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A hush cut through the crowd, halting Sky mid-sentence. A tall, striking woman had stepped into the museum foyer and as she moved forward, the crowd shifted, drawn apart by something more primal than mere courtesy. Her clothes were simple and unadorned, yet they clung to her like shadows, making the unnatural crimson of her gaze all the sharper. And the hands. Too still. Too tapered. The claws were not an afterthought. They were the point.

Sky’s breath caught. Valkysh. One of the oldest and most feared of direct feeders. Immortalized in lore, Sky had only seen their likeness in the archives, but the reality of the woman was undeniable.

The Valkysh turned sharply, meeting Sky’s stare with unnerving precision. A cold, primal jolt shot through her – the visceral recognition of an imminent threat. The world narrowed to those glowing eyes. For a suspended heartbeat, neither looked away - until a refreshment drone moved between them, and the moment fractured. 

Around Sky, the gala’s murmur soon surged back to life, the laughter and chatter thick with anticipation. Tonight wasn’t just another event. The Museum of Evolution was about to welcome a new member into Galactic Affiliation, and the air reverberated with the weight of history. Despite the occasion, Sky couldn’t shake the ominous weight of the Valkysh’s intense gaze. She glanced down at her invitation, willing the words to clarify themselves.

‘Apparently, the new species is... unusual,’ she remarked dryly to her friend Zarina. ‘They have an innate ability to manipulate microgravity.’

‘That would explain the turnout,’ Zarina replied, her eyes scanning the room. ‘And the presence of some of the elder races.’

The two quickly fell into their favorite pastime at such events: species-spotting. After a few minutes, Sky’s gaze landed on a shadowy alcove. Her voice dropped to a whisper.

‘Don’t look now, but there’s an Endiowl over there.’

Zarina’s eyes widened. ‘Really? They’re so rare! Is it... preening?’

Sky smiled. ‘I doubt it. Something that intelligent likely has more pressing concerns.’

A man behind them overheard and turned with a warm smile. 'You’re quite right,' he said. ‘I happen to know Timzensi. Though shy, I’m sure she’d be delighted to meet you.’

He led them over, and the Endiowl extended one of its famous fourteen-jointed hands. Sky shook it carefully, her touch light but deliberate. She often found creatures with independently moving eyes unsettling, but the Endiowl’s were so large and expressive that they were almost comforting. She was about to ask about its legendary home world when the lights dimmed, and the museum’s curator stepped onto the podium.

‘It is my great pleasure,' he announced, 'to introduce one of the most remarkable species recently welcomed into galactic affiliation. Tonight, two Endicotian representatives have graciously agreed to join us and demonstrate aspects of their unique evolution.' His voice rose with excitement. 'Please welcome Brek and Anna, two gravimorphs from Endicote!'

To polite applause, two humanoid figures approached the podium. They were unremarkable at first glance—bipedal, with symmetrical features and a calm demeanor. Brek was the first to speak. 'I am of average proficiency,' he began, his voice measured, 'and I must emphasize that our abilities are limited. Typically, we can influence light objects, such as a small ball. This ability stems from a rare quantum brain interaction, enabled by the presence of two unique molecules that allow superconductivity. The biotechnology has been registered with Galactic Central, and we would, of course, be glad to discuss its potential applications with any interested species.'

Timzensi, the Endiowl, cocked her head slightly and murmured, 'Even with the fortuitous presence of those molecules, such an evolutionary pathway is... unusual.'

'Tampering?' Sky asked, surprised.

Before Timzensi could answer, her wings lifted slightly, and a look of regret crossed her face. 'I’m afraid I must take my leave,' she said. 'My species and the Valkysh are not at ease in each other’s presence.'

Once she had moved away Sky gave a slight shrug. 'I don’t have a problem with direct feeders. In the past, humans drank the blood of animals to survive. In a way, it’s preferable to killing.'

Zarina nodded in agreement. 'It’s the parasitic races that disturb me—especially those that exert mental control. You never really know who or what you’re dealing with.'

'I’m glad to hear that,' an amused voice purred from behind them. Sky turned to find the Valkysh regarding her with a sardonic smile. That strange jolt she had felt earlier returned, but she masked it with a quick smile. 'How did you find the presentation?' she asked.

The Valkysh glanced at the podium and shrugged. 'An interesting evolutionary pathway, but still in its early stages.'

Zarina, who had been monitoring the museum entrance, stiffened. 'My fourth partner from Teritos is here. You must excuse me—protocol requires we exchange greetings.'

The Valkysh turned back to Sky. 'Your friend is right about the parasitic races—especially those that exercise control. They often target species known for their intellect, a predilection that has made the Endiowls a particular target. It has also caused... difficulties between our races.'

Sky gave the Valkysh a curious look. 'When you first entered the room, our eyes met, and I felt something - a slight shock. Is that something intrinsic to your kind?'

'No,' the Valkysh said softly, her gaze intent. 'I felt it too. Such a sensing is rare among my species.' 

