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            Can peace ever be reached

          

          between the Terrans and the Cyborgs?

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Terran Empire is at war with The Rhimodian cyborgs. The Terrans believe the cyborgs have stolen a system of planets from them. At least, that's how it started.

        It degenerated into hatred and fear.

        

      

      

      Veta, AKA The Temptress, a feared spy for the Terran Empire, now protects the Emperor's two daughters, the only family he acknowledges in the galaxy.

      The Imperial Princesses are ready to end this war. Like their mother before them, they want to broker peace between the Terran Empire and the Rhimodians.

      Peace would save both species.

      They arrive with a Rhimodian cyborg escort.

      Get attacked.

      Now Veta, unsure of where the rest of the ambassadors escaped, must find the princesses, and find out who attacked the envoy.

      With her enormous cyborg escort whose body suit shows exactly what kind of physical assets he has, Veta needs to use all her skills to get this cyborg to trust her.

      Some of them, she'll enjoy.

      She's sure of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      “You know the importance of this mission.” Emperor Bron’s elevated throne appeared higher than usual. Darkness engulfed the ordinarily bright and glowing throne room, and even the emperor was dressed in dark colors, instead of his traditional gold and red.

      His words echoed down to Veta, as they did when he gave a direct command. Such theatrics didn’t threaten her. Still, the way the emperor looked at her, she knew he was serious. Like he was trying to intimidate her today.

      It didn’t work.

      “Yes, Imperial Majesty.”

      “And if anything goes wrong, you do what you must in order to protect the Terran Empire.”

      She nodded. “Of course. My loyalty will always be to the Empire.”

      He nodded. “Those atrocities tried to destroy us once, but their efforts brought the Terran Empire closer together than ever before. Their terror can only make us stronger.”

      “Yes, Imperial Majesty.”

      Veta kept her face dead of emotion, though she could not help wondering why the Emperor was sending a mission at all.

      The Rhimodian had maintained this war for decades now. They wouldn’t stop, and they wouldn’t give in. It didn’t matter what the Terrans did, the cyborgs never surrendered, and they never gave up. They would rather die than be captive.

      Made very few prisoners of war, which was handy, but still.

      Emperor Bron stared at her.

      “You think I am foolish to send a mission of peace to their homeworld.”

      Veta didn’t respond.

      He made a gesture with his hand. “It is merely you and I, Veta. Speak.”

      “If you do not believe peace is possible, then I question the necessity of sending a mission at all. It seems a pointless gesture.”

      He sighed, and looked away from her, into the darkness. “Peace is merely a ceasefire to regroup. You and I both know that.”

      She couldn’t disagree.

      Growing up always knowing war, it was natural for Veta to turn to military service. And at a young age, she quickly learned how to get what she needed, when she needed it, using any skills necessary to accomplish her goal. The military took notice of her talents.

      Now, a decade later, she was one of the Imperial House’s most loyal officers and performed missions that occasionally required a kind of touch that many male soldiers would not be able to accomplish.

      Including becoming close with the imperial princesses.

      Two young women with far different ideas about reality.

      However, it wasn't Veta's job to teach them the truths of reality. That was for their governess, Bianca. Veta kept them safe.

      At whatever the cost.

      The Emperor looked back at her, his cold eyes piercing. “But my daughter believes like her mother.” He ran his hand over his robe, his finger tracing the intricate embroidery on the lapel. “And that belief cost my wife her life. I cannot let the Rhimodian take my daughter, as well.”

      Veta nodded.

      “Either of them,” he said, gesturing with his hand, like it was an after-thought that he had more than one daughter. “Protect my daughters on this fool’s errand.”

      “What if peace can be reached?” Veta asked.

      “With them?” He laughed. “Those machines will never quit fighting. My daughters will then return home, realizing the error of their ways.”

      Veta nodded.

      He gestured for her to drop to her knees. “I have a gift for you.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Veta said, and took a knee, as was customary when being blessed with a gift from the Emperor.

      Though her hands trembled at the thought of what the Emperor’s gift would be.

      She had heard from others that gifts could range from a physical gift to demands of sexual favors.

      Immediately, she steeled herself. She did whatever was necessary in the name of the Empire. She always had—for doing whatever was demanded in the name of the Empire had kept her alive for years.

