
        
            
                
            
        

    
Catalyst
A Seraph Universe Novel
Sarah Hawke


Jade Fantasy



Catalyst


A Seraph Universe Novel

Published by Jade Fantasy

Copyright © 2024 Sarah Hawke

Cover by Tony Tzanoukakis

This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events portrayed in this novel are either fictitious or used fictitiously.

All rights reserved.

ISBN: -



Dedication


I want to offer a special thanks to all my wonderful supporters on Patreon, especially my super patrons Lamar, Romeo, Sean, and VanDerWaalz. Without your support, none of this would be possible!

Patreon Supporters

Alan, Blaine, Billy, Commissar, Cookieforfox, Draxas, DDoubleU, Direwolf, Hunter, Korfitz, James, Joe Johnson, John L., Jorge, Michael M, Rick, Ryan, Strangeluck, Steve, Tom W, Wes, Will B, and Will J.


Newsletter


Sarah finally has a newsletter! Make sure you never miss a new release by signing up at:

www.sarahhawke.com/newsletter






Recap
The Story so Far...


Incursion

The war started with a mystery. While exploring the Stygian Drift, Kaldor Zeris and his commanding officer on the Stormrider, Captain Jarod Ellis, discovered a Pact shuttle seemingly ambushed by the Yarasi. Such an attack could easily escalate into a long-anticipated war between two of the Cluster’s great powers, but Kal quickly learned that a third party was responsible: the Dowd, a genocidal race of faceless aliens believed extinct for two hundred years. The aliens were attempting to manipulate the Pact and Yarasi into fighting a war that would leave both empires in ruin.

To continue his investigation, Kal joined forces with a young “jenny” (genetically-engineered) ensign named Miranda Pierce, as well as his long-time girlfriend Ash, a half-Kreen bounty huntress with the ability to psychically read objects. Together, they learned that the Dowd weren’t acting alone. The aliens were being controlled by a group of human-supremacists within the Dominion—the Rividian Column—who wished to see the other great powers destroyed so that humanity could rule the Cluster uncontested.

Insurrection

Kal and his girls attempted to explore the roots of the Rividian Column. He teamed up with Velarys, a Yarasi survivor of a Dowd attack, in an attempt to convince her government not to start a war with the Pact until they had more information.

Their search eventually led them back to Kal’s home of Nirivarr, where the Column had built a secret facility to help their Dowd minions develop psionic abilities of their own. As Kal and the girls tried to escape, the Dowd fleet was finally forced to reveal itself. With their plan to start a war between the powers in shambles, the Column adopted a new strategy: they would have the Dowd attack them directly instead.

Invasion

The next book saw Kal travel to Kenabrius, a neutral station in the Borderlands where the great powers of the Cluster would meet to discuss matters of diplomacy and trade. While he attempted to convince them of the true nature of the Dowd threat, he and his companions were hunted by Column assassins—specifically Leenam, Ash’s brother, who had been telepathically indoctrinated to hate aliens, even himself.

Kal and the girls tracked the Column all the way to the Dominion mothership, where they exposed a hidden surveillance outpost. They also learned that the Column had seemingly achieved the impossible by building a jump gate capable of sending ships between the Tartarus Cluster and the rest of the galaxy. In theory, it could allow the lost fleet to reconnect with the greater Dominion it left behind two centuries earlier.

Captain Ellis took the Stormrider and a small Dominion task force into the Drift to locate this jump gate. They were joined by a Yarasi captain, Prelach Kithra, who made it clear her people will not allow the Dominion to use the jump gate as a means of bringing reinforcements into the Cluster. But when they arrived at the gate, they were attacked by a Column superdreadnought, the Fist of the Seraph. In a last-ditch effort, Kal sent the Stormrider crashing into the jump gate to destroy it.

Renegade

With Captain Ellis dead and the Stormrider destroyed, Kal was given a command of his own, the Renegade. The ship had a mixed crew of Dominion, Pact, and Yarasi forces, and its mission was to engage the Dowd fleet which had been launching attacks across Pact space in an attempt to destabilize the government.

Meanwhile, Ash embarked on a solo mission to find her brother Leenam, and save him from the Column. And within the ranks of the Column, a genetically engineered super psychic named Malura attempted to keep the Dowd in check. But the aliens broke their leash, and focused on their true goal: the destruction of Exodus, the Sillibar homeworld, to complete the genocidal rampage they began two centuries earlier.

Kal and the Renegade reached Exodus just as the Dowd armada arrived. While the planet was destroyed, most of the Sillibar were able to escape on transports just in time.


Dramatis Personae


Crew of the Renegade

Commander Kaldor "Kal" Zeris: human male, commanding officer

Lieutenant Commander Velarys: Yarasi female, first officer

Lieutenant Miranda Pierce: human female, operations officer

Lieutenant Olshenko: human male, tactical officer

Lieutenant Vrisk: Kali male, chief engineer

Ensign Mesko: human male, coms officer

Ensign Reyes: human male, helm officer

Independent Forces

Leenam Telaar: half-Kreen, half-human male

Malura: human female

Nashira "Ash" Telaar: half-Kreen, half-human female

Astra: Neyris female

Nyxe: Velothi female

Saleya: Velothi female


Prologue
Malura


“The last of her memories have been uploaded. Let’s get this over with.”

Malura, Shadow of the Seraph, looked straight into the abyss. Not of the vast oceans of this aquatic planet, nor that of the infinite canopy of stars above. The abyss looming in front of her was even more silent and terrifying.

Oblivion.

The medical table she was fastened to began to tilt backward, and her face pulled away from the crystalline plate which had been blinding her for what seemed like an eternity. Memory extractions were always thorough, especially when a Shadow was involved. Typically, they were only necessary when one of her sisters had been so grievously wounded she couldn’t continue her service to the Master. But on a few rare occasions, extractions had been necessary to retrieve the complete memories of a Shadow who had failed in her duties rather than been crippled by them.

“Such a hassle,” one of the technicians said from somewhere in the back of the small lab. “The program is a waste of resources and we all know it. Why not shut the whole thing down now?”

“Because it’s still the best we have, at least for now,” another voice, male, put in from behind one of the many opaque holographic terminals. “The powers of the Gen-63s aren’t completely predictable, and they still take a decade to mature.”

“But they also work correctly,” the first tech countered. “What’s the failure rate on these now? Ten percent?”

“Hard to say. Just keep her still, would you?”

The telekinetic grip on Malura’s body tightened, adding to the pressure of the bands holding her arms and legs to the table. It was completely unnecessary, of course. She was the one who had come here of her own volition—she was the one who had willingly submitted herself to the Master’s judgment. He had trusted her to carry out his will while he was away, and she had failed.

“Integrity check looks good,” the male tech said. “We can implant the memories whenever the new base is ready.”

“Might be a few weeks,” the female told him. “The templates need a bit more time in the oven.”

Malura tried to swallow the bitter bile rising in her throat. She was supposed to be more than a Shadow of the Seraph, more than simply another clone with a distinct but limited skill set. She was supposed to be the culmination of years of research and field tests, the perfect synthesis of genetic engineering and raw psionic might. A perfect avatar to help usher in the New Dominion.

Instead, she had failed. Their plans had been exposed. The jump gate in the Drift had been destroyed. And now, the monsters they had created had broken free. The Dowd incursion had been meant to cripple the Pact and the Yarasi in order to ensure humanity’s conquest of the Cluster. But after destroying Exodus and fulfilling their ancient grudge against the Sillibar, the Exarch and his forces had turned their wrath upon the Dominion instead. Someone had to pay for this failure.

And that someone was her.

She looked up as the metallic arm holding the psionic headband pulled away only to be replaced by another one holding a respirator. It lowered the mask down to cover her nose and mouth, then compressed to form a tight seal.

“Do you really think it’s worth keeping the body?” the female said. “Have they ever provided value?”

“Not that I recall,” the male responded. “But protocol is protocol.”

There was a soft click somewhere in the lab, followed by a hiss as gas was pumped through the mask. A few breaths is all it would take for the toxins to paralyze and preserve Malura’s body, and a few more would send her spiraling into eternal darkness. Yet despite the fact that she had brought herself here—despite the fact she knew she deserved to be deactivated—she found herself holding her breath. She could hear her pulse pounding in her ears, and her muscles tensed as she pushed against her restraints…

Just breathe and it will all be over, Malura told herself. No more guilt. No more failure. I will die, and another will take my place. I am not special. I am not unique. I am nothing more than a shadow of the Seraph, easily forgotten and instantly replaced.

She clenched her teeth. A spike of adrenaline shot through her, and her eyes began to dart around the lab. The holographic privacy screens surrounding her table made it nearly impossible to see anything beyond, but she knew that the techs were only a few meters away. They could still stop this.

“Come on, breathe it in,” the female technician prompted impatiently. “Why bother making this take longer than it needs to?”

Malura could see the shadowy silhouette of the woman behind the consoles. But there was no sympathy, no compassion, just disgust at a tool which was no longer working.

“Hold her tight,” the male said. “She’s not the first one to panic. Sometimes they—”

His voice was drowned out by a loud rumble, and the medical table beneath Malura shook as if a low-grade earthquake had struck the facility. She continued holding her breath as her chest started to mercilessly burn, wondering if her oxygen-starved brain was imagining all of this. But then she heard an alarm muted by the privacy screens…and she knew it was all real.

“What the hell was that?” the female called out.

“I-I don’t know,” the male replied. “There’s a power surge. Switching to auxiliary sys—”

The second rumble was louder, longer, and closer than the first. The lights flickered, and the holographic privacy screens completely vanished, giving Malura a full, unobstructed view of the entire lab around her. But before the tremor stopped rattling the lab, the room went dark…

And then exploded.

The force of the blast slammed into the medical table and flipped it over, tearing the respirator from Malura’s face and smashing her body against the floor. Her ears rang, her vision went black, and the weight of the steel slab threatened to crush her. She tried to concentrate and use her powers, but she couldn’t focus…until she heard the staccato whine of disruptor fire.

Dowd.

She had no idea how the faceless monsters had discovered this lab or what they possibly wanted here, but the sound of their weapons was like a clarion call to action in her mind. Her pulse steadied, her thoughts focused, and she psionically triggered a rush of adrenaline into her muscles, giving her right arm the strength to rip free of the damaged restraints holding her in place. Her brilliant blue psi-blade blazed into existence, and with a quick series of slashes, the rest of her limbs were free.

Malura rose to her feet, the glowing remnants of the melted steel table falling aside. The lights in the lab were still out, but her psi-blade cast enough illumination to see the respirator and hose slithering about the floor like a snake before the gas abruptly cut off. The explosive shockwave had blasted the door apart and utterly destroyed most of the equipment. There was virtually nothing left of the male tech who had been near the entrance other than smears of blood and viscera. The female’s body was intact but so riddled with shrapnel it was barely recognizable.

More shots were fired elsewhere in the facility, and Malura could hear the slightly lower-pitched bursts of pulsefire in response. The guards were fighting back…

Leaping over the debris and rubble, Malura stormed out of the lab and into the long corridor beyond. The smoke was so thick it was difficult to breathe, and the ceiling and walls had buckled inward in numerous places, making it nearly impossible to breathe. But while the full psychometamorphic abilities of the Sevens hadn’t been incorporated into her power matrix, Malura thankfully still possessed the ability to transform her organs so that she could thrive in any environment. Her eyes and lungs both slowly adapted as she continued to move, and by the time she had squeezed through the debris and crumpled metal, the smoke was no longer an impediment.

But the Dowd were. Two of the monsters, both soldiers, were combing through an adjacent corridor just ahead. They “saw” her coming, thanks to their bizarre echolocation abilities, and they both turned and fired the moment she spun around the corner twenty meters from their position. Malura dropped to the floor as the yellow-green disruptor blasts streaked past her and disintegrated a section of the wall, and she knew she only had a fraction of a second to make her move before they adjusted their aim and vaporized her. For a normal soldier, being caught in such a perilous position would have been a death sentence.

For a Shadow of the Seraph, it was no trouble at all. Rather than hopping upright, Malura unleashed a burst of telekinetic energy and sent a massive hunk of debris flying toward them. The concrete slab exploded in a cloud of white dust as the enemy’s weapons struck it instead of her, buying her the precious time she needed to close the distance between them in an adrenaline-fueled rush.

Her psi-blade sliced through the first Dowd’s armor like a laser scalpel, cleaving its vile alien body in half. The second desperately twisted its rifle to try and blast her, but she thrust out her free hand and slammed the alien with enough telekinetic force to hurl it against the wall and shatter every bone in its disgusting body.

But there were more. Malura continued forward past the smoke, maneuvering through the darkened corridors of the base even as the sounds of shooting stopped and the alarm systems cut out. Once she reached the facility’s central hub—a pentagonal command center with doors to the other laboratory wings—she finally spotted the bodies of the Column guards and security mechs before they’d been gunned down. A massive but shockingly precise hole in the ceiling revealed the Dowd’s entry point, and she could hear the low-pitched roar of thrusters outside. There must have been an assault shuttle still hovering somewhere above, likely close enough to cover the opening in fire if necessary.

Malura had no idea how an incoming vessel could have possibly bypassed the facility’s sensor grid, but she pushed that thought aside as she crouched behind a shattered door and searched the area for enemies. Even her psionically sharpened vision didn’t spot anything through the smoke, and the continuous roar of the shuttle’s engines above made it impossible for her to hear anything. Thankfully, she had another far more accurate sense she could rely upon.

Stretching out with her telepathy, she probed the central hub as well as the adjoining corridors. Separating Dowd units into distinct minds was often difficult, given the combination of their alien thoughts and ability to operate with almost insect-like coordination. But she’d had enough experience with the Exarch and his Hive on the Fist of the Seraph to get something of a baseline, and she estimated there were anywhere from ten to fifteen of the aliens still here on the facility.

Including one that was nearly on top of her.

Like a fantastical creature of mist and shadow, the Dowd appeared out of seemingly nowhere directly behind her. Malura ducked a split second before a psi-blade blazed into existence and slashed at her neck. The blade scorched into the wall she had been using as cover, then hacked straight downward as the alien attempted to cut her in half.

But Malura was already moving. She rolled hard to her right, then popped back up and tried to jab her own blade through the alien’s face. Unfortunately, the alien was ready—it raised its weapon to block, and the two brilliant beams of raw psionic energy sparked and hissed in a clash that was as much about raw physical strength as mental might.

The Dowd assassins—Voidshifters, the Column trainers had dubbed them—may have been the scariest of all the monsters they’d created. With short-range psychoportation as well as a metapsionic “cloak” that made them practically invisible, the Voidshifters were deadly, fierce, and utterly remorseless.

But they were still aliens. And for that reason alone, they were no match for a Shadow of the Seraph.

Screaming through her teeth, half-blinded by the brilliant flare of the crossed swords in front of her, Malura allowed the Voidshifter to gain the upper hand in their clash. Its blade pushed so close to her face she could feel the heat singing her flesh, and when she abruptly lowered her left hand and abandoned her double grip, it took the bait and pressed forward. As its balance shifted, she conjured a second, smaller psi-blade in her free hand…and drove it straight through the alien’s gut.

The alien’s psi-blade sputtered out like a welding torch with a clamped fuel line, and Malura knew she could have finished it off with a single twist of her weapon. But instead, she seized the opportunity to press into its weakened mind in search of the only answer she cared about.

What were the Dowd looking for?

The creature’s alien thoughts were barely decipherable even to her, someone who had spent far too much time with their Exarch. But the truth was in there, concealed behind the fog of alien motivations.

The Dowd were planning a new offensive—a massive one with all their remaining forces aimed at the very heart of humanity. She saw the Dominion’s fleets burning in space, the Golden Worlds hollow and lifeless, and the Dowd swarms triumphant. Once human infestation had been cleansed, the Chorus of the Void would be the only song in the galaxy. Especially after…

Malura’s breath caught in her throat as she finally twisted her blade and melted the Dowd’s innards. The alien corpse landed at her feet with a drowned-out thump, and she forced herself to swallow and think.

The Catalyst. The Dowd had come here for the Catalyst.

The weapon wasn’t in this base, thank the Seraph, but Malura had no idea how the alien monsters had learned about it. Only a precious few in the Column knew of its existence; fewer still knew its location. But just like their superdreadnought, the Fist of the Seraph, and their now ruined jump gate in the Drift, the Catalyst was one of the three pillars of the Column’s insurrection against the Old Dominion. If the Dowd were able to destroy it—or worse, if they figured out how to use it…

Malura grimaced. Of all the technology, ships, and weapons in their arsenal, the Catalyst was the one device that could change everything. With its power, the Dowd could cripple the Dominion. They could finally avenge their defeat during the last war…and in doing so, they could transform humanity into another dying race like the Sillibar.

Retracting her psi-blades, Malura peered through the smoke and the hole in the ceiling. No matter her personal failures, no matter her recent defeats, she had to stop the Dowd from finding the Catalyst. She was a Shadow of a Seraph, a template of humanity’s future.

And she would not allow the Dominion to fall into ruin before the Master could save it.


1
Astral War


“Astral shift in ninety seconds, sir.”

Lieutenant Pierce’s crisp voice shattered the tense silence of the Renegade’s bridge. I was thankful for the unbidden announcement—I had been resisting the urge to ask for another update, since I’d already done so twice in the past ten minutes. I could have simply called up the projection on my own display, but Captain Elllis had never done that when he’d been in charge. Anxiously watching a countdown timer wasn’t much better than pestering your officers for updates. Dominion ship captains were supposed to exude an aura of patience, no matter how grave the situation.

And the situation was definitely grave.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” I replied.

Miranda’s new rank still sounded odd to my ears, but the extra pips on her insignia patch looked good, and it wasn’t as if she hadn’t earned the promotion ten times over. Frankly, everyone on this ship had. We had seen more combat in the past four months fighting the Dowd than any other Dominion crew in two centuries, from small skirmishes and huge fleet battles to the destruction of an entire planet.

Seraph willing, we would arrive in time to save another world from that same fate.

I leaned up in my seat, hoping the movement would help unroll my stomach. It didn’t, but the com light on my chair began to flash a moment later, drawing my attention instead.

“Bridge, Hangar,” Lieutenant “Stormstrike” Mishiko said when I opened the channel. “Harpies are prepped and standing by, sir. We can launch the moment we complete our shift.”

My smile widened despite myself. Dominion fleet officers may have been known for their patience, but Wings of the Seraph were not.

“We have no idea what we’re flying into,” I said. “I want you and Lasher to hang tight until we have a sitrep.”

“Understood, sir,” Stormstrike replied, sounding only moderately disappointed. “We’ll be ready.”

After closing the com, I looked at my executive officer sitting directly to my left. As always, Velarys was a beacon of poise. Her long legs were casually crossed, and her luminescent blue-violet eyes were fastened on the flickering crimson mists outside the viewport.

“Sense anything?” I asked.

“I am not a mystic,” she replied matter-of-factly.

“Maybe not, but I still appreciate your intuition.”

Velarys continued staring off into nothing for a few more moments before she turned to me. “I have little to add,” she said solemnly. “But we should prepare ourselves for the worst. I anticipate that the situation here will be similar to other worlds the Dowd have raided.”

I nodded grimly. She was right, obviously. That was the whole reason everyone was so tense. Two months had passed since the destruction of Exodus and the second attempted genocide of the Sillibar race, and it had now been a full six weeks since the Dowd had largely abandoned their attacks in Pact space and focused on Dominion targets instead. While they hadn’t struck any of the Golden Worlds yet, they had gone after numerous border colonies and outlying systems with minimal defenses. It was the exact strategy they had used on the other empires of the Cluster, and it was proving just as effective.

The infestation must be cleansed, the voice of the Dowd leader had screamed into my head. And then, the reckoning of the Void.

The Dowd had also forced images into my head—images of Dominion starships and the Golden Worlds burning. Two hundred years ago, the Expansionary Fleet had arrived in the Cluster just in time to destroy them, and their grudge against humanity had been festering all that time. After destroying the Sillibar, they intended to destroy us.

And the idiot insurrectionists of the Rividian Column had willingly unleashed them upon the galaxy.

“Thirty seconds, sir,” Miranda reported.

“Activate the cloak,” I ordered. “Get as much power to the scanners as you can. I want to identify all potential threats as quickly as possible.”

At my order, Velarys touched the capacitor crystal on the armrest of her seat and mentally activated the Yarasi cloaking device. While it wasn’t of much use here in astral space, I had no intention of popping out of the bushes in full view of a potential enemy fleet if I could avoid it.

As the lights on the bridge dimmed, Miranda touched her own crystal in preparation to boost the Renegade’s scanners by letting the ship draw upon her own mental might. The cloak didn’t leave us blind, but it did drastically reduce our active scanning range. She had made it a personal project to compensate for that vulnerability as much as possible, and as usual, she’d done an amazing job. I wouldn’t have been shocked if she could rewrite the laws of thermodynamics if she put that jenny brain of hers to the task.

And thank the Seraph for that, because we were going to need every advantage we could get.

Ever since the Dominion had settled here in the Cluster and discovered another species with psionic abilities, military strategists had dreaded—and warned against—a war between astral powers. Unlike vessels with conventional hyperdrives, ships traveling through astral space could strike anywhere and everywhere with no warning whatsoever. And given the vast distances between worlds, it was virtually impossible to muster reinforcements quickly enough to realistically defend against a surprise attack. A planet’s static defenses needed to be strong enough to indefinitely hold out against an entire enemy fleet, which simply wasn’t realistic for most systems.

Captain Ellis had explained the various theories to me while he’d been slowly and subtly grooming me for this role. Most strategists believed that an astral war would result in both sides committing nearly all their forces to defense, and had the Dominion ever gone to war with the Yarasi, that was precisely what would have happened. Everyone would have been so terrified to leave worlds defenseless that it would be difficult to actually muster a sizable enough offensive force to take any territory, thus resulting in a bizarre stalemate. But from the very start of this conflict, the Dowd’s greatest advantage was that they didn’t seem to have any territory to defend. It had taken an enormous effort on our part to discover one of their bases, and we still had no idea where their fleets and ships were being built or repaired, let alone where they were acquiring the raw materials and resources to fuel their war effort.

There were those among the Admiralty who believed that the Dowd would soon reach their logistical limits, that if the Column was no longer supplying their efforts, they couldn’t possibly sustain a war for long. But we still knew so little about their technology and capabilities that it seemed foolish to plan on them running out of steam when they might not have needed it in the first place.

“Five seconds,” Reyes announced from the helm. “Four, three, two, one…shift.”

The viewport flashed, and flickering crimson mists were replaced by the black, glittering void of normal space. On the far left side of the screen was a tiny but rapidly growing planet—Osepheron, a relatively new alien colony established a decade earlier. Otherwise, the screen was almost entirely black until the scanners adjusted to magnify distant objects as well as populate the overlay with a stream of data.

But I didn’t need to wait and read any of that data to know what had happened here. The blazing trails of orange and black in Osepheron’s normally green atmosphere were all the evidence I needed to know that we were too late.

“Report,” I said, setting my jaw.

“The colony’s defenses have all been damaged or destroyed, sir,” Miranda said, voice strained from concentration. “The orbital defense platform has been crippled, and I can’t find any trace of the shield generators aside from wreckage. I’m also detecting significant debris in multiple defense grids. At least two dozen ships, mostly local defense craft.”

“What about the Zadaris?”

There was the slightest pause before the screen focused and magnified a distant sector not far from the planet. The once-mighty Conquest-class cruiser was little more than a burned-out, skeletal husk surrounded by a field of debris.

“No life signs or power readings,” she went on.

I clenched my hand into a fist. “Any survivors on the colony?”

“None that I can detect from here, sir, not with the cloak still active. But judging by the extent of the bombardment…”

Miranda didn’t need to finish. During their four-month rampage across the Cluster, the Dowd had demonstrated time and again that they had no regard for civilian targets. They simply took what they wanted, destroyed anyone and everything in their path, and then moved on.

And despite the Dominion’s vast fleet and legions of highly trained soldiers—despite our astral drives and advanced psionic technology—we hadn’t proven any more able to defend ourselves than the Pact.

Not yet, anyway.

“Shit,” Olshenko hissed from his console near the rear of the bridge. “We can’t let them get away with this!”

“We’re not going to,” I said, examining the readouts on the overlay. “Because they’re still here.”

I could feel the eyes of everyone upon me as I rose to my feet and stepped closer to the screen. The scans were clear—there were no traces of any hostile forces, nor any signs that they’d left recently. In fact, the decay of the various energy signatures suggested that the enemy had been gone for an hour already, if not more.

But I knew better.

“You believe they’re waiting in the debris again?” Velarys asked.

“It worked for them on Betros,” I said. “Destroyed three more rescue ships before the third wave of reinforcements arrived.”

“I might be able to flush them out if we get closer,” Miranda suggested. “Or we could drop the cloak.”

Olshenko snorted. “They’d come after us in a heartbeat.”

“Which is why that’s exactly what we’re going to do,” I said, chewing at my lip as I studied the screen. It was difficult not to focus on the burning colony…or to think about the thousands of people who’d been vaporized when the planetary defenses had crumbled. They had likely been bunkering in their homes for hours, praying that their outmatched garrison would somehow prevail…and hoping that the Dominion would somehow be able to send reinforcements in time.

And then, as their shields collapsed and the bombs began turning their carefully terraformed atmosphere into flame, they’d spent their last few minutes huddled in terror.

“Give me a magnification of grids thirteen, nineteen, and twenty-four,” I said.

The overlay shifted, displaying three squares on the right-side of the screen with the grids I’d mentioned. All three were littered with debris from the battle—enough to easily conceal a Dowd swarm ship at this range, especially while our scanners were limited by the cloak.

“Nineteen,” I murmured, stroking my chin. “That would put them in the best position to ambush anyone moving toward the damaged orbital platform.”

“I agree,” Miranda said. “If they’re still here, that’s where they’ll be hiding.”

I nodded. It was almost too obvious, which meant that the Dowd could have been setting a trap. One of the most difficult elements of fighting an enigmatic foe was that it was difficult to put yourself in their position. Alien thoughts, alien logic, alien tactics.

But I had a great many hours studying Captain Ellis’s battle recordings from the last war, and more importantly, I had more real experience fighting these bastards than anyone in the fleet. They acted like hunters more than soldiers. It made them uniquely fearsome, but also susceptible to bait.

“Should we wait for reinforcements, Commander?” Velarys asked. “Two Valkyrie squadrons are en route. They will arrive in six hours.”

I glanced down at the tac-holo. Six hours was enormously generous, given the average response time of the chronically undermanned and underfunded Darnasta garrison. And since the Valkyries would already be in astral space, we had no means of confirming their ETA until they dropped out to signal us once they entered the sector.

Nevertheless, standard Dominion military doctrine in this situation was clear. Without knowing how many ships were out there waiting for us, we should wait to engage until the cavalry arrived. The colony was destroyed, and the odds of finding survivors on the planet or any of the wreckage were low.

But not zero.

“If there are any survivors left out there, they won’t last much longer,” I said. “We’re going in.”

I could feel the anticipation from every one of my officers as I returned to my seat. Dominion brass wouldn’t be convinced by such an argument, given the risks of an engagement here, but my crew would. All that time spent behind enemy lines had made us close. I trusted them implicitly, and after we’d miraculously survived the battle of Exodus, I had no doubt that they would follow me into hell and back again.

“Judging from the state of the colony base, it is highly unlikely that anyone is still alive,” Velarys said. “There could be multiple swarm ships hiding in the wreckage.”

I smiled tightly. Despite the comment, I knew that Velarys still agreed with my decision. Her people prioritized saving lives—especially civilian ones—over military objectives, sometimes to a fault. But her willingness to voice concerns and sometimes outright challenge me were among the many reasons she had been such an effective XO these past four months.

“I’m aware of the risks,” I told her. “But we’ll be ready.”

“Even if they are equipped with psi-disruptor weapons?”

I grimaced. That, more than anything, was the real question here. Given the extent of the devastation surrounding us—and the fact our sensors had yet to detect any wreckage from destroyed Dowd vessels—suggested that the enemy had used their mysterious weapon to disable the defenders. And if they had, there was nothing stopping them from using it against the Renegade.

Even two months later, I could remember the moment the Dowd had first used the weapon on us with perfect clarity. Amidst our desperate counter assault during the Battle of Exodus, the enemy dreadnought had completely disabled the Renegade and our two Valkyries with a single strike. Both fighters had been destroyed, and the only reason we had survived was because they had wanted to board the ship and steal the Yarasi cloaking device for themselves.

“Neither the Zadaris nor any of the other defense ships here were equipped with the latest countermeasures,” Miranda put in.

“Countermeasures which have not been tested,” Velarys pointed out.

“No, but Vrisk thinks they should reduce the effect of the weapon significantly, if not block the dampening effect outright,” I reminded everyone. “There’s no better time to test them.”

Velarys looked at me for another moment, then nodded. As usual, she had done her duty and voiced the concerns of the crew. But now that I’d made my decision, the time for questions was over.

I flicked on my com. “Hangar; Bridge.”

“Stormstrike here, sir,” Lieutenant Mishiko replied crisply. “Want us to start our search?”

“Negative—I want you ready to engage. We have some old friends hiding in the bushes, and we’re going to flush them out for you.”

I had no trouble imagining the wolfish smile on the young woman’s lips. As part of the first generation of jenny pilots bred and trained to fly Harpies—sleeker, faster, stealth-shielded fighters—she wasn’t the type to shy away from a hunt. Neither was her wingman, Lasher.

“Sounds like my kind of afternoon, sir,” she said.

“Prepare to launch,” I said. “Stay in our sensor shadow until I give the signal, then break off and hide in that debris cloud in grid eighteen. We’ll drag them right into your sights if we can.”

“Understood, Commander. We’ll be ready.”

I closed the com, then glanced at Velarys. “Drop the cloak.”

The Yarasi’s glowing eyes narrowed as she placed her hand on the capacitor crystal embedded in the arm of her chair. “Deactivating the cloaking device…now.”

The lighting on the bridge brightened twenty percent, and the Renegade became fully visible to sensors again. There were no signs of movement in the debris fields yet, but it was only a matter of time.

“Shields up,” I said, marking waypoints on my console display with a finger. “Weapons to full power. Helm, bring us to grid nineteen via the following trajectory. One quarter sublight.”

“Course laid in, sir,” Reyes confirmed. “One quarter sublight.”

An overlay flashed across the tac-holo, showing our projected course and the time to reach our destination. The displays on the corners of the viewscreen also updated with new readings—our sensor range and accuracy had both increased dramatically the moment we had decloaked.

“Harpies, launch in twenty seconds,” I said, keying in the orders. “Ops, do whatever you can to peek through the debris—we might get lucky and spot them before they pounce.”

“Yes, sir,” Miranda said, visibly bracing herself before she connected to the ship again. She placed her hand atop her own capacitor crystal, then nodded. “Increasing power to the scanners now.”

I watched the readouts as we drew closer, resisting the urge to stand again. It was unlikely that we’d spot them, and unlikelier still that they would attack early. The Dowd of the past had been aggressive to the point of recklessness, but their tactics had changed enormously in the past few months. They were getting more cunning and more patient, especially since they had started launching attacks here in Dominion space. I wondered how much of that had to do with the fact we had destroyed the jump gate in the Drift and cut off their reinforcements. Or perhaps it was simply a byproduct of their apparent separation from the Column.

Whatever the case, we couldn’t count on them being reckless. But I remained confident that they’d still take the bait.

“Harpies have launched, sir,” Olshenko reported. “They’re lurking in our drive shadow.”

“Good,” I said, squinting at the tac-holo. Even if I was wrong about where the Dowd were hiding, they shouldn’t have been able to spot the Harpies. Their sensor-stealthed hulls may not have been as good as a full Yarasi cloaking device, but it wasn’t as if the Dowd had eyes to look out a window. Frankly, the small black fighters were virtually impossible to see anyway.

I gave the pilots an internal count of thirty seconds before I sent the order from them to break off. Our own sensors had trouble tracking them after a few moments, but that was all right. Stormstrike and Lasher knew what they were doing.

“Waypoint two reached,” Reyes announced. “Moving to waypoint three.”

Miranda’s brow creased. “Still nothing on scanners. If they’re hiding, they’re doing a damn good job of it.”

“The Dowd have demonstrated a remarkable ability to avoid sensors and jam transmissions,” Velarys said. “They may still be lurking.”

Placing my hand on my own capacitor, I did my best to project an aura of calm as I stared out the viewport and watched the tiny pieces of debris float past. Even if I was wrong about them still being here, it was still worth the effort. And seeing all the devastation they’d wrought up close made my blood boil in anger…

“Enemy contacts!” Olshenko warned. “Bearing oh-six-nine mark one-five-four.”

I spotted them on the viewer a fraction of a second after the red blips appeared on the tac-holo. Two of the sleek, bug-shaped swarm ships surged out from behind the wreckage of a huge cargo freighter, their forward sections glowing a malevolent yellow as their disruptor cannons locked on.

Two greenish-yellow bursts of energy hammered into our forward shields, and I immediately felt the drain of the Renegade’s psionic core through my capacitor crystal. The ship’s thirst for power started as an uncomfortable prickle in the back of my mind, then quickly transformed into painful, needle-like stabs deep inside my skull.

But then the attack was over, and the pain faded away.

Reyes had thrown us into an evasive spiral like we’d planned, and the Renegade’s sub-light thrusters cranked to full power as the swarm ships locked in their pursuit.

“Shields at eighty-percent!” Olshenko said. “Minor damage to the forward scanners.”

“Return fire,” I replied. “Keep them focused on us.”

The Renegade’s dorsal and ventral cannons swiveled to unleash a salvo of blue-white energy as we veered away. They weren’t nearly as powerful as the primary cannons, but the psionic bolts were more than deadly enough to convince the Dowd to strengthen their forward shields as they pursued.

“Enemy shields are holding,” Olshenko said. “Incoming!”

I clenched my teeth as the Dowd pounded us with another salvo. Fire flashed inside my skull again, and if the enemy had scored multiple direct hits, they may very well have punched through. But Reyes had become a hell of a combat pilot, and his quick maneuvers kept the enemy from scoring more than glancing blows. Once again, our shields held.

“Where are those Harpies?” Ensign Mesko blurted out in frustration from coms. “We can’t keep this up forever.”

“Just give them another moment,” I said, plotting out several contingencies as I studied the tac-holo. We had taken on multiple swarm ships before, though usually with the element of surprise. If we got locked in a true dogfight, we’d have to be careful not to let both of them get a bead on us at the same time so the shields could regenerate…

“Enemy weapons recharged,” Olshenko said. “They’re firing!”

I braced myself for yet another barrage…but it never came. A split second before the swarmers unleashed a volley with their disruptors, two new signals appeared on the tac-holo.

Not the Harpies themselves, but the torpedoes they had already fired.

The swarmers had no chance of avoiding or jamming the explosives in time, and with their shields focused forward to deflect our fire, they were completely exposed. Two massive detonations filled the rear-view overlay on the screen, and both swarmers broke off their pursuit.

“Direct hit on both ships,” Olshenko announced, and I could hear the smile in his voice. “Significant damage to their sublight engines and maneuvering thrusters. They’re attempting to lock onto the Harpies.”

“Good luck with that,” I said, pulling myself fully upright in the chair and selecting one of the swarm ships on my display. “Helm, bring us about. Focus on the primary target and have the Harpies deal with the other.”

“Yes, sir,” Reyes said, getting his own wolfish grin as he shunted power to the maneuvering thrusters. “Bringing us about.”

With their ambush thwarted, the swarm ships had begun to aggressively separate, likely to ensure that at least one of them could shift to astral space and disengage if necessary. But I had no intention of letting either of them escape.

Or in taking them alive.

“Psi-cannons locked, sir,” Olshenko said.

I smiled. “Fire.”

The Renegade’s forward weapons splashed across the swarmer’s shields three times before punching through and burning a nasty scorch across its dorsal side, then another across its ventral while it desperately tried to roll away.

“They are shifting power to their astral drive,” Miranda warned. “They’re going to try to shift.”

“Overtake them, Ensign,” I ordered. “Ready the plasma cannons.”

Reyes punched the throttle. The Renegade was a fast ship, capable of keeping pace with the smaller swarmers. And with their engines damaged by the Harpies’ salvo we had no trouble getting in close.

“Entering range,” Olshenko said. “Firing!”

Instead of the blue-white fire of our psi-cannons, balls of superheated green-white plasma erupted from the Renegade’s underside and pounded the swarm ship. Pact weapons had all sorts of annoying problems, from their ludicrous power consumption to their limited range, but I couldn’t deny that they packed a wallop up close. The plasma bolts ignited the swarm ship’s hull in a half dozen different places until the entire vessel was burning in space. And then, with a brilliant flash, the hull exploded in a hellish firestorm. Once the oxygen was gone, all that remained were scorched hunks of metal and plastic.

“Set a pursuit course with the remaining hostile,” I ordered. “We need to—”

I didn’t bother finishing the sentence. The Harpies were pounding away at the swarm ship with their psi-cannons from point-blank range, crippling its engines and cracking gaps in its shield grid. And before the two starfighters disengaged, they each launched another torpedo. The explosion was so bright the screen’s filters automatically darkened, but that didn’t make the result any less impressive.

“Enemy vessel destroyed, sir,” Olshenko said, more out of habit than necessity. “No other targets on scanners.”

My tactical officer sounded satisfied, and I could see the same emotion on the faces of the rest of my crew. But it didn’t take for the grim reality of the situation to smother their joy.

Or mine.

“Stand down from battle alert,” I said. “Divert all available power to scanners and deploy the probe drones. Have the Harpies join the search as well.”

Taking a deep breath, I leaned back in my chair and folded my hands in my lap. “If anyone is still alive out there,” I added soberly, “we’ll find them.”
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Without additional backup, the Renegade and our two Harpies would need days to perform a thorough search of the planet and the colony. But since psionic arrays could detect the presence or absence of mental activity, a simple search for lifesigns was much quicker. Two short hours later, long before our reinforcements arrived, we had our answer.

It just wasn’t the one I wanted to hear.

“The colonists likely perished quickly,” Miranda said soberly from across my desk. “As for the crews of the defense craft, we detected the remnants of escape pods. The Dowd must have hunted down and destroyed them all.”

“Fifty thousand people,” I rasped. “Exterminated in less than an hour.”

Gritting my teeth, I resisted the urge to slam my fist onto the desk. I wasn’t worried about the plastic carving into my skin or breaking any bones; I was worried the whole damn thing would shatter around me.

Instead, I dropped my holopad onto the desk and spun around in frustration. I was in the main room of my quarters instead of my office on the bridge, so I had an entire rectangular viewport behind me rather than a narrow window. Normally, I appreciated the more grandiose view, but not today. The ships and debris were a harsh reminder that the war against the Dowd had finally come home.

And that despite our many victories, we were nowhere near defeating them.

“There’s simply no way for us to defend all of our outlying colonies,” Miranda said. “Not against a concentrated attack. The Admiralty will renew its calls for them to evacuate.”

“And go where?” I snapped. “The Golden Worlds aren’t going to take in alien refugees, not in the numbers we’re talking about. And it’s not like the major colonies out here could hold out against the Dowd fleet, either.”

“No, but they would still have a better chance on Coperos or Thandinar than out here all alone. The Admiralty will get them more ships as soon as they’re available.”

I tried very hard not to spin around and glare at her. Despite all the time we had spent together, despite how much Ash and I had pushed back against her naive view of how the Dominion truly worked, we couldn’t change the fact that Miranda was still a fleet jenny in the end. She had been born and trained to be a cog in a machine. I doubted she would ever completely escape that identity, no more than I could ever escape the fact that I was a natty from the Borderlands.

Yet in this case, it wasn’t as if she was wrong. Captain Ellis and I had spent years trying to convince the Admiralty to increase defenses in Driftward Worlds and other colonies near the edge of the Traverse, and we had constantly run up against a bureaucracy that simply didn’t care about non-human colonies, even those which were ostensibly under Dominion protection. That was truer than ever right now, but the circumstances were also different. Before, Fleet Command could have easily spared additional ships for colonial defense. But now…

Now all of that firepower rightfully had to be dedicated to the defense of more tactically vital systems. If the entire Dowd fleet dropped out of astral space and attacked one of the Golden Worlds, the planet’s static defenses would need to be able to hold out for at least a day before reinforcements could arrive. Tens of billions of lives were at stake rather than a few thousand. The military logic was clear.

But that didn’t mean I had to like it.

“Even if Command wanted to, there’s simply no way they can afford to send ships to defend smaller colonies as long as the Golden Worlds are vulnerable,” I said. “The colonists out here understand that better than anyone. Those few that don’t, will soon enough.”

I heard Miranda take a breath, and I thought she might argue the point. But instead she set her own holopad down, then circled around my desk to stand behind my chair.

“The same exact thing that happened to the Pact will happen here,” I added. “The people on the fringes will turn against those in the seat of power. And if we don’t stop the Dowd soon, it will be too late. The Driftward Worlds and Kreen Colonies might even declare independence.”

I could see Miranda shake her head in the reflection of the viewport. “The Admiralty will never allow that to happen.”

“I know,” I replied darkly.

Hissing softly, I focused my eyes upon one of the disabled orbital weapon platforms floating in the distance, its hull charred black from internal explosions that had vaporized the crew before the oxygen had been snuffed out by the pitiless vacuum outside.

Two months ago, before the Dowd had destroyed the new Sillibar homeworld of Exodus, I had been drowning in the exact same thoughts I was having right now. No matter how many swarm ships we engaged and killed, the enemy always seemed to have more. And no matter how many small victories we achieved, we still always found ourselves on the defensive. It was maddening.

And demoralizing.

“An astral war can’t be fought defensively,” I said. “We need targets to strike, and not just a small base this time. We have to find and engage the Dowd fleet. Soon.”

“Even if we knew where it was, Command would be hesitant to engage until we were certain we could counter this psi-disruptor technology,” Miranda said. “I almost wish the ships we’d fought had deployed the weapon so we could have tested the latest countermeasures.”

I nodded grimly. She was right about that, too. Even if we did have enough ships to defend every world from a concerted attack, the Dowd psi-disruptor weapons might render it all moot. I was honestly surprised they hadn’t gone straight for one of the Golden Worlds yet. When I’d touched the mind of the Dowd leader at Exodus, I had seen images of New Keledon and New Praxius in flames.

What were the faceless monsters waiting for?

“Once the reinforcements arrive, we’ll hand everything off to them and set a course for Rividian,” I said. “I want to give this report to Admiral Lochlan personally, just to make certain she and the rest of the brass understand that we can’t fly around putting out fires forever.”

Lochlan did know that, of course, likely more than any of her contemporaries. But I still wanted to hammer the point home in person, and perhaps come up with some recommendations before we arrived. I just wished I had any…

“Still nothing from Ash?” Miranda asked, sliding around my chair and sinking into my lap.

“Not yet,” I replied. As my hand settled upon the smooth skin of her long, shapely jenny legs, the invisible weight pressing down on my shoulders lifted. “With luck, Leenam will be fully stable by now.”

“And have some intel for us?” she asked.

“That’s the hope. If he knows the location of a single Dowd base, it could make a huge difference.”

Nodding, she wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled our heads close. “Is Admiral Lochlan still furious at you?”

I snorted softly. That was the understatement of the month, possibly the entire year. When I’d told the admiral that I’d taken Leenam to Oscura instead of Rividian, she’d practically been apoplectic. If I hadn’t just saved the Sillibar from extinction, she might have dumped me out an airlock. I had half expected her to do so anyway.

“She’s…concerned,” I replied. “I can’t exactly blame her. The head of the DID is probably screaming at her daily. I can’t even imagine the firestorm when they learned I handed a Column agent over to the Yarasi.”

“Even after you explained that they were the only people who could keep him alive?” Miranda asked.

“For one, I’m sure a lot of them don’t believe me. They’re convinced that Dominion telepaths could have saved him from the mind seed as easily as Yarasi ones.” I shrugged. “For two, Leenam and his crew set up a surveillance apparatus on the mothership for Seraph knows how long. He’s as big of an enemy of the state as it gets, and the DID understandably wants to know everything he does. The problem is that I doubt there’d be anything left of him once they finished.”

