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For my good friend Isaac....

You left us far too soon and

you will be greatly missed.
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Can one man truly effect change? Can he truly crumple an

empire and transform a people into a more moral representation

of the species they are? No. Of course not. He would not be a man.

He would have to be a god.

Excerpt :

The Memoirs of St. Orion Morgase 

2870 - 2652 P.Y.I.
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He hated these patrols.

They were sooooo boring. 

Nothing here but a few anomalous readings from distant quasars or hydrogen emissions from a nearby nebula. No action. No combat. No nothing.

His crews were getting anxious as they tended to do on these long, useless patrols. No one had ever come across The Expanse in centuries. Heck, no one had ever come across it in recorded history and that was a long time. The Expanse was boundless on the other side and there was nothing there so why would anyone come from that direction? There wasn't anyone there.

At least he wasn't at Pacae Secundus.

He had almost been assigned there but some clerical error that he had been really pissed about at the time had redirected him and his fleets here and now he realized that it had been fate that had intervened because that was a rather ignoble way to lose a fleet.

One small ship?

This rebellion was starting to become serious. He wondered what had gotten into them? For decades there had been nothing whatsoever and now this? An entire fleet wiped out in a matter of minutes?

He knew.... Had known Lulang personally and it couldn't have happened to a nicer guy. Was summoned to Belladonna Prime and never returned. Most likely was in one of the Inquistor's chairs having his innards ripped out as they tried to force him to renounce the Demesne and say that he was part of the rebellion. Can't have hoch admiralus losing entire fleets to rebels. That story has to be re-spun rather quickly.

He was well aware of the rumors.

Most people in his position had an inkling of what the Shadow-wards did and any mis-step would result in your disappearance and then your re-appearance a few weeks or months later as you were publicly tried for treason and executed. It was scarier than facing an entire Mor'la fleet in battle with one lone fr'la.

As for Maxim Quirinus Volarus Tunek being put in charge of the entire military, now that was something completely new. What did space-marines know about fleet? But then, perhaps someone new at the top might just bring things back to the order they should be in. Those space-marines tended to get the job done down there on those planet surfaces and they didn't even have deflectors and shields, so just maybe this Volarus Tunek might be what was needed to shake up the system and bring some order back to the chaos that was the Demesne.

He looked over at his science officer, who almost seemed asleep at his console. “Anything of interest?”

“Not even remotely, sir.”

“This is going to be a long tour....”

“Sir, is that ship supposed to be that close to us?” the helmsman said as he pointed toward the starboard view-screen.

He looked over and there it was, a large shimmering bulk of a ship passing within twenty meters of their starboard quarter. He frowned as he watched. “I didn't even know we had one of those assigned to us. Comm, find out who that is and have their commander in my ready-room yesterday.”

“Aye sir.”

The science officer stepped up next to him and tilted his head a little to the side. “I don't think that's one of ours, sir.” He moved back over to his console and started to scan.

“What do you mean isn't one of ours? We're the only ones around here with those type of cloaked ships.”

The science officer stood back up and brought up a new tactical display. “That is definitely not one of ours, sir.”

He looked at him, then back at the shimmer that was almost passed them. “Battle stations. Alert the fleet. Scatter directive alpha.”

Alarm klaxons began to wail and the bridge came alive as more personal came in to man the stations that only needed manning in combat.

“Comm, open a channel to that ship. Find out who they are.”

“Already have, sir, and there is no response.”

“Helm, move us away, down ten degrees. Shields?”

“All shields and deflectors are active and fully charged, sir.”

“I think you need to look at this, sir,” the science officer said with a very sober tone, which was unusual for him. He pointed at various red dots. “I've run a sensor sweep using the core frequency that we know our cloaked ships emit and this is what I came up with.”

“There are at least thirty of them out there?”

“Yes sir.”

“Initiate scatter.”

“Aye, aye.”

The massive ba'than moved slowly as it rotated away from the cloaked ship and re-positioned itself for a fight. Then there was chaos.

The cloaked ships attacked with pin-point laser weapons and torpedoes and devastated all the ships of the fleet they targeted.

“Contact fleet. Send all sensor logs. Prepare the emergency buoy.” He turned to his engineer. “Prepare to jump to hyper-space.”

“Sir, our weapons aren't affecting them at all,” his XO stated with that panic in his voice he always seemed to have during a battle. “They appear to have a multi-phasic rotational harmonic shielding that fluxes approximately every ten milli-seconds. There is no way that we can get through that.”

“Not necessarily,” the science officer said as he feverishly worked his console. “I think that I can synchronize our plasma magnetic harmonics to match their shielding.”

“Will that allow us to get through?”

“If we can target them, yes.”

“Well what good does it do if we can't target them?”

The ship rocked violently and he realized that they were now targeting him. “Do it! Full torpedo-battery launch, weaps.”

“Where, sir?”

“Set them for seek and destroy and launch.”

Aye, sir.”

Sparks started to fly from burnt out circuits around the bridge. The damage control display lit up like it was on fire itself and indicated that there were un-controllable fires through-out his ba'than. The torpedoes launched and started to hunt around for something to hit.

There was a massive explosion and the fire-doors at the back of bridge buckled. He got up from the deck and looked around, the smoke in the room too much for the re-circulators to compensate. 

“I have it,” the science officer stated as he moved over to weaps to try to synchronize with her. “Let's see what this does.” 

The remaining operational plasma cannon let loose and impacted onto one of the cloaked ships. Four of the bolts made it through and opened up the side of the hull to the coldness of space.