      What was one more moment?

      The Emperor parted his robe.

      She closed her eyes.

      And heard a snap.

      She opened her eyes, expecting to see—

      A blade.

      A shiny, new blade, as long as her forearm, with a wicked, serrated edge on one side, the tip curved. The weapon of a warrior. One that would quickly take out any attacker, Rhimodian, or otherwise.

      She accepted the blade, feeling the weight of it in her hands—not too heavy, not too light.

      “Do you like it?” he asked.

      “I am honored with such a gift, Your Majesty. I thank you.” Her stomach knotted over the price of such a weapon. What would this gift cost her? What part of herself would be expected for the Empire now?

      There was little left.

      He nodded. “Good.”

      A strange smile spread over his features.

      One that made Veta question his motivations, making the knots worse. She bowed her head.

      And sighed in relief when the Emperor walked a few steps away, his robes swishing softly in the otherwise silent room.

      “Now go. Protect my daughters. Make sure they return to me.” He paused and glanced back at her. “And keep me informed, Veta. Anything you learn that might help end this war would be appreciated.”

      “As you command, Your Majesty.”
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      Wrathin woke from meditation mode to the sound of his alarm. The peace and logic of the interface slipped through his system, soothing the fiery emotions that clouded his program.

      Today's upload worked slowly to pacify the emotions. Some days were like that. Maintaining emotional stability continued to be difficult for him.

      For many of the Rhimodians.

      This illogical war stimulated their emotions more than anything thus far.

      Master System uploaded new programming whenever a Rhimodian shut down into meditation mode. It allowed for system-wide updates, repairs, and replenishment of the nanites that kept the cyborgs healed and functioning.

      As he shifted, the ports on the forearm gauntlets released their connecting wires to the meditation pad.

      The visible part of the tech enveloped his skin, wrapping around his forearm like a piece of armor. It allowed him to communicate, as well as having other tech resources. All Rhimodians wore the liquid metal component on their forearms. The tech saved their lives generations before. Now it was a tool. One that kept them protected and armed.

      And protected their worlds.

      Still, it did not stop the wars.

      The programming informed him it was time to head to his next task.

      Ending the war.

      A Terran Empire ship approached, containing the Ambassador visiting to discuss a peaceful resolution to the war.

      The ship would arrive with the four Terran escort ships. They would meet the squadron of five Rhimodian vessels, and together both sets of battle ships would escort the Ambassador to the Rhimodian main world, Sol-3.

      The Rhimodian worlds were moons around a giant gas planet named Sol. Sol-3 supported most of the Rhimodian settlements. The other four Sol moons contained resources the Rhimodians worked. One had dense vegetation. One was rugged desert with mountains. One had more tempered climates suitable for farming. The last was frozen tundra, where the minerals used in the Rhimodian tech were mined.

      It allowed them to survive. Thrive? Not since the war started.

      Hence the reason they wanted peace with the Terran Empire.

      Their people were fading away.

      When they’d been searching for a new world several generations ago, one of the requirements was reliable mineral supply.

      Sol was the first they’d found that had all that they needed. The moons, while one-fifth the size of a standard humanoid planet, were spread out enough and allowed the Rhimodians to find their way again.

      They used what they had well. For it was all they had.

      And they would not yield. Not for the Terrans, not for anyone. They had lost too much already. They would not lose everything again.

      He tapped his other arm. The bodysuit started to form, covering his bare skin. Lysteel, a liquid polymer-metal, oozed out from the embedded nine joints and covered his body from neck to feet.

      He pressed his ears, and the tech moved up, wrapping around his face and head, molding a headpiece. As everything sealed around him, he headed to the ships.

      “Wrathin. Check one pressure.”

      “Uniform sealed. Prepare for flight,” came the automated voice in his system. The suit was not alive; however, it was responsive when it was needed.

      Master System always responded when needed.

      Some of his fellow soldiers said their suits were very responsive and spoke to them often, Wrathin did not have that experience.

      He preferred his suit to be quiet.

      He stepped into the lift, and in a moment, the compartment zoomed him to the ports.

      He was not looking forward to this mission. Terrans were far too stubborn and righteous to see anyone’s point of view beyond their own.

      Though no one asked Wrathin what he thought.