I pursed my lips. I left the additional complication unspoken—namely, that Ash would never forgive me if I turned her brother over to the Dominion. Especially since it wasn’t as if he had been fully in control of his own actions. We still didn’t understand the full extent of the Column’s telepathic indoctrination program, but the Yarasi seemed to believe that they had practically rewritten his entire personality. And when he’d finally snapped out of it, the mindseed they had planted deep in his psyche would have eventually obliterated all traces of the man he’d once been.

“As long as Leenam can give Ash a steady drip of information I can feed to the brass, things will probably work out,” I said. “And as long as the Yarasi grant him asylum on Oscura, the DID can’t touch him.”

Miranda brushed her fingernails through my short hair. “But Ash can’t stay there forever.”

“No, she can’t,” I agreed. “I’ll fire off a message before we leave. Maybe she’ll be able to meet us on Rividian with an update.”

Not that she’d actually risk landing on the planet, I added to myself. I wouldn’t completely put it past the DID to try and grab her if she popped up inside Dominion space, if for no other reason than to try and pressure me to get the Yarasi to give up Leenam.

It was a damn mess, that was for sure. Here I was, a Dominion captain with the most victories against the Dowd—and the most credibility in both the Pact and Yarasi governments—and yet I was afraid to allow my pregnant lover to enter Dominion space.

The situation was beyond bizarre, even for me. From the moment Captain Ellis had recruited me, I’d been a man trying to live in multiple worlds at once. I was a soldier of the Dominion but also a natty from the Borderlands, not to mention an ally and occasional operative of Saleya’s underworld organization. I had known all along that the barrier between my different lives couldn’t last forever, that eventually I would have to pick one lane at the expense of the others. These days, it seemed like that fateful choice would be coming soon.

Very soon.

“Feels like forever since I’ve seen her,” Miranda commented with a smirk as she pressed her forehead against mine. “Workouts aren’t the same without her.”

“Which kind?” I asked cheekily.

“Both,” she said, leaning in and giving me a kiss. I traced my hand up her thigh and inside her uniform skirt, and I wasn’t the least bit surprised to learn she wasn’t wearing anything beneath. She definitely hadn’t come here just to discuss the after-action report.

“Well, I doubt she’ll start showing for a while yet,” I whispered as Miranda pulled back. “Unless the Kreen part of her swells up faster than humans.”

“Based on my analysis, Ash should have a standard human birthing cycle,” Miranda said. “I just don’t understand why she wouldn’t have the embryo extracted. There is no need to disrupt her life.”

“Not all disruptions are bad,” I pointed out. “Besides, she’s an old-fashioned kind of girl, you know that. It’s why you like her so much.”

Miranda snickered, and I leaned forward to kiss her again. Personally, I couldn’t wait for Ash to start showing. As sad as it would be to temporarily lose the galaxy’s greatest midriff, I had no doubt that she’d look even more beautiful when she was carrying the child she—we—had both wanted for so long.

“We still have a little over an hour before the reinforcements arrive,” Miranda purred when our lips parted. “If you’d like to relieve some…tension.”

With a slow, deliberate twist, she swung her leg over my waist and adjusted herself in my lap until she was properly straddling me. I could already feel the heat of her naked core through both our uniforms.

With Ash on Oscura and Saleya on Rividian, Miranda and I had enjoyed plenty of opportunities to relieve tension since we had returned to Dominion space. I couldn’t begin to guess how many times I had bent her over the desk in my office since I’d assumed command of the Renegade four months ago. Though if anything, we had only increased the pace over time. I had taken her at least once every day the past week, and we had gone completely wild the day she’d received her promotion.

Still, that particular night of unbridled debauchery hadn’t actually been my idea. We had been right here eating a celebratory dinner when I’d made an off-handed joke about wondering how different it would feel to breed a lieutenant instead of an ensign. Miranda hadn’t laughed—she had immediately bent over the table and demanded I find out.

Grinning at the memory, I leaned forward and kissed her again. Her hands slid up my chest, and her fingers opened the buttons on my jacket so she could slide them inside. I did the same with hers—I wanted to see and feel her plump jenny tits as soon as possible—

But then, abruptly and unexpectedly, Miranda pulled away.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

Her brow creased. “Velarys is coming down the hall. She wants to speak with you.”

I frowned. Talk about bad timing, and not just because my cock was so hard it was practically bursting through my uniform pants. My first officer was supposed to be on the bridge. If it had been Ash, this obviously wouldn’t be a problem, but Miranda and Velarys could still be frosty with one another at times…

“Tell her to wait,” I said.

“I did.” Miranda’s eyes narrowed as the two of them continued their undoubtedly intense telepathic conversation. “She isn’t listening.”

The door to my quarters hissed open a few heartbeats later, and I spun the chair halfway around so I could look at my first officer. While most humans would have blushed at the sight before them—and probably apologized and scrambled back into the hall—Velarys didn’t even blink.

“Commander, I just received news,” she said.

Miranda, cheeks flushed with a hint of both embarrassment and frustration, started to get off of me, but I got a firm grip on her waist and held her in place.

“I trust it’s important,” I half-growled back, wondering why she hadn’t used the coms.

“Vitally,” Velarys replied evenly, her glowing blue-violet eyes seemingly looking at both of us at once. “It is from my superiors.”

I sat upright. Suddenly Miranda’s half-open blouse—and her sweltering carnal heart—weren’t quite as distracting. If the message had come from her superiors, it must have come over their strange telepathic communications network I still didn’t completely understand. While it still piggybacked on normal com relays, the messages could travel much faster than normal. And even better, they were both untraceable and completely secure.

Most Dominion commanders would have reacted poorly to an alien officer receiving secret messages aboard their ship…but then, there weren’t any other alien officers aboard Dominion starships, Yarasi or otherwise. The Renegade was unique. As was my relationship to Velarys, in more ways than one.

“Trouble on Oscura?” I asked, stomach tightening when I thought about the fact that Ash was still alone in Yarasi space with her brother.

“No,” Velarys said, stepping up to my desk. “The message was from Prelach Kithra aboard the Rusari. She wishes to arrange a meeting with you as soon as possible.”

Both my eyebrows shot upward, and Miranda’s did the same. I hadn’t spoken with Kithra in months, not since she and her battleship had helped us destroy the Straw deep within the Stygian Drift…and then ferry the survivors home.

“To what end?” I asked.

“Our mystics have discovered critical information about Dowd technology they wish to share with the Dominion,” Velarys said.

“What kind of information?” Miranda asked, her hands sliding out of my jacket.

“The Prelach did not provide additional details, only that the discovery is related to the Dowd ability to communicate between normal and astral space.”

Miranda and I shared a look. The Dowd had used a wide variety of new technology during this war, from their sensor-jamming systems to their new psi-disruptor weapons. But their ability to communicate between astral and normal space was widely believed to be impossible by both the Yarasi and the Dominion Science Directorate. Yet we had witnessed it first-hand at Nirivarr.

“You think your people figured out how it works?” I asked.

“If I knew the details, I would have shared them with you,” Velarys replied dryly. “Whatever the Mystics have discovered, I strongly suggest we rendezvous with the Rusari as quickly as possible. The Prelach will be waiting in the Borderlands near Panaldi.”

I frowned, mentally running the calculations in my mind, before I looked at Miranda and realized I didn’t need to, not with that magnificent jenny brain of hers in my lap.

“About seventy hours,” she replied.

“And not too far out of the way if we’re already headed toward Rividian,” I added, nodding. “All right, we’ll make the trip.”

“It will be worth it,” Velarys said. “Kithra would not come this far otherwise.”

I nodded, wondering why the Yarasi hadn’t told us more. After all, their telecom network was supposed to be completely secure. Perhaps the reason was related to the nature of their discovery somehow…

Velarys shifted her gaze to Miranda, and she arched a white eyebrow at the other woman. “You seek to be fertilized again?”

Miranda blinked as her thoughts refocused. “Excuse me?”

“You have provided the Dominion with three fertilized embryos,” Velarys replied in a casual tone, as if it were a perfectly normal thing to say. “Do you now seek to provide them with a fourth?”

“That’s…that’s none of your business,” Miranda said. “The Commander and I were—”

“About to copulate, yes,” the Yarasi interrupted. “I sensed your escalating pleasure the moment the lift arrived on this deck. I would not have interrupted if it were unimportant.”

“We appreciate that,” I said as diplomatically as I could manage. “But now that you’ve delivered your message…”

She turned her raised brow upon me. “There is no need for me to leave. I am willing and able to assist.”

“That’s…oh,” I managed, feeling a stir of excitement. Up until now, Miranda and Velarys had made it a point to avoid being with me at the same time, though that had largely been driven by the former’s attitude rather than the latter’s. The two women were like oil and water in more ways than one.

But then again, I’d also thought that about Miranda and Ash at first…

“We don’t need your assistance,” Miranda said bluntly.

“Perhaps not,” Velarys replied coolly. “But I am willing to provide it nonetheless.”

Miranda’s cheek twitched in frustration. “You had plenty of time with him before. I thought this ‘breeding cycle’ of yours was over.”

“It is, and the commander successfully fertilized me. He is the first human to inseminate one of my people—a great honor, to be certain.”

I couldn’t help but smile despite the palpable awkwardness. Velarys had told me the news several weeks ago, and there were times when I still had trouble believing it. All those boyhood fantasies about Yarasi, and I’d been fortunate not only to fall in love with one, but to have children with her—triplets, from the sound of it. Apparently we’d worked even harder than I’d thought during her high fertility jahumir cycle…

“If you’re already pregnant, then why are you still here?” Miranda asked impatiently. “Aren’t you supposed to return to the Empire before you give birth?”

“Yes, but the Yarasi gestation process is approximately thirty percent longer than that of humans,” Velarys said. “I do not need to abandon my duties here just yet.”

Miranda sighed softly. “How fortunate for us…”

“Indeed. You will continue to benefit from my skill and expertise for some time yet.” Velarys paused for a moment and looked back at me. “Had you been a Yarasi male, we would have already separated. In all likelihood, we would not have seen each other again for a long time. Perhaps never.”

“That sounds terrible,” I muttered.

“It would not be my preference,” she said, looking briefly forlorn. “But is it really so different from the way your fleet officers procreate? From my understanding, your males and females rarely maintain long-term relationships.”

“That depends where you’re from,” Miranda said. “Life on the fleet isn’t like life on the colonies.”

Velarys arched a silver brow. “Still, the fact he has fertilized you multiple times is unusual, is it not?”

“It’s not unheard of,” Miranda replied almost defensively. “But it is uncommon.”

The Yarasi nodded. “The commander believes you are a valuable mate. The question is whether or not he is correct.”

Miranda’s blue eyes narrowed dangerously. “What exactly is that supposed to mean?”

“Only that I have not personally tested your worthiness. You are a capable officer and possess a keen intellect, but you have not proven yourself to me in battle.”

“Is that supposed to be a challenge?” Miranda asked, her body tensing. “Some barbaric Yarasi combat ritual?”

“There is nothing barbaric about testing the skill and strength of a fellow warrior,” Velarys said. “By defeating me in combat, Commander Zeris proved his value to me as a mate. I would never allow a weak male to behold my beauty, let alone to plant his seed within me. Neither will I allow a weak female to carry the legacy we now share.”

Miranda was up and out of my lap before I could stop her. Her eyes glowed with the intensity of a pulse blast, and she didn’t seem to care or notice that I’d opened her uniform flap enough that her bra was on full display.

“Weak?” she asked, jaw clenched. “I could crush every bone in your body with a thought.”

“And I could disable your nervous system with a touch,” Velarys countered. “But there is more to strength than psionic power. The Huntress has proven herself worthy of the commander’s seed—not only in battle, but with her resolve.”

“Ash didn’t need to prove herself to anyone, least of all you,” Miranda bit out, stopping in front of the alien. Even with the heels of her boots, she was still a few centimeters shorter. “Neither do I.”

The two women glared intently at one another for several seconds. Even though I wasn’t a telepath, I swore I could still feel a mental battle raging between them. I was tempted to jump in and try to play diplomat, but intervening in a standoff between powerful psychics seemed more foolish than trying to get between a pair of brawling Nirivian sabercats. Having an arm ripped off was bad but having your brain melt out your ears was decidedly worse.

Besides, I’d known all along that the two of them would eventually have it out in one form or another. Honestly, it was a minor miracle it had taken this long for things to come to a head…

“Good,” Velarys said, the glow in her blue-violet eyes dimming slightly as her posture relaxed.

“Good?” Miranda managed, her voice slightly croaky after their invisible struggle.

“Yes. Your will is strong—you did not back down despite my obvious mental superiority.”

Miranda’s scowl could have peeled the hull off a dreadnought. “I am a child of the Seraph. My powers are more than capable of—”

“I also sensed your deeply held desire for the commander to breed you,” Velarys added, her gaze flicking up and down Miranda’s body. “As if you are deep within your own jahumir cycle.”

Miranda’s scowl melted into a flush of embarrassed red. A part of me still wanted to intervene—it seemed like I should at least try to throw Miranda a lifeline here. But the show was so damn entertaining I couldn’t help but smile and watch.

“I admit, I find myself…envious,” Velarys said, voice suddenly soft. Her posture relaxed, and she moved a few centimeters closer to Miranda. “I will not experience another breeding cycle for many years. Dominion childbearing rituals are incomprehensibly barbaric, but it must be quite satisfying to be fertilized multiple times in a single solar cycle.”

This time, Miranda couldn’t muster a response. And I couldn’t get my mouth to close.

“You care deeply about the fate of your offspring even though you will not carry them to term,” Velarys said, reaching out and gently placing her gray fingertips atop the belly of the other woman’s uniform jacket. “You are clever, competent, and willful—a worthy vessel for the commander’s seed, just like the Huntress.”

“I…” Miranda managed, struggling for words. “I told you, I don’t need your approval.”

“Of course not. But you should desire it nonetheless.”

Velarys moved her face even closer, to the point Miranda teetered on her heels and seemed like she might backpedal. But instead, she stood her ground.

“Your children will undoubtedly be strong,” Velarys said. “Not as powerful as mine, but still among the upper echelons of human standards.”

Miranda immediately regained her poise, and her eyes narrowed again. I had to take a quick glance at the environmental controls to confirm I hadn’t accidently lowered the temperature twenty degrees.

“Our children will be flawless,” she shot back. “I saw the analysis myself—the clairvoyants believe it is highly likely that the Science Directorate will choose to activate more than one embryo in the same generation. They are happy to take as many samples as I can give them despite Kal’s natural-born imperfections.”

I frowned. “Wait, what?”

“My statement was not meant as an insult, only an objective assessment of reality,” Velarys added, ignoring me. “Our biologists have long known that we are physically capable of reproducing with other species, and that our genetics would dominate any such offspring no matter the source. Since human genes are among the most malleable, it stands to reason they will be largely dormant in my offspring.”

Miranda crossed her arms. “And how will that make them stronger, exactly?”

“Because the effect of the human genes will be minimal,” Velarys replied as if it were obvious. “They will be Yarasi, and therefore strong.”

“Unbelievable,” Miranda said with a scoff. “You really believe that, don’t you? That your people are truly superior?”

“It is not a belief—it is a scientific fact.” Velarys paused for a moment, then shook her head. “But it is not my intention to belittle you. On the contrary, I wished to express my desire to bond with you as a fellow mate.”

About a hundred different reactions flickered across Miranda’s face, mostly variations of confusion and frustration. I empathized—I’d spent far more time with Velarys than she had, and even I hadn’t become completely inured to her uniquely bizarre observations.

“Bond?” Miranda asked. “What does that mean?”

“To become closer to you,” Velarys said, putting a second hand on the other woman’s uniform jacket. “Mentally…and physically.”

I half expected Miranda to pull away, but she didn’t. In fact, I noticed a shift in her body language…and I also realized she seemed to be breathing a bit harder than she had before.

Was all this bickering turning her on?

“You are a fellow worthy female and mother,” Velarys said. “And with my metabolic powers, I can dramatically increase your fertility while the commander inseminates you.”

Miranda swallowed visibly. “I don’t need help with that. We’ve…erm, that is, we’ve done just fine on our own.”

“Perhaps, but I can also enhance the sensitivity of your pleasure receptors,” Velarys added. “You will achieve sexual climax much more easily with my assistance. Behold.”

“I don’t…oooh!”

Miranda moaned the instant the other woman touched her hand. She wobbled as if her knees were about to buckle beneath her, and I saw a faint but unmistakably satisfied smile tug at Velarys’s lips.

“We may not share a species, but we do share a gender,” the Yarasi said, her voice a low purr as she brought her gray lips within a millimeter of Miranda’s painted red ones. “I understand your desires better than any male. Will you allow me to fulfill them?”

Miranda didn’t answer, at least not audibly. I didn’t know if they were still having a telepathic conversation or not, but either way, the young lieutenant took action. Leaning forward, she brought their mouths together and gave Velarys the same deep, passionate kiss I’d seen her give Ash many times.

And by the Seraph, it was as hot as hell.

“Nn,” Miranda moaned through their closed mouths. She was probably feeling Velarys’s immense psychic energy rippling through her. Thus far, I was the only one who’d had the pleasure of experiencing the “Yarasi tingle,” but from the way Miranda’s boots lifted as she shifted her weight from heel to tiptoe, I could tell she was finally learning to appreciate the taste of alien cuisine.

Velarys was also doing much more than simply kissing back. Her agile fingers finished opening the rest of Miranda’s uniform jacket, and it wasn’t long before she had unclasped the bra beneath. When Miranda’s plump jenny tits inevitably spilled out, they were instantly greeted by hungry gray fingers. Miranda gasped again, this time hard enough to break their kiss, and Velarys took the opportunity to crouch low enough that she could take the other woman’s nipples into her mouth.

Miranda squeaked then moaned again as the Yarasi tingle now shuddered through her tits. Given how amazing it felt on the rare occasions when her lips touched my cock, it wasn’t the least bit surprising to see the same gleeful reaction from a female. Though it was starting to seem like the two of them had forgotten their commanding officer was sitting here unattended…

But my worries proved premature. As Miranda’s hands gently stroked Velarys’s white mane, I felt a sudden, unexpected pressure on my waist. I frowned as I glanced down, momentarily wondering if something had fallen off my desk and landed in my lap, but I quickly realized that Miranda hadn’t forgotten about me after all. She didn’t need hands or lips to keep me in the game.

Her telekinetic fingers made short work of my belt buckle, and I groaned as the invisible grip dexterously freed my manhood from containment. My thoughts flashed back to the Quintillion on Kenabrius where she had surreptitiously tugged me off in the middle of dinner. She was a clever and resourceful girl, I had to give her that.

I leaned back and continued watching the show as her invisible fingers began gently stroking my already rigid shaft. Splitting her concentration between my cock and Velarys’s ministrations must have been incredibly difficult, but Miranda was one of my best officers for a reason. Still, I decided to reinforce my body in case she got especially excited and squeezed a bit too hard…

I was glad I did, because Velarys was only getting started. Whatever she did to Miranda’s nipples triggered an intense reaction. The lieutenant’s entire body seized up in climax, and her telekinetic tugs got much harder and much faster. I could only imagine how thoroughly soaked she must have been by now.

Evidently, Velarys was intent on finding out first-hand. While Miranda’s breaths hitched, the Yarasi got a firm hold of her arms and spun her around, then bent her over the side of my desk just as I had done countless times. Miranda’s bare breasts smushed against the glass, and I saw her fingers habitually grab the edges to brace herself for whatever Velarys planned to do with her. The Yarasi didn’t wait long—after pushing Miranda’s skirt up and out of the way, Velarys squatted on her gray haunches and brought her lips to the other woman’s sopping quim.

Watching the girls kiss had been hot, but watching Velarys actually eat Miranda was downright volcanic. I was suddenly worried I might erupt all over myself before they were ready for me, especially at the rate Miranda’s telekinetic fingers were tugging my shaft.

But I shouldn’t have doubted Velarys or her complete control of the situation. Keeping her left hand on the bare ass of the woman she was eating, she reached out with her right one and touched my leg. A familiar sensation washed over me—one that was normally frustrating as hell. She frequently used her psychometabolic abilities to prevent me from spilling until I fucked her hard enough to break her concentration, but in this case, she was just making sure I didn’t make a mess before it was time.

The help was welcome. Miranda’s groans and moans and squeals were driving me crazy, as was the sight of Velarys’s now-glistening lips and tongue. She very clearly knew what she was doing, and it wasn’t long before Miranda was overwhelmed by another climax. Her breaths stopped, her knuckles went white, and her telepathic tugs turned into a desperate squeeze…

“She is ready,” Velarys announced, leaning back and pulling at my leg until I stood from my chair and moved next to her. The Yarasi continued squatting on her heels as she pulled my pants to the floor and brought my throbbing member within a few centimeters of Miranda’s visibly sopping quim.

For a heartbeat, I wondered if Velarys might take me into her mouth—the lustful glint in her eyes as she stared at my cock suggested she was strongly considering it. But instead, she unexpectedly cupped my testicles in her hand, and I inhaled sharply as I felt a tingle of psionic energy shudder through me.

“One moment,” Velarys said, her lips so close I could feel her breath on my sensitive tip. “I will dramatically increase your rate of spermatogenesis.”

“That’s…helpful,” I managed, clutching the desk to remain upright. She no longer seemed to be containing my pending climax, meaning I now felt as unstable as a teenager who was about to experience the delights of female flesh for the first time. It was exhilarating and frustrating all at once. I was more than happy to flood Miranda’s jenny womb, but no man wanted to explode on the first thrust…

“I will ensure you are both satisfied,” Velarys said, apparently reading my mind. “Do not hesitate. She is female, and she desires to be bred. It is your duty as a male to accommodate her.”

On the list of the strange things Velarys had said to me since we met, commanding me to breed another woman was pretty high on the list. Thankfully, it was also pretty high on the list of things she said that drove me wild, so I immediately grabbed hold of Miranda’s thighs and drove my throbbing manhood into her sodden folds.

She cried out so loudly that even the soundproofing in the walls might not have blocked it out, but I didn’t care. At this point, someone could have broadcast a live feed from my quarters straight to Fleet Command and I wouldn’t have held back. No force in the Cluster was going to stop me from fucking my operations officer and firing another natty baby straight into her jenny womb.

I pounded into her full force without the slightest preparation, but she was so wet I had no trouble splitting her open. I pushed deeper with every thrust, one hand on the center of her back to hold her down and the other getting a firm grip of her black hair. As always, Miranda’s transformation from uptight fleet officer to shameless bitch in heat drove me absolutely wild, and there was way I could have lasted more than a few moments without Velarys there to help control the flow.

And that was precisely what she seemed to be doing. With one hand on my leg and another on Miranda’s, Velarys had connected herself to both of our nervous systems at the same time. While she was intensifying Miranda’s pleasure, she was simultaneously holding back my inevitable eruption. And considering how hard she was biting down on her lip, she seemed to be sharing some fraction of our elation herself…

“Ngn!” Miranda moaned, fingernails clawing at my desk as my flesh slapped into hers. “Give…it…to…me…oooh!”

I felt her carnal walls contract as she climaxed, and I nearly went careening off the waterfall with her. But Velarys kept me in check, forcing me to continue rutting Miranda like an animal for another entire minute—just long enough for the lieutenant to be gripped by yet another climax.

“Please…” Miranda begged.

“Please what?” I demanded, using my grip on her hair to pull her ear back to my lips.

“Please, fuck me,” she managed. “Please breed me!”

And then, on cue, Velarys finally allowed the dam to burst. I exploded violently, my legs and back seizing as my cock unleashed a dreadnought-worthy salvo into her waiting womb. One burst, two, three…

I lost count before I finished, and I collapsed on top of her as the inevitable wave of lethargy crashed over me. Miranda hardly seemed like she could breathe, and I wasn’t doing much better.

“By the…oh,” she panted. “That was…”

“Excellent,” Velarys whispered. When I looked back at her, I saw that she was still squatting beside us, one hand on my thigh and the other now touching her own breasts through her jumpsuit. “I believe I finally understand how the Huntress finds stimulation in your domination of other females.”

My cock throbbed at the thought of Ash being here with us. She’d been yearning to share me with Velarys forever, but the opportunity had never presented itself. That definitely needed to change…

“Release, and I shall restore you,” Velarys said.

It was as much of an order as it was a statement, but I didn’t mind. Miranda and I both moaned softly as I withdrew from her silky depths, and Velarys’s thin gray fingers were there to cradle my stem the moment it was free. Her glowing eyes seemed to take in my glistening tip as she began slowly stroking me back to life. Ash would have already been gorging herself by now, half because she enjoyed swallowing me and half because she would have wanted to taste Miranda’s nectar as quickly as possible.

But blowjobs didn’t seem to be much of a Yarasi thing, probably because their culture focused so much on the needs of females. Still, Velarys definitely had a hungry glint in her eyes I hadn’t seen before…

“The temptation is strong,” she breathed.

“Feel free to have a taste,” I replied. “More than enough to go around.”

“Perhaps so, but we do not have much time,” she lamented. “First, you must inseminate her again.”

I arched a brow. “And then?”

“Then we shall clean ourselves and return to duty. Once we have met with the reinforcements and entered astral space, the lieutenant and I shall return here. As the eldest and most powerful female, I will take stewardship of her jahumir cycle.”

Miranda glanced back over her shoulder, though she was still so exhausted she didn’t seem to notice the subtle jab in the alien’s words. “What…what does that mean?”

“It means that by the time we arrive at the rendezvous with my people,” Velarys said, smiling, “I vow that you will be pregnant.”


Interlude
Leenam


Oscura, Gateway to the Empire, Yarasi Space.

“This process will be more uncomfortable if you do not relax.”

Leenam Telaar—saboteur, spy, and man who had no business being alive—growled under his breath. “It’s painful because you have a dozen needles sticking out of my head.”

“As I have already explained to you, human, they are not needles,” the Yarasi nurse said in that perpetually cool yet clearly frustrated voice of hers. “They are crystalline foci designed to—”

“For one, I ain’t human,” Leenam interrupted, his hands balling into fists at his sides. “At least, not completely. And for two, I don’t care what these damn things are made of or what they’re supposed to do—they are definitely needles. Maybe you need to fix your translator, because that’s what we call long, thin pins you stick into people.”

The moment the words left his mouth, Leenam regretted snarling at her. He always regretted snarling at her, but he couldn’t stop himself whenever she was busy turning him into a pincushion. Kuriya meant well, of course—her charity and skill were the only reasons he was still alive. But now that he was awake while she prodded him, he couldn’t help but find the process…unsettling.

“I apologize if I offended you,” Kuriya said, leaning away. “It was not my intention.”

Leenam grunted and craned his neck back around to look at her. “You didn’t offend me. I’m just not a big fan of needles bein’ jabbed into my skull, that’s all.”

“I meant because I referred to you as a human despite your mixed genetic profile. Though based on our past conversations, you do not seem to consider yourself Kreen, either. I am uncertain how I should address you.”

“How about usin’ my name? Pretty sure they wrote it down somewhere.”

Kuriya paused. “Leenam Telaar?”

“Lee is also fine,” he told her. “Anything is better than ‘hey, human.’”

“I see,” she replied, brow furrowing. “I apologize, Lee. Alien customs are still new to me.”

He sighed and closed his eyes. This was the reason he always regretted being grouchy with her—aside from the fact she’d saved his life, she was also the sweetest doctor he’d ever been around. Though perhaps that wasn’t saying much, considering his only other experiences were the poorly trained sawbones on Nirivarr and the alien-hating surgeons in the Column.

“Like I said, I’m not offended,” he replied, turning his neck straight and putting his face inside the head-shaped hole in the med-table again. “I just wish there were another way to do this.”

He felt Kuriya adjusting the needles in the back of his scalp again. At the same time, her other hand rested upon the center of his bare back so she could use her psychometabolic powers to connect with his nervous system. The softness of her skin—and gentleness of her touch—almost made up for the painful pricks in his skull.

“As do I,” she lamented. “But please make an effort to relax, Lee. Your recovery thus far has been nothing short of remarkable, but I remain worried about the damage to your neural pathways, particularly in regard to your long term memories. If even a trace of this mindseed eludes our—”

“It might grow back, I know,” Leenam murmured. “You’ve only told me that about a hundred times.”

“I repeat my instructions because they are important. And because you seem determined not to listen.”

He snorted and smiled thinly. When he had awakened here on Oscura the first time, he’d barely been able to believe it. He had been absolutely certain that the mindseed the Column had implanted inside his psyche would destroy him—or transform him into a completely different person. But somehow, Ash had not only saved him from the Column, but brought him here to Yarasi space and convinced them to help him.

It defied belief. The healing abilities of the Yarasi chirurgeons were legendary, but they were also typically restricted to other Yarasi. Even here on Oscura, the one world in the Empire where aliens were welcome, they were still reluctant to share their powers or technology with outsiders. Yet Kuriya had come all the way from Draconis to help him—he was literally the first alien she had ever seen in person. And all because Ash had somehow earned their respect.

He should have known that if anyone could pull off the impossible it was his little sister, the one who’d somehow transformed herself from a sweet, delicate colonial girl into a fearsome bounty huntress who could walk into the lair of a Red Claw underboss and somehow get out alive.

“I still do not sense any vestiges of the mindseed,” Kuriya said, her fingertips crawling along his back as if she were about to give him a massage. The first time she’d done this, he had been worried about her burning up from touching his hot skin for so long, but thankfully her psychometabolic abilities allowed her to protect herself from extreme temperatures.

“I’d thank the stars for that, but they didn’t have anything to do with it,” Leenam replied dryly. “It’s all you.”

Kuriya slowly moved her hand back up his spine. The pressure was incredibly soothing, to the point his body felt like it was about to melt into jelly. Even the famed Kreen masseuses on Sotule didn’t feel this good, though part of that might have been because the heat didn’t relax him the same way it would a normal human.

“I still think it would be best for me to continue monitoring your progress for a while longer,” Kuriya added.

“How much longer?” Leenam asked.

“I am not certain. But I can continue repairing the damage to your long-term memories in the process. I cannot promise a full restoration, but I will do the best I can.”

“Thank you,” he said, feeling another faint tug of guilt that he’d ever snapped at this woman, needles be damned. She’d done nothing but try her best to help him, an alien hybrid who had spent the last several years helping a psychic group of insurrectionists plot the destruction of her empire.

A minute later, Kuriya had carefully removed the psionic needles, and he leaned up on the table as she collected her other instruments. They were inside his apartment now rather than a medical facility, their bodies bathed in the soft purplish-blue light of the Oscuran star shining in through the wall-spanning window behind them. He found the colors oddly soothing—it was almost as if the sun were a giant Yarasi eyeball shining down from the heavens.

“I will confer with the other chirurgeons before planning any future treatment,” Kuriya said. “But I remain optimistic. Your psyche is remarkably durable.”

“My sister always said I had a thick head,” Leenam muttered.

“The thickness of your skull is normal and healthy by both Kreen and human standards,” she said, frowning.

“It was a…never mind,” he replied, waving his hand dismissively.

She considered him for another moment. “I will speak with you again later, Leenam Telaar.”

Kuriya started to walk away, but he reached out and snatched her wrist before she could turn.

“I really do appreciate everything you’ve done for me,” he told her. “Sorry for being so…ya know.”

“Obstinate?” Kuriya prompted.

“Human,” he replied.

It took a moment, but her gray lips eventually bent into a smile. It wasn’t an expression he’d seen on her face often, but he always enjoyed it whenever it made an appearance. Kuriya wasn’t nearly as brusque as the few Yarasi warriors he’d interacted with on Kenabrius, but she had still had the same calm demeanor which had given her entire race a well-deserved reputation for haughtiness.

Her outfit also wasn’t that different from her peers. While the warrior caste all wore variations of the same dark gray armor, medical caste Yarasi preferred body-hugging, polar-white jumpsuits. Kuriya’s tiara-like headband was also white instead of black, though the crystal embedded within was the same shade of purple as her eyes. Her matching white boots had a bit of a heel, enough to make them almost the same height if he was barefoot.

“You may release me now,” Kuriya said.

“Shit, sorry,” Leenam said, letting go of her wrist. “Probably shouldn’t have done that.”

She raised one of her eyebrows. “You did not harm me.”

“I know, it’s just…rude. Personal space and all that.”

“Personal space? I do not understand.”

Leenam’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. No, he thought dryly, a race of telepaths who apparently traipse around buck naked probably don’t have a great concept of personal space.

“Another human thing,” he managed after a moment. “I just figure I shouldn’t touch you without permission, that’s all.”

“Hmm,” Kuriya mused. “It is true that if I were a member of the warrior caste, I would strongly consider harming you.”

Her expression stayed flat for a solid five seconds before she smiled. It remained faint—barely more than the slightest curl at the corner of her mouth—but it was enough.

“Another reason I’m glad you chose med school instead,” he said.

“Med school?” she replied, frowning.

“Never mind,” Leenam said again. “I’m sure you have other patients to help today.”

“I do.” Kuriya held his eyes for a few more seconds. “But I shall return this evening for another session.”

I look forward to it, Leenam thought but didn’t say. Though considering she was a telepath, that may have been a distinction without a difference.

Kuriya glided across the room in that elegant, measured Yarasi gait of hers. Once she was gone, Leenam ran a hand back through his short hair and reached for his discarded shirt. Ash was supposed to stop by any time now to check on him…and to smuggle him some real breakfast. As much as he appreciated the Yarasi for saving his life, he’d been sick of their food for weeks. If he had to eat any more of their “efficient” nutrient bars, he was going to lose his mind with or without the psionic seed devouring his brain.

Leenam walked over to the window and looked out upon the city. The view was nothing short of breathtaking. Unlike the industrial hellscape of many Pact worlds or the clean, antiseptic feeling of many Dominion ones, Oscura was a wondrous, ethereal place. From the sloping architecture to the whimsical arrangement of streets, Leenam always felt as if he were looking out at a painting rather than a real city. This entire planet—their entire culture—was like a piece of fine art.

Though in fairness, he hadn’t actually been outside yet. Those pretty streets down there could have been as filthy and crime-ridden as the back alleys of Sykaris up close.

Yet somehow, he doubted it.

He wasn’t sure how long he stood there looking down at the city before the door beeped. Ash let herself in a few seconds later, and like he’d hoped, she had indeed brought him something to eat.

“No Kuriya today?” she asked, dexterously using her foot to activate the door console since her hands were full.

“Just missed her,” Leenam said, scrambling over to help. His mouth watered the instant he smelled the food, and he practically sprinted to the dining table once he was holding the bags.

“She give you any new updates?”

“The usual. Things seem fine, but she wants to keep observing for a while in case the seed is still in there hidin’ deep.”

“Mm,” Ash murmured, folding her arms over her chest and snickering in amusement. “Personally, I think she has a crush on you. Doesn’t want to let you out of her sight!”

Leenam snorted as he tore open the bag and opened the box. His food was all there in its radiant, still-steaming glory: scrambled eggs, potatoes, bacon, biscuits…it was like he’d stepped a decade into the past and just woke up to a real breakfast. He could practically hear their mother scolding him and Markael, his brother, to slow down so they didn’t choke…and to save some for their little sister.

“I’m sure Kuriya will be as ready to get rid of me as I am to leave,” he said over a biscuit as he rifled through the bag in search of proper silverware. Yarasi didn’t seem to use forks. That, or maybe they didn’t trust him with sharp metal objects.

“You’re welcome, by the way,” Ash said with a huff. “Do you have any idea how much that Rakashi slime ball charges for real eggs and meat?”

“Nope, but it’s worth it,” Leenam replied over a mouthful.

“Says the man who ain’t payin’ for it.” She snickered as she moved up next to him and bumped him with her hip. “That third biscuit is mine, by the way.”

“Take two—one for you, and for the baby.”

Ash snorted as she took a bite. “Aw, hell no. I ain’t gonna get him addicted to anything this expensive. It’s momma’s cookin’ or nothin’.”

Leenam raised an eyebrow at her. “When was the last time you cooked anything?”

“I cook for myself all the time,” she protested.

“Funny, I don’t remember seein’ a kitchen on that ship of yours,” he said.

“You were barely conscious when we dragged you off the Wildcat.”

“No, but it’s a Yarasi ship, isn’t it? All they seem to eat are these horrible bar things.”

Ash sighed. “Okay, fine, it’s been a while. But I’m plannin’ on gettin’ back into it. Kal’s been beggin’ for those scalloped potatoes with vespa cheese Mom used to make.”

Leenam grinned at the memory. Not of the food, but of the first time Ash had brought her burly boyfriend home to meet the parents. Their mother had loved him the moment she’d laid eyes on him; Leenam had wanted to kick the shit out of him for daring to lay a hand on his baby sister. It had taken him a while to come around to the fact he couldn’t protect her forever.

Now, all these years later, she was the one protecting him.

“Wash it down before you choke,” she said as he shoveled a heaping load of potatoes into his mouth. “Got this special for ya, too.”

Frowning suspiciously, Leenam took the plastic cup from her and cracked open the lid. The liquid inside was orange and bubbly.

“Ongoolian restaurant,” Ash said. “Found it on the way.”

Grinning, Leenam took a sip. The cold beverage was dry, sweet, and incredibly addictive. He’d never had it before he’d been stationed on Kenabrius, but it had quickly become his favorite.

Yet today, it didn’t taste nearly as good. Not because it was different, but because it made him remember what he’d been doing the first time he’d tasted it.

Namely, stalking his sister. And planning to kill her, if necessary.

As he drank, he looked into the piercing green eyes they both shared. They were more than a familial similarity—their eyes marked them as unique in all the galaxy. Thanks to their father’s scientific miracle, the Telaar children were the only three people in the entire Cluster with Kreen and human DNA.

And if the human supremacist Column had their way, they would be the last.

“Good?” Ash asked.

“Amazing,” Leenam said softly. “What would I ever do without you?”

“Starve. And be dead.”

He smiled as she finally dove into her own biscuit. While he had been trapped here in this suite, Ash had been out and about enjoying the local culture…and likely spending a small fortune on clothing. Today’s outfit—a modestly cropped green halter vest with darker pants—was conventional enough to blend in on most worlds, but she seemed to change style practically every day. He wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised if she had filled the Wildcat with shoes by now. And probably some new tactical gear, for good measure.

“Any news on the war?” Leenam asked. “I can’t get Kuriya to tell me anythin’, and they still haven’t given me Holosphere access.”

Ash’s face hardened in the middle of chewing. “Just more of the usual. Couple more attacks on the outlying colonies. As far as I know, Kal’s still out there tryin’ to chase the faceless fuckers down before they can do any more damage.”

Trying and inevitably failing, Leenam thought darkly. He picked up another slice of bacon, but the savory meat suddenly tasted like dust in his mouth. No matter how relentless Kal was—no matter how determined his superiors were to hold the line—there was simply no way to win an astral war by playing defense. That had been the Column’s strategy to destroy the Pact and the Yarasi from the very beginning. The Dowd could strike anywhere at any moment, and without territory of their own to defend, they were effectively immune to counterattacks. They truly were the monsters hiding under the bed.

And Leenam had played an integral role in setting them free.

“Do you know where Kal is right now?” Leenam asked, voice barely more than a croak.

“Not exactly,” Ash said, shaking her head. “You think I’d be used to bein’ separated by now, but it still pisses me off. I gotta get back to him soon.”

He gave her a look. “Have you thought any more about the Column base I mentioned?”

“Of course I have—the Wildcat is prepped and ready to go. I’ll stop by and check it out on my way back to Dominion space.”

Leenam blinked. “Alone?”

“I’ll have Zillix with me. He’s annoying as hell, and I’m still mad Vrisk didn’t have time to reprogram his personality matrix, but it’s still better than—”

“You’ll need more backup than that,” Leenam interrupted with a firm shake of his head. “I told you, that base may still be in operation. If it is, you’re talking forty or fifty personnel minimum, half of them trained soldiers. That’s not even countin’ any drones or mechs.”

Ash scoffed. “I wasn’t gonna charge through the front door. Look, I know it’s been a while, but I’m not the girl you remember. I’ve been doin’ this type of thing for years now. And I’m real good at it.”

He sighed and set down his food. The truth was that his sister was exactly the girl he remembered. Tough, determined, and sweeter than this Ongoolian fizz when she wanted to be. But just because she was capable of fighting didn’t mean she should dive headfirst into danger. That was Kal’s thing.

“I know,” Leenam said, letting out a long, slow breath. “But you’re pregnant now.”

“I was pregnant when I saved your ass, too,” Ash growled. “So don’t you dare give me any lip.”

He glanced over his shoulder and looked out the window. Oscura may have been an ethereal, peaceful paradise, but the rest of the Cluster sure wasn’t. And things were only going to get worse if they didn’t stop the Column and the Dowd.

“Look, I know a lot of my memories are still jumbled, but no one knows how these people operate better than me,” Leenam said. “Let me come with you. I can help.”

Ash nearly dropped her biscuit. “Are you crazy? It’s a damn miracle we’ve managed to keep you away from the DID, and that’s only because the Yarasi granted you temporary asylum. The moment you leave this rock, the Silencers will be all over you. Probably a dozen spies in the starport right now just waitin’ for the chance to grab you.”

Leenam grimaced. During his long hours alone in the darkness here, he’d had plenty of time to imagine what it would be like when the Intelligence Directorate goons finally got their hands on him. It would be about as pleasant as going back to the Column—which was to say, nightmarish beyond reason. The Yarasi had spent months repairing his mind, but the DID would happily rip it open again to get the secrets buried within.

Ash insisted that she’d never let them take him, but he had no idea how she intended to keep that promise. Kal was a Dominion fleet officer now, and there was absolutely no way his superiors would allow him to let a prize like Leenam go. He doubted that even the Yarasi would be able to protect him forever.

“You have a cloaked interceptor, Ash,” Leenam reminded her. “It’s not like they can track you. Honestly, I’m safer on the Wildcat than I am here. We both know the DID will convince the Yarasi to give me up eventually.”

“No, they won’t,” Ash said. “Kal has earned a lot of favors, and the DID isn’t stupid enough to risk a major diplomatic incident over one man.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” he muttered. “But even if they don’t do anythin’, the Column might. It’s only a matter of time before they figure out I’m still alive. They’ll want to silence me as much as the Dominion will want me to talk.”

“Another reason you need to stay put.”

“It’s been almost two months, Ash,” Leenam said. “I can’t stay here forever. I’m already goin’ crazy bein’ cooped up like this!”

“A little cabin fever is better than bein’ dead.”

“Ash, Markael might be there,” he pressed. “He was workin’ on this project…Catalyst. It’s the last place I remember seein’ him.”

Her eyes turned heavy. “I know. And if he’s there, I’m gonna rescue him, too.”

“But I can help. I need to help. After everything I’ve seen, everythin’ I’ve done…”

Leenam swallowed, then pushed his food away and wandered over to the window. Ash followed, her long blond hair looking pink thanks to the eerie light of the Oscuran star.

“I have to help fix this,” he told her. “I can never make up for what I’ve done, but I need to try.”

“They were controllin’ you,” Ash said, squeezing his arm. “None of this was your fault.”

Leenam wanted to believe her, he really did. And perhaps he should have. The mindseed, the indoctrination, the experiments…he had all the scapegoats in the galaxy to excuse the horrible things he’d done.

But for whatever reason, he couldn’t bring himself to accept them. Nor did he want to. The faces he saw when he closed his eyes—the faces of his victims—deserved more than convenient excuses. They deserved vengeance.

The least he could do was try to get it for them.

“Even if I wanted you to come,” Ash said, “I can’t give you the treatment you need. We’re still not sure that mindseed is completely gone, or that it won’t cause other problems down the road. And this ain’t somethin’ where we can just have Zillix run a med scan on you now and then. Only the Yarasi can treat this.”

“Then let’s bring one with us,” Leenam said.

His sister blinked.

