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          AREZ

        

      

    

    
      War…

      It was so close Arez could almost taste it.

      His whole body vibrated in anticipation and he could feel the steady pulse of his heart in his chest. Staring out the window of his battle speeder, his eyes were fixed on the enemy fleet before him. Rows and rows of large, dark, Krezlian spaceships filled his field of vision, each of them decorated in the grisly green colors of the gruesome reptiles.

      The ships stood still, completely unmoving, positioned around the planet he was defending.

      Arez’s hands tightened on the controls of the speeder, impatience building inside him. He breathed evenly, calmly, trying to keep his emotions under control as he watched the fleet before him.

      Nothing moved around him. Not the enemy. Not the Alliance troops. Nothing.

      It was just as dead quiet as one would imagine space to be. Vast. Silent. Completely still. It was the calm before the storm. He had learned a long time ago that space was never really as quiet as people imagined. And he knew it wouldn’t remain quiet for long now either.

      No… Any moment now… Any moment, the Alliance would give them the order to attack. To fight off the Krezlians. His makers.

      Bile rose in his throat at the thought and a low growl escaped his lips. This was the moment he had been waiting for his entire life. Except that he had never known it would actually happen. That it was even possible. To sit here, facing his makers, on the brink of war, ready to kill them on command.

      He had looked forward to this mission in Agaria – to finally joining the military and becoming a MR-01 classified military official in the Alliance. But he could not have predicted just how good this mission would turn out to be. Never, even in his wildest dreams, had he imagined his scaly little creators declaring war against the newly joined Alliance planet.

      But when they had, all his dreams had come true at once.

      This… This would be the sweetest kind of revenge. To kill the very species that had created his kind. Made them in a lab. Tortured them. Experimented. Trained them to kill…

      Arez bared his teeth at the battleship before him. He could see his reflection dimly in the glass window of his speeder: his sharp white teeth that shone brightly back at him, his dark gray skin, pitch black eyes, and the massive horns that protruded from his head.

      Just like the Krezlians had wanted them. Scary, big monsters to become a part of their army. A mix of animal and alien DNA.

      He wondered… Had the Krezlians known that one day, they would be fighting against their own creations – fighting against the very army they had made and trained?

      He didn’t think so.

      Just as he had never imagined this day to come, he was sure that the Krezlians had never imagined that their little pets would one day fight against them.

      After all, the Krezlians had never thought much of them. They had always seen themselves as superior in every way – they had made his kind, after all. His people had never been anything more than disposable to the Krezlians. Creatures that lived and died for their benefit.

      Arez huffed out a bitter laugh. They probably still saw them just like that. Even though his people had been saved by the Alliance several cycles ago and now worked for the organization… the Krezlians probably still saw them as their inferior creations.

      He wondered if the reptiles even considered the possibility that one of his kind might kill them. He didn’t think so. They probably weren’t thinking of dying at all, least of all at the hands of their own creations. No… Dying wasn’t on their agenda this day. They only had one goal, and one goal only. Getting his people back at any cost.

      Arez gritted his teeth at his reflection. He gripped the controls of the speeder so hard that his knuckles turned white.

      That wouldn’t happen. If he had any say in it – and he did, because he was sitting in the cockpit of a battle speeder – he wouldn’t let that happen.

      He had suffered enough at the hands of his makers for the first two decades of his life. His scars and tattoos reminded him of that every day. Reminded him of his previous existence.

      No more… No more would he suffer.

      When the Alliance had freed his people, he had been given new hope. A new life. A whole new beginning.

      And now… It was time for payback.

      He didn’t care if he died here today, if he lost his life in a battle against his makers. No, even if it meant his own death, he would speed right ahead into the lizards’ nest and blow it up from the inside out.

      Hands shaking on the controls, his fingers itched to move closer to the red button before him so he could launch the missiles as soon as the command came. His heart pounded in his chest and adrenaline pulsed in his veins. He could feel a trail of sweat dripping down his back.

      Come on, you bastards…

      Arez ground his teeth in frustration. He didn’t know how long he had been at his post already, staring at the Krezlians before him. It must have been hours, and the order to attack had yet to come. The situation was at a stalemate and nothing was happening. For the past hours he had been here, nobody had moved.

      If only the Alliance would hurry up and give the command…

      Arez growled in frustration.

