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Six crew-women pushed the first of the
grav-countered crates into the cargo bay of Cat’s Eye Station 40 as
Taylitha Basil, First Commander of the UAV Stardancer,
stepped off the Pad. She wished for the last time that the outposts
ringing the nebula had been either supplied with enough raw
material and strong enough power plants to create more of their
supplies with genies, or that a string of Pad relay stations
reached out this far; after thirty-nine stops, she was tired of
playing freighter and ready for the ship to return to its
exploratory charter.

People of various races dressed in station
black and gray arrived to help the Stardancer crew with the
transfer of the remaining hundred crates earmarked for this final
station. Watching them only long enough to ensure they were working
smoothly, Taylitha scanned the crowd for the station administrator.
As First Commander, it was her duty to oversee the proceedings and
greet the admin or admina. She usually enjoyed meeting people, but
she’d done this so many times she was ready to shake a hand and
return to her cabin.

Before she could complete her inspection of
the cargo bay, a man strode to her. A human man--tall, built spare
as if exercise meant more to him than a way to maintain the bare
minimum health requirements. His blond hair had been trimmed so
short she could see the curve of his skull, and he had a mustache
and short beard. His eyes were a complicated gray-green, but his
hand stole all her attention, for the calluses neatly etched on his
fingers and palms matched her own.

"First Commander? Welcome aboard the CENS-40.
I'm Avram Hancock, Station Commander."

"Taylitha Basil," Taylitha answered once she
found her tongue. The press of his hand against hers sent a prickle
up her wrist and arm. "Pleased to meet you, Commander."

"Even after thirty-nine other base
commanders?" Hancock chuckled. "I'm impressed."

"It's been an interesting cruise," Taylitha
said with both candor and rue. "I have manifest papers and a few
data wands for you."

"Ah yes. Paperwork. Let's repair to my office
and get that over with."

Taylitha laughed. "I like the way you think,
Commander."

Hancock indicated the door out of the cargo
bay. His eyes sparkled. "Thank you. I hear your ship is on its way
spinward after this."

"That's correct," Taylitha said. "We're
finally going to get a few good pictures of what's beyond your
nebula."

"I’m glad. It never made me particularly
comfortable that no one’s mapped the region. It's one thing to face
the unknown with a real halo-shield generator and several banks of
entropy packets. Hell, even a launcher and a few hundred large
rocks. Another thing entirely when your forty-person base has the
offensive capability of a small mouse."

Taylitha laughed. "Somehow I can't think of
you as a mouse, Commander. You have at least one claw."

He glanced at her sharply, then flexed his
hand. "I thought I felt calluses. Oh, lady, I wish you hadn't said
anything. It's hard enough to resist asking you as it is…."

"Hard enough to resist asking me about what?
The style of swordplay I practice? My favorite weapon?" She
grinned. "Trust me, the temptation is mutual. I haven't been chased
across a strip in longer than I like to remember."

"Me neither. So...what is your favorite
weapon and style?" He grinned, stopping in front of a door and
pressing his palm to it. "Might as well ask, right? Life is short
enough."

"I guess it is, isn’t it," Taylitha said. The
door slid open on a spartan office identical to all the others
she'd visited in the past weeks. Hancock kept very little in his. A
bookshelf held some paper-bound books with titles too small for
Taylitha to casually read; the row of certificates across the
opposite wall, though...she recognized the tournament seals on
several without having to come any closer. "You won Le Ceans?"

"Yes. It was a near thing, though," Hancock
said. He grinned. "I worked hard for that one."

"So did I," Taylitha murmured.

"What year?"

"455."

The human shook his head. "I was there in
'50. What a tournament!" He sighed, then smiled at her. "We should
get the paperwork done before we while the entire morning away
talking. And before I'm tempted to ask you to stay the afternoon to
spar."

Taylitha, extending the wands and her data
tablet to him, stopped. "You're interested?" she asked, concealing
the excitement that had spiked her heart-rate.

Hancock took the data tablet from her and
glanced at the header, flicking down the message list. "Do I look
like I'm made of ice, Commander Basil? The champion of the most
prestigious sword tournament in the Alliance Core walks into my
office and hands me a manifest, and you expect me not to want to
see if my skills haven't rusted since I won five years previous?"
He looked up from the tablet, and she couldn't quite name what she
saw in his gaze. "Trust me, Commander. The last thing on my mind is
checking the list against the crates."