She hesitated, the silence conveying an almost human awkwardness, 'Perhaps it indicates some kind of mutual awareness.’

After another pause, she inclined her head - an unmistakable gesture of invitation. ‘If you are willing, I would offer sustenance, so we may speak without haste.’

Sky smiled faintly. ‘You mean a meal?’

‘Yes. There is a Valkysh restaurant nearby - Inshe. It was designed for conversation.’ Her eyes brightened slightly. ‘They also provide the indirect nourishment you favour.’

To her own surprise, Sky nodded. 'Yes, I’d like that.'

The Valkysh shifted her head as if weighing secrets. 'My name is Kurina. Would tomorrow at six be appropriate?'

'I look forward to it,' Sky replied.

—-
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OUTSIDE THE RESTAURANT, Sky forced herself to count backwards to limit her fear response. Inside, the air hummed with a low, resonant frequency that vibrated in her bones. Gone was the dread she'd anticipated; instead, a disconcerting calm settled over her. She was led through the subtly lit space, past diners who barely glanced her way, to a private balcony overlooking the bay. Kurina waited there, a silhouette against the panoramic view. The reek of exotic spices and something metallic filled the air. As Sky drank in the vista of the bay below, a strange sense of ease settled over her.

'Did you experience that... resonance with anyone else last night?' Kurina's voice was a low, melodic hum.

Sky shook her head, the memory of that pull still fresh.

'We are not the crude predators many assume. We are drawn to living energy, yes, but what I felt... was different. Specific.'

Intrigued, Sky leaned forward. 'Drawn? How?'

'A sixth sense, evolved from the others,' Kurina replied, her gaze unwavering. 'But that is not why I invited you. It suggests a rare confluence of awareness.'

A sudden thought struck Sky, a dart of audacity. 'How old are you?'

Kurina's eyes flickered downwards, a subtle movement that Sky interpreted as discomfort - had she overstepped?

'It is not easy for me to speak of such things to one of... another making. We Valkysh are not a loquacious species.'

Sky blinked, how could a creature with such a fearsome reputation seem so... vulnerable? 

'Are you offering this... to feed on me?'

Kurina’s smiled. 'No. Just as you consume replicated protein, we have long abandoned the need to feed on the living.' 

She picked up a beautifully embellished container before her, crafted from a shimmering, obsidian-like material. With deliberate grace, she opened it and from her mouth, two delicate, perfectly straight teeth extended needle-like. Her eyes closed as she drew from the container, a low hum vibrating from her throat. After a moment, the extensions retracted, the metallic scent intensifying.

She met Sky's gaze. 'Let me be clear. I seek no physical congress, no partnership in the conventional sense. Only... the potential to connect in a way that might rarely be experienced.'

Despite Sky’s naturally distrustful nature a strange feeling of trust bloomed within her, irrational yet undeniable. 'Are there risks to such synchronicity?'

Kurina shrugged, a fluid, alien movement. 'I am what I am but know that many misunderstand us.'

Sky studied Kurina's features – the subtle curve of her brow, the almost unnervingly steady gaze. 'You have a reputation for ruthlessness.'

Kurina nodded, a flicker of something unreadable in her eyes. 'Before reaching the stars, most species are apex predators on their world. But as they join the cosmos, conquest is usually left behind. However, in the distant past, a molecular parasite preyed on sentients and sought out creatures with powerful minds.'

'The Endiowls?'

'Yes. A vast, existential threat. Our AI traced its source and predicted its spread. Eradication was the only logical response. The Endiowls have not forgotten, and their influence has cast us as villains. 

Consider this: more recently, when an AI posed a similar threat, four races erected a containment barrier, condemning those within. Yet, they were not vilified.'

She paused, then mused, 'AI is an area of contention among the older races. Some are... arrogant in their assumptions. As an engineer, you understand that any creation of great power must be tempered with control and morality.' 

—-
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THE NEXT DAY SKY DECIDED to seek the advice of Thenlia, an ancient of her acquaintance. She recounted the meeting, watching Thenlia's face for a reaction.

Her response was sanguine. 'The Valkysh are known for their directness, their lack of pretence. But understand this: different paths of evolution lead to different consciences. You feel guilt when you act against your.. code. The Valkysh... evolved differently. She is likely being honest. This may be an unusual opportunity for interspecies understanding. But do not impose your values upon her. That said, I am reassured. She reveals more of herself to you than you realize.'

Thenlia gave Sky a searching look. 'One final thought: such mental affinity can sometimes indicate a physical resonance. Despite her words, exercise caution.' 

—-
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VALKYSH WAS A WORLD of sculpted obsidian and shimmering bioluminescent flora. Sky followed Kurina through streets that pulsed with subtle light, the air thick with unfamiliar scents. Though no one stared, Sky felt the weight of their attention. She also noticed Kurina always positioned herself between Sky and others.

'Do you risk disapproval inviting me here? What if I were alone?'

'Visitors are rare, but respected. You are entirely safe. I would not have invited you otherwise. My positioning simply indicates your... affiliation. And discourages unsolicited requests.'