“Ah ha!” the science-officer declared in triumph. “Now we have you.”

“It doesn't seem to have slowed them down much.”

“No sir, but now that I know how to beat them.... Wait. They've changed harmonics completely. How did they do that so quickly?”

“You were saying?”

The science-officer looked up as the cloaked ship he had targeted started to change directions and come toward them.

“I think all you did was piss them off.” He looked to his right at the comm officer and saw that he was hurt and bleeding. “Launch the emergency buoy.”

“Aye sir. Buoy launched. Entering hyper-space in three, two.....”

He never got to finish his countdown.

The bridge of the ba'than exploded in a fireball that consumed all in an agony of melting flesh. Then the massive ship exploded as the magnetic confinement on the anti-matter core failed and the entire area was lit up for light-years.

When it was all over, only small pieces of debris remained, barely enough to even recognize that at one time it had been a border fleet for the Nergal Demesne. The cloaked ships re-ordered themselves into formation and continued on as if nothing real unusual had happened at all.
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I was once told a story about

two ant colonies that decided 

they needed to fight each other

over territory. They battled valiantly

and one side was starting to get 

an advantage and then a front-end

loader came along and destroyed 

both mounds in a matter of seconds.

Always remember that there is always 

a bigger assailant out there, waiting.

Excerpt from: 

The Tale of the Two Warriors

Ŝed children's book.
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He wasn't really sure what he was doing outside her door. He had been here in the past few days several times but had lost his nerve before knocking and gone either to the pool to relax or back to his room and Tatiana. She had started to give him back-rubs that were actually quite good and although he usually fell asleep during them, the part he remembered was very relaxing.

He sighed, then left the area and went into the dining hall and walked over to Yajna's frig and opened it. He saw Iskur and Shurdi standing there and didn't think anything of it for the moment, then stopped looking in the frig and looked back at them. They never came down here.

“Hello.”

“Hello,”

“Mordiar.”

He looked at them a moment, then went back to looking in the frig. He found what looked like smoked fish and pulled it out, went over to the replicator and ordered a glass of white wine, then sat down. He started in on his food and then stopped.

They were still standing there, looking at him expectantly.

“Can I help you two with something?” He didn't see what he could possibly help them with and he hated talking to them because they gave him a headache.

“We have something,”

“we would like to talk,”

“to you about,”

“Mordiar Morduk.”

He sighed. So much for enjoying his fish. “You can just call me Mordiar.”

“Do you know,”

“why our kind,”

“can navigate,”

“hyper-space?”

He started to answer but apparently it was a rhetorical question.

“Our kind can see,

“into the future,”

“and the past,”

“and thus we can,”

“see which threads,”

“within hyper-space,”

“will lead to where,”

“we wish to go.”

He started to eat. Maybe if he tuned them out it wouldn't be such a big headache.

“We explain this,”

“because we have,”

“found an anomaly,”

“with your friend Kerria.”

He looked up as he chewed the fish he had. It tasted very good. Yajna had by far the best food among the group. “What about her?”

“She is not,”

“from this multi-verse.”

“And although this,”

“is usually not,”

“an issue seeing,”

“that Tatiana is also,”

“Not from this,”

“multi-verse, Kerria,”

“is the sole occupant,”

“in her multi-verse.”

He swallowed. “I'm not following. She's here in this multi-verse now, isn't she?”

“Yes. But like,”

“Tatiana, she is,”

“also still a part,”

“of her own multi-verse,”

“and we can see this,”

“very clearly.”

This just might be the longest conversation he had ever had with these two and now he knew why. “I'm still not following.”

They looked at each other and he could swear that they were talking to each other telepathically, which was a neat talent to have.

They looked back at him.

“In Tatiana's multi-verse,”

“as in all the multi-verse,”

“that we can see,”

“there are either,”

“billions upon billions,”

“of inhabitants or,”

“none at all.”

He ate some more fish and sipped at his wine, wondering where Tatiana was to take it away from him. “Okay, that makes sense.”

“Kerria is the,”

“sole occupant in,”

“her multi-verse.”

“All the other,”

“Inhabitants have,”

“vanished and that,”

“is statistically impossible.”

He leaned back and wiped his mouth with his napkin “Are you telling me that this is a bad thing?”

“It is neither bad,”

“nor good. It just is,”

“but because it is,”

“not possible, then,”

“it is of a concern,”

“for our kind.”

“Such things can,”

“not happen for it,”

“will upset the balance,”

“of the multi-verse and,”

“cause the hyper-threads,”

“to break down.”

He ate some more fish. He should have found a vegetable to go with it. He needed to eat more of those. Cheyenne always told him that. “So what do you suggest we do?”

“We have no,”

“suggestions as to,”

“a possible remedy,”

“if there even is one.”

“We just wanted to,”

“let you know that,”

“she is not what she,”

“appears to be and,”

“whatever procedure,”

“she went through,”

“to become young again,”

“she has disturbed the,”

“balance and it will,”

“manifest itself soon.”

He looked at them. He still had no idea what they were talking about. Why was it a problem that she was the only one in her multi-verse and wait a minute.... “Why would she be from a different multi-verse? I thought she was from this one that we're in.”

“We do not,”

“think that she is.”

“She is certainly,”

“the Kerria that you,”

“once knew but,”

“she is not from your,”

“multi-verse. She is,”

“from another multi-verse,”

“and somehow was able,”

“to come to this one,”

“and replace the Kerria,”

“who was here.”

Now this he understood. At least he thought he did. “So she's not really the Kerria I knew back then? That is a problem.”

