that doesn’t happen.”
There was a pause. “Where is the General?”
“He’s been captured. Dovar betrayed him and the empress got him,” I said.
“I will kill that treacherous noble myself!” Telak roared through the line.
“No need for anything like that,” I said. “I already killed the bastard. He’s not going to bother anyone ever again.”
Another pause. “Very impressive my lady,” he said. “I stand ready to obey and Varis’s forces are at your disposal. We’ll make sure they pay dearly if they try to take you once you’re in the tower.”
I blinked. I’d been expecting him to help out, but I hadn’t expected him to put Varis’s entire army at my disposal. To be honest I thought that was going to be a bit of a sticking point in the ever-changing plan I’d been working on. It was nice to have something go my way, even if it was a small thing like having an entire army at my disposal.
“Thanks Telak,” I said. “I’ll see you soon, and we’ll talk about how we’re getting Varis back.”
“I’d expect nothing less, my lady,” he said. “I’ve got fighters scrambling to escort you in.”
“That’ll be helpful,” I said.
I flipped the comm unit off and sighed. Tension drained from me. I glanced over to Ergohl and saw him staring at me with a thin smile on his own face.
“What?” I asked.
“I think you have an admirer,” he said.
“Shut up,” I said as I put my hand down on the throttle once more. I saw the fighter screen from Varis’s tower coming out to join us as I pulled back.
“What are you doing? Why are you slowing down?” Ergohl asked.
“You said this ship had some weapons, right?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder to some of the faster advance elements of the empress’s forces coming towards us. They were well ahead of the main body and just sitting there like juicy bits of fruit waiting to be plucked.
“Yes, but what does that have to do with slowing down?”
I reached down and powered up the piss poor non-military grade weapons. They weren’t much, but they should be good enough for a quick strafing run.
“Varis’s fighters won’t be able to keep up with this tub if it’s going at full speed. I’ll need to match theirs while we vector in on those advance fighters chasing us.”
“You can’t be serious,” Ergohl said.
“Just one run, I promise,” I said as I tapped out my plan to the fighters coming out to escort us. I didn’t want to let those bastards who’d been firing at me get away without getting in at least one shot of my own.
The fighters all responded in the affirmative immediately. They were probably eager to get into it just as much as I was now that they knew Varis had been captured.
“You’re insane,” Ergohl said.
“Not insane,” I said. “I just need to relieve some stress. Don’t worry. I’ve totally got this.”
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Captive

Varis


I woke up to an unfortunate feeling. Pain radiated out from my wrists. I welcomed it. Pain was a sure sign that I was still alive. After that last barrage that hit me I’d worried I wouldn’t wake up at all. 
Not that there was shame in not waking. I could meet the spirits of warriors past with my head held high, but I still felt a gnawing pain greater than anything around my wrists. Something that went to the core of my being.
The pain of knowing I’d failed Talia. She had to be dead. There was no way a human could survive a barrage like that. It was a miracle I was still alive.
Darkness surrounded me on all sides. If I was being held in a cell it was difficult to tell the dimensions. A single hovering disc of light floated above me, casting down a harsh spotlight that felt as bright as the accursed light of the brighter stars the humans preferred colonizing.
I felt at my wrists. Whoever had me, they weren’t using force cuffs. No, there were old fashioned metal shackles holding me in place. Not something that was done all that often. Whoever held me captive was sending a message.
There was also no way I was getting free of these. Someone knew their work. Most likely one of the cronies working for the empress and helping to ensure her rule through torture.
“You cowards,” I growled into the darkness surrounding me. I’m sure that was supposed to add to the intimidation, but there was very little that intimidated me these days.
Except for the thought of Talia being gone. My head was a little fuzzy from waking, and I couldn’t feel the familiar comforting bond in the back of my head. I didn’t know if that was because she was dead, or because I was held in a room that dampened the bond.
If she was dead…
No time for self pity though. If I couldn’t rescue her then at the very least I would have my revenge.
“Did you hear me?” I shouted. “You are a coward! Holding me in these bonds because you’re afraid like some bottom dweller who hasn’t been bloodied. You would jump at a human coming at you with a blade!”
“It’s about time you woke up,” a grating voice said from somewhere behind me.
“If you’re trying to intimidate me it isn’t going to work,” I said. “I’ve fought far worse opponents than some coward who has to keep me in chains to feel safe.”
“You may feel considerably less safe by the time we’re done with you,” the voice continued. “Though I expect bluster at the outset. When we have your pet human here you’ll learn the true meaning of fear.”
I felt a leap of excitement at those words. When they had my pet human here. Sure it wasn’t the best way to refer to Talia, I’d seen her kill Livisk for less, but it meant she was still alive and free.
“You might find Talia to be more resistant to your torture than you could ever imagine. Assuming you even get to a point where you can torture her. She’s killed everyone else who tried. Everyone else our weakling of an empress sent at her.”
I was playing a hunch. I had a feeling I knew exactly who was waiting out there in the darkness surrounding me. I heard a choking sound off in the darkness that all but confirmed my suspicions.
“You should really be careful of what you say in front of Ayrfuhl, Sister-by-Marriage,” a second voice said.
“I wondered when you would reveal yourself,” I replied to the darkness.
That choking sound came out again, but if she wasn’t going to address me by my proper title then I wasn’t going to address her as empress. She didn’t deserve it. She didn’t deserve any honorifics considering the way she’d been running her empire. She stepped into the small shaft of light and looked down at me as though regarding a particularly nasty pest.
“Again, you wouldn’t treat me with such disrespect if you knew what Ayrfuhl was capable of.”
“I don’t fear one of your torturers who’s only worked on nobles and lessers grown fat and pampered in the capital,” I said. “Let him try a true warrior and see how well he does.”
“He may well do that,” the empress said.
I felt frantically in the back of my mind. The empress’s lapdog had talked about Talia as though she was still alive. The fog of being shot and knocked out was starting to clear and I could feel something in the back of my mind. Something faint, but it was there.
That meant a dampening field. That also meant Talia was alive. Somehow she was alive. I didn’t know how, but I knew that as long as she was alive then there was still a chance.
I hated to think this way, but I knew she would come for me. I turned my attention back to the empress and grinned. It wasn’t a pleasant grin.
“You’re going to regret the day you ever tried to take Talia captive,” I said.
The empress arched an eyebrow. “Tried to take her captive? Because at last report from my men Dovar had her well in hand. I believe he was going to have some of his own fun with her before turning her over to me. He wanted to see what all the fuss was about that she was able to draw you in.”
I growled and strained at the bonds holding me in place. I didn’t care about the smile that slowly spread across the empress’s face. She was supremely satisfied and she’d won a point, but all I could think about was Talia in Dovar’s clutches.
“I will kill you for this,” I growled.
“You’re not in the position to be making threats, Varis,” the empress said.
“So is this when the torture starts?” I asked. “Because sitting here in chains talking to you is torture enough. I’d rather you get on to the pointy bits if you don’t mind.”
“Come now Varis,” the empress said, her voice dripping with false sympathy. “I heard you’d been taken into custody and of course I wanted to come down right away and check on you.”
“Funny that you seem so worried when you’re the one who took me into custody in the first place,” I said.
The empress shrugged. “Details.” 
Her face grew dark, as though she was remembering something unpleasant. She leaned in close. So close that I could have reached out and killed her if I had the use of my hands.
A pity that they thought to bind them.
“I am going to have my revenge. I thought dishonoring you would be enough, then you had to fight that. I’ve never forgiven you for the death of my husband, even if it seems you’ve gotten over his death by running into the arms of the woman who killed him. And you dare call me dishonorable?”
I shook my head. “You truly don’t understand how anything works, do you? Death in battle is the ultimate glory, and survival of the strongest is what makes us who we are. There is no shame in what I’ve done with the human. You’re allowing your personal feelings to cloud your honor. As always.”
That didn’t sit well with the empress at all. Her face contorted in rage and she raised a hand as though she was going to hit me. Though she seemed to think better of it at the last moment. I wondered if she didn’t want to risk hurting herself.
That would be just like her.
“I’m going to make sure my revenge is long and slow,” the empress said. “And I’m going to start by making you watch the one thing you cherish above all else dying a slow and painful death so you’ll know what I felt on that day.”
I opened my mouth to explain to her that it wasn’t the same at all, but didn’t. She’d shown a complete lack of understanding of how true honor worked. It was one of the reasons she was unfit for her position. There seemed no point in continuing to try and tell her how dishonorable her actions were.
Besides, I was far more focused on the stab of worry worming its way through me. Talia was out there somewhere. Likely being held captive by Dovar and subject to whatever sick things he could think of before he turned her over to the empress. 
Rage boiled inside me. A detached part of me knew I shouldn’t give into that rage, but I couldn’t help myself.
“I’ll kill you if you harm a single hair on Talia! I’m going to destroy you and everything you stand for!” I growled.
The empress regarded me, though this time it was with mock pity. Finally she shook her head.
“I don’t think you’re in a position to make any sort of threat, Varis. Especially when I have you and your woman in custody. She’ll be on her way to the palace as soon as Dovar is done with her, though it might turn out there’s nothing left for us to do once he’s finished. I understand his appetites can be… extreme.”
I continued straining at the bonds while at the same time searching the bond for any sign that Talia was suffering. It was difficult to feel anything.
“Searching for your mate?” the empress asked. “Sorry, but I’m not that stupid. This room is screened against that sort of thing. You won’t be able to collaborate with her. If you’re lucky I’ll let you talk to her one last time before I have both of you killed, but I won’t make any promises.”
I strained at the bonds again. I wanted to rip her head off. I felt a bloodlust the likes of which I’d never dealt with before in my life. I felt like I could rip her limb from limb, though it might take a little while given the empress’s considerable bulk.
“Majesty.”
I perked up at that voice. It wasn’t Ayrfuhl, and it certainly wasn’t the empress. The voice also sounded reluctant. I’d recognize that tone anywhere. It was the tone of a subordinate who didn’t want to deliver bad news to their boss. 
I did my best to root that sort of person out of my command, or at the very least to make it clear I would never kill the messenger, but it seemed only natural that the empress would surround herself with sycophants who weren’t in the habit of delivering bad news.
The empress cast an irritated glance over her shoulder. Her blue skin sparkled in the spotlight cast down around us.
“What is it?” she snapped. “Why would you come down here? You know I’m not to be interrupted!”
Someone stepped into the light. A security guard with the Imperial symbol tattooed on his chest. He looked like he’d rather be anywhere but here, and for the first time since I came back to consciousness I felt a flicker of hope.
That was the look of someone who was irritated with something Talia had done. I’d recognize it because it was a look that had been on my face so many times before.
“The human has escaped,” he said.
“What?” the empress roared. “You had one job! Secure the palace and ensure we had the human when Dovar was done with her! You couldn’t even do that?”
The security guard flinched away from the tirade. No, he wasn’t a proper warrior at all. It amazed me that the nobility and ruling class on our world could be so different from the warriors and soldiers who prosecuted the wars they decreed. 
If there was ever proof that it was well past time for a change in leadership then this was it.
“I’m sorry, Majesty, but it appears there was treachery of some sort, though…”
“Obviously there was treachery!” the empress roared. “I will have Dovar killed for this! How dare he!”
“Actually you can’t have him killed for this, Majesty,” the soldier said.
“Did you just tell me I can’t have something done? How dare you!”
“You can’t have him killed because by all accounts the human already did it,” the security person said.
The empress squeezed her eyes shut. Her hand moved up to his head and she massaged her temples. She was turning a deep shade of blue that showed she was just as frustrated now as I’d ever been with Talia. 
My human seemed to have that effect on people in power. It was nice to watch someone else on the receiving end of it for a change.
“She killed Dovar,” the empress said.
“Yes sir.”
“The one link I had to maybe bring the nobles under control, the one who came up with this whole plan, and she killed him?” the empress asked, her voice getting louder and more strident.
“I wouldn’t know anything about that,” the man said. “That sort of thing is above my pay grade.”
“Is that insolence?” the empress asked, her voice suddenly quiet and a marked contrast to the anger she’d been throwing around.
The messenger seemed to realize, too late, exactly what he’d done. His eyes went wide as the empress made a small gesture with her finger. A blast of energy went ripping out of the darkness and slammed into the security guard, vaporizing him where he stood. He didn’t get a chance to register more than that moment of surprise.
The empress looked back to me with a satisfied grin. I wondered if she expected me to be terrified of her or something after that display. If that’s what she was expecting then she was going to be sorely disappointed. Instead of horror I wore a huge grin of my own.
“Why are you smiling like that?” she snapped.
“You were lucky before when I was the one threatening to kill you,” I said. “Now that Talia is on the loose? You’re really in trouble.”
The grin on the empress’s face faltered. She glanced into the darkness beyond where her torturer-in-chief was no doubt waiting for his chance to do his worst. The empress looked back to me and the grin was gone, replaced by something else. A strange look I’d never seen before on that self-absorbed popinjay.
Terror. She was actually afraid.
As well she should be.
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I paced back and forth across the room and then turned to look out over the city towards the Imperial Palace. Varis was out there. I could feel her in that direction, but I couldn’t feel the usual thoughts coming down through the bond that would tell me what state she was in. 
“Damn it Varis, why can’t I feel your thoughts?”
“They most likely have her behind material that blocks the mental bond,” Telak said.
I turned and fixed him with a flat stare. He met my eyes for a moment before his face turned a deeper shade of blue and he turned away.
“Thank you Telak,” I said. “I never would have figured that out on my own.”
“Come now my dear,” Ergohl said from his position reclining in Varis’s seat with his feet up on Varis’s desk. 
I frowned. Varis wouldn’t like that, but then again it was still very much up in the air whether Varis would ever return to this room in the first place.
“What?” I snapped.
“He is here to try and help you,” Ergohl said. “We’re all here to try and help you.”
His last sentence included a gesture that took in everyone assembled in the room. An assortment of warriors loyal to Varis who’d come up here the moment they heard she’d been taken captive and nobles who came here as soon as they heard I’d iced Dovar.
I suppose in a way icing Dovar had been the right decision. It sure as Nimoy’s ears felt right, but I’d been getting in a lot of trouble lately over shooting people who had it coming.
I started pacing again. I’d been doing that for the past half hour. My mind was running at fold speeds, and I was desperately trying to think of something. Anything. 
I turned to everyone assembled. They were crowded in and actually made Varis’s expansive office feel small.
“What do we do to stop this?” I asked. “I think we should lead a direct assault against the palace. We might die in the process, but at least we’ll die trying to rescue Varis.”
Ergohl and Telak exchanged a look. Another noble near the back of the room, pretty sure his name was Boryen, cleared his throat and looked around at the assembled group.
“My apologies, Warrior Queen,” he started.
I rolled my eyes. “Would you please stop calling me that? My name is Talia. If you want to use a title then you can call me captain. That’s my rank in the Combined Interstellar Fleet. No more of this warrior queen business.”
I needed to nip that shit in the bud. They’d started it up after they heard I capped Dovar in cold blood, though I didn’t really consider it to be in cold blood considering he’d just held me captive and more of his security was no doubt on the way. 
According to the Livisk warrior code it wasn’t really in cold blood either since he’d initiated combat, so whatever. My conscience was clean.
Calling me warrior queen because of what I’d done, though? That wasn’t going to do at all. The actual Livisk word was closer to “she who leads valiant warriors to victory in battle,” but warrior queen was the quick Terran translation that popped into my head and it sounded like something out of a cheesy 3DVR film or something.
“Apologies again, Talia,” he said. “But a direct assault on the empress would be madness. If you wish to hit her and take her down then you would need to gather a large force to bring against her. We need alliances.”
Telak nodded along with him. I didn’t like that he was nodding along with him. That meant he didn’t like the idea of a direct assault either.
“Boryen speaks wisdom,” Telak said. “If we’re going to have any hope of directly assaulting the empress and her forces then we need more forces than we have at our disposal. All the men in this building would die to save Varis, but if we send them against the empress now with the forces she has in that palace then they would surely die a glorious but vain death.”
I let out a low growl of frustration and slammed my hand down on Varis’s desk. I certainly got everyone’s attention.
“I thought you were supposed to be this noble warrior race that welcomed battle,” I said in a low hiss. “I thought you were supposed to lust for the glory of a fight. Well I look at you right now and you’re no better than the overweight battle avoiders who lurk on the lower levels of this city.”
Again, battle avoiders was the closest Terran equivalent I could think of. The Livisk word actually encompassed a whole idea of someone who was cowardly their whole life and avoided the glory of battle by sinking into the lower levels of society. It also had a connotation of someone who wasn’t very well connected, because of course the nobles could avoid battle just fine without anyone thinking any less of them.
I looked at each Livisk assembled in this room in turn. Each of them tried to hold my gaze, and each of them eventually looked away.
“What I should be seeing around this room are warriors willing to fight for their general, or at the very least fight to overthrow a dangerous empress. What I see are Livisk who are terrified of taking any action. Who only want to skulk around in the shadows pretending they’re doing something.”
I turned to look directly at the nobles for that last bit. It pretty much described the whole noble family approach to politics for the past two generations since the Imperial Restoration when they were firmly put in their place by an ascendant monarchy.
Not to mention Varis was apparently also there to help put them in their place, which was something they’d never quite forgotten. Which meant it was something I tried not to forget either.
“I see men whose glory days faded two generations ago, and now they’re afraid to actually fight. Well I fully intend to take the fight to the empress herself if she’s the one who has Varis, and I’m going to topple her. I don’t care if I have to get into a fighter craft on my own and fly straight at the Imperial Palace with my guns blazing. I will do everything I can to bring that woman down and save my mate, and the question is whether or not any of the weaklings I see gathered in this room are going to grow a spine and help me,” I said.
More nervous glances, though some of them were starting to get mad. Good. That was exactly what I was hoping for. Even if they were angry at me, I could take that anger and channel it towards the real target. 
That was the point. They needed something to shock them out of the complacency that had built up around them like armor over the years.
“We’re not saying that we won’t support you,” Telak said. “What we’re saying is…”
I slammed my hand down on the table again. I knew where this was going. I’d seen it often enough with my last crew. The crew who got me captured and taken off to this strange alien world in the first place. 
I wasn’t going to have it this time around. I was going to command with an iron fist. They could either take it or they could kill me, but I had a feeling my reputation was preceding me and they knew I’d take more than a few of them with me if they tried.
“I don’t want excuses. I don’t want equivocating. I have a plan. It’s still only half formed, though, and I’m going to need people who know this planet and society if I’m going to have any hope of pulling it off,” I said. “I need to know who’s with me?”
More glances at one another. Amazing. They’d spent so long hiding from the empress that they couldn’t bring themselves to defy her even if it was what they wanted deep in their hearts. 
I’d never been that squeamish about speaking truth to power when it came to the ancient admirals strutting around in the Fleet. Then again when they were mad at you the worst that could happen was being reassigned to an old ship with a bad crew in one of the least interesting parts of space.
The empress would straight up kill you. I could see where that would provide powerful motivation to fall in line.
“Does this plan involve fighting the empress directly?” Boryen asked.
I stared at him. Held his gaze for an uncomfortable beat. He tried to turn away.
“Oh no you don’t. Look at me,” I said.
His eyes moved back to mine. He didn’t look happy about it, but I didn’t need anyone in this room to be happy about anything. I just needed them to follow me. 
That was the mistake I made on my last ship. I wanted the people to like me in addition to following me. I thought the camaraderie I had on the Alameraine was something that would happen on all ships, but I’d been wrong.
I didn’t need to be a friend. I needed to be a commander. Especially if that’s what it took to rescue Varis.
“Does it matter if I’m asking you to go on a suicide mission directly against the empress? I’m the one in charge. If I asked you to follow me to death then that’s your obligation under the warrior code, correct?”
“You’re no warrior,” someone muttered from the back. I didn’t bother looking up. I held Boryen’s gaze. And sure enough it paid off as someone near the back spoke up.
“She killed several of the empress’s assassins.”
“And she killed Dovar!”
“If that’s not a true warrior then I don’t know what is,” a third voice chimed in. I didn’t know who. I didn’t care who. All I cared about was that most of the room was in my corner. I looked up at the Livisk assembled.
“It’s true. I’ve killed everyone who’s come against me on this world. Do any of you want to add your names to that list? Because while you might die if you go up against the empress, I can guarantee you your death will be swift if you betray me. Even being here is a betrayal of your empress, so you might as well throw your lot in with me.”
“You are my general’s mate,” Telak said. “I will follow you to the death.”
“I suppose I have no choice. After all, I am the one who gave you the opportunity to take that shot at Dovar,” Ergohl said. “If I’m going to be marked for death then I might as well die fighting that mark.”
“You’ve marked all of us for death by bringing us here,” one of the nobles near the back said. Ergohl turned and smiled at him. There was no attempt at intimidation there. I didn’t know if Ergohl had it in him to try and intimidate someone even if he wanted to.
“You should have thought of that before you agreed to come to a meeting with a human who was a known fugitive wanted for the empress. I’m afraid she’s right, it’s too late for all of you.”
Slowly others around the room added their voices to the chorus until it seemed everyone there was falling over themselves to assure me I had their undying loyalty. I looked around the room and didn’t see anyone who seemed unhappy about pledging that undying loyalty, so I figured that was a good start. 
I’d still have to keep an eye on some of the nobles Ergohl had brought along, but I wasn’t kidding when I said they were risking their deaths just by being here.
I turned around and stared out over the city again. Varis used to do this a lot, and I always thought it was an odd obsession until I realized she was constantly staring at the Imperial Palace. The thing was imposing. It was a reminder of the sort of power I was going against.
The sort of power that controlled an empire that spanned the stars and even challenged humanity for supremacy in this part of the galaxy. Well not on my watch. 
Though I did wonder what I could do against that sort of power. Would Livisk warriors from around the galaxy follow me as easily as those in this room said they would? Those warriors didn’t have the disadvantage of being involved in a plot that would mean their deaths, so it’s not like I had anything hanging over them.
It was all so complicated. I might win the battle here on this planet and find myself losing the war when the full fury of the Livisk war machine turned in on the home world. Of course that was getting way ahead of myself by assuming I was even going to win the battle here on the planet.
I sighed. It was all too damn complicated. Too damn complicated by far.
I looked past the Imperial Palace to a dusty haze rising off in the distance on the other side of the city. A dusty haze I’d noticed before when looking out over the city, though I’d never appreciated what it meant. 
That was the largest reclamation mine in the city. A place where human and Livisk slaves were sent to mine ancient Livisk technology that had been buried in one of the many changes of power that resulted in this city regularly being reduced to rubble with the new city built on top of it. 
I wasn’t sure whether that was for some strategic reason or out of tradition, but I sure as Shatner planned on taking advantage of that chink in the empress’s armor that she didn’t even realize she’d created through her paranoia about what could be found in those mines.
I turned around to face the assembled Livisk in the room.
“Right then. I have a plan. It’s a daring plan. It’s sort of a stupid plan. It’s probably going to result in all of us dying a painful death when the empress realizes what we’re up to, but it’s not like any of us have a choice at this point, do we?”
“That we don’t,” Ergohl said with a wide grin as he took in all the uncomfortable nobles in the room.
Telak merely grunted and nodded. “What’s your plan? If half the things Varis has been saying about you are true then it’s got to be a good one, and I pity the poor bastards on the business end of it.”
I grinned. It was nice to have at least one vote of confidence in the room. If I was going to die then at least I was going to die trying to free Varis. I’d die taking as many Livisk as possible with me. The entire city, if I needed to.
It was time to create some new material for the next reclamation mine when they inevitably rebuilt this place.
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Darkness. That seemed to be a theme with me these days. I was swimming in darkness and then there was a light off in the distance. A light I moved towards, because it wasn’t like I had anything better to do. It was a bright light. Almost painful as it hit my eyes. 
I opened my eyes and blinked a couple of times. Right. The light were five discs hovering over me hitting me with a spotlight.
I felt a moment of confusion. Hadn’t I already done this? I was hit with weapons in Dovar’s corridor. Everything went black as Imperial soldiers moved in on us and I was sure Talia was dead. 
I felt a moment of panic before the memory that she was alive hit me and relief washed through me almost as quickly. I could feel her in the back of my mind even if I couldn’t feel her thoughts.
Right. They were blocking that. The empress had me buried in some room with one of her torturers and…
The empress. It all came back to me. That’s why I was unconscious. I’d smiled at her, grinned really, when I saw how terrified she looked at the idea of Talia coming for her. Odd to see the leader of the most powerful empire in the galaxy terrified at the idea of one tiny human coming for her. I might’ve even said something to that effect and that’s when she pulled a weapon and fired it at me in rage.
Well either the weapon had been set to stun or she wasn’t a very good shot because I was still here. I looked around to see if the empress was still gracing my torture room with her presence, but she seemed to be gone for the moment. 
That didn’t mean she wasn’t lurking out there in the shadows though.
“I know you’re out there somewhere,” I said.
“I can assure you the empress is gone,” a rasping voice said from behind me.
I rolled my eyes. Great. It was just me and the master of torture. This guy was supposed to be the terror of the nobility. Even the mention of his name, Ayrfuhl, was enough to cause most nobles to immediately fall in line and do whatever the empress wanted.
Well they weren’t going to get that reaction from me. I’d been up against the worst the humans could devise, and they were very good at coming up with new and novel ways to torture Livisk. They seemed to take a perverse pleasure in it, and I’d been captured a couple of times and undergone some very unpleasant experiences.
“Could we go ahead and get this started? You do your thing, try to make me say whatever the empress wants me to confess to, and then I can get some sleep or something,” I said. “Trust me, whatever you do isn’t going to be any worse than what the humans have thrown at me.”
“Brave words,” Ayrfuhl rasped from the darkness. “Brave words said by countless Livisk from countless backgrounds, but in the end they all fall to my tricks.”
I sighed. It looked like we were going to go through the whole theatrical bit. I really didn’t have time for this. I needed him to get over here so I could try and figure out a way to beat him down and make my escape. 
As soon as I got out of these cuffs. I wasn’t sure how I was going to manage that, but I was going to try my best to get it done.
Those cuffs started to move up. My hands were bound behind me, and it wasn’t much fun to suddenly have my arms pulled up that way. In a moment I was floating in the air. The cuffs must have had some sort of anti gravity engine in them. Getting antigrav technology into something that small was ridiculously expensive, but if anyone had the money to waste on pointlessly extravagant torture devices it was the empress.
And I had to admit it wasn’t exactly comfortable. I wouldn’t say it rose to the level of torture, but if my body stayed contorted like this for long it was going to start to get painful.
Something moved in the shadows. I held my breath without realizing it. The legendary Ayrfuhl. Few had ever seen him. With that rasping voice it brought to mind an aged old Livisk whose skin sagged off of his body. I imagined him walking through those shadows in a black robe that blended into the darkness.
It was said he loved the theatrical side of torturing people. That was part of what added to his mystique over the years.
“I’ve been looking forward to this moment for some time,” Ayrfuhl said. I could see the barest outline of a figure in the darkness beyond the spotlight, but it was difficult to make anything out. Something told me he knew exactly how far back he could stand and still be indistinct, though it didn’t take anything away from the experience knowing this was all manufactured.
If he was managing to make me uncomfortable then I could only imagine how nobles who weren’t used to torture would react to finding themselves down here with the legendary torturer.
“You know doing the empress’s work for her leaves her without honor,” I said. “If she wants to have me bloodied and broken then it would be proper for her to do the work herself.”
“Perhaps,” Ayrfuhl said. “The only problem is the only people to witness what’s happening down here are the two of us, and I’m certainly not going to say it wasn’t the empress down here doing her own dirty work.”
I chuckled and shook my head. “Do you not know that your name is known all through the Ascendancy? Everyone knows who you are and what you do for the empress. She flaunts her dishonor by telling people she’s going to send them to visit you.”
“That’s the empress’s business, not mine. The only thing that matters is there will be no witnesses but the two of us to see what I’m about to do to you.”
“Do your worst,” I growled.
The figure resolved into an actual person as Ayrfuhl stepped forward into the light. And let me tell you he was not what I expected at all. Tall. Broad shouldered. Muscular. He looked every bit the warrior. He even had a scar running along his neck that was no doubt the source of that strange rasping voice.
For the first time since I got down here I felt uneasy. This was someone I could see meeting on the field of battle. This was a warrior and not the skulking torturer I’d expected.
“Do your worst,” I said. “I’m not going to give in, and I’m not going to give you the satisfaction of screaming.”
“Who said I wanted that?” Ayrfuhl said with a shrug.
“You should know there have been many who tried testing themselves against me recently, and they’re all dead now. You will be no different even if you do try to break me.”
Ayrfuhl moved forward with a deadly grace. He moved with the sort of poise and confidence that I tried to instill in my own warriors in their training.
“What are you doing here in the depths of the empress’s dungeons? You should be off world bringing the fight to the humans,” I said.
He leaned in close. Close enough that I could see his blue skin sparkling. Close enough that I could finally get a good look at the tattoos on his chest that had been obscured by darkness up until now. Tattoos that showed he’d been a decently ranked officer in the off world forces. Tattoos that told me he’d been injured and pulled out of duty because of that injury.
“I was in the off world forces, my general,” he said.
It took a moment for what he said to register. My general. That was something that only my men did. Or men who had served under me at one time. Though I didn’t see any markings on him that indicated who he’d served under when he was in the off world forces. Only the tattoo marking him as a servant to the empress, though there was a scar as though a previous tattoo had been removed.
“You served with me?”
“It was your order that got me this injury,” he said, drawing a line across his neck with his thumb. “It was your order to assault a human position that brought me to this place where I became the empress’s torturer.”
Great. Now not only was I being faced down by the feared torturer in chief, but it appeared he held a personal grudge against me. That was all I needed.
“You know that when I give orders there is a good reason for it,” I said. “Whatever you did, the sacrifice had to be worth it.”
Ayrfuhl shrugged and the rolling of his shoulders was like a mountain shifting from side to side. He looked like he could snap me in two with those arms, but I tried not to dwell on that. 
I was not afraid of this man. I was not going to give in to his attempt to intimidate. That was what this had to be. It was said he was a master of getting in someone’s mind and giving them hope right before he tore it away.
There was no reason to think that wasn’t what he was doing now.
“I don’t blame you for anything that happened to me,” he said finally.
I blinked. “What?”
Ayrfuhl reached up over me. I heard a snap and a moment later I fell to the ground as the cuffs holding me in the air released. Hitting the ground wasn’t exactly fun, but it felt much better than being held in that oddly contorted position with the cuffs overhead.
“You were my general. If you had ordered me to my death I would have gladly gone,” he said.
I stared up warily. I would have felt relief if I hadn’t heard those same stories everyone else had about Ayrfuhl. I had the distinct feeling he was playing me for a fool. I got up on my hands and knees and stared at him.
“You’re not what I expected,” I said.
“I hope it’s all to the good,” he said, a smile playing across his face as he looked down at me. It almost looked like genuine regard. Still, there was only one way to be sure.
Besides, after seeing this man there was no way I couldn’t test myself against him. I launched myself at him and landed at his midsection. I expected both of us to go flying through the air and land on the ground, but instead he stayed rooted to the spot.
I looked up and he stared down at me with a raised eyebrow. That attack hadn’t even bothered him.
“General?” he asked.
“Just testing something,” I said as I dropped down and swept his legs out from under him. 
That time it did something. He fell to the ground with a massive thud. In an instant I was up, but he was fast for someone so large. We circled around one another at the edge of the light, warily looking for any opening.
Ayrfuhl charged. It was like watching a mountain moving on two legs. It would have been impressive if it wasn’t so worrying, and I wasn’t one to get too worried in combat. Unless I was going against a human in power armor, of course. That could get tricky.
I waited until the last moment and dropped to the ground. He sailed through the air above me where my chest had been moments ago and disappeared into the darkness. I wasn’t sure what was waiting out there, but I heard several loud crashes as he slammed into something in the darkness. There was a moment’s silence where I wondered if I’d killed him inadvertently.
Then chuckling from the darkness. He appeared at the edge again and walked right for me. I tensed myself, readying for another attack, but he didn’t make a move. He put his hand out towards mine. I reached out and took it, wondering if this was an attempt to throw me off balance, but there was none of that. He shook my hand in a strong grip.
“Truly you are a warrior, no matter what it is you’re doing for the empress,” I said.
“It pleases me to hear that from you, General,” he said. “I might work for the empress, but my loyalty was always with the woman who led us to victory on so many battlefields.”
“Well there is a new battlefield for us to join today,” I said, glancing up into the darkness. Up there somewhere, if I didn’t miss my guess, the empress was sitting enjoying her lazy life while true warriors toiled throughout the empire.
“Whatever you need, I’ll follow you,” Ayrfuhl said. “Though if we’re going to deceive the empress I am going to have to make it look like I roughed you up just a little.”
I shook my head in disbelief at everything that had come to pass. It was odd the twists and turns life could take.
“Trust me, I think we’re all going to be roughed up just a little by the time all this is finished.”
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“Are you sure this is going to work?” I hissed. 
“Well no, I’m not sure this is going to work,” Telak said. “That’s why we brought along so many warriors who know how to fight.”
“I thought they were for show? Make it look like you had a dangerous prisoner or something?”
“A little bit of that, but mostly I wanted to have them around in case things went bad,” Telak replied. “You can never have too many armed warriors around you when things go bad.”
“I couldn’t agree with you more,” I said. “I just wish you’d mentioned that to me before we did this. It’s bad enough that I’m the bacon going into the frying pan.”
“The what going into the what?”
“An earth animal that is delicious when its meat has been cooked to perfection,” I said.
“Ah yes, your weird tradition of heating your meat before you eat it rather than hunting it down live as the ancestors intended,” Telak said.
“Could the two of you please quiet down? I don’t see what Terran food customs have to do with what we’re doing here,” Ergohl said.
The tension was obvious in his voice. I turned to give him a reassuring smile, but from the way he was glowering at anyone who so much as looked at him I didn’t think there was going to be much reassuring. 
How I wished Varis was here. I could still feel her in the back of my mind. Just knowing she was out there somewhere but that I couldn’t know her thoughts was torture that was worse than anything I’d faced in Fleet SERE training.
I looked back out over the city. We’d gone past the Imperial Palace, and that had been enough to get the blood pumping. I’d been sure that any moment would see a swarm of ships coming out of the palace and chasing after us, but it hadn’t happened. Ergohl’s plan to launch from one of his noble friend’s palace rather than from Varis’s tower had apparently worked.
Still, I couldn’t chase away the anxiety I felt whenever I was about to go into a combat operation. Anxiety that screamed at me that everything was going to go wrong at any moment and there was nothing I could do about it.
I pushed those thoughts away as I always did. They were always there, and usually they weren’t right.
“We’re almost there,” I said.
The reclamation mine looked much the same as it had the first time I saw it. There was steady dust rising into the air all around it. Spotlights hovered over various parts of it illuminating humans and Livisk moving in a steady stream down into the darkness below. Darkness that held the ghost of older versions of this city that had been pulverized into nothing.
“Doesn’t look like a fun place to spend much time,” I said. I felt a pang of guilt for even thinking that way. After all, my former crew was down there suffering in those mines. I only had to be there for maybe the space of a night for this part of the plan to work out.
It was good to keep things in perspective sometimes.
“I imagine that’s exactly what the empress was going for when she created the place,” Telak said with his usual gruffness. “Not much point sending your enemies to a place where they’re going to have a good time, is there?”
“Guess you’ve got a point there,” I said.
The fighter, I refused to go out in anything less than a fully armed fighter ever since the incident in Ergohl’s pleasure yacht, moved down towards the same platform where we’d dropped Keen off only a week ago. A week that had stretched into what felt like a lifetime. 
The platform was massive. It had to be in order to take large shipments of reclaimed city that they brought up from the mine below and to take the even larger shipments of slaves that were needed to keep the place running.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” Telak asked.
“I don’t think we have a choice,” I said.
I nodded out of the bubble canopy towards the main entrance to the reclamation mine. A couple of shirtless Imperial guards with tattoos identifying them as such were making their way across the platform holding energy rifles lazily over their shoulders. 
They didn’t look like the type of security who constantly expected something bad to go down, which was fine with me. If they were lazy then it would make it that much easier for us to make our entrance.
“We could still take off,” Telak said. “This is your last chance to back out.”
“And ruin the entire plan leaving Varis captive with the empress? No thank you. I’m doing this. Whatever I’ll have to endure in there is going to be nothing compared to what Varis is dealing with if the stories everyone tells about that Ayrfuhl asshole are anything to go by.”
Telak nodded and grunted. I had the sneaking suspicion that telling me I could back out was a test. Like he wanted to make sure I was going to stick to a plan. That I would really put myself in danger. If it was a test then it seemed that I’d passed.
For now.
I glanced back at the two guards who were to accompany me down into the pits. Telak swore they were some of the most loyal men Varis had on her staff, but I was nervous about leaving him and Ergohl behind. I didn’t even know these warriors’ names, but final descent to the reclamation mine platform was hardly the time for introductions.
“Are you sure the two of you need to stay back here? You can’t come along?”
“I need to stay here in case something goes wrong and we have to extract you,” Telak said. “Besides, too much risk someone down there might recognize me and realize what’s up.”
“And a noble going strolling through the reclamation mines with a human would raise far too many questions,” Ergohl said. “You’ll have to go on your own, or with these two warriors, and hope for the best.”
I sighed. I was afraid they were going to say something like that. I felt a slight jolt underfoot as the craft set down. It was show time.
The doors on the side of the fighter craft hissed open and Varis’s warriors who’d volunteered for this mission stepped out with their weapons trained on me. I looked down at the force cuffs holding my hands in place and took a deep breath. 
It was time to go out there and do my best to win best actress in a made up slave transfer. I just hoped this worked. Otherwise I was walking right into the belly of the Imperial beast willingly.
“What’s going on here?” the Imperial guard on the right asked.
“Prisoner transfer,” one of Varis’s warriors said. “This one wasn’t fulfilling her duties to our master’s liking so she wanted her sent down to the reclamation mines to get a good look at where she’ll be if she doesn’t start performing up to her exacting standards.”
The guard turned and leered at me, licking his lips as he looked me up and down. “She even promised we could have a go if she didn’t learn her lesson well enough.”
That prompted a raucous laugh from the Imperial guards. I suppressed my disgust. I was a captive human. I was meek and thoroughly cowed. I was terrified at the prospect of being sent down to work in the mines rather than living the comfortable life as the consort of some powerful Livisk.
“Does that mean we’re going to have a little bit of fun too if she doesn’t learn her lesson?” the Imperial asked.
“I don’t see why not,” Varis’s warrior said. “After all, she wanted to make sure this one really learns her lesson if she doesn’t learn her lesson. If you catch my meaning.”
I gritted my teeth. It was taking all of my self control not to pull out the small blaster hidden in my pants and use it on these guards. We were still on track to get in, though, and indulging my usual habit of shooting at anything and everything that irritated me was only going to ruin that.
No matter how tempting it was to rain energy weapons on them.
“Go on in,” the Imperial guard said, pausing one final time to leer at me. I felt dirty under that gaze. “I’ll look forward to you coming back out my dear.”
He leaned in like he was going to touch my cheek or something and I flinched away. At least that part wasn’t acting. I really didn’t want this asshole touching me in any capacity. He laughed and moved in closer, but Varis’s warrior grabbed me by the arm and pulled me away.
“None of that yet,” he said. “We have to take her down there and see if she learns her lesson.”
“Oh yes. Well make sure she doesn’t,” the Imperial said. The Livisk standing behind him laughed as though he’d made the greatest joke ever. No doubt due to him being their officer. A comedian this guy wasn’t. That was for sure.
“What my master doesn’t find out won’t hurt her,” the warrior said with a final nod.
“Even if it does end up hurting this one!” the Imperial said. More laughter. 
This time I did roll my eyes. I was facing away from them so it’s not like they could see the gesture. It’s not like they’d have any idea what it meant, for that matter, but better safe than sorry considering these guards spent a lot of time working directly with humans.
“Played it up a bit there didn’t you?” I muttered as we made our way down into the reclamation mine.
I received a grunt in response.
Then we stepped over the lip of the arrival platform and all thoughts of the guards’ conversation was gone as I finally got a glimpse down into the reclamation mine from close up.
Oddly enough I couldn’t hear anything. The mine was a deep pit torn in the ground with tiered levels going down in a haphazard fashion and then a massive black hole at the bottom that was like a pit that sucked away all light.
That would be the entrance into the undercity. Or rather the many undercities that had built up in layers over years of conflict. We stepped forward even though every combat instinct in my body was screaming at me to run from this place as far and as fast as I could.
I felt a tingle. As though we were stepping through a force field. As soon as the tingle traveled over my skin it hit me. The overwhelming stench and noise of the reclamation mine. 
It was an industrial smell that reminded me of visiting groundside shipyards back on earth, but at the same time there was a biological undercurrent that wasn’t there in the shipyards. A smell of filth rising out of the mines that spoke of the sapients suffering down here day in and day out.
The guilt I felt at leaving my crew here while I was relatively safe in Varis’s tower hit me with all the power of a mass driver round slamming into the engine compartment of my ship. I wanted to scream, but screaming would draw the guards’ attention. I could see them posted at various levels in small pools of light as humans worked clothed barely in rags.
Plus screaming would have necessitated opening my mouth and taking a deep breath. I didn’t want to breathe in any more of this foul air than I had to. There was a reason there was a force field keeping the sounds and the smells hidden from the rest of the city.
“I apologize, Mistress. They would have thought something was up if we didn’t,” the warrior to my right said.
“What?” I asked.
“The guards at the entrance,” Varis’s man said. “They would have thought it odd if we didn’t try to pawn off our master’s slave. It’s a pretty regular thing. A mind game they play with their humans.”
“What sort of mind game?” I asked, glad for anything to distract me from the misery surrounding us.
“They tell female slaves who aren’t performing as desired that they’ll be sent to the mines, but by the time it gets to the point of actually sending someone to the mines it’s too late. They intend to give them over to the Imperials who work here, but they don’t tell them. They go through a show of touring the mines and making the women think they have one final chance before ripping that chance away from them right as they think they’re escaping.”
“Horrible,” I said.
Horrible, but about what I expected from powerful Livisk. They seemed to have taken cruelty and turned it into an artform on this world. Much in the way ancient humanity had done similar things, only to our own species.
Yet another reason why the whole thing needed to burn, though I found myself questioning whether or not it was the city that needed to burn or the whole Ascendency.
There were Livisk out there of honor like Varis, after all.
“Let’s get this over with,” I said. “I can’t stand this place, and we’re going to have trouble getting out if they’re expecting to have a free for all with me when we get out.”
“I’m hoping we’re in here long enough that the same guards won’t be there on the way out.”
“But you just said they expect to have fun no matter what. That’s the whole point of the mind fuck.”
Varis’s warrior shrugged. It reminded me of the fatalistic way Varis shrugged whenever she was contemplating the way the world worked. Or at least the way she thought the world should work versus how it actually worked, which were often at odds with one another. Then the warrior grinned, which definitely wasn’t how Varis approached the world.
“I suppose in that case we’ll just have to shoot anyone who tries to stop us from escaping, won’t we?”
I grinned right back at him. “I think I like you. What’s your name?”
“Pmosk,” he said.
“Pmosk,” I said, trying out the name. “I think we’re going to get along just fine, Pmosk.”
“Good to hear, but for now could you smile less and try to look like a terrified slave being shown your potential fate? It would really help,” Pmosk said.
I got back into my act as we approached a guard checkpoint that featured two guards lazing back staring at tablets and ignoring us. I looked down and did my best to look like I was a properly cowed slave, for all that they weren’t paying attention. 
Which was probably a good thing for me. I had no idea how to look like a slave. I glanced around to see if I could get an idea from the other human and Livisk slaves, but as soon as I looked up I wished I hadn’t.
Whether human or alien they were all wretches. Nothing like the slaves I’d seen working some of the parties with the nobility, or even the slaves I’d seen on the lower levels of the city. No, these were slaves in every sense of the word. People who had no hope and only the day’s labor to look forward to.
At least they looked like they were well fed even if they were doing backbreaking work pulling ancient technology out of a twisted maze of ancient buildings that were still partially intact from whenever they’d been destroyed.
“Let’s hurry this up,” I said. “I don’t know if I can take much of this.”
I was ashamed that I couldn’t take much of it, but I would endure this. I had a new reason for enduring it, too. I wasn’t just out to save Varis any longer. No, I was also going to save all the people who were stuck in bondage on this horrible dirtball of a planet.