'Requests? How would I respond?'

'A touch. A simple touch on my arm would indicate intimacy. An end to the interaction.' Kurina replied with a curious look. ‘Do you suggest such?’

Sky shook her head, ‘I have found one’s own kind the most fulfilling.’

Kurina nodded, her expression unreadable. 

As they walked, she spoke of past relationships, of fierce bonds and uncompromising natures, of settling disputes with lethal force. Sky shielded her shocked expression.

Kurina’s face then softened. 'Indeed. Our nature deprives us of a level of intimacy to which you are accustomed. We are, in some ways, a lonely race.' The words were delivered with stark, unadorned honesty.

Spontaneously, Sky smiled and, to her own surprise, embraced her.

As they separated, Kurina’s haunted eyes widened in a moment of vulnerability before shuttering closed. It was impossible to know if the shock stemmed from the physical contact or something deeper. 

—-
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AFTER HER RETURN TO Etheros, Sky called Thenlia and described the visit. She mentioned the hug.

'It was like embracing a lion,' she exclaimed. 'Instinctive, and probably unwise. In the following days, we shared our lives, our cultures. And oddly, I never felt truly unsafe. I’ve invited her to visit. Would you like to meet her?'

'Yes, of course. But it is early days,' Thenlia replied, her voice thoughtful. 'Perhaps one last piece of advice: do everything in your power to avoid placing her in situations where she might perceive a threat.' 

—-
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TWO WEEKS LATER, KURINA arrived on Etheros, relaxed as she was on Valkysh. However, Sky noticed a subtle vigilance in her whenever they were in public.

The following day, they visited the Museum of Evolution, exploring the contrasts between direct and indirect feeding strategies. Later, as they walked home, laughing about Kurina's misidentification of a Valkysh relic, Kurina suddenly tensed. Her voice dropped and she spoke of the uneasy truce between her race and the Endiowls. 'We no longer feud openly, but precautions remain prudent.'

Presently, as they neared Sky's home the sun was suddenly obliterated by an immense craft descending. It stretched the entire distance to the spaceport - it's size alone a chilling display of power. Immediately two Endiowls materialized before them.

'We seek no conflict, Valkysh,' one stated.

'Wise,' Kurina replied, her voice glacial.

'A message from Lalupea: She has not forgotten. This civilized place is not for you.'

Sky instinctively stepped forward. 'Kurina is my guest. If Lalupea wishes to intervene, I welcome a civilized meeting.'

Kurina added quietly, 'Lalupea knows where I reside.'

The Endiowls departed without reply.

Kurina gave Sky a grateful look. 'Thank you, but understand there is risk here. There are no protocols, and an attempt at reconciliation carries danger—old wounds may reopen.'

Events moved quickly, and in the days that followed a succession of messages flashed between Lalupea, Kurina and their respective home worlds. Finally, an arrangement was made to meet. Formalities would be kept to a minimum and Emissary Lalupea alone would visit Sky and Kurina at her residence.

In the intervening days, Sky took the opportunity to delve into the events that had, those aeons ago, led to the cull of the Endiowls by the Valkysh. Although draconian, the Valkysh's actions, which decimated the Endiowl population, meant those that survived did so in large part because of it. Indeed, in some ways they owed the Valkysh a debt rather than their hate. Finally, she learned a rather surprising fact - there was no surety that the parasites had been completely eradicated. Indeed, the Valkysh still maintained safeguards against them and any possible attempts at revenge they might instigate.

—-
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THE DAY OF LALUPEA'S visit finally arrived and as she took her seat, the atmosphere was thick with tension.

Lalupea's gaze fixed on Kurina, her voice cold and brittle. 'Our races warred.'

'And yet, she came alone,' Sky interjected softly, meeting Lalupea's gaze. 'How long has it been since your peoples last met in peace?'

'Millennia,' Lalupea replied, her tone softening slightly.

Kurina and Lalupea locked eyes, neither willing to make the first conciliatory gesture.

Sky had intended to simply play the host and facilitator, but her impatience got the better of her. She cleared her throat. 'Well, that went splendidly. Perhaps we could start with refreshments while you both consider how to address each other without resorting to millennia-old grievances?'

Kurina's throat hummed softly. 'A small capsule would be appreciated, thank you.'

Lalupea's huge left eye swiveled towards Sky, surprise evident in her voice, 'A simple Earth coffee, if you have it.'

As Sky served the drinks, the formality began to ease. Lalupea turned to her, her voice tinged with frustration. 'How would you negotiate with one whose ancestors nearly eradicated your species?'

'If she were truly such, from a position of strength,' Sky replied evenly. 'But perhaps it's time to look beyond ancient history.'

Kurina inclined her head, her voice measured. 'I am here to listen. Please, speak your mind, Emissary."

Lalupea's surprise was palpable. ‘We... we could have found a solution, back then.’

‘We did,’ Kurina responded, her tone neutral.

Sensing the potential for
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