“We do not see,”

“This part of the,”

“anomaly as the,”

“problem. But what,”

“she is will cause,”

“problems in the near,”

“future with this,”

“entire multi-verse.”

Well wasn't that great. What was he supposed to do with this information? He looked at the remaining fish on his plate, then pushed it away. And he was enjoying that meal. “Thank you for telling me. Please keep me informed as to any other problems that might arise from this.”

“Of course,”

“we will.”

They turned to leave and he realized that he had wanted to ask them a question and never had the chance. Might as well ask it now that they were here and alone with him. “How does the hyper-jumping work with a fleet? Is there a pair of your kind in every fleet ship?”

“No. There is,”

“only a pair in one,”

“ship in the fleet.”

“If it is one of the,”

“cloaked ships, then,”

“that is where we will,”

“be. If not then we,”

“will be in the largest ship.”

Okay, that made sense. There clearly weren't that many of their kind around. “And then you link all the ships in the fleet together when you jump?”

“Yes. That is,”

“the way it works.”

That answered that question. “Thank you.”

They both bowed slightly and left. He picked the plate up and put it back in the frig so that Yajna would know that he had eaten on it. He laughed to himself. Sure was fun teasing her. He took his glass of wine and went over to one of the cushy chairs by the fireplace and sat. He really wasn't sure what the issue was that the twins had raised and he knew that there was something to it, but at the moment he had a few more important items on his agenda to worry about. 

He wasn't sure how long he sat there before Kerria came in to root through the frigs. She apparently didn't find anything that appealed to her and instead went to the liquor cabinet and poured herself a tall glass of something exotic looking.

“You always did like those fruity drinks,” he said.

“Aaaaghhhh!” she screamed as her drink fell to the floor. “You asshole you! You scared the crap out me!”

He smiled as he looked at her over the back of the chair. “You always did scare easy.”

“And you were always a jerk. Crap.” She bent down to pick up her glass and the cleaning droid bumped into her and then made a rather rude noise at the intrusion of its duties. “Get out of my way, stupid machine.” 

It beeped at her impolitely.

“What are you doing in here?” she said as she stood back up and made a motion to kick the droid. “You're usually not in here at this time of day.”

“Have a lot of things to do. I'm actually glad you came in.”

She went to the replicator and ordered another drink. “Really? Do I get to win the bet and show up that arrogant Druzsni?”

“No, sorry.”

“You have someone in mind, already, don't you? I can see it in your eyes.” She sat in the chair across from him.

“No, I don't.” How did she know that he had chosen? Stupid female intuition.

She smiled. “It's okay. You can tell me.”

“There's nothing to tell.”

“It's that damn Tatiana, isn't it? You males can never resist a hot body, can you?”

“No comment. So what I wanted to talk to you about?”

“There's no way it's that cat.” She wrinkled her nose in disgust as she sipped on her drink. “I just can't see you and her together like that. If you did her doggie style, would she get all mad cause she's a cat?” She looked at him a moment, then started to laugh at her own joke. “Get it? Doggies style and she's a cat?”

“Yes, I got it. How many warships do we have ready for combat?”

“I crack myself up sometimes. Doggie style with a cat.” She snorted and some of her drink came out of her nose and that made her laugh even more. 

“I thought your body was only young?”

She snorted some more and slapped her thigh. “Oh gosh....” she laughed a little more and then settled down. 

“Warships? Combat ready?” He remembered her like this all too well. She could be the life of the party after a few drinks in her and he would usually match her glass for glass and get shit-faced drunk and then have sex that neither of them remembered in the morning.

He couldn't believe that he had been that person once. What would Cheyenne think of all that?

“I'm sorry.” She took another sip. “What was it you wanted? Oh yeah. Warships. Of all the ships that have come over to us in the last week, I'd say that fifteen are combat ready.”

“How long would it take them to get here?”

“This system?” She took another sip as she calculated in her head. “Maybe ten hours, twelve at the most.”

“Get them started and make sure that they are all fully stocked.”

“Ok.”

“Have they stopped down-loading data to the main-core?”

“Well I should hope so else the Demesne would have sent a few fleets to attack and destroy them already. That was a silly question.”

“I don't know fleet operations. That's why I have you.”

“And have me you do, Mordiar. Any time you want. Like now?”

“Can you get a little serious, please?”

“Sure.” She sipped some more. “You haven't picked Marin, have you, cause that would be really sick, even for you.”

He looked at her askew. 

“Okay, okay. Mr. serious Mordiar. Sorry.”

“Is there a place in this system that we can hide them?”

“Who, Marin?”

“No, the fleets for all that's... Would you please just be serious for a few minutes until I get all this out and then you can be miss teenager sorority girl as much as you want.”

“I was never part of a sorority, thank you very much.”

“And here I thought that with you here there would be at least one person I could talk to on an adult level.”

She finished her drink and looked at the glass as if she didn't quite understand where all the contents had gone. She narrowed her eyebrows, tilted it a little to see if there was a hole in it, then looked over at him and smiled. “They can hide in the shadow of that gas giant. There's more than enough magnetic interference there to hide a fleet twice as big, it just all depends from what direction the Demesne plan on attacking. I would like to think that they are going to under-estimate you on this, regardless if it's Volarus of not, and come charging in hoping to catch you off-guard. That means that our little fleet can, if they pay attention, move about just enough to shield themselves from the Demesne sensors and stay hidden until we need them. Why do we need them? And why do you think the Demesne are suddenly going to attack here?”