"It could be arranged," Taylitha said, "If
you have someplace appropriate."

"There is an appropriate place," Hancock said
without breaking from her gaze.

Taylitha whistled the three-note arpeggio
that activated the telegem nestled on the inside of one felid
ear.

"Stardancer, Killian here."

"Ensign, tell Alastar to send someone to help
me oversee the cargo off-load."

"Very well, sir."

"And tell her to have that person bring my
sword."

"Sir?"

"My sword, ensign."

"Yes, sir."

Taylitha whistled the connection closed and
then lifted her chin. "So, Commander. Let's see how fast we can cut
through the red tape, ah?"

His grin spread, took on a predatory edge.
"With you, Lady."

Ten minutes later, Taylitha retrieved her
sword from Second Commander Alastar Virgil, who lifted a brow but
asked no questions. She arranged to work a shift for the Second
Commander later in return for the one Alaster was covering for her
and followed a man in station gray to the gym.

Her eagerness bordered on something wilder,
and disturbed her. Each station visit required about three shifts
to complete check-out. Combined with transit time, they'd been in
the nebula some month and a half already, plowing through endless
veils of purple fog toward the dim glows strung around the nebula's
inner shoals like lighthouses on the craggy shores of a forgotten
sea. A long time to feel penned up…

Taylitha squelched the analogy before it
could tender suggestions that she was drowning. She stepped into
the gym. Hancock was already inside, stripped to a pair of loose
jersey pants. Her entrance caught him in the middle of a warm-up
from the Karentzeret bastard-sword school. She recognized the swing
of the right arm and the looseness of the hips even without the
balancing arc that should have been completed by a tail; the human
compensated by leaning back a little more on his left foot.

She was staring, almost greedily, her sword
clutched in her arms. His grace in the form left little to
conjecture. At last, a real contest of arms!

"Commander," he said, turning to her after
running through the last of the form. "I was just warming up."

"I saw," she said. The far larger gym
servicing the Stardancer had windows that the tinier station
couldn't afford, but his sweat-stained skin still glistened in the
warm light from the overhead fixtures. Placing her sword gently on
a bench, Taylitha pulled off her boots. Her pants and uniform tunic
followed, leaving her clad in the stretch-suit that served most
officers for both undergarment and exercise clothing.

When she looked up, she found he'd turned
away, making her suddenly aware that she'd been undressing.
Clearing her throat, she tied her hair back. "What length and size
would you prefer, Commander?"

"You brought only one sword. Are you allowing
me to hope…."

"That she's a holoblade?" Taylitha pulled the
hilt free from the scabbard, leaving the blade-length strip of
steel inside.

"I won Le Ceau with Variable Holoblade."

Taylitha stared at him. "No wonder you worked
hard," she said, and beneath her amazement roiled a hard hunger.
"There isn't a person on the ship who would—"

"Try to take you with a variable holoblade,
Commander?" The human's grin flashed teeth. "I will, if you're
willing."

"Willing!" Taylitha flicked on her blade,
listened to the pitched hum, felt her arm flex at the 'weight'
generated by the magnetic field to simulate an epee. The only thing
holographic about a holoblade was the colored image it projected to
warn its user of its current length and width. "You will have to
drag me away from this mat to stop me."

He picked up his own sword from a bench and
activated it. "Your wish, lady."

"Your guard, sir!" Taylitha leaped
forward.

He lunged to meet her as if completing her
motion, and he was. The holoswords met, scraping until their
strongs met at the guard; his strength communicated clearly through
their blades, as clearly as it would have had he used it directly
on her. She slid the breadth control beneath her thumb before his
thicker blade overpowered her at the wrist. The settings on a
holoblade could be set to any thickness and length supported by its
power supply but the blades had always been used to mimic a certain
sword throughout a bout...until someone decided to reset the
breadth in the middle of an exchange at the Craillii Trials, giving
birth to the variable holoblade style. Variable holoblade had no
official school; bouts were judged not by how well the participants
kept to a form, but how often they changed their settings.

Hancock didn't swing without changing
them.

They parried and riposted, danced and ducked
and clashed, the gym walls painted in flickers of gold, scarlet,
orange and yellow. Taylitha worked harder than she ever had, harder
than she had for her own trophy.

She felt alive. Alive matching herself to
him, shedding sweat and swaying and thrusting in response to him.
They were linked, action and reaction, unable to move without
eliciting a countermove.