54
Scheming

Talia


“What are you doing here?” 
“I have orders to have this human rejoin the rest of them,” Pmosk said.
The Imperial guard standing over this portion of the reclamation mine didn’t look impressed by Pmosk’s bluff. Not for the first time since we started this whole ridiculous scheme I wondered if someone was going to call us on our bullshit and it would be the end of it.
“This is all highly irregular,” the Imperial said. “None of the humans in the special detail have ever been put on another assignment. The only one who didn’t join us was…”
Realization dawned on his face. Though it was difficult to see much of anything down here. There were a few hovering lights providing the only illumination down here in the pit where night reigned at all times. Ahead I could see slaves working in those spots of light. No, not slaves.
My crew.
The Imperial moved his hand down to a weapon at his side, but I was faster. I’d had a lot of opportunity to use my hand to hand training since coming to this world, after all, and he was just a glorified security guard set to watch over a bunch of unarmed slaves who couldn’t defend themselves without being killed for their trouble.
I leveled the blaster at him. “None of that. Why don’t you hand that over to Pmosk here.”
“You’ll never get away with this,” the guard said. “Even if you break your friends out of here, where will you go? You can be assured the empress will kill you and your mate when she finds out what you’re doing down here.”
“That’s simple,” I said. “I’m not here to break any of my friends out of here, so you don’t need to worry about losing your job on my account. I am planning on making you have an accident before I’m done, though, so you shouldn’t gloat too much about what the empress’s going to do to me when she finds out because she isn’t going to find out.”
It was dark, but I could see the way his eyes went wide. Oh yeah. This wasn’t one of those warrior types who welcomed the idea of death in combat. Interesting. The empress really got the best of the best to staff her mines.
“You guys got this in hand?” I asked, turning to Pmosk and the other warrior who’d accompanied us down here while the others waited back at the platform. He was the strong silent type, so I hadn’t bothered asking his name.
“We’ll handle it,” Pmosk said. “Don’t worry. By the time we’re done anyone who investigates will be sure it was all nice and accidental.”
“Good. I trust you to do your best,” I said.
I turned back towards my crew and took a deep breath. I wasn’t sure exactly how to handle this. After all, I’d made up with Keen, but he’d been pretty pissed off at the beginning. He said he’d handle things with the rest of the crew and make sure they were ready when I called, but what if the rest of them were just as pissed off as he’d been?
That Imperial guard back there might not be the only person here dying of a mysterious accident down in the reclamation mine tonight. I was told it happened pretty often to guard and slave alike.
There was nothing for it but to go down to meet them though. I needed to be the captain they expected. The captain they deserved. All I could do was hope Keen did his work.
“You can do this Talia. You’re a captain in the Combined Interstellar Fleet and they’re your crew.”
I walked down the treacherous path. To even call it a path was being charitable. There were no paths, really. Just places where slaves walking through the rubble and twisted metal of the former incarnations of the capital had worn it down to the point where you could almost walk through it safely.
Of course walking through it in the darkness added a whole new level of treacherous footing to the experience. I managed to make it without falling on my ass, though, and finally I stepped into the light of one of the discs hovering overhead.
I recognized them. My crew. I couldn’t help but smile as I saw them for the first time since the ship was captured. They looked up slowly, one by one, and as they did the work stopped until all of them were staring.
“Is Keen here?” I asked.
“Let me through, let me through!” a voice said. 
A commotion in the crowd drew closer and closer and then Keen stepped out, still wearing what looked like the tattered remains of his Fleet uniform. He looked me up and down and I half expected the same challenging look I was getting from the rest of the crew.
Then he stepped forward and wrapped me in a huge hug. A hug, to be honest, that nearly got him thrown over my shoulder. I was so used to people getting up close to me so they could attack me that it was reflex.
A reflex that I held off.
“What are you doing here?” he asked when he finally finished the hug and held me at arm’s length by the shoulders. “I haven’t heard anything about any governments being toppled. Did you decide to break us out early?”
I didn’t miss the hint of hope in his voice. I hated that I had to dash that hope, but there was no getting around it.
“I’m not here for a rescue,” I said. I saw people muttering behind Keen. Yeah, they weren’t happy at that news. I could see the hope in their eyes draining away and it killed me. “Not yet, at least. I need your help if I’m going to get you out of here.”
Keen frowned, but he didn’t make any snide remarks like he might have when we were back on the ship together. I suppose that was a step in the right direction. It meant his promise to follow orders was holding, for now. I didn’t know how long that would hold if they stayed in this dismal place for much longer though.
“How is everyone?” I asked.
Keen blinked and seemed surprised. “You mean aside from being used as forced labor in a reclamation mine?” There were some chuckles from behind at that. 
“It could be worse,” I said. “I found a pocket of noble children who were planning on putting all of you on the business end of their knives so they wouldn’t have to travel off world for some crazy tradition where they have to kill an enemy combatant. I had to kill their leader to make them reconsider.”
Keen blinked. There was more talking from behind. A buzzing from the crew. Keen looked back to them and then to me.
“It would’ve been better if you hadn’t said that,” he said. “We’ve already been the target of some special attention from the guards because we’re not supposed to get any special attention from the guards. You’re going to make them more nervous.”
I stared at Keen for a moment, and I realized something. I was looking at a man who was barely hanging on. A man who was doing his best to hold it together for everyone around him. A man who was nearing the end of his rope. I needed to show these people that there was something more. There was escape. A light at the end of the tunnel.
Only that light would be the glowing end of an energy weapon if they didn’t trust me now. If they didn’t help me achieve what I needed.
I stepped forward among the crew I’d already failed once before. I’d come to accept it was as much my failure as theirs, for all that memories of my time trying to whip them into shape still had me grinding my teeth.
I wasn’t going to fail them now, but if I wasn’t going to fail them then I needed them to be confident. I needed them to act like members of the Combined Interstellar Fleet.
“Did you all hear that?” I asked. “The children of nobles, spoiled rich brats who know nothing but their pampered life, were going to use you to continue that pampered life. I killed the woman who came up with that idea and used what influence I’ve been able to gather up above to protect all of you from this.”
More muttering at that, but this time it was interested muttering. People were looking at me with something other than hostility. They didn’t seem like they were on the verge of being my best friend or anything, but I’d take what I could get.
I didn’t need to be their best friend. I needed to be their captain.
“Now I’m using that influence to put together a plan that will save all of you, but only if I make it through. If I don’t then we’re all going to die. Even the special protection you’ve enjoyed will be gone.”
“Why should we trust you?” a familiar voice shouted.
I squinted into the crowd and saw Olsen standing there, the same challenge in his eyes as I’d seen on the bridge. I barely avoided rolling my eyes.
This asshole was the last person I wanted to deal with right now. Nomura stood beside him, though she looked more defeated than angry.
“You abandoned us!” another voice said from out there in the darkness.
“We should kill you for bringing us here!” Olsen said, taking strength from the muttering crew gathered around him.
I glanced at Keen. He shrugged.
“I tried my best, but there are still a lot who blame you for what happened,” he said.
I squeezed my eyes shut, then opened them. I let the anger I’d barely been holding in place this whole time take over.
“Then kill me!” I shouted, my voice echoing off the dead ruins of what had passed for the height of Livisk civilization once upon a time. “Continue doing your jobs here. Allow yourselves to be slaves to the Livisk. Live out your lives for as long as they last and don’t raise a finger to help me. You’ll be killing yourselves as surely as you’re killing me if you do that.”
That got their attention. They still didn’t look happy, but at least they were looking at me. That was something. I really didn’t want to pull out my weapon and use it on my own people, but I would if I had to. If rescuing all of them meant taking out some of them.
Thankfully it didn’t come to that.
“What do you need from us?”
It was Keen, speaking from somewhere behind me. I felt his hand on my shoulder. I looked up to him and smiled.
“I have a plan that will destroy the existing power structure on this planet, but to do it I need something that only you can provide,” I said.
Keen blinked in surprise. “How could we possibly help you? We’re slaves. We’re trapped down here. There’s nothing we can do to fight the power on this world.”
“And that’s where you’re wrong,” I said. “I need you to find something for me. Something that can only be found down here in the reclamation mines. Something I desperately need.”
“What’s that?”
I held out the other device I brought with me this evening. A holoprojector. I flicked it on and the whole reason I risked coming down here and potentially getting captured popped up in a glowing display.
“I’ve seen plenty of those before,” Keen said. “What is it? Why are we looking for it?”
“It’s an ancient Livisk power unit,” I said. “According to the records it has a half life of 5,000 years, so they should still be nice and crunchy even now. As for what I’m using it for, I’m afraid that’s going to have to be a secret in case you’re compromised.”
“So we get this for you, the Livisk leadership suffers?” Keen asked, a dangerous glint in his eye.
“Humiliations galore,” I said with a grin. The one thing we’d ever been able to bond over was ancient 20th century movies. The old 2D kind. It was nice to have that semi-secret language to fall back on now.
“Right then. It looks like it’s time for us to get to work down here.”
There was more muttering from the assembled crew, but it was more interested than angry this time. I glanced at Olsen. He was still glaring at me, but there were fewer people agreeing with him.
“Good,” I said, feeling a flood of relief that they were going along with this. I pulled something out of my pocket and handed it over to Keen. He regarded it with suspicion.
“What’s this? A weapon of some sort?”
“No, a transmitter. I want you to activate it the moment you find what I’m looking for. Pull that off and I promise the next time I come down here it will be with more weapons than you could ever imagine.”
Keen grinned. “I can imagine a lot of weapons.”
“A man after my own heart.”
I smiled as I watched the crew moving with more purpose than they had a moment ago. All of them but Olsen. He might be trouble. Or maybe not. Nomura pulled him away, and she’d always been trustworthy.
Still, they had hope after my first visit with Keen. Now they had something that every good member of the Fleet needed: purpose. I’d given them a mission.
It was a damn shame that it took getting captured and taken off to a strange new world for us to come together, but at least it was something for them to hold onto.
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“This is going to be interesting,” I said as I climbed over something that looked like an ancient larger version of the hovercars I saw flying over the city these days. Off in the distance above and ahead of us I could see the landing platform with the fighter craft still resting there. 
It didn’t look like the Imperials were paying it any more attention than they usually did. I hoped that meant they hadn’t found a reason to inspect the fighter craft. Or to detain Telak and Ergohl.
That would’ve meant we were trapped here for good. As I looked up at the silhouettes of Imperial guards standing on the landing platform I knew we could still end the day in serious trouble if those were the same ones from before.
“I’m surprised at you,” Pmosk said. “From everything I’ve heard I thought you would be more bloodthirsty than this.”
“Bloodthirsty is one thing,” I said. “It’s another thing entirely to have to worry about someone shooting you while you’re trying to make an escape. If we can get through here without any trouble then I’ll be a very happy girl.”
“Suit yourself,” he said.
The other Livisk with us merely grunted. He wasn’t much of a talker, but Pmosk had explained on the way up that it was because he’d lost the ability to speak in combat with humans while fighting in the battle of Proxima Centauri. 
It was a battle they called the Great Defeat on this side of the battle lines. I smiled as I thought of that turkey shoot. That was the last time they’d gotten anywhere close to the human core system.
Except for the time Varis managed to run a raid on the home system, of course. That hadn’t worked out so well for the humans involved. At least not for the ones trapped in this mine.
I had to admit I’d had a pretty good time since finding myself on this world, even if it hadn’t always been a picnic. I’d have a much better time when I was back in Varis’s arms, and I would kill any empress who stood between us to get there.
“Let’s concentrate on getting the sequel trilogy out of here,” I muttered.
“What is this sequel trilogy? I’m not familiar with that word,” Pmosk said.
“It’s an example of human corporate greed trying to recreate something everyone loved and sucking all the soul and fun out of it in the process,” I growled.
“Doesn’t sound like a pleasant thing at all,” Pmosk said.
“No it isn’t.”
We climbed over another piece of massive debris and onto another path that was more defined than the other paths in this area. Mostly because there were more slaves traveling through this area. This was where they landed to go down into the reclamation mine, after all. My understanding was it was the last trip most slaves made.
When we stepped onto the landing platform I wanted to groan. The same guards we’d talked to earlier were still standing there laughing and carrying on, but all of that stopped when they realized we were coming back up. One of the guards elbowed the other in the side and he looked over and grinned when he realized who we were.
The Imperial walked over, that grin never leaving his face. He looked down and reached out to touch my cheek.
“Well then. What did you think of the horrors of the pit my pretty?” he asked.
“I wouldn’t build a summer home there,” I replied.
His eyebrows lowered in what was probably a mix of anger and confusion, but it was difficult to tell what was going on in a Livisk brain when I wasn’t wired directly into it thanks to a weird alien psychic bond. Not that it mattered. I didn’t have to guess what he was feeling a moment later when my knee made contact with his groin and he fell over groaning in pain.
The other Imperials seemed surprised, and that surprise was what sealed their fate. I pulled my weapon out and fired taking out two of them, meanwhile Pmosk and our silent warrior companion followed suit. A moment later there was only the captain of the guard rolling around on the ground holding his groin.
“What are you doing? Are you insane?” a voice shouted from the fighter. I looked up to see Ergohl staring down looking either scandalized or pissed off or probably a healthy mix of both. Either way, he wasn’t happy.
“They were expecting to use me for their pleasure and I wasn’t letting that happen,” I said.
“But he’ll tell the authorities who we were and what we were doing! There will be an investigation!” Ergohl said.
I looked down at the officer rolling on the ground. His eyes were open and he stared up in fear. I tried to fix him with my best and most disarming smile, though I’m not sure how well that worked because he only looked more afraid as I bared my teeth.
“You’re not going to talk, are you?” I asked.
The officer shook his head. I raised my weapon and fired a couple of times until he stopped moving, then dusted off my hands as I slipped the blaster back into its hiding spot in the back elastic of my pants.
“You’re damn right you won’t,” I said, then I spit on his corpse for good measure. Served him right considering what they got up to here.
“Damnation,” Pmosk said. “I guess you are as bloodthirsty as the stories all say you are.”
“That and then some, Baby,” I said. “Now let’s get going before someone comes to investigate all that noise we made.”
I hopped into the ship and powered up all the various fiddly bits that made it move. I could even read some of the controls at this point thanks to the Livisk reading lessons with Ergohl. 
Most of it was going off of memory and the lessons Varis gave me in the simulators though. Any good pilot knew how to flip every switch in a cockpit without stopping to read what the switch actually did, and it was no different with the training I’d done in the simulators.
I smiled as I felt the antigravity engines spool up. I took off and then turned the fighter back towards the landing platform.
“Fire in the hole,” I said with the dispassionate tone that came from doing this sort of remote death delivery all the time.
I hit a button and two canisters fell from the ship and landed on the platform. I turned and climbed up into the sky.
“Why are you dropping bombs on the landing platform?” Ergohl asked, his tone flat.
“Because otherwise people might find a bunch of dead Livisk on that platform and start asking questions,” I said as the whole thing blew behind us.
The fighter craft rocked for a moment before the antigrav reasserted itself, but only for a moment. This shit was Varis’s, which meant it was military grade and then some.
Then we were off floating above the Livisk city. There were the usual lines of hovercar traffic moving through the city looking like glowing spiderwebs threading their way through the many levels. I knew now that the higher you went the fancier those hovercars got, though that was something I’d taken for granted when I was flitting about the city with Varis and Ergohl.
So many problems with this city and this so-called empire. I was starting to hope I could solve them without destroying this place. It’d grown on me despite trying its best to kill me. I wouldn’t hesitate to burn the whole thing to the ground if that’s what was necessary though.
“I’d give a month of my pay to know what you’re thinking about right now, because that’s a terrifying look,” Telak said.
“What could possibly be terrifying about that?” Ergohl asked. “She looks angry.”
“You’ve obviously never seen an angry human coming at you with weapons loaded. I’ve seen it often enough in my offworld adventures that it’s not something I care to ever see again, and that’s the look she has right now.”
“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m only thinking about all our plans and what we still have to do to make it through this alive.”
“It might help if you told us more about what those plans are,” Telak said. “It is difficult to help you when we’re doing crazy things like going to a reclamation mine with no idea why.”
“Come on, Telak,” I chided. “You of all people should be able to appreciate the value of need-to-know.”
“Oh I appreciate it,” he said. “Doesn’t make me like it any more coming from you as when it comes from the big idiot who got herself captured.”
I was about to make a smart response to that when a light started blinking just out of the corner of my eye. I reacted without thinking, firing up the shields which was definitely illegal in the middle of the city but usually ignored if you were powerful enough. 
I threw the ship into a banking curve that registered through the transparent aluminum dome over our heads but didn’t register in my inner ear thanks to the internal gravity generators keeping down pointed towards the floor inside the craft no matter which way down was outside.
The maneuver was just in time too. A couple of blasts from an energy weapon sailed past us harmlessly. Well, harmlessly from our point of view. They probably weren’t harmless to whoever was in the building they slammed into.
That seemed to be happening to the architecture around me a lot these days. It said something about how terrible the conditions were in this city that people accepted that level of damage as a cost of living here. Though it occurred to me that it wasn’t really all that different from the ancient humans who tolerated a much larger baseline of weapons violence than we did these days.
Besides, it’s not like there were any authorities to investigate since “the authorities” were all less powerful than the people they were investigating and tended to keep their heads down if they wanted to survive.
On the bright side it meant we weren’t going to be bothered by the local equivalent of the cops while I tried to escape from whatever dumbass was firing on us.
“What was that?” Ergohl asked as I banked around again. I checked my display and saw three craft coming up on us hot like they meant business.
“Looks like we have some company,” I said. “I guess the Imperials figured out what we were trying to do and finally decided to do something about it. I knew that whole thing felt way too easy.”
“Wonderful,” Ergohl said. “So we blew up that landing platform in vain.”
“Blowing something up real good is never in vain,” I muttered, concentrating on the combat readout in front of me. “Telak, if he talks again could you please gag him or something?”
“Now there’s no need for…”
I held up a finger and for a wonder Ergohl actually shut up. That was a rarity. I gritted my teeth as I dove and avoided another couple of bolts of energy that sizzled through the air around us.
“I’m trying to save our lives here,” I said.
“But Telak…”
“Isn’t nearly as good a pilot as I am. He’s a ground pounder. I’m from the Terran Combined Fleet. Flying ships is what we do. Now will you shut up and let me work?”
“She’s right,” Telak said. “And technically Ergohl just spoke again, does that mean…”
This time I held up the finger to stop Telak from finishing that thought. “Could both of you shut the fuck up please? If you keep this up I’m going to have Pmosk back there gag both of you.”
Pmosk, blessedly, didn’t say anything. I guess he was low enough on the totem pole that he knew the value of shutting the fuck up while the higher ups were arguing. I had no doubt he’d follow orders if I asked him to gag both windbags, though. Maybe they realized that too, because they shut up and stayed that way.
I frowned at the displays as I dove through a line of traffic. The ships separated expertly and went around the line of traffic rather than slamming into it and taking out a couple of them in the process.
Something was wrong here. They weren’t acting like the Imperials I’d gone up against in the past. They were actually flying half decently, and they weren’t trying to fire missiles at me or anything.
I swung the ship back around to get a good look at them. Even the weapons they were firing at us weren’t the sort that were a real danger to a fighter like this. Almost as though…
“Why are you turning back towards the people trying to kill us?” Ergohl said.
“Let the woman fly,” Telak replied, his voice calm and cool. It was obvious which of the two was used to combat, though I couldn’t blame Ergohl. He had my back even if he’d never been in mortal danger before. Or, rather, the mortal danger he’d been in came from a civil war rather than the Livisk-human war.
Turns out he wasn’t really in mortal danger now. The three ships screaming towards us at high speed were nothing more than variants of the same high end modified hovercar Ergohl owned. The one I’d used to escape from Dovar’s place with the Imperials in hot pursuit.
I grinned. I didn’t know who this was coming after me, but they’d just brought a pleasure yacht to a starfighter dogfight, and it wasn’t going to end well for them.
“Who is that?” Ergohl said.
“Looks like modified pleasure yachts,” Telak replied.
“Rich enough to afford modified pleasure yacht hover cars and powerful enough that they’re attacking us without worrying about getting hauled in for their trouble. Also well informed enough that they managed to track our craft even when we were doing our best to sneak around,” I said.
“A noble family then,” Ergohl said.
“What noble family would want to kill us?” Telak asked. “We’re going after the empress, not the nobles.”
“Yeah, but you’re forgetting that I sort of just executed one of the most powerful nobles in the city. I’m betting there are a lot of powerful people out there who’d like a piece of me because of that,” I said.
As though on cue there was a crackling from the speakers and a voice came through. A voice that sounded eerily familiar. Almost as though Dovar was reaching out to speak to me from beyond the grave. Not that I gave that idea serious consideration.
“We have you targeted. If you do not take your ship down now and submit to capture we will destroy you,” the voice said.
I grinned and kept flying right at them. They weren’t firing for some reason. Maybe they really were going to try and capture us? If so that was cute. Very cute. Stupid and probably deadly for them, but cute. The nobles were playing war and they were about to find out how messy war could get.
“Identify yourself,” I said. “Why have you fired on us without provocation?”
“Without provocation?” the voice shouted into the speakers. “You killed my father! Prepare to die!”
I snorted, though I doubted the Livisk on the other end was quoting late twentieth movies at me.
The communication cut off, but I had the information I needed now. Yakkity yak had stayed on long enough to allow me to trace which ship he was in. The one on the right, which was a surprise. I figured a noble playing at war would’ve been smack dab in the middle leading the charge.
“That narrows it down,” Ergohl said. “Dovar’s son. He was offworld, but I imagine he came back as soon as he heard the news of his father’s death.”
“Odd. I figured the way you nobles operated he would’ve been thanking me for getting his old man out of the way,” I said.
“Some nobles are more fond of their parents than others,” Ergohl said. “Now could you please turn this ship around so we’re not facing down three armed craft? They’re going to start shooting at us again soon.”
“Let them. Dovar’s son is about to learn a lesson in picking a fight with his betters,” I said. I flipped the communication again. “Listen, I know you’re probably mad about the whole me killing your dad thing, but I’m kind of busy right now going after way bigger fish than you.”
A pause. Their ships were still closing the distance very quickly. The tips of their weapons started to glow with energy they were about to unleash on me. It was all happening very fast. They’d fire any moment now.
“Look,” I said. “You really don’t want to do this. If you could go back to the kiddie pool while the adults take care of their business then we can take care of this later. I promise I’ll kill you right after I’ve killed everyone at the top of my list.”
Their response was to open fire. Only this time I didn’t evade. I didn’t even bother to move all the shields forward. There was no need with what they were throwing at us, and I didn’t want to leave myself open to an attack from behind in case this really was a clever ruse to try and get me to drop my guard rather than an ill-conceived attack by a grieving son blinded by his thirst for vengeance.
The blasts hit the shielding and bounced off harmlessly. I powered up my own weapons and fired twice, taking out the two ships on the left. The third stopped firing almost immediately and came to a halt hovering in the air. I moved right in front of it and stared through the bubble canopy towards the Livisk on the other side who was positively fuming.
I could see a slight resemblance to Dovar, though this one was younger and in better shape. It was also plain that he hated me. Like that was straight up loathing on his face.
I charged all the weapons I had. I was pretty sure he didn’t even have the sensors he needed to see everything charged up, but he could sure as shit see the energy weapons powering up. I could see the glow reflecting on his craft and off of his face.
I opened comms again.
“You have a choice. You can leave me the fuck alone, or you can keep chasing this grudge and wind up as a grease stain down on the ground floor or somewhere on the side of a building when I disable your antigrav engines with excessive force.”
“I will have my revenge,” the Livisk said.
“Get in line,” I replied. “Better warriors than you are trying to kill me right now.”
His eyes narrowed in fury. I’d picked up that insult in some of the readings Ergohl forced me to do. It was nice to know those readings were good for something other than slow torture.
He glared at me for another moment, then turned and retreated. Good. I’d kill people who deserved it, but the only thing he was guilty of was an overdeveloped sense of filial responsibility.
“Why leave him alive?” Ergohl asked. “You’ve killed so many.”
“The kid was way out of his depth,” I said.
“I seem to recall another noble child who was out of her depth and got killed regardless,” Ergohl said.
I turned to give him a look. He hadn’t expressed any annoyance over the pesky business of me killing his daughter so far, and I’d asked him about it time and again. 
Were cracks finally starting to show? Did I need to worry about watching my back with him now? That was all I needed on top of everything else that was going on.
“No worries my dear,” he said. “I understand why you did what you had to do there.”
“Yeah, it’s a little different when someone’s coming at you with a knife versus someone firing through shields he can’t penetrate,” I said. “One was premeditated murder. The other is an idiot who deserves a chance to think about what they’ve done and why it was a bad idea.”
“We’re going to keep getting distractions like this,” Telak said. “There’s no way around it. Too many people out there want you dead. They’re going to keep trying to make you dead unless you do something about it.”
“I can’t very well kill everyone in this city. At least not yet,” I said as I swung the fighter around and headed back towards a different noble landing sight. 
We weren’t taking any chances that the Imperials might figure out where we were really coming from, and I especially wasn’t taking any chances on them figuring out who we were based on where we landed. Especially after we had that little battle over the city which probably drew all sorts of the wrong kind of attention.
“You could always move ahead with the second part of the plan now rather than waiting,” Ergohl said. “Then no one would be able to touch you, and you’d have Varis back, however temporarily. Custom will be enough to keep them away from you.”
“Custom hasn’t been enough to keep everyone else who’s tried to kill me from trying,” I muttered, but Ergohl had a point. The strength of Livisk custom would keep some away, at least, and that was something.
I stared out over the city, and like it had so many times before my attention fell on the Imperial Palace in the distance. Varis was in there, and I had no idea what was happening to her. I hadn’t wanted to move on to phase two until we were absolutely ready, but the need to feel Varis in the back of my mind again was so intense that I found myself warming up to the idea.
“We’re going to have to do a little bit of prep if we’re moving to phase two this early,” I said.
“Whatever you need, it’s yours,” Telak said. “Especially if it means getting Varis out of that hole.”
I couldn’t agree more. I could only imagine what she was enduring inside the walls of the palace, and I needed to break her out now.
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The clamps fell down across my wrists and I felt Ayrful bonding them in place. No mechanical contrivances to keep these cuffs on. They were bonded at an atomic level so they became a solid block of metal holding me in place. 
I could give the empress one thing, she was thorough when it came to removing all hope from her prisoners. Though she’d done a piss poor job of it in this case. Though it wasn’t entirely her fault. How was she to know her feared torturer was loyal to me?
Then again that was the sort of thing she would’ve known if the people doing recruiting for her had even a basic level of competence. Not that I was knocking the empress’s incompetence. Not today. Not when it was working in my favor.
“Are you sure you want to go through with this?” Ayrfuhl asked. “We could kill her now. All I need is a word from you and she is gone. The things she’s made me do over the years…”
“Things you did willingly, I might add,” I said.
“Is it willing when she’s holding my family hostage every night?” Ayrfuhl chuckled. Not the reaction I’d expect from someone who’d confided that the empress was holding his family hostage, though that seemed like the sort of thing he’d do. “Torturing the torturer. I’m sure she gets endless amusement from that. Then again I doubt she’d be able to find anyone to do this work otherwise. The things…”
Ayrfuhl’s raspy voice stopped and he got very close to getting choked up. I reached out and took his arm.
“We’ll make her pay for everything she’s done,” I said. “I can promise you that.”
“Thank you sir,” he said, still sounding slightly choked up. “I can still go easy on you if you’d like. You could make her think you’re being tortured.”
I shook my head. “No. I was always a better warrior than an actor. Make it as real as possible. I promise I’ll repay her for every wound inflicted.”
“As you command, my general,” Ayrfuhl said. He held his head to the side for a moment. No doubt an implant of some sort. I’d seen him do that from time to time. “She’ll be here in a moment. Prepare yourself.”
“I am prepared,” I said. “This isn’t the first time I’ve been hooked up to a torture device, and I doubt it will be the last. Whatever you do won’t come close to what the humans have done to me. They took the science of torturing our people and turned it into an art.”
“Come now my general,” Ayrfuhl said. “Are you really saying the humans are better at this than me?”
I frowned. That sounded almost like he took some pride in his work. Not at all like the man I’d seen a moment ago who was lamenting the work he was forced to do on behalf of the empress. There was something worrying to that, but I didn’t have time to pursue that thought.
I heard something hissing off in the darkness. The sound of a door opening somewhere beyond where the light fell. No doubt the empress coming to gloat about the progress Ayrfuhl had made.
“Are you enjoying your accommodations?” the empress said from somewhere behind me.
“You’re late,” I said.
The empress stepped into the light. “I’m the sovereign of our entire civilization. Everything I say becomes law. That means I always arrive precisely on time. Everyone else bends to my schedule.”
I shook my head. “That sort of attitude is going to get you overthrown someday if you’re not careful.”
The empress moved a finger. Ayrfuhl moved like a flash and pressed something against my side. The thing looked like paddles strapped to each of his hands, but it was so much more than that. A device that was designed to stimulate Livisk nerves and make them feel pain that was more intense than anything I’d ever felt on a battlefield. 
I’d been prepared for it, but being prepared for something and actually having it happen were two very different experiences.
I wasn’t going to give the empress the satisfaction of crying out though. I clenched my teeth and rode the wave of pain. It might have been more intense than any other pain I’d ever felt, but it was still only pain. I’d dealt with it before and I would deal with it now.
“Are you enjoying the accommodations, Varis?” the empress asked.
“It’s been quite satisfying, thank you,” I said. “Though the service leaves something to be desired.”
I glanced down at the bruises on my body. Ayrfuhl and I had done those on purpose. It wouldn’t do for the empress to show up for a surprise inspection and wonder why I wasn’t beaten to a pulp. That had turned out to be surprisingly prescient when Ayrfuhl cocked his head to the side and announced we were about to have a visitor.
“I understand Ayrfuhl has been doing his best to make you feel more than welcome here at the palace,” the empress said.
“Something like that,” I said.
The empress made the same motion with her finger and once more Ayrfuhl stepped forward and pressed the device against me. Once more pain blossomed through my body, only this time it seemed Ayrfuhl was turning up the intensity. 
I squeezed my eyes shut and kept my teeth clamped together. I was not going to give the empress the satisfaction of crying out because of the pain.
Though I was surprised at the intensity of that pain. I’d expected Ayrfuhl to pull punches, but that pain lanced out from the spot where the paddles touched my skin. He was really turning this up and going for a genuine performance. Was he trying to get me to cry out?
“I’d imagine that right about now you’re wondering why Ayrfuhl is giving you the full brunt of the torture device, right Varis?” the empress asked.
I blinked. The paddles pulled away, but the pain lingered this time. The first time it was as though it was switched off as soon as Ayrfuhl broke contact, but not now. I had to blink a few more times to see straight, and I realized my eyes were clouded by tears. I might not cry out, but I couldn’t contain that shameful reaction from my body.
Damn the empress and her schemes. And how was she able to read my mind like that? She didn’t have a mental link with me like Talia did.
“Oh I know you’re trying to do that whole stoic warrior thing that you do so well, Varis, but you can’t hide the surprise. I know you too well. You’re wondering how I know what you’re thinking. You’re so predictable.”
I shook my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Of course you do. You think Ayrfuhl here is on your side. He fed you that line about how he was your loyal soldier and all that nonsense that would be guaranteed to appeal to someone as ‘honorable’ as you. Well I think honorable is just another word for idiot, and this proves it,” the empress said, walking around me in a circle with her hands clasped together behind her back. 
Her mouth was fixed with a huge smile. A knowing smile. I felt the world falling out from beneath me. I looked over to Ayrfuhl, and he had the same smile on his face.
“Did you really think it was going to be that easy?” he asked. “I’ll be perfectly honest with you, my general.” The way he said “my general” had taken on a mocking tone. “I was quite surprised at how easily you were willing to give up all your secrets. To tell me how you were planning on killing the empress.”
“You traitorous…”
Ayrfuhl stepped forward and pressed one of his paddles against me. Really pressed it in hard. Blinding pain coursed through my body, and this time I did throw my head back and scream. Apparently the harder he pressed the more intense the pain. The pain was nothing compared to the shame I felt.
The paddle pulled away, but the pain remained. I turned to Ayrfuhl and glowered at him. It was all I could do. All those times I could have attempted escape and I’d allowed him to dupe me into thinking he was an ally.
I suppose I’d gotten too used to Talia making daring escapes against improbable odds. It had happened so often that I was sure it would happen again. That Ayrfuhl being a loyal former soldier who hated the empress was simply another example of the spirits of warriors past smiling down on me.
Well they were smiling down on me now, but they were laughing at me and my naivete.
“You are worse than scum,” I spat.
“Come now, Varis,” the empress said, coming round so that she was in my view again. “Is that any way to talk to your empress?”
“You will be overthrown someday, and on that dark day you will deserve every horrible thing that happens to you.”
“Oh, do you think your human is going to overthrow me? Because she’s heading over to the palace right now. Said she wants to open negotiations with me.”
I roared and pulled at the bonds holding me, but the cuffs held. I wanted to rip the empress apart. I wanted to rip Ayrfuhl apart.
“What she doesn’t know is I’m going to have both of you killed after I have an audience with her. I’m going to make you watch her death first. Maybe I’ll even let Ayrfuhl have her for a little while. I’m sure that will finally get through that stoic front you always present to the world.”
Any hope I’d had of an escape or a rescue left me. I felt myself falling into a blackness unlike anything I’d ever felt before. 
I’d never given up hope before. I’d always been confident that no matter what I would be able to make it through a situation, or at the very least I would die an honorable death.
Now it seemed neither of those options was open to me. Hoping to be rescued was foolish to begin with. I felt something that came quite close to despair for the first time in my life, but that despair was tempered by the knowledge that Talia would be here soon.
“You’re a liar,” I said.
“I can assure you I’m not a liar. You’ll see your human soon enough,” the empress said.
“That’s not the lie I’m talking about,” I said. “I’m sure Talia is coming here, but you’re lying when you say she’ll be given over to Ayrfuhl for torture. I don’t know how, but if she’s coming here then that means she has a plan.”
“Is that supposed to worry me? Am I supposed to be terrified and intimidated into handing you over to her?”
“No, I don’t expect you to do anything of the sort. You’re too stupid to see your own doom coming right for you. It’s a doom you’ve been making for yourself since you first ascended to that throne and mismanaged it so ridiculously. But I do know one thing. If Talia is coming here with a plan then it isn’t going to be one that will work out well for you.”
The empress surprised me. She walked over to Ayrfuhl and yanked the pain paddles out of his hands. Then she walked over to me and slammed the paddles down over my chest with all the force she could muster. Which wasn’t much. Strength wasn’t one of her qualities.
Not that she had any good qualities to begin with.
Still, even with her weak touch it was enough to send pain shooting through my body once more. I clenched my teeth and forced myself to smile as I looked down at her. And as I stared at her with that smile, enduring pain that would probably leave the empress whimpering, her face slowly turned from anger to something approaching horror.
She knew what was coming just as well as I did, and she was afraid. She might be the one holding the torture device, but I’d won this encounter.
The empress pulled away and spat at me.
“Have the men bring her up,” she said. “I want her to have a front row seat as her human throws herself into my jaws.”
I felt some relief at knowing the torture was over for the moment, and then I felt shame that I felt relief rather than enduring the torture as a true warrior should. I also found myself wondering what in damnation Talia was doing. 
She had to have a plan if she was coming to the Imperial Palace and announcing it to the empress, but I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what that plan might be.
I’d find out soon enough though. Assuming the empress wasn’t lying about this as well in a further attempt to break me.
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“The two of you didn’t need to come with me for this,” I said. 
“Nonsense,” Ergohl said. “If you’re going for an audience in the Imperial Palace then you’ll need someone along who knows how the political game is played.”
“I’ve been to the palace before for an audience, you know,” I said. “As I understand it that will make this two more audiences than you’ve ever had with this empress.”
“Be that as it may,” Ergohl said. “You still need someone who knows what they’re doing.”
“And you’re going to need someone who knows how to fight,” Telak said. “I’m not letting you go in there all on your own. I don’t care how many weapons you’ve hidden in places I’m not going to look.”
“Telak has a point,” Pmosk said.
“Why are you joining in with them?” I asked. “You’re the only one I specifically asked to come along on this ride.”
“Right, but I’m always going to welcome someone who’s willing to help out,” Pmosk said. “Even if I am indebted to you for bestowing this honor upon me.”
“Honor my ass,” I said. “You fight dirty and I like that. I’m going to need people like you before this is done.”
I turned back to the bubble canopy in the fighter craft. I stared at the palace, though it was mostly because I had no choice. The massive structure was the only thing I could see. We were under the control of the Imperial traffic control computer at this point and there was no piloting to be done.