“If Kuriya doesn’t want to come, maybe she knows someone who will,” Leenam added. “The Dowd are their enemies, too, and so is the insurrection. We can share everythin’ we find with them. Surely that’s worth somethin’ to the Executrix.”

“I’m sure it would be,” Ash said. “But they’ll never go along with it.”

“Maybe not,” Leenam admitted, putting his hands on the window and watching them steam around his hot skin. “But there’s only one way to find out.”


3
A New Alliance


The seventy-hour trip to our rendezvous with the Yarasi passed quickly, thanks in no small part to the fact that Miranda and Velarys spent a considerable number of those hours together with me in my quarters. They never completely stopped bickering, particularly about whose children would be stronger, but they did figure out many clever and entertaining ways to channel their frustration with each other.

Three days wasn’t enough time to know for certain if Velarys had fulfilled her vow in helping me get Miranda pregnant again, but we were all confident it was only a matter of time. And it wasn’t as if I minded having an excuse to keep trying while we waited. Whether I took her on my desk, in the shower, or against the viewport window, I never hesitated to fill her to the brim.

And every time I finished inside her or Velarys—or all over both of them—I couldn’t help but imagine how delighted Ash would be to relieve these moments later. She’d probably have to take in the experiences one by one just to avoid full psychometric overload. And I hadn’t even met back up with Saleya and Astra on Rividian yet.

The Renegade was still four hours from the rendezvous when my alarm pinged and dragged me back into consciousness. Miranda had started her shift about an hour ago—I vaguely remembered hearing her in the shower—but Velarys was still lying in bed with me. Her smooth, naked Yarasi skin was pressed up against my back, and her fingertips were gently working their way up and down my sides. Normally, such slow, feather-light movements would have tickled like crazy, but right now it felt amazing. I wasn’t sure if this was a Yarasi massage technique or if she was using her psionic powers to manipulate my senses. Either way, the sensation was unbelievably relaxing.

“You did not need to activate an alarm,” she whispered, her lips pressed right up against the lobe of my ear. “I would not have allowed you to oversleep.”

“Force of habit,” I replied, keeping my eyes closed even as I reached out to tap the nightstand and disable the clock. “Showed up late to a shift once years ago and learned that lesson.”

“I see. Did you oversleep because you had spent the prior night with a female?”

“Females,” I corrected, mind flashing back to the Meldonian dancer and fellow natty ’pounder who had kept me up all night. They had both been fun and flexible girls. “Plenty of alcohol, too.”

Velarys clucked her tongue softly. “Human culture is very peculiar.”

“You’ve mentioned that a few times.”

“More than a few.”

“Yeah, that’s the joke,” I mumbled, shaking my head.

One day, I promised myself, I was going to sit Velarys down with Ash and force her to watch some of the classic colonial comedy sketches on the Holosphere—especially the raunchier ones. Given the choice between children with vast psionic potential and children with a good sense of humor, I’d pick the latter every time.

“Have you heard anything else from your people?” I asked, closing my eyes when she dragged her fingertips over my chest. The combination of her soft touch and the Yarasi tingle that followed was so relaxing it almost put me right back to sleep.

“I would have informed you if I had,” Velarys replied, a hint of tartness in her voice. “Prelach Kithra will be at the rendezvous, and she will tell us what we need to know there.”

I nodded. “Well, let’s hope it’s good news. I’d love to be able to bring something positive to Lochlan on Rividian. Otherwise I’m pretty sure I’ll get chewed out for handing Leenam over to a foreign government again.”

“It was the correct choice. Our psychic chirurgeons were the only ones with the knowledge and power to save him.”

“I know, but that’s not how she sees it,” I replied sourly. “Or more accurately, it’s not how the Intelligence Directorate sees it. Wouldn’t be surprised if they called to scream at her on a daily basis.”

“That seems…inefficient.”

“Yeah, but that’s just how it works. There has to be a Yarasi equivalent—you know, heads of different organizations who get constantly annoyed when they step on each other’s toes.”

“My people do not have a habit of tripping on each other’s feet, no.”

I sighed. “What I meant was—”

“I know what you meant,” Velarys said, kissing my earlobe. “That was the joke.”

I glanced back over my shoulder to see her smiling wryly at me. I really should have learned not to underestimate her by now…

Grinning, I rolled all the way over and wedged myself between her smooth, athletic thighs. She eagerly spread her long legs for me, then wrapped them around my waist as I moved in for a kiss.

“You appear to have recovered from last night’s breeding session,” Velarys said, pulling back a few millimeters when she felt my rapidly hardening manhood pressing against her alien quim.

“What can I say?” I whispered, pecking at her lips again. “I like a girl who can make me laugh.”

“But I am not the one who requires fertilization,” she reminded me.

I grunted. “There’s more to sex than jahumir cycles. You and I had plenty of fun before you decided you wanted something more serious.”

Velarys’s smile faded as she ran her fingers through my short hair. “Yes, we did. I will miss that when we are separated.”

I frowned. “Separated?”

She looked up at me with those beautiful glowing eyes of hers. “Lieutenant Pierce was correct when she stated that I must return to the Empire before I give birth.”

“Right, but you also said Yarasi have longer pregnancies than humans. And that you could continue your duties here.”

“I can…but not for much longer,” Velarys said. “As you know, we Yarasi are relatively few in number. Children are very valuable to my people. Warriors do not serve on the front lines while they are pregnant.”

I glanced between our bodies. Her gray stomach remained as flat as ever, but I had to imagine it wouldn’t stay that way much longer, not with three little ones growing inside her.

“But you aren’t even showing yet,” I said. “Are you really supposed to take a whole year off-duty?”

“I will be given suitable tasks on the homeworld,” Velarys said. “But they will not involve danger, nor interaction with alien species.”

I ground my teeth. “What happens after you give birth?”

“The children will be given over to the custody of the Caretakers, and I will be reassigned elsewhere until my next breeding cycle.”

“Reassigned here?”

“I…I do not know,” she admitted. “Once the Dowd are defeated, circumstances will change quickly. It is difficult to predict if our governments will wish to continue this program.”

I nodded soberly. I’d been trying hard not to spend too much time thinking about the future when the present was so uncertain. The Dowd were out there ravaging worlds right now, and despite the awesome power of the Dominion fleet, there was no guarantee we could defeat them. We didn’t even know where they were hiding or what their former allies in the Column were up to. Virtually anything could happen.

But despite all the uncertainty, it was human nature to try and look forward, and all I could see was chaos. The interspecies alliance we’d assembled to fight the Dowd had already crumbled—Hebeskah was gone, as was Sek’Voth and his squad of Krosians. I held out hope that my relationship with them would help build a bridge between our peoples once the war was over, but while the Sillibar race may have survived the destruction of Exodus, the Pact itself might not.

Closer to home, there was also the question of what I was going to do. With Ash. With Leenam. With Saleya and her organization…

“What if you didn’t go back?” I asked.

Velarys gave me an odd look. “I do not understand.”

“Ash has a new place in mind on Nirivarr,” I said, bringing my lips back within a millimeter of hers. “Why not join her there? Saleya’s people are investing heavily in a new colony settlement, a place where people will be safe.”

“I am a soldier,” Velarys said flatly. “I will not become a Caretaker for many centuries yet. Only females in the latter stages of their life cycle are fit to properly raise and educate children.”

“Look, everybody loves wise grandmothers, but they’re not the only game in town,” I said. “Ash intends to raise ours herself. If you two were there together…”

She feathered her fingers through my hair again, then brushed the tips over my ears. “I do not wish to part company with you, Kaldor Zeris. I have become rather fond of your eccentricities.”

“Just my eccentricities?” I asked.

“You have traditional virtues as well,” she replied with a smirk, though it faded almost immediately. “But I cannot and will not turn my back on my people. There are…expectations, especially after I was given special permission to mate with you. Our children will be unique in the Empire.”

“They could be unique on Nirivarr just as easily,” I told her. “It’s just…well, I hope you’ll at least consider it.”

Velarys didn’t reply, but she did stretch up to kiss me again. The psionic tingle from her lips sent a ripple of delight cascading through me, and it only grew stronger when her tongue slipped into my mouth and danced with mine.

I understood the bind she was in, I truly did. I’d understood it from the beginning, in fact. But things were always different when they migrated from the realm of pure theory into hard reality. I really didn’t want to part company with her, either.

“I suppose we should clean up and get ready,” I whispered when our mouths parted.

“There is ample time,” Velarys said, her legs squeezing my waist to hold me in place. “We have not copulated in some time.”

I scoffed. “You and I remember these last few days very differently.”

“Attending to Lieutenant Pierce’s jahumir cycle is not the same as copulation,” Velarys said matter-of-factly. “I require additional attention.”

“And here I didn’t realize Yarasi were so needy.”

“It is not a need—it is a desire. I require you to mate with me. Vigorously.”

“Stars, I love it when you talk dirty,” I said, pushing the tip of my manhood against her smooth Yarasi folds.

“I know,” Velarys breathed, her eyes locked with mine. “That is why I wish you to battle for my affection as if you had not won it. To prove your dominance as if I have not already submitted to it.”

Her hands clenched at my biceps as she pulled me closer against her. “To fuck me as if you had not yet fertilized me.”

I did. My cock split her open with a violent thrust, and I hammered away as she clawed at my arms and moaned into my ears. And she didn’t just talk dirty, she thought dirty. Her wishes, her needs, her raw, seething lust—she projected them all into my head.

And as usual, she used her metabolic powers to deny me release until I broke her concentration, a process that required both jackhammering thrusts and adrenaline-fueled athleticism. I flipped her over and fucked her from behind, I picked her up and fucked her against the wall, and when all that failed, I threw her onto the floor and mounted her from behind. It wasn’t until I was crushing her face into the carpet that she finally squealed and lost control of her powers. Without her mind to seal the dam, I exploded in triumph, but not before I pulled out so I could hose her down from belly to forehead.

Once her pristine gray skin and luxurious white hair were properly sullied by my human seed, I collapsed onto my side. I was panting like I’d just played three overtime periods, but Velarys looked as content as I had ever seen her. It was still difficult to believe she could be so many different things at once. A powerful psychic, a fearsome warrior, a protective mother…

And for my eyes only, a filthy alien whore.

“Now,” she said, tiredly rolling her head back to look into the bathroom. “We shall clean up and get ready.”
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Somehow, Velarys and I both made it to our shifts on time. Mine technically started first; I relieved Miranda from the conn about ten minutes before we were scheduled to shift back into normal space. She tossed me a knowing look as she moved from the command chair to her station at ops, but she managed not to react at all when Velarys arrived a few moments later.

And then it was all back to business.

“Astral shift in thirty seconds, sir,” Reyes announced as the overlay on the viewer shifted to indicate our potential range of exit points given all possible variations of astral drift. Normally, such calculations would require significant adjustments on the part of the pilot to ensure we didn’t pop out right next to an asteroid or within a planetary gravity well, but here in deep space there wasn’t much to worry about.

“Thank you, Ensign,” I said, straightening in my seat. “Bring us out whenever you’re ready.”

Reyes nodded as his hands fluttered across his console. The timer ticked down, and with a dramatic flicker outside the viewer, the crimson mists of astral space were replaced by the nearly opaque void of deep space.

“Astral shift complete,” Reyes said. “Minimal drift…adjusting course to compensate.”

“All systems green, sir,” Miranda reported. “Diverting additional power to the scanners.”

I heard Olshenko tapping his fingers against the tactical console right above and behind my head. “No sign of any vessels within range,” he said. “Hostile or otherwise.”

“I suppose we are a little early,” I commented, casting a glance at my first officer. “Though I was under the impression that Yarasi were punctual.”

“We are,” Velarys replied coolly from beside me. “The Rusari has likely been here for some time.”

“Then what are they waiting for?” Olshenko asked.

“Yarasi are punctual and patient. My people are likely using this time to evaluate us.”

“That’s not creepy at all…” Ensign Mesko muttered audibly from the com station.

I turned and shot the young com officer with a recriminating scowl. But before he could apologize for the unprofessional outburst, Velarys abruptly stood from her chair.

“I have made contact,” she said, her glowing blue-violet eyes narrowing in concentration. “They are decloaking.”

Olshenko’s console beeped a heartbeat later, and I joined Velarys on my feet as a faint shimmer rippled across the otherwise empty starscape outside the viewport. A large vessel gradually materialized in front of us, its sleek, blade-like bow looking almost like an enormous purple sword floating in space.

“Coms, open a channel,” I said.

“Channel open, sir,” Mesko replied. He touched his console, and the image of a tall, proud Yarasi warrior in gray combat armor appeared at the center of the screen.

“Prelach Kithra,” I said, offering her a slight nod. “It’s good to see you again.”

“Commander Zeris,” she said in a tone that sounded more like a declaration than a greeting. “Kethron Velarys has informed me about your current situation.”

“That was fast,” I murmured, looking at my first officer. “Punctual, patient, and efficient.”

I caught the faintest hint of a smile on my first officer’s lips, but she kept her eyes on the other Yarasi. “The Dowd continue to attack vulnerable targets across Dominion space. We are eager to hear whatever information the Mystics have uncovered.”

“The males have learned a great deal about Dowd technology, specifically in regards to their astral communications relay,” Kithra said. “But I am not here solely as a messenger. The Executrix wishes to offer the Dominion a chance to participate in a joint military operation against our common foe.”

I raised a curious eyebrow at Velarys, but she seemed as surprised by this announcement as I was.

“I’m sure Fleet Command would be amenable, depending on the circumstances,” I said diplomatically. “But as you know, locating enemy targets has been a significant challenge. Other than a few small scattered bases here and there, we haven’t been able to—”

“We have already located a target, Commander,” Kithra interrupted. “And we intend to destroy it with or without the Dominion’s help.”

I pushed my tongue into the back of my teeth. After the Stormrider had been destroyed in the Drift, I’d spent enough time on the Rusari to mostly get used to the constant interruptions of our hosts. They didn’t intend to be rude, of course—as telepaths, they simply weren’t accustomed to the nuances of regular conversation. And as patient as they may have otherwise been, they sometimes seemed incapable of letting people finish sentences.

But social awkwardness was the least of my concerns right now. It had been months since we had destroyed that Dowd base in Pact space, and an eager tingle rippled through me at the prospect of once again going on the offensive.

“You’ve discovered another base?” I asked.

“We have discovered their primary base,” Kithra corrected, a clear hint of pride in her otherwise cool voice. “It is well-defended as well as difficult to reach, but we will not allow that to dissuade us. Our vengeance is at hand, Commander, and yours could be as well.”

My eager tingle transformed into a full-blown shudder of excitement. If the Yarasi had actually discovered the Dowd’s equivalent of a central command, it could change everything. I looked at Velarys again, but her brow was creased in concentration. She must have been telepathically communing with the others…

“I’d love to hear more,” I said. “If you’d be willing to come aboard, we can discuss—”

“My shuttle is being prepared as we speak,” Kithra said. “I will explain the nature of our discovery. Afterward, you will have two weeks to speak with your superiors and acquire reinforcements.”

I blinked. “Erm, it might take a bit longer than that. Our fleet is stretched thin defending as many colonies as it can in case the Dowd launch a full-scale attack. And if this base is as well-defended as you say, we’ll need to divert a lot of ships.”

“Not as many as you may think. As I said, we intend to destroy it whether the Dominion participates or not.”

I heard a few snorts of disbelief around the bridge, but no one said anything.

“With one battleship?” I asked. “No offense, but—”

I cut myself off this time when Olshenko’s console beeped again. When I glanced over my shoulder, the man’s face had gone pale with shock.

“More Yarasi ships are decloaking, sir,” he said. “There’s…there’s a whole fleet of them out there.”

I turned back to the viewer. One after another, more sword-shaped vessels began to materialize in the starry void behind Kithra’s projection. Five, ten, twenty…

“As I told you, Commander,” the Prelach said, a wolfish smile on her gray lips, “the time of our vengeance is at hand.”
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Half an hour later, I was standing in the Renegade’s hangar while Prelach Kithra’s shuttle was tractored in through the vacuum shield. Velarys and Miranda at my side, but I had cleared everyone else out—including sending out both our Harpies on shuttle escort duty. Technically, I probably should have had Olshenko and Vrisk here as well, but I’d decided to keep the greeting party small and mostly female.

“I still can’t believe the Yarasi deployed this many ships to our border,” Miranda said as the shuttle landed. She sounded a little anxious, but her hands were still clasped calmly behind her back. “Fleet Command will not be amused.”

“They’ll get over it,” I muttered. “This might be the opportunity we’ve been waiting for—a chance to finally hit the Dowd where it hurts.”

“Assuming the Yarasi are correct about this base.”

“They would not have come if there was any doubt,” Velarys replied mildly.

“Mm,” Miranda murmured noncommittally as she shuffled slightly on the heels of her boots. “Your people really didn’t tell you anything about this in advance?”

“No.”

“Isn’t that unusual?”

“Yes.”

Miranda eyed the other woman. “Aren’t you annoyed about that? You’re effectively the Yarasi liaison to the Dominion here.”

“Being annoyed would not serve a purpose,” Velarys replied. “The Executrix must have a reason. I will allow Prelach Kithra to explain the situation before coming to any judgment.”

I held back a smile as the shuttle doors hissed open. Even after a few days of intense bonding, the two women still saw the galaxy very differently.

Once the shuttle ramp lowered, Prelach Kithra appeared in the door and made her way forward. Two other Yarasi warriors clad in nearly identical silver armor remained on the ship, which I found a little surprising. It was rare for any commanding officer—let alone one of a foreign power—to board another vessel without an escort. I assumed it was an act of trust.

“Welcome aboard, Prelach,” I said, giving her a fractional nod. “It’s good to see you in person once again.”

“Commander,” she replied, casting her glowing gaze around the hangar. Like Velarys, Kithra’s black, tiara-like helmet was resting atop her long white hair. “I am continuously surprised that your superiors wish to keep our cloaking technology on such a small vessel.”

I smiled thinly, now extra thankful that we’d launched the Harpies just so the bay wasn’t as cramped as normal. “The Renegade’s no battleship, but she punches well above her weight.”

Velarys stirred at my side. “What the Commander means is that—”

“I understand the idiom,” Kithra said. “And you are correct: this vessel’s armament is closer to that of a destroyer than a frigate. Nevertheless, you should know that I have spoken to Admiral Lochlan multiple times on your behalf. Had you been a part of my task force, you would have been assigned a significantly more powerful vessel.”

“I…appreciate the vote of confidence,” I managed. Had Kithra been practically anyone else, I would have assumed she was buttering me up with compliments to try and get something. But Yarasi didn’t play games—they said exactly what they meant.

“You have proven yourself a capable officer and tactician,” she added. “The Executrix agrees, which is why she wished me to present our attack plan to you in person.”

“I’m honored,” I told her, starting to feel a touch embarrassed by all the praise. “I understand why you wouldn’t want to show up at Rividian with a cloaked fleet, but I would have thought you’d prefer to organize a meeting at Kenabrius.”

“The station is too chaotic a location at the present time, especially with the continued disruptions in Pact space. The Executrix wished me to meet with you in private so that you could deliver the message to your trusted superiors.”

My trusted superiors, I mused. It was an interesting turn of phrase, not to mention a surprisingly subtle one for a Yarasi. She could have come out and told me that she didn’t trust Dominion Fleet Command, who had eyes and ears all over Kenabrius.

“I understand,” I replied. “Well, I’m happy to listen to what you have to say. Though before we do, I should introduce my operations officer, Lieutenant Pierce. I’m not sure if you had a chance to meet when you rescued the crew of the Stormrider from—”

“I am familiar with the identities of your crew,” Kithra interjected again as she turned to Miranda. “She is one of your mates as well, is she not?”

I’d felt moderately embarrassed by Kithra’s barrage of compliments, but I felt positively blindsided now. My mouth fell open, and I struggled to find words…

“I am,” Miranda confirmed, looking at the other woman eye-to-eye—and probably mind-to-mind.

“The commander continues to breed her as part of the Dominion’s embryonic storage program,” Velarys said. “But do not allow their barbarism to sully your opinion of the lieutenant. She is a formidable warrior with a keen intellect—a worthy female, in all respects.”

“I see,” Kithra replied, eyeing Miranda for another moment before looking back at me. “You are an intriguing male specimen, Commander. Perhaps the first to sire warriors in multiple empires.”

“Erm,” I managed. “I suppose that’s—”

“Come, show me to your bridge,” Kithra said, twisting to face the lift car on the other side of the hangar. “We have a great deal to discuss.”

She started walking without waiting for me to escort her, which—like the fact she seemed incapable of letting anyone finish a damn sentence—should have been incredibly irritating. But I was still too stunned to care, and I quickly accelerated to overtake her before we reached the lift car.

During our short ride, the four of us spoke exclusively about the Renegade and its capabilities, which made the conversation approximately ten thousand times less awkward than the one we’d just had in the hangar. Kithra knew nearly everything about the ship—shared schematics had been part of the initial diplomatic arrangement that had gotten us the Yarasi cloaking device—but she seemed interested in my personal accounts of our battles in Pact space. I wasn’t sure why, since Velarys would have included all the details in her reports, but I obliged Kithra’s curiosity nonetheless.

Olshenko and Vrisk were waiting for us in the conference room as I’d requested. Kithra didn’t seem any more interested in introductions than she had earlier, however—she immediately launched into the explanation we had been waiting for.

“As you already know, Commander,” she said, taking a standing position on the viewport-facing side of the long black table, “the Yarasi possess a telepathic communications network that is faster, more reliable, and more secure than your traditional com frequencies.”

“I’m aware it exists,” I said, sitting down even if she didn’t. “But I don’t claim to understand how it works.”

“We will not be providing you with that knowledge,” Kithra said pointedly.

Olshenko snorted. “Then what is the point in—”

“You are also aware that the Dowd are able to communicate with their ships when they are in astral space,” Kithra continued as if he didn’t exist. “Neither the Dominion nor the Yarasi Empire possess this technology. Until recently, our mystics believed such communication between realms was impossible.”

“Right,” I said, shooting Olshenko a sympathetic look. Like it or not, we all needed to tolerate our host’s abrasiveness. “What changed?”

“During the recent Dowd incursions within our space, our mystics learned a great deal about our shared enemy—including the fact that their own communication network is not entirely dissimilar to ours.”

“Curious,” Vrisk put in, his Kali scales shimmering blue. “Has this discovery allowed you to reverse-engineer the technology?”

“No,” Kithra said. “We still cannot communicate between realms, but the mystics did discover how to trace these Dowd signals in both normal and astral space.”

I leaned forward and put my elbows on the table. “Which you were able to track to the source,” I reasoned.

“To multiple sources, both vessels and static emplacements,” Kithra said. “It took the mystics a great deal of time, but they were able to locate what we believe is the command hub of the entire Dowd fleet.”

Olshenko whistled softly. “Incredible. So where is it? Somewhere in the Borderlands? The Drift?”

Kithra’s glowing eyes finally turned to acknowledge the other man’s presence, though she looked as if she wanted to melt his brain with her telepathy.

“No,” she said. “It is within astral space.”

Miranda frowned. “But that’s impossible. Long-term exposure to astral energies would trigger the Koro Effect—the Dowd would all go insane.”

“Unless they’re immune,” Vrisk replied, his scales going from curious blue to thoughtful black. “Naturally or otherwise.”

“We do not know how they resist the effects of astral madness, but the Voidborn monstrosities have constructed a base within the sacred stillness. For that alone, they must be destroyed.”

I shared a look with each of my officers. The specific nuances of Yarasi religion still eluded me, but I knew they viewed astral space differently than most humans. They believed that the consciousness of their people merged with the “Beyond” in death, making the entire astral realm something akin to an afterlife. It was one of the reasons they found Dominion Synesthetes so appalling—from their perspective, we were trapping the souls of the dead in the physical realm rather than allowing them to cross over.

But if the Dowd had indeed built a base in astral space, then they had committed an even greater sin. And setting aside the obvious tactical benefits of destroying such a facility, it made sense why the Executrix would be willing to commit a sizable force to this operation. This was greater than war—it was an act of faith.

“Well, I guarantee the Dominion will be willing and eager to help,” I said. “I’m not sure how quickly we’ll be able to scramble ships, but I’ll make the case to Admiral Lochlan myself.”

“As I knew you would,” Kithra replied with that faint but unmistakable Yarasi haughtiness. “This is the opportunity both our people have been waiting for.”

“So where is this base, exactly?” Olshenko asked. “How long will it take to reach it?”

“Time and distance work differently within the Beyond,” Kithra said, giving him another of her vaguely disgusted looks. “There are no fixed coordinates, nor is there a coterminous location in normal space for us to enter that would place us nearby.”

“In other words,” I said, “we can’t just fly to the right coordinates in normal space, then shift over with a massive fleet and obliterate them before they know we’re there.”

Kithra nodded, her expression changing from disgust to respect as her gaze went from Olshenko back to me. “Correct.”

“Though I admit, I don’t quite understand why,” I continued, looking at Miranda for a lifeline. “Astral theory isn’t exactly my speciality.”

“It is…complicated,” she managed. “The reason astral travel is so swift is that the laws of physics don’t function the same way as normal space. There’s no relativity, for example, so psionic minds or ships powered by them can effectively move faster than light. But even though we can use the astral as a bridge between two points in normal space, the coordinates between realms are not fixed. That is why it is incredibly difficult to pursue a ship that has shifted—if you don’t follow them almost instantaneously, there’s no guarantee you’ll arrive in the same spot.”

If regular physics made my head hurt, then astral physics made my eyes bleed. I’d never been able to completely wrap my mind around the concept. It seemed more like a magical forest from some ancient fairy tale where travelers would get lost in the mists and disappear forever.

“The point is that locations in astral space are constantly shifting,” Miranda added. “Even if the Dowd do have a base there, the only way to reach it would be to use a powerful clairvoyant navigator. Someone capable of navigating the mists with their mind alone.”

“Well, unless I missed something in the crew roster, we’re fresh out of nearly omnipotent clairvoyants,” I said, looking at Kithra. “And if I’m not mistaken, your mystics aren’t allowed to leave Draconis.”

“Normally, they are not,” Kithra said. “But the Executrix has granted one special dispensation for this mission. He is aboard the Rusari now, and he will be able to guide us to the Voidborn infestation.”

I blinked in surprise, and I saw Velarys do the same. I wasn’t aware of a Yarasi male ever leaving their homeworld—the Dominion xenological database didn’t even have an image of one on file. They were practically creatures of myth, only spoken of but never seen. For the Executrix to let one leave…

“The Dowd have attacked and killed many of our people, Commander,” Kithra said, either seeing or sensing my concern. “We will do whatever is necessary to destroy them.”

“I understand,” I replied. “Does this mystic have an idea how long the trip will take?”

“Between six and ten hours. Due to the nature of the Beyond, it is impossible to know with absolute certainty.”

I nodded gravely. That was a pretty long stint in astral space in one stretch, especially at the high estimate. If the battle at the other end lasted for an extended duration, the Koro Effect could become a problem, especially for any smaller vessels whose shielding wasn’t as durable.

But ultimately, there was nothing for it. A little astral-induced insanity was a small price to pay if it could effectively end this war.

“Did your scouts get a good look at this base?” I asked.

“Yes,” Kithra confirmed. She retrieved a slender crystal from her belt, then placed it upon the table. After activating it with her telepathy, a hologram-like image of a huge, vaguely spider-shaped facility appeared above the table. There was no clear reference for scale, since the base was floating alone in the crimson mists almost like a kraken of legend deep beneath the waves. But then Kithra mentally panned the image around to give us a better view by zooming in on the facility’s “legs,” including the various ships docked with them. Initially, I thought they were Dowd fighter drones, but I realized they were actually swarm ships.

Hundreds upon hundreds of swarm ships.

“By the Seraph,” Olshenko gasped as he leaned forward. “That’s just not a base—that’s a damn shipyard!”

“As I said, we believe it is their primary command structure,” Kithra said, giving him another “why are males so dumb” look, of which she seemed to have a nearly unlimited amount.

“Incredible,” Vrisk said. “An astral shipyard and a communications array. This would help explain their ability to produce ships as well as coordinate their attacks across the Cluster so precisely.”

“Yes, it does,” I agreed soberly. The Yarasi definitely hadn’t oversold this discovery of theirs—if anything, they might have undersold it.

“Sir, this changes everything,” Olshenko said, turning to me. “No more chasing them around—no more playing defense! We can finally hit them where it hurts!”

About fucking time, I thought, though I tried my best to keep my demeanor calm and professional.

“What kind of defenses does it have?” I asked.

Kithra adjusted the image again, this time to a full-zoomed out view. “I can upload detailed tactical information for your analysts to review. But the facility has only moderate static defenses.”

“Makes sense,” Olshenko said with a shrug. “Why waste time and resources installing heavy defenses on a base nobody knows exists?”

“There are still dozens of partially constructed swarm ships there,” I said before Kithra could shoot him another glare for having the audacity to speak his mind. “And a few dozen disruptor cannons isn’t nothing. Were any other vessels on defense duty?”

“Each of our scouting patrols discovered a different number of enemy vessels,” the Prelach told me. “The number has decreased each time. This suggests that either the number of vessels stationed at the facility fluctuates often, or that the Dowd fleet is in the process of amassing elsewhere.”

“I like one of those options better than the other,” I murmured. Thus far, the Dowd hadn’t been willing to commit the bulk of their fleet to an attack on a key Dominion target, but if that was about to change…

Well, at least it meant that this would be the perfect opportunity to stab in the back while their attention was elsewhere.

“It’s too bad we don’t know the location of any of their other bases,” Olshenko commented. “Otherwise we could attack a different one and pull even more ships away.”

“If we knew the location of their other bases, we would have already destroyed them,” Kithra said, looking disgusted with him again.

“Is there any way that you could use this signal tracing technology of yours to estimate the number of enemy ships near the facility before we arrive?” Vrisk asked, his scales shimmering black.

“Our mystic suggested the same strategy.” Kithra gave the Kali a look that, unlike the ones she kept throwing at Olshenko, seemed more impressed than annoyed. “A quick, decisive strike will be necessary.”

“That’s all well and good, but there is one other big problem,” I put in. “If the facility or any of the defending ships have psi-disruptor weapons, they could cut us to ribbons. I’m sure Velarys gave you the report—a single blast crippled us during the battle at Exodus. We would have been destroyed if they hadn’t wanted to steal our cloaking device so badly.”

“Yes, the entire Cluster is fortunate you were able to overpower their assault team before they captured the device,” Kithra said. “With access to our technology, the Voidborn monstrosities could have inflicted unspeakable devastation on countless worlds.”

Since their eyes lacked pupils, it was always difficult to tell exactly what a Yarasi was looking at. But it really seemed like Kithra was eyeing me up and down as she spoke. I wasn’t sure why.

“Indeed,” I replied. “But the Dowd have been using this weapon in nearly every engagement since. Our only saving grace is that they don’t seem to have them mounted on every ship.”

Her gaze lingered on me for a few more seconds before she continued.

“That is likely because only a small number of enemy psychics possess the telepathic strength required to generate such a catapsi field, even with the aid of amplification crystals,” Kithra said. “Our mystics estimate that fewer than one percent of the Voidborn possess such abilities.”

“One percent of thousands is still a lot,” I murmured. “Did your people develop a countermeasure? Velarys never mentioned anything.”

“There was nothing for her to mention. While intense catapsi fields are a potential threat to any psychic, the nature of our vessels makes them less vulnerable to such attacks than yours.”

“Why?” Olshenko asked.

Once again, Kithra seemed beyond irritated at the interjection from another male. But Vrisk chimed in before she could.

“Yarasi vessels are empowered by the combined telepathic strength of every member of their crew,” the Kali explained. “Perhaps this metaconcert of psionic abilities is more stable than Dominion ships, which are either powered by a single psionic reactor or by a handful of Synesthetes.”

“Precisely,” Kithra said. Once again, she didn’t seem the least bit annoyed by Vrisk’s comments despite his gender. “Your ships are vulnerable to the catapsi effect because your people insist on acting as individuals rather than a collective consciousness.”

“We have plenty of psionic capacitors that allow us to interface with the ship and enhance its systems,” Miranda put in tartly.

“But we aren’t constantly plugged in,” I said. “An electrical current flowing through a single circuit is easier to short out than an entire grid.” Tapping my lip in thought, I turned to Vrisk. “Is there some way we might be able to use this to develop a real countermeasure?”

“Possibly,” the Kali said. “Though as you pointed out, Dominion starships are not designed for constant direct interface. Starfighters are, but they only have one or two pilots at most. That is likely insufficient for a true metaconcert.”

“Well, that’s probably a conversation for later, regardless,” I said, leaning forward to examine the projection of the base more closely. “If the Yarasi ships can endure the catapsi weapons, we can plan our strategy around that. What do you need from the Dominion?”

“Firepower,” Kithra said. “It will take my task force significant time to breach the enemy defenses alone, especially if additional enemy ships are present. Your starfighters could also prove invaluable—the enemy facility has enough space to carry several wings of drones.”

“I’m sure Lochlan can spare us some Valkyries, maybe a full carrier if we’re lucky. I’ll bring her everything you’re willing to share.”

“Did your scouts find any signs of Dominion technology?” Miranda asked, examining the projection more closely.

“No,” Kithra said. “Your separatists do not seem to be involved.”

“Which doesn’t necessarily mean they don’t know about it,” I pointed out. “Though it wouldn’t surprise me if the Dowd built a secret lair of their own. That’s the problem with working alongside monsters—never know when they’re going to turn around and claw off your face.”

“That’s still good news for us,” Olshenko said. “If the Dowd have turned against the Column, it means that superdreadnought of theirs probably won’t be hanging around to defend it.”

“Thank the Seraph for that,” I agreed, my thoughts flicking to Ash and Leenam. Once again, I found myself wondering what he may or may not have known about the Column’s activities. I needed to fire off a message to Oscura as soon as possible. With luck, he would be well enough by now to finally start sharing some of the insurrection’s secrets.

Even if he couldn’t help us directly with this mission, I needed to give something to Lochlan, if only to spare myself another verbal flensing when I reached her office on Rividian. The DID was surely breathing down her neck, and I had no doubt that she would take out her frustration on me.

But it didn’t matter. I was an Immortal—getting shot in the face was nothing new. And no matter how annoyed with me the admiral was right now, she wasn’t a fool. The moment I mentioned this Dowd base, Lochlan would surely recognize the opportunity I was about to offer her—an opportunity to destroy the Dowd for good.

“I’ll bring this to my superiors right away,” I said. “Seraph willing, we can end this war together.”


Interlude
Leenam


The Borderlands

For any young, able-bodied man worth his salt, doing a few reps of pull-ups on a suspended bar wasn’t difficult. When the bar was held aloft entirely by your own mind, however, the exercise became significantly more complicated.

“Shit,” Leenam Telaar growled when he felt his arms starting to tremble. He had lost more strength than he’d realized these past few months, both in mind and in body, and now that he had access to his sister’s impressive workout room on the Wildcat, he was determined to get it all back.

“You don’t need to kill yourself on the first day,” Ash scolded him, her arms crossed over her chest as she watched him hanging in midair. “Kuriya’s got a hard enough job puttin’ your head back together. Don’t need to tear a bunch of tendons, too.”

Gritting his teeth, Leenam ignored her and held on. The mental part of this challenge was proving the easier of the two. While the metal bar was wobbling a bit more than he would have liked, his magnokinesis seemed as strong as ever. He could feel every metal molecule in the exercise room, from the iron weights to the steel benches to the thorotine hull plating surrounding it all, and he’d been able to create a magnetic field without any trouble. Now he just needed to get his body to cooperate.

“Unless the plan is to get hurt,” Ash added, getting a sly smile on her face. “Ya know, to give your personal doctor another excuse to spend more time with you.”

“What?” he blurted out. His grip finally faltered, and he dropped to the floor with a thud and a grunt. He barely managed to keep the magnetic field going strong enough that he could gently lower the bar to the ground rather than letting it fall with a crash.

“Just sayin’, I’ve spent a lot of time around Yarasi this past year,” Ash said. “Trust me: they aren’t as innocent as they seem.”

Leenam groaned as he put his hands on his knees and panted for breath. He was glad he’d taken off his shirt, because he was absolutely covered in sweat. His sister was drenched too, though she had also run several kilometers before he’d come in and several more afterward. The crazy part was that she wasn’t even breathing hard.

“I ain’t gonna get hurt,” he insisted. “But I am gonna get back in shape.”

“For a man who’s been horizontal for a few months, you look pretty good,” Ash said, gently snapping him with a towel. “Come on, let’s get a drink in the lounge before you pass out.”

Nodding, Leenam retrieved his shirt from the floor and followed her out of the gym and through the rear wrap-around corridor to the lounge. It had been two days since she had smuggled him off Oscura, and while he hadn’t missed the boredom of astral travel, he was definitely enjoying the greater independence. The Yarasi had been more generous and more welcoming than he’d had any right to expect, but he’d still felt like he was under a microscope the whole time he was in that apartment.

Now all he had to worry about was avoiding the countless Dominion intelligence operatives who were undoubtedly searching for him. And the Column assassins who were doing the same.

Leenam heard voices from the lounge before they arrived. When they walked in, Zillix the Kali-shaped android was glaring at the holo-projector in front of the couch. It wasn’t immediately clear why, until Leenam noticed the black cat sitting atop it.

“Your pet will not obey my commands,” the android said the moment Ash entered the lounge.

“Really,” she replied with a snort. “And here I didn’t think I could love him any more than I already did.”

“Felines do not belong on the projector,” the android said, somehow managing to sound both calm and irritated at the same time. “Or on the control consoles. Or in the engineering compartment.”

“It’s his ship, too,” Ash countered as she moved to the storage unit and grabbed a bottle of water. “Way more than it is yours. I figured you’d have gotten used to him bein’ around by now.”

The android’s head twitched to the side in an excellent approximation of Kali body language, albeit without the color-shifting scales.

“Just because I am accustomed to the beast’s presence does not mean I understand it,” Zillix said. “Surely whatever minimal emotional benefits the creature provides are not worth the constant maintenance.”

From the way Ash suddenly squeezed her bottle, Leenam wondered if she might throw it at the robot. Meanwhile, Kalycos remained silent on his perch, his tail swishing as he watched his mother defend his honor.

This was the second such standoff they’d had since leaving Oscura, the last one having taken place in the cockpit when Kalycos had decided to nap on the navigational console. Anyone who’d attempted to move him had been met with a vicious growl.

Not from the cat, but from Ash.

“If anyone on this ship ain’t worth the constant maintenance, it’s you,” his sister grumbled. “’Cuz you sure as hell ain’t givin’ anyone ‘emotional benefits.’ Half the time you open that mechanical mouth of yours, you make me want to weld it shut.”

“Your unwarranted irritation says more about your current mental state than my contributions to the mission,” Zillix replied mildly. “In fact, I have noticed a statistically significant decline in your emotional stability since you discovered your pregnancy.”

If Ash’s eyes had been plasma cannons, the android would have instantly been reduced to slag. Her workout shorts and cropped top didn’t make her look nearly as intimidating as when she was wearing her armor and carrying her energy bow, but the fact she was still covered in a sheen of sweat did give her a bit of a throw-boxer vibe.

Kalycos, for his part, continued glancing between them, waiting eagerly for the inevitable exchange of blows. Or perhaps wondering when one of them would finally give him a treat.

“Gonna get yourself jettisoned if you aren’t careful,” Leenam warned.

“Your sister has made similar threats before,” Zillix replied, unimpressed.

Leenam stepped closer to the android. “Wasn’t talkin’ about her,” he said. “I’m the one who can crush that fancy exoskeleton of yours with my mind, remember?”

The android glanced back and forth between them. “To clarify my position,” Zillix added, “I was not insulting your children or your choice to bear them.”

“That’s good,” Ash said. “Otherwise you’d be goin’ back to Vrisk inside a box.”

“Lieutenant Pierce’s treatment is a remarkable achievement that will undoubtedly encourage a great deal of further research into inter-species fertility,” the android continued. “I was simply expressing concern about the decreasing quality of your decision-making capabilities, particularly since they were below average to begin with.”

Ash stopped in place and renewed her scowl. “You ungrateful piece of—”

Before she could finish, a tall shadow appeared from the door to the cockpit. Kuriya strode into the lounge with one of her white eyebrows arched.

“Is something wrong with the android?” she asked.

“No,” Ash said, putting her hands on her hips. “A lot of things are wrong with the android. Any chance you can fix up his head with that Yarasi magic of yours?”

“My abilities are not magical in nature,” Kuriya said, looking confused. “Even if they were, Yarasi males are more predisposed than females to possess metacreative abilities.”

Ash sighed and pressed the cold bottle against her forehead. “Maybe we need to lock the two of you in a room together. You speak the same language.”

“One based on reason and logic?” Zillix asked.

“Don’t mind them,” Leenam said, waving a hand and moving to Kuriya. “If you didn’t know better, you’d almost think they were the siblings here.”

The Yarasi continued looking at him quizzically, clearly not understanding the sarcasm. Leenam should have known better after spending so much time with her over the past few weeks. She was as sweet as pie but as oblivious as a Golden World jenny.

“Forget it,” he muttered, gesturing for Ash to throw him a water bottle. Kalycos watched it fly across the lounge with keen interest, as if he might attempt to intercept en route. But laziness prevailed, and he remained in place. “You need something?”

“It is time for another healing session,” Kuriya said.

Leenam groaned. “Already?”

“I waited an additional hour—I did not wish to interrupt your physical training.”

“Go on,” Ash said, flicking her wrist toward the wrap-around. “I’ll be here feedin’ Little Kal…right here on the projector.”

Leenam chuckled. “Let me take a quick shower, then I’ll meet you in the infirmary.”

“Bathing is not a necessary part of the treatment,” Kuriya replied with a frown.

“After an hour in the gym, I guarantee it is,” Leenam said pointedly. “I’ll be right there.”

He headed back to the wrap-around and ducked into the shower, being careful not to let his hands linger on the controls any longer than necessary. The moment he’d set foot on the Wildcat, Leenam had quickly been reminded that his psychometric powers could be as much of a curse as a blessing. There were strong emotions imprinted all over this ship, and he absolutely did not want to relive the memories of his sister and her boyfriend in the shower. Or on the couch in the lounge. Or on the control panels on the bridge…

Leenam shivered, and not because he made the water as cold as possible. The chill had always felt soothing on his otherwise scalding skin, but he’d come to appreciate it more since his recovery. He wasn’t sure why, exactly, but maybe it reminded him of home. The lake down the hill from their parent’s house had been freezing even in the summer. He’d probably swam across that thing with Ash and Markael a thousand times.

Markael.

Leenam’s cheek twitched at the thought, and he braced his palm against the slick wall of the shower as the water beat down upon him. It had been a long time since he had spoken with his brother—at least two years, if his memory wasn’t playing tricks on him. In all likelihood, Markael had been indoctrinated the same way that he had, and there was a chance he’d been implanted with a mindseed. Leenam just had to hope the Column hadn’t activated it…and that his brother was still alive.

Either way, Leenam was hopeful that they would be able to get the information they needed on Chophus. The base was small and highly secretive, mostly thanks to its connection to Project Catalyst, whatever that was. All Leenam knew for certain was that his brother had been assigned to work on it, which seemed like a waste for someone with psychometric powers, especially since Markael had been the strongest out of all three of them.

Burying the thought and all the anxiety that went along with it, Leenam finished his shower and headed over to the Wildcat’s cramped infirmary. Kuriya was waiting for him in that skin-tight white jumpsuit of hers, and she had him lying face-down on the med-table within seconds of his arrival. He closed his eyes when he felt her fingers pressing against the back of his skull.

He had literally no idea what she was doing back there—he didn’t usually feel much of anything when she probed him—but he did get the usual brief psychometric flash when her skin made contact with his. He didn’t sense much, just a quick flurry of indecipherable thoughts and images, and he made it a point not to concentrate and bring them to the forefront. Her experiences were her business, not his.