“That's better. Thank you.”

“Don't thank me. The glass is empty.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, see?” she tipped it completely up-side down.

“Then get it done, please, as quickly as possible. Do you know any of the officers who defected to us?”

“A few.”

“Pick the one you think is the most aggressive and put him....”

“Or her....” She rose an eyebrow.

“Or her, and have them wait until I give the signal.”

“Which is?”

“This mansion here exploding.”

“Really?” She looked around. “You're actually going to destroy this nice place?”

“Hopefully along with a few dozen Demesne shock troops. They're going to do it anyway. And I know that they're coming because that's what Volarus would do and since he's the one in charge...”

“How much time do you think we have?”

“A few days maybe.”

“I think you might want to recalculate that,” Kutkhu said as he walked in with a grim expression on his face. “I think you need to see this.”

They both got up and followed him into the room where the Demesne warships were all displayed. “Look there. It left about an hour ago I would think, what with all the time lag built into the system.”

“Is that Belladonna Prime?” he asked as he took a closer look.

“It is and I would think that that large shuttle that left with the heavy escort is carrying the one and only Volarus.”

“And where is he going?”

“Here.” Kutkhu pointed toward a staging area where three fleets habitually were stationed. “And in this area, all the ships have been given orders to be ready to depart.”

“So then that's what's coming here.” Mordiar said as he realized that Volarus wasn't playing around this time. Three fleets. “Are they all getting ready to move?”

“Yes, but not all here. These two fleets are preparing to depart to here. Why I don't know, but that's their orders. This other fleet is the one being sent to us. It's going to have a cloaked ship in it.”

“Of course it will,” Kerria said as she looked closer at the display and frowned. “How long?”

“Until they reach us?” Kutkhu asked. “I'd say on the lean side of twenty-six hours, at the most.”

“Are the charges all set?” Mordiar asked.

“As you ordered.”

“You seem upset about something?” Kerria asked.

“I am.” He ran his tongue along his teeth as he brought up the orders that the two fleets had. “Are you sure that they're heading to that system?”

“That's what they've been ordered to do,” Kutkhu said. “Is that a problem?”

“Well yes, it is. I gave three different places we were going to attack to three different people.”

“You set a trap,” Kerria ascertained.

“Yes.”

“And? Who's the spy?”

He took a deep breath, then stepped around the display and brought up a more detailed area of the system the two fleets had been assigned. “That's the problem. This system where they're headed, that isn't one of the one's I gave out. Not even close. I have no idea what they're doing.”

“Then our spy didn't get a chance to get the info out,” Kerria offered.

“No. They know where we are now and so whomever it is, gave them that information else Volarus wouldn't have ordered that fleet here. There's no reason for him to have done that, just like there's no reason for him.....”

“What? I know that look,” Kerria said.

“Where's Ogdoad?” Mordiar asked.

“Ogdoad? He can't be the spy. He hasn't been here long enough,” Kutkhu said with a grunt. “Just like she can't be.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Kerria said sarcastically.

“He's not, but I need to talk to him immediately.”

“I think I saw him last in the pool area. The little fellow apparently likes to swim,” Kerria said with a frown. “Came in there while I was there swimming around and wouldn't leave. Kept talking to me like he wanted to have sex with me. It was so creepy.”

“Were you naked?” Kutkhu asked with expectant eyes.

“Well yeah. How else would one swim around?”

“Then that's why. I would have done the same thing.”

She looked at the Ŝed with revulsion. “That's no better than Ogdoad.”

Mordiar took one last look at the tactical, then started for the door. “Have those fleets move asap, Kerria. And this stays between us for now, yes?”

“Of course, Mordiar,” Kutkhu stated with a fist to his chest. 

“Doesn't that hurt?” Kerria asked.

“It's supposed to.”

“You alien species are so weird.”

“Yes, you are.”

“Mordiar,” Kutkhu said and his tone made Mordiar stop. “There's something else. Here. All these fleets, five of them in fact, are all headed way out here.”

“Where is that?” He walked back to the display. 

“The Expanse.”

“But there's nothing there so why have five fleets move there. Don't they have border fleets?”

“They do. Beefed up fleets in fact and one of them just got eliminated, completely. See? They even sent out an emergency buoy. You might want to look at it.” Kutkhu ran the data from the buoy, which included video. 

“Those ships look like our cloaked ship,” Mordiar said as he wondered who had just destroyed an entire Demesne fleet.

“They look like it but they are far more advanced than ours or the Demesne for that matter. Far more advanced.” Kutkhu brought up some schematics but Mordiar couldn't really tell what the Ŝed was trying to show him. “Whomever they are, I don't think they can be stopped by the Demesne.”

“But who's territory is beyond The Expanse?”

“No one we know of,” Kerria offered. “This might just change things for us.”

“Well if they want to engage in combat with the Demesne, then that's just fine with me. Our enemy's enemy is our friend and all that.”

“I think you might want to reconsider that outlook,” Kutkhu said as he closed down the display. “I think that whomever these people are, they're going to cause us problems eventually also.”

Great. Just what he needed. A new player in the game.

“Keep me informed.” He started toward the door again, then stopped and turned to look at them. “I keep forgetting to ask you this, Kutkhu. Were those combat-mechs loading that garbage scow back on that weapons manufacturing center?”

“Yes. The same as your Bob.”

“Can they be reprogrammed to be combat-mechs again?”

Kutkhu pursed his large lips a little. “I suppose. But they've been stripped of all their armaments and armor and their AI has been gutted.”