Hancock lunged into her next thrust, their
blades clinging. He pressed forward, locking the hilts together.
They were so close the swords buzzed their proximity warnings.
Taylitha's wrists trembled as she struggled to disengage, sweat
dripping down her face. Their eyes met.

His sword flicked to a filament-thin purple
and she tumbled forward. His hand shot out, wrapped around her
wrist, prevented her from falling. They staggered, almost falling.
Her pulse dashed against his sweat-slick thumb. Taylitha gulped.
"I…. wow, I’m not usually this clumsy."

"We've been here an hour, Commander," Hancock
said, and the rasp on his bass matched the flutter in hers. "And
you're surprised? We're both tired."

"I...an hour!"

"An hour," he agreed, the gentleness of his
voice at odds with the intensity of his gray-green gaze. "The most
enjoyable hour I've had in months."

"Me too," Taylitha said, trying to regain her
composure.

"Join me for dinner before the
Stardancer goes?"

"Commander—"

"Avram."

"Avram, I…," Taylitha gulped in a breath,
found herself speaking without planning the words: "I'd be
delighted."

"Excellent. Mark 18, say?"

"I'll be here."

He hadn't let go of her hand yet. "Thank you,
Commander."

"No, thank you," she said. "And...it's
Taylitha."

"Taylitha, then. I'll see you in a few
hours."

She left, her uniform over her shoulder and
her sword sheathed in its false scabbard. As she approached the
cargo bay, she found herself gripped with unease. Had she really
agreed to dinner with a man she barely knew? On the basis of a
bout? Granted, one of the finest she'd ever fought, but it still
seemed precipitous.

Taylitha repaired to the Stardancer
and read Alastar's report on the transfer while preparing to
shower. It took only a few minutes to summarize the proceedings for
the captain and send the mail off, freeing her to a shower long
enough for her thoughts to start chasing themselves in circles. The
door chime startled her out of the bathroom ten minutes later.
Tucking a towel around her body, Taylitha called, "Who is it?"

"C-Med Takara Lifeweave."

"Oh. Let her in, then."

The Stardancer’s Chief of Medical
stepped inside, took in Taylitha’s dishabille in one glance and
laughed. "I see I caught you just in time to help you primp for
your date tonight."

"My what?" Taylitha squeaked. "I'm not—"

"Not having dinner with the station admin
tonight? Oh come on, Taylitha, don't tell me the grapevine's that
severely flawed." She nodded toward the bathroom. “Why don’t you
finish drying off?”

“I...yes, of course.” Taylitha retreated to
the bathroom. "Snowhide, really, this isn't what it sounds
like…."

From the antechamber, Laelkii said, "Do you
deny you spent the afternoon bouting with him? And enjoying it! You
came back sweatier than a plow-horse, I heard."

Taylitha appeared at the door to her
bathroom, still wearing her appalled expression.



Laelkii canted her head. "You know, I came to
get the gossip. Now I'm beginning to think there’s something else
going on. What's wrong, arii?"

Taylitha pulled on a clean stretchsuit. "It's
not a romantic thing, Laelkii. We have a common interest which we
decided to share for an hour. I'm going to dinner with him to talk
about that common interest."

"That’s it?" Laelkii said with an arched
brow.

Taylitha looked away. "For An’s sake,
Laelkii, he's human."

"What does that have to do with anything?"
Laelkii asked. "I was expecting something like 'I've only known him
half a day' or even 'I'm not attracted to him', not 'he's not
Karaka’An.’"

"It has everything to do with it," Taylitha
said. She sat next to the other woman, toweling off her hair.
"I...I just couldn't. With a human. An, Snowhide, they made
us."

"Ah-ah-ah. They made our ancestors centuries
ago. Sun and stars, Taylitha, that was before space travel was even
common! It's not like humans are gods. They were just tinkering,
playing at it."

When Taylitha didn't respond, Laelkii's frown
grew more pronounced. "It can't be that simple, can it? You don't
honestly think of humans as superior to us just because centuries
ago a few of them knitted together their DNA strands with those of
a cat's, or a fox's, or a killer whale's for Sun's sake!"

Taylitha began to shiver. "No."

Laelkii sighed and put a hand on Taylitha’s
knee. “Talk to me. You're attracted to this man, are you?"

"Y-y-yes," Taylitha said. "What's wrong with
m-m-me?"

"You're upset," Laelkii's voice gentled.
"It's natural...don't worry about it. Just keep talking to me. Tell
me about the man."