Supposedly no one but Imperials could bring their ships in under manual control when they got into the vicinity of the palace. It was a little safeguard that all Livisk manufacturers put into their software to make sure no one could maneuver around the place unless the empress wanted them to.
What those manufacturers hadn’t counted on was Varis’s paranoia. Turns out she’d modified all of her fighter craft so they were completely independent from any other Livisk control systems. Her paranoia meant I had a fighter I could bring back under my control at any moment if I needed to. 
My hand hovered over that button as we drew closer to the palace.
Not that I thought I’d have to bring this thing under manual control, but it was nice to know I had that option available if I needed it.
“So what do you think the odds are that this actually works?” I asked.
Ergohl shrugged. “I figure there’s about a fifty/fifty chance the empress doesn’t try to kill you for pulling this.”
“What about you, Telak? What odds are you giving us?”
“I think it’s about a fifty/fifty chance we survive and make it back to the fighter if the empress decides to kill you for pulling this. After that I have no idea.”
“It’s nice to know the two of you are so confident in my plan.”
I turned back to look up to the palace. We were moving in towards a landing bay was near the top of the massive pyramidal structure. I could see other ships landing and taking off, but they were all pleasure cars like the one Ergohl had, or the ones that had given chase to us a couple of nights ago during the escape from the reclamation mine.
We were the only fighter moving in for a landing. I suppose it was a sign of the empress’s confidence that she was allowing me to land in a fighter at all. Though there were plenty of nasty looking turrets on the landing platform that looked like they could shoot down anything that showed signs of trouble.
Though those turrets were nothing compared to the massive orbital denial turret on Dovar’s palace. Or maybe it was Dovar’s son’s palace? I really needed to find out what that kid’s name was if I was going to be his new mortal enemy.
Either way the turrets on the landing platform looked like they’d be more than enough to ruin my day if I tried something stupid like launching a weapon or going into manual and trying to escape.
“Isn’t this the part where one of you tells me I don’t have to go through with this?” I asked, trying to keep the nerves out of my voice.
Ergohl stepped forward and looked out over the landing pad we were about to touch down on. In particular he looked at the massive turrets trained on our ship. I wondered if the empress might just order her people to blast us out of the sky now and be done with it. 
It would be easy enough. After all, she was the unquestioned ruler of this world even if I had some personal questions about her ability to rule.
I let out a breath I was holding in. Now wasn’t the time to get nervous. Now wasn’t the time to let myself get lost in flights of fancy. If I was going to have my revenge I needed to be cool and collected as though I was on the bridge of my ship and in control of the situation. I needed to accept the fact that death lurked around every corner when you were in the business of war.
“I think it’s too late for us to do any sort of backing out at this point my dear,” he said.
“Those turrets would turn us into an atomized puff of air before you could swivel around,” Pmosk said. “The empress’s troops might be a little out of practice since they spend all their time here rather than going out and fighting like true warriors, but those are slaved to computers that don’t miss. Not to mention there are enough of them that you won’t be able to take all of them out before one gets us.”
“That’s reassuring,” I said. “Guess that means there’s not going to be any daring escape if things go pear shaped.”
“What does fruit have to do with anything?” Pmosk asked.
“It’s a human thing. Don’t worry about it,” I said. “What we need to worry about is whether or not the empress is going to stand by tradition or allow herself to be dishonored in the eyes of her court.”
“Remember that you can’t give her a meter,” Ergohl said. “She’ll try to outmaneuver you somehow, but you need to get the audience in her main chamber where there are lots of witnesses. Make it impossible for her to go back on her word without suffering terrible consequences.”
“Right. That’s easy enough. Trick the ruler of an interstellar empire into giving something up. When you put it like that it seems simple,” I groused.
“There’s no need for you to be snippy with me young lady,” Ergohl said.
“Can it Ergohl,” I said. “You’re not my real dad.”
I turned and grinned, but he wore a blank expression. I sighed. Damn aliens and their inability to recognize a good human joke when they heard it. I’d be happy to get Keen and the rest of the crew out of that pit just so I could have someone around who would laugh at my jokes for a change. I was getting tired of getting nothing but blank sparkly blue expressions when I busted out my best material.
There was a slight bump as the ship hit the platform. I took a couple of calming breaths and smoothed out my outfit. It felt slightly ridiculous. The sparkling blue gown would’ve made it look like I was wearing nothing if I was a Livisk woman, a sexist reminder of a not so far off past where the Livisk had treated their women like property. The gown looked even more ridiculous on me with my pink Terran skin.
Still, it was what a betrothed was supposed to wear when she appeared to make a demand of her new family, so this is what I was wearing even if it did look ridiculous. We’d scrapped the idea of using a gown that had human skintones because it hadn’t looked nearly as impressive as the sparkling blue number.
“Guess we’re really going to do this,” I said. “Let’s get on with it and find out whether or not we’re all going to die.”
“It’s so comforting when you put it that way,” Ergohl said.
The doors to the fighter hissed open and I stepped out onto the landing platform. All around us was the steady bustle of ridiculously expensive hovercars coming in for a landing, depositing Livisk nobility who were in ridiculously expensive clothing, and then taking off to rejoin the lines of traffic that zoomed through the massive city. 
I took a deep breath, but it didn’t help. It was a deep breath of Livisk air. Their red sun hovered fat up in the sky, but it didn’t provide me with the proper level of warmth.
I wanted to go back to Varis’s tower. I had a room with lights there that provided the proper amount of UV light, thank you very much. None of this red dwarf bullshit, for all that it looked larger than earth’s sun because their planet had to be closer in to hit their star’s Goldilocks Zone.
“My dear?” Ergohl asked.
Right. I had an empire to topple. I ignored the escorts who were coming up to join us, weapons drawn, and walked right past them. The obvious officer leading them looked perplexed, then he scrambled to catch up with us.
“Excuse me, but you can’t go to the entrance without…”
I held up a hand to stop him. Wheeled around and looked him up and down. “You dare stop me?”
He brought himself up to his full height. It was an impressive height. These Imperial types might not be the sort of warrior who went off planet to fight the dastardly humans, but he was still impressive. 
I had to remind myself what I was doing here. I was playing a role, and I wasn’t going to be intimidated by someone just because he was tall.
Besides, I’d found that the pocket blaster I had hidden on my inner thigh tended to be the great equalizer when it came to dealing with big lugs like this guy. Big, small, they all went down the same when they were hit with a charged blast of energy tailor made to destroy their vital organs.
“I am an officer of the Imperial…”
I held up a hand again. He stopped again.
“I’m sorry, but the last time I checked I was the bondmate of the sister-by-marriage of the empress, betrothed to her. I believe that makes me the next best thing to a relative of the empress coming to the Imperial Palace, and you will treat me with the respect that is accorded that position, worm!”
I could see the officer grinding his teeth. He wasn’t happy about this. Well that was tough shit. If he wanted to start a fight then he’d see how scrappy I could be.
“I apologize,” he said, glancing around at his men who suddenly looked like they wanted to be anywhere but standing in front of me. “You are right, of course. I will escort you to the entrance with all the respect you are due.”
“I don’t want or need an escort. I brought my own,” I said.
I started walking towards the door again. Ergohl and Pmosk formed up by my sides. Pmosk was the only one who was openly armed since he was supposed to be my honor guard for this farce. Ergohl did have a blaster hidden somewhere on his rather large person, but I wasn’t counting on him being any good in a fight if it came to that considering how out of practice he was. He was much better with the political fights.
“That was very good,” Ergohl said. “If you can keep that up then I might revise our odds of surviving this encounter.”
“Such confidence,” I said. “Are they following us?”
Pmosk glanced to the side as though he was scanning the landing platform for threats. Which he was, in a way, but it was unnecessary since we were surrounded by threats on all sides.
“They are not,” he said.
“Of course they aren’t,” Ergohl said. “You’re practically family to the empress, and you gave them a direct order. If they followed you now after you publicly gave them an order not to it would bring untold shame.”
“Pity the empress is probably going to have them liquidated. Caught between honor and death,” he said.
I almost felt a pang of regret for that, but it passed quickly. I needed to show that I had this situation firmly in hand even though my insides felt like they were about to turn to jelly. I felt like I needed to run over to the edge of the platform and empty my lunch over the edge, though the thing was so damn big that there was a good chance I wouldn’t reach the edge before I lost it or the Imperial guards used that as an excuse to shoot me in the back. 
So I kept it under control.
The regret passed. If the empress was the type of person to kill her people for the sin of doing their job and following their stupid Livisk customs then that was their problem for continuing to work for such a ridiculous boss. It was no business of mine except that I planned on changing all of that when I ran this place.
If I got a chance to run this place. I’d done very well for myself so far, but I was still putting the odds on a painful execution at some point in the near future.
We reached the entrance. It was a massive arch carved with victories of sovereigns past. The arch declaring past martial victories seemed to be a decor trend with powerful Livisk types. I wondered if they’d embellished it a bit with this arch. After all, there were only two generations to this particular Imperial family, and it’s not like the current empress had done all that much to earn some of those carvings.
I breezed right past and into a massive entryway that was wide enough and tall enough that you could almost ram a star cruiser right down the middle. I filed that bit of intelligence away for a rainy day in case I might ever need it while assaulting this place.
I walked up to another Imperial officer, this one with far more elaborate tattoos than the one who met us at the ship, and stared him down until he was forced to take his attention away from a similarly elaborately tattooed Livisk and focus on me.
“Yes?” he asked, that one word dripping with all the scorn and disdain he could muster. 
Great. One more pompous Livisk I was going to have to take down a couple of pegs. I was playing the entitled bitch on wheels right now, and I was enjoying it. I might’ve almost had fun if it wasn’t for the whole “lives hanging in the balance” thing.
“I am Talia, bondmate to Varis who is being held captive by the empress. I have an audience with her Imperial majesty, and I don’t want to be kept waiting.”
The Livisk stood in front of a podium of sorts with a screen set inside. It was the only thing blocking entrance into the palace, but I knew from briefings Telak gave me that this one could hit a button that would activate a shield that prevented anyone from getting into the palace. To get in you had to get past him first.
“Yes, the empress will see you, but she’s been delayed. I’ll have some soldiers escort you to a private room where you can…”
I felt a couple of conflicting emotions. I was annoyed that the empress would try to be this ridiculously transparent about pushing me aside. Did she really think I didn’t recognize what she was trying to do? I also felt fear worming through me and I had to push down on that lest it take complete control.
The empress was trying to get me alone in a private audience. Just like Ergohl warned. I had no doubt that if we got to that private audience chamber that would be the end of us. This plan relied on having an audience, and I was going to get that audience no matter what it took.
“I’m sorry but that’s not acceptable,” I said. “I am bondmate to the empress’s sister-by-marriage, and I will not have a peon like you telling me what is and isn’t possible.”
I stepped around the podium and onto the other side. Relief flooded through me. The guy hadn’t been fast enough to put up the shields. That or the number of people streaming through meant he didn’t want to risk hurting someone because of a minor dust up with me.
“You dare to…”
“You dare?”
I turned and blinked in surprise. That was Ergohl talking, but it wasn’t the Ergohl I recognized. The kindly old man who’d taken me under his wing was gone, replaced by a furious Livisk who looked almost as intimidating as some of the warriors I’d run up against on boarding raids in the past. He drew himself up to his full height as he let loose with the full power of his noble heritage.
“I’ve heard that the empress has lost her honor, but I didn’t realize that loss of honor extended to refusing a family member and bondmate! How dare you try to stop her from an audience with her family. She will not be pushed aside by a lowly functionary!”
I leaned in close and spoke in a low voice that was loud enough that it projected into the crowd that had gone silent around us. It was a trick I’d learned early on in command.
“Would you deny the bondmate of the empress’s sister-by-marriage? You won’t allow me to come in and demand my bondright from my closest relative on this world?”
The Livisk held onto his podium as though it was the only thing keeping him grounded in reality. Which may have been true. He’d gone pale, or at least as pale as a Livisk could go with their sparkling blue skin. 
He looked at me and Ergohl, and it was obvious he was weighing the displeasure that was bound to come down from on high if he let us through against the consequences of dishonoring the empress in front of so many people.
Finally he nodded. “You are right, of course. I’m surprised you knew about the bondri… that is… I will have an…”
“No escorts,” I cut in. I didn’t want any chance of them leading us off to a side room or doing something else sneaky. “I’ve been to an audience with the empress before. I think I know how to find the throne room.”
For the second time since arriving at the palace I left an Imperial functionary behind as I walked through a crowd of Livisk that parted before us like a wave. They all stared. All of them in the front row of the massive crowd had seen what happened, and those behind were quickly getting up to speed if the whispers spreading out ahead of us were any indication.
“That was quite impressive,” I said.
“I do try,” Ergohl said. “Though you’re doing far better than I’d dreamed.”
“I can’t take all the credit for it. After all, I got the idea for doing this from those ridiculous stories you forced me to translate,” I said. “Not to mention taking a cue from something we have on earth called a Karen.”
“I’ve heard stories of these mighty Karens and their never-ending pursuit of higher ranked individuals. That’s not important though. I’m glad you picked up on the subtext I was offering up with those stories, though I have to say I never imagined at the time that I’d be throwing myself into the jaws of the Imperial beast as a result of putting those ideas in your head,” Ergohl said with a frown.
“Should have thought of that a couple of weeks ago,” I said. “Too late now. We’re going right into the jaws of the beast.”
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“Where are you taking me?” I asked the guards. 
They remained silent. I sneered as I looked at the large contingent they’d sent to make sure I didn’t cause any trouble. The empress had disappeared soon after telling me they were taking me to see Talia’s doom, and now I was surrounded by a squad of guards leading me through the wide corridors of the Imperial Palace.
I suppose I should have been gratified that they thought it took so many to keep me under control. Though to be honest they could’ve used far fewer guards in the state I was in now with my hands held behind me in cuffs.
“I demand to know where you’re taking me. I am still a general in our military, and you will afford me the respect that is due!”
Two of the guards in front of me glanced at one another for a moment and then one who bore the tattoos of a low level Imperial officer turned to speak. Good. These ones could be intimidated at least a little. That was something to keep in mind for the future.
“We’re taking you to a private audience chamber where the empress is going to meet with you and your human,” the officer said.
I hung my head. Damnation. A private audience chamber could mean only one thing. The empress was planning on listening to Talia’s demands and then she was going to kill her. She’d probably kill Talia first and then go for me second. 
My stomachs twisted as I imagined watching her die in front of me. I would see how many of these guards I could take with me even with my arms cuffed behind me if it came to that.
Only we never got to that private audience chamber. As we turned away from the large corridor that led to the main throne room there was a chirping at the officer’s side. He reached down to pick up his communicator and held it to his ear for a moment. His eyes went wide at whatever he heard, and he made a couple of quick gestures to his men. We stopped and turned back around.
“What is going on? Why are we changing our course?” I asked.
“That’s none of your business, Prisoner,” the officer said.
Interesting. He was more confident for some reason after that message. He might not be willing to tell me where we were going, but I knew my way around the palace. I knew we were heading right for the throne room. 
I wondered if that was a good thing or a bad thing. What if the empress had changed her mind and decided to execute Talia in full view of her court?
It wouldn’t be the first time something like that happened, though executing the bondmate to a family member, even family by the bond of marriage rather than the bond of blood, would be something terrible to imagine. Even for this empress.
I remained silent and resolved to observe for now. It’s not like there was much else I could do. 
It frustrated me being chained up like this. I felt a strange energy pulsing through my body, and I wanted nothing more than to leap into action and kill some of these guards, but that would serve no purpose and would likely get me killed as well.
As we approached the throne room I heard something odd that almost had me stopping in my tracks. Shouting. The empress was shouting. She sounded very angry, and for the first time since leaving the torture chamber I found myself smiling.
There was only one person in this galaxy I could think of who could make the empress that angry. Talia was in there, though oddly I still couldn’t feel her mind through our bond.
We stepped into the throne room and I could feel the soldiers around me growing more tense as they approached. I didn’t think I was supposed to be here, at least that wasn’t part of the original plan, and with the empress in the mood she was in now it was very possible she might be in the mood to kill a couple of messengers for bringing me in.
“Who allowed her in here? You were told to wait and be brought to an audience chamber, and you dare defy my orders by coming in here in front of my court?”
I stared at the scene before me. The full Imperial Court was in session with people occupying floating balconies going up in a massive gossamer structure that was so high that I couldn’t make out individual figures near the top. At the center of it all sat the empress on her throne illuminated by a shaft of light.
The whole thing was like a grand party, which is how her courtiers treated being this close to power. The most favored were down on the lower floor, though in some cases it was questionable whether they were the most favored. Sometimes that meant they were simply the ones the empress wanted to keep a close eye on, and there was never a sure way to tell who was favored and who was under Imperial scrutiny.
Talia was certainly under a great deal of scrutiny right now. She stood in a shaft of light in the middle of the throne room with her head held up high. The empress’s tirade washed over her like it was nothing, and I couldn’t help but feel a surge of pride seeing her standing up to this despot where so many others from our world would have cowered in terror.
And judging from the smile on Talia’s face the only person in the room who should have been truly afraid was the empress. How I wished I could sense Talia’s thoughts. I wondered if they’d done something to me down in that torture room to block the bond permanently.
Now there was a truly terrifying thought. Something that would live up to Ayrfuhl’s horrific reputation. A reputation I was only now truly starting to appreciate.
The only other motion in the room came from our entrance, and everyone turned to face us, the empress included. She stared with fury at me and then back to Talia, though seeing me being brought in shackled seemed to give her a new wind.
Talia looked at me and I didn’t need the bond to know how she felt. There was fury written plain on her face. Fury that went beyond any anger I’d seen before. The empress opened her mouth to say something, but Talia held up a hand and for a wonder she stopped.
That got everyone’s attention. Courtiers up and down the throne room whispered until it turned to a dull roar, and the empress seemed to realize too late exactly what she’d just done. She’d followed an unspoken order from a human woman in public and with the usual throne room recordings going on.
She’d just lost the opening salvo of this battle and she was too stupid to realize the trap opening before her until it was too late. Her face turned a deep shade of blue when she realized what had happened, but again, too late.
“I invoked the bondright when I arrived and your men did their best to prevent me from exercising that right,” Talia said. “The Imperials have acted with dishonor, and I will see that redressed.”
I had to look closer to make sure that was actually Talia standing in front of the throne. She was talking about Livisk traditions as though she actually knew how they worked. It was something I’d tried to instill in her since the moment she arrived on this world. 
Then I looked at motion behind her and it started to make more sense. Ergohl was back there along with a soldier I didn’t recognize, but he was tattooed with the marks of one of my soldiers so no doubt Telak had selected him personally.
I had the feeling this was Ergohl’s doing. I found myself looking at the man in a different light. I hadn’t trusted him, not exactly, but if he’d managed to get Talia to actually pay attention to Livisk culture to the point that she could manipulate it to her advantage then he deserved respect, not distrust.
Especially if he stood with Talia in front of the empress and declared his loyalty to her over sovereign.
“You dare invoke Livisk custom? You dare sully our proud and ancient culture by assuming a human could ever participate?”
Ergohl cleared his throat and took a step forward. Opened his mouth as though he was going to say something. My respect for him went up another level at that. Not only was he standing with Talia, but he was willing to speak on her behalf? He never got to that point, but the gesture was all that mattered to me. Talia held a hand out to stop him before he could move past her.
Obviously she wanted to take the lead.
“You’re saying that involving a human in Livisk custom is an affront to those customs?” Talia asked.
“Yes I am saying that!” the empress bellowed.
She was so wrapped up in her rage that she couldn’t see it, but I could feel the mood in the room starting to turn against her. That buzz of other people talking was growing louder and louder. Most of the courtiers who were in this room now had been in the room when the empress bonded us.
Again she didn’t realize the trap she’d walked into, but I knew that look on Talia’s face. That was the look of a woman who’d sprung a trap.
And once again she had no idea.
“So anyone who tries to involve humans in Livisk customs would be without honor?”
“Yes! That is why you cannot make this demand of me! I refuse to allow it!”
“So then why did you break this custom first by forcibly bonding me to your sister-by-marriage?”
Talia’s words feel on an absolutely silent room. All the chittering in all the various levels the courtiers occupied cut off at once. I heard someone cough in one of the higher levels, but that was the only noise. 
The empress stared at Talia with her mouth working as she flew deeper and deeper into a rage, but at the same time she was glancing around the throne room looking for all the world like a hunted animal.
Too late she’d realized his mistake. Now it was out there and everyone had seen it. Her eyes darted in every direction as though she was looking for help, but if she thought she was going to find help amongst those lickspittles then she had another thing coming.
Finally she looked back to Talia and the fury returned. It seemed looking at her was enough to stoke the fires of her anger.
“I will hear your request,” she said through gritted teeth.
“I thought you might say something like that,” Talia replied. Her eyes darted to mine for a moment. Only a moment, but that look was enough to stir the fires that had been burning inside me.
“This is only the first part of my demands on your hospitality, but I request that you unchain my bondmate. It wouldn’t do for her to be in shackles on this day of celebration,” Talia said.
The empress made a gesture and I felt one of the guards move forward. There was a heat at my back and a moment later the solid block of metal holding me in place came loose, though it didn’t go clattering to the floor. Whatever that material was it was far too valuable, and as the metal was removed from my body I got a good idea of why.
I felt Talia’s thoughts come flooding back into my mind. Somehow the empress had engineered material that blocked the bond when it made contact with my body rather than needing an entire room to act as a cage to block the mental link.
Amazing and terrifying.
“Is there anything else that you would demand of me, you foolish human?” the empress asked.
“I demand nothing less than the rights afforded to me as a future member of your family by marriage,” Talia said. She paused and smiled. “Though I suppose it would be more accurate to say that I’m already a member of your family. You jumped the gun on the bonding and all we need now is the ceremony.”
“And what rights would those be, human?” the empress asked.
I could tell what the empress was doing. Any Livisk would know all the rights that came with being the bondmate of a family member. Those rights were typically ceremonial, but they could be invoked for real at any time. They were far more likely to be invoked when it was powerful people who were being bonded.
Such as a woman who would be sister-by-marriage to an empress she was trying her best to kill. That gave her one damnation of a bargaining position if she knew what she was doing. Meanwhile the empress no doubt was hoping Talia didn’t know the half of what she could demand.
“I find myself constantly in need of fighting off assassins of various sorts,” she said. “Nobles and others who seem to hold a grudge against me for some reason.”
“I can’t imagine why,” the empress said, her voice flat.
“Certainly,” Talia said, her grin growing even wider. “I invoke the right of protection until the bonding ceremony is complete. I’m sure as empress of the Livisk you should be able to ensure there are no more unfortunate attacks.”
The empress waved a hand. “It is done.”
“No!”
I looked out into the lower gallery seeking for the source of that voice. It wasn’t a voice I recognized, but that was hardly surprising given that I’d spent no time here in the throne room unless it was absolutely necessary.
A figure stepped through the lower levels who looked familiar. Like a younger and more fit version of Dovar. That must be his son. 
I’d thought he was off world fighting, but perhaps he’d come back to our world after his father was killed. I smiled thinking of Talia getting the upper hand on that old traitor.
A pity I was unconscious and being taken prisoner when the killing took place. That was one piece of Talia’s reckless handiwork I wouldn’t have minded seeing in person.
“You speak out of turn, Dovak?” the empress asked. 
Though there wasn’t the usual undercurrent of menace when someone defied her. Clearly the empress was happy to have someone else take the attention away from her, even if only for a moment.
“I do, Your Majesty,” Dovak said. “Forgive me for my impertinence, but I cannot allow this to happen. You cannot extend your protection to this murderer!”
Talia turned to Dovak and arched an eyebrow. “Haven’t I already told you that you need to sit down and stay quiet while the big kids are playing?”
There was a rush of air as everyone in the noble gallery gasped at the same time. I chuckled and shook my head. Talia was deliberately baiting him, and from the way he turned several deep shades of blue it looked like that bait was working well.
“Allow me to kill this human on your behalf now, Your Highness,” Dovak said. “I will gladly accept the dishonor if it will allow me to have vengeance for my father.”
More silence from the gallery. I looked at the interplay. Dovak taking on the empress’s dishonor. It was a neat solution to the empress’s problem if not for one wrinkle: she’d already pledged her protection. 
It was too late for the empress to back down. She’d been caught in a trap and she couldn’t escape without losing so much honor that every toadie and lickspittle in this room would see her as weak. Even a hint of weakness via dishonor would be enough for more to come after her in the night when she least expected it.
It was a neat little trap Talia had created for the empress. I held my breath, wondering if she would risk dishonor to escape that trap.
I wondered if she even knew she’d created the trap. There was a time when I would’ve thought she’d done all this by accident, but not now. Not with her standing proud in front of the throne flanked by Ergohl and Telak.
Though there was no doubt looking at the three of them who was truly in charge.
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I held my breath. This was something I wasn’t counting on when I came in here with this brilliant plan. Ergohl never mentioned the possibility of some idiot kid hellbent on vengeance stepping up to ruin all of this. 
I’d just have to act like this was all part of the plan. It all came down to how the empress would react. I could still push her in the right direction.
“If I may, Sister,” I said with a gracious smile that didn’t at all reflect how I felt about this pompous ass. “You don’t mind if I call you sister, right? I feel like we’re practically family after you forcibly bonded me to your sister-by-marriage, after all.”
The empress glared at me. “You’re speaking out of turn, human.”
I looked over my shoulder to Dovar’s kid. Dovak? Must be some sort of themed naming convention with the Livisk. I really hoped Varis wasn’t expecting us to do anything like that when we had our kids, because Varik sounded really stupid even if I’m sure she would go on about how it was some Livisk tradition or some such nonsense.
“Sorry. Everyone else was speaking out of turn so I figured it was okay,” I said. “Is it only okay if you like the people who are speaking out of turn? I am only a human and know so little about your customs, after all.”
If the glare from the empress was a blaster then it would’ve been at full setting and there was no doubt in my mind she wouldn’t have to worry about me any longer because I’d be nothing but a pile of ash smoking on the ground like in some ancient cartoon you saw at museums.
Her glare wasn’t a blaster though, so I was free to continue running my mouth. I figured running my mouth was the only thing that was going to save me. It had worked well enough before. When she didn’t say anything to stop me I forged right on ahead.
“With all due respect to the kid here,” I nodded to Dovak who bristled at being called a kid. “I believe you just agreed to extend your protection. If he tried to kill me you’d have to have him vaporized. At least if my reading of Livisk custom is correct.”
The empress’s mouth moved and I could hear her teeth grinding from where I stood several meters away. Her eyes darted between me and Dovak, and finally she let out a large sigh and deflated. She waved a hand weakly towards Dovak.
“The human is correct,” she said. “She is under my protection until the bonding ceremony is complete.”
I liked her tone on that last bit. She really emphasized how I was under her protection until the bonding ceremony was complete. Heavily implying that as soon as I was no longer under her protection it would be open season. Dovak’s triumphant grin left no doubt that he was thinking along those same lines.
Livisk murmured from the galleries around me, and I felt an itch on the back of my shoulders that flared up every time they started with that murmuring. I was well aware that all it would take was one courtier with a weapon trying to curry favor with the empress to take me out.
The investigation into who fired that shot probably wouldn’t be all that strenuous. Still, I’d been out here this long and no one had taken a shot. 
Maybe they were afraid of firing a weapon in the general vicinity of the empress. Maybe there were security devices in here that prevented weapons from being discharged. There was too much I didn’t know.
I turned back to the empress and smiled. “I thank you for honoring your obligations under the bonding right, but I’m not quite done making demands.”
More murmuring and gossiping. I was moving into territory where I could technically make these demands, but tradition dictated that a bride shouldn’t take advantage of her bonding right too much. I didn’t think this next bit would be too much, though. In fact I was pretty sure the empress would think I was a blithering idiot for making the request.
“Proceed, human,” she said, biting off every word.
Time to sound like the idiot they all thought I was. You’d think they’d learn after getting beaten enough times, but if they were going to look at me as an alien idiot then I’d take full advantage of it.
“I fell in love with the view of the mountains from Dovar’s palace,” I said, glancing over to Dovak whose expression darkened at the mention of his father. “I understand mountains are a sign of luck amongst your people, and I’d like to have that view as I’m bonded to Varis.”
“You want to have your ceremony at the top of Dovak’s palace?” the empress asked, amusement twisting her face for the first time since we started this back and forth.
“You know how brides can get when they’re talking about their wedding,” I said. I quickly added a translation as I’d switched to Terran for that last bit and the empress looked confused. “How the bondee can get about her bonding ceremony.”
The empress chuckled. A chuckle that quickly turned to a full throated laugh. She put her hands over her considerable stomach as her body shook with that laughter. She didn’t quite stop, but she did manage to slow down to the point that she was able to speak.
“Dovak, do you have any problem with them having their bonding ceremony at the top of your palace? I know you haven’t been invested as the head of House Dovar and taken your new name just yet, but I’m sure you can make this decision.”
“None at all your highness,” Dovak said, a predatory smile splitting his face.
I looked between the two of them and smiled an oblivious smile. At least I hoped it looked like an oblivious smile.
I needed to have the ceremony at House Dovar’s place. I assumed it was going to stay with House Dovar even if the current scion was going by Dovak. Maybe that’s what the new naming was all about.
I had enough to worry about without getting into the intricacies of nobility succession.
I was starting to wonder if it’d been such a good idea to cap Dovar. At least he’d been somewhat scheming in his attempts to claw his way back into power. He wanted to kill me because killing me was a step on his way towards getting into the empress’s favor to no doubt betray her, and not because of any personal grudge he held against me.
This new kid, though. With him it was personal. That would potentially create problems. Still, there was nothing for it. I needed his house. In particular I needed the decoration on top of his house in working order if my plans were going to go off without a hitch.
“Thank you, Your Highness,” I said. “Of course since both of us are under your protection you wouldn’t mind if I also requested taking my betrothed into custody on your behalf? I’m sure that after the ceremony is over the two of you will be able to work out whatever differences you have. It’s not like having her in your custody will be worth much if she’s under your protection from harm.”
“You would be surprised,” the empress said, her eyes darting towards a towering muscular hulk of a Livisk standing in the shadows behind Varis. “But if you want to take her with you then you can have her. Do try to enjoy what time you have together.”
The threat there was obvious, but I ignored it.
“Thank you again, Your Majesty,” I said.
“No thanks are necessary, but now that I think about it I think that given the circumstances a small change in tradition is also in order,” the empress said.
I arched an eyebrow. This was different. Change could mean something that would screw up my carefully laid out plan.
“What were you thinking, Your Highness? Of course I would be willing to entertain any idea you think of.”
“You won’t entertain my ideas, human,” the empress said. “You will carry them out like the loyal Livisk subject you are going to become as soon as you are officially bonded to Varis.”
I grimaced. Loyal citizen my pink human ass. Then again glancing around the throne room I saw a bunch of people who were staring at the empress with a mixture of emotions that ran from exultation to barely concealed revulsion. Somehow I didn’t think that saying I was loyal to the empress while secretly plotting her demise would stand out in Livisk high society.
Assuming I lived long enough to move in Livisk high society. Assuming the empress lived long enough to see me moving through Livisk high society. With a little luck the whole rickety social structure would come crashing down before either of us had to worry about that.
Right now I needed to be the good subject though. Obedient on the surface and rebellious to the core. That was my motto.
“Of course, Your Majesty,” I said. “What change did you have in mind?”
“You and Varis have been bonded for some time now. Given those unusual circumstances I think we can waive the usual waiting period since you’ve been bonded for most of that waiting period now anyway. Your bonding ceremony will take place at the top of House Dovar’s palace in one week’s time.”
More murmuring. Probably because the empress was messing with tradition. That seemed to be the sort of thing that got people all hot and bothered on this planet. I simply bowed, not too low since I was going to be her sister in law soon enough and it would be a cold day in the core of Jupiter before I bowed to this bitch.
“Thank you Your Majesty,” I said. “That would be quite nice. I know Varis is probably very keen to be bonded so we can properly observe your traditions.”
I looked across the room to Varis and grinned. And for the first time since she suddenly came roaring back into my mind I felt something coming through from her. She must’ve been masking herself this whole time to avoid distracting me, and as her true emotion came ripping through my mind I understood why she was masking.
I went weak in the knees as I felt the desire rolling off of her in hot waves. It was all I could do to stay standing as I saw thoughts of things she’d like to be doing to me right now, and damn the consequences and all the people watching.
Yeah, Varis was looking forward to finally being officially bonded as much as I was. Now the trick was to make sure the two of us stayed alive long enough after that official bonding to do some of the things she was thinking of.
“Now get out of here,” the empress said. “I don’t want to see you in my throne room again.”
“Very well Your Majesty,” I said. “I’m thankful for the protection you’ve generously extended, and will see you the day of the ceremony.”
I turned to walk out of the throne room, but I didn’t think it would take too long for what I’d said to register. I’d barely taken a step when the empress called out.
“Wait! What was that?”
I wheeled around. “I said I was looking forward to seeing you the day of the ceremony, Your Majesty.”
I held my breath. This was the last piece of the puzzle, and it had to be handled very delicately. I knew the empress’s type. I’d seen it time and again in the admiralty back home, and I had plenty of experience manipulating spoiled old assholes with tempers to get what I wanted. It wasn’t perfect trying to use that anger to manipulate them, but it worked most of the time.
And sometimes it ended with me patrolling the Oort Cloud. The only problem was I couldn’t afford failure this time around. Not when the stakes were so damn high.
“Why would you think I would be there?”
“Well you’re family, of course, Your Majesty,” I said. “But mostly I thought you’d be there because you were the one who bonded us to begin with. Naturally you would have to be the one there to officiate the official bonding if you want to uphold tradition.”
The empress looked stunned. I think I’d finally pulled a political maneuver that truly shocked her rather than annoy her, and that was saying something considering the way I’d used the Livisk sense of honor to box her in. I felt approval coming from Varis, and I stood a little taller.
“Yes, well I suppose in that case I will be there,” she said. “Though you might find that having me as a guest will be less pleasant than you are imagining.”
“Oh it would be the greatest honor I can think of Your Majesty,” I said. “I understand you almost never leave the palace. I’d very much like to see you at Dovak’s place.”
There. She wasn’t the only one who could throw around very thinly veiled threats. Of course she probably thought mine was an empty threat in addition to being thinly veiled. After all, she was sovereign of the Livisk Ascendency and commanded the largest fighting force on this planet. 
Sure it was a fighting force that was made up largely of “warriors” who used favors with the throne to avoid combat offworld, but quantity has a quality all its own, to quote a ruthless dictator far more ancient than the Livisk empress.
“If there’s nothing else then, Your Majesty?” I asked.
She waved a blue sparkly hand and I turned to go again. Ergohl and Pmosk formed up on either side of me and as we walked out Varis joined us. 
I kept my head held high as we walked out. I was supposed to be the stupid human who thought her family connection was enough to allow her to make ridiculous demands of the empress, after all. There was more muttering and murmuring as we left until the empress slammed something down and screamed to quiet them.
By then we were out of the throne room and into the wide corridor outside. Once we were free of the empress’s sanctum sanctorum I let out a relieved sigh I’d been holding in that entire time.
“That was masterfully done,” Varis sent to me through our mental bond.
“Thanks,” I sent back. “But we’re only just getting started. That one week move the empress pulled means we’re going to have to move some of our plans up.”
“Whatever you need, I am yours,” Varis sent back.
I felt a warm feeling pulse through me at that thought. A warm feeling that was sent right back at me through the bond as our emotions did that weird thing where they mirrored one another to the point they caused the feeling to grow in intensity.
Whatever happened moving forward, I at least had Varis with me. Even if it was only for another week, that would be a week that I’d won by walking into the monster’s lair and confronting it. That was something.
I really hoped we’d live past that one week though. That would be really nice. Now it was time to get to work to make sure that happened.
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Raid