“Kerria can get new armament for them.”

“I can. I can re-purpose any number of supply ships to where we want them to go.”

“You can do that?” He asked, intrigued by the possibilities of that statement.

“Of course. You didn't know that?” She stepped forward and brought up a smaller display. “You have access to all warships with what you've done here. All orders go through the main-core so you can amend any of them to serve your purpose. In fact, you can scatter the fleets to the Centaur Nebula and then back again if you want, but something like that would activate alarms from here to Belladonna and then you'd lose your advantage because they'd shut it all down. But re-purposing a supply ship or two? Glitches like that are very common so yeah, I can get whatever armament you want.”

“And the AI?” Kutkhu asked.

“Ogdoad can copy it from your combat-mech, Mordiar,” Kerria offered. “That wouldn't be difficult at all.”

He thought a moment. Having a regiment of combat-mech on hand might just come in very handy in the future. “Good. That's good to know.”

He found Ogdoad in the pool like Kerria said, laying on a beach chair, odd, rhythmic music in the air, a little umbrella over his head, a drink in one hand and a data-pad in another. He had no idea that Mordiar had entered and when he stood before the little fellow and cleared his throat, Ogdoad jumped as if he had been poked, dropping his drink and his data-pad.

“Don't do that!” he yelled as he tried to extricate himself from the chair. “Can't you announce yourself or something?”

“Can you go back and bring up all the communications that left this place in the last few months?”

Ogdoad picked up his now empty glass, looked at it forlornly, then picked up his data-pad and stood there eyeing Mordiar with both eye stalks. “Of course I can. That's easy.”

“Can you do it now?”

“What's your rush?” He looked down at his data-pad.

“The Demesne are going to be here in less then a day. How's that?”

“Seriously? How did they find us here? I thought that tall, angular male said that no one would find us here.”

“Our resident spy gave the Demesne the information.”

His little eye stalks pivoted back to Mordiar with a snap. “Why would they do that?”

“That's why I need the out-going comm traffic.”

“You know that your lover Marin could do this just as easily.”

“She's my daughter and I don't want her to know that I'm doing this.”

“You suspect her! That's awesome. Your own daughter.”

“How's that awesome?”

“It's ironic also. You getting stabbed in the back by your own kin. Karma is what it is for the shit you do to me.”

Mordiar leaned down and pinned Ogdoad against the seat. “If you don't do as I ask with alacrity, then I'm going to drag you by your eye-stalks to the incinerator and throw you in.”

He gulped. “See? That's what I'm talking about. You always have a threat, don't you? You bipeds are all the same. Speciest the lot of  you.”

“And you calling me a biped isn't speciest?”

“Of course not.”

“Why? Because you say it?”

“That's right. Here. The data you wanted.”

“Can you organize it according to the person who transmitted?”

One eye-stalk stayed focused on Mordiar while the other turned to look at his data-pad. “You don't ask for much, do you?”

A display came up in the air, organized as Mordiar wanted. He scanned it and frowned. “Shit.”

“Did you find the spy? Where? Let me see.”

“I found what I didn't want to find.” He looked a little further through the data and spotted something else, an another problem, possibly another spy. Two? That sounded like what this Demesne would do. “Can you hack into the Demesne cloaked ships?”

Both eye-stalks looked at Mordiar. “Don't know. Never tried.”

“I need to know.”

“That's nice. It's good to need.”

“Ogdoad? So help me....”

“I really don't know. Get me another drink and I'll think about it.”

Mordiar was about to throw him into the pool, took a deep breath, then went over to the replicator and ordered another drink for him. He brought it over and Ogdoad took it with what Mordiar thought was a smile. “And?”

“I won't know until I try.”

“What about our cloaked ship, in orbit?”

“Oh yeah. That's a good idea. Let me see.”

“Get back to me when....”

“Just a moment. This won't take long, if it's even possible. Take a swim or something. You need to cool down anyway. Way too stressed.”

“Me? I'm way too stressed?”

“All bipeds are.” He took a sip of his drink as he worked with his other appendages on his data-pad. 

Mordiar went back to the replicator and ordered himself an iced-tea. He walked back to Ogdoad and drank as he waited for a few minutes as the little fellow worked feverishly on his task. 

“Hmmm.”

“Is that good or bad?”

“Well, what is it that you want to do when you hack into the system?”

“Open doors.”

“That's it? Well if that's it then yes, I can get in.”

“Okay. Next question.”

His eye-stalks zeroed in on Mordiar again. “You do realize that I'm trying to relax here, right? The drink, the umbrella, the poolside....?”

Mordiar could care less. “Those cloaked ships, they have some kind of advanced deflector system.”

“Is that a question or a statement?”

“Ogdoad?”

“Yes, they do. Multi-phasic randomly rotating harmonics. Very sophisticated. No way that the Sitatara built those ships. No way.”

“Why do you say that?” He drank the rest of his tea. 

“Because the Sitatara aren't that brilliant. Sure, they can construct some really good ships but those cloaked ships, like the kind you have? Even as a knock-off, it has tech that is light-years beyond anything that the Sitatara have access to. Light-years.”

That was nice to know. “So the deflectors? Can a small ship get through them?”

“Like break through the shields? I don't know. That's a good question.” His eye-stalks went back to his data-pad and several displays popped up around him. “So theoretically, if it has random harmonics then it should also have random dead spots, small but still viable. The way the systems works is that it rotates the deflectors around the ship randomly, hence random.” An eye-stalk looked at Mordiar.

“Yes, I understand random.”