      This was his dream. This was what he had been living for all along. To make the Krezlians feel just as much pain as they had made his people feel – made him feel.

      This time, it would be the Krezlians who would suffer. For all they did, they would suffer.

      He would destroy them. For good.

      A sudden beep in the cabin of his speeder pulled him back from his thoughts. An orange light turned on to the left of him, indicating the communication system had activated, and a familiar male voice filled the small cockpit around him.

      “Tick-tock, Arez. Time for a switch.”

      Arez grunted, cursing in his mind. He took the first deep breath he had taken for hours and closed his eyes, taking them off the Krezlian fleet before him for the first time since he had arrived in his position.

      He knew Drezon was already right behind him, ready to relieve him of his duties and take his position, but he didn’t want to go. Not like this, not before the battle.

      A deep sigh escaped his lungs. It was no use…

      Slowly, ever so reluctantly, he removed his hands from the controls, his fingers brushing past the missile launch button, moving away from it.

      Not today then…

      He navigated the speeder out of position and toward the docking bay. He flew as slowly as he could get away with without anyone noticing, still holding onto the hope that the Alliance command might come before he was back on the surface of Eifan, Agaria’s green moon and the site of the newly built Alliance headquarters.

      But no command came to send him back to the Krezlian-filled airspace.

      Frowning, he docked the speeder on the platform and hopped out. But before he even had the chance to grab a cold drink and try to think about something other than the fact that his makers were only a speeder’s flight away, his wristband started beeping.

      His heart leaped in his chest at the high-pitched sound.

      The command? Could it be?

      Arez glanced down toward his wrist, his heart pounding. The screen flashed red and white, indicating a message of high importance. He swiped impatiently, read the message that appeared, and immediately groaned.

      It was just a request for pilot duty. And not even to take over a military shift, but a fucking passenger ship. Sitting in the cockpit of a passenger ship to make sure the autopilot was working was one of the most mind-numbingly boring jobs.

      This wasn’t what he had signed up for.

      He cursed aloud. A nearby Alliance pilot who had been jogging toward a speeder stopped to look at him with concern – or maybe disapproval – in his expression. Arez just glared. The pilot moved on.

      Begrudgingly, Arez began to march toward the middle of the platform where the passenger ships departed. He thought about how the request had been marked high importance. Why would a passenger flight be so critical?

      Maybe there was a chance this assignment wouldn’t be boring after all.
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          NAOMI

        

      

    

    
      “In times of intergalactic crisis…”

      Naomi felt herself dozing off. The words blurred before her eyes and she had to shake herself to stay awake. She stared at the tablet in her hands and tried to focus on the crisis report once more, but her tired eyes simply kept skimming over it. Her mind was close to turning off.

      She had hardly slept at all for the past month, and even less during the past few days. It was a miracle she was still upright. The lack of sleep was partly because she couldn’t sleep and partly because she had to stay awake and read these damned reports.

      Naomi sighed. She had finally arrived at her assigned planet – Agaria, the newest planet to join the Alliance – but before she had even made it to the planet’s surface, the spaceship she had arrived on had been attacked. One human had gone missing, and Naomi had already faced her first test in her new position on Agaria.

      Fortunately, the woman, Alyssa Evans, a member of the Immigration Team, had survived her ordeal. She had been successfully sent back to Earth, but that hadn’t been the end of Naomi’s problems. Now, the very creatures that had attacked them and kidnapped Alyssa had sieged the whole planet, and the Alliance was currently on the brink of war with the Krezlians.

      The Krezlians. Naomi shivered at the name.

      They were the reason she was stuck reading these deathly boring reports and learning more about intergalactic war than she had ever wished.

      Naomi sighed, probably for the thousandth time that day. She reached for her coffee, hoping it would give her the energy to give the crisis report one more attempt. But as she picked up her flask, she noticed it was completely empty.

      Crap. She vaguely remembered drinking the last sip a while ago and thinking about needing to get more, but in her exhausted state, she had clearly forgotten the part about actually going to get it from the canteen.

      Heaving another sigh, this one even heavier than the last, Naomi reluctantly pushed back her chair and turned away from her desk to face her room. It had all the basics of a bedroom: a comfortable bed, a desk, a dresser, and a window overlooking the courtyard of the newly built Eifan space station. A sliver of expansive pale green desert was visible just past the buildings of the station. It was no wonder that Eifan was called the “green moon” of Agaria. It was inhabitable, unlike the Earth Moon.