Still, he did catch a glimpse of her speaking with her Yarasi superiors, probably when she had informed them she’d be going along with him on this mission. The emotions in that moment were intense—he wondered if her superiors had been pissed about it. Honestly, he still couldn’t believe she had actually come along. It was a huge inconvenience—not to mention a big risk—to take on behalf of a stranger, and an alien one at that.

“Ya know, I was surprised when you didn’t bring your bag of needles along,” he commented.

“You complained about them repeatedly on Oscura,” Kuriya reminded him.

“Sure, but nobody likes dental tools, either. Still gotta sit there and take it once in a while if you don’t want your teeth to fall out.”

Her right hand slid down along his spine while her left remained pressed against his head. He belatedly hoped that Yarasi got their teeth cleaned the same way most species did, otherwise he’d made yet another quip that would fall flat…

“The foci are no longer necessary,” Kuriya said into the pause. “I am confident in your mental stability.”

“Never had a girl tell me that before,” Leenam replied dryly. “Guess I should have dated more doctors.”

“Dated?”

“It’s not important,” he said with a sigh. As amazing as translator implants were these days, there was only so much they could do without a cultural baseline. “Anyway, I wanted you to know how much I appreciate you comin’ along.”

“You have expressed similar gratitude on several other occasions,” Kuriya said. “Are you having issues with your memory?”

“No, I just…” Leenam sighed again. Stars, this girl was frustrating. He almost wished she were a bitch so he could be annoyed without feeling guilty about it. “I wanted to make sure you knew, that’s all.”

“I have not forgotten. And you do not need to worry about expressing your feelings verbally—I am a telepath.”

He snorted softly. “You know, you may also be the first girl I’ve ever met who doesn’t want a man to share his feelings.”

“And you are the first alien male I’ve met who seems insistent upon sharing them regardless.”

Leenam frowned and craned his head back to look up at her. “Was that a joke?”

“Perhaps,” Kuriya replied. “Now lie still.”

He chuckled as he straightened his head and let her work. A Yarasi with a sense of humor…he hadn’t expected that. Of course, no sane person would have expected any part of the situation he found himself in. Two half-Kreen siblings teaming up with a Kali android, a Yarasi doctor, and an obstinate feline…the Wildcat’s crew sounded like the roster of one of those low-budget thrillers he and Markael used to pirate off the Holosphere when they were kids. Hopefully that meant he and his brother would get an overly sentimental reunion before the credits rolled. If not…

Well, if I can’t find my brother, Leenam thought darkly, the least I can do is figure out a way to fuck up the Column’s latest plans, whatever they are. I owe it to our parents. To Markael. To Ash. To the whole fucking Cluster.

“Your mind is tense,” Kuriya scolded him. “It is much more difficult to repair your neural pathways when they are so erratic.”

Leenam grimaced. Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes and tried to think of something else. But as usual, the only images that flowed into his head were the ones he most wanted to forget. The harm he’d caused, the chaos he’d sown, the people he’d killed…

“You are still tense,” Kuriya scolded.

“Sorry,” he muttered. “You sure you didn’t accidentally open a valve in my mind or somethin’?”

“I did not have to. The guilt is always there.”

Leenam swallowed to try and wet his suddenly parched throat. “Yeah, well, maybe it should be.”

She paused for a long moment, then traced her fingers more gently along the length of his spine. A soothing shudder immediately passed through him.

“You will not have peace until you find justice,” she whispered.

He scoffed. “Not sure there is such a thing.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. I suppose because even if you somehow punish the people responsible, what’s gone is still gone. Seraph knows there are plenty of folks out there who owe me a pulse blast to the brain. But even if I walked right up to ’em and let ’em take the shot, it wouldn’t change what I’d done. Or bring back what they’ve lost because of me.”

Kuriya stayed silent for a long moment, and he wondered if he might have upset her. He certainly hoped not, after everything she’d done for him…and everything she was still doing for him.

“My people believe there is more to justice than restoration,” she said eventually. “To leave a crime unpunished is to corrupt the astral winds themselves. The virtue and sin of this life echo into the Beyond.”

“It’s a nice sentiment,” Leenam said.

“Do you not agree?”

“I don’t know. I’m not the most spiritual man in the galaxy.” Leenam paused and ground his teeth. “But I’ll tell you right now what will actually bring me peace.”

“What is that?” Kuriya asked.

He swallowed again. “Revenge.”


4
Rividian


Four days after our meeting with Prelach Kithra and the Yarasi, the Renegade finally arrived in the Rividian System. An hour after that, we were approaching Rividian II, the impregnable Dominion border stronghold.

The tac-holo was alight with ships, many of them military but probably twice as many civilian vessels. If I hadn’t known about the war with the Dowd, I would have immediately known that something was amiss purely from the increased traffic. The system was so well-protected that the Admiralty hadn’t moved many additional ships here, but the flood of refugees coming in from the Ramanis jump gate was causing a security backup the likes of which I’d never seen.

Most of the incoming vessels were likely hoping for permission to take the jump gate to New Praxius. Not because it was better protected—Rividian had as large a defense fleet as any of the Golden Worlds—but because this wasn’t a place where anyone would wish to start a new life. Contrary to the cosmopolitan image presented in ridiculous holo-dramas, Rividian was still a giant military base masquerading as a planet. So while it had an impressively large economy and high standard of living, everything was driven by the needs of the Dominion fleet and its soldiers rather than the civilian populace.

Still, for all the colonists out there who had fled the Dowd, Rividian probably seemed like a warm blanket on a cold winter day right now. There were over a hundred capital ships stationed here at the moment, including the Spearhead. I had to admit that even I felt more secure looking upon the enormous dreadnought.

We followed all the standard procedures as we settled into orbit, and I could feel the rest of the crew getting antsy. After all, I’d promised them a few days of much-needed shore leave while I visited Lochlan and tried to scramble as many ships as I could to join the Yarasi task force.

“Maintenance crews from the orbital station are on their way, sir,” Mesko reported once we came to a full stop. “And the inspection team from the Spearhead is scheduled to arrive tomorrow morning.”

“Good,” I said, toggling off the control panels on my chair and stretching out my arms. “What about the request for shore leave?”

The young man smiled. “We’ve received final shuttle authorization, Commander. Two shuttles will be arriving soon to take everyone down to Melandis City.”

“Oh, thank the Seraph,” Olshenko breathed from behind me. “Sir, I think I speak for everyone when I say that none of us would complain if you feel the need to take a few extra days off to butter up the admiral.”

“Noted,” I replied, bringing myself to my feet. “Just remember, you’re not to leave the city under any circumstances. We might not have a lot of warning before we need to leave. I expect everyone to be able to pack up and get back to the ship within a few hours.”

Olshenko, Mesko, and Reyes all muttered an acknowledgment, though I could see the smiles behind the grumbles. Morale had been high since we’d met with the Yarasi—the prospect of finally going on the offensive had been the infusion of hope everyone had needed after months of being on our heels. But that didn’t mean they weren’t looking forward to a few days of rest and relaxation in a real atmosphere beneath a real sun. The fact that Rividian had a huge number of military personnel with an equally huge amount of nightclubs to service them was icing on the proverbial cake.

Miranda and Velarys didn’t have the same reaction, but that was only because they had volunteered to stay on the ship to oversee the maintenance crews while I met with Lochlan. It wasn’t glorious work, but someone had to do it. And since I was still hesitant to bring a Yarasi onto a Dominion planet, it was all for the best.

As my shuttle descended through the clouds toward the starport, I took a moment to lean back and appreciate the lush, rolling fields outside Melandis City, as well as the giant shield generators and defense towers scattered among them. Every time I saw them, I remembered the well-intentioned but misguided protesters who had wanted them all removed as part of a larger process of converting Rividian to a true civilian colony. At the time, I’d thought about how many aliens in the Driftward Worlds would kill for a fraction of these defenses.

Today, it was more true than ever. More defense towers and shield generators may not have saved Osepheron, but it would have given the colony a fighting chance to hold out until reinforcements arrived. Better yet, the defenses may have encouraged the Dowd to seek a different target in the first place. Calls for disarmament seemed more naive than ever.

Yet at the same time, I suddenly understood why so few would willingly choose to settle down and raise children in the shadow of massive guns. As much as they projected safety, they also projected fear. I’d never had that feeling before now, probably because the idea of starting a family and having a life beyond the military had seemed so distant as to be unreachable.

A lot had changed in a few short months.

About half an hour later, my shuttle landed in the Bulwark, the largest military base on Rividian. Between the bristling psi-cannons on the perimeter and the sleek ovoid design, the multi-kilometer long structure looked like one of the old Omega-class battlecruisers which had never lifted off. Getting from the landing pad to the command tower required passing through three separate checkpoints, all with conventional electronic security devices as well as Seraphim telepaths. Considering that Fleet Command planned the vast majority of Dominion operations from here, it wasn’t surprising that they didn’t want any Sillibar infiltrators to sneak inside.

Unfortunately for them, the checkpoints still hadn’t stopped Razael from passing himself off as the real Captain Ellis multiple times. He had been uniquely gifted at tricking telepathic probes, but it was still a harrowing reminder that there was no such thing as perfect security. I would have been absolutely shocked if the Sillibar—and the Column, for that matter—didn’t have at least one agent somewhere on the base. After all, Leenam had been able to operate that surveillance apparatus on the mothership right under everyone’s nose.

I pushed those thoughts out of my mind as I made my way through the checkpoints to Admiral Lochlan’s office. I received a wide array of looks and greetings as I moved through the building. Some of the jenny officers were clearly still sour about the idea of a natty ’pounder wearing a blue-gold fleet officer’s uniform, but not as many as I’d expected. Several other commanders and captains expressed a desire to have dinner and discuss my personal experiences battling the Dowd, and a few others seemed to be under the mistaken impression that I was here to give a seminar on Pact fleet tactics after my last mission. I had no clue where that rumor had come from, but I wanted to slug whoever had started it.

Lochlan’s assistant was a cute young jenny ensign with blond hair and long legs that was eager to engage me in conversation while I waited for her boss to finish a meeting. I didn’t mind the distraction, especially considering how tense this discussion was likely to be.

I braced myself as I entered the room. It was significantly larger than her office on the mothership or on Kenabrius, which made the fact it was nearly empty all the more striking. Most of the brass I interacted with preferred to decorate their offices with plaques, miniature ships, or even holo-images of famous battles. But Lochlan’s walls were almost entirely bare, and there was nothing else in here besides her desk, a single cabinet, and a holo-projector in the right corner that was currently displaying a huge, shimmering starmap of Dominion space, complete with fleet assignments and likely Dowd incursion points.

I really should have brought Miranda in here with me, I thought dryly as I took it all in. Not a single spot of dust for her to disintegrate.

“Commander,” Lochlan said in her tight, nasally voice that always seemed to lower the ambient temperature by ten degrees. “Please, have a seat.”

“Admiral,” I replied, offering her a formal nod before pulling out the chair on the opposite side of her desk. “Did you have a chance to read over my report?”

She lifted her holopad and thumbed over the screen. “All of them. I’ve had the Seers combing through your after-action report from Osepheron hoping we might be able to glean some insights about future Dowd targets. But in the meantime, they’ve already struck two more colonies along the edge of the Traverse.”

I winced. “I hadn’t heard anything about that, yet. Our relay contact has been limited the last few days.”

“The reports only just came in. A hundred thousand people, nearly all civilians. No survivors.”

My stomach twisted. I almost didn’t want to know the names of the colonies, just in case I’d visited them before. “Asset losses?”

“Four more ships, not including planetary defense craft,” Lochlan said. “The Pellanis had been recalled, but Captain Arliff evidently had one of his famous hunches and wished to stay until the last of the new ground batteries had been installed. The sensor reports we recovered indicate the ship was disabled by the Dowd psi-disruptor weapons in the first ten minutes of the engagement.”

I swore under my breath. I’d never met Arliff, but I knew that the Pellanis was a Conquest-class cruiser with a veteran crew who had spent years hunting pirates in the Traverse.

“Did they have the latest countermeasures installed?” I asked hoarsely.

“Yes. They didn’t work.”

The admiral dropped her pad onto her desk in disgust, then rose to her feet and paced over to the tac-holo in the corner of the room. She glared at the projection for a few moments, then spun back to face me.

“Command has been running various astral war simulations for over a century,” Lochlan said. “Most of my contemporaries thought it would never happen. They believed both sides would fear losing their own worlds so much that they wouldn’t be willing to risk moving ships off a defensive posture in order to assemble an attack fleet. Mutually assured annihilation—the perverse but inexorable logic of peace.”

“But the Dowd don’t have territory to strike, rendering the whole idea moot,” I said. “Until now.”

“Until now,” Lochlan echoed as she turned back to face me. “That is, assuming the Yarasi are right about this astral base.”

“They wouldn’t have sent a task force if they weren’t, ma’am. The Yarasi are nothing if not cautious.”

She nodded. “I must admit, I never expected the Yarasi to offer such a proposal. Any proposal, really. We don’t know exactly how much damage the Dowd inflicted upon them, but most of Fleet Command was convinced they would respond by becoming more isolated than ever. Some wondered if they might close Oscura to aliens and completely seal their borders.”

“From what Velarys has told me, most of the damage they suffered was superficial,” I said. “The Dowd knew that even light attacks would convince the Executrix to adopt a full defense posture, which is all they wanted. It ensured the Yarasi fleet didn’t get involved in Pact space or anywhere else.”

“Which makes more sense if the Dowd catapsi weapons aren’t as effective against Yarasi tech.”

“Exploit their defensive predisposition and avoid actively engaging a foe you aren’t confident you can defeat,” I agreed. “I also imagine the Dowd don’t have the same blood hatred of the Yarasi as they do with humans and the Sillibar. We’re the ones who wiped them out.”

“And the Sillibar may very well be their own creations who turned against them,” Lochlan said. “The Science Ministry has confirmed the analysis of your operations officer, though they haven’t made these revelations public yet.”

“And they probably shouldn’t. Pact space is chaotic enough right now without adding more conspiracies to the mix.”

Lochlan nodded, then clasped her hands behind her back and looked out her window as rain began to spatter against the class. The clouds must have rolled in right after my shuttle.

“This is an incredible opportunity, Commander,” she said. “And realistically, one that only fell into our lap thanks to you. If you hadn’t forged a relationship with them, I doubt they would have reached out to us. Perhaps they wouldn’t have even taken the risk, since the Dowd have turned their full attention upon us. There must be someone in the Executrix’s inner circle arguing for her to sit back and allow their enemies to fight one another.”

“Maybe,” I said with a shrug. “But I’ve learned not to project human tendencies onto aliens. Just because we act or think a certain way doesn’t necessarily mean they do.”

Lochlan snorted softly. “I think it’s fair to say that you understand aliens better than most of the people in this building, even some of our ambassadors. Though it’s also fair to say that not everyone in Command will consider that a virtue. They’ll argue that your judgment is compromised, that if the Yarasi are wrong about any of this—the enemy defenses, the difficulty in locating the base, their resilience to the new Dowd weapon—we could be volunteering to join a massacre.”

I could indeed imagine some of her colleagues making those arguments, and I sincerely wished I could sit them all down, give them a nice talk, and then punch them in the face. I might skip to the last part and save us all a lot of trouble.

“With all due respect, Admiral, you don’t have to trust the Yarasi to recognize the opportunity here,” I said as patiently as I could. “The only way we’re ever going to end this war is to hit the Dowd where they live, and this is our chance.”

“I agree, and I already sent out some orders this morning to get you some ships,” Lochlan said. “I’ll be able to bludgeon the others into going along with it, but the bigger fight will be convincing them that you should be the one to lead the task force.”

I drew in a deep breath. “Admiral, I don’t care if I’m in charge of the task force or not. As long as the Renegade is there, we can—”

“You may not care, but the Yarasi will,” Lochlan interrupted. “They trust you, and only you. If I send the Renegade along as backup—or if I don’t send you at all—do you really believe things will still go smoothly?”

“Probably not,” I admitted.

“There’s no ‘probably’ about it.” She sighed, and her expression hardened. “Thankfully, you also happen to be the most experienced commander in the fleet as far as the Dowd are concerned. You’re the logical choice as well as the best choice.”

I paused. “Then why do I feel like there’s a ‘but’ coming here?”

“Because you aren’t a fool,” Lochlan said. “But you are dangerous, Commander, and therein lies the problem.”

I frowned. “Ma’am?”

She stared back at me with those intense dark eyes of hers, then returned to her desk chair and sat back down. “If the rest of the Admiralty had their way, you’d be in a cell right now,” she said. “At least until they could hand you off to a DID interrogator.”

My cheek twitched. This was the battle I’d expected to have with her today. And I knew it wasn’t going to be pleasant.

“Before I sent you to the border colonies, I told you that I expected the Column operative you rescued to be turned over by the end of the week,” Lochlan said. “That was three weeks ago.”

“I understand your frustration, Admiral, but the Yarasi haven’t rescinded their asylum order,” I said as innocently as I could manage. “Until they do, our hands are tied.”

“Because you tied them. You’re the one who brought him to Oscura.”

“If I’d taken him to Rividian, he would be dead by now,” I reminded her. “The Yarasi are the only ones who—”

“Cut the bullshit, Commander,” Lochlan snapped. “We both know he’s the brother of your long-time consort. You wouldn’t have turned him over even if he’d been perfectly healthy.”

And I never will.

“He wasn’t, so I guess we’ll never know,” I said instead. “Last I heard, he was doing much better. Hopefully he’ll have some information we can use soon.”

Her eyes tightened fractionally. “You haven’t heard the news?”

I frowned. “I’ve been a little busy. What news?”

Lochlan studied me carefully, looking for any signs I was bullshitting her. “The prisoner and his sister—your consort—disappeared on her ship. And they took a Yarasi physician with them.”

“What?” I gasped, straightening in my seat. “When?”

“Several days ago. DID assets reported the disappearance, but they don’t know where the prisoner went.”

My heart skipped several beats as I tried to work through the possibilities. My first impulse was to wonder if the mindseed had taken hold of Leenam after all, and that perhaps he’d taken Ash as a prisoner and the Yarasi as a hostage…

But that didn’t gel with the updates Ash had been providing me with so far. After weeks of uncertainty, the Yarasi chirurgeons had eventually destroyed the mindseed and begun repairing Leenam’s psyche. They had expected the process to take time, but they had been confident about the results. And while they could have simply been wrong, I found it unlikely. Yarasi were the most powerful telepaths in the galaxy, and they also weren’t prone to needless boasting. Leenam was probably fine.

Which meant that Ash had left with him on purpose. But why? And where?

“You really don’t know anything about it, do you?” Lochlan asked quietly.

“No,” I said. “You don’t think I’d tell you if I knew something?”

“What I think is that you and Captain Ellis made a career out of undertaking unauthorized missions,” she replied tartly. “And that you specifically delivered this prisoner into the hands of a foreign power to keep him out of ours. You’ll forgive me for not giving you the benefit of the doubt.”

I started to reply but stopped myself just as quickly. Of all the lessons Captain Ellis had taught me, the most valuable one might have been knowing when to keep my mouth shut. As a young man with a huge chip on my shoulder, I’d had a penchant for digging holes the officers were all-too-happy to bury me in.

Besides, it wasn’t as if Lochlan was wrong. My history of black-ops missions with Ellis was more than enough to get me court-martialed, and if she hadn’t stuck her neck out for me after the battle in the Drift, things could have ended up very, very differently once Ellis was no longer around to protect me. For all her faults, Lochlan had placed enormous trust in me, and while her gamble had definitely paid off, I couldn’t exactly blame her for being upset about how I’d handled the Leenam issue.

Which didn’t mean I regretted what I’d done, of course. Ash never would have forgiven me if I’d handed her brother over to the DID. I doubt I would have been able to forgive myself.

“The Yarasi government has not been helpful in the least,” Lochlan said into the pause. “They won’t even confirm or deny the prisoner’s disappearance—to them, it’s an asylum matter that has already been settled.”

Somehow, I managed not to smile. I hadn’t actually planned for things to work out this way—bringing Leenam to the Yarasi had legitimately been the only option to save him. But it was turning out to be one of the best decisions I’d ever made. Oscura was likely the only place in the Cluster where Leenam would be untouchable.

And yet, he and Ash had left that protective bubble for some reason.

“The Yarasi are an honorable people,” I said. “But they can be quite…stubborn.”

Lochlan’s eyes narrowed. “Do you have any idea where your friends might have gone?”

I shook my head. “No. The last message I received said that he’d stabilized but was under close observation. But that was almost two weeks ago.”

“When were you supposed to get another update?”

“We didn’t have a specific plan, Admiral,” I said. “Everything depended on the prisoner’s progress. The hope was that he would be well enough soon to tell Ash everything he remembered about the Column and its operations. Which I would then naturally forward to you.”

“Naturally,” Lochlan replied darkly. “Which, if the intel was good enough, you cleverly believed would appease the DID, at least in the short term.”

“I’m just a soldier, ma’am,” I said. “I don’t go in for this cloak and blade nonsense.”

Her jaw clenched. “Best guess, Commander,” she ordered, her voice so frosty I could feel the chill in my bones. “Where have they gone?”

“I honestly don’t know. My first thought was that they could have gone home to Nirivarr for some reason, just to look at their old place and maybe try to stir his memories or something. But I don’t think Ash would take that kind of risk—she knows how delicate this asylum situation is. I can’t imagine she would sneak him off the planet without a good reason.”

“Such as?”

I considered. “Her brother must have told her something about the Column that was too time-sensitive to share—something she thought they needed to deal with right away.”

“And you have no idea what that could be?”

I shook my head. “I’m afraid not, Admiral. But there’s no way Ash would pick up and leave unless it was critically important. I know you’ve never met, but we all owe her a debt of gratitude. We never would have discovered the Dowd incursion without her. Or their plan to attack Exodus. Or—”

“I don’t need a character reference, Commander,” Lochlan said tartly. “I’m in the habit of trusting soldiers, not freelancers. Even ones with a record.”

The admiral leaned back in her chair and pressed two fingers into her temples. I really couldn’t blame her for being pissed at the situation…or at me. I wouldn’t go so far as to say I’d stabbed her in the back here, but I’d definitely left her out to dry. She was the one who had to constantly explain to the DID why I hadn’t brought Leenam to their doorstep.

“Do you have any way to contact her?” Lochlan asked after a moment.

“There are certain drop points we’ve used in the past, but there’s no guarantee she’s in any position to check them,” I said. “If I had to guess, though, she probably left me a message. I can check in with our shared contacts.”

“Then do it,” Lochlan ordered. “I appreciate what this woman has done for us, and I recognize the difficulty in the fact that this prisoner is her brother. But the Dominion cannot and will not lose the information he possesses.”

She eyed me hard for another moment, then leaned back in her chair and tilted it toward the window and the storm now raging outside.

“You’ve had more success with the Dowd than anyone could have ever predicted,” she said. “You exposed their threat, you destroyed their jump gate, you even helped save an entire people from extinction. Don’t think for a moment that I fail to recognize your accomplishments, Commander. You’re uniquely positioned to fight this war and to mend diplomatic bridges with the other powers. Intentionally or otherwise, you’ve made yourself a singular, irreplaceable figure.”

I started to reply, but once again remembered Ellis’s lesson and kept my mouth shut instead.

“This war won’t last forever, Kal,” Lochlan added, her voice low and dark. “And one day soon, you’re going to have to make a choice. You can be the local hero from the Borderlands fighting his own private war, or you can be a Dominion soldier who follows the rules and respects the chain of command. You can’t be both.”

Slowly, deliberately, Lochlan turned to look at me again. “Do I make myself clear, Commander?”

“Perfectly, Admiral,” I said.

“Good.” She took a deep breath, then picked up her pad. “I’ll present the Yarasi’s plan to the Admiralty tonight. As I said, I fully expect them to sign on, but it will take some time to free up ships from our current defense posture.”

“The longer we wait, the more chances we give the Dowd to strike where we aren’t prepared,” I replied. “I recommend we go as soon as possible, even if it means fewer ships. It’s time to put them on the defensive for a change.”

“I agree,” Lochlan said, and I swore I saw the faint trace of a smile creep through her eternally serious face. “Dismissed.”


Interlude
Leenam


Chophus System, the Borderlands.

“No more distractions,” Leenam murmured, pushing his eye back into the scope of his modified Sporoz-Gau rifle. The weapon’s psionic capacitor hummed with his power, and the electromagnetic rail chamber he’d built was ready to fire a projectile with enough kinetic force to rip straight through the armor of a tank mech.

Not that his current target would require anything close to that kind of power—a single shot would rip her in half. She was as vulnerable as anyone could be, asleep on her side amidst a tangled sprawl of blankets. Once she was dead, no one in the Column would ever question his loyalty again.

Fixing the crosshairs on the woman’s back, Leenam locked the rifle in its tripod so it couldn’t move, then concentrated on his powers. Focusing his mind on the armature within the barrel, he wove a dizzying nest of tightly coiled, rapidly flipping magnetic fields to charge the rails with electricity.

Then his target rolled over. With a single flick of the zoom switch, he got a crystal clear look at her face—not that of a stranger, but of his baby sister, easily the most important person of his past life. Ash had the same corrupted alien metabolism as he did, and looking into her vertical pupils was like staring into a mirror. She was him. He was her.

But that was about to change. The Master had promised to cleanse the alien corruption inside him. All Leenam needed to do was take this shot. For him to be reborn, his sister needed to die.

He pulled the trigger.

Leenam awoke with a gasp. He sat upright on the bed, his head pounding and his hot skin covered in a sheen of sweat. It was pitch black aside from the faintly blinking lights on the door panel.

“Shit,” he hissed, forcing himself to try and breathe normally. He was no stranger to nightmares—he’d effectively been living inside one for months as the mindseed had slowly devoured his psyche. But they had pretty much gone away since Kuriya had started tending to him…at least until now.

He had to take a few seconds to remind himself that he hadn’t pulled the trigger that night on Kenabrius. Ash was alive and well. Unlike many of the other targets the Column had sent him to kill…

“Are you all right?”

Leenam blinked. He hadn’t even heard the door open, but as his eyes slowly adapted to the darkness, he could make out the shadowy silhouette of a female figure in the doorway.

“Oh, I’m fine,” he said, rubbing his eyes.

She remained silent for what seemed like half a minute before she replied. “I do not understand why you insist on lying to me. I could sense the turbulence in your thoughts from across the ship.”

Leenam sighed. “Then why bother asking the question?”

Another silence formed between them, and he immediately regretted the harshness of his tone.

“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean—”

“You do not need to apologize,” Kuriya said. “You make a sound point. My question was purposeless. It would seem that I have unwittingly adopted some human mannerisms.”

Leenam smiled. “And here I thought you hadn’t interacted with aliens much before coming to Oscura.”

“I had not interacted with aliens at all. But during the long hours of travel in astral space, your sister has been attempting to show me more of your culture.”

“Oh, no,” he muttered, swinging his legs off the bed. “Please tell me she hasn’t had you watching those horrible holo-dramas.”

“No.”

“Thank the Seraph.”

“She insisted I only watch the good ones.”

Leenam grimaced. “There is no such thing. Trust me.”

The Yarasi’s glowing eyes flickered. “Your sister described the dramas as excellent representations of ‘troubled men’ and ‘messy bitches.’ I did not understand what she meant at first, but it became clear when I realized that all of the male characters carried deep regrets about past behaviors, while all the female characters were weak and vain.”

Leenam laughed. It felt better than he ever could have imagined, and the demons in his nightmares faded into the void once again.

Kuriya moved into the room, and as she did so, he got a better look at her when she entered the light cast by the door panel. He saw so much bare gray skin that for a moment, he thought she might have been naked, but then he realized she was apparently wearing a pair of his sister’s workout shorts and one of her many cropped shirts. She must have packed lighter than he’d realized. Though if she’d never left the Empire before, perhaps she hadn’t realized she needed to bring more than one change of clothes.

“Your nightmares could be a symptom,” Kuirya said, sitting next to him on the bed. “Will you allow me to check on you?”

Leenam was tempted to say no—it was the middle of the night, and they were both supposed to be getting some rest before they arrived at the Column base on Chophus in a few hours. But since she was already sitting down…

“Might as well,” he said instead. “Better use of your time than watching Rividian Nights.”

“I was meditating,” Kuriya replied quietly as she placed her hands upon the sides of his head. “Though I was having trouble maintaining focus.”

He arched an eyebrow at her. “Really? And here I thought Yarasi had perfect discipline.”

“We do,” she said. “But I was…preoccupied.”

“By what? Holo-dramas?”

“By you.”

Leenam blinked, but she pressed on before he could ask anything else.

“I still do not sense any lingering traces of the mindseed or any other disturbances,” Kuriya said, her eyelids fluttering with concentration. “At this point, I believe it is safe to say that you no longer require a psychic chirurgeon.”

“Erm…glad to hear it,” he replied, suddenly aware of the fact that his lips were barely a centimeter away from hers. “Though I still can’t remember exactly where the base here was.”

“I can attempt to stimulate your memories, if you wish,” she offered.

Believe me, you’re already stimulating plenty of things, he thought to himself as he stood up and shook his head.

“Let’s see what happens when I get a look at the planet first,” he said. “Might break some things loose, ya know?”

“If that is your wish,” Kuriya replied calmly. She also stood up, but she didn’t move away. Her slender Yarasi body—and flat gray belly—were still just centimeters away from his.

“I, uh, I think I’ll take another cold shower before we arrive,” he said. “Still have no idea what we’re goin’ to find here, so we need to be alert and ready for anythin’.”

Without waiting for a reply, he made his way to the shower and stood beneath the cold stream for a very long time. The water recyclers started complaining before he stepped away.

A little over an hour later, everyone save Kalycos was fed, dressed, and sitting in the Wildcat’s cockpit as they approached the fourth planet in the Chophus System. Ash kept the ship cloaked, sacrificing sensor range for the ability to sneak up undetected. It was a very worthwhile trade, as far as Leenam was concerned, and one he never thought he’d have a chance to make. The Column had been trying to replicate Yarasi cloaking tech for years, but they thankfully hadn’t been able to figure it out.

“There it is,” Ash announced as the green-gray sphere grew larger on the magnified overlay. “Any idea where we should look first?”

“Not yet,” Leenam said. “All I recall is that the Column outpost was built about ten kilometers away from the ruins of the original colony base. Though most of the colonists have been gone for a decade, save for a handful of worker settlements here and there. The harvesting operation is almost completely automated.”

“Then I will search for references to the original colony base on the Holosphere,” Zillix said.

Leenam nodded, then focused his eyes back on the planet. From the moment the first settlers had established a colony on Chophus, Dominion and Rakashi-based business interests had invested so much capital as to practically guarantee that the planet would become one of the important trading hubs in the Borderlands. While the intemperate climate was predicted to be a significant obstacle for settlers, everyone’s attention was so focused on the vast mineral deposits that they’d been willing to gloss over minor details like the unlivable heat along the equator and the countless vicious predators that lived practically everywhere else. Game hunters, pathfinders, thrill-seekers—they had all flocked to Chophus to see what mysteries the planet had in store. And all of that had taken place before scientists had discovered the incredibly rare fauna and unique parasitic organisms. Researchers expected to unlock a trove of marvels which would lead to countless new medical miracles in the years ahead.

That was why it was such a pity, Leenam thought darkly to himself, that the battle between medical interests and resource extraction enterprises had escalated into actual fighting. By the time the corporate mercenaries had gotten done killing each other, huge swaths of the planet’s biome had been completely ruined. The mining consortiums had won the day by default, since minerals had survived the slaughter where most animals and plants had not.

“Regrettably, I cannot find any references on the location of the original base,” Zillix said. “We will require additional information if we are to locate this facility.”

“You’ll get it,” Leenam said. “Just give me a minute.”

“You have made similar requests before, yet nothing has changed.”

Leenam shot a cold glare at Zillix. The longer he was on this boat, the more he was coming around to his sister’s perspective on the android’s utility…or lack thereof. There was no way its Kali creator could possibly be this annoying in person.

“We ain’t in a rush,” Ash said, shooting her own caustic look at the android before looking over her shoulder at Leenam. “Still half an hour ’til we’re close enough to enter the atmosphere, especially if we take the scenic route around those sensor stations and defense platforms. Take your time.”

“Are you sure you do not wish me to assist?” Kuriya asked. She was standing near the doorway to the cockpit despite Ash and Leenam’s many offers for her to take the other open seat. Since Zillix couldn’t operate a psionic vessel, he wasn’t of much use at the consoles, anyway.

Leenam sighed and closed his eyes as he tried in vain to recall some details—any details, really, about Project Catalyst. But like the rest of his recent attempts, the effort was in vain.

“I suppose it’s possible the mindseed tried to scrub the location outta me,” he said. “This base was attached to a very secretive project. I can’t remember anything about it other than the fact it was on Chophus…and that this is the last place I remember speakin’ with Markael.”

“Might as well let Kuri see what she can find, then,” Ash suggested. “The more we know about what we’re flyin’ into, the better.”

Leenam sighed heavily. Apparently, he should have taken his doctor’s advice and let her do this earlier. But maybe it would be easier for him to focus now that she was wearing her white jumpsuit again rather than a crop top and shorts.

“Right,” he said, turning to face her. “You, uh, you wanna move to the infirmary for this?”

“That won’t be necessary,” Kuriya said, gracefully stepping to his side and placing her fingers on his forehead. “Just relax. And try to think about the information in question.”

Nodding, he looked deep into those glowing violet eyes of hers. He saw a flicker of strain cross her face as she focused on her powers, and her gray forehead creased deeper the more time passed.

“Bet you wish you’d packed those needles now, huh?” he asked with a snort.

Her eyes shifted away from the nothingness and fixated on him. “I do not understand.”

“Was a joke. Never mind.”

“As I said, it will help if you attempt to concentrate on the information in question,” Kuriya said. “Rather than thinking about me.”

Ash turned around in her seat and flashed him a sly smirk, and he felt a rush of embarrassed heat flood his cheeks. He definitely should have done this earlier when his sister wasn’t around…

“Sorry,” he said. “Let’s focus.”

He did his best to remember what he could about Chophus and Markael and anything else in that time period. But it was like trying to recall something from when he’d been a child. He could remember specific emotions and moments, but everything else was a blurry, indistinct haze.

Or at least, it had been before. But as he continued to focus, the haze started to fade like rising fog. One remembered image became two, then three, then a dozen…

And then Leenam could see his brother’s face. They had the same eyes, the same basic features. Markael was just scrawnier, to the point he looked sickly.

We were in a lab filled with guards and scientists. We’d been brought here recently, after spending weeks—or was it months?—being interrogated by soldiers in black armor. We were convinced that we’d been captured by the Dominion Intelligence Directorate, and that they were about to perform some kind of horrible alien experiments on us.

Markael was terrified. I was too, but I’d always been better at turning fear into rage than my younger brother. And these sons of bitches had no idea how powerful I was.

“You need to breathe, Leenam,” Kuriya’s voice intruded amongst the images, but it was so soft and distant it faded away almost immediately.

I was surrounded by blood. So much blood. Metal was flying around me in all directions, carving a path for our escape. I reached out my hand to grab my brother and carry him to the exit—

Leenam’s eyes shot open, and he sucked in a breath as if he’d been trapped under water. The Wildcat’s cockpit slowly came back into focus around him, and he realized Kuriya was holding his face in both hands.

“Just breathe,” she encouraged him. “Breathe and relax.”

As always, it was easier to be told to do something than to actually do it. But as the memories receded, Leenam gradually felt as if he had reasserted control over his own mind.

“You all right?” Ash asked, now standing protectively next to him rather than sitting in the pilot’s seat.

“Yeah,” Leenam wheezed, unable to look away from the glowing eyes a few centimeters from his. “Just…for a moment, it felt like I was somewhere else.”

“I apologize,” Kuriya said, finally releasing him and leaning back. “The damage to your memories is more extensive than I realized. I may not be able to help you.”

“But you did,” he said. “I know where the base is.”

Sitting up, Leenam put his hands on the Wildcat’s strange console. The Yarasi glyphs illuminated at his touch, and he used the technique Ash had taught him to enter coordinates.

“Interesting,” Zillix commented as the overlay on the main viewer updated with the information. “The area in question lies deep within one of the zones contaminated during the corporate wars.”

“That’s a lie,” Leenam said. “Just another layer of security to keep the base under the radar. But I promise, it’s there.”

“Then I’ll set a course,” Ash said, squeezing his hand and flashing a smile at Kuriya before she returned to the pilot’s seat.

Leenam’s breathing slowly returned to normal over the next few minutes, and the whole time his mind continued flashing with old memories that now seemed as if he had never lost them.

“During our next session, I will attempt to be more gentle,” Kuriya said, still looking concerned. “I did not mean to cause you discomfort.”

“You got the job done, that’s what counts,” Leenam replied as he reached out and gently squeezed her wrist. “Thanks. Again.”

She smiled back at him. Perhaps she was finally starting to get used to the expression. He certainly hoped so, considering how good it looked on her.

“ETA eight minutes,” Ash said. “Might as well get suited up. No idea what we’re gonna find down there, but I plan to be ready.”

“Yeah,” Leenam agreed, gritting his teeth when he thought about their brother. “So do I.”


5
The Sapphire Star


“Approaching destination,” the taxi’s soothing female voice announced as we turned into a wall of other flying cars desperately to maneuver through the upper reaches of Melandis City. My Enaski driver—a short, furry creature who looked like a cross between a squirrel and a nightmarish abomination from beyond the stars—either couldn’t or didn’t want to vocalize any language my translator implants could recognize. He had been relying upon the taxi’s computer instead.

The automated warning was unnecessary, of course. My eyes had been locked onto the Sapphire Star for several minutes now. The starship-sized casino was currently hovering over the eastern part of the city proper, the neon light projections on the ventral side advertising new games, new shows, and new girls. They seemed like overkill to me, given the similar advertisements in the taxi and tram stations all over the rest of the city, not to mention the cute alien girls standing next to them handing out chip vouchers.

But then, I was about as far from being a businessman as one could imagine. The Sapphire Star’s owner surely knew what she was doing.

None of the signs or holo-posters mentioned anything about the casino’s new management being the driving impetus for these changes, but I found myself smiling regardless. I had always hated this place and all the rich idiots who gambled here, but somehow it didn’t seem as bad knowing who was running it now.

And just as importantly, who wasn’t.

It took a solid five minutes for my taxi to escape the traffic and land on the pad, and I tipped the driver an extra few credits to try and make up for the lost business. His furry, tentacle-laded face seemed to smile at me as I left, though it could have just as easily been a scowl for all I knew. Either way, I shut the door and made my way across the pad.

The Sapphire Star’s entrance hadn’t changed since I’d last been here with Ash and Velarys at my side. The large, one-way window still allowed anyone on the pad to peer inside and get a look at the gambling machines and game tables beyond. The bouncers outside were probably different, but it was hard to tell—I’d long assumed there was a cloning factory somewhere in the Cluster which printed out large, bald, angry-looking thugs and shipped them wherever they were needed at a moment’s notice. That, or this is what the Science Directorate did with the embryos on the mothership that didn’t make the cut.

“Good evening, Commander,” one of the two nearly identical brutes said as I approached. “The Mistress is waiting for you upstairs.”

“Thanks,” I replied, smiling inwardly. I had changed out of my uniform for the occasion, but I had insisted upon wearing normal street clothes, not a fancy suit like most of the other clientele. I’d half expected them to try and rebuff me like normal, but I should have known better. Their new boss wouldn’t have cared if I’d shown up naked. In fact, she might have preferred it.

I passed through the door and into the entry foyer. Everything inside was similar to when I’d been here four months ago, from the plus red carpeting to the holographic adverts on the walls. The sloping ramp beyond the gaming tables was packed to the brim with customers waiting to get into the theater, which was probably the biggest difference. Rumor had it that the shows in the theater were far more entertaining now thanks to a sudden influx of new female alien talent. I intended to catch at least one show before I left again, but tonight I had something else in mind.

Turning left, I headed up the old-fashioned sweeping staircase to the upper levels. The guards here looked stamped from the same factory template as the others, but they also let me pass without any trouble. In fact, they didn’t even turn on the weapons detector when I passed through. The pulse pistol I’d tucked inside my jacket was grateful for their discretion.

The carpeted hall beyond was empty aside from a few janitorial and maintenance mechs, and the sound-proofing was so effective that the music and conversation from the gaming tables faded into nothingness within seconds. Every other time I’d been here, I’d headed for the private office near the end of the hall, but today I steered myself in a different direction. I was just about to touch the control panel when another door—one I’d never been inside before—hissed open behind me.

I’d spent enough time adjacent to the Cluster’s criminal underworld to have developed a healthy fear about doors opening unexpectedly, so I reflexively whirled around and reached for my concealed weapon—

“There’s no cause for alarm,” the man behind me said in a deep, calm voice as he stepped into the hall. “Thanks to you, our security protocols are more robust than ever these days.”

I sighed. Knowing who the speaker was—and seeing that he wasn’t armed—didn’t diminish my desire to draw my pistol and shoot him in the slightest. In fact, it made the impulse even stronger.

“You didn’t used to be this paranoid, Zeris,” Tagrath Xal’Gor said, his lipless Krosian mouth curled into a nightmarish smile.

“It’s not paranoia when you get shot at for a living,” I replied grumpily as I removed my hand from my jacket. As annoyed as I was about seeing him, I was more annoyed that he’d caught me off-balance. “What the hell are you still doing here?”

“A curious question,” Gor replied. “The Sapphire Star is my casino. Where else would I be?”

“I don’t know, the bottom of a sewer somewhere,” I muttered. “After that Sillibar infiltrated your inner circle a few months back, I figured you’d have gone to ground for a while. Or that maybe you decided to retire to the Krosian Brood Worlds and try your luck.”

Somehow, his smile became even toothier. “So you haven’t heard, then? Curious. I expected Lady Saleya to tell you the news.”

“That she took over your casino?” I asked. “I know that part—it’s the only reason I agreed to meet her here.”

“She didn’t take it over, Zeris—she simply invested in my operation.”

My cheek twitched. “Meaning she bought you out.”

“Meaning we are now partners,” Gor corrected. “All the more reason for the two of us to put the past behind us.”

A sour pit formed in my stomach. Saleya had been rather vague about the details of this whole arrangement, but that wasn’t out of the ordinary. Typically, the less I knew about her specific operations, the better. It meant that even in the worst case scenario where a DID Silencer bagged me in my sleep and whisked me away to the void, I couldn’t compromise the organization.

Nevertheless, Saleya had left me with the distinct impression that she’d effectively taken over the operations here at the casino. Though when I thought back and tried to remember our conversation, it occurred to me that she had done her usual expert job of saying as little as possible so that my mind would fill in the blanks.

Dammit.

“Don’t tell me you’re surprised,” Gor said, clearly amused at my discomfort. “Saleya and I have been trying to find a way to do business together for years.”

“Does she know that?” I asked.

He laughed. The sound made me strongly reconsider drawing my gun.

“Despite what you think, we have many shared interests,” Gor said. “And resources that compliment one another. Would you really prefer she reached out to men like Cordasco or Quill or one of the syndicate bosses on Sykaris?”

Probably, I mused, even though it was an admittedly stupid thought. “Information broker” may not have conjured up the same malevolent image as “crime boss” or “underworld kingpin,” but that was mostly a difference in appearance rather than substance. Like Gor himself.

As always, he had perfectly mastered the “interstellar businessman” aesthetic, from his dark jacket and white undershirt to his golden cufflinks and polished shoes. His thick black dreadlocks were neatly pulled back over his head, and today he’d gone the extra kilometer with a pair of wide-rimmed glasses. I doubted that the lenses actually did anything—they were just another piece of his utterly fraudulent persona.

You can’t dedicate yourself to improving the lives of aliens and leave Krosians behind, Saleya had scolded me on more than one occasion. And after fighting alongside Sekvoth and his warriors, I thought I’d made real progress getting over my resentment of Krosians. But then, Gor was an entirely different beast. At least Sekvoth had been honest about being the ruthless monster he was…

“Saleya is a clever woman,” Gor went on. “And very resourceful. Together, we have an opportunity to greatly expand her operations and improve the lives of non-humans across Dominion space.”