“Okay, so theoretically if one could track the variations in the harmonics, one could find those dead spots and slip a small ship in, and I mean small. Like maybe big enough to fit two people.” Both eye-stalks looked at him. “Yeah, I think that could be done.”

“Why don't you grab all your stuff, and I mean all of it because we aren't coming back here, and go up to our cloaked ship and practice on its shields.”

He looked at Mordiar a moment. “You know, you're pretty smart for a biped. And the ship has a name.”

“What ship?”

“Your cloaked ship. It has a name. Satyr. That's what it's called.”

“Okay.”

“You don't care, do you?”

“I'm not a naval person.”

“This is kind of exciting, you know? It's like I'm in a spy-novel or something.”

“A what?”

Ogdoad stopped packing and looked over at him. “You never watched holo-vids or read books did you? You can read, right?”

“I was rather busy killing indigenous species on planets that the Confederation wanted to have.”

Ogdoad swallowed hard. “I see. Of course. I'll be going now and practice on the Satyr..”

“You do that. And Ogdoad, this stays between us for the moment.”

“Of course. Top secret and all that.” He saluted with two of his appendages, one on each side of his head.
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The Jag’t’gar are an interesting

species. They come across very 

promiscuous and erotic, flirt with

an aggression that is titillating

in its flattery. But Jag’t’gar society

is actually very strict and exact in

its morals and those who find

themselves intimate with a female

are generally shocked when they

find themselves forced into a 

marriage they never wanted.
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He knocked and waited.

He wasn't sure why he knocked and didn't use the door chime installed, but knock he did. He felt like he was on his first date those many, many, many years ago when the butterflies in his stomach threatened to make him hurl all over the young lady when she opened the door.

Or worse yet her father.

That would have ended that date real quick.

As it was, that date with.... What was her name again?

Ayllsa?

Allison?

Anya?

Something starting with an “A” he was certain.

Anyway, that date had ended very well, especially since it was the first time he had gone on a date and she was very experienced he discovered and was only using him to get back at her ex and Mordiar didn't really care at all because it was his first introduction to the glories of sex and..... The door opened.

She stood there looking at him as if he had a flog worm hanging out of his nose, a towel in one hand drying the fur around her head. “Yes? Why are you here?”

“I came to talk to you.”

“Here? You've never come to my room before.” She tilted her head a little and stopped rubbing. “What did I do wrong now? Oh, and I found that plate of my favorite smoked fish you left in the frig. Three bites left? Really?”

He motioned into the room. “Can I come in?”

She narrowed her eyes and her whiskers twitched a little. “Why?”

“I want to talk.”

She poked her head out of the door and looked up and down the hallway, then back at him a moment. She turned away and walked back into the room rubbing her head again and he realized with a start that she did have a beautifully formed behind and was she accentuating it as she walked away from him?

“Come on in. But I don't have any food here if that's what you're after.” She sat on the edge of the bed, the towel now completely over her face as she tried to dry herself.

“It's not.”

He stood there, looking around the room and finding it actually rather spartan and bare. He somehow expected to find all sorts of interesting nick-nacks on the walls and scattered about but instead it to be a very tidy and efficient living area.

She peered out from under the towel. “You're freaking me out, you know, just standing there.”

“Sorry. That wasn't my intent.” Why was he so nervous? This wasn't his first time.

She threw the towel toward the bathroom and it didn't quite make it, falling to the floor softly. “So what's going on here? You're acting like a teenager on his first....” She sat up a little straighter. “Oh no. Are you serious?”

“I'm picking you to win the bet.”

For the first time since he had met her, she actually made an attempt to cover herself up, using the sheet on the bed. Now that was interesting. All this time she walks around naked, making sure to show off her assets whenever possible and now she's suddenly shy. He needed to find himself a manual on females and study it thoroughly.

“Excuse me? I could swear you just said that you wanted to bed me?”

“I do. Is that a problem?” He sat on the bed next to her and she actually scooted away a little so as not to be that close to him.

“Well yes... I mean no. I mean.... I don't know what I mean. You're picking me? Not Tatiana? Why?”

“I like you.” He reached forward to push an errand strand of her yellowish hair out of her face and she pulled away from him.

“Since when?”

“Since always. Why are you suddenly all shy and unconfident?”

She stood, dragging the sheet with her as she moved away from the bed to keep a distance between them. “You don't like me. There's something else going on here. Tatiana is absolutely stunning in every way. I'm even attracted to her and I'm not attracted to other females. There is no way that you're picking me over her. No way.”

He frowned. This was not how he pictured this happening. “Tatiana is stunning, there's no denying that at all. But I don't want her to win. She's too assured about it all and besides, you intrigue me.”

“Because you've never done a cat before.”

“No. Well yes, I never have but no, that's not it. I don't understand what's going on here. I thought you'd be thrilled that I'm picking you. You win the bet. You beat out Tatiana. Why all this sudden awkwardness and shyness?”

She sat on the armrest of a chair and looked down at her hands a moment. “I don't think this is such a good idea.”

“Oh, you mean you don't like me.”

“No, that's not it. I do like you. A lot actually.”

“Then....?”

“Are you sure you don't want Tatiana?”

“I wouldn't be here, in your room, if I wanted her.”

She pursed her lips and now her left ear twitched. “Do you have any idea what this will do to her, to Tatiana, when she finds out that she didn't win?”

“She'll get over it.”