Varis


I felt the exhilaration of battle coursing through my blood vessels and moving through my hearts in the way that only combat could. I never expected to feel that exhilaration on my own world, but I couldn’t deny that this was just what I needed after being held in captivity in the palace dungeon for so long. 
I looked across the city to the palace which was lit brightly. It was a tempting target, but attacking the palace right now with only two old modified troop transports that were barely holding together was a recipe for suicide rather than victory. 
The reclamation mine would have to do for now. Beggars couldn’t be choosers.
“How long has it been since you did something like this?” Talia shouted over the hum of the antigrav engines.
“Several years at least,” I said. “Even if I wanted to I don’t get many opportunities for ground combat. Telak never let me have any fun, and he trained his replacements too well.”
Telak sat at the back of the transport with his arms crossed and an unpleasant expression on his face. He wasn’t happy about letting me out to have my fun now any more than he was ever happy about letting me go into a combat situation off world.
The only thing that had finally pushed him over the edge was Talia and I insisting. That and the fact that we were doing a raid on a lightly defended area of the city where we weren’t expecting much in the way of opposition.
I looked down at the city below, though there wasn’t much city to see. We were flying low to avoid notice. We were being tracked. Of that there was no doubt. Everything that moved in this city was constantly tracked both by Imperial defense forces and the traditional defense forces, though the Imperials took precedence in the city. It was the one place in the entire Ascendancy where the empress’s troops had primacy over real troops.
I’d grumbled about that in the past, but I was glad for it now. It meant we were going up against troops who had no experience with real combat. It meant it would be that much easier for experienced warriors to complete the mission.
“How close are we?” I shouted over the whine of the engines.
These transports were older models that were mostly still on the roster so they could be parted out to other ships in need of repairs. It was a wonder we got a couple of them running in the short timeframe we were working with.
“We should be making our descent now,” the pilot shouted.
The ship banked and I adjusted to move with it. Several other soldiers behind us who were used to ships that adjusted their gravity regardless of what contortions they were doing in the air lost their footing, but I noted that Talia stayed exactly as she was with her legs moving expertly to adjust for the motion.
That was a woman who was used to being on ships of all sorts. She caught me looking at her and I felt the fire of her lust worming its way through the bond and distracting me.
I wagged a finger at her. If she kept that up then I’d need to close off the bond, and that was the last thing we needed when we were about to go into combat. I didn’t want to lose the advantages I received from that bond.
“Almost there,” the pilot shouted.
I looked out through the blue haze of the shield that ensured no one would go tumbling out of the craft. At least they wouldn’t go tumbling out if they brushed against it. It wasn’t strong enough to hold up against someone hitting it at full speed. A design compromise meant to throw people free of twisting wreckage in a crash.
Beyond the blue haze there was another indistinct haze, though that was caused by the smoke of an industrial area rising up to the top of a shield dome where it was piped into the upper atmosphere where it wouldn’t bother people in the city.
The transport dove and moved right through that shield dome. There was a brief shimmer, but this was a dome that was designed to keep sound and smell from reaching the rest of the city. It wasn’t designed to fend off an assault like the massive shields on my building, or the even more massive shields that protected the Imperial Palace from everything short of the sort of high energy attack that could only be launched by a capital ship in orbit.
Or perhaps a powerful weapon designed to keep those ships from staying in orbit long enough to deliver their high energy payloads.
I smiled as I thought of the plan. It was intricate and dangerous, but it would be so wonderful if we pulled this off.
“You ready to do this?” Talia asked.
“Ready,” I said.
No one was firing at us yet. I wasn’t sure if that was because the Imperial guards down there were too lazy to fire at us, or if they simply didn’t realize they were under attack. After all, who would be foolish enough to attack an Imperial reclamation mine? That was tantamount to declaring war on the empress.
I looked to the markings on the second transport. My stomach turned in disgust looking at them and knowing those same markings adorned the side of my transport.
Talia laid a hand on my shoulder. “You’re going to have to deal with flying under that banner,” she said. “This attack needs to look like it’s coming from Dovak and House Dovar, so we’re going to fly his house banner.”
“I hate sullying my transports with his mark,” I growled.
Thankfully I had something to distract me from my disgust. The pilots moved us in over one of the massive landing pads on either side of the reclamation mine. Oddly enough one of the looked like it’d been blown to shit and back, and recently.
I didn’t have time to think about that, though. I gave a signal and soldiers with headsets and haptic gloves went to work as turrets on all sides of the transport opened fire.
If the Imperials down there hadn’t realized they were under attack they certainly knew something was up now. Blasts ripped into the intact landing pads rendering them completely useless in a matter of moments. Now it would look like whoever was running this raid didn’t want the risk of more troops landing easily and moving down into the mine.
We would be long gone before anything like that could happen regardless, but this raid was all about appearances. That was what someone would do if they didn’t have much military experience, so that’s what we did.
“Think they’ll fall for it?” Talia asked.
“It doesn’t matter. We have a few days until the ceremony. All we have to do is confuse them for that long,” I replied.
The ships turned and dove down towards the pit at the center of the reclamation mine. The gaping hole that led down to previous incarnations of the city that had been leveled to the ground in wars of both ancient and more recent vintage. Shots rose up from some of the stepped levels of the mine, but they all went wide of our transports. Not to mention the weapons were likely all small enough that they couldn’t do any damage even to these rickety old things.
“Nice of them to try at least,” Talia said in response to my thought.
“Nice until one of them gets a lucky shot and we go down,” I said.
“Come on. Your pilots know their business. There’s nothing to worry about,” Talia said.
I opened my mouth to respond, but she held a hand up to stop me before I could get a word out. She was looking down at a small tablet that had a map of the reclamation mine. 
As soon as the transports dropped into the pit the tablet started pinging. Her hands moved deftly across the touch screen as she sent the information to the pilot’s landing computer. The ships banked through the darkness lit only by the spotlights from our transports and the occasional spotlight from workers down below.
None of the Imperial troops down here fired at us. I guess we’d destroyed the communications up above before they could get the word out that they were under attack. We’d set off a few larger blasts from the turrets on the way out to make the point that someone was daring to attack Imperial property.
“We should be descending on the target momentarily,” Talia said.
Up ahead I saw shafts of light over a part of the mine that looked more run down and dilapidated than everything else. It also had the advantage of being set off from the rest of the reclamation mine by the bases of massive twisted buildings that had been destroyed in one conflict or another.
It would be very difficult to get through to them by foot.
“That’s odd,” Talia said. “They weren’t down there before. I really hope our last visit didn’t cause more trouble for them.”
“Only one way to find out,” I said.
The transport sat down in the middle of a crowd of humans who were working with small cutting lasers to pull scrap and old technology free from the wreckage of one of our civilization’s many civil wars. Those lasers would be powerful enough to cut through wreckage if they were focused long enough, but not powerful enough to be used as a weapon against their thick-skinned guards.
Several of those thick-skinned guards were looking at us with open astonishment as we landed. Their astonishment lasted right up until the moment several blasts from my soldiers took them in the chest before they could get off a shot of their own.
The blasters we carried were more than sufficient to go through Livisk skin.
The soldiers unloaded from the two transports and moved to secure the area, but I didn’t think it would be necessary. This spot was cut off from the rest of the reclamation mine by foot. The only way to get in here was with an airlift or a difficult journey along a narrow path that would expose anyone walking it to hostile fire.
The Imperials would know that, and I was betting on the poor quality troops who pulled this kind of duty not wanting to risk their lives to stop some humans from escaping.
Still. Better safe than sorry. Even as we disembarked the troop transports took off again to provide close air support should we need it.
Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that. We should still have enough time before a response reached us from the palace. The empress was jealous about guarding her men and keeping them as close to her as possible, and that worked to our advantage this night.
“Keen! Where is Keen!” Talia shouted into the darkness.
Someone approached through the crowd of humans. When he stepped into the light I recognized the human I had brought to Talia several weeks ago. The same one I’d rescued from the empress’s assassins. It seemed he was the one in command of her forces down here in the mines, and from the way they all stood with their backs straight, not at all like cowed slaves, it seems that he’d done a good job of it.
“Right here, Talia,” he said. “I have to say I was surprised to get your signal so soon. I thought we’d have more time.”
“We’re going to have to go with what you have right now,” she said. “Why did they move you? Did it have something to do with our visit?”
Keen smiled and shook his head. “Would you believe that we volunteered to go to a higher risk area and they bought it? I knew we needed to go to a spot that hadn’t been picked over if we were going to get what you needed, and they were more than happy to move us to a spot that was more isolated. Fewer attacks from other reclamation camps or something.”
“Good thinking,” Talia said. “So did you get one of the energy cells?”
“We got three energy cells,” Keen said. “All buzzing and ready to go as far as we can tell. The guards were making a big deal out of the one we showed them to make them think we were doing our work.”
“Excellent, Keen!” Talia said. “We’ll need to load them onto a transport and then I’m going to need three people who are in good enough shape that they can run an infiltration.”
This Keen person didn’t hesitate for a moment. He turned and barked several names.
“Smith! Rodriguez! Tanaka!”
They came running. They were all in tatters, but they were also in good enough shape considering they’d been down in the mines for several weeks now. I figured a little time in a rejuvenation bay back at the tower would be more than enough to get them back into fighting shape before the big day.
There was a commotion near the back of Talia’s people. The crowd parted again and I was presented with a sight that amazed even me. Considering all the wonderful and terrible things I’d witnessed in off world fighting it was impressive that there was something that could amaze me, but this was one of them.
They carried three sleek and deadly looking energy cells designed for use in the weapons our ancient ancestors had devised. Sure those weapons were sometimes primitive by the standards of what we used today, but there was something to be said for the elegance and pure destructive power of those ancient weapons. 
I found myself drawn to them with the excitement of a girl who put together models of those devices imagining a day when I would go into battle myself.
I reached out and picked up one of the energy cells. I ran my hand over its sleek chromed contours. As my fingertips brushed the metal casing I felt a tingling run up through my hand from the energies contained within. 
Each of these cells was said to contain a tiny fusion reactor that could match the energy output of entire pre-contact civilizations. The thing was still warm to the touch all these years later.
“Do you need a moment?” Talia asked, sensing my thoughts and seeing the look on my face.
I shook myself. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I’ve only ever seen models of these things. There’s something to be said for feeling the real thing.”
“I know how you feel,” Talia said. “I went to an air show as a kid where they had some old restored B-17 flying fortresses fly in. We have energy weapons and faster than light travel, but there was something about hearing the roar of those ancient engines that gave me a chill.”
Her mind was filled with images of ancient primitive fixed wing craft that clawed their way through the air using prop-driven propulsion. We had similar devices in our ancient history, but it was quite ancient for us and lost to time except in a few surviving documents. 
I got the feeling from Talia’s memories and from the fact that she was able to see working models that those weapons were of a much more recent vintage on earth.
I shook my head. The speed at which the humans adapted and shot forward was one of the things that made them so dangerous.
“Excuse me General,” a voice said. 
I turned to see Pmosk looking between me and Talia. I frowned. In my armies any soldier could address me with a concern at any time, but having someone of his rank interrupting me in a reverie like this was improper.
Then again he had been spending a lot of time with Talia. I was well aware of how that could embolden someone. Even a lowly soldier. Especially a lowly soldier she’d taken a shine to. Besides, I owed a debt of honor to him for standing with Talia at my rescue.
“Yes, Pmosk?” I asked.
“I’m all for fetishizing weapons, that’s a beaut, but we need to get those out of here before the Imperials can respond,” he said.
That shook Talia and I out of our reverie. She nodded. It was far past time for us to get out of here.
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Making A Mess

Talia


Wind picked up and the detritus of thoroughly destroyed ancient Livisk civilization flew up around us as the old transports came back in with their antigrav engines working overtime.  
I suppressed a shudder as I looked up at them. I didn’t like getting into anything where the antigrav engines were whining like that, and I really didn’t like seeing something with Dovar’s house crest coming for me even if I knew it was only a clever bit of maskirovka, as we said back on earth.
I turned to Keen and offered my hand. He took it and gave a vigorous shake.
“Are you sure you can’t take more of us with you?” he asked. “There are going to be questions about why you killed our guards but none of us.”
“About that,” I said, suddenly not liking what I was about to do. “We have a plan for that too, but you’re probably not going to like it.”
“As long as it keeps them from asking too many questions, I don’t care,” he said.
“Right. We’re going to get on the transports and I need you all to stand well back. If you could maybe make it look like a couple of people got hit that would also help.”
“I’m on it,” Keen said. “Any idea on when you’re going to have us out of here for good?”
I looked up to the entrance to the reclamation mine. It was a vast hole that was a little less dark than the darkness surrounding it. Occasionally bits of the ground above broke off and fell into the hole in pieces that looked tiny from this distance but had to be massive. It wasn’t nearly light enough to see through that hole yet, and I certainly couldn’t see the palace, but I could feel its oppressive presence out there.
“One way or another this is all going to be done in three days,” I said. “You’ll know we won if I come to rescue you. You’ll know we lost if someone comes to execute the lot of you.”
“That’s comforting,” Keen said.
I nodded to the second transport that had landed in the distance next to a building. “I brought a cache of weapons on that transport. I want you to hide them in the wreckage somewhere around here where it won’t be found. If it comes to that then at least you can make a last stand and take some of them with you.”
Keen nodded but didn’t say anything. There was no need to say anything. We both knew what the stakes were, and we both knew when we took the oath of the Combined Interstellar Fleet that there was a chance we would have to lay down our lives in combat someday. 
Except for a few gung ho idiots everyone secretly hoped they wouldn’t have to punch that particular ticket, but we were all prepared to do what was necessary.
“Would’ve been nice if you could’ve smuggled us an atomic with those guns,” he said. “I wouldn’t mind taking this whole place with me when we go.”
I grinned and winked. “Who says I didn’t? Check your luggage. The code is one, two, three, four, five.”
Keen grinned right back at me. “Are you saying I’m an idiot or something?”
I winked at him. The message, spoken in our secret code of ancient 2D earth entertainments, was loud and clear. Their last stand would end with one hell of a bang if it came to that.
I hopped onto the transport and looked out over my crew again. I wondered if this was the last time I’d see them. 
They’d been the bane of my existence when we were working the home system, but now I couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride at how they’d handled themselves while trapped down here in these mines. Sure it didn’t look like they’d been as mistreated as some slaves were down here, but it was still slave labor in a mine. That wasn’t fun no matter how you sliced it.
“Are we ready to go?” I asked as Varis stepped onto the transport next to me.
“Ready. Are you ready for the next part?”
I grimaced as I looked down at my crew standing clear of the transports. Keen was gesturing at them to move farther away as the wind kicked up by the antigrav engines pushed them back and set their hair fluttering.
“I’m as ready as I’m going to be,” I said. “I still don’t like it.”
Varis laid a hand on my shoulder. “They were already dead. At least this way they can serve humanity one final time.”
Behind us several soldiers pulled something from the back of the transport. I frowned at their unfortunate cargo. Dead human slaves who’d been pulled from the reclamation centers where they were recycled so the Livisk could squeeze every last bit of utility from their captured workers.
The soldiers tossed them to the ground below. I could hear the thuds where they landed in the wreckage. Thankfully we were too far away for me to get a good look at the crew’s expressions. I didn’t want to know what they thought of this grim business.
“I’m going to do the next part,” I said. “I want to make sure no one gets hurt.”
“If you wish,” Varis said.
I moved over to one of the turret gunners. He nodded and handed over his headset and haptic gloves. The headset painted images directly on my eyes using microscopic lasers. I looked down on the scene below with a targeting reticle at the center of my vision. I fired a couple of blasts, making sure to hit near the already dead bodies we’d dropped and well clear of any living crew.
I really hoped none of them got hit by shrapnel kicked up from those blasts.
“It’s done,” I said. “I really hope they think the crew we took are those dead bodies we left behind.”
“They’re not going to investigate this too closely,” Varis said. “The raid will be chalked up to nobility getting ‘too big for their britches’ to use an earth phrase that seems to apply.”
“I hope so,” I replied.
“It’s well known that Dovak isn’t a fan of yours but he can’t hit you directly,” Varis said. “This raid will seem like the obvious thing for him to do. He can hit you without attacking you directly and violating the empress’s protection.”
“I hope this doesn’t lead to more attacks against them by giving other people the same idea,” I said. “I don’t want people to think they can get at me through my crew.”
“They only have to hold out down here for a few more days,” Varis said. “With that weapons cache we left them they should be fine for at least that long.”
I turned to Varis and switched off the turret targeting display. I leaned over and punched her on the shoulder, and she acted as though she’d been hit with a punch far more powerful than I could muster. 
Well, maybe I could muster something that powerful when I was getting that weird strength boost from our bond when we were really in the zone, but we weren’t in that zone right now.
“The dead bodies were a good touch, tall blue and sparkly,” I said with a wink.
“Thank you,” she said. “This isn’t the first time I’ve had to deceive in combat like this, though it is the first time I’ve done it on my world.”
“Well you’re a natural,” I said. “Now the question is are you ready for the next part?”
“I am,” she said. “I just pray that my soldiers’ aim hasn’t grown rusty while we’ve been stuck on the home world and out of combat.”
“I guess we’re about to find out,” I said.
I turned my turret view back on. The transport ship swept over the reclamation mines and I took potshots at a couple of obvious guard posts as we passed over them. No one bothered shooting back. Apparently even now they hadn’t realized they were under attack.
Then we flew out of the reclamation mine pit and swept over the city. I almost thought there would be Imperial fighters waiting for us, but there was nothing. I guess we’d done a better job of knocking out communications than I thought.
“I don’t think that’s it,” Varis said.
“Really? What do you think it is then?”
“I think the empress is frustrated by being forced to offer her protection,” Varis said. “The loss of a few lowly soldiers being punished with reclamation mine duty is hardly anything for the chance to let Dovak run free and get a small measure of his vengeance against you.”
“So you’re saying they know what we’re doing here and they’re letting us run free because of the markings on the side of our ships?”
“Exactly.”
“Amazing.”
The transports swept over the city. Even at this late hour of the night there was still the steady stream of traffic moving in bright lines through the city. We flew around and through that traffic as we moved with running lights off towards the next target of the evening. 
Varis’s building loomed in front of us.
“Unidentified troop transports. Identify yourselves,” Telak’s voice came over the commlink up front.
“Huh,” I said. “I guess Telak decided to handle this bit personally.”
“I’d expect nothing less of him,” Varis said.
“Identify yourself or we will open fire,” Telak said.
The transports ducked low at that. There was a moment of hesitation and then Varis’s building opened fire. It was an impressive display that lit up the night, and all around us the streams of hovercar traffic adjusted like a swarm of insects changing course to avoid danger. Blasts landed all around us, but none of them hit.
I turned my targeting display on and fired off a couple of shots. Several turrets blossomed with glowing green light as the blasts hit the powerful shields protecting Varis’s tower. My shots didn’t do a bit of damage.
Attacking Varis’s tower was foolish, but looking foolish and inexperienced was exactly what we were going for with this raid. That was exactly what Dovak would do. 
He went offworld to fight, which was a credit to his character as the Livisk measured that sort of thing, but he’d only been a relatively low level staff officer without much in the way of practical experience. That showed in the way he’d handled himself since coming home to take over the family business and have his revenge.
“Think that’s enough?” I asked.
“I think so,” Varis said. “Let’s not hang around long enough for the warriors to get in an unlucky shot.”
“Fair enough. Let’s get the sequel trilogy out of here!”
The transports banked one final time and the antigrav engines whined almost to the breaking point as we headed for the edge of the city flying like the namesake of the ancient twentieth century bard Meatloaf’s most famous musical accomplishment.
We dove for the ground, but the only indication that we were diving was a slight change in the horizon line outside. I suppose it would be more accurate to say there was a slight change in the craggy mountains off in the distance. Moments later we were down.
I stepped off the transport and gave it an affectionate pat. The thing might have been clunky and on the verge of falling out of the sky during our entire ride, but it had done its job admirably. It was almost a pity what we were going to have to do next.
“Is everybody off?” Varis asked as we all moved well clear of the transports.
“Everyone is accounted for, General,” Pmosk said, coming up to our sides. “That was fun. I think I like running operations with the human. Never a dull moment with her around.”
“I’m only getting started,” I said. “Now let’s blow this popsicle stand.”
I could see the question forming on Pmosk’s face and I held a hand up to stop him before he could get it out.
“A popsicle is frozen earth treat made of pure sugar and food coloring. Now let’s get out of here.”
We ran across an open field into a small forested area at the base of the mountains surrounding the city. As we ran there was a series of explosions behind us as the self destruct on the transports went off. 
Varis claimed her people had set the charges in such a manner that they would destroy the ships without destroying all the markings that identified the transports as Dovak’s. That way anyone coming out to investigate would see the markings and jump to the wrong conclusions. At least that was the hope.
We moved through the forest. The place felt a little odd because all the colors were off. Apparently plants somehow generated their energy with blue and purple leaves on this world rather than the good old fashioned chlorophyll green I was used to on earth. One nice thing over earth forests was the trees here actually pulled back and out of the way as we made our way through.
Weird. Every time I almost thought I was getting used to this world something came along to remind me I sure as shit wasn’t in Kansas anymore.
Finally we reached a clearing where unmarked transports, modern, sleek, and deadly, waited for us. Varis turned and looked at me, and I could see and feel that the battle lust had taken hold of her. Though when she looked me up and down there was something other than battle lust there.
“You performed admirably back there Talia,” she said. “I’d almost forgotten how amazing it was to see you in action.”
“Oh really? Is that enough to make you forget your promises regarding this stupid bonding waiting period? You know there’s a good chance we might not live long enough after the ceremony to enjoy ourselves.”
Varis growled and I felt that lust breaking free in her mind. It overtook my mind as well and I was caught in one of those incredibly delicious feedback loops where our lust bounced back and forth between our minds until I couldn’t think straight. All I could think about was how much I needed Varis.
I knew exactly what was happening. It was the rush, the exhilaration of being alive after an operation that came off without a hitch. 
There was more than a little hooking up on Fleet ships after a successful battle because of this little problem, though I only thought it was a problem when I was on the ship because it wasn’t appropriate for me to blow off a little excess battle adrenaline with any members of the crew.
Luckily this time I had my tall, sexy, blue, and sparkly alien right in front of me ready to go. I jumped at her and she easily caught me midair. My mouth went to hers and her hands were roaming over my body as best as they could considering she had to hold me up while she did her exploring.
Damn that felt so good. It had been so long since I felt her touch. It was something I’d longed for while she was the empress’s captive, and now I had her all to myself. 
Oh the things I was going to do to her. I knew I’d finally broken through those barriers. This was it. This was going to happen. I was oblivious to the world around me.
Unfortunately the world around me wasn’t oblivious to what we were doing. Someone cleared their throat off to the side, but I barely noticed. The throat clearing grew louder, and finally Varis pulled away. I glanced to the side fully intending to pull out my blaster and go to work on whoever interrupted us.
Pmosk stood next to us while the rest of the soldiers stared on with amusement. I blushed. Damn. I’d gotten so carried away that I didn’t think about the audience watching us. 
I really would have fucked Varis senseless with that audience too. That was how far gone I was. That was how tense I was with all the pent up desire that needed an outlet.
It wasn’t to be though. That moment of distraction was all it took. I felt Varis regaining control through the bond and I wanted to scream in frustration. I wanted to blast Pmosk.
“We really need to get going,” he said. “Someone is going to come and investigate this, and when they do they’ll run a scan that will find us at this close range.”
I growled, but Pmosk was right. We needed to get out of here. That didn’t make me any less frustrated or annoyed, but it couldn’t be helped.
“Only a few more days until the bonding ceremony,” Varis said.
“Whatever,” I growled. “I really need to shoot something right about now.”
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Ready

Varis


“Today we go into a battle the likes of which we have never seen before,” I said. 
My hands were clasped behind me as I walked up and down the line of warriors. My army today was far smaller than any I’d ever gone into battle with before. More like a squad than anything else. Ergohl, Telak, and Pmosk stood ready in ceremonial battle attire that still left plenty of room for real weapons.
It was a good thing there were so many martial traditions backing up the bonding ceremony. I needed a bonding ceremony party that was armed to the teeth. Sure the weapons at these ceremonies were supposed to be just for show, but I had a feeling that as soon as we said our vows the empress was going to make it necessary to use them.
“Are you ready?”
“We are, Varis,” Telak said.
Ergohl looked somewhat nervous. Hardly surprising. The man was a noble. He was used to fighting his battles in the political arena, for all that he’d fought well in the civil war. For all that he was on the losing side. 
Lately he was used to having other people do his fighting for him when it came to actually getting down and dirty with weapons, though. He was about to be reacquainted with what it meant to be in a real fight.
“You’re all armed and prepared for the worst?”
“I made sure all our weapons were charged and ready to go last night, General,” Pmosk said.
I smiled as I looked at him. He was practically bouncing up and down with the anticipation of going into battle. It was a feeling I recognized from the depths of my own youth, long past, when I’d been just as eager to get into a scrap.
I wasn’t as eager these days. I’d seen enough fights that I knew they were messy business even if I did still feel the battle lust and the need for glory. Feeling that battle lust and being aware of your own mortality weren’t necessarily mutually exclusive. Especially the older you got and the more friends you saw succumb to their own mortality in battle.
“We also have a few surprises,” Ergohl said. “Talia gave us some pointers on how to hide some very dangerous weapons on our person.”
“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” I said, not really meaning it. Everyone in this room knew it would come to that. It was only a matter of how quickly the empress moved on us after we said our vows and we were no longer under her “protection.”
I looked out over the city. The Imperial Palace was in its usual place of prominence at the center of the city. A massive pyramid that had countless hovercars flitting around it on any day, but the activity was so pronounced today that it was like there was a cloud of insects almost blotting out the palace except for the barest outline of its structure.
I looked beyond the palace to my own tower. There was a similar swarm of craft moving around that tower waiting for the order to be let loose and protect their general. That swarm was probably the reason why the Imperial Palace was swarming with ships.
We were in a standoff, with neither one of us making the first move. Our defenses were both on high alert in case the other side decided to pull something sneaky. No doubt once the empress gave her order those clouds would go to meet one another as we fought it out.
At least that was how it was supposed to work. That wasn’t what would happen if Talia’s surprise worked out, though.
This would be so much easier if we were having the ceremony at my tower. I’d turned that into an impregnable fortress in the years since I’d forcibly removed the previous owner. It was my home on this world designed to be impervious to any sort of attack. It was designed to hold out against a human orbital bombardment or invasion from land, space, or air.
I was certain that given the specifications I required there would be no question that it could stand up against the worst the empress could throw at me. She might have the numbers on this world, but her forces didn’t have the experience my warriors did.
Yes, I’d feel much safer over there cocooned in the cloud of fighter craft, but this was war. There were risks you took in war. Having the ceremony was one of those risks, and I’d trust Talia. The risks she took were usually pretty safe bets.
So far.
I turned away from the budding civil war on the other side of the window. I looked at the men assembled there in their finest for the bonding ceremony. They would stand with me on this day, and there was a good chance they would die with me on this day.
So it goes.
I glanced over to a door right next to the massive viewing window that gave a panoramic view of the city and the Imperial Palace. Talia would be furious at me, but I had to talk to her. So I walked over and steeled myself to open the door. It was odd, but that was almost more difficult preparing to walk in on her than it was to prepare for the possibility of dying at the hands of the empress.
There was nothing for it though. Her silly earth traditions be damned. I stepped forward and the door swished open onto a very angry bondmate to be who was actually currently my bondmate due to our odd circumstances. I felt fury blooming through our mental bond as I stepped into the room.
“Varis! What are you doing? I told you it’s bad luck for you to see the bride on the wedding day!”
I grumbled and shook my head. “I told you that doesn’t apply. That is strictly a human tradition and this is not a human ceremony. You aren’t risking any of this ‘bad luck’ you spoke of.”
“Hey, you’re the one who’s always going on about how I need to respect Livisk traditions,” she said.
“Yes? So?”
“So if I’m going to respect your traditions then you should respect mine,” she said.
Her crew members looked like they were doing their best to stay out of the fight. Even if they were trying to stay out of this fight, though, it certainly looked like they were ready for a fight. 
They were dressed in special battle dress we’d broken out of storage and modified just for them. Typically Livisk didn’t go into battle with that sort of thing, but I appreciated the need for the humans to have something that gave them an advantage if they were to get hit with a direct blast. They didn’t have our thick skin, after all.
“We can talk about this later,” I said. “I’ll consider what you said, but we have more pressing matters. Is your crew ready?”
Talia looked over her shoulder to the humans. “Smith, you about ready to go?”
A human female stepped forward. I eyed her warily. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but there was something about her that said I should be careful when approaching her. She had the look and feel of danger that accompanied all true warriors, and she looked like she knew how to use all the multitude of weapons she’d hidden around her person.
The number of weapons slung around her body made Talia’s fixation on hidden weaponry look tame in comparison, and that was saying something.
“We’re as ready as we’re going to be,” she said. “Rodriguez and Tanaka are carrying a lighter load because they’re carrying the energy cells, but if we get to the point where we’re in a firefight we’re probably fucked anyways.”
“Exactly,” Talia said. “Make sure you have those suits turned on. You don’t want to give anyone an excuse to give you a second look while you’re climbing.”
“Roger, Captain,” Smith said.
She tapped a spot on the wrist of her suit and the reactive matrix in the thing went to work. Tiny cameras embedded in the fabric projected the image immediately behind her onto the fabric on the other side so that no matter what angle you looked at her it seemed as though she’d completely disappeared from the head down. When she pulled a hood over her face and a visor snapped into place the illusion was complete.
I could still see a shimmer in the basic outline of her shape because I knew where to look for her, but the suit would be more than enough to hide them while they were climbing up the side of the palace. At least I hoped it would be enough to hide them while they were climbing up the side of the palace. The suits were also designed to hide heat signatures and life signs, but they wouldn’t stand up to a direct scan.
Our only hope was that Dovak wouldn’t be particularly focused on the outside of his palace today. I had a feeling his forces would be concentrated on the top level.
“Damn impressive,” Talia said. “With suits like that there’s not a chance they’re going to find you. I wish we had things like that as general issue in our own forces.”
“Those suits are hardly general issue,” I said. “They’re some of the most complex technology I have in my arsenal. It breaks my heart that we had to tear up that fabric to fit your human friends.”
“You can cry over it when we’re through with this,” Talia said. “Besides, if this works then you’ll be able to requisition as many of those things as you want from the Imperial storehouses.”
“And if this doesn’t work?”
The feeling I got from her was suddenly very stoic. That was the only word I could think to describe it. A fatalistic acceptance of what was to come. An acceptance that reminded me of how I felt before going into battle.
“If this doesn’t work then we’ll be dead and you won’t have to worry about losing your toys,” Talia said.
“Is that supposed to comfort me?” I asked.
“I thought the idea of dying a glorious death in battle was supposed to be the thing you warrior types went for,” she said. “So yeah. I was being sarcastic, but I guess in a way I was trying to comfort you.”
I reached out and took her hands. I favored her with a rare smile, and surprise registered through the bond. Smiling wasn’t something I’d had occasion to do all that often lately.
Until I met Talia, of course.
“Thank you for that,” I said. “What is it you humans say? That’s the nicest thing a girl has ever done for me.”
Talia freed one hand and reached up to pat my cheek. “Don’t mention it, tall blue and sparkly.”
We held one another’s gaze for a moment, then I pulled my attention away. There was much to do before we went up to the top of the tower for the bonding ceremony. As much as I would like to lose myself in Talia’s eyes, that work had to be done if we were going to be able to gaze into one another’s eyes for very long after the ceremony.
“You’re right,” she said. “We have work to do. No more getting distracted by the sexy until after the empress is dead.”
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Good Luck