      And while her room was just fine, right now she wished the engineers of the station had thought to install a drink machine of some kind. They did know there would be Alliance diplomats and other officials staying in these rooms, after all, and Alliance officials always had enough work to keep them up late into the night.

      But instead, to get coffee, she would have to take a break from the report and head to the canteen. Although maybe a break wasn’t a bad thing at the moment.

      Yawning, Naomi stretched her arms above her head. If nothing else, at least this would be a chance to get moving and wake up a little more. Thankfully, the station was modestly sized and the canteen wasn’t that far.

      Getting up from her seat, she walked to the entrance of the room. With the press of a button, she swooshed the door open and stepped into the corridor outside. She started to walk toward the canteen at a brisk pace, making her way through the zig-zaggy hallways of the station.

      She made it about halfway to the canteen, her mind nearly falling asleep again, when she crossed paths with two Trade Negotiation team members, Iris and Cara. Both of them looked just as tired as she felt.

      “Can’t sleep?” She smiled bleakly at the women.

      Cara sighed heavily, and Iris just looked sad. “No… I think the current situation has us all on edge,” she said. “Is there any news?”

      Naomi shook her head. “So far, nothing new. I will let you know as soon as I find out more, but for now–”

      The abrupt beeping of an urgent message interrupted her. She glanced down at her wristband communicator and her heart nearly leaped out of her chest as she saw who the message was from.

      Lady Eneria. The big boss. The main Alliance rep on Agaria. Va’ii peacekeeper.

      “Excuse me,” she said hastily to the two women. “I need to go.”

      “Is it something serious?” Iris asked, a concerned look on her face.

      “I don’t know yet…” Naomi answered grimly, not wanting to lie to the girls. “I’ll tell you as soon as I find out!”

      With that, she rushed to the next corridor, rounding a corner to get some privacy. She didn’t want to take this message in front of the two women. Because the truth was, getting a message from Lady Eneria this early in the morning couldn’t mean anything good.

      For a moment, Naomi paused, staring at the screen of her wristband. She took a deep breath and, with a shaky hand, tapped on the screen to open the message. The melodic voice of the Va’ii woman emerged through the speaker in her ear:

      “Ambassador Rourke. An urgent meeting is to take place at the palace. We will begin as soon as all representatives are present. Depart immediately.”

      With those words, the message was over.

      Shit. This really didn’t sound like a good sign. There must be another development with the Krezlians.

      Naomi was suddenly wide awake. She turned on her heels and immediately started to jog toward the shuttle platform. Of course, the message had come when she was as far as she could be from the platform. The canteen was on the other side of the station from the shuttles. She picked up her pace.

      If only the meetings could actually take place in the meeting rooms on this shiny new station, built specifically to support Agaria’s new Alliance membership. But the Agari were deeply traditional people and the king of Agaria very, very rarely left the palace, let alone the planet.

      Usually, meetings could be handled on Eifan with just the Agari representatives. But when it came to matters relating to the Krezlians and the safety of the planet, the king’s presence was naturally required.

      For that reason, Naomi had actually been wishing recently that she had been given a room in the palace or at least in the capital, on the surface of Agaria. There had been so many emergency war meetings that had to take place in the palace’s war strategy room. Sure, it was a beautiful space to gather everyone, but it was a hassle to be shuttled back and forth so often.

      Naomi took a deep breath. She was nearly to the shuttles.

      It wasn’t so bad, she told herself.

      She had to remember she wasn’t just a girl working for the Earth Agency of Intergalactic Affairs anymore. She was Alliance. Her job wasn’t going to be cushy, or easy, or ever have a boring day. She worked for the organization that basically controlled everything in the universe. She wouldn’t be returning to Earth after a few months after her “mission” was over. This wasn’t a mission. Being ready to join in on war strategy was a part of her job. On Agaria. As an Ambassador.

      And being an Ambassador meant that she was important and needed at these meetings. She had to make key decisions and worry about important things like the war that was brewing outside the planet’s atmosphere and what Earth’s role in it was.