“No, she won't.” She stood and looked at him with those blazing orange eyes. “Her kind, her species, they're all about confidence and ego and arrogance. It's what drives them, what makes them the consummate warriors they are. Can you image what would happen to that self-confidence when she discovers that she didn't win? She's been bragging about it ever since we all made the bet that she was going to win without a doubt. She's going to be crushed and without that ego and self-confidence, she's no more than another pretty face and she'll be useless to us.”

He thought about that a moment and realized that perhaps Yajna was right. But what did that have to do with him picking her? “You mean to tell me that you're willing to lose this bet so as not to hurt Tatiana's feelings?”

“Yes.” She stood up a little straighter as if daring him to challenge her on this. “We all knew when we went in on this bet that she was going to win. There was no doubt whatsoever.”

“Then why even make the bet?”

“It sounded like fun to tease you. And it was, but I never in my wildest dreams thought that I would be the one you choose.”

“You have wild dreams about me?” He smiled at her.

“No. Well, maybe once.” She turned away from him and he could see that her right ear was now twitching. “That's beside the point. I just don't think this is a good idea.”

“I'm sorry, but I'm not buying this whole 'let's be nice to Tatiana' spiel. You all don't even like her.”

“That's not true. We might argue a lot but we all consider ourselves sisters and I don't want to lose Tatiana, because that's what will happen if she doesn't win.”

He stood, cocking his head a little. “We don't have to tell her.”

She turned to look at him. “You really mean this, don't you? You really want me in that way.”

“I do.”

“And what about your precious little Cheyenne?”

“I realized back there on that attack ship when I thought that was the end, that I need to still live my life, Cheyenne will always be there and I will always love her but I also need love.”

“Love? Now it's love?” She started to move ever so slowly toward the bathroom.

“What's the real reason, Yajna?”

She stopped by the bathroom door, acting like she wanted to go in and escape him. “That's it.”

“No, it's not.” He walked over to her and she made to back away then stopped. He put a hand on a shoulder and he could feel the tremble within her. How odd. He looked into her eyes and could see in there that she was fighting with herself over this and he didn't understand why. Maybe her kind couldn't be intimate with another species. Maybe she just didn't like him in that way. With the exception of the aphrodisiac she gave him, she never really did make any overt attempts toward him. 

She looked back and he could feel the tension in her shoulder, in her whole body as if she were afraid of him. “Are you going to force me now?”

He let go and stepped back, his eyes narrowing at the implication. “No. I've never done that and I never would.” He frowned. This wasn't going to work. “I obviously made a mistake in coming here. I suggest that you start packing whatever it is that you want to take from here because we're going to be leaving in a few hours.”

“We are?”

He headed toward the door. “I'm sorry if this upset you. That wasn't my intent at all.” He reached the door and made to open it.

“I've never been with a male before,” she blurted out, not looking at him but rather at the floor, at her feet, as if ashamed to see the expression on his face from her admission.

He rose an eyebrow, then stepped away from the door. “Are you being serious? You're a virgin? But I thought....”

“Females can be very deceptive about things like that. I didn't want any of the others to know because, well, because Tatiana is Tatiana and Marin's a Hor'ack and well I just didn't want them to think that I wasn't like that.”

He stepped over to her and she looked up at him with the largest eyes he had ever seen, shining with a passion in them that was stunning. “That's....” He stopped, realized that saying that would probably be insulting. “You should always be proud of who and what you are. I understand now. I'll go but just know that you would have won the bet.”

She dropped the sheet to the floor. “I still can, but we just can't tell Tatiana that.”

“I don't want to be....”

“But I do.”

It lasted for hours. 

It was passionate and fierce and wild, so opposite what it had been with Cheyenne and yet he realized that he was seeing Cheyenne in Yajna, seeing her face, hearing her laugh. The claws down his back, leaving little trails of blood there told him in no uncertain terms that this wasn't Cheyenne and yet, for a brief moment he knew that she was here, approving, and it made him sad and happy at the same time.

They lay there for a while, breathing heavy, neither saying a word. Guilt was starting to eat at him, guilt for it not being Cheyenne and guilt for what he had to do next. It made his stomach sour and his head hurt and he wasn't sure if it was his betrayal of Cheyenne or the betrayal he was about to lay on Yajna.

He closed his eyes, the strong aroma of their love-making hanging in the air like a stimulant. When he opened them again he realized that he had fallen asleep and it was ten hours later. He sprang up out of bed and looked around. The lights in the room were dimmed and he could hear purring somewhere in the corner. 

It was Yajna of course, sitting there licking herself, her pungent scent making him horny almost as much as Tatiana did to him. “Why did you let me sleep so long? Tatiana's probably frantic by now looking for me.”

“You seemed happy so I let you sleep.” She crawled over to him, a look in her eyes he had seen far too many times before and he realized that he had created a monster. “Shall we go again? I had no idea it could be that terrific and stimulating and erotic all at the same time. I had no idea what I had been missing. And Tatiana is just fine. I told her that you went to the Satyr to consult with that little annoying fellow. ”

“And she bought that?” He lay back down with a hand across his forehead. It had indeed been very good. And the tail hadn't gotten in the way at all, which surprised him.

“So is it time for seconds?”

He sat up again and saw that she was on the bed now, on all fours, staring at him with those cat eyes as if he were a mouse to be played with. “No. So why did you do it?”

A look of confusion passed across her eyes briefly. “Because you said you picked me. Are you changing your mind now? Was I that bad?” She retreated a little and sat down, her tail swaying behind her as her whiskers twitched.

“No, not that. That was wonderful and I thank you for it. I'm talking about you betraying us all. I'm talking about you being the spy.”