“Since when did you start caring about that?” I asked.

“Since I grew up with this face surrounded by men with yours.” His red eyes hardened for a moment, but his cool mask immediately slid back into place. “An era of great change will be upon us once this war is over.”

“Maybe, but it’s not over yet,” I said.

“It will be soon, if you have anything to say about it.”

I turned and glanced down the hall as Saleya appeared seemingly out of nowhere. She moved almost silently through the corridor, which seemed impossible given the impressive height of her heels. Her flawless red body was wrapped inside one of her many elegant black dresses, this one with sequins that glittered like tiny stars whenever she took a step. The slit along the side was high enough I could see most of her smooth crimson thigh as she walked.

“You made it just in time, dear,” she said, flashing me one of her many irresistible smiles. “Astra and I have been waiting for you.”

“The commander and I were catching up on recent events,” Gor said. “I thought—”

He cut himself off when Saleya stepped right up to me, slid her arms around my neck, and pulled me in for a kiss. All my annoyance at Gor melted away the moment she touched me. She wasn’t normally this forthright in public, but then again she had been separated from her Imprinted lover for a few weeks now…

“My lady, I…erm,” Gor mumbled, but he trailed off when he realized Saleya wasn’t paying him the least bit of attention.

Her cranial tendrils were stroking my jaw, and I felt her tail curl around my right leg and give it a squeeze. A part of me was seriously tempted to pick her up and fuck her right against the wall. Maybe then he’d take the hint. Not just that we were busy…

But that she was mine.

Saleya pulled back a heartbeat later, then shifted her luminescent pink eyes to the Krosian gawking at us.

“Go on,” she said, making a shooing gesture with her head. “We’ll speak later.”

“I thought we would—” Gor stumbled. “What I mean is that earlier, you said…”

Having her perfect Succubus body pressed against me had already sent an eager tingle through my manhood, but the look she fired at Gor—a smoldering glare of pure, unbridled dominance—got me so hard I was surprised my cock didn’t split right through the fly of my pants.

“Of course, my lady,” the Krosian replied. “We’ll speak later.”

“Tomorrow,” she said, turning back to me. “Maybe even the day after.”

Saleya kissed me again, more deeply than before. Smothered by the heat of her body and suffused by the irresistible scent of her perfume, I didn’t notice that Gor had disappeared until she abruptly pulled back and gasped for air. Her tail had wormed its way beneath my belt buckle, though it had stopped a few centimeters from its prize.

“Sorry, dear,” she purred. “I don’t know what came over me.”

I swallowed and tried to catch my breath. “Good to see you, too.”

Saleya chuckled, then innocently brushed her black hair behind her ears and her horns. “I suppose it’s fun to be impulsive now and then.”

“Especially when you want to remind someone who’s in charge?” I asked.

“Something like that,” Saleya replied smoothly. She gave my lips another peck, then took my hand and touched the control panel. The door hissed open, and she led me inside.

The room we entered could have been taken out of nearly any nightclub in the Cluster. A circular stage dominated the center, complete with elaborate floor lighting, two narrow poles, and a large vid-screen in the back. Two small tables rested on the right and left side of the stage respectively, each with its own crescent-shaped black couch.

At the moment, the lights were so dim it was hard to see much of anything, and the soft music was slow and sensuous rather than the usual upbeat variety one would expect from a club. But I had no doubt that would change when Saleya called in Astra for me.

“She’s getting changed now,” Saleya said, leading me to the couch on the right. She sidled up next to me once I sat down, her arm sliding around my neck and her tail gently caressing my leg. “But I told her we could use a few minutes to catch up.”

“Good idea,” I said, noticing that she had drinks waiting for us at the table. My Ramanis Sunrise had exactly the right amount of crushed ice, which told me that Astra must have been the one who’d made it. During her time on the Renegade, she’d made a point to learn exactly how I liked all my drinks. Saleya had always been good about teaching her girls the importance of small details.

“Anything interesting happening I should know about?” Saleya asked, lifting her own drink—a Rylaxian-style brandy mix she had greatly improved from the original by making it not taste like engine grease.

“Very,” I said, taking a sip. “We might finally have the opportunity we’ve been looking for.”

“Oh?”

“I can tell you more later, but not just yet.”

Saleya leaned in to kiss my liquor-stained lips, then arched a black eyebrow. “Holding out on me?”

“Well, you are keeping strange company these days,” I told her. “Not sure who I can trust.”

She gave me a patient sigh. “Kal, you knew I’d made arrangements with Gor.”

“I thought you bought his casino,” I said sourly. “And maybe had the girls stuff him into a box and ship him to the mines on Sykaris.”

“We’ve been over this, dear. He has connections we need, especially as we try to build our presence in the Borderlands and Kenabrius. He’s the best of bad options.”

I grunted. “Hell of an epitaph if he ever betrays you.”

“He won’t.” Saleya traced a hand up my chest, then let it settle upon my cheek. “Would you have felt better if I’d begged you to take me right there in front of him?”

“A little,” I admitted.

“I’ll keep that in mind for the future,” she said playfully, sliding her leg over mine until she was straddling me in the seat. Her perfume washed over me, and I could feel the heat of her Succubus core against my waist. “It’s been too long…”

She leaned in to give me another kiss. As our tongues swirled together, her tendrils began stroking my jaw again. Saleya had always been the queen of sensuality, but ever since I had Imprinted upon her four months ago, her hunger seemed to grow at an exponential rate each day that passed without me inside her. While we’d both been on the Renegade, it had been easy to keep her sated. But after weeks apart…

I pulled back, my hands sliding along her silky smooth thighs again. In response, Saleya began slowly grinding against me.

“It’s been a while,” I said. “It must be…uncomfortable.”

“It’s agony,” she breathed, her tail squeezing my leg so hard it was like a tourniquet.

“Then maybe I should help you out before the show.”

Saleya smiled and shook her head. “No.”

“Why not?

“Because some pain is exquisite,” she purred. “As much as it hurts to need you, it feels so good to want you…”

She kissed me yet again, and it took an enormous amount of self control not to lift her up onto the table and split her open right then and there. I knew she wanted to save me for Astra, if for no other reason than to feel this exquisite agony of hers a bit longer, but the thought of driving into her Succubus heat was nearly impossible to resist.

“How many days do you have here?” she asked when our mouths parted.

“Not sure exactly,” I said. “At least a couple, maybe a whole week.”

She gave me a wide, lascivious smile befitting the mythical demoness her kind were named after. “Then we’ll have to pace ourselves, won’t we?”

“Not really my style. I prefer to charge head-first into battle.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t call it a battle,” Saleya cooed as she began grinding her core against me once again. “More like a multi-day campaign.”

“Sounds intense.”

“It will be,” she purred, bringing her lips to mine. “With plenty of unexpected surprises…”

Saleya leaned in for yet another kiss, but I abruptly pulled away. She gave me a confused look with those glowing pink eyes of hers.

“What’s wrong, dear?” she asked.

I sighed, trying and failing to ignore the sudden flash of annoyance at her words. It had been two months since the Battle of Exodus—two months since Ash had told me that Saleya had touched the console on the Wildcat and flooded the ship with psionic power.

Something that shouldn’t have been possible for a woman no one thought had any abilities whatsoever.

“I guess I’m a little sick of surprises,” I said quietly.

Saleya’s expression sank, and her tail swooshed gently behind her. “You’re still cross with me, aren’t you.”

“Not the word I’d choose,” I said. “More like disappointed. You should have told me you were a psychic.”

“I’m not a psychic,” she insisted. “I don’t have any gifts, Kal. I can’t read minds, I can’t move our wine glasses with a thought, I can’t ignore pulsefire like it’s a stiff wind.”

“No, but somehow you can give the Wildcat more power than the rest of us combined. Seems like a gift to me.”

She sighed softly, then gently ran her fingernails through my short hair. “I don’t understand that any more than you do. I told you, I learned about it completely by accident years ago, but it’s not something that comes up often when you’re running a nightclub.”

“Which doesn’t mean it isn’t a big deal,” I said. “As far as the public is aware, aliens developing psionic abilities is a relatively recent phenomenon. But we both know it’s been going on for a while now. I just didn’t realize you were one of them.”

“Ellis didn’t understand it, either,” Saleya said. “All we were able to figure out is that I have enough psychic energy to power capacitors…and that for whatever reason, other psychics don’t seem to notice me. They can’t get readings. No telepathy, no psychometry, nothing.”

“Like a living catapsi field,” I murmured.

“A what?”

“A term I learned from the Yarasi,” I said. “But there are DID Silencers and Wraiths who can avoid detection, but they also have other powers. Many can actually turn invisible. Most still have some form of telepathy or telekinetic abilities.”

“They are also psychogenetically engineered humans bred from powerful psychics,” Saleya pointed out. “I just spent too long in the Traverse near the Veil.”

I absently stroked her soft, warm things again as I mulled things over. Unfortunately, thinking about this “Psychophage” phenomenon which seemed to be giving aliens psychic powers also made me think about her life in the Traverse with her original master, the pirate who had brutalized and nearly killed her. Remembering what he had done to her made me feel sick…and wish he was still alive just so I could kill him again.

The Science Directorate was only now trying to seriously study the effects of Veil exposure, and I couldn’t help but wonder what they would learn. I just didn’t understand why it had taken so long. After all, the Expansionary Fleet had arrived two centuries ago, yet there hadn’t been any reports about this phenomenon until recently. It seemed unlikely that even the DID could have covered up something that monumental for very long. Had something changed in the Veil in the past few decades? Was it also responsible for what had happened to the Dowd?

Or had the Dowd themselves done something out there in the void?

“Well,” I murmured, “at least these powers explain how you managed to live under the nose of the DID on the mothership for so long.”

“They certainly helped,” Saleya said. “I would have loved to understand them better, but it wasn’t as if I was going to volunteer to get under a knife in a DID lab. You know as well as I do that the anti-alien fanatics were a problem in the Dominion long before the Rividian Column consolidated its power.”

“I know that. And I’m not blaming you for any of it. I just…I don’t understand why you didn’t tell me the truth before.”

“The same reason I haven’t told you more names and contacts—it was too dangerous. If the DID learned there was an alien on their ship who was immune to their probes and everything else…” She swallowed visibly, and her tail squeezed my leg. “But perhaps that wasn’t a good enough reason. Especially after we became…close.”

I sighed softly. It wasn’t a good enough reason, and it did still bother me. But I also couldn’t completely blame her for it. I lived in a world of violence and death; she lived in a world of shadows and secrets. They may as well have been different realities altogether.

“I have something else for you,” Saleya said, cupping my cheek in her hand. “Something we should discuss before the show.”

“I was hoping Ash might have sent something before she disappeared,” I said. “But I didn’t want to read it until after I’d met with the brass just so I wouldn’t have to lie about it.”

“I’m afraid there’s nothing to read or listen to. She didn’t send a transmission, only a few short sentences passed through organic assets in our network.”

I pressed my lips into a tight line. I’d been hoping to hear Ash’s voice, even for a few seconds. But this was the safer way.

“I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised, given the surveillance she and Leenam must have been under,” I said. “Even Vrisk’s encryption might not hold for long.”

Saleya nodded. “She’s a wonderfully clever girl—you chose well.”

I snorted softly. “What’s the message?”

“‘Two days after the ride to the big city, we finally got the band back together,’” Saleya quoted. “I have no idea what any of that is supposed to mean, but I assume you do.”

“Like you said, Ash is a clever girl,” I replied, smiling. “Was a little over eight years ago when I took a trip to Gavalon with her brothers—it’s one of the biggest cities on Nirivarr. Leenam twisted his knee pretty badly the first day; he couldn’t walk and had to miss some of the fun. But he got better just in time for the concert we’d been hoping to see.”

Saleya’s slender cranial tendrils twirled in thought. “In other words, her brother has recovered.”

“And they’re going to try and find their other brother, Markael,” I added.

“What makes you think that?”

“Because we lost him in the crowd at the concert—he had a panic attack from being around so many people. Thankfully, we had two other psychometrics to help track him down.” I pursed my lips. “Leenam must know where the Column is keeping Markael.”

“Mm,” she mused, her fingers doing that light massaging thing on the back of my neck that drove me crazy. “How long have they been separated?”

“Since the Mire murdered her parents. Ash held out hope, of course, but I always figured her brothers were dead.” I paused and swallowed heavily. “Markael was the younger, gentler one. Hated sports, wasn’t big on the outdoors, didn’t like to shoot…pretty much the opposite of what most people think of when someone mentions Nirivarr. But if the Column fucked with his mind like they did with Leenam’s…well, there’s no reason they couldn’t have turned him into a killer, too.”

Saleya’s tail gave my leg a comforting squeeze. “Ash saved one brother. No reason she can’t save the other—especially if the Yarasi know what to look for and how to repair it.”

“Unless the bastards did something different to him,” I said. “Seraph knows what other kinds of horrific experiments they’ve been running out there. They have the technology, the funding, and the anonymity to do practically whatever they wanted until recently.”

“Well, there’s still no reason to talk yourself into circles over it until we know more.”

“I know.” I took a deep breath, then shook my head. “I just wish I could be out there with her right now. Earlier this year, we promised we’d never spend time apart again. But it keeps happening over and over.”

“Not for much longer,” Saleya said, giving me another of her vast retinue of comforting smiles. “The settlement is already making great progress. By the time her little one is ready to come out, a new, peaceful home will be waiting for her.”

The question is whether I’ll be there with her.

I grimaced at the thought, and my thoughts flashed back to my earlier conversation with Admiral Lochlan. Like she said, one day soon I was going to have to make a choice…but my options were more complicated than she realized. Because even if I wanted to keep wearing the uniform, there was no world where Ash would agree to raise our children on a Dominion starship, and neither would Velarys. But I also had no interest in being a father who was never around for his children.

And as for Miranda…well, she had literally been born and bred to serve in the fleet. She wouldn’t leave the service even if I did. What would that mean for us?

“Talk to me,” Saleya said worriedly. “What’s wrong?”

“Just a lot of unanswered questions about the future,” I whispered.

“Aren’t there always?”

“Not like this.” I snorted softly. “You know, there was a time not that long ago when you were in my lap trying to convince me to stay in uniform.”

“I remember.”

“I never would have imagined that a few years later, I’d be sitting on the bridge of a starship,” I said. “Or that I wouldn’t want to leave the fleet behind.”

“Jarod saw the soldier inside you,” Saleya said. “And the man you would become.”

I closed my eyes and tried to imagine what Ellis would have thought about Lochlan’s ultimatum. Perhaps it wouldn’t have bothered him if I’d resigned my commission and fully committed myself to Saleya’s organization—to the concept of a Seraphim Union. When I’d first joined, he’d argued that I would be able to do more good in Dominion colors than as a mercenary in the Borderlands. Was that still true now? Would it be once the Dowd were defeated and the Column was destroyed?

“I can’t afford to get too distracted by the future to stop worrying about the present,” I said. “The war isn’t over yet.”

“It is as far as we’re concerned,” Saleya told him, smiling as she slid both her arms around his head. “At least for the next few days. You have to promise me you won’t think about it.”

I smiled back when she began churning her hips against me again, enveloping me in the heat of her core.

“That won’t be easy,” I said. “I’ll need something very distracting.”

“You’ll get it, don’t worry,” Saleya replied, voice low and sly. “Just sit back and enjoy the show.”


6
Shore Leave


As much as I’d missed Saleya these past few weeks, I hadn’t actually seen Astra since shortly after the Battle of Exodus two months ago. I’d been greatly looking forward to meeting up with her again, and not just because she was the best dancer I’d ever seen. Her skills were certainly a factor, of course—the fluid movements of her smooth alien body and nimble veroshi tendrils were among the great wonders of the galaxy—but I had genuinely enjoyed spending time with her even when she wasn’t performing for me on stage…or writhing beneath me in bed.

When Saleya touched the small keypad on the table in front of us and changed the music to a slower, sultrier song, I relaxed deeper into the couch and waited for Astra to emerge on stage. I had never once been disappointed in her choice of outfits or her performance, and I was eager to see both.

Saleya settled back beside me as the stage lights began to strobe. Her cranial tendrils gently massaged the lobe of my ear while her fingers skirted across my chest. She had crossed her long legs, and the tip of her tail had started swishing very deliberately in my lap without ever quite touching my belt or the expanding bulge below. Knowing her, she would want me to have a taste of the “exquisite agony” she had been feeling while we were apart. Denial, as the old saying went, was the essence of desire.

It wasn’t long before Astra appeared on the stage, her delicate Neyris feet balancing on heels so high they may as well have been knives. As she strutted toward the left pole, I thought she might not be wearing anything but those heels. It wasn’t until the lights behind her flashed that I finally noticed the rest of her outfit for the evening. Her golden metal lingerie may as well have been a bikini, though the top barely seemed up to the task of containing her pert breasts. And it took the lights hitting her at a specific angle for me to realize she was also wearing stockings just a shade darker than her yellow skin.

I smiled up at her as she began moving to the slow beat of the music. Her young, slender body lovingly cradled the pole, and I still couldn’t believe how easily she could balance herself on a single stiletto heel. I’d been utterly mesmerized by her movements from the first time I’d seen her show advertised on the holo-screens outside the Second Wind, but even now, after I had personally tested the limits of her flexibility in every way imaginable, my jaw still couldn’t help but drop in wonder.

“She talks about you all the time,” Saleya breathed into my ear as her tail finally skirted across the bulge in my trousers. “I still think you broke her in a little too well.”

I grunted softly, then moaned when her fingers began massaging my neck again. “You can’t break something as fluid as water.”

Saleya chuckled. “Oh, but you gave it your best, didn’t you?”

“Always.”

My mind flashed with images of our most acrobatic excursions. Folding Astra in half had practically been a nightly routine for a while, but no matter how I’d twisted her nubile body, her Neyris cunt had always been slick, tight, and ready for me to delve as deeply as I wanted.

“I thought we’d start your shore leave with a new twist on an old classic,” Saleya said. “Some easy nostalgia to help you relax.”

“Interesting,” I replied, wondering what that meant. I would have been more than happy to sit here watching Astra make love to the poles before she finally crawled over to me.

“She’ll need some help for this one, though,” Saleya added. “I hope you don’t mind.”

There was a flicker of movement from the back of the stage, and a second distinctively female figure emerged from the darkness. Like Astra, the woman glided into the room atop precariously high heels, and her pristine white lingerie also did precious little to contain her bountiful assets. She moved nearly as gracefully as the Neyris, though she had a decidedly more curvaceous frame thanks in no small part to the long blue tail swaying behind her.

“You remember Astra’s friend Nyxe?” Saleya asked.

It was quite possibly the most absurd question in galactic history. There was no way I could ever forget the beautiful, buxom blue Velothi girl I’d first met in the Second Wind. I had helped Nyxe deal with a few overly rambunctious natty ’pounders who had gotten too handsy during her show. Shortly thereafter, she and Astra had given me a private show that had started with them both assaulting my cock with tongues and tendrils…and finished with me painting both of their pretty faces white.

“She’s grown quite jealous of all the attention you’ve given Astra,” Saleya whispered. “But I promised you’d be willing to make it up to her. You aren’t going to make a liar of me, are you?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Good.”

Nyxe claimed the open pole on the right, and she promptly began a twirling, backbending routine that perfectly mirrored Astra’s a few meters away. Knowing that they’d specifically practiced this dance for me made me feel like the luckiest man in the Cluster; having a Succubus at my side while they did so made me feel like the luckiest man in the entire galaxy.

Watching the girls together made me appreciate Astra’s fluid movements that much more, though the way Nyxe’s tail sensually squeezed the pole easily made up the difference. Perhaps noticing the shift in my attention, Saleya’s own tail finally began its assault on my bulge in earnest. It rubbed against me with the firmness of a third hand, teasing me through my pants and making me wonder if I might rip through them.

The girls on stage gained momentum along with the music, and as they stretched further from the poles, they occasionally met in the middle of a stage for a quick kiss. Then, when the song ended and gave way to another, they finally abandoned the poles altogether and drifted toward one another as if pulled by a gravimetric field.

They paused with their breasts mere millimeters apart and held the pose, blue body contrasted against yellow. Their mouths drifted together as if they were about to kiss, but I vividly recalled their first private performance and wasn’t the least bit surprised when their bodies melted into a fluid, serpentine dance instead.

“They’re even better friends now than before,” Saleya breathed into my ear as her tail finally wormed its way under my belt. “They share everything.”

I moaned softly when her smooth appendage caressed my shaft, and again when it coiled around the base and squeezed. Astra and Nyxe were still staring deep into each other’s eyes, hands and mouths and tendrils skimming over one another’s ripe, smooth flesh. I found myself wondering if their practice sessions ever ended in a hot, wet pile of flesh and tendrils. I made a mental note to ask them about it later.

Right after I finished fucking both of them raw.

Tonight the girls finished their display the same way they had in the Second Wind. After finally going still and pressing their bodies together, they each opened their mouth and leaned in as if for a kiss. But they didn’t swallow one another’s tongue—instead, two of Nyxe’s thinner, delicate Velothi tendrils disappeared into Astra’s mouth, and Nyxe returned the favor by sampling one of Astra’s thicker veroshi.

By the Seraph…

“They still haven’t taken this act to the main stage,” Saleya said huskily, nails scratching at my chest. “It’s for you. Just for you…”

I groaned again when her tail began stroking me harder. And as she kissed and nibbled at my ear, her hand crawled the rest of the way down my shirt to my belt. Her skilled fingers made short work of the buckle, and some—but not much—of the intense pressure was released.

“The offensive is about to begin,” Saleya whispered. “Are you ready, soldier?”

I squeezed at her smooth thigh. “Always.”

I could feel her lips curling into a smile, and I inhaled sharply when her hand finally liberated my manhood. Astra and Nyxe both turned the moment I was free, their mouths still full. But with a single curl of her finger, Saleya beckoned them to join us. Despite the visible excitement in their eyes, the girls moved slowly and sensually, first by sliding their spit-soaked tendrils from the other’s mouth and then by sashaying off the stage with perfectly mirrored movements.

And then they were standing next to us, giving me an unobstructed view of their flawless alien bodies. They both looked downright giddy at the sight of my swollen cock, but they remained still as they awaited their mistress’s command.

Saleya didn’t seem to be in any hurry. She let them stand there for several seconds as her tail continued to stroke me, her breaths growing heavier and heavier in my ear. I started to wonder if she might snap, if her Velothi need to mate with her Imprinted lover would overpower her playful instincts. All she would have to do is swing her leg over my lap and I could be inside her again…

But then she finally leaned back, and her tail uncoiled from its prize. Her glowing pink eyes smoldered with unbridled lust, and it was only then, when I saw the desperation blazing within them, that I realized just how badly she needed me right now. Exquisite agony, indeed.

Saleya didn’t speak her command; she simply pointed at the floor with her long fingernail. Astra and Nyxe obeyed without hesitation, sinking to their knees and scuttling beneath the table until they were right up against the couch. Astra took up position on my left, while Nyxe settled in to my right.

The first time they’d given me a private show, the girls had made it a point to continue dragging things out as long as possible. They had continued their performative kissing right over my cock, teasing me beyond my limits. But today was different: the moment the girls were in position, they began their two-pronged assault.

Astra went in high, brown eyes fastening upon mine as her veroshi twirled around my shaft and began stroking me. Both girls attentively responded to my groans and moans, rotating between gentle and rough…and then swapping positions entirely.

“Ngn!” I groaned as the pressure built inside me, and from the way the girls kept swapping spots, it seemed as if they were playing a game to determine whose pretty face would be in the target zone when I inevitably burst. But they both wanted it so badly it didn’t take long before they were both attacking the tip together. Lips, tongues, tendrils…and then a red tail.

I was surprised to see Saleya join in, and even more surprised when her body melted off the couch and joined her girls on the floor. She nestled in right between them, and all three of their appendages—one yellow, one blue, and one red—began to tug me in rhythmic unison.

Whatever slim chance I might have had to hold out and prolong the show as long as possible vanished the moment I looked down at the three beautiful faces looking back at me. My breath shook, my hands squeezed the cushions, and I spiraled over the edge.

The explosion was easily one of the largest and messiest that any woman—or women—had ever drawn out of me. The first burst struck Saleya, glazing her red face with a viscous white line, but Astra’s veroshi pulled my cock so that my second salvo struck her pretty nose and cheeks. Not to be left out, Nyxe’s tail gave me a final tug before I was empty, ensuring I covered her lips and chin with everything I had left.

The girls had been beautiful before; they were absolutely radiant now. Astra giggled playfully. Nyxe squealed in delight. Saleya kept looking at me through her hot, messy mask, her pink eyes brimming with desire.

“What do you say, girls?” Saleya whispered.

“Thank you, Commander,” Astra and Nyxe replied in smiling unison.

“That’s better. It’s important to be gracious.”

Saleya still hadn’t moved a millimeter; she wanted me to have a nice, clear view of the pearly streams sliding down her forehead and nose. “Now clean your mistress up.”

The other girls giggled again as they performed a pincer movement on Saleya’s face, assaulting her from either side with tongues and tendrils alike. Whenever Astra would gather a glob on her yellow veroshi, she would carefully feed it into her friend’s waiting mouth. Nyxe would then return the favor with her blue cranial tendrils, and the dance would continue.

They worked slowly but diligently until Saleya’s face was glistening with their saliva rather than my seed. The display already had me hard again, and Nyxe’s tail had been gently teasing me with casual twists and strokes. But Saleya’s sweltering eyes were what was truly keeping up the heat. I couldn’t stop thinking about how many times I was going to fuck her over the next few days. In every hole. In every position. I was going to paint every centimeter of her red skin white.

Once Astra and Nyxe had finished their work, they began to turn their efforts on each other. But Saleya immediately tutted and stopped them.

“No,” she said.

The girls looked at their mistress in confusion, but her pink eyes were still fastened on me.

“You’re going to wear it,” Saleya ordered. “Until he’s done with you.”

The girls didn’t protest; if anything, their smiles only got wider as they waited obediently for new instructions.

“Now get yourselves ready,” Saleya said. “We’ve kept him waiting long enough.”
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At Saleya’s order, the other girls snapped into action. When they crawled up onto the couch, I half expected them to try and share my lap. Instead, Astra stretched out on her back atop the cushions next to me, then spread her long legs wide. By the Seraph, I wanted nothing more than to accept her invitation and crawl between those yellow calves. I had every intention of demolishing her alien cunt at the first opportunity, but after an explosion of that magnitude, I was going to need a few minutes to fully recover…

Thankfully, there were plenty of other things I could do to keep her occupied in the meantime. Flashing her a sly smile, I started to swivel and crawl between her legs—

But Nyxe beat me to it by lunging onto the couch and practically diving on top of her friend. She began to kiss her way down those slender inner thighs, making Astra coo, and it wasn’t long before she reached her waiting sex.

My temporary frustration at being denied a feast was quickly abated by the sight of the girls stripping off each other’s panties…and of Nyxe’s blue ass and quim bobbing up and down mere centimeters from my face.

“Go on, dear,” Saleya encouraged. “Have a taste of the new blood.”

She didn’t need to ask twice. Reaching out, I slid both hands up Nyxe’s thighs until they reached her delicate white panties. A quick pull of the drawstring was all it took to get them out of the way, and I found myself staring at a sweet, hairless Velothi quim.

In many ways, it was the prize of all prizes, an unspoiled bounty ripe for the taking. I had no intention of Imprinting on her, of course—I had plenty of responsibilities as it was. But tasting her was absolutely an option, and as I leaned in and brought my mouth closer, I took hold of her blue tail and gently pulled it out of the way to give me unfettered access.

“Oh!” Nyxe gasped the instant my tongue made contact with her blue slit, but I saw Astra quickly grab her friend’s horns and pull her mouth back down to her meal. The Neyris’s high heels were straight up in the air, and I could hear her familiar hitching breaths as Nyxe’s cranial tendrils came to the aid of her tongue. I focused on my own feast, delighting in the savory Velothi nectar that was unlike anything else in the Cluster. Besides, Saleya had assuredly told them that she had spent a lot of time instructing me on the proper technique, and I didn’t want to disappoint.

Despite holding Nyxe’s tail out of the way, it still curled back around to squeeze my arm as I worked. I felt nearly recovered—I had no doubt that I was hard enough to split either of them open beneath me. But Saleya wasn’t one to leave things to chance…nor to sit idly by while I worked myself into a frenzy. She was still kneeling on the floor between my legs, and while I licked Nyxe, I felt the heat of Saleya’s breath on my cock.

Ash had brought me off with her scorching mouth more times than any other woman in the Cluster, starting with the back of my ATV during that teenage camping trip where we never bothered setting up a tent. But Saleya was a close second, and there was simply no comparison to the way she focused all her attention—and all her appendages—on my cock. She may have only had two tendrils left instead of the usual four, but they knew exactly how to massage my balls while her mouth swallowed me whole.

The horns didn’t hurt, either. I kept my right hand on Nyxe’s thigh so my fingers could aid my tongue, but my left moved down to clutch one of Saleya’s horns to hold her more tightly against me. Had we been alone, I would have happily grabbed ahold of both and given her throat the workout it deserved, but we could always save that for later.

After all, shore leave had only just begun.

Astra came hard while I continued licking Nyxe. I greatly enjoyed the sound of her staccato gasps, having heard them plenty of times while I relentlessly rutted her alien cunt on the Renegade. Thanks to my tongue, Nyxe followed shortly thereafter. Her gasps were so cute and high-pitched they almost didn’t seem real, but from the way her blue thighs seized up in front of me, I knew she wasn’t faking. I couldn’t wait to hear the sounds she made once I was fully inside her.

I kept up my lathering ministrations for another few seconds, content to enjoy the taste of her nectar while I continued pushing Saleya’s head down on my cock. Astra and Nyxe giggled and panted for breath as they both came down, and I already felt another climax brimming inside me. But I wasn’t going to finish like this.

With a sudden yank of her horn, I pulled Saleya off my cock. She gasped and looked up at me, tongue and tendrils swirling around my spit-sheathed shaft while her eyes locked with mine. Her pink gaze flicked from me to Nyxe, and I nodded in silent agreement.

It was time to break this girl in.

As Saleya scooted away, I twisted around and pulled my legs up onto the bench. I gave Nyxe’s blue ass a gentle slap, and when she giggled in delight, I followed it up with a stronger one. She looked back over her shoulder as I positioned myself behind her, luminous eyes wide as she bit down on her lip in anticipation.

As I brought my swollen cock forward, I couldn’t help but appreciate the glorious holes in front of me, both unspoiled and ripe for the taking. If Nyxe had been any other species, I never would have considered taking her ass so boldly. But Velothi were built differently. She had nearly as many pleasure receptors in her bowels as her quim, and I planned to give each and every one a workout.

I was just about to push the tip of my swollen cock into her when Saleya’s tail abruptly curled around my shaft. She sidled up closely behind me, her lips pressing against my ear and her tits pushing into my back.

“She seems ready,” Saleya purred as she gave my ear a lick followed by a quick bite. “What do you think, dear?”

“Oh, she’s ready,” Astra replied, still on her back with her heels up in the air. She brought them close to my face, allowing me to give both of her delicate feet a kiss before she wrapped her legs around Nyxe’s back as if to hold her in place for me.

Saleya nodded, and her tail gave my cock another squeeze. “I agree. Do you have anything to say for yourself?”

Nyxe swallowed, her tendrils swishing around the cum that was still on her face from my earlier explosion. “Please, Commander.”

“Please what?” Saleya prompted.

“Please fuck me!”

“That’s better.”

Placing one hand on Nyxe’s left hip and the other on her tail to keep it out of the way, I guided my cock to her nether entrance. I groaned as I gently pushed inside, basking in the clenching heat of her tight, virginal bowels. Nyxe bit down on one of her tendrils with a whimper as I pushed, but Astra took her friend’s face in her hands.

“Just relax,” she whispered, her veroshi curling around Nyxe’s horns. “He’ll split you right open.”

I pushed deeper, clenching her hip for support as I did so. It had been years since I had plundered a new Velothi, and the sensations were every bit as incredible as I remembered. Nyxe’s shuddering gasps made it all the more satisfying.

“Ngn…mmm…oh!” she squealed when I abruptly pulled back only to push in another centimeter on my return thrust. Saleya’s tail kept my cock steady as I explored deeper, and her fingernails began clawing at my chest while her lips assaulted my earlobes.

And then, with a final grunting thrust, I buried myself to the hilt. Nyxe’s shout disappeared into Astra’s mouth when her friend kissed her, but I could feel the tremors shuddering through her blue body as she arched. I held myself deep, giving her bowels time to adjust, and in the meantime I let my fingers drift upward from her hips all the way to her tits. They were so large I could barely fit them in my hands, and I heard her moan into Astra’s mouth when I gently played with her nipples. Whatever other adventures we embarked on later, I planned to explore every centimeter of those breasts before the night was done.

But first things first. Rolling my hips, I slowly pulled out of her, then abruptly thrust back inside. Another tremor rippled through her, and while my eyes were momentarily closed, I felt her tail curl around my neck…and constrict.

I blinked in surprise. Even Saleya had never tried that one before. It wasn’t anywhere near hard enough to choke me, but the pressure grew tighter alongside her arousal. And it only encouraged me to begin taking her in earnest.

“Fuck,” I growled as I pounded into her, still clutching both her tits. Meanwhile, Saleya’s nails had begun raking my chest hard enough they would have broken skin if I weren’t an Immortal.

“That’s it,” she cooed into my ear. “Stretch her. Break her.”

Nyxe’s mouth finally popped free of Astra’s once she could no longer contain her moans of delight. Her breaths became little more than desperate squeaks, and I could feel the currents of ecstasy surging through her as if she were a living circuit board.

“Oh…yes…yes…ooooh!”

Her tail went as tight as a noose when she finished, which might have been more alarming if it hadn’t pulled me over the edge right along with her. I let out a strangled cry as I flooded her bowels with burst after burst…

I didn’t quite black out, but I did slump on top of Nyxe with all my weight. She was so delirious she didn’t seem to mind in the least, nor did Astra beneath her. The Neyris giggled as she squirmed free, then got on her knees beside the bench and leaned in to give me a kiss.

“Okay, girls,” Saleya whispered. With her still behind me, I was effectively sandwiched between two Velothi. It may have been the most coveted location in the entire galaxy. “What do we say?”

Nyxe tried to respond, but all that came out was another moan. Astra, for her part, slowly pulled away from our kiss and held her lips a millimeter from mine.

“Thank you again, Commander,” she purred. “Can we have some more?”

“Absolutely,” I said, giving Nyxe’s ass another gentle smack but keeping myself buried inside her. “But first, I could really use another drink.”


Interlude
Leenam


Chophus IV, the Borderlands.

“Almost there,” Ash announced when the Wildcat finally approached the gray-green sphere hanging outside the viewer. “Not quite as busy as I expected.”

Leenam shuffled inside the lightweight tactical jacket his sister had picked up for him somewhere, wishing he’d spent more time breaking it in on the way here from Oscura. Despite all the combat training the Column had given him, he didn’t actually have much experience wearing real body armor. His instructors had taught him how to be an assassin and a saboteur, not as a soldier like Kal. On most missions, Leenam had rarely worn anything more than a skinsuit or concealed inserts.

Yet the pulse pistol he’d taken from the ship’s armory felt even stranger. Not because he was unfamiliar with it—like most other colonial folk from the Borderlands, he’d grown up learning how to shoot practically every weapon imaginable. No, the pistol felt strange precisely because it was familiar. The last time he’d been holding one of these, he’d been threatening some Red Claw goons in an attempt to freeze himself to slow down the progress of the mindseed. And before that, he’d been carrying one through the Quintillion on Kenabrius while he’d been stalking Kal and his sister…

“Hey, you still with us?”

Leenam blinked, and he found his sister looking back at him from the pilot’s seat, her bright green irises and thin, vertical Kreen pupils filled with concern. He could no longer see the lower part of her face, since she had already put on her respirator in preparation for landing on the Column base. Combined with her camo fatigues and the splash of matching warpaint over her left eye, she looked like a completely different person than the girl he’d grown up with. There had always been a hint of toughness behind her sweet smile, but a part of him was bitter about what the galaxy had forced her to become.

But he was damn proud of her regardless.

“I’m here,” Leenam said. “Chophus doesn’t get much non-corporate traffic these days, which makes it perfect for a base.”

“There appears to be a commotion near one of the orbital refineries,” Zillix pointed out as the tactical overlay updated. “We are detecting several dozen emergency support craft.”

Leenam frowned at the display. Normally, they would have needed to deal with the corporate authorities in order to get a temporary landing pass for one of the harvesting settlements here, a process which would either involve paying an outrageous fee or simply bribing one of the numerous corrupt contractors for a temporary pass.

The Column had done the latter. Through their agent inside the corporation—a Shadow of the Seraph with metamorphic shapeshifting abilities who had disguised herself as a young, up-and-coming executive—the Column had managed to set up enough blind spots in the defense screen that their ships could move to and from the secret base without being detected. The harvesting corporation stockholders would have been furious if they’d learned the truth, though the Column’s operations hadn’t seriously impacted them.

At least, until now.

“What the hell…?” Leenam breathed as they got close enough for more sensor updates. Two massive corporate cargo freighters appeared to be dead in space, and the tac-holo showed enough debris to suggest that several other ships had been completely destroyed nearby.

Ash whistled. “Pirate raid, maybe? Looks pretty bad.”

“I doubt it,” Leenam replied, shaking his head. “Those freighters had an impressive armament, and the corpos here have more fighter drones at their disposal than some military bases. Not many pirate groups have that kind of firepower.”

“Well, Zillix was right—looks like a lot of emergency response craft are scurryin’ about all over the planet. If we tap into their coms, we might be able figure out what’s goin’ on, though that’s a lot trickier when we’re cloaked.”

“And unnecessary,” Zillix said, his Kali-shaped metallic face swiveling across the sensor overlays on the viewer. “The damage inflicted upon the freighters is consistent with the profile of disruptor weapons.”

Leenam grimaced, and Ash glanced back over her shoulder to look at him.

“I thought you said the Dowd didn’t know about this base?”

“They weren’t supposed to,” he said. “This facility was highly secretive. The only reason any Dowd would have been here is if they were part of an experiment. Which is possible, but I don’t remember hearing anything about that.”

His sister pursed her lips. “Prison break, maybe? After the Dowd cut their leash and turned against the Column, maybe they decided to come and rescue their own people.”

“I suppose that’s possible, but it’s not really their style. You’ve seen how they fight—they don’t place much value on individual lives, only the group as a whole. If they raided this place, they must have been lookin’ for something they thought would help them.”

“A weapon?” Zillix prompted.

Leenam took a deep breath. Kuriya had jostled plenty of old memories free, but his recall remained imperfect. “I still can’t remember why they had Markael here or what they might have had him workin’ on.”

“The Dowd sure as hell made a mess on their way in,” Ash said. “If Markael was here…”

She didn’t finish the thought, but she didn’t need to. Leenam’s stomach had already begun to roil. Even after he and his brother had been indoctrinated, his handlers hadn’t allowed them to communicate often. But they had insisted that Markael was still alive and safe on this base. They could have been lying, of course—he could have been stationed in a completely different location. Or he could have been dead…or perhaps transformed by a mindseed.

But even if Markael had legitimately been safe here all this time, there was no guarantee he still was. The Dowd weren’t known for their mercy.

Ash brought them down as quickly as she could, and Leenam’s guts continued twisting when they finally spotted the base concealed amidst the otherwise vast yet sickly-looking jungle. One of the landing pads extending from the circular facility was empty, while a second was little more than rubble—the Column drop shuttle docked on the pad had been struck by a missile which had obliterated both the ship and all the surrounding equipment.

On a third pad, near the rear of the base, was a small, black shuttle that looked vaguely like a giant insect.

“Shit,” Ash hissed. “They’re still here…”

“Strange to leave a shuttle behind without a command ship in orbit for retrieval,” Zillix commented. “Unless the shuttle is also equipped with an astral drive.”

“They aren’t,” Leenam said. “At least, not as far as I know. Wonder if they thought they’d need time to search around and didn’t want to leave a bigger ship in orbit in case the corpos caught ’em. Or maybe they were chasin’ a Column ship that was tryin’ to escape.”

Ash grimaced. “How many of those faceless idiots can fit on one of those shuttles?”

“Too many.” Leenam ground his teeth together as he touched the glyphs on his console and consulted the sensors. He still didn’t particularly enjoy the weird tingle he felt when his mind linked with the ship, but he was gradually getting used to the sensation as well as the odd Yarasi design. “They usually move in squads of eight to ten with one Voidsinger and often a few other psychics. I can’t get any readings from here, though—so many signatures in the jungle that I can’t isolate individual ones.”

“The Dowd have continuously demonstrated a remarkable ability to distort sensor readings,” Zillix warned. “We should approach with extreme caution. Or perhaps return with a platoon of Dominion troopers.”

“Yeah, I’ll go ahead and call that in,” Ash muttered as she expertly lowered the Wildcat toward the empty landing pad. It was on the opposite side of the base from the Dowd shuttle, which would give them a better chance of landing without being detected. Because despite being cloaked, the Wildcat still made plenty of noise while in in atmosphere…and it wasn’t as if being invisible would fool the Dowd’s echolocation regardless.

“The base still has auxiliary power,” Leenam said, frowning as he mentally sifted through the data. Rather than giving him a convenient display like a normal ship, the Wildcat’s sensors made it feel like the information had been implanted inside his brain.

“They must still be engaged with the Column inside,” Ash said. “Maybe we can slip in while they’re shootin’ each other and get Markael outta here.”

“Yes, that is surely the most likely outcome,” Zillix replied, his monotone voice still managing to convey sarcasm perfectly well.

Leenam focused on the sensors for another few moments. All things considered, he would rather the base have power than not. Both because it was more likely that people could be alive inside and because without the sonic disruptors and the electric grid at the perimeter to repel predators, they’d have even more problems on their hands. He would rather fight a Dowd than one of the huge local carnivores which could eat a supply crate in a single gulp.

Ash checked her instruments one more time after setting the ship down, then pivoted her chair toward Zillix. “Let’s get movin’. Just keep those internal sensors of yours on max as we move inside. Never heard about the Dowd leavin’ any traps behind, but we need to be careful.”

“I will be prepared for whatever we encounter,” the android promised. “Though I still believe it is foolish to attempt an infiltration of a covert facility without significantly more manpower at our disposal. Dominion military doctrine would recommend at least one full squad of troopers.”

“Or a single Kal,” Ash said, standing upright. “But he ain’t around, so we gotta make due with what we got. Come on, let’s get movin’.”

Nodding, Leenam looked at Kuriya as the others filtered out of the cockpit. Since nearly every Yarasi he’d seen on Kenabrius had been a warrior at some point in their lives, it still felt strange to be with a healer rather than a fighter. But as much as they could have used a fourth gun out there as backup, throwing someone without combat training into a firefight was beyond reckless. And besides, he didn’t like the idea of her getting shot at.

He wasn’t happy about his sister getting shot at, either, but he was confident that Ash knew how to handle herself.

“We’ll lock you in, like we discussed,” he told her. “I’d rather we stay in contact, but usin’ the coms is risky until we know more about what’s goin’ on. Unless someone starts bangin’ on the hull, you sit tight.”

“I understand,” Kuriya said. [But I do not need the com system to communicate with you.]

Leenam blinked when her voice was suddenly inside his head. “Uh…right. Why do I always seem to forget that you can do that?”

“I do not know,” she said aloud. “Normally, it would be difficult to send messages if you moved to a distant location, but I am intimately familiar with your psyche. It should not be difficult for me to track your progress.”

“I’ll have to take your word for it,” he said. “With a little luck, we won’t run into trouble. Maybe Markael found a closet to hide in. Or maybe the Column repelled the attack and everyone’s holed up in a bunker.”

Kuriya didn’t reply. Since Yarasi didn’t lie, they probably weren’t in the habit of humoring people either.

“I regret that I lack warrior training,” she said quietly as he turned to leave the cockpit. “I would prefer to aid you directly.”