"He's...handsome. For a h-human. There's a
lot-t-t going on behind his eyes." Laelkii nodded, ears tilted
forward. "He was funny, and articulate. And g-good with the sword.
I haven't met anyone better, Snowhide, and I've known a lot-t-t of
people." She swallowed. "While we were fighting, it was...like...I
was more alive. We moved like p-p-p...parts," she fought with the
word, "parts of a whole."

"Mmm," Laelkii said, then chuckled softly.
"Unusual for a man to make love to a woman first and then ask her
to dinner."

"Laelkii!"

"Do you deny that it was intimate? It sounds
it, and you're acting like it."

"I...yes. Y-yes!" Taylitha shuddered. "But
it's not right-t-t, Snowhide. We barely know one another, and he's
human!"

"I bet it's just the latter that's bothering
you, right. Try to imagine him as some other race. Asanii, maybe,
or even Karaka'An."

Taylitha closed her eyes, but matching a
Pelted's features to Avram's face proved difficult. Humanity was
too much a part of what defined him. "It's hard," she said.

"Then imagine the exact same situation, but
with a Pelted commander."

"That's not so bad," Taylitha admitted.

"So it's just that he's human."

"Oh, An," Taylitha whispered. "I'm a
racist!"

Laelkii shook her head. "Let's not go that
far. I've seen you working with races of all kinds, gengineered and
alien, without any problems whatsoever...including humans. You're
no xenophobe, Taylitha, or you wouldn't have passed the Fleet psych
evaluations. So let's stop that thought right there, agreed?"

"Then what-t's wrong with me?" Taylitha
asked, rubbing her arms. "He's a handsome man, and interesting,
funny. Why do I find...it...so frightening?"

" 'It' being continued intimacy, since you've
already shared some?" Laelkii shook her head. "I'm not sure. A
dinner sometimes is just a dinner, though. Particularly since we're
leaving soon after."

"Anything can happen," Taylitha murmured.

"Ah, ah--anything you consent to can happen.
Nothing more. This man sounds like a gentleman, so just go and
enjoy the evening as you would with any human friend."

"Any human friend," Taylitha repeated.

"Yes," Laelkii said firmly. “And now,
doctor's orders. Try to relax until it's time to go. A few hours'
rest is not going to hurt you or that stack of paperwork I'm sure
is waiting for you. Understood?"

"But I have so much to d--"

"Doctor's orders, Commander."

Taylitha sighed, then chuckled weakly. "Yes,
sir."

"Good." Laelkii smiled. “I’ll check up on you
later. You can tell me all about the nice conversation you had over
dinner.”

"All right,” Taylitha said, drawing in a deep
breath. “I’d like that. Thanks, Snowhide.”

“My pleasure, arii.”
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A few hours later, Taylitha checked the
collar of her black and midnight-blue uniform one last time. She'd
debated wearing something more casual, but decided it was better
not to give a false impression. She was visiting him, one
professional to another, to enjoy dinner discussing their mutual
enthusiasm, nothing more. She straightened the gold tassels hanging
from her rank badge and walked out of her quarters, resolute.

On station, a fox-pointed Seersan man met her
at the Pad and led her up a few decks, leaving her in front of a
door. Taylitha stared at it, standing in the empty corridors with
only the whisk of the air vent a few paces away to remind her of
where she was: on CENS-40. To visit the station commander. A very
nice man, for a human. One professional to another. She pressed the
door chime.

"Come in."

Taylitha walked in and stopped. The
flickering light of two candles provided the only illumination in
the tiny quarters, and her eyes needed a few moments to adjust and
take in the pleated white tablecloth, the porcelain plates, and the
reflections off the wine glasses. The yeasty scent of bread mingled
with the tangier aroma of tomato sauce and she swallowed hard.

Dressed in a loose blouse and dark pants,
Hancock grinned from the counter behind the table. "Have a seat,
Taylitha. I'm almost done prepping."

"I...this is too much!" She wanted to
flee--she who had run into fire-fights and flown into unmapped
asteroid belts.

"You gave me such an unalloyed pleasure this
afternoon, Taylitha. The least I can do is set you a fine
meal!"

"It smells good," Taylitha admitted.

He grinned. "It'll only be a few more
minutes. Make yourself at home."