Talia


I ripped my attention away from Varis, though it was difficult. The wave of pure affection I felt radiating through the bond when I mentioned all that junk about honor and welcoming a death in battle was enough to make me go weak in the knees. It was almost enough to knock me on my ass. 
I really did have work to do. That was the one thing that was keeping me from collapsing under the weight of everything that had to be done. It was the familiar rhythm of command that was helping me to keep everything together.
Even though there were times when I felt like I was going to collapse under the weight of everything that needed to be done today. I looked to Varis again. Felt the quiet strength that always came through the bond. 
That more than anything else bolstered me and gave me the resolve I needed now that she was back in my life and I wasn’t motivated by an all consuming desire to break her out of Imperial jail.
“Talia, we’re almost ready,” Smith said.
I smiled at my former weapons officer. I was relieved when I saw she was part of Keen’s group. She was the closest thing we had to a badass on the old ship, and she was even crazier than me when it came to weapons proficiency. 
That craziness and an incident where she “accidentally” shot an incompetent officer in the ass on a ground mission gone pear shaped was a big part of the reason why she’d been out at the edge of the Oort Cloud with me cooling her heels. Point was, if there was anyone I’d want at my side during a ground battle, other than Varis of course, it was Smith.
“Keep up the good work,” I said, gesturing to the swarm around the Imperial Palace. “Because you’re going to be potentially facing down all of that junk when you step out the window.”
“Bring it,” Smith said with a positively piratical grin on her face.
I looked out the window towards what they would potentially be facing. The Imperial Palace rose, a massive pyramid in the distance, and there were clouds of ships moving all around it in a synchronized dance. It was amazing that those pilots were able to swarm around the structure like that without hitting one another.
They were probably running under the same automated systems that prevented people from coming in for a landing on manual control.
In my personal experience anyone working for the Imperial Palace wasn’t exactly skilled at their job. Varis claimed it was because appointments to the Imperial Guard that worked directly under the empress’s authority were usually given out as favors from the empress as opposed to the regular Livisk military that humans typically ran up against between the stars who tended to be loyalty to the military command structure.
A military command structure that was too busy fighting those wars offworld to be terribly concerned with what was going on back on their home world aside from general direction from the empress. 
It was enough to make me wonder. The war with humanity had started very soon after the Imperial Ascendancy and the end of the Livisk civil war. Almost as though the last emperor had known it would be a good idea to have the military’s attention turned elsewhere, leaving him free to rule with impunity back home.
Though I didn’t have much time for conspiracy theories today. I could worry about that later. If I managed to capture the empress.
I worried about those military forces out there between the stars though. What would happen if they took issue with what we were about to do and turned the full force of their armies against us here on the home world? Winning the battle against the empress would be a temporary and pyrrhic victory.
A hand fell on my shoulder. “You shouldn’t think that way,” Varis said. “Whatever happens today will happen. Whatever happens tomorrow will happen. All you can do is make the best of what you have right now and hope that will stay the case in the future.”
“I suppose,” I said. “And worst case scenario we could always try to escape back to human space. Then you’d be the alien abducted to a strange new world.”
Varis’s lips flattened in a thin line and the emotion through the bond told me she didn’t care for that idea at all.
“That sounds terrible,” she said finally.
“Tell me about it,” I replied.
She arched an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. I hoped the warm fuzzy feelings I was sending through the bond made it clear I was being sarcastic. Mostly. Maybe I was still a little peeved at being taken away from my last command and dropped on this mud ball orbiting a red star that couldn’t even put out the correct color of light.
“This view is terrible,” Varis said, looking out to the palace. “I thought you said you wanted a view of the mountains? Now that is a tradition you should uphold. That’s far more important than that human nonsense about not seeing your bondmate before the ceremony.”
“Yeah well what’s directly above these rooms is far more important to me than the view,” I said. “And if you’re not going to abide by not seeing your bondmate before the ceremony then I’m not going to give a flying fuck about the mountains. Besides, you can sort of see them off in the distance beyond the palace.”
I turned back to my crew. They all stood at attention in their reactive matrix suits and they were all loaded up and looked ready for business. I clapped my hands together.
“We ready to do this?” I asked.
“Ready!” they all said in unison.
Rodriguez moved forward and pulled a charged plasma cutter out of a bag at his side. He went to work cutting out a large circle big enough for everyone to fit through and then kicked the transparent aluminum out, sending it tumbling through the air.
I held a hand up to stop him but it was too late. Damn it. That thing was going to fall to the ground below, and it could potentially warn someone that something was going on up here. It wasn’t terribly likely, but any warning was something we wanted to avoid.
Smith apparently had that in hand though. She was at the circle leaning out way too far with a weapon in her hand. She took aim and fired once. I had no doubt she’d hit the circle of transparent aluminum tumbling through the air and vaporized it. An impressive feat considering how fast it had to be moving and that it was clear, which would make it difficult to see in the first place.
Smith turned back to me and saluted. “Ready to go, Captain. Is the order given?”
I nodded. “It is given.”
Smith reached into a pocket at her side and pulled out a personal antigrav generator she held out in front of her. A moment later she disappeared up the side of the building, looking for all the world like a hero from some ancient comic using a grappling hook to fly through the air, though of course she was using a device that took the laws of physics into a back alley and roughed them up a bit rather than a grappling hook. As she moved up she disappeared as her suit’s camouflage reactivated.
I braced myself, waiting for the sound of an alarm going off. If we were going to be caught by some patrol then this would be the time with Smith dangling off the side of the building and us cutting a big hole in the side. Only the alarm never came. 
Either the security for this building was amazingly lax, entirely possible, or they’d never accounted for the idea of someone trying to lead an assault on the building from the inside.
Not that I was even sure this would be an assault on the building. All the research I’d done showed that the giant gun they were heading for was a museum piece that nobody ever visited. Sort of like the ancient warships tied up at various docks around the world where people could come and visit them.
The only difference being this was a museum piece that could supposedly still do a sequel trilogy of a lot of damage if someone was wily enough to find a way to power it up. I’d done a lot of reading, and the Livisk weren’t big on mothballing weapons and making them inactive display pieces.
No, almost everything they had on display to show off how martial and awesome they were could be reactivated with a little work. I was counting on that today.
I turned and glanced at the other members of my crew who were still quite visible, though that would change in a moment.
“I’m not one for motivational speeches,” I said.
“You’re not even going to try, Captain?” Rodriguez asked. 
I couldn’t see the smile under the strange alien ninja suit he wore, but I could feel the smile in his voice.
“Fine. Everything rides on you now. All the planning I’ve done comes down to you getting up there and getting those energy cells installed properly. If you don’t then we’re all going to die slow and painful deaths,” I said.
Rodriguez and Tanaka looked at one another and back to me. “You really know how to motivate, Captain,” Tanaka said, sarcasm dripping from her voice.
I shrugged. “I figure if the desire to stay alive for a little while longer isn’t enough to motivate you then nothing is going to do it, so get out there and make me proud, or we’re all going to die.”
“Don’t worry,” Tanaka said, her eyes burning with a fire that hadn’t been there back on the ship. “We’ll kick some Livisk ass.”
“If it does go pear shaped for whatever reason then I want you to use your weapons to take out as many of them as you can before they get to you,” I said.
Rodriguez and Tanaka both snapped a salute then followed Smith out the window. I shook my head as I looked at them. There went a group of brave and slightly crazy crewmates. Sure I’d done lots of crazy things since coming to this world, but there was crazy and then there was going out into the open air to ascend one of the most highly surveilled towers in the Livisk Ascendancy at the moment while two small armies got ready to duke it out overhead.
Being out in the open with only antigrav generators to hold them up was what really gave me the shivers. I liked to have an enclosed space between me and a fall to certain death thank you very much, even if it was a distinction without a difference since the fall would kill you regardless if the antigrav went out. Still, next to flying with no cockpit around me, the idea of facing down angry Livisk bristling with guns and swords was nothing.
“Do you think they’ll complete their mission?” Varis asked.
“They’ll complete it or they’ll die trying,” I replied. “They’re good people. They might have needed being captured and taken to a hostile alien planet to realize what they were truly capable of, but they’re a good crew.”
Varis put a hand on my shoulder and I leaned in and rubbed my cheek against her fingers. It amazed me how something as simple as feeling her touch could be enough to reassure me and let me know everything was going to be okay.
Even when it looked like there was a more than fifty percent chance that we were going to wind up with our heads on the chopping block by the end of the day. Or in the disintegration chamber. The Livisk might be primitive in some of their customs, but capital punishment was one area where they were thoroughly modern.
Though a disintegration chamber wasn’t a mercy. No, they started disintegrating you slowly in nonessential areas and worked out from there in an excruciating process they could draw out for weeks.
Well if it came to that then I was going to do exactly the same thing I’d ordered all my crew to do.
“It won’t come to that,” Varis said, squeezing my shoulder.
“It’s nice of you to say that, but you don’t know that,” I said. “At least we left that surprise with my crew. One way or another this city is going down.”
“I’d much prefer it if the city was conquered rather than destroyed. Again,” Varis said.
“The two might not be mutually exclusive,” I replied.
“There’s one part of the city I wouldn’t mind seeing permanently razed to the ground, of course,” Varis said, turning to look out towards the Imperial Palace. That massive building that seemed to draw our eyes whenever we were contemplating our future, or wondering whether or not we’d even have a future considering everything happening around us.
As we gazed through the window towards the palace there was a change in the giant cloud of ships floating around it. Some of the cloud parted and a massive procession of ships made its way towards House Dovar’s building.
“And that would be the empress coming out to finish her official duties,” Varis said. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
“I know what that asshole is doing,” I grumbled. “She’s cheating!”
Varis turned to me and arched an eyebrow. Curiosity was clear through the bond.
“Look at what she’s doing with those ships. A big chunk of them are breaking off to escort her over here. You can bet your sexy sparkly blue ass she doesn’t need that many escorts to protect her in this city,” I said.
“You’d be surprised,” Varis said. “You’re not the only one around here who would love an opportunity to take down the empress, and there’s also always the possibility of a human raid showing up at the wrong time and blasting her out of the sky.”
“Not likely,” I said. “The admirals are convinced that an assault on this planet would be a suicide run so they’re never going to try it. Believe me, there have been plenty of people who pushed for an attack here and had their careers ruined for their trouble. Now that I’ve seen how this place is defended, I’m starting to think the admirals were full of it.”
“High ranking officers typically are,” Varis said, amusement moving through the bond.
I looked up at her and grinned, then smacked her shoulder lightly. “Why Varis, I almost think you made a joke there. Keep that up and you might make a habit of it.”
“I’ll try not to,” Varis said. “That sounds dreadful.”
We turned back to the escort moving across the city towards us. Her royal highness was certainly taking her time getting her overly stuffed ass over here.
“How much do you want to bet all those ‘escorts’ she’s bringing along are going to turn on us the moment we’ve said our vows and the empress is ready to drop the hammer?” I asked.
“No doubt,” Varis said. “It’s actually quite clever. This way she can bring a small military force without violating her agreement to keep you under her protection. If anything she could argue that force is there to ensure your protection. The empress can have her moments.”
“Well she’s going to get one sequel trilogy of a moment here soon,” I said. 
I glanced up to the ceiling, imagining the top of the building and the massive gun that sat directly above us. I really hoped they were able to get up there without a problem, because otherwise we were well and truly screwed.
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The Big Day

Varis


I stepped out onto the top level and paused to look at the assembled crowd here to witness the big day. The sheer amount of cost going into this bonding ceremony would have boggled my mind if I hadn’t already witnessed waste on this level so many times. 
One of the duties of being a general, at least while my brother was alive and insisted I at least dabble in politics, was attending these things. I’d stopped when he was killed and I no longer felt that obligation, but I’d seen plenty of lavish ceremonies in my time.
I never thought one of those ceremonies would apply to me though. Short and simple. That’s what I preferred. Still, I could see the tactical advantages that this afforded us, so I forced myself to walk up the aisle separating two very different groups.
Three, really, because of a group sitting near the back. My warriors, Ergohl’s people, and nobles who’d apparently thrown their lot in with Ergohl and Talia after I’d been captured, were to my right. To my left were people who were obviously friends of Dovar’s before Talia vaporized him. 
No doubt they had shifted their loyalty to Dovak as a matter of convenience.
The third group was the most interesting though. A contingent you didn’t often find at a bonding ceremony. People from the Imperial court. Courtiers who were no doubt armed to the teeth. They kept glancing towards the Imperial Palace and the heavily armed procession slowly making its way through the city to our position.
It was odd being at a bonding ceremony and knowing that fully two thirds of the people in attendance wanted me dead. Sure I’d been in situations where people very much wanted me dead before, but it was always on a battlefield.
I guess this was playing politics.
I reached the end of the aisle and nodded at Telak and Pmosk who already stood there waiting for me. They’d gone up a little earlier while Talia and I were going over the final plans with her crew.
“Quite a show they’re putting on for you today,” Telak muttered as I took my place at the front. There was no one there to administer the ceremony as yet because of that show being put on.
The Imperial procession moved in low over the building. The empress’s ship, a large transport that had no doubt been heavily modified with all sorts of comforts for her majesty, moved past giving everyone a good look at it so they could all bask in how powerful she was as nasty looking fighter escorts buzzed all around overhead.
It would have been awe inspiring if I hadn’t seen that sort of thing constantly when I was fighting actual wars off planet. I also wasn’t terribly impressed with the flying ability of most of those fighters. They were sloppy and inexperienced, and it was a wonder none of them slammed into each other.
The Imperial transport circled one final time before it came to rest against the building.
A door opened in the side and several troops came out loaded to the teeth with weapons that they pointed in every direction. I’d had weapons pointed at me often enough that it didn’t bother me in the least, but there was some grumbling from the assembled crowd. I wanted to shake my head, but I also didn’t want to show any emotion.
Still, it disgusted me that a crowd of people from our capital city could be so thoroughly unused to raging battles that they flinched away and grumbled at having weapons pointed at them. Truly there was a sickness in this city. I could only hope that what we did here today was a start towards curing that sickness.
Once the area was secure the empress stepped out onto the top level. She looked at the assembled crowd with a smile before walking over to join me. The transport closed and pulled away to rejoin the rest of the fighters moving around the building, but the armed guards stayed. They fanned out to take position around the building and watched the crowd constantly for any sign that someone might try to kill Her Imperial Majesty.
Such paranoia. Though justified in this case. I wasn’t lying to Talia when I told her she wasn’t the only person in this city who would be happy to see the empress dead.
The empress came up and embraced me. I blinked in surprise and wondered if I was going to feel the prick of an assassin’s needle working its way through my skin, but no. Of course she wasn’t going to do something like that. 
Not before the bonding was complete. Not when she could be sure that she could have her guards shoot me with no loss to her honor once her protection had dropped.
Not that she cared about her honor. Not really. She only cared about how it looked to those assembled.
“So glad you could finally make it,” I whispered. “I was starting to worry you wouldn’t come. You so seldom leave your palace.”
“I wouldn’t miss the end of this ceremony for my life,” the empress hissed back at me.
“It very well may be your life now that you’ve made the mistake of coming out here,” I whispered back.
The empress pulled away, her hands on my shoulders. She shook her head and her smile looked almost sad.
“Are you still trying to make me think you somehow have the upper hand? You’re bluffing, Varis, and this day will see the end of you finally. I will have my revenge.”
I shrugged. “We’ll see about that.”
I looked out over the assembled people. The ones who’d looked so hostile earlier when I was making my way up the aisle were giddy with excitement now. No doubt they were just as aware as I was of what it meant that the empress was here. 
It meant the ceremony was about to start. That her protection would be dropping soon. I’m sure most of the assembled guests were mostly waiting for the fireworks that would come as a result of that protection dropping.
I looked to the forces assembled around my building. A cloud of fighter craft and troop transports waiting for orders to launch and do battle. It filled me with pride to know that they all knew they’d be going against the empress and yet they hadn’t questioned those orders. Those women and men would follow me to the death.
Finally I glanced up to the turret that dominated this building. It was difficult to ignore. An extravagance that only House Dovar could enjoy because of their unique position of power among the nobility. 
Actual power, though they didn’t have much of it. The turret had been stuck in the same position for as long as I could remember, and supposedly it had sat at the top of other palaces belonging to House Dovar before the Imperial Ascension. They looked on it as something of a lucky charm defending them symbolically, even if it didn’t work these days due to lack of power cells.
At least it hadn’t worked for generations. Today might put an end to that.
Chanting from the opposite end of the building pulled my attention away from the massive turret overhead and back to what was happening here on the roof. It was the chanting that told everyone Talia was about to make her appearance, and slowly the entire crowd joined in on that chanting.
Two thirds of this crowd might hate us and want to see us dead, but they weren’t going to break tradition.
Then Talia stepped out onto the roof and she took my breath away. She wore a sparkling blue dress that would have made a Livisk female seem nearly nude, a throwback to ancient traditions when our civilization hadn’t been quite as advanced or enlightened as it was today, but on her with her contrasting pink skin it looked magical as it sparkled in the dying light of the setting sun.
Ergohl stood next to her. Her arm was intertwined with his. He would be the one doing the duties of giving her away. It was only appropriate since he was her adopted father. Getting her real father would have involved sending multiple infiltration teams to earth to try and kidnap her human parents and sneak them offworld without human authorities noticing. 
With the way they’d been on high alert ever since my successful raid that was deemed tactically difficult, to say the least, and we gave up on the idea.
I drank in her beauty as they started down the aisle. The chanting rose as she moved, but I took the opportunity to drink in every curve of that dress clinging to her body. I wanted to remember this moment forever.
I felt her blushing. She was too far away for me to see it, but I could feel it through the bond. That wasn’t going to stop me from drinking in the sight of her though. She looked the most beautiful she’d ever been since the first time I laid eyes on her, though admittedly that dress looked far better on her than the power armor she’d worn at that first meeting.
“Shut up you idiot,” she sent through the bond. “You’re going to make me cry, and that’s the last thing I need to do in front of a bunch of people who want to kill us.”
“My apologies,” I sent back through the bond. “Would you like me to focus instead on all the things I’d like to do to you later when we’ve killed everyone who was trying to kill us?”
That was the wrong thing to say. Images flew through my mind faster than I could react to them. An image of me ripping her dress to tatters. Revealing her perfect human body that was so different and so fragile compared to a Livisk woman, and yet that was part of the appeal. Thoughts of me on top of her for the first time in forever because I’d been an idiot and decided to stick to the letter of the bonding ceremony rules even though those rules had already been shattered by the empress bonding us without a true ceremony.
“Apology accepted,” Talia sent through the bond.
I blinked. I hadn’t realized I’d apologized. I also decided it wasn’t a good idea to argue with her on her special day. Especially when I had no doubt she’d found some way to hide an arsenal in that dress that clung to her body and seemingly didn’t allow any space for hiding weapons.
I knew Talia too well to believe for a moment she wasn’t armed to the teeth.
“Damn straight,” she sent through the bond as she came to a stop in front of me and smiled up at me, looking uncertain of all things.
Ergohl paused and stared at me. Looked me up and down with open scorn. He let out a low growl and positioned himself as though getting ready to attack. I let out a growl of my own and readied myself for combat. 
As soon as I dropped into a combat stance Ergohl nodded and stepped back. He moved to Talia’s side and stood with his hands behind his back, the terms of the ceremonial passing of the woman satisfied.
Another holdover from our less enlightened days as a civilization.
“I suppose this is the part where I say all the right words and get this over with,” the empress said with a tone that told me she couldn’t wait until this was over with so she could get on with the business of arresting us or vaporizing us or whatever it was she had planned.
“I hope the two of you enjoy these last few moments you have together,” she said. “Because after this it’s going to be nothing but torture. I’m going to personally oversee having your bond forcibly ripped apart.”
Talia looked as though she was on the verge of pulling out a weapon and trying to vaporize the empress herself. I held out a hand and placed it on her arm. 
She needed to calm down. She could try to vaporize the empress all she wanted if things didn’t go our way, but for the moment there was still a chance that all her planning would work and it wouldn’t do for her to be gunned down in the meantime.
“All in good time, Talia,” I sent through the bond.
She looked at me and nodded. I felt rage boiling on the other side of the bond, but it was rage that she was keeping under control. For the moment. I worried for the empress if it came boiling over.
“Get it over with, Sister,” I said. “When you’re done we’ll see who comes out on top at the end of this.”
“There’s no doubt who that will be, Varis,” the empress said. “But let’s get this over with so we can end this farce at last.”
And with those parting words she launched into the words of the bonding ceremony. All around us fighters dipped and wove through the air above House Dovak’s palace, and all around us there were troops armed to the teeth waiting for the signal to unleash destruction.
I pointedly didn’t look at the orbital bombardment cannon. There were so many methods of destruction around us that the last thing I wanted to do was draw unwanted attention to the most dangerous thing at the bonding ceremony.
All in good time.
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Takeover

Talia


I didn’t pay much attention to what her royal highness was saying. Sure the words hit my ears and they were acknowledged just a little by my brain in the sense that I knew her mouth was moving and sounds were coming out of it, but for the most part my mind was up in that turret wondering if everything was going to plan. 
I didn’t hear the sound of a pitched battle breaking out above us. I figured that was a good sign. Unless it wasn’t a good sign and it meant my infiltration team had been killed and the warriors who killed them weren’t interrupting because the empress didn’t seem like the kind of gal who took too well to being interrupted.
More droning from the empress. Damn. Was this woman ever going to stop? The whole thing was in ancient High Livisk so it’s not like I could understand much of it. The pronunciations were all wrong. 
I could read the stuff about as well as I could read any Livisk because the symbols hadn’t changed over the years and the meaning mostly stayed the same, but the sounds coming out of her royal highness’s mouth were incomprehensible mush as far as my ears were concerned.
Someone squeezed my hands. I looked down. Varis’s hands held my own. I felt concern in her mind. Concern and a bit of understanding. She knew why I was so worried and distracted, but she was also worried that I was going to give something up if I kept this up.
Right. I was supposed to be acting like this was the happiest day of my life. It was, in a sense. This was all finally going to be over one way or another soon. And if everything went our way then it was all going to be over and I was going to give Varis the time of her fucking life.
“I’m sorry,” I said, turning to the empress when it was clear I was supposed to say something. “Could you repeat that last bit?”
Murmuring from the crowd. The empress looked annoyed. Well, more annoyed than usual. She constantly seemed annoyed when she was dealing with me, after all.
“I asked if you accepted the bond, human,” she said. “Now say your right words and let’s get this over with.”
“Oh, right, yeah,” I said, still feeling a little distracted. “I totally accept the bond.”
“Good to know,” the empress said, her voice dry. “Usually this is the point where we would bring out a bonding device and create the mental link between the two of you, but seeing as how that’s already been taken care f I declare you officially and legally bonded in the eyes of the Imperial government and witnessed by these good people and the spirits of warriors past.”
A chill ran through me. Sure this was all a formality and the real business had been done months ago when the empress bonded us in an attempt to kill us, but there was something about it being official that hit something primal deep inside me.
“This also means that my protection has now been lifted,” the empress said. “Arrest them.”
Oh shit. That’s right. I was so caught up in the thought of finally being officially bonded to Varis that I’d forgotten about everything else for a moment. I was brought back to reality as Imperial guards started to move in on us with their weapons drawn and the fighters started moving with intent up above.
I pulled out the small weapon I’d hidden. It might be small, but I made sure to pick out the most powerful miniaturized weapon Varis had in her arsenal. It wasn’t much to look at, but it had it where it really counts. I could vaporize the empress where she stood without breaking a sweat. The tip glowed and the area around us was filled with an ominous hum as the weapon powered up.
The same drama played out all around us. Everyone at the bonding ceremony on our side stood and pulled out weapons of their own and pointed them at either the Imperial guards or the people who were there because this was the top of House Dovak’s palace and Dovar could invite people to be a part of the crowd if he wanted to.
There wasn’t much we could do about that other than bring lots of weapons.
In the air above us the fighter craft had all turned towards the roof and hovered rather than darting around as they had been all through the ceremony, which would’ve been a sequel trilogy of an annoying distraction if I wasn’t already so distracted wondering about that turret. Everything was quiet for a change.
“Well then. Looks like we have ourselves something of a literal deadlock going on here,” I said.
The empress frowned and her eyebrows lowered. “A deadlock? What is this? How can a locking mechanism be dead if it was never alive? Did it find honor in its death?”
I shook my head. “Earth idioms are lost on you idiots.”
The empress opened her mouth as though she was going to say something else, but the sight of my weapon being pushed right up to her nose was enough to stop her. Instead she held her hands up in a gesture that was very reminiscent of what we did on earth when someone was pointing a weapon between our eyes. 
I wondered if that was another one of those universal gestures between our societies or if that was something she’d picked up in case she ever found herself in a situation where she was being threatened by a human.
She seemed cowardly enough to learn how to surrender in multiple languages across multiple species. Not that it mattered. I needed to stop these stray thoughts and get on with business.
“I’m formally giving you one last chance to back down, Your Highness,” I said. 
“Back down? Why would I do that? Look around you. You’re surrounded and there’s nothing you can do. One way or another I’m going to win,” she said.
“I could shoot you right now,” I said.
“And someone would shoot you. Your death would be even longer and more painful than what I have planned for you.”
I shrugged. “You’d still be dead, but you do have a point. That’s why you’re getting this last chance to surrender.”
The empress laughed. “Not a chance. You don’t have the forces to stop me. I’ll destroy you and then I’ll destroy Varis’s tower and everyone in it. I’m going to wipe out every last trace of loyalty to you there is in this city.”
“Are you sure you want to do that?” Varis asked. “All of my warriors are combat ready and they’ve been tested in the crucible of fighting humans around the galaxy. Your fighters are coddled and pampered and never fought off world. The whole reason they’re working for you is because they wanted to avoid real combat offworld. Their only experience is bullying people on our world with your authority.”
The empress looked around and actually seemed nervous for a moment, but only for a moment. Then her expression hardened and she shook her head.
“You’re bluffing. You’re not going to risk a civil war now. That would be as good as handing your precious war over to the humans, and a warrior like you wouldn’t do that,” the empress said.
Varis shrugged. “I might not do that, but I’m not the one calling the shots right now. Talia doesn’t care nearly as much about handing the war over to her people, I’d imagine.”
“Damn straight,” I said. “I want to be absolutely clear on this. You’re saying you’re not surrendering? This really is your last chance.”
“Of course I’m not surrendering,” she replied. “I’m winning. You don’t surrender when you’re winning.”
“And I don’t surrender no matter the circumstances,” I said.
“She’s right,” Varis said. “I had to blow up the bridge on her ship and incapacitate her to capture her.”
I held my breath. This was the moment of truth. This was where I was either going to win or fail spectacularly, and I still didn’t know which it was going to be. 
I couldn’t very well get signals in the middle of the ceremony telling me everything was going to plan. There was too much risk someone might pick up on that signal, see where it was coming from, and start to put two an two together.
I turned up to the turret and nodded.
“What are you doing?” the empress asked. “Have you gone completely mad?”
“I really hope not,” I said.
She stared up at the turret for a moment and then shook her head and laughed. The laughter stopped when there was a loud creaking. Slowly, ever so slowly but surely, the turret moved for the first time in a couple of generations. 
The gathered crowd stared in astonishment as they realized what was happening. That thing wasn’t supposed to move. It was supposed to be a museum piece.
And let me tell you, the ominous hum that comes from an orbital bombardment cannon that’s warming up for a shot makes every other ominous hum from every other weapon ever invented seem like nothing in comparison. The vibration was so intense that I could feel it deep in my body. The only comparison I could make was a couple of concerts I’d been to where the music was turned up so loud I could feel it deep inside me in places only Varis had touched.
Giggity.
“I told you you should’ve surrendered,” I said.
There was complete silence other than my quip. The cannon tracked down until it was pointed almost horizontally. The gun barrel was so long that it went across the entire length of the tower top over everyone’s heads. There were a few more adjustments and then it was pointed at its target. The massive pyramid of the Imperial Palace off in the distance with the swarm of ships still dancing around it.
The thing was massive, but it was still more precise than opening a fold drive into the middle of a black hole.
“You’re bluffing,” the empress said. “Getting that thing to move was a nice trick, but you couldn’t possibly have enough power to make it fire.”
“You want to try me?” I asked. “That hum isn’t coming from the motors moving the thing. It’s loaded up and ready to ruin your day.”
The tip of the weapon started to crackle with an angry purple glow. That was one design element of Livisk weapons that I really liked. That crackling glowing energy at the tips of their weapons let anyone you were pointing that weapon at know you were about to really fuck up their day, and the empress had the expression of someone who realized they were about to be bent over and taken to pound town, to quote the ancient bards.
And not in the good way that I planned on fucking Varis as a victory lap when this was all over. I felt intrigue coming through the bond at some of the thoughts running through my mind, but I pushed those thoughts away.
Mama was busy with business right now. Pleasure could come later when I was sure I’d won.
The empress stared at that glowing crackling tip that was making such a horrible racket, and I could see that she saw her doom in that. It was the end of the world as she knew it. The end of this world as most of the Livisk knew it. She’d simply refused to acknowledge the end of that world until it was far too late.
Well that was her fucking problem. Not mine.
“I surrender,” the empress said.
For a moment all the Livisk attention turned to us. I wondered how long it had been since someone heard those words from an empress. Presumably they’d been said before considering they didn’t have a sovereign a couple of generations past which is why there was an Imperial Ascendance in the first place. 
Obviously someone on this world got it in their heads to kill off whoever was sitting on the throne hundreds of years before the idea occurred to me.
I had a feeling no one had heard those particular words from this particular empress within living memory though. I smiled. Hearing them felt good.
“That’s so nice of you to finally come to your senses,” I said. “But I’m afraid that’s too little, too late. You should have surrendered the first chance you got.”
“But…”
“Nope. Doesn’t work that way. You don’t get to back yourself into checkmate then try to back down. You’ve spent far too long trying to kill me and ruin Varis. Now it’s time to repay the favor.”
I held my hand up in the predetermined motion. Basically it was just holding my hand over my head. The turret was far enough above us that we’d decided it would be difficult for them to make out anything more complicated than that. So we kept it simple.
The terrible ominous hum from the turret turned to a vibration that felt like the end of the world had come to visit us on the top of House Dovar’s palace. Or maybe it was Dovak’s palace until he became head of House Dovar. Whoever the sequel trilogy it belonged to at the moment. That was probably going to change once I was finished today as well.
Then the weapon went off. I’d seen weapons this large go off all the time before, but it was always in the middle of deep space where the sense of scale was ruined because the cannons were attached to massive battlecruisers that made the turrets seem miniscule in comparison.
Down here feeling something like that firing right above my head rather than in the vacuum of space where there was no one to hear you fire a broadside was a different experience entirely. For a moment I worried that we might be too close to the thing. That the sheer power of it firing would be enough to liquefy my insides.
That didn’t happen though. We’d done the math just to be sure. Instead the thing fired and a blast that was meant to be powerful enough to destroy capital ships all the way up in orbit was fired the relatively short distance across the capital city where it slammed into the Imperial Palace.
The shot destroyed a large chunk of the ships buzzing around the palace. Others that were spared seemed to realize, too late, that they were under attack and the swarm dispersed as the pilots engaged in a mad attempt to break free.
They were all too late though. The shield around the Imperial palace bloomed around it with that first shot, but the second shot broke through the shield, ripping a massive hole through the palace. By the third shot the shield was down entirely. 
A few more shots and they must’ve hit something vital because the entire pyramid structure went up in a massive explosion large enough that it engulfed a good chunk of the buildings around it, all administrative buildings working on behalf of the empress, and took out most of the swarm of Imperial ships that had been trying, too late, to escape.
And just like that Imperial power in the capital city of the Livisk Ascendancy was reduced to so much rubble. Except for the ships floating around us, but it seemed there was too much stunned disbelief going around for them to do much of anything immediately.
By the time a couple of them tried to turn and run the swarm surrounding Varis’s tower had moved out over the city and fighter craft loyal to us and bristling with weapons were pointing the business end of those weapons down on Dovak’s roof, ready to vaporize anyone who thought it would be a good idea to screw with us.
“I told you. You should’ve surrendered when you had the chance,” I said to the empress. “Now you’re my prisoner, and it’s time to make some changes to this world.”
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Trial by Combat