Her eyes widened and he knew then that he had figured it out. She hopped off the bed, went to the bathroom in a rush. “I have no idea what you're talking about. You think I'm a spy working for the Demesne? Me?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Why would you think that? You just took my virginity from me and now you accuse me of that?!”

“The two things aren't related.”

“Yeah, right. Fuck her before you accuse of her of being a spy and then kill her.” She ducked into the bathroom and he could hear the water running.

“I saw the communiques, Yajna. Are they holding your family hostage?”

“Stop! I can't believe you let me think you really liked me and then you do this!”

“Just tell me why, Yajna.”

“I'm not the spy.” It was said much quieter. 

He walked to the door of the bathroom and looked in. She was sitting on the edge of the tub.... And realized with a start that Kerria had lied to him about his room being the only one with a tub in it. Figures. “Is it your family?”

She looked up at him and she was crying. “I didn't do it.” He could barely hear her.

He stepped forward and she showed her claws. “Don't come closer. Please don't come closer and please don't kill me.”

“Why would I kill you?”

“I had no choice,” she sobbed as she leaned back against the counter, completely defeated. “I'm so sorry. I never hurt anyone. Nothing I told them ever hurt anyone.”

He reached forward to touch her on the shoulder and she attacked him, claws out, scratching on his chest, tears flowing freely. “Don't touch me! I don't want to die! I had no choice!”

He pulled her tight to himself, the pain from the scratches rather annoying, and held her close. She resisted at first and then completely sagged into him, crying so hard that she was having trouble breathing. “I'm not going to kill you, Yajna. Do you really think that I'd bed you and then kill you?”

She sobbed for a good ten minutes without saying anything, then she pushed herself off of him and wiped her eyes, all red, her face wet. “They took them one day, shock troops came and took them all away, my father and mother and all my brothers and sisters and then they started to torture us for no reason and then they said that if one of us would join the rebellion and act as a spy for the Demesne they would spare us all and to prove it they killed my older sister, raped her repeatedly and then killed her right before us all and they threatened to keep raping and killing until one of us agreed and so I agreed and came here and I never meant any harm I just wanted to save my family.....”

He couldn't believe that she spit all that out without taking a breath. But he could believe what she was telling him because it was the way he had found out that the Demesne worked.

“Please don't kill me. I know that you have every right to, but please don't. They'll kill off my family. They will.”

He frowned.

“The sex was too good. Had it been bad, I would have killed you.”

She hit in on the chest. “That isn't funny. Not at all.”

“I thought it was.” He went out into the main room and started to get dressed. He realized for the first time that his clothes were scattered all over the place. 

She wiped her eyes again as she stepped out of the bathroom. “What are you going to tell the others?”

“Nothing.”

“Why?”

“You're a valuable part of this team, Yajna. I can't afford to have you gone and if I tell them what you've been doing, Tatiana will kill you without hesitation. Betrayal like that is not something she would tolerate.”

She had stopped crying. “How did you know?”

“The encryption in your communiques and the fact that the Demesne are sending two fleets to the mining system of Da'dento. You're the only one that I mentioned that to, off-handedly, a few days ago as a place that would be worth attacking.”

“I don't follow. I thought we were going to attack the shipping yards of Kar'takiya?”

“That's what I told you. I told Marin something different, as well as Hurleot and the twins.”

“You already thought that I was the spy? When you had me look into Hurleot and Marin, you said that I was the only one you trusted.”

He looked over at her from under his eye-brows as he pulled his pants on. “The only ones I didn't suspect were Tatiana and Kutkhu, and of course the late comers Kerria and Ogdoad.”

“And so when the fleets started toward Da'dento instead of one of the places your lied about, you knew it was me? And you still slept with me? Why?”

“I don't think you should be the one asking questions here, do you?”

“Sorry. I just want to know if picking me had anything to do with it all. I'm new to all this romance stuff.”

“Like I said,” he started as he put his tunic on and then walked over to her and put her chin in his hand. “The two things are un-related. I had chosen you before I knew you were the spy. And it doesn't mean that Marin and Hurleot haven't been compromised either.”

“Oh, speaking of that.” She pushed a strand of fur out of her face and rubbed her eyes again as she reached for her data-pad. “I looked into those two things you asked about and I can't find anything about Marin's mother being killed by the Demesne. From what I've found, she actually sold Marin to the Demesne when they decided that the Hor'ack were going to be sex-slaves for the combat troops. As for Hurleot's father, he has a grave and all but there's something odd about it all, the way he died and the immediate aftermath.”

“Well that's certainly interesting. Thank you. I don't think Marin is going to react very well to that info.”

“I can only imagine. Where are you going now?”

“To sickbay. I need to get all these scratches you gave me healed before Tatiana sees them. They would be very hard to explain.”

She put her hands to her mouth. “I'm so sorry about that. At least the ones on your chest that is. The ones on your back were from the incredible pleasure you gave me and I don't regret that at all.” She pursed her lips a little. “Are we going to be.....” She left the question hanging.

“I would like that, yes, but I think that there's going to be little time in the near future for us to find alone time that Tatiana doesn't know about.”

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For understanding. About my family.”

“I never had a family and then when I finally got one, the Demesne took them away from me so yeah, I understand. And when we finish with our next attack, we're going to find your family and rescue them. You have my word.”

She started to cry again.

He knew he should say something else, couldn't figure out what it would be and decided to leave for sickbay. Hopefully the med-droid would be able to fix his scratches with a dermal regenerater.
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