      The Terrans were too foolish to listen, and none of them understood what peace meant. They did not seem to know how to stop fighting.

      Initially, the Rhimodians saw no claim on the system Sol was in. Every galactic star chart—aside from those the Terrans used—showed the worlds to be uninhabited and not associated with any known galactic government. And the last thing the Rhimodians wanted was any ties to any of the galactic governments. Even the Galactic Alliance noted that the Sol system and its sector of space was not claimed by any humanoid government.

      Hence the reason The Rhimodians had ventured into this part of the galaxy. Close access to the Wormhole Network and trade posts like Disguised Serenity provided them with means to trade what they needed that they could not create on their own.

      It had been an economical and carefully cultivated program Master System had created for their survival, away from their builders. The Rhimodian had not intended to be warriors. They just wanted to be left to live.

      The Terran Empire, however, claimed they invaded their space. That the Rhimodians had stolen from them.

      Initially, peace was attempted. Negotiations tried to bring the two to an agreement.

      It failed.

      And the war began.

      The Rhimodians would not let what had been taken from them once before ever be taken again. The Terrans would not give up their claim that the Rhimodians had stolen from their territories.

      A vicious circle.

      That seemed to never end.

      When the Terrans had approached the Rhimodians to discuss a new treaty, it had seemed a possible light at the end of the long tunnel of darkness and war.

      Yet Wrathin could not get rid of the feeling that something was amiss. His meditation was to help him clear his mind and focus on the task at hand. To prepare. Yet his adrenaline started to kick up.

      Anticipation? Possibly.

      Did he suspect danger?

      Also, possibly.

      The lift door opened, and Wrathin stepped out. His unit was preparing to take on this new mission.

      Harbin would lead the escort.

      “Are you flying with this unit today?” Kian said, his voice crisp and deep, and cutting over the internal suit communicator.

      “Do you plan on following uploads?” Wrathin bit back.

      Kian charged toward Wrathin.

      “Shall we see who is strong enough to be here,” Kian snapped when he hit Wrathin.

      Wrathin barely recoiled and threw a punch into the side of Kian’s head, just hitting it in the right spot to open his helmet.

      “Shall I count the ways I have defeated you,” Wrathin snarled. His body rushed with adrenalin. Just being in the room, ready to launch, whether he wanted to take the mission or not, Wrathin’s primal adrenalin bubbled to the surface.

      Kian’s white eyes burned like suns. “You have never defeated me,” he snarled, his skin’s colors undulating as the emotions fueled him.

      “Enough you two,” Bahran said, a bark to his voice.

      Kian turned to Bahran. “Oh, so the Tarnished speaks?”

      Bahran started forward, a growl in his throat. His skin shifted dark, making him look almost the color of a mire.

      “Enough.” Harbin glanced between the men. “None of you want to do this mission, but that is not your choice. You will—”

      “I do.” Jedriek, the largest of them all, crossed his arms, and in his armor, he looked like a monstrous beast, even for Rhimodian standards.

      Harbin sighed. “You always want to, Jedriek.”

      Jedriek smiled.

      Wrathin shivered because Jedriek’s smiles were almost as scary as his frowns.

      “This mission will not be exciting. But it is important. We are doing it. Every one of you will make sure the Ambassador gets to Sol-3 so that negotiations can begin.”

      “Connect,” Harbin said.

      Wrathin turned and touched a port behind him. The lysteel in his gauntlets formed thread-like tentacles that connected into the port’s systems.

      Instantly, details of the mission parameters were updated via Master System. It included extra details about arrival plans and where the ambassadors needed to be taken.

      Like a head rush, it installed instantly.

      And calmed the adrenalin as well.

      He released the port. The lines from his gauntlet disconnected, sliding back into the metal from where it came.

      Wrathin noticed that everyone else pulled away, and all faced each other. The fight that had been on Kian’s face was gone as well.

      It was foolish to engage him.

      This was not the time for such behavior.

      “Coded and locked,” Harbin said.

      Their leader held out his hand, palm down.

      Wrathin held out his own hand, palm down, his pinky touching Harbin’s thumb. Kian did the same, until they all made a circle, finger to thumb, like a cog.

      “Three. Two. One,” Harbin said.

      “Execute,” they all said.