Talia


The empress stared at me for a long moment. It was one of those moments where she seemed to be putting all the hate of her dirty empire into that glare. Like we’re talking she was ready to chase me ‘round the Moons of Nibia and ‘round the Antares Maelstrom.                                                                                                                                                                                                        
Those were actual real things she could chase me around. It turns out having a bunch of dorks steeped in ancient scifi and all the constant remakes naming stuff meant a lot of that stuff ends up getting named after some of the most popular pop culture stuff ever.
Anyway. The point was she looked like she was ready to murder-death-kill me in a major way.
The empress let out a roar and surged forward, her hands forming into claws as she reached for my neck. Her face was a rictus of anger.
Basically it was the sort of expression I was used to seeing from some higher up whenever I’d done something to royally piss them off. I chuckled. I guess I really had royally pissed off this one.
“Do you really want to do this?” I asked, stepping to the side and easily dodging her attack.
The empress flew forward. It quickly became clear she wasn’t able to hold up her bulk because she fell forward and slid along the aisle I’d just walked down to be bonded to Varis.
Only her hand shot out as she moved past me and slammed into my arm. Which sent my blaster, the nice miniature one I’d hidden on my person earlier so it wouldn’t be obvious to the Livisk all around us that I was armed, flying.
I cursed as the blaster clattered in the wrong direction if I wanted to grab it and use it against the empress. It fell right at Dovak’s feet, and he picked it up and tucked it away in his fancy dress outfit while hitting me with a very unpleasant grin.
Not that I was in a mood to use it against the empress. No, I was pissed off at this bitch, and I was ready to kick some ass old school. So I turned to follow her as she reached the natural end of her idiotic and highly uncoordinated charge.
There was a moment where she flailed around like a beached whale, then she was up and glaring at me again.
“I will kill you in proper combat and be done with this!” she shrieked, throwing herself at me again.
Once more it was easy enough for me to step to the side and avoid her considerable bulk as it flew through the air straight at me. Again she ended up stumbling into a fall as I stepped to the side, though this time she fell up the stairs leading to the slightly raised platform where we’d had the bonding ceremony.
I winced. Varis grunted. That looked like it hurt.
“We really don’t have to do this,” I said. “I’ve blown up your palace and defeated your local forces.”
The empress turned around and stared up at me. Blueish green blood that looked like the stuff of Mr. Spock’s nightmares, assuming a world where he was illogical enough to have nightmares, flowed from her mouth. It looked like a couple of her teeth had been knocked loose as well.
“Ouch. That’s going to leave a mark,” I said.
“You…”
The empress rolled herself around so she was facing me more fully.
“Have not…”
She brought herself up to one knee, though it looked like she was having trouble staying on that one knee. Like her whole body was shivering and shaking under the weight.
“Defeated me!” she bellowed, some of that blueish green blood flying out from her mouth and landing on the aisle.
I sighed. “So we’re really doing this?”
“There was never any question that we are doing ‘this,’ human!” the empress said, trying to pull herself to her feet.
Which was a touch awkward because Dovak was there glaring at me and trying to help his sovereign to her feet, but she slapped him away in a ridiculous display that was very unbecoming of a monarch. Finally she got to her feet and brushed herself off.
“I do not need any help!” she growled. “I will defeat this human in trial by combat and take back what’s rightfully mine!”
I felt something come through the bond that gave me second thoughts about taking her up on this offer. It was a sense of caution. As though taking on the empress in single combat might not be the best idea.
I turned and stared at Varis, and then I grinned.
Varis shook her head. Now there was something else coming through the bond. The sense that she’d expect nothing less than me trying to take on the empress in single combat, for all that she didn’t think it was the best idea for some weird Livisk reason.
Whatever. It was time for me to get to work.
“You’ve been trying to take a piece of me ever since I came to this world, Bitch,” I said, turning to the empress and hitting her with a mocking little curtsy that was straight out of my days playing princess as a little girl. “So if you want to try it, let’s try it and see who wins.”
“So you accept the Trial by Combat?” the empress said with a laugh as she wiped some of the blood from her mouth.
Again I paused. Again there was that sense of warning from Varis, though oddly enough she was also masking her thoughts. Like there was something weird going on here, but she didn’t want to let me know about it for some reason.
I could hear the capital letters in what the empress just said regardless. Trial by Combat. That had the sound of some Livisk tradition that hadn’t been included in all of Ergohl’s lessons about polite society on this alien world.
Not that it mattered. We used to have that sort of thing on earth. It’s not like it took a huge leap of imagination to figure out what she was talking about.
“The way I see it, that trial already started the first time you took a swing at me,” I said. “And so far I’m kicking your ass.”
“It is accepted!” the empress said, and she threw herself at me again.
Only this time around there was something different about her attack. She was more cautious. She was also hiding her right hand behind a fat roll, which I figured meant there was nothing good waiting for me inside that fat roll.
I sighed as she came at me one more time. This time I stepped to the side as something flashed out from that hand she was trying to hide from me.
Sure enough, it was a knife. I slammed my hand down in a block that landed right on her wrist. She hissed and pulled away from me, but she didn’t drop the knife.
I frowned. Shatner’s toupee, but that was one of my hardest hits. That should’ve been more than enough to knock that damned thing out of her hand, but there she was glaring at me and tossing the knife from hand to hand like some idiot at the Academy who thought that made them look like a badass.
Which is exactly the kind of behavior I expected from some wannabe warrior who didn’t know what the fuck she was doing in actual combat.
“The empress fights with dishonor!” Ergohl shouted. “She attacks the human with a weapon when she hasn’t ensured the human has a weapon to defend herself with!”
I cocked my head to the side and kept my eyes on the empress. On the one hand it was nice to know there were Livisk here who had my back. On the other hand, I didn’t want to turn my attention away from the empress for even a moment. Not when that moment could give her an opportunity to put that knife to good use fileting yours truly.
Livisk started muttering all around us. Maybe that was an honor faux pas to attack someone without a weapon. That seemed to be an issue when Ergohl’s daughter tried her hand at attacking me, after all.
“The human doesn’t deserve a weapon!” the empress screamed. “She’s not one of us!”
“The human is your sister-by-marriage, has defeated your forces in honorable combat after giving you a chance to surrender, and has bonded into our society,” Varis said.
Her voice was quiet. Not that it mattered. The muttering quieted down the moment she started speaking, and her voice carried across the top of House Dovar’s building. 
“You don’t need to worry about that, Sweetie,” I said, risking a glance to Varis with a wink.
Varis merely smiled. No doubt she thought she had a pretty good idea of what was about to happen, but I could tell from the unveiled parts of her mind that what she thought was about to happen involved me pulling out another gun and vaporizing the empress.
That just wouldn’t do. This was regicide, after all. Or whatever the fuck it was you called it when you killed a queen. I was pretty sure it was the same word in a fun little throwback to more sexist times.
Whatever. The point was, I wanted to make sure there was a body left for the Livisk to look at when this was done, and I wanted to make sure that body was as beaten, bloodied, and broken as I could make it.
Though that might be a little difficult considering the prodigious layers of fat I was going to have to cut through before I could get her bleeding and broken in the first place. Whatever. 
I had the time, assuming the other Livisk in this assembly didn’t risk dishonoring themselves to get on the empress’s good side by interrupting my fun.
“That’s not a knife?” I said, trying my best to affect an accent from ancient Australia back before the Fourth World War resulted in a lot more Mandarin being spoken on that continent.
I reached into my dress. Which earned some muttering from the crowd, but whatever. Maybe some of the Livisk out there thought they were getting a peep show, and I was flattered that they seemed excited about getting that show, but said show wasn’t going to be anything like what they were expecting.
I pulled out a knife that was easily three times as large as the thing the empress was using. Her eyes went wide as she got a good look, and the muttering from the surrounding Livisk only got louder.
“That’s a knoife,” I said, still doing my best terrible Old Australian accent.
“Where were you even hiding that thing?” the empress asked, incredulity dripping from her voice.
“A lady never tells,” I said.
I lunged at the empress. She screamed and fell back, though somehow she managed to maintain her hold on that piss poor excuse for a knife. She held it out in front of her like it was a magical talisman that was somehow going to protect her from the evil human attacking her.
Not that it was going to do her a damn bit of good.
“Um, you might want to check on that,” I said, glancing down.
“I’m not going to fall for that trick,” the empress said. “That’s the oldest trick in the book!”
“Suit yourself, but you’re getting an awful lot of blood on that nice dress,” I said.
The empress did look down at that. Her eyes went wide, and her mouth moved without much in the way of words coming out. I winced as I looked at the cut in her dress.
That didn’t look good. It was deep. I’d really managed to get the knife down in there, but at the same time there was a lot of blubber for me to be cutting through.
“What have you done to me?” the empress shrieked, turning to look all around her.
I wondered if she was looking for support. Maybe she expected someone to come to her rescue. Dovak took a step forward like he was seriously thinking about it, no doubt he was starting to realize how well and truly fucked he was if this fight didn’t go to the empress, but a Livisk in the livery of House Dovar held out a hand and stopped him.
Okay then. That was a surprise, to be sure, but a welcome one. I’d take it if Livisk honor was stopping my enemies from interfering.
“Want to go again, or do you surrender?” I asked.
“I’ll never surrender!” the empress spat, holding out her knife.
Though there was something different about the way she held it this time. The knife wiggled in her hand. Like she wasn’t sure she wanted to be in this fight any longer.
Well that was tough shit. It was too late for her to back down.
“Suit yourself,” I said with a shrug. “You’re as good to me dead as alive.”
The empress’s eyes went wide. Again she shouted, though it sounded more crazed this time around. “You can’t kill me! I’m the empress!”
“You’re wrong there, Lady,” I said. “Other people on this world won’t kill you because you’re the empress, but I know you have three hearts that can stop beating just the same as every other Livisk on this world.”
I lunged at her again, and she darted to the side. Which had her tripping and falling to the ground again. I stood over her, knife in hand.
“Can’t have that,” I said, offering her my hand.
The empress regarded that offered hand as though it was a venomous beast. Like she truly feared it was going to bite her.
Then again, considering all the weapons I regularly had hidden about my person I could totally understand why she might think I had another weapon literally hidden up my sleeve.
I didn’t, but I could see why she would think I did. Still, I figured a knife up the sleeve was too predictable.
“What are you doing?” she hissed.
“What I’m doing is offering you a chance to get up and fight like an honorable warrior instead of the pile of Trovargh Beast dung you appear to be,” I said.
That got more muttering from the crowd. I got the feeling from the bond that I’d just done something that just wasn’t done as far as Livisk were concerned, but I was also beyond giving a fuck what Livisk tradition thought about what I was doing.
The empress growled and reached for my hand, but before I could clasp her offered arm the other one shot out and I felt pain bloom along my own arm. Her knife slashed deep, and I gritted my teeth to keep from crying out in pain.
I might not give a fuck what Livisk tradition thought about what I was doing, but I’d be Shatner’s ever-straining girdle if I was going to show even the slightest bit of pain in front of these assholes.
I pulled away and looked down. The crowd around us gasped, but otherwise there was no reaction. Then again, this was probably the sort of thing that happened at children’s birthday parties here on the Livisk homeworld.
I slashed out with my own knife, and a moment later it was embedded in the empress’s wrist. She screamed out in pain and slashed wildly at me with her knife, but I was able to block it with a kick as I pressed her arm to the ground with my shoes.
Her arm actually wedged between my heel and my foot. Damn. I guess there was a use for heels after all, for all that I’d worried about wearing them into a combat situation.
“Listen, maybe we could work something out,” the empress said, staring up at me and licking her lips.
I looked down at the wound in her side. I looked to where she’d dug into my flesh and tried to ignore the blinding pain as blood flowed from the cut. I thought I could see a bit of muscle. I wasn’t supposed to see muscle there.
I was Fleet. We did our fighting at a distance. Then again, I’d always been the kind of weirdo who got odd looks from other officers in the fleet because I spent my time practicing how to defend myself with the crayon eaters down in the gym.
“We have worked something out,” I said. “Trial by Combat, and you lose.”
Her eyes went wide. She started gibbering in terror. Which wasn’t a good look for someone who was supposed to be the sovereign of a massive interstellar empire that was basically Klingons without the reason or restraint.
“Please. Let me live and…”
“You bonded me to Varis in an attempt to kill me,” I said, my voice low and quiet. The crowd went silent again so my voice carried. “You sent assassins to kill me and used the Livisk Adequacy ceremony as an excuse to assassinate me rather than measure my worth. I’m pretty sure you had something to do with sending Ergohl’s daughter after me even if I can’t prove it. You captured my love and tortured her. You tried to use my wedding as another excuse to kill me. Well I have had enough of you!”
I punctuated those last bits by using my free foot to kick her in the face to punctuate everything in a positively Shatnerian reading of that less famous but still awesome one liner.
Then I plunged my knife deep into her neck and pulled it to the side until blood gushed. Her eyes were wide as that blood left her body and she tried, and failed, to draw a breath through the throat I’d just ruined.
“I told you I could use you dead or alive, Bitch,” I growled, and tossed my knife to the ground beside the queen’s body that was rapidly becoming a corpse with every labored breath.
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I stared at the empress bleeding out her last and felt…                                                                                                                                                                                                  
Nothing.
It was an odd feeling. I’d spent my entire adult life fighting for the monarchy. I’d been a big part of the reason the Imperial Ascendance happened in the first place. I would’ve followed this woman’s father to the death.
I suppose the lack of feeling was proof positive that this woman wasn’t worth my loyalty. Especially considering all the time she’d spent trying to kill me and my love.
I stepped over to Talia and took her injured arm. I could feel the pain through the bond, for all that she was doing her best to hide that pain from everyone around us.
Good woman.
“Are you well?” I thought to her. It wouldn’t do for me to reveal how much pain she was in when she was doing such a good job of covering it up.
“You tell me,” she thought back, smiling up at me.
“We’ll have someone look at that,” I thought to her. “If the xenomedics could patch you up after the sorry state you were in when we found you on your ship then surely they’ll be able to do something with you in your current state.”
“Here’s hoping,” she thought back to me. “Now it’s just a question of getting out of this alive.”
I turned and looked at the crowd surrounding us. None of them were making a move in our direction. None of them would dare make a move in our direction. Then I looked down to the lifeless body of the empress who was still bleeding out on the floor.
I grimaced. That was going to take some cleaning. I suppose it was a good thing it would be Dovak’s people doing the cleaning. I wouldn’t have cared to have Imperial blood on my building, even if it was blood that came from a well deserved death.
Talia looked down at the empress’s corpse as well, but there was something odd there. A sense of apprehension when she looked at the body. Like she thought it would mean nothing but trouble.
“Talia,” I said out loud, then stopped and looked around.
“What, Varis?” she asked, looking up at me.
I licked my lips. It was time to be delicate about this, for all that I wasn’t sure that she would care for delicacy.
“I believe this is one of those moments where you do not quite understand what you have done,” I said.
“What are you talking about?” she asked.
She sounded supremely exhausted. I could see through the bond that the only thing she wanted was to go back to the tower and relax in a nice steaming bath. Preferably with me in that steaming bath with her now that we’d been bonded and there was no worry about propriety.
I could also see through the bond that she was certain she wouldn’t get to do that. That someone would have her killed before she took more than a step to get off House Dovar’s building.
“Talia,” I whispered, and I opened the part of my mind I’d been masking from her while she was fighting.
I’d worried it would be a distraction she didn’t need while she was trying to defeat the empress. What came after that was something she’d have to worry about if she managed to survive.
Which she had.
I got down on one knee in front of her and lowered my head. I didn’t have to glance around to see all the Livisk all around her doing the same.
Surprise bloomed through the bond. Surprise mixed with annoyance that I’d hidden this from her until it was too late for her to do anything about it.
Though honestly it’d been too late for her to do anything about it the moment she used that massive orbital bombardment cannon to blast the Imperial Palace to so many bits of rubble.
I wondered if that was going to become the first bit of destruction that enveloped this city as it was destroyed all over again. I sincerely hoped it didn’t come to that, but the Livisk Ascendancy was in uncharted territory now. There was no telling what would happen now that things were under new management, to borrow a turn of phrase from the human who now ran everything.
“My empress,” I said, keeping my head bowed.
Talia managed to be surprised for the space of another breath. Then I felt her getting down on her knees in front of me. Her finger rested under my chin and pulled it up until I was looking into her eyes.
I loved looking into those eyes. She was every bit as beautiful now as the first time I’d seen her trying to kill me wearing that damnable power armor the humans were so fond of.
“Varis,” she said, her voice clipped. “Do you want to tell me what the ever loving fuck you’re thinking, and why you didn’t feel it necessary to tell me about any of this until it was too late for me to do anything about it?”
She was speaking almost through gritted teeth. I flinched away from her words. Both because they were the words of my lover who was displeased with me, something that held added weight now that we’d had the official ceremony, and because she was now speaking as the empress as well.
In the past when I’d heard the throne talking to people like that it had usually been right before an execution. I tried to tell myself that wouldn’t happen to me. Not with her.
Though if the anger seething through the bond was anything to go by then it was a definite possibility.
“I’m not going to execute you, you idiot,” Talia said. “Now would you please get to your feet? You’re as much the one who defeated the empress as I am.”
I stood and brushed off my outfit. It wasn’t much. A formal pair of bottoms that were similar to something my own mother would’ve worn at her own bonding ceremony long ago, may warriors guide her soul to glory, and a formal wrap up above that covered my breasts in an approximation of actual armor.
Talia and I had gone back and forth on whether or not we wanted to use actual armor up above, but ultimately had decided that would’ve been too much of a provocation. We wanted the empress, or rather the former empress, to not realize what was happening until it was too late.
Like now.
“You were the one who gave the empress a chance to surrender as is required in a formal challenge,” I said. “You were the one who accepted the Trial by Combat and ultimately defeated her after you’d bested her in a formal challenge for leadership. To you go the spoils.”
The corner of my mouth quirked up in a small smile. I felt her surprise at seeing that smile, and I think it was that more than anything that finally made her realize everyone down on a knee all around her was serious.
“Crazy fucking aliens,” she muttered under her breath. Then a little louder. “And you really expect everyone here to go along with this?”
“Why wouldn’t they?” I asked.
“Because I’m human!” she said, frustration and annoyance filtering through the bond. “Because our species are doing their best to kill each other out there. Because I was the one who killed your brother the prince consort and the empress. Because half the people here were trying to kill me five minutes ago!”
Okay. Now there was more than a little frustration filtering through the bond. She sounded outright pissed off, as she liked to put it, and it was feeding into my own emotions putting me on edge.
That wasn’t good. I shouldn’t be on edge right now.
Instead I laughed. Talia frowned. Though to say that was a frown would be to say that a supernova was a little bright light.
“I fail to see what’s so funny about any of this,” she said, her voice flat and danger pulsing through the bond.
“It’s simply another reminder of how much I’ve failed to teach you proper behavior,” I said. “The moment you killed the empress in honorable combat, especially after she challenged you and you accepted it, her position became yours.”
“And everyone here is going to go along with it,” she said. “Like I’m getting a Klingon promotion, and there’s nothing I can say about it?”
I frowned. “I don’t know what those odd aliens with the forehead ridges on that show you insisted we watch have anything to do with any of this, but that’s the basic idea, yes.”
“And no one is going to…”
“I challenge you!” a voice rang out, loud and clear amidst the throng of Livisk.
Most of them had been staring in a stupor. Like the sheer ridiculousness of a human defeating the empress and taking her place was enough to keep them from even thinking about violence, let alone acting.
They started to murmur now, though. I blinked. The last thing we needed was some idiot turning this crowd against us.
I knew that idiot’s voice. Dovak.
“Excuse me?” Talia asked, turning to face the challenger.
The murmuring crowd parted around Dovak as some bit of the Imperial Palace blew up in the far distance. I turned to glance and saw chunks of the palace flying on ballistic trajectories over the city, but none of them looked like they would hit anywhere near us.
Some weapons cache deep under the place must’ve finally cooked off. Supposedly the empress had stores of conventional and energy weapons buried deep under the palace. Which was something I’d always warned her about, and she’d always ignored me saying those didn’t exist so I didn’t need to worry about them.
“You heard me, Human,” Dovak said, stepping forward and standing tall. “I challenge you! A human cannot sit on the throne. I will not accept it. I challenge you to Trial by Combat!”
Talia rolled her eyes and looked down at her arm. I felt that pain moving through the bond, though it wasn’t nearly as pronounced as it’d been after the empress gave her that wound in that dishonorable display.
Then she reached down to grab at the knife she’d dropped on the ground, but I held out a hand to stop her. She looked up at me, confusion moving through the bond, but I tried to project confidence.
“I’ve got this one,” I said, hitting her with a wink.
She blinked. Clearly she wasn’t expecting that, and I enjoyed the feeling of knowing she wasn’t expecting it.
I guess the human was rubbing off on me just a bit. I’d like to say that it seemed like my Livisk martial spirit was rubbing off on her just a little as well, but the more time I spent with her the more I realized there was a reason we were having such a tough time putting her species in their place like we had with countless others who defied us before.
“Are you sure about that?” she asked. “Like that isn’t going to bring dishonor to me or something, is it? This isn’t something where I’m going to accidentally give up my new empire before it loses that new empire smell because I let you defend it for me?”
I stared at her, and now it was my turn to blink as I wondered what in the sequel trilogy she was talking about.
“Never mind,” she said with a sigh. “It’s something involving an ancient earth conveyance using fossil fuels that would be too complicated to explain in the time we have right now. You go have your fun.”
“Right,” I said.
“What are you doing?” Dovak hissed as I stepped towards him. “I said that I wish to challenge the new empress! She cannot be allowed to continue this travesty of having a human sitting on the throne!”
“I’m glad you put it that way,” I said, flexing my shoulders and my arms and moving them back and forth as I approached him.
“What do you mean?” he asked.
I noted that the Livisk standing all around him were getting out of the way. Dovak might be too stupid to realize that he’d just done something terrible by arousing my ire, especially on a day when I’d hoped there would be a totally different kind of arousal happening right after my bonding ceremony, but everyone else realized the trouble he’d just made for himself.
“It’s nice of you to acknowledge on behalf of the nobility that you recognize her position as empress of the Livisk Ascendancy,” I said, and then I hit him with a quick jab to the face.
His nose cracked. His hands flew to his face, and he looked down as blood spurted from between his hands. He went cross eyed as he stared, then looked up at me with pure fury. 
The scream he let out was definitely unbecoming of a warrior of the Livisk Ascendancy, but then again that’s about what I would expect from a pampered noble who’d never seen actual combat.
I’d double checked the records just to be sure. He’d been offworld on a combat posting, to be sure, but he was stationed well behind the front lines working on logistics. Important, to be sure, but not the place a young warrior seeking glory should be.
No, that was the sort of safe posting that the scion of a noble family went to so he could say he was offworld serving the Ascendancy while not having to worry about dying in combat and forcing his family to go to the trouble of creating a new heir.
“What did you do?” he shrieked.
Though it was a touch difficult understanding what he was saying. He had his hands over his nose, after all, and his voice sounded odd. Likely a result of the broken nose.
“I’m answering the challenge on behalf of my bondmate,” I said. “Which is something that is allowed, unless you want to challenge that deeply held tradition while you’re at it?”
He looked at me with pure hatred in his eyes, but he didn’t say anything in response. He knew he couldn’t say anything. Not without risking the kind of dishonor the empress had regularly flirted with as a result of moving as close to dishonor as she could without stepping over the line.
Dovak was many things, but he wasn’t the empress. He couldn’t get away with that sort of thing the same as the empress.
I grabbed him by the hair and pulled his head back. I made sure to squeeze nice and tight to send the proper message. His neck bulged out, and his eyes rolled into the back of his head as he looked up at me with a mixture of fury and terror.
“You dare touch me!” he growled. “You dare touch a noble and the future head of…”
I balled my hand into a fist and punched him in the neck right where I’d exposed him for an attack. He gurgled, then I released his hair. He fell to the ground, grabbing at his ruined throat where he was still trying to draw breath.
That wasn’t going to happen, of course. I’d ruined his ability to do anything of the sort, and nothing short of a medical team showing up right now would be enough to save him.
I turned to Talia and smiled. She smiled back at me. Then something appeared from inside the building. 
I turned to see a security team for House Dovar flanked by one of those medical teams, no doubt summoned when the biometrics in their future head’s body indicated he’d suddenly encountered conditions counter to sustaining life. They came to a halt when they realized what was going on here.
They looked at Talia, then to everyone else. It was clear they’d realized they were missing something. That was smart.
“Take another step towards him and I’ll have someone kill you,” Talia said.
That earned even more looks back and forth from the medical team. Especially from the security guards who’d been sent up here along with the medical team. They all wore the livery of House Dovar, and none of them could be happy about seeing the future head of their house becoming the former future head of their house while they stood by watching impotently.
“I’m serious,” Talia said. “Apparently I’m empress of this bitch now, and that means I’m not afraid to abuse my power. Show of hands. Who would gladly kill these bastards if they try to give medical attention to the asshole who just tried to challenge me?”
I couldn’t help but smile. She sounded ridiculous in that special way that only she could, but it was also endearing. Though I could tell from the way others in the assembled throng were staring that they were still getting used to her uniquely human way of moving through the world.
That didn’t stop them all from raising their hands, though. There wasn’t a single Livisk standing who didn’t raise their hands. Sure there might’ve been a few who hesitated, but they very quickly went along when they realized they were the odd Livisk out.
“Huh,” Talia muttered, a grin spreading across her face. “A girl could get used to this kind of unquestioning obedience!”
She turned and hit me with a wink, and some of the images moving through the bond left no doubt in my mind what she was talking about. Though those mental images were interesting enough that I was more intrigued than scandalized at the sort of thing she envisioned when she asked for my unquestioning obedience.
I also couldn’t wait to get back to the tower so I could see some of those things happening in the real world and not just in the fantasy world Talia was projecting at me!