Knowing she would fidget if she sat, Taylitha
drifted around the room. A small table nestled against the right
wall, a sofa against the left. Next to the kitchenette, there was a
door...she looked away, catching only a glimpse of a pillowcase in
the dark.

Forcing her eyes back to the sitting room,
Taylitha looked instead at the framed poster above the sofa and a
shiver ran her spine. She recognized the image--few people in the
Alliance wouldn't--but she also knew enough to estimate its cost.
The Opus posters had been reproduced so often that most surveys
listed the series as the most requested prints in the Alliance
Core. For all their popularity, they were simple images: on a matte
black background, a small gray figure of a man, arms raised as if
conducting, with an intricate DNA helix against the right margin
and a ghostly set of eyes just visible beside it. Which set
depended on the poster: Opus #1 had a vulpine's oval pupil in an
equally animal socket, for Joy, the prototype who would later
become the stock for the Seersa race; Opus #2 had a domestic cat's
slit pupil in a human's eye socket, for the Karaka'An, like
Taylitha.

Hancock didn't have any Opus poster, though,
but one remarqued in tasteful gold foil. The signature of Project
Homefront's Lead Scientist Joseph Shandlin had been reproduced in
the corner, next to a lock of hair. A limited edition--it could
have cost between one thousand fin and five depending on the hair.
One thousand fin comprised a substantial chunk of a station
administrator's pay, particularly with a billet this remote.

"Like the poster?"

"It's expensive," Taylitha said, blurting out
the first thing on her mind. Her ears flicked back in
mortification, but Hancock only chuckled.

"It was worth it."

"Whose hair is it?"

"It's a reproduction of Holly's." Hancock
placed a basket of steaming bread and a tray of butter on the
table. "I liked Holly's story."

"She led the Pelted off Earth in a
rebellion," Taylitha said, throat closing around the words. "She's
responsible for our repudiation of Earth."

"Amazing, isn't it?" Hancock said, seeming to
miss her rigid immobility. "What kind of courage that must have
taken! She never lifted a sword, but she was a warrior at heart."
He vanished into the kitchen and returned with a bowl of plump
tortellini, ladling generous portions into their dishes. A boat of
chunky red sauce arrived last, and Hancock popped the cork on a
bottle of pale wine. "Dinner is served."

"It smells delicious," Taylitha said
hoarsely.

"It should be. It’s my mother’s recipe. I had
it scanned twelve times just to get some variation into the
reproduction." He grinned and poured the wine, then sat. "Of
course, it's harder to eat from across the room."

Startled into motion, Taylitha took her seat
and unfolded her napkin guiltily. It did smell luscious. She
spooned some of the sauce onto her tortellini, then speared one
with her fork and tried it. Her ears perked. "What is this stuffed
with? It's wonderful!"

"Wildfood, cheese and mushrooms today, tastes
like."

"Wildfood? Mushrooms? Are you sure it's not
ambrosia?"

Hancock laughed. "Certain of it! I can mail
you the pattern if you promise not to report me for using the genie
for self-indulgent purposes."

"Done!" Taylitha said, and reached for the
wine.

They talked, the wine flowed, the tortellini
sped from their plates and were replaced with second helpings.
Hancock's views on the beauty of sword-fighting extended, as hers
did, into a kind of life philosophy. They liked the same books, and
for the same reasons. Enjoyed the same 3deos and movies, though
he'd heard of several obscure ones she hadn't. He'd never been to
Selnor, and she tried to paint him a picture of the Alliance's
capital world as seen through the eyes of a country bumpkin
colonist like herself; he told her stories about training in orbit
around Mars that had her laughing until her sides hurt.

Dessert was a cheesecake dribbled in caramel
and chocolate and black coffee to wash it down. Taylitha hardly
noticed that he brewed his pots strong enough to satisfy even her
tastes; she was too busy debating the similarities and merits of
the Harat-Shariin blade schools. She didn't even realize she'd
followed him to the couch, coffee mug in hand. "It might be easier
to learn for the students, but that makes it easier to learn for
the opposition, too. You could learn just one of the Academy’s
forms and the library of shared moves would allow someone with
knowledge of another to counter you."

Hancock chuckled. "True enough. But there are
Harat-Shariin schools that divert from the main body of Karentkeri
Academy's work. Consider Jezherel's school for light weapons."

"Jezherel's!" Taylitha rolled her eyes. "You
might as well toss the swords and tango. It's more like having sex
than sword-fighting."

He laughed. "Agreed! Agreed."