“That’s all right,” Leenam soothed. “You’re too important to get shot, anyway. If Markael is here, he’s gonna need your help to recover.”

Kuriya nodded soberly. “I have never been defended by a male before. It is…less humiliating than I expected.”

He chuckled. “Well, I suppose I’ll take that as a compliment. But don’t worry, Ash will be out there too.”

“Yes.” She looked into his eyes for several moments, then gently placed her hand on his bicep. “I will attempt to heal you if you are injured, but I would prefer you avoid suffering harm if possible.”

“If that’s the Yarasi version of ‘be careful,’ don’t worry about it,” Leenam said. “We’ll be back before you know it.”

Five minutes later, Leenam and the others were all standing in the landing compartment as the Wildcat’s ramp slowly extended. He and his sister had both put on their respirators, making his breath annoyingly loud in his ears. But the mild discomfort was far better than breathing the atmosphere—between the natural pollens from the jungle and unnatural chemicals in the air, modern Chophus wasn’t exactly a vacation resort. His durable Kreen immune system could handle the toxins here much better than a full human, but he still had no interest in breathing it in if he could avoid it.

“Keep low and stay alert,” Leenam said. “Let’s move.”

He made his way down the ramp, both hands on his pistol. The compound at the end of the landing pad seemed much larger now that they were on the ground; the roughly X-shaped structure could easily support several hundred people in addition to a variety of labs and research equipment. The outside had been covered in a special green paint that had the dual effect of making it more difficult to see from the air while also reflecting most scans beyond those within a few hundred meters. The area between the building and the pads was mostly empty aside from various clusters of cargo crates, a few ground vehicles, and other miscellaneous equipment.

The oppressive humidity and heat of the jungle washed over Leenam when he left the ship. He was immediately thankful that the Dowd had left the bug netting intact, otherwise the local mosquitos would have already been swarming in for a feast. Glancing back over his shoulder, he noticed that the Wildcat’s cloaking field was even less effective here than he’d thought—the visual distortion looked like a huge heat shimmer coming off a grill.

Still, as bizarre as it felt stepping out of a mostly invisible ship, nothing reacted to their presence. Initially, he had been worried about the small sentry guns mounted to the walls of the compound, but Zillix’s scans had confirmed that they’d been taken out by disruptor fire. The Dowd had paved them a convenient path of destruction to follow.

“Any hostiles?” Ash asked Zillix as she moved forward, fingers on the glowing string of her Yarasi energy bow.

“Negative, but there is still significant interference from the jungle as well as from within the compound,” the android replied. “I calculate a high probability that the Dowd have employed one of their com jamming devices.”

“Just stay low and keep alert,” Leenam said, his voice distorted by his mask. “This way.”

Taking point, he carefully led the others through the courtyard between the compound and the pads, senses alert for any signs of danger. When they turned a corner, he spotted two bodies lying face down near one of the compound walls and across from a large stack of empty crates. From the mangled poses of their bodies, he wondered if they might have been caught in the missile blast that had taken out one of the pads, but they were pretty far from the blast radius over here. And regardless, that theory went out the window the moment he got close enough to realize that they weren’t Column soldiers.

They were Dowd.

“Must have been the rearguard,” he whispered, frowning as he crouched and examined the nearby area. “Tryin’ to make sure no one snuck up on the main team when they fought their way inside.”

“Didn’t work,” Ash commented. “No signs of any missed shots or a long firefight, though. Looks like they were thrown around like ragdolls.”

“They were killed by intense cranial trauma,” Zillix said, presumably reporting what his sensors were telling him. “Not pulsefire.”

Ash’s fingers twitched as if she were about to activate the energy string on her bow. “You mean someone bonked ’em on the head?”

The android lifted its head slightly. “They appear to have collided with the wall at high velocity.”

A warning tingle raced down Leenam’s spine when he noticed the subtle but distinct head-shaped indentations in the wall behind the two Dowd. Zillix was right—they had been thrown against the wall so hard the impact had killed them.

“A telekinetic,” he murmured. “The Column might still have men out here. Be ready for—”

He spotted the subtle flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye a split second before the enemy struck. There were at least two of them, shadowy silhouettes camouflaged against the piles of crates thirty meters to their right. The barrels of their disruptor rifles were already pointed at them, and there was no possible way Leenam could warn the others in time.

Instead, he took action. Focusing his mind, Leenam created a powerful magnetic field a few meters directly in front of him and Ash. Just as the Dowd fired their weapons, several of the empty crates lifted off the ground and darted in front of the disruptor blasts. The yellowish beams disintegrated the weak metal easily, but the sheer volume of debris was still enough to block the first volley and give him and the others a chance to react.

Which they did. Zillix dropped to a knee and fired his pistol in what was presumably the extent of his limited combat protocols; Ash, by contrast, moved with the speed and grace and professional athlete, vaulting to the side and firing one of her psionic arrows while in mid-air. The green projectile struck one of the Dowd directly in its faceless head, and the alien convulsed as if it were being electrocuted. Its insensate body hit the ground a split second later.

The second Dowd tried to track her with another shot, but Leenam shifted his magnetic field and sent several more crates flying in front of her as cover. When the last bits exploded in a brilliant cloud of dust and sparks, he adjusted the field closer to the Dowd itself…and watched as its cover began haphazardly flying around as if caught in a vortex.

As the wall of crates came apart, Leenam realized there was actually a third Dowd soldier crouched among the other two. Before it could fire, Ash put it down with another quick shot from her energy bow. The last surviving enemy tried to escape the storm of crates battering it from all sides, but Zillix ended the attempt with a single crisp shot to the alien’s faceless head.

Leenam swept his eyes back and forth across the area for several seconds, trying to breathe as slowly and quietly as he could to compensate for the thudding sound of his heart pounding in his ears. But no other targets tried to get the jump on them.

[Are you all right?] Kuriya’s voice came into his head. He could feel a wave of anxiety sweeping in behind it.

[We’re fine,] he thought back. [Just had to introduce ourselves to the welcoming party. Sit tight.]

“Damn,” Ash hissed, still crouched. “Was that the rest of the rearguard?”

“Probably,” Leenam said. “Either way, the rest know we’re here.”

“Then I suggest a tactical retreat to the ship,” Zillix put in.

“I suggest you shut up,” Ash snapped. “We ain’t goin’ anywhere until we find Markael. And you just volunteered to take point when we head inside.”

“No,” Leenam said, moving forward. “Stay behind me.”

His sister shot him a confused look even as she raced to his side. “In case you forgot, you ain’t a bullet sponge like Kal!”

Focusing on his powers again, Leenam looked at the pile of metallic debris his magnetic vortex had created. He concentrated his power on one of the loose crates and ripped the lid from the hinges. The flat hunk of metal soared over to him, and he mentally held it in front of him like a riot shield.

“I know,” he said, shooting her a lopsided grin. “But I don’t need to be.”

He continued moving forward before she could protest any further. The nearest doorway into the facility was little more than a smoldering husk thanks to whatever munitions the Dowd had dropped on it to gain entry, so at least they wouldn’t need to bother slicing through any security. When they reached the edge, he floated his makeshift shield into the opening to see if anyone shot back.

He heard a burst of disruptor fire, and he reflexively braced himself. But it was instantly apparent that the shots were coming from deeper inside the compound…and that they weren’t directed at him.

“Three distinct firing sources,” Zillix said, pausing for a moment. “Now two.”

Leenam frowned. “I don’t hear any pulse weapons shooting back, do you?”

“No. But auditory analyses are often inaccurate, and my sensors still cannot penetrate any further into the compound.”

“Well, someone’s obviously still fightin’ back,” Ash said. She was still sweeping her eyes around the facility courtyard in case the Dowd attempted another ambush.

“Let’s find out who,” Leenam said.

Taking a deep breath, he started through the burned-out door. The interior corridor was littered from debris from the explosion, and he spotted a half-buried human arm covered in the sleeve of a charred labcoat as he moved—presumably a Column researcher who’d had the misfortune of being close to the door when the Dowd had launched their attack. He wasn’t keen on reliving anyone’s grotesque final moments, but he was still momentarily tempted to touch the charred hand to try and get a psychometric reading. Perhaps after they had cleared the compound.

The corridor split to the left and right, and the shots were clearly coming in the direction of the former. Leenam pointed at Ash and gave her a hand signal to watch their backs; she nodded and immediately moved into position, another green energy arrow appearing on her bowstring. Once again, he couldn’t help but be impressed at everything she’d learned, either from Kal or on her own.

He continued onward, shield still floating in front of him. He peeked into several open doorways as he moved—the doors themselves had been disintegrated. Most of the rooms appeared to be small personal offices or labs, and the computers and other equipment were often still intact. He also didn’t notice any bodies, but there were conspicuous piles of ash scattered on some of the floors—the type left behind after a high-intensity disruptor blast at close range. A bio-scan could easily confirm or deny that assumption, but detailed forensic work could come later if necessary. He was more concerned about the firefight still raging further down.

Leenam picked up his pace as several more disruptor blasts echoed through the corridor, followed by a loud crunch that silenced one of the guns. All of a sudden, he heard booted footfalls approaching their position, and he came to a halt and signaled for the others to be ready. There was so much metallic debris lying around that he could probably construct a crude palisade for them to use as cover given a few minutes of concentration, but he didn’t have time. The footsteps were close—just around the corner—so instead he set down his makeshift riot shield and braced his pistol against the top so he could squeeze off a quick, precise shot when their target rounded the corner—

But he never had the chance. As the shadow of the incoming figure started creeping closer, he heard the unmistakable sucking gasp of someone who had just been stabbed. The shadow went stiff, and the corridor flickered with blue light. A heartbeat later, he saw the blazing tip of a psi-blade emerge around the corner. When it abruptly retracted, the Dowd corpse it had skewered flopped to the ground and rolled into view, a smoking hole in the center of its chest.

Leenam wanted to warn the others, to tell them he finally knew who—or rather, what—was still alive and defending this place. But there simply wasn’t time. The moment the Shadow of Seraph revealed herself, he planned to pull the trigger. Depending what other powers she had at her disposal, they might only have a single moment to strike…

And then she was upon them. The female figure emerged around the corner, her black skinsuit burned and torn in multiple places. Leenam pulled the trigger of his pulse pistol before he even tried to identify her…yet somehow, the Shadow was faster. A subtle telekinetic push on his weapon sent his shots streaking wide of the target, and the same must have happened to Zillix since his pulse pistol also wildly missed the mark.

Leenam didn’t panic. Acting on pure instinct, he lashed out with his powers instead, sending his metal shield flying toward her so quickly she couldn’t possibly dodge—

But apparently, she didn’t need to. Her psi-blade flashed back into existence, and the blue beam sliced through the hunk of metal mid-flight, sending the two pieces hurling harmlessly behind her. And when his sister unleashed a sizzling blast from her energy bow, the Shadow effortlessly absorbed that with her blade as well.

Leenam feared that their opportunity to strike had passed, especially when the light of the psi-blade illuminated the Shadow’s face well enough for him to identify her. While they were all clones of the same woman, they often had different eye and hair colors to distinguish them. This one was a redhead, with blue eyes the same color as her blades. And she was more than a Shadow—she was the Shadow, Soren Foln’s top lieutenant trained not as an assassin or saboteur, but as a Blade of the Seraph. Leenam had personally taken orders from her countless times. And now, it seemed, she was about to kill him.

“So you are still alive,” Malura said. “Good.”

Leenam hesitated for a precious heartbeat as he regathered his psionic might. He’d expected her to charge right at them, or perhaps just to throw them against the wall with her telekinesis. But instead, she lowered her blade to her side.

“The Catalyst is gone,” she said. “And you are going to help me get it back.”
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For a long moment, the only sounds in the corridor were the buzz of Malura’s psi-blade and the softer but similar hum from Ash’s energy bow. Leenam knew that the Shadow of the Seraph could strike at any instant, but he used her moment of hesitation to focus his mind on the metal debris and shrapnel lining the corridor. With a single thought, he could create a magnetic singularity and perforate her like a pincushion.

But before he or anyone else could act, his sister broke the stalemate.

“You must be outta your damn mind if you expect us to trust you!” Ash snarled, fingers twitching on the glowing green string of her weapon.

“I don’t,” Malura replied flatly. “But you both possess powerful psychometric abilities. Use them.”

Ash’s face tightened, and her finger twitched as if she might fire. “The last girl we met with your face tried to kill us. Twice!”

“The others still would,” Malura replied matter-of-factly. “You’re fortunate I am not them, otherwise you would already be dead.”

Leenam snorted. “You know, I’d be a little more contrite if I was outnumbered three to one.”

Malura arched one of her dark red eyebrows. Between the soot on her face, the many tears in her skin-tight black jumpsuit, and the fact she wasn’t holding a ranged weapon, she looked about as vulnerable as a powerful psychic could get without being actively restrained. But despite that, she had the distinctively dismissive—and decidedly contemptuous—look of a throw-boxer who’d just been threatened by a drunken thug on the street.

“You cannot harm me,” she said. “I could crush every bone in your body with a thought.”

“And I could drop this whole building on your head with another,” Leenam countered. “So why don’t we skip the bullshit and get to the point?”

“The point is that the Dowd have the Catalyst. And if we do not stop them before they learn how to activate it, the entire Cluster will be in grave danger.”

“Why?” Leenam demanded. “What the hell is this thing and why are you so worried about it?”

She stared back at him for a long moment, as if trying to decide if his confusion was genuine.

“You don’t remember?” she asked.

“Obviously not,” he said. “You can thank your master for the worm he put in my brain.”

Malura fell silent again. After a few more heartbeats of consideration, she deactivated her psi-blade and relaxed her posture.

“The Catalyst is a weapon,” she said. “One the Dowd cannot be allowed to use.”

“But what does it do?” Leenam demanded.

“And where is our brother?” Ash added. “He was supposed to be here!”

“Your brother…” Malura murmured, seeming confused for a half second. “Yes, he was assigned to Project Catalyst over a year ago.”

Ash stomped over a pile of debris and moved half a meter closer, her bow still buzzing angrily. “Then where is he?”

“Taken,” Malura said. “Along with several of the other researchers.”

Leenam winced. “You saw them haul him off?”

“Yes. Unfortunately, I did not arrive until the Dowd had already begun their attack. Once I engaged them, they realized they had no hope of defeating me. One of their teams retreated to a shuttle while the others stayed behind to guard their escape.”

Dammit, Leenam thought, trying and failing to suppress his frustration. If we’d left just one day earlier, we might have been able to save him…

He reminded himself that they’d had no way of knowing that Markael was about to be captured, let alone that he’d been here for certain. And he and Ash had done everything imaginable to get off Oscura as quickly as possible.

But knowing that they’d been so close to reuniting with their brother made the excuses fall flat. And the fact that the Dowd had their hands on him made it feel like he’d swallowed a lead ball.

[Leenam? Are you all right?]

He inhaled sharply when Kuriya’s voice popped into his head.

[We’re still fine,] he thought back to her.

[I sense your distress. Do you need me to—]

[Just stay on the ship. We’ll be back soon.]

“If those faceless filth do so much as touch him…” Ash breathed, her arm quivering in a mix of rage and fear.

“The Dowd Voidingers will undoubtedly rip his mind apart until they understand the nature of the Catalyst,” Malura said. “Which is another reason we should not be wasting time.”

Ash looked like she might fire again, but Zillix’s cold robotic voice cut in.

“You still have not explained what the weapon does,” he said. The android was standing off to the side of the group, his pistol raised and pointed at the unarmed woman. From a certain angle, the reflection of the flickering lights in the damaged corridor made it look like his silver chassis had been scorched even though it was polished clean. “Based on the name, I assume the Catalyst is some form of biological weapon. Perhaps a new chemical agent.”

The Shadow glanced between them, and her athletic body was still wound so tight Leenam wondered if she might decide to race past them and try to steal their ship and chase the Dowd herself. But eventually, she sighed in resignation.

“It is not a chemical agent or a biological weapon,” she said. “But the device is capable of triggering a cascading reaction in the mind of a psionically gifted individual.”

“To what end?” Leenam asked, unsure if he wanted to hear the answer.

“To remove their psionic abilities,” Malura said. “Permanently.”

The lead ball in his gut sunk even deeper. The moment she spoke the words, it was like she’d used a defibrillator on his memories. He remembered flashes of details about the project…and he knew she was speaking the truth.

“What?” Ash breathed. “I thought you were the people who believed this power was the Seraph’s divine gift? Why would you want to take it away?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Leenam whispered. “To neutralize gifted aliens like us.”

His sister’s face went white in horror.

“All these rumors about Veilborn aliens suddenly havin’ the gift got ’em scared,” he went on. “So they figured out a way to keep us in our place.”

“You overestimate your importance,” Malura said. “The Catalyst was designed as a failsafe against the Dowd.”

“Bullshit,” Leenam snarled. “There are tens of thousands of Dowd psychics out there, and it’s not like you can jab that crystal into their heads one and a time.”

“No, but you know enough about the Dowd to understand that they are highly communal creatures, not entirely unlike the Yarasi in some ways.”

He grimaced on Kuriya’s behalf at being compared to a race of psychotic, genocidal monsters. “But the Dowd aren’t innately telepathic. Unless the historical archives are wrong, they didn’t have any psychic powers whatsoever during the first war.”

“They weren’t telepathic, but they still had a very communal society enabled by their echolocation and…excretions,” Malura replied, her lip twisting in revulsion. “It is one of the reasons that the Master was able to control them so readily. He convinced them that he had granted them the ability to hear the ‘Chorus of the Void,’ which they interpret like a collective song. In truth, it is a type of psionic metaconcert, similar to how the Yarasi power their vessels. The connection provides the Dowd with unparalleled communication and coordination, but it is also a vulnerability that can be exploited.”

“How?” Ash asked.

Malura turned and gave her a hard look. “By catalyzing their Exarch while it was leading the Chorus from its leviathan.”

“You could sever all their abilities by using this device on just one?” Leenam asked, feeling a ripple of horror cascade through him.

“Not precisely, but the reaction would destroy the Exarch’s psionic abilities. The Dowd are reliant on their leader for commands—there is no symphony without a conductor. Our researchers believed we could destroy their remaining forces long before they recovered.”

“So you really were plannin’ for them to turn against you,” Leenam breathed.

“The Master planned for many contingencies,” Malura replied. “It was always possible that the Dowd would rebel…or that their numbers wouldn’t be sufficiently diminished following their raids on Pact and Yarasi space. In either event, the Catalyst was the answer.”

“You idiots!” Ash hissed. “Did you even consider that bringin’ a race of genocidal monsters back from the dead might not be a great idea?”

“The Dowd were under complete control until you discovered their incursion!” Malura insisted.

“Oops. Guess we worthless alien hybrids are more important than you think.”

Malura’s jaw tightened, but only for a moment. The Shadows of the Seraph who were specialized in metamorphic abilities—the Sevens, if Leenam recalled the designations correctly—were as skilled at deception and espionage as the Sillibar, but every variety of clone he’d interacted with had been quite good at controlling their facial expressions. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the Column telepathically uploaded that particular skill set into all their psychological profiles.

Either way, seeing Malura in person was a reminder that Leenam had never figured out why Soren Foln had chosen to clone this specific woman. There was an original template somewhere, he’d been told, a daughter of one of the Great Houses from Keledon. Most of the Column’s rank-and-file members believed this woman was special—some went so far as to suggest she was a reincarnated version of the original Seraph. Leenam had always assumed that was far-fetched nonsense—he wouldn’t have been the least bit shocked if a eugenicist like Foln had chosen the original because he believed she had the “proper” genetic stock for a Golden World jenny, whatever that meant.

Or maybe he was just a creepy old man who’d thought the girl was pretty and had decided to create an army of her to serve his whims. It was impossible to say.

“We don’t have time for this nonsense,” Malura replied eventually. “We must retrieve the Catalyst before the Dowd can deliver it to their Exarch.”

“We did not detect any Dowd ships in orbit,” Zillix said, sounding far calmer than the rest of them. “They must have shifted into astral space before we arrived.”

“Then how the hell are we supposed to chase them?” Ash asked. “If they already shifted into astral space, the swarm ship will be long gone by now.”

“The raid wasn’t conducted by a swarm ship,” Malura told her. “The Dowd used a Tipheron heavy assault craft—one of the Rakashi vessels commonly employed by the corporate mercenaries here. It allowed them to bypass many of the planetary defenses and launch their shuttles before the defenders could respond.”

Leenam raised an eyebrow. “We saw the destruction in orbit. It was caused by disruptor weapons.”

“I’ve no doubt that they mounted their own weapons on the ship,” Malura said, sounding increasingly impatient. “And they likely only attacked once they were close enough to avoid engaging the other orbital defenses. Without the deception, they would have needed a small fleet to defeat the corporate mercenaries.”

“Mm,” he murmured. “Pretty cunning strategy for a bunch of suicidal monsters.”

“The Dowd are a lot smarter than the old history holos led everyone to believe,” Ash replied soberly. “Trust me, we’ve seen it over and over.”

“They are also running out of ships,” Malura said. “The destruction of the jump gate in the Drift prevented them from bringing in additional reinforcements. After Exodus, they seem to have dedicated their entire war fleet to Dominion space. Most of their recent operations in the Borderlands have involved stolen vehicles and equipment, often from New Dominion forces.”

“You’ll forgive us if we don’t shed a tear for you,” Ash sneered.

“The point,” Malura said icily, “is that Tipheron assault craft have a limited range of operation. They do not possess astral drives.”

“Class six hyperdrives, if I’m not mistaken,” Leenam mused. “Can’t be more than three or four light-years away by now.”

“Hmm,” Ash mused. “At that speed, we could overtake them with the Wildcat’s hyperdrive.”

Malura shook her head. “Not before they reach their drop-off point. The Dowd have a supply depot in an uninhabited system approximately twelve light-years from here. The assault craft will likely transfer the Catalyst to a larger vessel there. Once they do, there will be no way to recover it—or your sibling.”

Leenam’s throat tightened. “You really think those monsters would take the research team hostage instead of killin’ them?”

“As you said, the Dowd are not stupid,” Malura replied. “They may need the team to operate or understand the device. They will not kill the hostages until their Voidsingers have ripped the information from their minds.”

Ash finally lowered her bow, and the humming buzz of the energy faded. “Then we gotta move. Gonna take us at least an hour to get there by the time we get back into orbit and shift.”

“Which is precisely why I wish to stop wasting time,” Malura snarled. “We must pursue them. Now.”

Leenam shared a look with his sister. Given the choice, he still would have preferred putting a pulse blast right into this bitch’s brain. But he didn’t think Malura was lying…and perhaps more to the point, there was no realistic way that he and Ash could take on a couple squads of Dowd soldiers on their own. But with a Shadow of the Seraph of their side…

With the Shadow of the Seraph on their side…

“Then let’s do it,” he grumbled. “Just remember, the moment you try somethin’ is the moment I bury you beneath a few tonnes of thorotine.”

“I won’t forget,” Malura said, sounding as concerned as an Immortal being threatened with a butter knife. “Now I suggest we save your brother before it is too late.”


7
Mustering Forces


The com light on the nightstand started flashing at oh-four-hundred. It took an enormous amount of effort to crack my eyes open, and even more to crane my neck far enough that I could read the display. The report wasn’t critical, otherwise Miranda would have called to wake me up, but the short message indicated that she needed to talk to me at my earliest convenience. She must have finally gotten the update we’d been expecting from the rest of our task force.

Which meant it was time to get up, no matter how unpleasant the prospect seemed.

Groaning, I gently lifted Saleya’s leg and tail off me. The lights were still out, but I could hear her breathing softly next to me. I rarely saw her sleep, but I had finally worn her out last night. We’d both been so exhausted I hadn’t bothered untying the sheets I’d used to bind her wrists to the bed.

I grinned at the thought. Realistically, it wasn’t just last night that had worn us out, but the last several days. Saleya had made certain I gave ample attention to Astra and Nyxe while I had the time, and other than a few quick meetings at the Bulwark with Admiral Lochlan, I’d spent nearly every moment on Rividian buried inside one alien girl or another.

Last night, however, Saleya had finally begged me to cure her “excruciating agony” all by myself, and I’d been happy to oblige. After enjoying a fancy dinner in the casino and catching an amusing show in the theater, I had taken her back to her room, stripped her out of her dress, and fucked her in every hole.

Twice.

Spending so much time with her again was yet another reminder of how badly I missed her presence on the Renegade. That, in turn, made me start thinking about the future again, but I buried those concerns as best I could as I made my way into the shower. By the time I shut off the water and dried myself with a towel, I had shifted my mindset from shore leave to active duty again.

Because I still had a war to win. And it was time to get back to work.

Once I was dressed, I stepped out of Saleya’s bedroom into the common area of her suite. The shudders along the far wall were open, giving me a breathtaking view of Melandis City. Since the casino was so high in the air, you could see practically everything here, from the krekball stadium to the Bulwark and all the glittering skyscrapers in between. The privacy screen ensured that no one could look in from outside, but I still felt weirdly exposed standing here, especially before I pulled my shirt on.

Taking a deep breath, I found my holopad where I’d left it on the dining table right before I’d bent Saleya over it and pounded her raw. I keyed for the Renegade, then waited for the various military reroutes and encryptions.

“Renegade, this is Zeris,” I said once the channel was open. “What do you have for me?”

“A report from the rest of the task force, sir,” Miranda’s crisp voice came back. “The Lutaris and the rest of the picket ships are scheduled to arrive at the edge of the system in six hours.”

I grinned. I was pleased—albeit not surprised—that everyone appeared to be meeting Lochlan’s rather aggressive timetable. “What about the heavy hitters?”

“The Korbinian and the Pentar have been rerouted from the defense fleet at Ramanis. They will meet us at the rendezvous point near Talumi in seventy-four hours.”

“Good. Then let the rest of the task force know we’re still on schedule. And Velarys inform Prelach Kithra that we will be joining her soon.”

“Understood, Commander.” Miranda paused for a moment. “I hope you enjoyed your break, sir.”

“I did, thank you,” I replied with a smile. “Very…relaxing.”

“Yes, I’m sure it was.”

I could hear the amusement in her voice…and her subtle desire to ask for details. She might not have been able to experience my exploits with psychometry like Ash, but she had grown increasingly fond of hearing about them. But even though she was calling from the privacy of my office on the bridge, we knew better than to discuss such things over an official channel.

“I’ll take the first shuttle back—should be about an hour,” I said.

“We’ll be waiting for you, sir,” Miranda replied. “Renegade out.”

After slipping the holopad back into my pocket, I shifted my gaze back to the city below. Rain had started falling again, and the flashes of lightning in the distant clouds seemed more menacing than normal from this altitude. Flying through this mess was going to be unpleasant, but the sooner I got moving, the better chance I’d have of beating the worst of the storm.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to come along?”

Saleya’s sultry voice came from right behind my ear, and despite my years of training and experience, I still hopped a centimeter in the air. I would have completely whirled around if her naked body hadn’t sidled up behind me.

“Stars,” I breathed, reaching back to touch her hips. “I thought you were still tied up?”

“I was,” she replied innocently. “But I’m a very clever woman.”

My nerves settled when her cranial tendrils began to gently stroke the lobes of my ears. Her nipples were hard enough I could feel them pressing through my shirt beneath my shoulder blades.

“You are that,” I replied, closing my eyes and basking in her touch while I could.

“ I could come along with you,” Saleya said, voice low and sultry. “The girls can handle things here for a while.”

“We’re about to head into battle. It’s far too dangerous.”

“I managed just fine when you were hunting Dowd in Pact space. I’m worried about the bar getting dusty while I’m gone.”

I snorted, then turned around to face her directly. I immediately regretted the decision—leaving was going to be that much harder when the lusty glimmer in her pink eyes was practically begging me to bend her over something.

“With luck, we won’t be gone for long,” I said. “And Seraph willing, a victory might finally bring this war to an end…or at least slow it down.”

Saleya gave me a long, slow kiss. “Do you really believe that?”

“I’d like to. But predicting the future is a fool’s errand.”

“Perhaps, but planning for it isn’t. I know you have a lot on your mind.”

“Too much,” I replied soberly. “I can’t afford for it to become a distraction, not with so much still at stake.”

“You’ll get the job done,” Saleya told me. “You always do.”

Smiling, I brushed her dark hair over her horns, then gave her another gentle kiss. “Just make sure you go ahead and build up some more exquisite agony for me again while I’m gone.”

“I will. It’s already starting.” She snickered, then gently brushed her knee over my groin. “But you have to promise to bring your other girls with you next time. We still need to get better acquainted.”

“You will,” I promised, mind flashing with images of having Ash, Miranda, Velarys, and Saleya all in the same room. It had to happen eventually, I was certain of it. “I’ll be back soon.”

Saleya gave me another long, soft kiss. “I’ll be waiting.”

[image: image-placeholder]

My shuttle managed to beat the storm, though only by a few minutes. The turbulence was much worse than normal, and I had to hold onto the grab bar until we had passed into the stratosphere and above the roiling clouds. After that, I leaned back and relaxed as the Rividian defense fleet slowly became visible in high orbit. The closer we got, the more impressive the view became.

We were perhaps halfway to the Renegade when I first spotted the impressive bulk of the Spearhead. From our angle of approach, the mighty dreadnought may as well have been an enormous shark just waiting to smell blood in the water. Every time I saw it, the little boy still living inside me came alive, and he couldn’t help but imagine how glorious it would be to see the Dominion’s most powerful ship finally engage the Dowd head-on.

But another part of me—the older and slightly wiser one—was smart enough to hope the faceless aliens never got close to the Golden Worlds or any other highly populated Dominion settlement, if for no other reason than I didn’t want to see what their psi-disruptor weapon could do to our capital ships. It was hard to imagine a weapon so powerful it could disable an entire dreadnought, but evidence to date suggested it was possible.

If this attack goes as well as well I hope, I thought to myself, then we may never have to find out.

All told, my shuttle docked on the Renegade a little over an hour after I’d left the Sapphire Star. Velarys was waiting for me in the Renegade’s hangar, her hands clasped behind her back as she stood stiffly at the bottom of the landing ramp.

“Commander,” she greeted. “Welcome aboard.”

“Any trouble while I was gone?” I asked, glancing around the bay.

“The last members of the Rividian maintenance crews completed their work three hours ago. Lieutenant Pierce and Chief Engineer Vrisk have performed diagnostics and confirmed that all systems are fully operational.”

“Good,” I said, nodding. With the local techs gone, everyone else was free to return to the ship as well. We weren’t scheduled to leave for a few more hours, but Ellis had always tried to be one of if not the first officer back to the ship whenever we’d had shore leave under his command. Showing up late was bad form, he’d insisted, and I saw no harm in continuing that tradition.

Though interestingly, I noticed that both Lasher and Stormstrike were on board and inspecting their Harpies. I maneuvered over to one of the sleek starfighters before we left and patted the port wing as I examined the psi-cannons mounted on the tip. They always seemed so small in holos but were impressively large up close, not unlike the fighters themselves. At about ten meters long, Harpies were only two-thirds the size of the standard Valkyrie, but that was still the length of many tank mechs.

“Any trouble, Lieutenant?” I asked.

Mishiko—Stormstrike—was tucked beneath the starfighter atop her anti-grav sled, and her dark eyes popped open wide when she floated out enough to see me. “Commander! Sorry, I didn’t know that was your shuttle!”

She started to stand, but I held out my hand to stop her. Her wingman, Lieutenant “Lasher” Saturo, looked just as surprised when she popped out from beneath her own fighter. Both women had nearly identical long black hair, and they were short by fleet standards—barely over a meter and a half—which may have been one of the reasons they had been trained as Wings of the Seraph rather than standard fleet officers. Harpies in particular had been designed with smaller pilots in mind.

“At ease,” I said. “Just wondering if something was wrong.”

“No, sir, not really,” Mishiko replied a bit sheepishly. “Just, erm, just making sure they loaded the new torpedoes properly.”

“Is that normally a problem?” Velarys asked from my side.

“No, ma’am,” Saturo put in crisply. “But we had some extra time and we wanted to triple-check everything.”

I repressed a grin. In my experience, the average Dominion starfighter pilot was disciplined, skilled, and cocky as hell—all traits which seemed essential for anyone willing to fly through space with a few centimeters of thorotine and the strength of their own psionic mind separating them from the vacuum of space. But Wings of the Seraph were also notoriously protective of their starfighters, to the point that many insisted on performing their own repairs whenever possible. The average mechanic had to work hard to earn their trust.

“Crews get a little too handsy for you?” I asked, patting the wing. “Don’t worry about it—I used to do the same thing whenever my armor got repaired.”

Velarys arched a white eyebrow at me. “That must have consumed a great deal of time, considering your proclivity for stepping into enemy fire.”

Mishiko smirked, but buried it as quickly as she could. I suddenly wondered what rumors might have been spreading about me recently…

“Can’t go into a fight if you don’t trust your equipment,” I said, nodding at the pilots. “Carry on.”

“Sir,” the women replied in near unison before sliding back beneath their fighters.

I made my way to the lift with Velarys and keyed for the bridge.

“Yarasi pilots behave very differently than human ones,” she commented as we started moving. “I have noticed that your Wings of the Seraph are often superstitious. And many seem to possess unusual habits that other members of the crew do not.”

“It’s the nature of the job,” I replied. “Lot of ’pounders are the same. So are athletes. When you survive your first firefight or win your first big game, it’s tempting to wear the same socks forever just in case they’re what made the difference.”

“But they are completely unrelated phenomena.”

“Doesn’t feel that way. Yarasi combat pilots telepathically control drones, right? They aren’t actually out there in space themselves.”

“Yes,” Velarys confirmed. “What difference does that make?”

“All the difference,” I said. “If you’re putting your ass on the line, you want every advantage you can get, no matter how small or illogical.”

“I never felt that way as a soldier.”

“Maybe you’re the strange one,” I teased, looking at the console to confirm we still had a few seconds of privacy. “Now come here.”

I turned and gave her a quick kiss. Velarys smiled back at me when our lips parted.

“Did you enjoy your time with the Succubus?” she asked.

“Greatly,” I said. “Did you and Miranda enjoy having the whole ship to yourselves for a few days?”

“No.”

I frowned. “Really? What went wrong?”

“Nothing,” Velarys said. “But we did not spend much of our time in the whole ship. My quarters had more than enough space for both of us.”

She gave me a surprisingly coy smirk, though it vanished the moment the door opened. Miranda and Reyes were already back at their stations, so I straightened my jacket and kept my expression as professional as possible even while my mind went wild imagining the ways the girls might have kept each other entertained.

I spent the next several hours making final preparations for our mission. Life as a fleet officer was different from life as a ’pounder in about a hundred different ways, both large and small, but one thing they shared in common was that inspections were boring as hell. Sadly, they were also necessary, and I wanted to get it out of the way as quickly as possible. I checked the bridge and engineering, and I spoke with the head of every section before the crew fully returned. And then, finally, we were off.

The smaller picket ships of our task force had been ordered to meet us near one of the com relays at the edge of the system. All six of the vessels Admiral Lochlan had managed to pull off the lines at New Praxius—two light frigates and four destroyers in total—were present when we arrived, including the Lutaris. Vensaki-class destroyers had the most powerful sensor systems in the whole fleet, and considering the gray zone we were about to head into, I wanted every advantage we could get.

The two heavier capital ships which would provide the backbone of our task force, the Korbinian and the Pentar, had been diverted from Ramanis. They were expected to meet up with us at the Yarasi rendezvous point in about three days.

We set off without further fanfare or delay. I met with each of the other ship commanders both individually and as a group while we traveled, first via com and then during a joint officer’s party on the Renegade a day later. Despite the danger we were about to fly into, I found myself wishing that Saleya had come along after all, if only so that she could play hostess. The serving mechs and galley did an admirable job, all things considered, but she would have found a way to learn the strengths, weaknesses, and general quirks of everyone in the task force. Even if that information had proven useless, I never passed up an opportunity to watch her work a room. It was like appreciating fine art.

There was also the strange but unavoidable consideration that beautiful alien mistresses were still a sign of status among the brass. Typically, only admirals and senior captains of large vessels still kept them aboard their ships, and having Saleya on display might have made it that much easier for me to convince the others that a former ground pounder deserved to be in charge of a naval task force.

Fortunately, none of the picket ship commanders gave me any lip, at least not to my face. Perhaps the officers were still young enough that age hadn’t calcified their pride, or perhaps they were genuinely impressed by what I’d been able to accomplish against the Dowd these past four months. Either way, it didn’t seem as though any of them would give me any trouble.

The veteran captains of our capital ships might be a different matter entirely, of course, and I spent more time than I probably should have during the trip imagining how I would handle them if their egos got in the way of the mission. I had to repeatedly remind myself that a lot had changed in the past six months. I was no longer the ground pounder getting scolded by the Stormrider’s young jenny operations officer the moment I dared show my face on the bridge—I was a fleet officer in command of the most successful fighting ship in the war. If I hadn’t earned a fellow officer’s respect by now, then they were fools who didn’t belong on this task force in the first place.

Besides, I had enough faith in Lochlan to assume she’d considered this particular problem before assembling this task force. She wouldn’t have picked any of these people unless she believed they would follow me into battle regardless of their personal biases about colonial natties.

The crew was rested and ready by the time we shifted back to normal space at the rendezvous point. And as the infinite abyssal veil of deep space appeared outside the viewer again, I waited for my officers to snap into action.

“Astral shift complete, sir,” Reyes reported. “Minimal drift; correcting now.”

“All other ships in the task force have reported in,” Mesko added. “The Lutaris reports that its recon probes are ready for launch.”

“Then go ahead,” I said, toggling the small display on my command chair and consulting my instruments. Reyes was correct; we had only missed the rendezvous point by a few thousand kilometers, which in astrogational terms was practically pinpoint precision. Our scanners weren’t detecting any signs of the Yarasi yet, for whatever that was worth. With their cloaking devices, their fleet could easily be out there right now. But I knew that Prelach Kithra would reveal herself whenever she was ready.

I was more interested in the two Dominion ships we were waiting to meet. They weren’t anywhere on sensors yet, but they could have easily been delayed or perhaps simply victims of a greater astral drift. If so, the recon ships would find them soon. The small, fighter-sized probes were almost a formality, since we weren’t in hostile space or anticipating the possibility of getting jumped by an enemy fleet, but I still appreciated the fact they could double or triple our fleet’s detection perimeter.

Fortunately, it didn’t take them long to find what we were looking for.

“The Korbinian and the Pentar have entered communications range, sir,” Miranda reported. On her cue, two dots appeared on the tac-holo projection at the front of the bridge as well as the overlay on the viewscreen.

“Can we get a visual?” I asked.

“Putting it up now, sir.”

The two massive capital ships appeared on the magnified display, and I couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride looking at them. Not just because they were among the most powerful and imposing ships in the Cluster, but because they were practically a floating advertisement for the continuity of the Dominion fleet from the past to the present. The whale-shaped vessel on the left was one of the original Omega-class battlecruisers that had been part of the Expansionary Fleet two hundred years ago. And despite countless repairs and refits, it still looked like a glorious old warhorse ready to charge into battle.

On the right was the sleeker, arrowhead shaped Pentar, one of the new eponymous Pentar-class heavy carriers designed to ferry up to three full wings of starfighters into a combat zone. Whatever it lacked in old school charm it more than made up for in raw technological supremacy, from the frighteningly accurate point-defense cannons to the twin heavy beam projectors which had time and a half of the range of standard psi-cannons. In every simulation I’d seen, the carriers had been able to sit comfortably behind the line ships and provide effective fire support while its Valkyries raised hell all across the combat zone.

Since Yarasi ships possessed minimal starfighter complements—usually a half squadron of their “thrall” drones—the Pentar would help plug that potential vulnerability quite nicely. I fully anticipated the Dowd station to have hundreds of its own drones, and it was still better to engage them fighter-to-fighter than to rely exclusively on point-defense weaponry. Besides, while Dominion starfighters were highly susceptible to catapsi weaponry, their ability to spread and attack from multiple angles was effectively a built-in counter. As long as our Valkyries attacked in loose formations, it would be impossible for any weapon to hit them all at once.

“The Dowd have no idea what’s coming for them,” Olshenko said.

The clear reverence in his voice was reflected on the faces of every other officer on the bridge, save for Velarys. Her eyes were narrowed in concentration—she was probably trying to reach out to her people if they were indeed nearby.

“Ensign Mesko,” I said, standing and putting on my toughest, most non-sense expression, “open a split channel between our three ships.”

“Yes, sir,” the young man acknowledged. “Channel open.”

Two half-body images of Dominion officers appeared on the viewer overlay. To the left was Captain Vikkar of the Korbinian, a stout, burly figure who barely fit into his blue-gold uniform. He was twice my age, and his graying beard was so long it was almost certainly in violation of the uniform code.

To the right was Captain Dorwin of the Pentar, a man so gaunt he looked unhealthy, though I imagined that his sunken cheeks and deeply set eyes were as much a result of his advanced age as anything else. He may have been the captain of a newer ship, but his skeletal visage made him look like he could have served in the original Expansionary Fleet.

“Captains,” I greeted, offering both of them a nod. “It’s good to see you both. We’re still waiting for our Yarasi hosts, but I’m sure they’ll be here soon.”

“I assume they already are,” Dorwin said, his dusty voice filled with contempt. “Whoever imagined that a race of warriors could be so cowardly?”

I gritted my teeth, half-expecting Velarys to vault out of her chair and defend her people, but she stayed silent and still.

“If this base they’ve discovered is real, they can be fashionably late all they want,” Vikkar put in, his deep, bellicose voice a perfect match for his almost pirate-like appearance. “We’ve spent months waiting for an opportunity like this.”

“Agreed,” I said, bracing myself for a potential confrontation. “I assume that Admiral Lochlan provided you with all the details for this mission?”

Vikkar snorted. “If that’s your way of asking if she told us that we’d be taking orders from a natty ’pounder half our age, then yes, she made that abundantly clear.”

“Good. Then I take it we won’t have any problems?”

“Commander, I don’t give a withering shit what Borderlands swamp you crawled out of,” Vikkar said. “You’ve killed more of these Voidborn monstrosities than anyone in the Cluster—plenty with your bare hands! As far as I’m concerned, all you need to do is tell me what to shoot, and I’ll kill it.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” I said, withholding a grin. He really did sound more like a pirate lord of the Traverse than a Dominion fleet officer. “And you, Captain Dorwin?”

“Admiral Lochlan’s orders were clear,” the older man replied. “Your experience makes you the logical choice to command this particular mission.”

I nodded. It wasn’t quite as ringing an endorsement as Vikkar’s, but I decided to take the victory and move on nonetheless. “Then as of this moment, I am officially assuming command of the task force.”

“So noted, Commodore Zeris,” Vikkar said, a sly smile on his face when he brought up the temporary rank bestowed upon me at Lochlan’s order.

“We can skip the formalities with rank,” I told him, knowing full well that protocol and tradition were sacred things to the average fleet jenny. “Once the Yarasi arrive, we can finalize our attack plans with Prelach Kithra. But unless she has new data for us, I don’t anticipate many adjustments from the preliminary proposal. The Yarasi will hold the line while our picket ships control the perimeter and watch for reinforcements. The Pentar will deal with any starfighter drones while the Korbinian provides firepower wherever it’s needed.”

“This beauty battled the Dowd two centuries ago,” Vikkar added proudly. “Broke a whole squad of suicide ships on her port bow. Nose might be a little crooked these days, but I promise this old girl still packs a punch.”

I smiled. “She’ll get her chance to show off, I promise. This is the opportunity we’ve been waiting for, gentlemen, and I intend to make the most of it. Once the Rusari arrives, we’ll—”

A frantic beeping from Olshenko’s console drew my attention, and I tossed a glance back over my shoulder.

“Contact reported, sir,” my tactical officer said, and I could hear the frown in his voice. “A trio of starfighter drones bearing oh-three-three mark one-four-seven.”

“Drones?” I said, frowning as the tiny blips appeared on the tac-holo. “Any identification?”