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“I don’t know about this,” I said, looking out over the city as the transport rose over the top of House Dovar’s palace.                                                                                                                                                                                                          
The thing actually looked pretty impressive on the skyline now. Mostly because I’d done my best to reduce the actual Imperial Palace to so much rubble, which meant there wasn’t much competition for the most imposing palace in the city.
There were plenty of more modern bits of architecture throughout the city that looked impressive enough. Varis’s tower was one example that rose above everything else.
Only those all looked like towers. They didn’t look at all like the palaces that were decidedly more old school as far as Livisk architecture went.
“I can assure you there’s nothing for you to worry about,” Varis said, putting a reassuring hand on my arm.
That hand trailed fire. I let out an involuntary shiver as I looked down at where she touched me, then I looked up at her and licked my lips. 
She was also staring at me with a similar look of interest. The sort of look that said she was reading what I was putting through the bond loud and clear, and she was liking it. It was almost enough to make me call off this mission so we could go back to our place and do what came natural to a couple of newlyweds.
“How could there not be anything for me to worry about?” I asked.
Varis gestured out to the city. That broad gesture took in the whole place. I could feel her trying to reassure me through the bond, even though it wasn’t doing much good.
“Everything in this city is now yours, for the moment,” she said with a frown at that last bit. “And even if there were Livisk out there who wanted to take you out, they wouldn’t be able to do it because I control the most powerful military force in the city.”
“But not the most powerful military force in the whole of the Ascendancy,” I said, my voice low as I thought of all the trouble that was potentially about to come our way because of what I’d done today.
Regicide was never clean or painless. The look in the empress’s eyes as I shoved that knife into her gullet was proof enough of that.
“Not exactly,” Varis said, uncertainty coming through the bond. “But that doesn’t mean that we necessarily have anything to worry about. Either way, that’s something for you to worry about later. Politics amongst the military forces is a little more straightforward than politics between the empress and the nobles in this city.”
I barked out a laugh that didn’t hold much in the way of humor.
“You don’t get it, do you?” I said, leaning forward to the pilot of the troop transport. “I need you to go for the Imperial Reclamation Mine near the low mountains on the north end of the city.”
Varis blinked, and surprise came through the bond. That was still pretty damn useful, that bond. I was going to have to figure out a way to market something like this to humans. Maybe using a cybernetic connection or something, similar to what kept us jacked into Fleet ships so we could react faster than someone pushing buttons and flipping switches while they did their best impression of the great Takei.
“We’re going to the mines?” Varis asked.
That uncertainty was replaced by something else that was difficult to put my finger on at first, but then I realized what was going on.
“Why Varis,” I said, batting my eyelashes at her and trying to sound as sweet and innocent as possible. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d almost think you were upset we’re going to the mines instead of back to the tower.”
Varis blushed and looked away. Though on a Livisk a blush meant the sparkles around her cheeks shone a little brighter than they usually did in the strange lighting on this world, and the underlying blue color got a little darker.
“I was hoping we could go back to the tower to enjoy one another’s company for a little while before we took care of any official business,” she said after clearing her throat.
I reached out and patted her cheek. Which had that blush deepening. I could feel that she really liked that touch.
“I promise there’ll be plenty of time for that sort of thing once we get everything sorted out,” I said. “But for the moment my crew is down there in that reclamation mine, and I’ve seen what the Imperials down there think they can do with humans who have been consigned to that fate.”
“You should keep in mind that those Imperials are now your subjects,” Varis said.
My mouth compressed to a thin line. I had been keeping it in mind that those Imperials were now my subjects, actually, but it didn’t mean I liked the idea of the Imperials being my subjects.
That was a can of worms to open up later, though. I still didn’t quite believe that all of the Livisk Ascendancy was going to go belly up and surrender to me like this no matter what their culture said the honorable thing to do was.
Which meant I was going to do everything I could to get my people off this world and maybe get my own ass ready to be saved in the event of some Livisk going full Robespierre on my ass before this revolution was all said and done.
“Who is this bloodthirsty human you’re thinking of?” Varis asked, leaning forward with interest. “I think I like him.”
“That’s another one of those things that would take far too long for me to explain,” I said, not wanting to get into a history of the French Revolution with an alien right now.
I just hoped we didn’t wind up in a situation where people started losing their heads as often as they did in the French Revolution. Something told me that would be bad for yours truly since the monarchy was always the first to go in a situation like that, and it looked like I’d just become the monarchy, damn it.
“Approaching the reclamation mine,” the pilot said.
I leaned forward so I was looking over her shoulder. Sure enough, there was the reclamation mine looking pretty similar to how it’d looked when I’d first visited it to try and give what little comfort I could to my crew.
There was still the smoke that rose into the dome above the mine. There was still the forcefield funnel that went up and out of the atmosphere so nobody in the city had to worry about the massive industrial operation right on the edge of some of the most prime real estate on the planet.
At least it’d been some of the most prime real estate on the planet. I couldn’t shake the worry that maybe that would be changing here very soon when the rest of the Livisk military got wind of the new boss.
“Something looks different about this thing,” I said, tapping a finger against my lips.
“Weapons are targeting us,” the pilot said.
To her credit she didn’t sound particularly put out that there were weapons systems targeting us. No, she merely hit a couple of buttons on her panel and tightened her grip on the flight stick.
“Is there anything we can do about that?” I asked, also surprisingly calm.
It’s not like it was all that out of the ordinary to be targeted, after all. This was the sort of combat I was used to. The sort of thing the Fleet had trained me for. It was way better than all the up close fighting I’d been doing.
I glanced down at my arm. It was healing far faster than it had any business healing, apparently that was another positive side effect of the bond, but that didn’t mean it was healing fast enough for my comfort. Though the stasis field all around it filled with medical gel the xenomeds had been kind enough to put in there was nice.
It made the whole thing nice and tingly. Not that it was going to matter any more than a fart in the wind if those weapons targeting us down below managed to hit us.
“Incoming,” the pilot said.
I held my breath. Nobody ever wanted to hear that, but again it was something I could deal with. Sort of. Maybe.
Only when I looked at the scanners right in front of me I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. I moved into the copilot’s seat and strapped myself in, my hands dancing across the controls.
“I don’t see anything,” I said. “What are you…”
The pilot nodded, and a moment later it became apparent that the incoming was on our side, not on the Imperials. Though I guess technically the Imperials were supposed to be on our side, for all that I was pretty sure most of them who were left weren’t going to be all that happy at finding out they were under new management.
Missiles went streaking in from a fighter escort I hadn’t even realized was formed up behind us, though I guess it made sense.
The pilot breathed a sigh of relief. I turned to look at her and raised a questioning eyebrow.
“Those ships were Imperial fighters,” she said, hitting me with a thin smile. “I was worried they might’ve been firing on us. I was a moment away from doing some fancy flying.”
“Oh,” I said. “We might want to get some of our people in here so we don’t have to worry about that again.”
“We do have some of our own people behind the Imperials,” the pilot said. “The problem being we couldn’t very well shoot them down as long as they looked like they were on our side. That’s not a great way to earn loyalty with the newbies.”
“So what was the plan if we figured out they weren’t on our side when they shot off that missile salvo?” I asked, annoyed at how close that was.
“I was going to dive for the hard deck, put all the shields as far as they could go to our ass end, and hope some of the buildings around us absorbed the fire before our ship did,” she said, that grin getting wider.
“Now that’s a woman after my own heart,” I said, reaching over and slapping her on the back. “What’s your name, pilot?”
“Atresca,” she said.
“Nice to meet you, Atresca,” I said. “If we manage to live through the next few days remind me to promote you.”
“I will, Empress,” she said, and then she did a cute little blush as well, complete with the sparkles on her face turning bright as the rest of her face turned to a darker blue.
“Easy on that,” Varis said in my mind. “We haven’t even gotten to enjoy the fruits of our own bonding ceremony. The last thing I need is for you to go thinking about others before we can enjoy each other.”
I turned and hit her with an even wider grin as I thought right back at her. “So you’re saying you don’t mind the occasional guest star when we do get all this figured out?”
Varis looked confused. There was also confusion plain on her face.
“Why would I have a problem with that?” she asked in my head.
“Livisk,” I muttered out loud.
The missiles that’d been fired from the Imperial fighter escorts, I’d like to know where they came from since we destroyed everything at the Imperial Palace, made contact with the gun emplacements around the edge of the reclamation mines. A moment later there were no more gun emplacements around the edge of the reclamation mine.
One less thing to worry about.
“Here’s hoping we don’t run into any more trouble when we get to the landing pad,” I muttered, looking down.
There was still the one landing pad that’d been destroyed on our previous visit. We’d have to work on getting that fixed now that this was all mine. Assuming it was worth it to keep the mine open in the first place, which was still a big question.
“Not going to the landing pad this time around,” Atresca said, speaking in that short and clipped pilot voice that seemed to transcend species.
“What are you… Oh, right,” I muttered.
I’d forgotten we went on a walking trek through the mine the last time we were down here, and I wasn’t really in a mood to go for a long walk through the twisted remains of the ancient Livisk city today.
Not when those ancient remains would provide plenty of opportunity for any Imperial forces who were upset about the abrupt transition of power to make their irritation known from cover.
“Moving in over the deep reclamation mine,” Atresca said, pulling the transport ship in dips and dives as it moved over the ancient hulks of what had been the Livisk capital city in previous generations.
I looked at those hulks and thought about a tour I took in middle school through the ruins of Old New York. This reminded me of that, looking at those burnt out and slightly irradiated hulks and wondering what life had been like for the ancient humans who lived their lives in those towers.
It was the same looking at the old Livisk capital city, only now there was something different about it all. Now as I looked at those burnt out hulks I also found myself wondering if the current Livisk capital city was going to suffer a similar fate soon enough.
I really hoped not. At least not while I was still living here.
“Moving in for a landing,” Atresca said, pulling the ship into a dive.
I held onto a crash bar overhead even though this thing had gravity generators that meant I didn’t have to worry about pesky little things like physics.
I frowned as I got a good look at what was going on down on the ground. I also felt annoyance coming through the bond from Varis.
“Yeah, that doesn’t look good,” I said.
“Looks like small arms fire,” Atresca said.
“And if there’s small arms fire going on then that means my people don’t know we won,” I said.
“Is that a bad thing?” Atresca asked.
“I suppose that depends entirely on your outlook,” I said, forcing a smile I didn’t quite feel as I looked at her. “On the one hand it looks like they’re holding their own down there for now.”
Sure enough it did look like they were holding their own. For the moment, at least. Energy weapons lanced through a large circle around where they’d been camped out the last time I visited.
Though I didn’t know how long they were going to be able to hold out. There were other energy weapons lancing out and pressing in on that circle. Pressing that circle smaller and smaller.
No doubt rogue Imperials who’d decided they were going to take out some of their frustration on the nearest humans. Which for some of them would mean tracking down the new empress’s old crew so they could get some of that revenge.
I opened a channel to Varis’s forces. “Tevak, if you’re out there then I want you to move at least a battalion of our soldiers into the reclamation mine.”
“The reclamation mine?” he asked, sounding confused.
“We have humans down here who are being killed by former Imperials who’re pissed off about the change in management,” I said. “I’d hate to have more humans killed on my behalf, so we need to get in here and do something about it.”
“Understood,” he said.
“Now if you could take me in for a landing right in the middle of that circle, that’d be great,” I said, pointing to the middle of that circle.
“Empress?” Atresca said, not quite coming to the point of questioning what I’d just said, but pretty damn close.
“You heard me,” I said.
“What are you doing?” Varis asked, annoyance flashing through the bond.
I turned and grinned at her. “You’re the one who was telling me none of the Livisk around here would dream of crossing me now that I’ve been legitimately crowned as empress. I figure it’s time to test that out.”
“You’re the empress,” Atresca said, again in a tone that skirted the edge of insubordination.
I decided I really liked this pilot. I was going to make her my personal pilot. Assuming we survived this. Though for the first time since all this craziness started I was starting to think my chances were better than they’d ever been.
“You said your people holding out down there was a good thing depending on your outlook,” Atresca said as she pulled the ship in for a landing. “Why did you say that?”
“That’s simple,” I said, turning and hitting her with a huge grin. “My crew down there were Plan B. They have a black hole generator down there, and if they feel like they’re about to die with no sign of reinforcements then they have orders to set that motherfucker off and take this whole planet with them when they go out.”
Disapproval flowed through the bond. Varis hadn’t been fond of this part of the plan. Something about it being dishonorable. I’d merely pointed out that the very existence of these ruins meant the Livisk were more than familiar with the concept of mutually assured destruction.
“Oh,” Atresca said, her voice quiet as she looked at me with new eyes. Terrified eyes, though there was mostly respect there. I think. Maybe. “We should probably get you down there sooner rather than later then.”
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“I want you to know that I don’t think this is a good idea,” Varis said.                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
I turned and regarded her with a smile. “Why Varis. This is the first time you’ve told me something isn’t a good idea without threatening to have your security forces hold me back.”
She stared at me. Her teeth started grinding. I could hear it from here. I could also feel the tension through the bond, of course, the same as if it was my own teeth grinding.
That was still taking some getting used to.
“I technically can only advise you when I think something is a bad idea now,” she said. “I can’t actually stop you from doing something stupid even if we both acknowledge that what you are about to do is very stupid.”
“Damn. I would’ve tried to become empress a month ago if I knew that’s all it would take to get you off my back,” I said with a grin.
I punctuated that grin by leaning in to hit her with a kiss. Which had a totally different sort of emotion blooming through the bond. The kind of emotion I could get used to.
There would be plenty of time for that later, though. For the moment I was going to worry about taking care of business.
I stepped off the transport and looked up and around. I half anticipated someone to take a shot at me, but there was nothing aside from the normal business of Livisk sending shots into the human frontline.
As I looked around I also realized there was more going on here than I could see from up above.
Twisted structures stood all around us. Stuff that looked like it’d been blasted to hell and back several times over in previous Livisk civil wars.
There was something interesting moving under those structures, though. People milled around looking out from under those structures as though they were terrified of what was going on around them.
But they were there. So many humans hidden in there. I blinked.
“What in Shatner’s girdle is going on here?” I muttered.
“Captain!”
I turned and found myself facing none other than Commander Keen. He came up to me and sketched a quick salute. I also noted that Lieutenant Olsen stood beside him, and for a surprise he was carrying a pulse rifle of his own.
He also brought himself up to a salute, and he smiled at me. Actually smiled. I blinked at that one.
“Keen, Olsen,” I said with a nod. “Report.”
“We managed to pull most of the humans who were working the reclamation mines into the area we control,” Keen said. “The Livisk have been jumpy since they realized a bunch of their guards were going missing when they came to our turf, but we figured that was a reasonable risk considering the promises you made.”
“Fair enough,” I said with a nod.
It wasn’t a risk I would’ve taken. That was the sort of thing that might tip the Livisk off that there was something going on here, but I also couldn’t fault Keen for trying to protect his people. Our people.
“It was actually Olsen’s idea,” Keen said, nodding to the kid who didn’t quite look like a kid anymore. “Some of the shit he did to… Well, that’s not important right now. What’s important is we managed to gather most of the humans working down here, and we have them in hiding while we try to protect the perimeter.”
I stared between the two of them in disbelief. This went far beyond anything I’d hoped when this started.
“And the black hole generator?” I asked.
Olsen blinked. “I thought you said it was a nuke?”
I turned to Keen, who grimaced. Clearly he’d been just as tight-lipped with our people as I’d been with the Livisk until things came down to the wire.
“It’s in a safe place,” Keen said. “We weren’t going to set it off unless it became clear we were overrun and the Livisk were going to kill all of us anyway.”
“I’m glad we got here when we did,” I said, breathing a sigh of relief.
Things had been a sequel trilogy of a lot closer down here than I’d thought. Mostly due to them deciding to jump the timetable and get all the humans to safety, but again it’s not like that was something I could fault them for.
“I assume since you’re down here that means you have some sort of reinforcements coming?” Keen asked.
“Yeah, I do,” I said, looking up at the fighter craft hovering around the place. Some of them were Varis’s people, but an equal number of them were in Imperial livery. “At least I hope I have reinforcements coming in.”
I held up my comm. “Imperial forces. This is your empress speaking.”
There was a momentary pause. I held my breath, wondering if this whole thing was about to go pear shaped in the worst possible way. I saw Olsen mouth “empress” with a raised eyebrow as he stared at Keen. Keen merely shrugged, clearly willing to go along with whatever was happening here as long as it saved his ass.
“Acknowledged, Empress,” a voice said through the commlink. Up above one of the Imperial fighters wiggled just a little to let me know who was doing the talking.
“We have rebel Imperial forces firing on human positions down here in the reclamation mine,” I said, figuring this was going to be as good a test as any. “I need you to take out anyone firing on the human circle. Around the survivors, a perimeter create.”
Olsen snorted, which was more reaction than I’d ever gotten out of him before. Keen rolled his eyes at the deep cut.
There was another momentary pause. I held my breath. Beside me Varis tensed, and I could feel that tension floating through the bond. She didn’t like this loyalty test, but I didn’t give a flying fuck.
This was as good a way as any to make sure those assholes up there were going to acknowledge me as their new sovereign.
“Orders received,” the Livisk said. “Moving in now.”
“Stay frosty, fighter craft,” I said.
The fighters moved in low. I held my breath. This was the moment of truth. The moment where I would figure out if this plan was ballsy or utter stupidity. They could easily move in to destroy the humans down here, after all.
That would probably result in a civil war with Varis’s forces trying to avenge us, but that wouldn’t do us much good if we were corpses down here who couldn’t see that civil war happening.
“This is a dangerous game you are playing,” Varis said beside me.
Something brushed my hand. I looked down to see Varis putting her hand to mine. I wrapped my fingers in hers, and she gave my fingers a squeeze as she intertwined them with mine.
“I have to test the limits of Livisk honor and loyalty,” I said.
“And this is a dumb way to do it, but again, all I can do is advise my sovereign,” Varis said, hints of sarcasm coming through the bond. Which was a surprise.
“Why Varis,” I said. “That almost felt like a joke.”
The fighters flew overhead. I could imagine them targeting the energy weapons firing into the wide circle that contained all the humans. I’d done strafing runs like that plenty of times when I was flying training missions. I still knew a couple of fighter jocks who did that sort of thing over planets when the drones just weren’t up to the task.
Energy weapons far more powerful than anything the ground forces could bring to bear lanced out and slammed into the ground all around us. Fountains of dirt and pieces of metal went flying in all directions as the fighters did their work.
A couple of them loosed bombs and missiles. Hopefully those were on positions that were large enough to warrant that kind of firepower, but it’s not like I was going to complain as long as it got the job done.
I wasn’t going to be some bean counting penny pinching admiral counting every bit of weaponry being expended as though there was more value to equipment than human life.
“We might want to get under cover!” Keen shouted.
“No need for that,” I said, making a gesture to the landing craft.
Atresca nodded through the canopy, and a moment later a shield popped up all around us in a small dome. So when fiery metal came raining down on top of us from the fighters and the damage they were causing it didn’t actually hit us. 
I looked at the destruction all around us, waiting for any sign that the Imperial fighters were going to turn and betray us, but that moment never came.
The wreckage they were kicking up couldn’t get through the forcefield we had up around us, but those fighters had weapons that were more than capable of breaking through if they so desired.
“Targets have been serviced, Empress,” the voice crackled through the comm unit. “We standby and await your orders.”
“Thank you,” I said. “Remind me to promote you when this is all said and done.”
“I do my duty to the throne,” the voice said, then cut off.
Which was a touch curt, but whatever. It was also a good reminder. They did their duty to the throne. Not to me, personally. I didn’t have the kind of loyalty Varis enjoyed from her people.
Not yet, at least. I wasn’t sure that I was going to stick around here long enough to find out, for that matter. Still, it was good to remember that their loyalty was to the throne, and not to me personally.
I sighed. So many things to worry about.
“What’s bothering you?” Varis asked, sensing my annoyance. 
I wasn’t sure if it was the sigh or if that was through the bond. Or maybe it was just that we’d been together long enough that she was starting to pick up on my thoughts without having to eavesdrop directly on my thoughts.
“It’s just that there’s still so much to be done,” I said. “This isn’t like the books or shows I grew up on where the hero can ride into the sunset after everything is taken care of.”
“Life is rarely like a story where you can go off into the sunset,” Varis said, then chuckled. “Though there have been a couple of times when I’ve sent my enemies straight into a star in an escape pod. I’m sure those stars were setting on at least one of the worlds in their systems when those bastards finally burned up.”
“That sounds like an uncharacteristically quick death for you,” I said. “Aren’t you usually a little more ruthless than that with your enemies?”
“Oh but it’s far more ruthless than you think,” Varis said. “Have you seen how fast a Livisk escape pod goes? I jettison them just far enough out that they have long enough for starvation and dehydration to start setting in as their pod starts heating up from getting closer and closer to a star’s atmosphere. It’s easily one of the least pleasant ways I can think of to go.”
“Remind me to never piss you off,” I muttered.
“Oh but you have pissed me off so many times,” Varis said. “The problem being that you’ve also managed to best me every time you’ve pissed me off, so I’ve given up trying to defeat you. Only enemies I’ve defeated get jettisoned into the sunset, to twist your earth phrase just a little.”
“Good to know,” I muttered.
“Do you maybe want to tell me what’s going on here?” Keen asked, looking at the death and destruction in a ring all around us. “Those fighters that came in all had the Imperial seal, and you were calling yourself the empress. Why are a bunch of Imperial fighters working for you? Why are you calling yourself the empress, for that matter?”
I grinned and reached out to pat him on the cheek. “Because they love me so much, of course. Why else would they do it?”
“That was amazing,” Olsen said, staring at the dust clouds rising all around us. “But seriously. How did you manage to get them to do that?”
“That’s simple,” I said with a shrug. “I’m their empress.”
Both of them blinked a couple of times as they stared in disbelief. Both of them looked like they were trying to figure out whether or not I was fucking with them.
“I can assure you that your captain is telling you the truth,” Varis said. “She defeated the old empress and destroyed her forces, then defeated her again in a Trial by Combat after she’d rightfully bested the empress militarily. There is no doubt in the eyes of Livisk honor and law that she is now the empress. I’d say may she live forever, but I don’t think she would go for that sort of thing.”
I elbowed Varis in the side and she grunted. She also smiled, though. Good. Me being empress hadn’t completely robbed her of her senses.
“So the plan did work,” Keen said, breathing a sigh of relief.
“It worked,” I said, nodding. “At least it’s worked so far. We’ve still got a lot of shit to work out.”
“What are you talking about?” he asked. “If they think you’re their empress then that’s the perfect opportunity. We can get off this shithole planet and be gone before they realize you don’t intend to stick around and rule things.”
Varis tensed next to me. Disapproval dripped through the bond. I wasn’t sure if that was because she didn’t like me abandoning my new responsibilities as empress, or if it was because she didn’t like the idea of me abandoning the planet.
Either way, I had no intention of leaving. Yet.
“I don’t think I’m going to do that,” I said.
“Excuse me?” Keen asked.
“She has a point,” Olsen said, stepping forward and nodding to me. Which was more respect than I’d ever gotten from him before. “If the Livisk truly do see her as their empress, even a small fraction of them, then that’s an incredible opportunity for us to end this war.”
“It’s an incredible opportunity for something,” I said. “I’m just not sure what that something is yet.”
That earned me an odd look from Olsen, but Keen was even more incredulous. “Are you going to at least help the humans trapped on this planet get out of here?”
“Oh there’s no doubt of that,” I said. “We’re getting everyone the fuck off this planet if that’s what they want. I’m not going to force anyone to be a prisoner here if they don’t want to stick around, but you might be surprised at the number of humans who have a good thing going here.”
“You say so,” Keen said, shaking his head and rolling his eyes.
He looked around the reclamation mine. His expression said that he didn’t think he had a good thing going here, for all that I figured there’d be more than a few humans who were in similar situations to mine.
“So what do you say, Olsen?” I asked. “You want to help me out?”
I wasn’t sure why I said it. Just that I got a sense from him that things had changed. That maybe he’d finally figured out how to be the officer he was always supposed to be.
“Captain?” he asked, clearly confused.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
He opened his mouth, then hesitated. Opened it again, hesitated again. Finally he leaned forward so he was whispering so only I could hear him.
“I mean, I haven’t exactly been the best to you, Captain,” he said. “I’d like a chance to make that up, but…”
“But nothing,” I said, slapping him on the back. “If what Keen says about your exploits here on planet are anything to go on then you’re definitely the kind of person I need helping me out. Now if you’d just accompany me over to the landing craft here…”
We walked towards the craft, Olsen seeming surprised that I was pulling him away. I really was serious, though. If he really had just done everything Keen said he had then this was the kind of guy I wanted working on my behalf. This was the kind of human I was going to need working on my behalf, considering some of the half-formed plans for the future that were starting to form in the back of my mind.
I turned to Varis. She stood there looking like she wasn’t sure what to make of all this. Confusion moved through the bond.
Well that was fine. She’d figure it out eventually. For now, though, it was time for us to get back to the tower so we could enjoy some of the fun that naturally came to two people who’d just been married. 
Formally bonded.
Whatever.
Varis grinned as those thoughts moved through my mind, and she moved towards the landing craft with a skip in her step that hadn’t been there since she killed Dovak. 
I wasn’t sure if I should be excited or insulted that she had the same skip in her step as when she’d murdered one of my enemies, but given some of the XXX images moving from her mind to mine I figured I’d take it.
All around us landing craft were moving in piloted by Livisk with xenomedical personnel onboard. It was time to make up for some of the crimes the Livisk crown had committed against humanity now that I was in control.
It was time to make up for a lot of things. Including settling a score with the human admiralty who put me here in the first place.
“You really put all this together while being a prisoner of one of the Livisk’s greatest generals,” Olsen said, looking around.
“That I did,” I said.
“Nice,” he muttered, stepping onto the landing craft with me.