      The simple chant was something Wrathin said before any mission. They all did.

      And no matter how he felt, the words were just enough to move him forward.

      And get him where he needed to be.

      He stepped to the door of his air pod, and before entering, he glanced at Kian. “Sorry.”

      Kian waved his hand. “Forgotten.”

      “To the next,” Wrathin said.

      Kian nodded. “To the next.”

      Wrathin stepped into his ship to launch for the escort.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      “We’re crossing the shielding now,” Diado, the Imperial Dresser, said, his voice clear and loud in the chamber.

      Veta rolled her eyes.

      She truly did despise the self-important dresser. He was a weasel if she’d ever met one. She never caught him doing anything that would pose a danger to the Terran Empire, but it would not surprise her to learn that he was up to something.

      He made her wonder if he did something sneaky, like sold broken hairbrushes or something that belonged to the princesses, just for the funds. More than once he’d been known to throw around his position, as though he was important.

      But he, however, could be replaced.

      The ship trembled as it passed through the Rhimodian’s defensive shield.

      Veta steadied herself with her hand on the wall until the ship passed through the shielding.

      Her gaze darted to Imperial Princess Caoimhe, fear and worry in her eyes, and her younger sister Princess Eleanor mirrored the expression.

      Caoimhe shifted, touching Eleanor’s hand. Knowing them as long as Veta had, she knew their tells.

      The turbulence scared them. Turbulence was usually a sign of attack.

      Both their gazes met Veta’s.

      She nodded to them and smiled. The fear in their eyes diminished. The princesses trusted her. If Veta was not alarmed, then they were not alarmed.

      Veta turned away, looking out one of the small windows, and saw the escort ships outside. Terran and Rhimodian.

      It was a huge moment—getting the Rhimodians to allow a Terran ship inside the shields.

      The Terran army had been trying to crack it for years.

      Never worked.

      Peace, however, had a way of bringing down walls that not even the most hardened battles could.

      If only it worked out that way, Veta thought.

      Imperial Princess Caoimhe straightened her headdress, and her fingers traced the embroidery of her dress’s front robe.

      Veta smiled, amused at her gesture, so like her father.

      Veta watched as the Imperial Princess prepared for landing, by being dressed in some of her most exquisite clothing. Diado zipped around her, making final adjustments.

      A low chatter came from the Imperial Governess, Bianca. She spoke more like a picky mother than a governess for the princess. Of course, Bianca was the closest thing to a mother Caoimhe and her sister Eleanor had since the Empress had died. She had been the Empress’s Lady in Waiting.

      Now, Bianca warmed the Emperor’s bed from time to time.

      Behind her, Lady Freya buzzed about too, making faces at Caoimhe over Bianca’s shoulder. The young woman, not born of any noble lines, had friended Caoimhe on a tour of the palace when they were children. To everyone’s surprise, Caoimhe had named Freya to be her Lady in Waiting.

      Veta had been impressed at how well Freya stepped up to her duties with diligence. Most considered Freya, being a commoner, would fail miserably.

      Even now, Veta admired how Freya kept Caoimhe smiling and more relaxed. But that was what ladies—or friends—of princesses did—kept them at ease.

      It must be nice, Veta thought. She didn’t have a bunch of girlfriends to pal around with. This room, full of these women and the dresser, it felt more like a wedding than an auspicious occasion.

      Perhaps that’s why the Emperor was certain it would fail.

      And regardless of Veta’s encouragement, here they were, on the event horizon, and about to fall into the black hole, so to speak. Strolling into the enemy’s home with more worry about the outfit than the negotiations.

      It seemed a lot of effort for such a pointless voyage. But Veta would do as she was commanded by her emperor.

      Besides, there were far worse missions she could be on.

      This was easy.

      Veta worked hard to get in a position like this, where these easy missions were more common than war and death. She patted the side of her head, her braids tight and out of her face.

      Then why did you prepare your hair for combat? Veta asked herself.

      She couldn’t help smiling a bit. Once a soldier, always a soldier. And whether this mission was peaceful or not, Veta would always prepare to fight.

      Especially when big alien men were a part of it. And the Rhimodians were undoubtedly big, alien men.

      Over seven feet, they towered over even the tallest Terrans. And they were hard as hell to
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