      Naomi sighed. Becoming an Ambassador had seemed like such a dream. And maybe it would have been too, if the planet she’d been assigned to hadn’t immediately been pulled into a war. As it was, her dream job had turned into a nightmare instead. Too many problems, too many things going wrong.

      War, just on the horizon.

      Lost in thought, Naomi made the turn into the giant docking bay. The passenger shuttles usually took off from the center of the platform, so she slowed her jog into a speed walk and started to navigate through the maze of spacecrafts and Alliance military personnel. The platform was naturally busy during an event like this, even early in the morning.

      Slipping past a speeder still radiating heat as it cooled down from a recent flight, Naomi accidentally walked straight into a wall.

      “Oof,” she mumbled, wondering what she had bumped into.

      She took a step back and looked up. Her heart nearly jumped to her throat as her gaze was met a pair of pitch-black eyes that were trained on her from a face displaying a deep scowl. This man was no wall, but rather a hulking mass of muscle at least a foot taller than her, if not more.

      “I-I’m sorry,” she breathed after a moment, her cheeks turning hot and red with embarrassment. “Excuse me.”

      She tried to step around him, but he stood as still as a rock and continued to stare down at her. The intensity of his gaze caused an involuntary shiver to run down her spine. His eyes were bottomless pits of darkness and his thin lips were turned downward in obvious distaste. With his dark gray skin, pitch-black eyes, and massive horns growing from his head, the man looked like a demon from the depths of hell.

      There was no mistaking it. He was an Ezak-X. And an Alliance soldier, judging by his uniform.

      The appearance of aliens hardly ever shook her up – she’d lived on Inea, one of the Alliance main planets, for a year after all. But somehow, the intense look this man was giving her made her feel uneasy. It wasn’t his beastly appearance; it was those deep, black eyes that seemed to bore into her own and sear to the back of her skull.

      Naomi quickly looked down, shifting her gaze away from his eyes. It landed on his chest instead, and she couldn’t help but notice how the contours of his muscles were visible through his dark gray regulation T-shirt. She noted it was only slightly darker than his skin tone.

      Naomi took a deep breath and looked back up at his face. He still hadn’t moved out of her way and she didn’t know what to do or say. He clearly wasn’t acting like a man familiar with human customs. He didn’t just say, “Don’t worry about it” and move on. It was like he wanted something from her, but she had no idea what.

      “I’m… sorry…?” she said again, her voice quieter than before. She hadn’t intended to make it a question, but truthfully, she was at a loss.

      She was well aware that every culture and alien race was different. Their reactions to situations weren’t always compatible with those of humans. She also knew that the Ezak-X were less human than most. But still, she couldn’t help but expect some kind of reaction other than glaring.

      Naomi started to feel foolish on top of being embarrassed. The feeling wasn’t a usual one for her. She was the serious, composed Alliance Ambassador. Not an embarrassed girl who bumps into people without thinking and then can’t figure out how to apologize correctly.

      But here she was.

      The man’s nostrils flared and his dark gaze didn’t waver. It was like he was trying to stare her down until she backed away.

      She didn’t. She just stood there, because somehow, she felt like leaving now would mean admitting defeat.

      And she never admitted defeat.

      His nostrils flared again, like he was trying to smell her fear. Then, something flickered in his expression for a split second. Naomi was about to say something else, just to fill the silence, when a familiar voice called out to her from nearby.

      “Naomi!”

      The Ezak-X male shifted his eyes toward the sound, and then looked Naomi up and down slowly, before resting on her gaze again. He revealed a perfect row of white, needle-sharp teeth in a strange smile before pushing past her and disappearing between a row of speeders.

      Naomi let out a breath she hadn’t even realized she’d been holding.

      Okay. That was weird.

      She couldn’t let the experience distract her though. She had an emergency meeting to get to.

      Following the sound of the voice that had called her name, Naomi saw the unmistakable red skin and boyish grin of Mareb, one of the Agari representatives, standing in front of a shuttle with a couple of other Agari people.

      “Hey,” Naomi said as she walked up to him with a smile, her strange encounter with the Ezak-X already fading into a memory.