What began as a companionable silence grew
tense until Taylitha asked, "Do you know the Jezherel school?"

"Do you?" he replied.

Taylitha's ears reddened and she looked
away.

The couch creaked as Hancock stood. She put
her coffee on the end table and glanced up when he appeared from
the bedroom, two slender metal dirks in hand. She caught the one he
tossed her by reflex and stood, blood heating.

He inclined his head in the Harat-Shariin
manner and then...swayed to her. Taylitha parried the first tap by
rote and found herself drawn in by his sheer skill. Most people
learned the motions of the Jezherel school, but varying degrees of
disapproval over its lascivious air prevented them from ever fully
incorporating it into their repertoire.

Hancock had no such problems. A Harat-Shar
would have envied the sinuous movement of his body. In such a small
space, trading blows with short weapons, Taylitha had no choice but
to appreciate it from very close. Her mouth dried, but she didn't
pull away. As with variable holoblade, Jezherel's skillful
practitioners were very few.

Their blades met above their heads and
Hancock tilted his to trap their quillions together. Their bodies
met and his free hand slid around her back, and Taylitha's mouth
opened before she fully realized his intention--and hers!--and his
lips met her halfway.

She forgot the dirks, though she still held
hers trembling against his. Forgot the smoothness of his human skin
with his beard rubbing against her. Forgot everything but the
electricity of his chest against hers, his hip, his hand at the
base of her tail.

Forgot until they parted, and she saw his
face.

Taylitha jumped back, panting, one hand
outstretched. Her blade fell to the floor.

Hancock tossed his dirk onto the sofa.
"Taylitha?"

"Avram--Commander! This...no!"

"I didn't mean to push," he said quietly.

Taylitha bared her teeth and squeezed her
eyes closed, horrified to have broken the weave of the evening's
fine food and conversation. "I didn't mean to tease."

"Did I do something wrong?" He took her hand
by the fingertips, didn't move any closer. "You were willing."

And she had been...until she'd seen his
all-too-human face, and the unease of the afternoon had become a
revulsion she didn't know how to handle. "I'm...sorry, Avram. I
just...don't…," she bit her lip and forced herself to say it. "I
don't feel comfortable with humans. In that way."

He hesitated, and the corner of his mouth
fluttered, settling finally on a tiny, mirthless smile. "I see." He
brought her fingers to his mouth and kissed them, as chaste a
gesture as it would have been from any other member of the Alliance
Core. When he spoke again, his voice held distance and something
else--a tone that felt like a door closing. "I've had a wonderful
bout, First Commander, and a pleasant dinner. Thank you for
it."

She cleared her throat, unable to do more
than reply, "You're welcome," before escaping to the corridor
outside. She leaned on the bulkhead, catching her breath and
fighting the tremors that threatened to weaken her knees. Then,
wearing a calm as fragile as a porcelain mask, Taylitha returned to
her quarters on the Stardancer, locked the door, forbade any
incoming messages or visitors, and threw herself on the bed, fully
clothed.
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Taylitha watched the fog of the nebula recede
through the vast windows on the observation deck, shoulders tense.
She'd been sitting that way for an hour, and remained that way even
after hearing the scrape of another chair dragged to her side and
the creak of it accepting an occupant. The scent of mint revealed
her visitor's identity.

"I didn't make it," she said, when Laelkii
made no move to speak first. Taylitha's voice was tired, but she'd
had the night to consider the dinner disaster. "I tried very hard,
but I didn't say 'no' when I should have."

Laelkii said, “I take it things ended
badly.”

Taylitha sighed. “You could say that.”

The other woman nodded. "It takes some
strength to admit it was your mistake, but I can’t help but wonder
if that’s not guilt talking, arii."

"Maybe," Taylitha said. "But I don't think
so. I had ample opportunity to make my feelings known in a way that
would have been understood. Instead, I waited until after it had
gone too far, and my overreaction spoiled the whole thing."

One white hand lit on her arm. "Everyone
makes mistakes, Taylitha."

"Maybe," Taylitha said. Sighed. “Of course.
Of course they do. But...I really liked him, Laelkii.”

Laelkii squeezed her arm, stood. Taylitha
glanced after her as the older woman left, winding her way around
the tables and chairs on the observation deck. Then she returned
her attention to the nebula, straining for any sight of the
station. She thought she could see a spark of light in the fog, but
drawing away she realized it was only the highlight of her own eye,
reflected in the window.
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