70
The New Boss

Talia


“You look like you’re surprised,” Telak said, coming up to stand next to me.                                                                                                                                                                                          
I turned to smile at my old friend. He returned the gesture with a small smile of his own and a nod.
“Why would I be surprised?” I asked, looking out over the city.
All through the place there were transports lifting up to orbit. The orbital elevators around the edge of the city were also working overtime to move supplies, personnel, and materiel up there.
Only for the first time since the war with the humans started, those elevators weren’t enough. Which was thrilling, but also disquieting.
“I don’t have a bond like what you have with your human, but I’ve been working with you long enough to tell when something has surprised you,” Telak said with a shrug. “And you have that look right now. You seem to have that look a lot since the human took over.”
“I suppose that’s true,” I said. “I just wasn’t expecting all this, and I wasn’t expecting it to happen so quickly.”
I gestured vaguely to everything going on in the city beyond us. To all the supplies and preparations for war. Which was a surprise considering the Livisk were already on a war footing.
It brought back memories that weren’t entirely pleasant.
“You really weren’t expecting this?” Telak asked, also looking out over the city.
It was the sort of thing that would’ve had me swelling with pride under normal circumstances. Only this was far from what I would consider to be normal circumstances.
“I worry that she’s acting precipitously,” I said. “We don’t actually know that anyone else in the Livisk Ascendancy is going to go to war with us over her accession.”
“Yes, because they need an excuse to go to war,” he said with a chuckle.
“Yes, and we both know that when there’s blood in the water there are always going to be opportunists who seek to turn it to their advantage,” I said with a sigh as I turned to look at Telak.
“I think in this case it’s the human who’s turning things to her advantage,” Telak said. “She has the whole of our planet at her disposal now, the throne at the top of your tower, and a bunch of Livisk who are willing to follow her because of the circumstances of how she came to power in the first place.”
The corner of my mouth turned up in the barest hint of a smile. Just enough to be seen, but not so much that it would be obvious.
Unless, of course, I was standing next to one of my oldest friends and confidants. The sort of person who, if I threw a party and invited everyone I knew…
I shook my head. Damnation. I didn’t understand Talia’s obsession with ancient earth pop culture, and I really didn’t appreciate it popping into my head at the wrong moment.
“The point is, we’re starting something that could be dangerous,” I said.
Telak grunted. “It seems to me that something dangerous was started when the empress decided to bond you and Talia as punishment. She fucked around, and then she found out, to borrow one of the Terran’s phrases.”
I barked out a laugh. Yeah, there was definitely something to that. Yet another earth phrase that was very appropriate to our current circumstances.
I sighed and turned away from the view of the planet mobilizing for war. I did feel a small flush of pride seeing what was happening out there, for all that it also worried me.
“You act like you aren’t loving every moment of this,” Telak grunted.
“Excuse me?” I asked, blushing slightly as I thought he might be talking about something else entirely.
“All this,” Telak said, gesturing to the city. “You can’t tell me you don’t relish the thought of leading our forces to conquest once more.”
“The difference being the last time I led our forces to conquest, we didn’t have to worry about the entirety of the Terran Combined Interstellar Fleet breathing down our necks ready to kill us at the first sign of weakness,” I growled.
“That might be a problem,” Telak said with a fatalistic shrug. “But overwhelming odds were never enough to stop you in the past, so I don’t see why they would be stopping you now. Not to mention having a human leading our forces might be enough to give the other humans pause about attacking us.”
I considered that. It was something I’d thought about more than once, for all that I wasn’t sure. There was no love lost between Talia and the admirals who’d put her in my clutches, after all.
“Maybe so, and then again maybe not,” I said.
The doors to my office swished open. Telak turned and barked out a laugh. I turned and looked at Talia, and I barely managed to avoid barking out a laugh of my own.
To say that she, a human, looked ridiculous in the ceremonial garb of the empress would be an understatement. It was definitely designed for someone who had more blue skin tones, as was appropriate, but I wasn’t going to say that to her.
“You’re forgetting I can read your mind, Varis,” she said, walking over and throwing herself down on one of my chairs. “Shatner’s toupee this feels good.”
I arched an eyebrow at her. Which was a fairly good imitation of the alien who followed around this Shatner for a good portion of his career.
The man was fascinating, to be sure. I wasn’t sure if I preferred when he was gallivanting about the cosmos pretending to be a space captain, or when he was narrating stories of ancient earth emergency services.
I shook my head and pulled myself out of the earth pop culture funk Talia had induced in me.
“What are you talking about?” I asked. “The throne is one of the most expensive pieces of furniture in the entirety of the Ascendancy. It molds itself to you on cushions of air that make you as comfortable as you can possibly be.”
“That’s the problem,” she said, shifting around a bit on a chair that was just a touch uncomfortable.
I knew it was just a touch uncomfortable because I’d done my best to make sure it was uncomfortable. Having the person on the other side of the desk in discomfort could be an advantage.
“The problem with that throne is it’s too damn nice,” she said. “It’s too comfortable. Even the command chairs I had on my ships weren’t that nice, y’know?”
“So you’re saying the throne is too comfortable,” I said, my voice flat.
I’d gone to a lot of trouble to make sure she had a throne worthy of her. A throne that would allow her to perform her duties without worrying about…
“My ass going to sleep is just the thing,” she said, finishing that thought before I could. “I’m used to the kind of cheapass stuff the Fleet provides us. It’s not a proper meeting if you’re not shifting from cheek to cheek trying not to have both of them fall asleep at once, y’know?”
I stared at her, wondering if she was seriously being serious here. Then I shook my head.
“What?” Talia asked.
“You’re now the head of one of the most powerful political organizations in the galaxy,” I said. “You’re going to have to get used to a certain degree of comfort.”
She threw her arm around her chair and let out another sigh. She was trying to project the sense that she was “so over this shit,” an emotion I’d become intimately familiar with in the past couple of months, but I could tell through the bond that she was enjoying this.
“I don’t know about any of that,” Talia said. “I think I’d rather be a battle queen. Y’know, the kind of ruler who’s always the first one with boots on the ground.”
“What are you talking about?” I asked.
“Oh come on. Surely you Livisk have some idea of what a battle queen is?”
“None at all,” I said. “Even the former emperor wasn’t very big on doing his own dirty work once he took over. His daughter definitely did nothing of the sort. Before that the nobles running things did everything they could to keep out of fighting, and the only time previous sovereigns were exposed to combat was when they were annihilated in nuclear fire.”
“Yeah, they just did old fashioned firebombing the last time they bombed around an emperor on my world,” Talia said. “No nukes necessary. They saved those for cities they deliberately left pristine so they could show off just what their new bomb was capable of.”
I stared at her in disbelief again. I know that was something that was happening quite a bit in this conversation, but I couldn’t help myself.
“They left cities unmolested in war so they could show off nuclear weapons?” I asked.
“Well it was the first time anyone on my world actually used the things, you understand, so of course they wanted to have a city that hadn’t been hit so they could make sure everyone knew it was one bomb doing all the damage and not a bunch of bombs like what they’d been using,” Talia said.
Visions flashed through my head. They were nuclear explosions, but unlike any I’d ever seen before, either in recordings or in real life. Talia was sending me memories of her world. Mostly ancient aircraft that used combustion engines dropping bombs indiscriminately across entire cities because they didn’t have computers to help them with their fighting.
No, they’d simply thrown as many bombs as they could at their targets hoping that would be enough to take them out, and then threw more men and more bombs at the problem when it became clear they hadn’t done it the first time.
I staggered back under the force of that vision. Talia frowned as she stared at me.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“This is something from your recent history?” I asked, putting a hand against my desk to provide some balance.
“I mean I wouldn’t exactly call it our recent history,” Talia said, looking up to the ceiling as she thought about it. “That happened a few hundred years ago, give or take. Though in terms of loss of life that’s probably the worst war we ever fought among ourselves. Nothing ever really got that hot again thanks to nukes. Even the third and fourth world wars were civilized in comparison. Doesn’t hold a candle to what’s been happening with the Livisk, of course.”
She hit me with an accusatory glare at that last bit, but I dismissed it. Now wasn’t the time to get drawn into a conversation about what humanity and the Livisk Ascendancy had done to one another while prosecuting this war.
“You’re acting like all of this is a surprise,” Talia said, suddenly speaking more slowly as something approaching caution filtered through the bond. “Do you want to tell me why all of this is a surprise? Surely you had industrialized wars you fought with each other back before you discovered computers, right? You love fighting each other.”
“Perhaps we did, but then again perhaps we didn’t,” I said, still leaning against the table for support. “We will occasionally obliterate a city in nuclear fire in one of our fights, but never to show an example. And our sense of honor usually prevented large scale conflicts like the one you’ve showed me.”
“I mean you’ve lost a lot of your historical records over the years,” Talia continued. “I’m sure it’s possible something like that happened and you just don’t remember because you’ve blown it up so many times, goddamn you all to hell?”
I knew she was making another one of those ancient references. Terran Standard was littered with movie references of both ancient and more recent vintage, and I was already thinking it would be a good idea to include Terran pop culture as something that was studied at the Academy.
“Industrialized war on that scale,” I whispered. “No honor in it. Just killing people. Civilizations grinding together and killing indiscriminately. It makes what the empress did…”
I paused and looked at Talia, and this time there was something new that pulsed through my mind: fear.
“Varis, what are you saying?” Talia asked.
Worry was evident on her face even as it was also moving through the bond. She didn’t like what I was thinking, and I could feel her trying to think of some way to make this all better.
Not that I thought there was any way to make this better. Not after everything we’d done. No, events had been set into motion and now it was time for us to see what happened.
“You don’t need to worry about me turning on you or anything like that,” I said, waving a dismissive hand to throw off the worry she obviously felt. “I wouldn’t do something like that even if you weren’t the empress. You are mine, Talia, and I will do whatever it takes to protect you and see that the Livisk Ascendancy succeeds with you at its head. Even if that could result in a bloody fight when commanders decide to turn into warlords so they can try and take their own spot at the head of the Ascendancy.”
“So what’s going on here, then?” she asked, staring at me and still obviously very confused.
“What’s going on here is I always thought I understood humans,” I said.
I turned to look out the window. I stared, lost in my thoughts. I thought of all the damage those transports and the troops and materiel they carried could do. I thought about what they could accomplish in the hands of a true battle empress.
“These battle queens you were speaking of,” I said. “Tell me more of them.”
“That?” Talia asked, chuckling. “I suppose that’s a bit of an outdated notion, to be honest. The idea of some ruler marching into the middle of battle. Honestly I don’t think there were many women who actually did that, for all that the reason they didn’t do that was more because of sexism than because they didn’t want to do it.”
My mind filled with visions again. These visions looked like they were taken from some of the movies she’d shown me rather than being something taken directly from her history.
They were visions of women, all of them beautiful by Terran standards, leading ancient armies into battle. Sure I got the idea that this was based on an ideal in their culture rather than something they actually had video of considering this had all happened in ancient times before they could record this sort of thing, but still.
I slumped against my desk.
“Varis, what’s wrong?” she asked, standing and moving up next to me.
She put her arms to either side of me on the desk and smiled. Then she leaned in and hit me with the kind of toe curling kiss that made me glad to be alive. It was almost enough to distract me from everything I’d just learned about her people.
Almost, but not quite. Still, that didn’t stop me from enjoying that kiss.
When she pulled away she blushed and hit me with a smile that seemed almost hesitant. Like she wasn’t sure whether or not I would want to be near her.
“Varis? Where’s my big sparkly warrior?”
I sighed, then smiled. “I’m sorry. I’ve learned more about your species in the last five minutes than I think I have in the entirety of my time fighting you out amongst the stars.
“And what did you learn?” she asked, biting her lip in a move that was so incredibly sexy and so distracting that I almost forgot my horror at this impromptu history lesson.
“I learned that if you succeed in maintaining your position on the throne then the rest of the galaxy is fucked,” I said, then pulled her in for a kiss.
It was one of those moments where I lost track of reality for a little while. My only reality was pressing against Talia, even if she did look ridiculous in an ornate outfit designed for a sovereign with blue skin.
When I pulled away I stared at her, breathing heavily as I took her in.
“Did you learn anything else?” she asked, smiling at me and cocking her head to the side.
“I learned that the galaxy can burn for all I care as long as I’m with you,” I said.
“That’s my blue sparkly,” Talia said, pulling me in for another kiss.
Let the galaxy burn. It would be worth it as long as I got to burn in the fire that was Talia!
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