      “Hello, beautiful,” Mareb replied, returning the smile. He looked a little more tired than usual, but that was to be expected under the circumstances. Honestly, Naomi was surprised he didn’t look more stressed. But she knew he was pretty resilient. Before the Krezlians had sieged the planet, they had worked together on several agreements between Earth and Agaria – all the negotiations which were now on hold due to the current situation – and she considered him a friend.

      “Has everyone else left already?” Naomi asked, looking around. There were only two passenger shuttles left behind Mareb, both small ones. Her journey from the other side of the station must have taken longer than she thought. Or maybe it was the stare down with that solider. She ignored the thought.

      “The Va’ii and Ekrin just left, so it’s only us,” Mareb said, gesturing at Naomi and back toward the four other Agari representatives behind him. “This shuttle is actually full though,” he added apologetically. “There’s only room to take the five of us to the planet.”

      “Oh,” Naomi said, glancing at the second shuttle on the platform. It was empty. “I guess I’ll just have to head there by myself then. See you all in a few!”

      She smiled at Mareb and started to turn toward the other shuttle, but Mareb stopped her with a gentle hand on her shoulder.

      “Want me to join you? So you don’t have to fly alone?”

      Naomi almost laughed. Sometimes Mareb’s gentlemanly manners were too much.

      “No, I’m fine. Go with the rest of the Agari reps. I’m not actually going to be alone anyway. There will be a pilot. Plus, I should be able to last a fifteen-minute trip by myself.”

      Mareb hesitated still, but nodded a moment later. “If you’re sure.” He smiled. “I’ll see you there then.”

      He finally turned toward the original shuttle, and Naomi waved him goodbye. She approached the entrance to the last shuttle. The door slid open to let her in, and she climbed into the front seat in the cockpit. She turned to the pilot, about to tell him that she needed to be dropped off at the palace. Instead, she froze, her eyes turning wide.

      Seriously?

      It seemed like whatever powers controlled the universe were not in her favor, because the pilot sitting in the cockpit of this shuttle was the very same Ezak-X soldier she had just bumped into and was trying to forget about.

      Great. Here goes an awkward ride…

      Naomi took a deep breath and composed herself. Her diplomatic training always came in handy when she least expected it.

      “Hi again,” she said with a pleasant smile. “I’m Naomi, the Earth Ambassador.” She leaned toward the man, offering her hand in a handshake.

      He just stared at her for a long moment, making no move to return the gesture. Just when she was about to retract her hand and try another strategy, he leaned toward her. His hulking size basically filled up the entire cockpit.

      Having nowhere else to go, Naomi shrunk back into her seat. He was only inches from her when she heard him take in a deep breath.

      Um. What?

      Was he smelling her?

      “Excuse me?” she asked, her annoyance at his behavior probably obvious but she no longer cared.

      “Your smell…” he said, his first words to her. Then, he straightened and returned to the controls. A deep frown marred his features, as if he was annoyed. Naomi just stared at him in disbelief. He started up the shuttle and they began to lift off, the autopilot soon kicking in.

      So, she really was going to be stuck with him for the next fifteen minutes. He wasn’t just strange or unfamiliar with human customs. He honestly struck her as a bit rude. Not that she expected anything else from an Ezak-X. They had a reputation for social interactions that were… rough.

      Although, knowing their history, Naomi could hardly blame them.

      “I’m going to the palace,” she said finally, realizing he wasn’t going to ask.

      “I figured,” he said, his gravelly low voice even. She couldn’t tell if he was being mocking, playful, or just matter of fact. “You’re an Ambassador.”

      Naomi decided not to respond to that and just tried to get comfortable in her seat.

      “I’m Arez,” he said after a long moment of silence, but he didn’t elaborate or continue his introduction.

      “Nice to meet you, Arez,” she replied automatically, letting out a quiet sigh of relief that he apparently did know at least the basics of a human introduction. She looked out of the window next to her and down toward the rapidly shrinking platform beneath them as they rose into the thin atmosphere around Eifan.

      The quiet and warmth of the shuttle started to make her sleepy again and she wished she had made it to the canteen before Lady Eneria’s message had come through.

      Hopefully they’d have coffee in the palace.

      This meeting was going to need her full attention.
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          AREZ

        

      

    

    
      So that’s why the message had been marked as of high importance. Arez wasn’t just supposed to keep an eye on the shuttle’s autopilot. He was there to ensure that the Earth Ambassador – Naomi or whatever her name was – made it to the palace safely.