“Not yet, sir. The Lutaris is sending its recon probe closer.”

“The Dowd may have learned about the rendezvous,” Dorwin said, his weathered brow creased in thought. “It could be an ambush.”

“I hope so,” Vikkar added with a grunt. “If they want to pick a fight out in the open, I have fifty cannons who’d be more than happy to oblige.”

I turned back to the viewer. “We’ll work on getting an ID. You gentlemen get here as soon as you can just in case—and keep those cannons hot.”

“Always,” Vikkar said, flashing me a wolfish grin beneath his thick beard.

The channel closed, and the faces of the two men were replaced with the emptiness of space again. Taking a deep breath, I returned to my command chair and looked at my first officer.

“You’ve been quiet,” I said. “Are your people here?”

“I believe so, but I am unable to make contact,” she replied, her glowing eyes little more than slits. “Perhaps they are still out of range.”

“Or hiding in the bushes,” I muttered, shifting my attention to the tac-holo and the three blips still heading in our direction. With four destroyers and two frigates at our side, the Renegade wasn’t exactly helpless. But if a bunch of swarmers and hive ships suddenly appeared on the scanners, it would be nice to have some heavy-hitting backup. But our big ships would take at least ten minutes or so to get here, and Seraph knew where Kithra was hiding the Rusari…

“Alert status,” I ordered. “Raise shields, ready psi-cannons.”

“Shields up, sir,” Miranda acknowledged. “Cannons coming online.”

“I need details, Tactical,” I said. “Anything?”

“Readings coming in now, sir,” Olshenko said. “They appear to be Pact drones. Gorrusk-class, third generation.”

“Pact drones?” Miranda breathed in disbelief. “All the way out here?”

“Gorrusk-class starfighters don’t have hyperdrives, so they must have a carrier nearby,” I reasoned. “Or a base.”

Miranda looked up at me. “In the Borderlands? This close to Dominion territory?”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” I muttered. “Order the Lutaris to—”

“Another new signal, sir,” Olshenko interrupted. “Coming in behind the drones, same bearing.”

“Can the probe get us a visual?”

“Yes, sir. Putting it up now.”

The viewer flickered, and the magnified image of the incoming craft appeared on the overlay. The moment it did, nearly everyone on the bridge inhaled at the same time.

“Pact battleship, Manori-class,” Olshenko said. “One of the heavily refitted Sillibar ships from the first Dowd War. As far as I know, there are only a few of them left in service.”

I nodded distantly as I studied the image of the old ship. Like the Melanchrus, the Pact command ship who had led the defense of Exodus, the vessel approaching us now was practically a museum piece. But while the Melanchrus had been designed as a hybrid carrier/heavy weapons platform, Manori-class battleships were meant to be in the thick of it. The enormous vessel was a vertical blade, tall and thin, its edge facing forward as if designed to cleave the void of space itself. The layout was so distinct from the traditional wide, sleek, yet oversized Krosian version that it didn’t seem as if it even belonged to the same interstellar alliance. Yet despite their visual differences, both ships had the same impressive armament: thirty plasma cannons, four torpedo launchers, two entire wings of starfighter drones…

“What are they doing here?” Velarys asked. “They are in direct violation of Kenabrian Accords.”

“So are we, technically,” I said. “Your people, too.”

“Their shields are at full power,” Miranda reported anxiously.

My eyes narrowed. “What about their weapons?”

“Offline at the moment. But they are adjusting their course to intercept us.”

“Then I think it’s past time we said hello,” I replied. Taking a deep breath to collect myself, I clasped my hands behind my back and nodded. “Coms, open a channel.”

“Channel open, sir,” Mesko reported.

There was a brief flicker on the viewer before the image of the battleship was replaced by that of a Sillibar. Her milky white eyes blinked once upon seeing me, but her gray, mouthless face was otherwise unreadable.

“Commander Zeris,” the alien said through the translator headpiece situated around her mouthless chin. “It is good to see you again.”

“Vicar Hebeska,” I replied with a nod. I probably should have been a little embarrassed that I hadn’t immediately recognized her face, but in my defense, she had looked like an Angoth scientist nearly the entire time she’d been serving on the Renegade. “This is an unexpected pleasure.”

“I apologize for the unexpected appearance, but I wished to ensure that we made first contact with you rather than another Dominion vessel.”

I smiled thinly. “I understand. Though I admit, I’m surprised to find any Pact vessel here in the Borderlands, especially this close to Dominion space.”

Without a mouth, Hebeska couldn’t smile like most humanoids. But I recognized the abrupt flutter of her milky eyes as the Sillibar approximation of wry amusement.

“I’m sure the Kenabrian Security Council will forgive all our violations of the Accords,” she said. “Especially once we join your operation.”

Despite my best efforts, I had no doubt that a wave of surprise crossed my face. Hopefully she wouldn’t notice.

“Join us?” I asked. “What do you mean?”

It might have been my imagination, but her eyes seemed like they rolled backward. “There is no need to be coy, Commander. We know that you are preparing a counteroffensive against the Dowd, and we intend to participate.”

My mouth went dry. How in the name of the Seraph had they possibly learned what we were planning? I’d only known myself for a week and a half. It would have taken half that long for her ship to get here in hyperspace.

“Little transpires in the Cluster that we are not aware of, Commander,” Hebeskah said mildly. Even with her people teetering on the edge of annihilation, I could still sense the pride in her voice. “But do not worry—we take no offense. I understand you only learned the truth yourself recently, and there was no way you could have contacted us in time to request our aid in this matter. Therefore, I have brought our aid to you.”

I pushed my tongue hard into the roof of my mouth as my mind reeled at the implication of her words. If the Sillibar had known about the plan before I did, it meant they must have gotten the information from the Yarasi themselves. Did the Kaori Tash have an agent on Oscura? Or deeper in the Empire?

“Now, Commander,” Hebeska said, “let us discuss the details of how the great powers of the Cluster plan to eliminate the Dowd threat once and for all.”
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I stared back at the viewscreen overlay, amazed—dumbfounded, really—that Hebeska and the Pact had not only learned about this operation but also managed to get a ship here in time. My brain would have been delighted to spend the next few minutes working out all the various angles and theories, but I forced myself to focus on the practical questions that mattered right this instant.

“You’ll forgive me, Vicar, if I’m still surprised to see you here,” I managed. “Frankly, I thought your people had bigger problems on their hands. With all the rumors coming out of Pact space, I had assumed that—”

“This situation is stabilizing quickly,” Hebeska assured me in her mechanized voice. “But since you aided us in our darkest hour, Commander, the Pact Governing Authority wished to return the favor.”

I started to reply, but I heard Velarys abruptly rise from her chair behind me.

“You will explain how you learned about this mission,” my first officer demanded as she stood next to me. “Immediately.”

Hebeska’s milky eyes turned to the Yarasi. Even without a mouth, I swore the Sillibar was somehow smiling.

“As I informed Commander Zeris, we are aware of a great many things,” Hebeska said. “The how is not important. What matters is that we are here, and we wish to participate. The souls of our dead cry out for vengeance.”

There was no doubt in my mind that Velarys would launch a full-scale inquisition if I didn’t stop her. So when she ignored my warning glare, I grabbed her wrist and forced her to meet my eyes.

“We appreciate any help you can provide,” I said, turning back to the viewer. “If you’re here, you must already be familiar with our plans?”

“We are aware that you have located a vital enemy target,” Hebeska said. “I would be happy to return to the Renegade and discuss the operation with you as well as the Yarasi commander.”

I nodded, wondering if the Sillibar might have missed a vital detail during their miraculous feat of espionage—namely, that this Dowd base was in astral space, the one place where a Pact ship couldn’t follow. It would be the height of irony if the Cluster’s greatest spies had uncovered a secret Yarasi operation only to be humiliated when they realized they couldn’t participate. Either Hebeska had something else in mind, or this was about to become one of the most awkward conversations in galactic history.

“We’d be delighted to have you back on board, but I’m afraid there may be a problem,” I said carefully. “Our target is in astral space—there’s no way for your vessel to follow us.”

I had no clue how I would have reacted if I thought that I’d been exceedingly clever only to have the rug pulled out from under me, but I definitely would have been glad to have a featureless face like a Sillibar that could hide my humiliation. Because other than the slightest widening of her milky eyes, Hebeska didn’t react at all.

“I see,” she said.

I held my breath and shot another warning look at Velarys just in case she was about to lob an insult at her people’s oldest enemy. But thankfully, she understood the delicate nature of the situation enough to remain quiet.

“We would still welcome your help if you and some of your crew wished to join us onboard the Renegade again,” I offered. “We might also be able to free up some hangar space on one of our capital ships if you’re willing to commit some of your starfighter drones to the cause. Your Gorrusk fighters carry six heavy plasma torpedoes each, if I’m not mistaken. We could use the additional firepower.”

“They do,” Hebeska confirmed. “We would be happy to contribute as many as you require for the operation.”

“Then I’ll see what I can arrange. In the meantime, we would be honored to have you join our war council. I can provide you with the details once the rest of our vessels arrive.”

“We would appreciate that, Commander. I will be waiting.”

It might have been my imagination, but I swore I could hear the relief in her mechanical voice.

“Until then,” I said, then gave a look to Mesko to close the channel. Once Hebeska’s face was gone, I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

“Well done, sir,” Olshenko said with a soft whistle expressing his own relief. “You gave her one hell of a lifeline there.”

“The question is why,” Velarys put in, swiveling her blue-violet eyes to mine. “The Pact should not be here.”

“But they are here, and that’s what matters,” I told her. “There’s no good reason not to accept their help.”

“I can think of many good reasons,” she countered. “The Sillibar are not to be trusted. Do you understand the implications of their arrival? The Kaori Tash must have an operative inside the Empire!”

Welcome to the club, I thought, then belatedly hoped she wasn’t reading my mind.

“I know,” I said, trying to sound sympathetic. “And once this mission is over, your diplomats can work that out. But in the here and now, no good would come of humiliating the Governing Authority. If there’s any hope of establishing a real peace when this is over, they need to feel like they still have a part to play in this war.”

Velarys raised a white eyebrow. “By contributing a few crew members and a handful of starfighter drones?”

“I’d rather have that battleship and its plasma cannons, but this is the best we can manage under the circumstances. But trust me, even if those starfighters don’t fire a single torpedo, this is the better outcome. The Pact will feel like they’re involved, and that will go a long way in negotiations in the days ahead.”

She eyed me for another few heartbeats, then finally fell silent. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Miranda smiling at me—a proud smile, if I was reading it right. Presumably that meant she agreed with my analysis…or that watching me perform a feat of ad hoc diplomacy was getting her horny. Either way, I was happy to see it.

Ultimately, though, it didn’t matter what anyone else thought, only what I knew. As tempting as it may have been—and as good as it might have felt—to humiliate a rival like the Pact, petty gestures would only complicate matters in the days ahead. Fixating on the future at the expense of the present may have been foolish, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t important to consider the consequences of your actions down the road.

[The other Dominion captains may not agree with your decision,] Velarys added to me telepathically. [Neither will Prelach Kithra.]

[Maybe not,] I thought back to her. [We’ll find out soon enough.]
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Prelach Kithra was not happy with my decision, in fact, a point she made repeatedly and vociferously over the com the moment the Rusari finally decloaked in front of us. Thankfully, I took the call in private alongside Velarys in my office, which let me argue the point without an audience. I fully expected my first officer to join Kithra’s side during the brief debate, but I should have known better. Velarys fervently defended my decision, and she even quoted some of the same points I’d made with her.

I tried hard to suppress a grin while she argued on my behalf. Ever since she had taken the job as my XO, she had debated nearly every critical decision. But once I’d made up my mind, she’d support whatever I’d decided without hesitation. It was just as true when we dealt with the Pact as when we dealt with her own people.

One of these days, I promised myself, I would stop underestimating her.

Kithra eventually came around, mostly because we agreed to keep Hebeska and the other Pact crew members on the Renegade. She planned to get to the bottom of how the Sillibar had learned about the operation, but I was reasonably convinced she would wait until after the mission to do so. We had more critical things to discuss before we began the attack.

Traditionally, tactical briefings were held aboard the largest ship in a given task force, for reasons that were both numerous and readily apparent. In addition to the simple reality that the biggest ship also had most space available to accommodate the various other captains and squadron commanders, the captain of such a vessel also tended to be the one in charge. For that reason alone, I assumed that Captain Vikkar and his various predecessors on the Korbinian must have hosted plenty of such gatherings over the years.

He probably would have been willing to host this meeting as well, though since the operation had been organized by the Yarasi, Kithra could have rightfully demanded that we all speak aboard the Rusari. But once it became painfully evident that she had no interest in having a Sillibar aboard her ship—and that she didn’t entirely trust Vikkar or Dorwin, either—I arranged for everyone to come aboard the Renegade instead. The size of the meeting would push our conference room to its limits, and I had to send out our Harpies on a quick scouting patrol to make space in the hangar. But if nothing else, the arrangement was a keen reminder that my ship and my crew were the glue holding this ad hoc military coalition together.

Kithra and the Yarasi delegation arrived first. Velarys and I met her at the ramp of her shuttle, just like the last time the Prelach had come aboard. Unlike the last time, Kithra had far more than two Yarasi warriors with her. An entire squad of silver-armored women with staff-like falquan rifles emerged from the shuttle with her, six on either side.

“Commander,” she greeted, looking and sounding annoyed. “I see the Pact emissaries have not yet arrived.”

It was a statement, not a question, but I answered anyway. “I thought it best to stagger arrivals. As you know, we don’t have a great deal of extra space.”

“It will be sufficient,” Kithra said. “But I feel compelled to remind you that your forces are here by our invitation. I expect your fellow ship commanders to comply with any and all combat assignments I deem necessary for the mission.”

“They know their role, and I’m sure they’re eager to fulfill it. But I feel compelled to remind you that we all share the same goal here. Cooperation will be the key to victory over the Dowd.”

“Perhaps,” she replied, eyeing me up and down with that glowing gaze of hers. “I do respect your continued efforts at diplomacy, Commander. Males that excel at violence like yourself are rarely capable of anything else.”

I chuckled softly. “Maybe you just need to give more of us a chance.”

“Unlikely,” Kithra said. “Traveling alongside one male has been exhausting enough.”

She didn’t gesture with her arm or shoulder, since telepaths had little need of such signals, but the two warriors closest to the entrance of the landing ramp ducked inside. When they returned, they had a third Yarasi alongside them.

A male.

My jaw went slack. The Holosphere had long been filled with conspiracies claiming that Yarasi males didn’t actually exist, since no one outside Draconis had ever seen one. Kithra had told me that she would be bringing one of her mystics along to navigate astral space, of course, but I assumed that she would keep him safely tucked away on the Rusari.

At a glance, he didn’t look all that different from any other Yarasi. He was tall and slender, with the same gray skin, double pointed ears, and serrated lobes as the women. His hair was jet black instead of white, however, and he was wrapped in a silver-white robe instead of armor. I assumed that he would have the same luminescent eyes as well, but I couldn’t be sure because he had apparently been blindfolded.

“His presence will be required to properly explain our attack plans,” Kithra said. “You will instruct your crew and your guests not to address him directly.”

I studied the man’s face. The blindfold wasn’t cloth—it seemed to be made of the same material as the tiaras worn by Yarasi females. It also had a similar looking blue crystal embedded within the black metal, so I had to assume it was also a psionic device in some capacity.

“I see,” I murmured. “May I ask why?”

“Because those are my orders,” Kithra replied flatly.

I shifted my eyes from the male to her. I could have—and perhaps should have—let the comment slide. But even though I was trying to be as diplomatic as possible on this mission, I still had my limits.

“That may work on one of your crew members, Prelach, but you’re on my ship now,” I said, letting the temperature of my voice lower a few degrees. “I have a right to know why you brought him on board.”

Kithra’s glowing eyes flashed angrily. Velarys turned as if she were going to explain instead, but she must have thought better about it.

“You should be careful, Commander,” Kithra bit out. “And mindful of your place.”

“My place is the commander of the Dominion task force filled with men and women who are about to risk their lives on a crucial mission,” I said. “One that, by your own admission, you cannot achieve on your own. So why don’t we skip the posturing and be honest with each other?”

From the way her expression hardened, I would not have been surprised if she had packed up her token male, slammed the shuttle door behind her, and blasted out of here. But after staring hard at me for a few more heartbeats, her lips curled into a tight smile.

“You really are different from other males, Commander,” she said. “Your spine is stiffer than most.”

I snorted softly. “Does that mean you’ll answer my question?”

Kithra turned her gaze to the mystic. “Leaving the safety of the Empire will place undue burdens upon the fragile mind of an elder mystic. I wish to avoid causing him any further strain.”

“You make it sound like he’s made of glass,” I said. “Surely—”

“She wishes to avoid cultural contamination,” Velarys put in. “It is why he will wear the kulian while he is on board.”

Kithra shot her an irritated look, but I ignored it. “You mean the blindfold?”

Velarys nodded. “Yes, though the kulian also obscures his hearing as well as his vision.”

“You’re telling me he’s blind and deaf right now?” I asked, unable to contain the disgust in my voice.

“A necessary precaution,” Kithra said. “Now if you do not mind, Commander, I shall take him to your conference room and prepare to brief your war council.”

I turned back to the mystic. His face was expressionless, which wasn’t surprising considering they had the equivalent of a soundproof bag over his head. I wanted to ask Kithra what about his powers could possibly justify such treatment, but I couldn’t imagine that the explanation would satisfy me. If anything, it would probably make it seem even more barbaric.

But there was nothing to be done about it now, and I could always ask Velarys about it later.

“Very well,” I said, gesturing toward the door of the hangar where I’d left a pair of troopers. “My soldiers will escort you to the conference room.”

Kithra gave me a fractional nod, then began striding purposefully across the hangar. Four of her warriors followed, as did the mystic. Briefly, I wondered how he even knew when to follow, but telepathy was the obvious answer. He may have been blind and deaf, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t communicate with his people.

I also belatedly realized that while he was moving alongside the other Yarasi, he wasn’t physically walking—he was floating. His long robe nearly touched the ground, so it was difficult to see his feet. But once he was far away, I saw the five centimeter gap between his boots and the floor.

“The bodies of elder mystics wither long before their minds,” Velarys put in, perhaps reading my thoughts. “Fortunately, they are able to transcend their physical limitations.”

“So it would seem,” I murmured. Back on the mothership, officers would float across different levels of Fleet Command by riding telekinetically powered disks. But I’d never seen anyone levitate themselves in place of walking. It must have taken an enormous amount of focus and concentration to remain perfectly level and stable for so long.

“Despite the common misconception, Yarasi males are not weak,” Velarys added. “In their elder years, mystics are among the most formidable minds in the galaxy. They are kept within the confines of the Old Empire for their safety, but also for that of others.”

I frowned. “Is that also why you put that device on their heads?”

“Yes and no,” Velarys said. “The situation is…”

“Complicated?”

She nodded. “I would be willing to discuss it with you further at a later time, if you wish.”

“I’ll take you up on that,” I said. “But right now, you should probably go with them. I’ll send the others your way soon.”

She eyed me intently for a heartbeat, then nodded. “As you wish.”

Once she left, my thoughts briefly turned to Draconis. I’d always envisioned it as an ethereal paradise beyond human imagination, albeit not a pleasant one for males. The mystic’s blindfold painted an even dimmer picture of their treatment. But if they really were so powerful that they became a threat…

Well, it meant that despite how much I’d learned about Yarasi culture since I’d met Velarys, I had clearly only scratched the surface.

The remainder of our guests arrived not long after she was gone. Hebeska arrived on her Pact shuttle next, and I expected her to step out of the shuttle with a score of Krosian bodyguards. But her only companions were two of the Angoth science officers who had been with us during our mission in Pact space.

I was genuinely looking forward to the opportunity to sit down and have a real conversation with Hebeska at some point, just to see if I could learn anything about what had happened after the Battle of Exodus. While the Holosphere had been rife with speculation, verifiable information had been exceedingly rare. I didn’t expect her to share state secrets, obviously, but I’d surely earned enough trust to at least a glimpse behind the curtain.

The Dominion shuttles arrived last. Commander Belerod from the Lutaris came to represent the picket ships alongside Captains Dorwin and Vikkar of the Pentar and Korbinian respectively. Belerod came alone, but each of the senior officers stepped off their shuttle while flanked by several troopers. The sight of the pristine black armor and heavy rifles briefly made me nostalgic. The Kal Zeris of a mere six months ago never would have been able to conceive of attending a fleet mission briefing unless he was one of those guards. Yet here I was, about to lead the damn thing.

How quickly times changed.

“Prelach Kithra and her mystic will be waiting for us in the conference room,” I said after we’d exchanged basic pleasantries and started walking across the hangar.

“A Yarasi male in the flesh,” Vikkar replied with a boisterous snort. “Did they have him on a leash?”

“Not quite, but closer than you might think,” I said. “I’m still shocked Kithra brought him on board, but for whatever reason, she wanted him there for the presentation.”

Commander Belerod’s nose wrinkled at the comment. Unlike the others, she was about my age. Her dark complexion and black eyes suggested an ancestry from Pirintar, though with the intricacies of fleet genetics, one never knew.

“I still can’t believe we’re going to put our faith in an alien seer,” she said. “What if we shift into the astral but he can’t find this base?”

“The Yarasi wouldn’t have committed to this operation if they weren’t convinced it would work,” I assured her. “Though in the worst case scenario, we can always shift back to normal space and try again. All we’d lose is time.”

“Which is the most critical resource of all,” Dorwin said, his dusty voice sounding agitated. “This redeployment has left several sectors vulnerable.”

“The Ramanis garrison can manage without you for a few days, I’m sure,” I said. “This is too important an opportunity to pass up.”

The moment we passed into the corridor adjoining the hangar, Dorwin came to an abrupt halt and looked at Belerod. “Go ahead to the briefing, Commander. I wish to have a word with Commodore Zeris before the meeting.”

Belerod’s dark eyebrows raised, but she gave him a crisp nod. “Of course, Captain.”

She made her way down the hall to the lift, and once the door closed behind her, Vikkar let out another snort.

“What’s this about?” he asked. The man’s frame was even larger in person; I feared he might tip over when he clasped his hands behind his back.

“An error in judgment,” Dorwin said, still looking at me. “You should not have allowed the Sillibar to join this mission, Commander. Certainly not without consulting us first.”

“I’m aware it’s an unusual situation, Captain” I said, temporarily ignoring the not-so-subtle swap of my rank. “But as you know, I worked closely with Vicar Hebeska on the Renegade during Operation Culling Shadows two months ago. We—”

“The operation where the Sillibar pretended to be an Angoth scientist, yes,” Dorwin interrupted. “I read the official reports, and I convinced Admiral Lochlan to share the more sensitive details of the mission as well. Personally, I find it hard to believe that you would be willing to trust a known Kaori Tash operative aboard your vessel.”

“This isn’t a permanent arrangement—it’s an olive branch. One we’ll all stand to benefit from once the war is over.”

Dorwin’s gaunt cheeks twitched. “If you want to keep Sillibar spies aboard your vessel, that is your prerogative. But you had better not expect the Pentar to carry a squadron of Pact drones and their operators into battle.”

“I expect the Pentar and her captain to do whatever is required on this mission,” I replied, letting my voice drop several degrees. “If that means making space in your hangars, then that’s exactly what you’re going to do.”

“Don’t push your luck, Zeris,” the old man said with a scoff. “You may have experience fighting the Dowd, but the Pentar is my ship. And I have no intention of allowing alien filth to set foot in my hangar.”

So this was it, I thought as I set my jaw in stone, the moment where I either establish my authority or watch it shatter like so much glass.

“If you can’t follow my orders, Captain, then I will find someone on your ship who will,” I said coldly. “And if your XO doesn’t want the job, I’ll send mine.”

Dorwin snorted. “You have no—”

“Enough,” Vikkar interrupted. “Don’t be a jackass, Goddard.”

Dorwin slowly turned to his fellow captain, a look of utter shock on his face.

“You do remember that Zeris has killed more Krosians with his bare hands than you’ve ever seen, right?” Vikkar pressed. “And he’s spent more time on the front than everyone on that fancy new ship of yours combined.”

The old man’s mouth sagged open, but before his rage overcame his surprise, Vikkar pressed on.

“Between our two ships, we only have a single squad of Banshees. But those Gorrusks are practically bombers themselves—they pack enough plasma torpedoes to melt the hull of a battleship. We’ll find a good use for them.”

“I don’t care if they’re the most advanced drones in the Cluster,” Dorwin shot back. “The Sillibar will not set foot aboard my ship!”

“Well, then it’s your lucky day—all the techs will be Angoth,” I put in. “Glad we settled that up.”

Dorwin’s mouth opened, but Vikkar continued before he could protest any further.

“The biggest concern will be making space for the drones,” he said. “We could have a few of our Valkyries shift on their own, but ours have been built to fight, not to scout—they just don’t have the same shielding capabilities for long-term astral travel. Don’t want our pilots to have mushy brains by the time we finally have a target.”

“Right,” I said, shifting my full attention to him. I couldn’t tell if he had thrown me a lifeline out of respect for me or contempt for Dorwin, but I was grateful either way. “We could spread them out. The Lutaris can’t hold anything—her whole bay is dedicated to supporting the recon probes. But the other destroyers could probably take two each.”

“The Korbinian is packed pretty tight, but we could take three Gorrusks in a pinch,” Vikkar said. “Stuff the last three inside the Pentar and we’ve got ourselves a whole extra squadron of bombers.”

“Perfect.” As I turned back to Dorwin, I let my voice turn cold again. “You’ll make room for three drones, Captain, along with whatever techs are required to operate them. You don’t need to give them access to any sensitive areas of your ship, but you’ll provide them with whatever accommodations they require. And I expect your crew to treat them like professionals while they’re onboard. Do I make myself clear?”

A dozen different emotions played across the old man’s skeletal face, none of them remotely positive. I genuinely wondered if he might stick to his guns and refuse despite Vikkar’s helpful broadside. If Dorwin was actually that stubborn, I couldn’t simply let him walk out of here—I would have to make a scene of relieving him of his command. But if the crew of the Pentar was as loyal to him as mine was to me, it might not stop there…

“Three drones and three technicians,” Dorwin said. “They will be given temporary accommodations, but they will not leave the hangar deck or have access to any of our systems.”

Vikkar snorted, then clapped the smaller man on the back so hard it seemed like his gaunt frame might shatter. “Was that really so hard? Now stop whining like a golden jenny so we can get on with this. I want to hear what these grayears have to say.”

The big man continued on down the corridor to the lift. Dorwin stared at Vikkar’s back for several seconds, another battle raging on his gaunt face. But he eventually followed, and I went with him.

The subsequent lift ride was one of the longest and most awkward of my career. Still, at least I’d won the opening skirmish. If I could just survive long enough to make it to the actual battle…

Well, the Dowd wouldn’t know what hit them.
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With three parties stuffed into the Renegade’s slim conference room, I feared there wouldn’t be enough space for everyone to have a seat. But Velarys had arranged for all the various aides and bodyguards to remain in the corridor, so the only ones seated at the table along with us were Kithra, Hebeska, and the three Dominion commanders. The Yarasi mystic remained standing.

Or rather, floating.

Kithra brought everyone up to speed on what she had already told me during our initial meeting. While she talked, I almost wished that I’d invited Olshenko to sit in again. He had been flypaper for her annoyed glances and huffs before, but with two male Dominion commanders and a Sillibar at the table to draw them instead, my tactical officer might have slipped under the radar.

Thankfully, whatever Dorwin’s problems with me, he mostly stayed quiet and listened while at the table. Vikkar chimed in here and there, as did Hebeska. But everything went smoothly enough until Kithra laid out the actual battle plan.

“Since I informed Commander Zeris of our discovery, our mystics have been evaluating potential attack vectors,” Kithra said. “They have analyzed hundreds of potential scenarios.”

“Hundreds?” Hebeska asked. “Had you seen fit to provide the Pact with details about this operation, we could have run millions of our own battle simulations by now.”

“As could our Synesthetes,” Dorwin added.

“We are not interested in predictions from your machines,” Kithra replied. “Or from your psionic abominations.”

Dorwin’s eyes narrowed. “So instead you jeopardize the operation by providing us with incomplete information?”

“The visions of our mystics are more accurate than anything you could provide.”

“I doubt that—”

“Let her speak,” I interrupted, hoping to nip this in the bud while I could. “What did your mystics discover?”

Kithra scowled at the others for a few more heartbeats, then turned and looked at the mystic. He floated closer to the table, then stretched out his hands and turned his palms upward.

The room abruptly darkened as if I’d hit the lights, and a glowing image of the Dowd shipyard appeared at the center of the table as if the mystic had activated a holo-projection or a Yarasi crystal. But there were no such devices; the mystic had formed the image purely from his own force of will. It was far clearer and more vivid than any hologram, more like we were looking at a detailed scaled model.

Vikkar whistled softly as he studied the vast, vaguely spider-shaped facility. “A shipyard hidden in astral space. Every time we think we have them figured out, they do something else that seems impossible.”

I noticed that Hebeska’s milky eyes had widened. I assumed she was surprised, but I might have been projecting human reactions onto her.

“Have the Sillibar seen anything like this before?” I asked her.

“Yes,” she said in her mechanized voice. “But not for centuries. Once, there were many similar installations near Maltar.”

I would have loved to ask her to elaborate, if for no other reason than the fact we still knew relatively little about the true relationship between her people and the Dowd. But the sooner I got all these competing egos out of the same room, the better for everyone.

“The initial briefing claimed that this facility was poorly defended,” Dorwin put in. “Yet there are dry docks for hundreds of swarm ships here.”

“Most are not yet functional,” Kithra said, pointing at the spindly limbs and the various half-built ships clamped upon it like gorged ticks. “Those that are have already departed. Of the remainder, only a quarter are complete enough to fight, and it is likely they do not yet have crews.”

The mystic subtly turned his palm, and all the ships of our task force materialized in the space around the shipyard. They gradually moved into a formation with the Yarasi ships in front and the Pentar and Korbinian in the rear.

“Once we have located the target, our ships will commence a mid-range bombardment,” Kithra said. “The Dominion battlecruiser will provide long range fire support while our available starfighters engage the enemy drones.”

While she spoke, the Yarasi ships began to fire, and starfighters spewed out of both the shipyard and our fleet. Meanwhile, the Korbinian’s massive bulk launched distant blasts from its heavy psionic cannons.

“This formation will ensure that the Dowd cannot easily deploy their catapsi weaponry on your vessels,” Kithra added.

“It will also ensure the operation takes forever,” Dorwin pointed out. “We’re massively limiting our potential firepower by remaining at such a distance.”

“This is the proper balance of range and power that will guarantee the fewest casualties,” Kithra countered. “Dowd disruptor weapons have only slightly better cohesion than Pact plasma weapons. The farther away we engage them, the better.”

“For that same reason, I’d recommend we use our Harpries and Valkyries purely for defense,” I said before Dorwin could interject again. “Once they’ve locked down the enemy starfighters, we could use the Yarasi thrall drones and Pact bombers to strike critical hard points. The catapsi weapons won’t stop them, and if the Gorruks might be able to take out the long-range weapon emplacements, the rest of the fleet can sit back and pound the shipyard into dust.”

I wondered if Hebeska might argue the point, since I was effectively volunteering her fighters to take the front line instead of ours. But fortunately, she understood the logic.

“I agree,” she said. “Our Gorrusks can inflict considerable damage, but they will need protection. Yarasi thrall drones are not nearly as capable space superiority fighters as Dominion Valkyries.”

“They will be more than adequate to escort your bombers,” Kithra replied. “And they can be destroyed without any loss of life.”

“Perhaps, but being overly cautious can sometimes produce more casualties than being overly aggressive.”

Kithra’s eyes narrowed. “A callous opinion from a species who fights behind an army of expendable slaves. There are no Krosians here for you to throw into the cauldron.”

“A pity,” Hebeska replied calmly. “With proper warriors on the front lines, our victory would be assured.”

“Once we destroy or disable their catapsi weapons, our starfighters can engage the facility,” I put in before they could fire off any more insults. “Please, continue with the rest of your plan, Prelach.”

Kithra scowled at the Sillibar for a few more moments before she continued. Over the next twenty minutes or so, she laid out a wide variety of additional operational details, including everything the Yarasi scouts had gleaned about the shipyard’s various shield grids, point-defense weaponry, and other capabilities. Everyone chipped in with their own preferences here and there, as well as their own petty gripes and complaints. By the end, I was strongly considering adjourning the meeting early just to ensure the first shots were fired at the Dowd rather than one another.

But before I could give the order, Kithra turned to the mystic and asked him to update his psionic projection one more time. As he subtly turned his palm, the shipyard and the space surrounding it shifted along with the movement. I barely noticed the changes at first, but when I studied the image more closely, I realized that many small details were shifting back and forth all over the facility. The placement of docks and weapons, the shapes of certain panels, the presence or absence of Dowd ships…

“What is happening?” Commander Belerod put in, brow furrowing as she leaned closer.

“Mystics perceive many versions of future reality simultaneously,” Velarys said. “Through careful study, they can determine which is the most likely outcome. But nothing is ever truly certain.”

“Yarasi often speak many words when few will suffice,” Hebeska said. “It is a basic probability matrix, no different than any other battle simulation.”

“It is entirely different,” Kithra insisted.

“Why? Because your mystics conjure it from the air rather than intensive calculations? You’ll forgive me for not being impressed.”

“I’m sure the Prelach simply wishes to reiterate that we should be ready for anything,” I replied coolly. “Remember, the Yarasi scouting patrols noticed a different number of enemy ships each time. If we’re lucky, the Dowd are busy amassing elsewhere and have left the back door wide open. If not, we’ll have a tough fight on our hands.”

“In other words, this could be a trap,” Dorwin put in, his weathered face creasing. “So much for an easy victory.”

Vikkar snorted and crossed his huge arms over his chest. “War is never easy. Whether you run a hundred simulations or a million, everything’s always bloodier and more chaotic than you expect.”

“Then perhaps we should reconsider this foolhardy endeavor altogether.”

“How strange,” Hebeska said, fastening her milky eyes upon the gaunt man. “My people have long known that the Yarasi are cautious to the point of cowardice, but we believed that the Dominion was different. Were we mistaken?”

Kithra glared at the Sillibar with such venom I feared she might unleash a telepathic attack and melt Hebeska’s brain. Meanwhile, Dorwin seemed like he was about to leap up from his chair and storm out of the room. But before any of them could do something stupid, I slammed my fist on the table.

“I have to hand it to you, Vicar,” I said, looking at Hebeska. “Your people’s commitment to sowing dissent would be impressive if it weren’t so asinine.”

Her milky eyes narrowed. “Commander, I merely wish to—”

“Let’s just get all the old prejudices out there, shall we?” I went on, my patience for petty bickering exhausted. “The Yarasi are arrogant, humans are ruthless, and Sillibar are backstabbing little shits. There, we all hate each other equally and can finally move on. Personally, I don’t care if these faceless fuckers have fifty ships waiting in the mists for us. I intend to smash their little toy, and there isn’t a damn thing they can do about it.”

Nearly everyone at the table looked at me with a mix of shock and anger on their face, even Velarys. The only exception was Captain Vikkar, who let out a throaty laugh.

“Well said,” he practically shouted. “There’s an old Praxian saying: hate makes the blade sharper and the arrow fly true. Let’s use that to finish these vermin off.”

It took another few moments, but some of the tension started to drain out of the room. Dorwin still seemed annoyed, while Hebeska remained unreadable. Kithra, for her part, was giving me a look that was so filled with contempt I feared she wanted to stab me…or fuck me. Perhaps spending so much time with Velarys had warped my perceptions of Yarasi body language.

“The odds remain in our favor,” Velarys said, gesturing to the projection. “But the longer we delay, the more pronounced the uncertainty becomes.”

“Then we should go now,” Vikkar said, sweeping his gaze around the table for confirmation from the others. “While we know they are vulnerable.”

It took a few more minutes and several more distrustful glares, but eventually everyone climbed on board. Battle would soon be upon us.

And victory, I hoped, wouldn’t be far behind.


Interlude
Leenam


Deep Space, the Borderlands.

“Here we go,” Ash announced. “Let’s hope they don’t have any friends waitin’ for us.”

The astral mists outside the cockpit vanished, giving way to the impenetrable black void of deep space. There was quite literally nothing around them, and for a few seconds, Leenam wondered if Malura had been wrong about the Dowd supply depot. If she was, the trail would be gone forever, and they would have lost their only chance to recover the Catalyst and save Markael.

But then the overlay on the viewport updated, revealing a faint signature near the edge of their range. Between the astral drift and the limitations of using scanners while cloaked, they had almost missed their target altogether.

“There we go,” Ash said, firing up the sublight engines and adjusting course. “Cozy little place they got out here, huh?”

“As I said, it is a small storage depot,” Malura replied. “The remote location allows smaller vessels without astral drives to resupply without being detected by anyone in the Borderlands.”

She was standing near the viewport a few meters in front of them where they could all keep an eye on her. Zillix still had his pistol out at Leenam’s request, and Ash had activated her custom-made security system just in case. She’d hidden several tiny drones throughout the cockpit that could swarm and incapacitate an intruder—something she’d apparently installed somewhat recently, after a different Yarasi guest had managed to incapacitate them and nearly take over the ship several months back. Leenam was still waiting for the full story of that adventure.

“Looks like one shuttle is currently docked,” Leenam said, touching the glyphs on his console to adjust the scanners. “Hopefully the same one we’re chasin’. Kinda suspicious, though—if the Catalyst is so important, I figured they’d be handin’ it off to a bigger ship right away.”

“Yes,” Malura agreed, her eyes narrowing. “We should check for recent emissions. The Catalyst might already be gone.”

She moved toward the open console, which prompted Leenam to draw his pistol and Zillix to raise his.

“Touch that console and you’re gonna lose a hand,” Leenam warned.

Malura gave him a frustrated sigh. “Dowd vessels have a unique energy signature. Yarasi scanners are supposed to be precise, so this vessel can likely detect them.”

“I don’t see anythin’ out of the ordinary,” Ash said.

“Because you are not searching correctly,” Malura replied impatiently. “It will only take me a moment.”

Leenam threw a glance at his sister. “What do you think?”

“That I don’t have enough cleaner on board to wipe Column filth off my consoles.”

He smiled tightly. The Wildcat was her ship, so ultimately the choice was hers to make. But it would be nice to know if they were already too late.

“Fine,” she relented after another moment. “But I’m disabling everything except scanners on that console.”

Malura rolled her eyes as she slid into the chair. Leenam sensed movement over his shoulder, and he realized that Kuriya had crept up closer behind him. She must not have been thrilled at the idea of a Column agent touching a Yarasi console, either.

“There,” Malura said, touching the glyphs and shifting the display on the viewport overlay. “There were other ships here recently, including a carrier.”

Leenam swore under his breath. “So they passed it off. Shit.”

Malura frowned. “No. The emissions pre-date the arrival of the shuttle by over an hour.”

“Uh…what?” Ash asked. “That doesn’t make any sense. Surely they sent a message ahead sayin’ they were gonna drop it off.”

“Yes,” Malura whispered. “The ships must have been called away in a hurry. Perhaps there was a nearby engagement with a Dominion fleet.”

“Maybe—we aren’t that far from the border,” Leenam said. “Regardless, I’m sure they’ll be back soon. If we’re gonna grab this thing, it’s gotta be now.”

“Right,” Ash said, pulling up a more detailed scan of the docked shuttle. “You sure there won’t be more than a dozen Dowd on that thing?”

“No,” Malura replied flatly. “But we need to disable the static defenses before landing.”

Leenam squinted at the display. “What defenses?”

“These.”

Touching the glyphs on her console again, Malura focused the scanners on the depot. The rectangular installation was barely larger than a swarm ship, and it didn’t seem to have any armaments at all, only shields. But after her adjustments, two disruptor batteries belatedly appeared on the tactical overlay, one on the dorsal side and the other ventral.

“Damn,” Ash breathed. “Never would’a spotted those.”

“Dowd technology is designed to confuse sensors unless you know precisely where to look,” Malura said, sounding obnoxiously smug.

“Well, ain’t we just lucky to have you aboard.”

“You are. If you wish, I can also pilot the vessel and destroy the emplacements.”

Ash’s glare went hot enough to melt thorotine. “You’re outta your damn mind if you think I’d let you touch my baby!”

“It was merely a suggestion,” Malura replied, one of the bitchiest smiles Leenam had ever seen on her lips. “I am an excellent pilot.”

“So am I.”

Ash turned back to her controls. She adjusted the Wildcat’s power levels in preparation for a quick attack run, which included disabling Malura’s console altogether. The Shadow scoffed when her display went dark, which made Leenam shake his head. Pretty girls could get away with a lot, in his experience, but every interaction he had with this woman made him want to flush her out the airlock. She was lucky that the trip out here had been so short, otherwise she’d have been an ice cube by now.

“Should be able to take ’em both out before they know we’re here,” Ash said. “Here we go…”

Leenam braced himself as Ash cranked the maneuvering thrusters to full power. He was more of a driver than a pilot himself, but his sister had always dreamt of flying a Valkyrie one day. And while the Wildcat may not have been quite as maneuverable as a starfighter, she somehow made it look like one.

The Wildcat swept toward the depot’s ventral side, and Ash brought them within point-blank range before she dropped the cloak and shunted power to the weapons and shields. The psi-cannons spat a barrage of blue-white bolts at the small disruptor emplacement, blasting it to molten fragments before it could come online.

Ash then twisted the Wildcat around the station in a tight roll, making Leenam feel like he was falling to his side even though the inertial stabilizers were keeping them all firmly in place. The dorsal disruptor was online and spinning around by the time it came into view, but a second quick volley from the Wildcat’s cannons promptly reduced it to scrap as well.

Kuriya whispered a word his translators didn’t pick up, but it sounded like a Yarasi swear of amazement. Leenam knew that the Yarasi considered his sister a worthy Huntress—it was why they had allowed her to keep the Wildcat and her energy bow. But perhaps Kuriya had doubted it until she had seen Ash in action herself.

“I can attach us to the second docking port,” Ash said, a satisfied smile on her face as she brought the Wildcat around once again. “Don’t suppose the Dowd will funnel outside so we can shoot them before we go in?”

“No,” Malura replied. She also seemed surprised at the demonstration, though she was clearly trying to hide it. “But it will not make a difference. I will destroy them regardless.”

Ash swung the ship toward the open docking port, which looked vaguely like a catheter port attached to the side of the facility. Leenam kept his eyes on the scanners in case the Dowd decided to try something when the enemy ship docked. If they had an emergency bulkhead in place, they could theoretically destroy the hatch without exposing the rest of the depot to vacuum, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

Still, he fully expected the Dowd to be ready and waiting for them on the other side. He wasn’t thrilled about the prospect of charging into an unknown facility so brazenly, but it wasn’t as if they had a choice. Markael might be in there, and Dowd reinforcements could arrive any time.

Fortunately, they were still dressed and equipped from their assault on Chophus, so all they had to do was make their way to the landing ramp. Leenam made sure to walk behind Malura at all times to ensure she didn’t try anything, but for the moment she seemed absolutely determined to storm the depot as quickly as possible. He had a feeling that her attitude would change when she got her hands on the Catalyst, but he planned to be ready to deal with her if and when he needed to. In the meantime, he would happily let her charge ahead and get shot on their behalf.

“Stay here and guard the ship,” he instructed Zillix when they reached the Wildcat’s small cargo hold and adjoining docking port. “Close the hatch once we’re inside in case one of the Dowd tries to double back.”

“You should be more concerned about their Voidshifters,” Malura said, her blue eyes focused on the hatch. “Once you lower the shields to let us disembark, they could psychoport on board.”

Leenam grimaced and looked at his sister. “Then you should stay too.”

Ash almost told him off—he could see it in her eyes. She didn’t want to leave him alone with a Shadow of a Seraph, and for good reason. But she also didn’t want to leave the Wildcat vulnerable—not just because it was her baby, but because if the Dowd managed to damage it somehow, they were all fucked.