      It was a simple enough job, but he felt on edge and could barely focus.

      It was her fault.

      The human woman’s strange, cloying scent overpowered the entire cockpit and he could do nothing to escape it. She smelled sweet, like sugar, but mixed with something… rich. Darker. It was a scent that he couldn’t get enough of, but at the same time, it disturbed him.

      His discomfort only grew as he recalled how she had reached out her hand toward him. Of course he recognized the gesture as a human greeting custom. She had wanted him to take her hand in response.

      But why?

      She was an Alliance Ambassador and he was just here as her pilot for the next few minutes. There was no reason she should show him politeness, let alone offer him a hand in such a friendly manner. Like an equal. Arez couldn’t remember the last time an Alliance higher-up had paid him any attention like that. Usually they just ignored him whenever he was around, like he was invisible.

      That’s what he was used to, and the fact that this female hadn’t acted like that… it made him feel uncomfortable. He couldn’t describe why, but even now, he could feel her eyes turn to him as he stared out the window of the shuttle, trying to block her out.

      “So… How long have you been assigned to Agaria?” Her friendly, casual tone broke the silence.

      Arez snapped his gaze toward her and frowned. Why was she still trying to make conversation? Silence had been perfectly fine with him. It made it easier for him to keep himself in check and hide how strongly her scent was affecting him. It kept wafting into his nostrils, even when he tried not to inhale it. It was making him all wound up like a spring.

      He didn’t know whether he should reply. It had been a question, he knew that, but why did she care? He figured responding might be the better way to get her to shut up again though.

      “Since construction of the station was completed,” he said shortly, tearing his gaze away from her and back to the front window of the shuttle in an attempt to end the conversation.

      There really was no need to watch where they were going. The autopilot sensors were much stronger and more reliable than any biological organism’s eyes – even his – but the Ambassador didn’t need to know that.

      He tried to focus on the space before them, but the uninteresting view of the mottled brown and red planet of Agaria didn’t help him expel the female from his mind. Not only was her scent intoxicating, but her looks were like no human he had ever seen. Her skin was pale, almost as pale as the Va’ii, and her hair was a bright orange.

      Her body was tiny, and he remembered bumping into her. He had barely seen her coming because her height only came up to his chest. She looked weak to him, but then again, all humans did, even the ones he’d met in the military.

      “Me too,” she said, her tone chatty. “This is actually my first assignment as an Ambassador.” Arez just grunted. “Of course, it’s been complicated now that this planet is on the brink of war.”

      His lips twisted in distaste at how casually she spoke of the Krezlian forces. As if she had no idea what that meant to him. She had to have been educated in the history of the Ezak-X as an Ambassador.

      The war…

      He suddenly realized that, as an Ambassador, this human could know details about the situation that no one would tell him as just a soldier.

      “The stalemate,” he ventured, trying not to let the intensity of his hate for his makers affect the way he spoke. He wanted the woman to answer his questions, not distrust him. “Is that why you are going to the palace?”

      He saw her smile from the corner of his eye. “I can’t tell you what the meeting is about, but I can say that we’re working as hard as we can to keep it a stalemate until we can reach some kind of a diplomatic solution.”

      Arez scoffed, unable to stop himself. He looked back toward the Ambassador, dropping the ruse that he needed to watch where they were going. She raised an eyebrow.

      “You don’t believe me?” Her tone was still casual, but a bit of the over-the-top friendliness was gone.

      “I believe you,” Arez said, feeling his pulse accelerate. “What I don’t believe is that diplomacy will make the Krezlians go away.”

      A look of seriousness flickered across her face, as if she had just realized why Arez might have a different view of the situation based on his history.

      “You think we should just attack first?” Naomi asked, but it wasn’t really a question. “Part of my job is to save lives,” she continued, “and I wouldn’t want to lose any Alliance soldiers – like you – if there’s any other option.”

      The female was trying to reason with him. Of course, that’s what she was trained to do. She still didn’t understand, but he didn’t care. There was no way she could. She hadn’t been tortured and trained to kill since birth by the Krezlians.

      “A soldier knows death is always an option,” he said. “That’s not going to stop me from taking out as many of those fucking lizards as I can.”

      It seemed the Ambassador didn’t have a diplomatic answer
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