“I hate this,” she muttered, looking at Zillix. “You watch the hatch, I’ll turn on the internal security.”

“What should I do?” Kuriya asked.

“You know how to fire one of these?” Ash asked, sliding her pulse pistol out of his hip holster and handing it to the Yarasi. “Shoot any faceless monsters you see on board.”

Kuriya looked confused, but not frightened. Warrior training or not, her Yarasi composure still shined through.

“The longer we delay, the more prepared the enemy will be,” Malura said. “Open the hatch.”

Leenam shared another look with Ash, then signaled for everyone to get back as he reached for the controls. Zillix took a knee and raised his pistol, while Ash and Kuriya moved into the adjoining corridor and took cover in the doorframe. Malura, for her part, stood directly in front of the hatch and conjured a brilliant blue-white psi-blade in each hand.

“Here we go,” Leenam said, focusing his mind. “Three, two, one…”

There was a loud click as the locking clamps released, followed by an even louder hiss as the circular hatch whooshed open. Leenam half-expected the Dowd to open their hatch at the same time just so they could immediately start pouring fire into the gap. But no, they had left it locked and sealed.

“I can get it open,” he said, reaching out a hand. “Just give me a—”

Malura was already moving. Lunging forward, she jabbed her psi-blades into the thorotine hatch. The metal was durable enough to give a basic laser torch pause, and even an industrial-strength cutter beam would take half a minute to melt through. But the thorotine turned into glowing orange molten slag the moment she speared her weapons into it, and when she twisted them in opposite directions, she carved open a circle large enough for a single person to charge through. Rearing back, she gave the metal a kick and sent it flying inward.

The Dowd were waiting. A barrage of yellowish disruptor beams blasted out of the hole, but Malura didn’t duck or roll out of the way or make any effort to get clear whatsoever.

Instead, she charged into the fray.

Without mouths, the Dowd couldn’t cry out in warning or scream in pain, but Leenam could still hear the hum of her blades followed by the dull thud of bodies hitting the ground. He paused for a few seconds, still content to let her eat all the fire she wanted. But he couldn’t wait forever, not if he wanted to reach his brother—and the Catalyst—before she did.

The first time there was a break in the fire, Leenam rushed over to the hatch in a crouch, pistol at the ready. There was far too much smoke to see anything, and he was thankful he’d put on his respirator so he could breathe. Before advancing inside, he reached out with a magnetic field and lifted the circular hatch Malura had burned away. Holding the still-glowing slag in front of him like a shield, he passed through the opening and followed her.

The corridor on the other side was wide, dark, and covered in a layer of translucent goo, as if someone had walked around blowing snot on everything in sight. Leenam was disgusted but not surprised—he’d spent enough time around the Dowd to know that their bases were covered in this stuff. But it had been long enough that he’d forgotten just how gross it was to walk through.

He crept up behind Malura as the last disruptor fell silent, using the light from her blades to evaluate the carnage.

The bodies in the corridor all appeared to be rank-and-file Dowd soldiers from the looks of it, not the “Voidborn” ones who had developed psionic abilities. Nonetheless, there had been a dozen of them guarding this corridor, enough to warrant a serious firefight even if they’d had a squad of Dominion troopers with them. Yet Malura had carved through them as easily as if they’d been a bunch of colonial conscripts who could barely hold a rifle.

Leenam had been warned that she was powerful—the Master never would have made her his cunt-in-chief if she weren’t. But it was one thing to be told something and another to witness it. He suddenly found himself wondering if he should have Ash and Zillix back him up after all…

But no, someone needed to guard the Wildcat. And while he may not have been a psycho-genetically engineered killing machine, the Column had transformed him into a weapon as well. If and when Malura inevitably turned against them, he intended to be ready.

“There are more in the command center,” Malura said, voice sounding almost bestial. She was still standing over the last corpse, her twin blades humming and her chest heaving from exertion. The oxygen here was low, according to his respirator, though it likely wouldn’t affect her the same. Amidst her panoply of psionic powers was the ability to adapt her eyes and lungs to nearly every environment.

“Can you tell how many?” Leenam asked.

“Two, possibly three.”

“Including the hostages?”

Malura paused. “No.”

It was difficult to tell for certain in the dim light, but Leenam swore he saw her flinch when she spoke. She was entirely focused on the Catalyst—she probably didn’t care about the actual hostages.

But he did.

“We need to be careful,” Leenam warned. “We can’t risk harmin’ the—”

“Are you still capable of fighting?”

He blinked. “What?

“The Yarasi must have extracted the mindseed, otherwise you would not be here,” Malura told him, the buzzing hum of her psi-blade growing louder as she twisted her athletic body to look at him. “You still possess some of your magnokinetic abilities, but do you still remember how to fight?”

“I grew up on Nirvarr, sweetheart,” Leenam replied with a scoff. “We never forget how to shoot a gun.”

“Good.”

Malura started moving again before he could finish his sentence. Gritting his teeth, he rushed after her, still mentally holding the seared metal hatch in front of him as a shield. Had he been here alone, he would have used his magnokinetic senses to learn the location of their targets, assuming they were all in physical contact with the depot’s hull. He might have also used his psychometry on the bodies to see if there was anything else worth knowing, though that would have been something of a crapshoot considering how difficult it was to interpret alien emotions.

But Leenam wasn’t about to let her run free without him, and he remained happy to let her play target dummy if that’s what she wanted. The more the Dowd wore down her defenses, the better.

The storage depot was arranged like a honeycomb, with six hexagonal cargo bays linked together around a small central command hub. Leenam had infiltrated similar facilities with advanced static defenses like trip wires or concealed turrets. He had even seen plenty of simpler but effective traps like gas canisters that could flood an area and incapacitate or simply kill thieves who didn’t possess advanced respiratory equipment.

Thankfully, the Dowd hadn’t set out any of the above. But they did have something else in store.

Malura was halfway across one of the snot-slickened cargo bays when several disruptor blasts erupted from near the doorway to the central command hub. Acting on pure reflex, Leenam hurled his protective shield of metal forward to intercept the fire while he simultaneously lunged forward, grabbed Malura by the arm, and hauled her behind a stack of heavy metal crates.

But rather than express gratitude for his quick thinking, Malura snarled in annoyance, then ripped free of his grip and charged right back into the fray. He had no idea what in the hell she was thinking, but when he risked a glance around the edge of his cover, he saw the disruptor blasts tracking toward her.

Yet somehow, they never quite reached their target. Every shot dissipated in a yellowish splash several centimeters in front of her athletic body as if she were a tank mech protected by an energy shield.

Malura stormed at one of the firing weapons, the flickering blue light from her blades revealing that the attacker was actually a small, spherical combat drone rather than a Dowd. It surged away from her, spitting fire as it moved, but her superhuman speed allowed her to close the distance and slash the drone in half.

There were six more of them, however, all firing from different angles and moving quickly to separate.

Leenam had no concept of how long or how well Malura could protect herself, but this didn’t seem like the time to find out. The robots weren’t particularly advanced, but their speed and maneuverability would make it nearly impossible for her to destroy them all with her psi-blades, at least not in any reasonable timeframe. Fortunately, he had a much better and quicker strategy in mind.

Stretching out a hand, Leenam created a magnetic field near the door to the command hub about six meters from Malura. He didn’t make it too strong, lest he pull the heavy crates in the room as well as the drones, but he gave the field enough intensity to first slow down the spherical drones and then gradually yank them together despite the whirring protests of their tiny repulsor engines.

Some of the crates—presumably the empty ones—did get pulled along with the drones, and their rectangular frames ended up blocking some of their disruptor fire as they sprayed wildly in all directions. Once his magnetic singularity had everything clustered together, Malura took the cue—not by rushing in and stabbing them with her swords, but by throwing them. The two brilliant blades carved into the pile of drones, splitting several of the spheres in half. Leenam added his own barrage of pulse blasts from his pistol, and the resulting chain of explosions reduced the drones to slag.

Leenam stayed behind his cover for a few heartbeats, keeping his senses alert for any other Dowd or drones to make an appearance. But once again, Malura didn’t hesitate—she continued storming toward the command hub door, conjuring fresh psi-blades in both her hands as she moved. Her arrogance was truly unbelievable, and Leenam almost found himself hoping that the Dowd would successfully ambush her out of principle. Besides, if they did manage to kill her, it would save him the trouble…

Rolling out of his cover, he followed behind her, magnetically lifting another hunk of metal from the smoldering debris as he did so. He was a few meters behind her when she reached the sealed door to the command hub. It was then, just as she lifted her weapons in preparation to carve her way inside, that the Dowd made their final move.

Leenam barely saw it coming in time. In one moment, the shadows cast by her blades were still and silent; in the next, they began to move as a Dowd Voidshifter psychoported directly behind her. The faceless assassin conjured its own psi-blade as it moved, and the blazing tip of the weapon was mere millimeters from plunging into Malura’s back when Leenam sent the hunk of metal he was using as cover flying forward. It smashed into the Voidshifter’s arm before he could stab Malura, and the force of the impact sent the creature’s body flying away several meters until it crashed into the wall with an echoing thud.

Malura crouched and whirled around, blades cutting through the now-empty air. She looked as if she were about to lunge at the stunned creature, but then it vanished…and appeared behind Leenam instead.

He didn’t actually see the Voidshifter itself, but the flicker of light from its psi-blade told him he was about to get stabbed. Leenam instantly dropped to a crouch, and he heard the humming buzz of the blade as it swept through the physical space he’d just abandoned. He lashed out with his best impression of a double-booted horse kick, knocking the Dowd backward and buying himself enough time to spin his body around and create a magnetic field directly in front of the Voidshifter’s head.

Summoned with a split second of his concentration, the field wasn’t anywhere near as powerful as the one had used to pull in the drones. But with all the debris left behind from their destruction, it didn’t need to be. Tiny, jagged pieces of metal were sucked toward the magnetic singularity like a hail of bullets, ripping apart the alien’s head in a disgusting but effective shower of shrapnel. The Dowd was dead before its body hit the floor.

Leenam took a moment to breathe. Had their positions been reversed, he would have gone over to check on Malura, but she was already cutting open the door to the command hub behind him.

You’re welcome, he muttered to himself as he flipped over and raced after her.

She had melted her way inside when he caught up. Another disruptor blast flashed from within, which she promptly silenced with a quick thrust of her psi-blade through the gut of the hapless warrior she’d telekinetically pulled out of cover behind the command console. After that, there was only silence.

Pistol at the ready, Leenam rushed in after her. The hub itself was only about six meters wide, and there was nothing inside but an array of the strange Dowd consoles he had seen before but never learned how to use. Since they didn’t have eyes, the Dowd had no need for displays, holographic or otherwise, which made all their tech feel so much more alien compared to the other dominant species of the Cluster. Even the Yarasi glyphs and their psionic interfaces seemed conventional by comparison.

Leenam swept his eyes around for any trace of his brother. He hadn’t expected the Dowd to have a brig or anything like that in such a small supply depot, but his greatest concern about barging in here was that the Dowd could have already killed the hostages. That fear turned out to be misplaced, though not because the Catalyst researchers were still alive.

But because they were nowhere to be found.

“What the hell?” he breathed. “Where are they?”

Malura wasn’t listening. Her psi-blades vanished, and she moved swiftly to the centermost console where a slender purple crystal about twenty centimeters long was resting atop a goo-covered plastic panel. She stopped in front of it and let out a heavy sigh of relief.

“Thank the Seraph,” she said, holding out her hand and telekinetically lifting the crystal. “We aren’t too late.”

Leenam frowned. “That’s it? One little crystal?”

Malura eyed the Catalyst as if she’d just gotten her hands on the codes to the New Keledonian defense grid. She floated it toward her, then dropped it into her open palm.

“The harm the Dowd could inflict with this device is immeasurable,” she breathed. “Especially if they were able to reverse-engineer it.”

“Same goes for the Column,” Leenam muttered.

He wasn’t sure if she had even heard him. Her blue eyes stayed locked on the crystal for several more seconds before she finally shifted her attention to the console. Hovering her free hand above the goo, she telekinetically pushed some of it aside.

“They may have sent a transmission,” she said. “I can’t be certain. The console can only be activated with vibrational frequencies humans can’t produce.”

Leenam’s eyes narrowed. “But where are the hostages? I thought you said they were here?”

Malura stayed silent and continued studying the console as if she hadn’t heard him.

“Where are the hostages?” he demanded, stepping forward and pointing his pistol at the back of her head.

He had been preparing himself for her inevitable betrayal from the moment they’d joined forces with her, and he had prepared himself for anything—a sudden telekinetic burst, a swipe from her psi-blade, even a telepathic attack. If she so much as flinched in a way he didn’t like, he planned to pull the trigger. And if his gun didn’t do the job, he would happily rip the entire depot apart just to crush her inside.

But Malura didn’t do any of the things he’d prepared for. Instead, she slowly turned around and looked him in the eye. And when she did, he knew the truth.

“The Dowd didn’t kidnap any researchers,” he breathed, his stomach sinking to the floor. “They didn’t kidnap anyone.”

“No,” she said quietly. “They didn’t.”

Leenam expected her to flash him one of her contemptuous smiles right before she activated her psi-blades and lashed out at him. But she stayed perfectly still, the Catalyst crystal still resting in her palm. The visible relief he’d seen in her eyes had transformed into regret.

“Was Markael ever there?” Leenam demanded.

“Your brother was working on Project Catalyst at one point, but he was reassigned when you disappeared. I don’t know where.”

His finger quivered on the trigger. “Is he alive?”

“I don’t know that, either,” Malura admitted. “I never saw any reports of his death, but we’ve lost contact with numerous facilities since the Dowd rebelled two months ago.”

Clenching his teeth, Leenam forced himself to stand tall against the tsunami of emotions crashing over him. Disappointment at losing a chance to find their brother, rage at being lied to…but also relief that despite everything, Markael could still be alive somewhere.

“I never expected you to play this straight,” he told her. “In fact, I figured this would end with me pointin’ a gun at your head. So the question you need to ask is why in the Seraph’s name shouldn’t I pull the trigger?”

Malura’s blue eyes fastened on his weapon, and he once again prepared himself to strike if she tried anything. But when she looked at the barrel, she didn’t appear angry or frightened. She seemed almost…resigned.

“Perhaps you should,” she whispered.

A confused crease formed on Leenam’s brow. “That’s it? That’s all you’ve got?”

“By allowing the Dowd to turn against us, I failed in my primary purpose,” she said, her once-proud voice barely above a whisper. “I would have already been deactivated if the Dowd hadn’t interfered. I am easily forgotten and can quickly be replaced.”

Leenam’s mouth went dry. The woman standing in front of him—a literal paragon of athletic performance and psionic power—suddenly looked very young and very helpless. Like a naive girl rather than a human weapon forged by the most advanced psychogenetic engineering in the galaxy.

It’s a trick, he warned himself. The Shadows of the Seraph are liars and assassins. Remember that.

“By recovering the Catalyst, I have served some purpose,” Malura said. “You must take it and give it to the Dominion. The Dowd are preparing a final offensive, one that will wreak untold devastation no matter where they strike. But with the power of the Catalyst, the Dominion can neutralize the Dowd threat and end this incursion.”

She stretched out her hand and offered him the crystal. Leenam was as wary to take his eyes off the Shadow as he was to touch the device.

“It is not dangerous to hold,” Malura assured him. “You should use your psychometric powers upon it. The Voidshifter was holding the device, and it is connected to the Exarch through the Chorus of the Void. You might be able to learn a great deal about how the Dowd planned to use the device.”

Leenam studied her again, but he still didn’t detect any traces of deception. Focusing his mind, he flipped over the hunk of metal he’d been carrying as a shield and turned it into a makeshift tray just in case she was lying about how safe it was to touch. Malura lowered the crystal on top of it.

“For whatever little it is worth, I wish I knew where your brother was located,” she said quietly. “And I hope that the Dowd have not yet found him.”

“Yeah,” Leenam whispered back, still stunned. “So do I.”

After drawing in a long, slow breath, she closed her eyes. “I am prepared.”

His finger was still resting on the trigger of his pulse pistol, and all it would take was a simple squeeze to send her into oblivion. Leenam wasn’t sure why he hesitated—he had witnessed what she and her “sisters” could do first-hand, and burning a hole through her brain would make the galaxy a safer place.

But for the first time since Malura had appeared in front of him on Chophus, he didn’t see a beautiful woman with a sadistic glint in her eye, but rather another victim of the Master. Someone who had been—or at least, could have been—more than the monster she had been molded into. He no longer saw a Shadow of the Seraph…

He saw a shadow of himself.

“Look,” he rasped. “I—”

His only warning was a gray streak moving at the edge of his vision. Leenam turned his head, wondering if they had somehow missed one of the Dowd, but the streak moved so quickly it was already behind Malura. The Shadow barely had a chance to reopen her eyes before a hand touched the back of her neck—

And then she crumpled like an empty sack. Standing behind her was a Yarasi female in a pristine white jumpsuit.

“What the hell?” Leenam gasped, eyeing Kuriya in utter disbelief. “Where…how…?

“I sensed your distress,” she said. “I feared that she would harm you.”

Leenam blinked, sweeping his gaze around the command hub again. Ash and Zillix were nowhere to be seen. Had Kuriya seriously come through here alone without them knowing? How was that even possible?

“The Shadow would have killed you before she let you take the device,” Kuriya said, pointing at the Catalyst still resting atop the floating makeshift tray. “Now you can destroy it.”

“What?” he asked.

“You can destroy it,” she repeated. “So that it can never be used.”

His eyes flicked between the crystal, the Yarasi, and the woman on the ground. He could see that Malura was still breathing—Kuriya must have used some kind of psychometabolic trick to incapacitate her. But how in the name of the Seraph had she managed to get here?

“It’s a weapon,” Leenam said, finally lowering his pistol. “One we might be able to use against the Dowd.”

“It is an abomination,” Kuriya said. “It must be destroyed, Leenam. Now.”

He had never heard her speak with such force before. In the same way that Malura had transformed from an elite psychic assassin to a vulnerable young woman, Kuriya seemed to have gone in the exact opposite direction.

Before he could reply, his holopad beeped. Using his free hand, he flicked it on.

“Lee?” Ash’s voice came back. “You all right? What the hell is goin’ on?”

“I’m fine,” he said. “I have the Catalyst, but Markael isn’t here. He never was.”

“Shit,” she hissed, and he could hear the fear and disappointment in her voice. “We might have another problem. I can’t find Kuriya anywhere on the ship! We’re about to—”

“She’s here with me,” Leenam said.

“What?”

“We need to get out of here before any Dowd reinforcements show up,” Leenam said, ignoring the question. “But have Zillix come aboard and run a quick scan just in case.”

He shifted his eyes from Kuriya to the unconscious woman at his feet.

“And while you’re at it, you better get the med-table in the infirmary ready,” he added. “Because we’re about to have a patient.”


9
Through the Mists


Four hours after the other ship commanders had left the Renegade, our combined fleet shifted into astral space.

It had taken longer than I’d hoped to get the Pact drones loaded onto the Dominion ships like we’d discussed, mostly due to various technical issues and a lack of space. But we had eventually managed to pull it off, thanks in no small part to Hebeska overseeing operations. I allowed the Angoth technicians who had come with her to work with Vrisk in engineering where they had served during our excursion in Pact space, while Hebeska stayed on the bridge with me.

Once all of our ships had shifted, we checked in with the Rusari and synchronized our flight paths. The larger the fleet, the easier it was to get separated in astral space, not unlike a massive armada of ancient sea galleons trying to stick together in a thick fog. But soon we were forging ahead, and all we could do then was wait.

I had never been part of an attack force that didn’t know precisely when it was going to arrive at its target, but I wanted to ensure that everyone would be well-rested and sharp when the Dowd base finally appeared on scanners. So with Miranda’s help, I put together the most sensible crew rotation we could manage. The plan was to have all the senior officers on the bridge during the entire six-hour window we’d been given for a potential arrival, which only gave us a few hours up-front to catch some shut-eye.

I feared I wouldn’t be able to actually fall asleep—my battle nerves had kicked in the moment we’d shifted, complete with the stubborn and incessant drip of adrenaline every warrior inevitably grew to rely on. But Velarys assured me that she had a plan, and when Miranda and I went off-duty, she insisted we both head to my quarters. It sounded like an absolutely terrible idea—sleeping was typically the last thing I wanted to do when there was a beautiful woman in my bed. Once we were alone, however, she used her psychometabolic powers to slow our metabolism and effectively put us both into a kind of psionic hibernation.

And it worked amazingly well. I fell asleep with Miranda in my arms, and I awakened like clockwork the same way about four hours later. I felt completely rejuvenated when I stepped into the shower, even after I picked up Miranda and railed her against the wall while the hot water poured over us. We both still made it back to the bridge in time, and I settled in with the assumption that we’d have plenty of waiting ahead of us.

I was right. Six hours into our shift, we were still barreling through the crimson mists of astral space without a target in sight. At that point, I genuinely started to worry that the Yarasi mystic might have overestimated his abilities to find this base, and I could see the same concern mirrored on the faces of the rest of my bridge officers. The first stages of the Koro Effect wouldn’t set in for a while yet, but that wasn’t an envelope we wanted to push. The longer it took us to get there, the less time we’d have to fight before the astral mists started messing with our heads. No one wanted to be caught in the middle of a huge space battle while suffering random, inconsistent bouts of confusion and memory loss…

But just a few minutes before I was about to signal the Rusari and tell Kithra we needed to abort, the tac-holo finally beeped a warning as our sensors detected an unknown object. The fleet slowed our approach, and we began a full range of active scans.

“There it is,” Olshenko commented, sounding excited but also relieved. “Just as ugly as we thought it would be.”

The overlay on the viewer updated with an image of a massive, spidery shipyard floating in the crimson mists. It looked exactly like the mystic had shown us, complete with many spindly arms and dozens of Dowd swarm ships in dry dock.

“Any other hostile contacts?” I asked, feeling a rush of adrenaline as I sat up in my chair.

“Nothing, sir,” Olshenko replied. “Looks like we caught them with their pants down after all.”

“The Dowd could easily conceal other vessels in the mists,” Hebeska warned. She was back at the science station on the right-hand side of the bridge where she had served during our adventures in Pact space. “They might be lying in ambush.”

I nodded and turned to coms. “Signal the Lutaris. Have Commander Belerod deploy the recon probes.”

“Yes, sir,” Mesko replied.

“Kithra wishes to speak with you, sir,” Velarys said, her eyes narrowed in concentration.

“Then put her on,” I said, standing and straightening my uniform jacket. I was annoyingly stiff after sitting and waiting for so many hours.

The viewer flickered a moment later, and Kithra’s face appeared on the screen.

“Prelach,” I greeted. “It would seem that you’re right about the base after all. I admit, I was starting to get a little worried.”

“The navigator’s estimates were less accurate than we had hoped,” Kithra replied, tossing a sour look to someone off-screen. I had the mental image of Yarasi warriors flogging the mystic, but I hoped it wasn’t true. “Regardless, the enemy now lies before us. It is time to act.”

“Agreed. Let’s bring in the other senior officers.”

I signaled to Mesko, and Captains Dorwin and Vikkar appeared on the viewer a few heartbeats later.

“Congratulations, Commodore,” Vikkar said, flashing a smile beneath his beard. “Looks like you’ve done the impossible—again.”

“Our scanners have not detected any hostile vessels in the vicinity,” Dorwin added, his gaunt face all business. “But our range in astral space is quite limited.”

“The Lutaris is dispatching her probes now,” I said. “But if the Dowd haven’t realized we’re here by now, they will soon. And I have no intention of giving them time to prepare. Prelach, are your thralls ready?”

Kithra tilted her head to the side, presumably as she received a telepathic update. “They are prepared. We shall begin our advance momentarily.”

I nodded. “Captain Dorwin, I want two Valkyrie squadrons to follow them in; the rest will wait in reserve until we know what we’re dealing with. Make sure they don’t get baited out of position or move too close to the shipyard.”

“I was listening during the briefing,” the old man replied tartly. “The Pentar and her crew are ready to finish this war.”

“Glad to hear it,” I said, biting my tongue for what I hoped was the last time. “Captain Vikkar, what’s the status of the Korbinian?”

“This old girl’s ready to dance when you are,” he replied. I could practically see him rubbing his huge hands together in anticipation. “Keep the drones off us and we’ll provide the Yarasi all the fire support they need.”

“Then I wish you good luck, gentlemen. May the Seraph shelter you both.”

Their images disappeared, but Kithra’s lingered. Her glowing blue eyes narrowed slightly as she looked at me, then finally spoke. “You greatly impressed me during the battle in the Drift, Commander. I hope you will not disappoint me today.”

“I don’t intend to,” I said, meeting her gaze straight-on. “Ven’chai norawil.”

She raised a white eyebrow and almost smiled. “Ven’chai graz.”

Her image vanished, and I let out a deep breath as I returned to my command chair. “I really hope I pronounced that right.”

“That depends,” Velarys replied. “Did you mean to wish her crew a bountiful harvest?”

I winced. “You told me that phrase meant ‘swift victory and lasting glory!’ Did I pronounce the…?”

I trailed off when I saw the faintest hint of a smirk tugging at her lips. And I was pretty sure I heard Miranda stifle a chuckle.

“Never mind,” I grumbled, thumbing the com switch on my chair. “Hangar; Bridge. Stormstrike, what’s your status?”

“Engines are nice and warm, sir,” Mishiko replied. “Ready to launch on your order.”

“Sit tight for now. I’ll likely send you with the second wave.”

“Understood.”

“The Yarasi ships are beginning their advance, sir,” Olshenko reported. “The Pentar is launching its Valkyries.”

“Good,” I said. “Combat alert: all crew to battlestations. Raise shields, and bring the forward cannons online.”

As the acknowledgements rolled in from every station on the ship, I leaned back in my seat and tried my best to exude an aura of calm readiness. We wouldn’t be engaging the enemy for a while yet, so we needed to be patient…but also ready to act at a moment’s notice.

“All systems green, sir,” Miranda reported. “The Renegade is at your command.”

“Then take us in,” I said. “It’s time for payback.”
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The wall of Yarasi warships advanced, looking like a squad of ancient infantry with their sword-like bows in a tightly packed formation. A swarm of their thrall drones moved just ahead of them, while the Pentar’s first wave of Valkyries waited behind the Yarasi line but in front of the Dominion ships. The Renegade’s bridge was eerily silent as our armada advanced toward firing range, as if we were all holding our collective breaths to see how the enemy would respond.

It wasn’t a long wait.

“Enemy drones launching,” Olshenko reported. “Six squadrons, all coming right at us. The thralls are moving to engage.”

Bracing my elbow on my armrest, I watched as the tac-holo continued to update each time an enemy drone shot out from one of the Dowd shipyard’s many hangars. Within moments, the tiny blips became so numerous it was virtually impossible to trace individual starfighters amongst the buzzing cloud. The drones rapidly moved toward the Yarasi line like a swarm of hungry locusts.

Thankfully, our pilots engaged the enemy exactly the way we’d drawn it up. The Yarasi thralls attacked first, since they were more expendable. They also had a significantly lighter armament than our Valkyries, but they compensated with speed and maneuverability. The tiny purple fighters drew a storm of fire as they clashed with the Dowd drones, and for the first thirty seconds of their dogfight, it seemed as if they might all be swallowed up and destroyed in the cloud.

But as annoying as Captain Dorwin may have been, the man knew how to deploy his forces. The instant the Dowd drones were locked up in tight engagements with the thralls, he sent his Valkyries into the fray. The engagement was closer to the shipyard than I would have liked—potentially just outside the maximum firing range we had seen from the Dowd’s catapsi weaponry—but his pilots quickly proved that the risk was worthwhile. The Valkyries tore apart drone after drone as they joined the skirmish.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Hebeska watching the clash carefully on her scanners, and I couldn’t help but grin. The best Dominion military propagandists couldn’t have drawn up a more effective demonstration of the raw power of both our Valkyries and the Wings of the Seraph who flew them. The fact that both of our major adversaries in the Cluster now had a front-row seat for the show was almost too perfect.

While the dogfight raged, the rest of our fleet moved into position unabated. Our destroyers functioned as picket ships at the edge of the formation, defending our flanks while the Lutaris and its probes scanned the mists in case there was a Dowd fleet hiding out there somewhere. Meanwhile, the Rusari and the rest of the Yarasi battlegroup closed into an even tighter line formation where they could overlap their extremely durable shields as well as concentrate fire on the station once they were finally in range. Moving behind them, looking rather like a shark swimming behind much sleeker fish, was the Korbinian and its awesome arsenal of both long and short range cannons.

“One minute until the Yarasi are in firing range,” Olshenko reported.

“Perfect,” I said, tapping my fingers on my armrest and fighting against the urge to stand. The Renegade and the two other Dominion frigates were currently directly between the Rusari and the Korbinian, waiting to defend the capital ships from any swarmers that might launch from the shipyard. “Instruct the Penatar to send in another wave.”

“Orders sent, sir.”

I watched as another wave of Valkyries spewed forth from the carrier at the rear of our lines. They came in on a different attack vector, which would theoretically force the existing fighter drones to adjust or get the station to launch its reserves. In either case, it was time for our own pilots to join the fray.

“Hangar; Bridge,” I said, opening my com. “Launch in ten seconds.”

“Ready, sir,” Stormstrike replied eagerly. Too eagerly, really. Adrenaline junkies were their own breed; adrenaline junkies who were also Wings of the Seraph might as well have been their own species.

“Engage the drones, but don’t get too close to that station,” I reminded her. “One blast from a catapsi weapon and you’re done for.”

“We won’t let you down, sir. Launching in three…two…one…launch!”

The two Harpies streaked ahead of us to join the second squadron of Valkyries in defending the Yarasi ship. Two more wings of fighter drones spewed out of the Dowd station in response, bringing the total number of deployed enemy starfighters up to a hundred and forty-two. The odds were almost two-to-one in their favor, but thus far we were still winning the skirmish. We had only lost two Yarasi thralls compared to twenty Dowd drones.

And now it was finally time for the big guns to engage.

“The Rusari is in position, sir,” Olshenko said. “The Yarasi fleet is opening fire.”

While I’d come to appreciate the short but relentless bursts of fire from the Renegade’s psi-cannons, I couldn’t deny that there was something starkly beautiful about Yarasi beam arrays in action. Dozens of brilliant blue lines erupted from the fleet of sword-shaped ships and burned into the shields of the Dowd base. Unlike cannons, which relied upon repeated small hits to penetrate energy defenses, the beams maintained their cohesion for upward of five seconds at a time. And by concentrating the attack in a few choice locations, the Yarasi effectively amplified their tremendous shield penetrating capabilities.

After a single volley, fires had already begun to appear near the target areas. After two, an entire arm of the Dowd facility looked like it was about to break apart.

“Multiple direct hits on the enemy facility,” Miranda announced. “The Yarasi weapons are achieving nearly thirty-percent shield bleed.”

I whistled softly and looked at my first officer. Her eyes were narrowed in concentration—she was likely communing with her fellow warriors telepathically—but there was no mistaking the satisfied smile on her lips.

But the Dowd obviously weren’t just going to sit there and take our assault forever. The station’s own arrays fired back, though the yellowish disruptor beams were far less cohesive at this range. And with the Yarasi shields overlapping, the odds of anything getting through were low.

“Still no catapsi weapons,” Olshenko said. “Are they saving the good stuff, or do they not have any installed?”

“They may not have psychics capable of empowering the weapons,” Velarys said. “Their elite Voidsingers could be with their attack fleets and leviathans.”

“Whatever the reason, I’ll take it,” I said, learning forward and scratching at my freshly shaved chin.

It was incredibly tempting to take the Renegade and the other assault frigates on a quick attack run to probe the enemy’s defenses. If we could cruise in without getting blasted by one of their catapsi weapons, it would mean that our task force could afford to be much more aggressive. The Harpies and Valkyries could engage the shipyard directly, and our capital ships could get close enough to use all their impressive weaponry. We could wrap up this battle in no time.

But the added risk wasn’t worth it, at least not yet. Kithra and the Yarasi were perfectly content to pound away at the shipyard from a safe distance, and if no reinforcements ever arrived, her strategy would guarantee a clean victory with minimal casualties. It was, by any rational measure, the smartest play we could make.

Smart doesn’t always mean right, I thought to myself as I felt a wary tingle on the back of my neck. There’s no way in hell the Dowd will make it this easy.

“The Korbinian is in position, sir,” Olshenko reported.

“Excellent,” I said, snapping my focus back to the present. “Tell Captain Vikkar he can fire at his leisure.”

“Yes, sir.”

Outside the viewer, the Korbinian had settled into position behind the Yarasi line like a massive artillery battery. As the battlecruiser slowly rolled to its side, the heavy psi-cannons on its starboard side all emerged from within their protective apertures, and my sensor board revealed the sudden and immense transfer of power from the Korbinian’s engines to its weaponry.

And then Captain Vikkar unleashed hell.

The battlecruiser fired in bursts, as if the cannons were railguns rather than energy weapons. And while the blue-white bolts may not have been as visually stunning as the Yarasi beam arrays, they were strong enough to pound through the hull of any ship in the galaxy. Every impact triggered a massive flash from the Dowd station, first from the cannons splattering upon the shields and then from explosions riddling the hull beneath.

I couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride while watching the awesome display of firepower. After all these months of constantly putting out fires, it was unbelievably satisfying to finally be starting them for a change. The faceless marauders were finally going to get a taste of the Dominion’s true might.

“The enemy shipyard has suffered massive damage in the target quarter,” Miranda reported. “They are redirecting additional power to the shields, and six of the swarm ships on the docking ring have come online.”

“We knew the beast would wake up eventually,” I said. “How long until they launch?”

Miranda pursed her lips in frustration. “I don’t know enough about their technology to provide an accurate assessment, sir. But probably a few minutes at most.”

“Swarmers are fast enough to attack the flanks of our formation,” Hebeska put in. “They may be able to open a path for their drones and bombers to penetrate our formation and engage your capital ships.”

“Good luck with that,” Olshenko scoffed from behind me. “A handful of swarmers won’t last long against our frigates and destroyers.”

I tapped my chin. “No, but I’d rather not let them wreak havoc for no reason. Instruct our frigates to get ready to engage. Once the swarmers pick an attack vector, we’ll move to intercept them as a group.”

“Affirmative, sir,” Mesko replied, keying in the orders.

Hebeska spun around in her chair to face me directly. “If I may suggest a strategy, Commander?”

I arched an eyebrow at her, wondering if I was about to open a box of thurmoran slugs. “Go ahead.”

“I suggest you deploy our Gorrusk drones now. They could strike the station’s docking rings or long-range weapon emplacements.”

I stared at the tac-holo, trying to work out the various contingencies in my mind. “Your bombers will need an escort, and most of the thralls are still pinned down.”

“Your Valkyries can easily cover them,” Hebeska said. “And it will give us the opportunity to learn whether or not the shipyard has these catapsi weapons aboard.”

Miranda tossed a dark glare at the Sillibar. “And if it does, our pilots are dead.”

“A sacrifice that could greatly expedite our assault,” Hebeska replied coolly. “Just in case the Dowd have reinforcements on the way.”

I didn’t like the idea of throwing anyone into a potential meat grinder, especially when the battle seemed firmly under control. Then again, the sooner we knew if the shipyard had anti-psionic weapons, the better. Using a few Valkyries as scouts was the naval equivalent of sending a recon team over enemy lines to test the strength of their defenses.

Still…

“Not yet,” I said. “We’ll keep the bombers in reserve until—”

“Sir, one of the Lutaris recon probes has found something,” Mesko cut in. “There’s an unusual energy signature within the astral mists.”

I glanced down at the tac-holo as an icon appeared about fifty thousand kilometers outside the active combat zone. Under any other circumstances, I would have been annoyed at the interjection, especially for something as seemingly unimportant as a random sensor reading. But the whole reason we’d brought the Lutaris along was to be our eyes and ears in the mists in case the Dowd reinforcements showed up to flank us.

“I need specifics,” I said. “What is it?”

“Analyzing, Commander,” Hebeska said from her console next to Mesko. “I’ve never seen an energy signature like this before.”

“Could it be a ship?”

Her milky white eyes narrowed slightly. “It’s impossible to tell with these readings, but it appears to be stationary.”

“A weapons platform?” Olshenko suggested. “Though I can’t imagine what purpose it would serve that far away from the base.”

I called up the readings on my own display. I only understood a fraction of the data stream, but it seemed to me like it could be a ship.

“Threat assessment?” I asked.

“Unknown, sir,” Miranda admitted. “Should we have one of the picket destroyers investigate?”

My gaze drifted back to the tac-holo. By all measures, the battle was still going well: the station’s weapons were barely scratching the Yarasi shield wall, our long-range bombardment was still relentlessly chipping away at their shields despite the enemy’s attempts to repair the damage. The ongoing dogfight also continued to lean heavily in our favor, and the Dowd swarmers on the shipyard still hadn’t left their docks.

“Have the destroyers sit still and wait to engage the swarmers,” I said. “In the meantime, we’ll check out this reading ourselves. Helm, set a course at full sublight.”

“Yes, sir,” Reyes acknowledged.

As the Renegade rolled to starboard and engaged its thrusters, I tried to quell the anxious flutter in my stomach. Time and again during this war, the Dowd had surprised us with new technology, tactics, or both. And my instincts were telling me that this battle was far from over…

“Getting a visual, sir,” Miranda said once we had broken formation and closed distance. “It looks like some kind of…buoy.”

The overlay on the viewer shifted. Visually, the object was unimpressive—it was relatively small, about the size of a Dowd swarmer, though it clearly wasn’t a starship. If not for the strange energy readings, one could have easily mistaken it for a random piece of flotsam that had broken off a larger vessel.

“Sir, the six swarm ships just detached from the shipyard,” Olshenko reported. “They’re consolidating in a strike formation.”

I consulted the tac-holo again as the six larger blips merged together over the shipyard just out of range of our bombardment.

“Make sure the other frigates are ready to engage,” I said. “We’ll swing back when…”

I trailed off when the swarmers abruptly veered away from the shipyard. They weren’t moving to flank our formation like Hebeska had expected.

Instead, they were headed straight for us.

Olshenko stirred behind me. “Sir, they’re—”

“I see it,” I interrupted, the anxious feeling in my gut twisting into a full-blown knot. “Whatever this buoy is, they realized we spotted it. And they don’t want us anywhere near it.”

“We’ll be in range of the buoy in two minutes,” Olshenko said. “They might be able to beat us to it. But even if they don’t, we’ll be out of range of any of our support ships by the time they engage us.”

“And badly outgunned,” I replied, nodding in agreement. “Have Ripper Squadron break off and pursue the swarmers. They should be able to slow them down long enough for us to reach the buoy.”

“What about our frigates?” Velarys asked.

I studied our formation. The Renegade was quickly moving away from the loose “U” shape formed by the Yarasi battleships, leaving us exposed. But with our two fellow frigates and even one of our four destroyers, we could easily overpower six swarmers, especially with a Valkyrie squadron at our side. But pulling anyone else off the line might leave us vulnerable to a flanking attack if any other reinforcements showed up.

“Have them hold the line for now,” I said. “We’ll see what this thing is, destroy it if we need to, then run like hell.”

I received the proper acknowledgements as the timer counted down, and I watched as Ripper Squadron intercepted the swarm ships and began hammering them with fire. The Dowd were still trying their best to avoid the starfighters and catch up to us, but it wasn’t going to work—Valkyries were far too powerful for swarm ships to ignore. Our pilots would buy us the time we needed.

It was up to us to do something useful with it.

“I need answers, people,” I said. “What the hell is this buoy and why is it so important?”

“I still don’t know, sir, but it’s well protected,” Miranda said. “The buoy is roughly the size of a corvette, but it has the shield strength of a destroyer.”

“But no weapons or explosives of any kind that we can detect,” Olshenko added. “What in the hell is it—”

“Wait,” Miranda said, fingers freezing above her console. She hesitated for a moment, then opened an internal com channel. “Engineering; Bridge. Are you seeing these new readings?”

“Yes, Lieutenant,” Vrisk’s calm Kali voice came back. “The highlighted portion of the energy signature is consistent with an astral rift. And the buoy appears to be sending signals which are dissipating into that rift.”

A dark tingle raced down the length of my spine. “Are you saying it’s one of their mythical com relays? Ones that can send signals back and forth between astral and normal space?”

“That is my best assessment, Commander,” Vrisk said.

“Why wouldn’t it be attached to the base?” Olshenko asked. “Normal Holosphere relays are way too big to attach to a ship, but this thing isn’t.”

“Relays also create enormous interference in a wide area,” Miranda pointed out. “And the astral rift generated by this buoy might have unintended interactions with other Dowd devices.”

“Whatever the reason, it’s here and they obviously don’t want us to touch it,” I said. “Time to weapon range?”

“Sixty-two seconds, sir,” Olshenko replied.

“Good. Ops, divert power to the forward weapons, and have the plasma cannons ready for a strafing run. We’ll blast it from close range if we have to.”

I looked at Miranda when she didn’t immediately acknowledge my order. Her body had gone stiff, and her face was ghostly white.

“What is it?” I prompted.

“It’s more than a com relay,” she whispered, her fingers dancing across her console. “These signals…sir, I think it’s an astral beacon.”

“Which suggests what, exactly?” I asked, leaning forward and trying not to sound overly frustrated. “In plainspeak, if possible.”

She swiveled in her chair to face me. “Remember, distance is inconsistent in astral space. The reason the Yarasi required one of their Mystics to find the base is because there aren’t any fixed coordinates. But with a beacon capable of transmitting between real and astral space, Dowd ships could latch onto the signal the moment they shift. It would dramatically reduce the time it takes for reinforcements to return to the shipyard.”

“How dramatically?” Velarys asked.

“It’s difficult to say…it would depend on a number of variables, including—”

“Best guess, Lieutenant,” I interrupted.

Miranda swallowed. “At one extreme, a few hours. At the other…a few minutes.”

Olshenko swore viciously. And the tingle in my spine turned bitter cold.

“Coms, get me the Rusari,” I said. “Now.”

“O-opening a channel, sir,” Mesko stuttered.

Kithra’s face appeared on the viewer overlay. Her eyes were only half open, but they seemed to be glowing twice as bright. “Commander?”

“Prelach, we have a problem,” I said. “Your ships need to advance and intensify their bombardment. I’ll have the Korbinian and our destroyers follow you in.”

“The enemy has proven unable to penetrate our defenses from this range,” Kithra said. “There is no need to place my warriors at risk.”

“The Dowd are on their way,” I interrupted. “They could be here at any time. We have to press the attack before—”

“Enemy contacts!” Olshenko shouted as the tac-holo let out a warning warble. “Bearing two-four-five mark—oh, shit!”

I didn’t need to consult the tac-holo to know what was happening. Outside the viewer, below the com display with Kithra’s face, was the beacon we were rapidly approaching. And behind that was an enormous moving shadow cutting through the crimson mists. The black blot was even larger than the Korbinian—it was larger than any Dominion ship save for the Spearhead. And I knew precisely what it was, because I had fought it before.

A Dowd leviathan.

“Forget the beacon,” I said. “Helm, bring us about. Get us back to the fleet.”

“On it,” Reyes replied, his jaw clenched.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Hebeska stir. “There are more Dowd vessels behind it. At least forty swarmers as well as a carrier.”

“And several more of the docked swarmers are coming online,” Miranda added. “Sir, we can’t—”

“There’s no need to panic,” I said, rising to my feet and setting my jaw as I looked back at Kithra. “Prelach, we’re going to need your battlegroup to readjust. If you can—”

[Child of the Seraph.]

A familiar alien voice thrust into my mind, and I clutched at the sides of my head when pressure began to build inside my skull. For a heartbeat, I thought my eyeballs were about to explode.

But then the image of the Dowd Exarch seared into my vision. The faceless alien was inside a massive cavernous chamber surrounded by a score of soft purple lights that blinked like the glittering eyes of hundreds of spiders.

[Invaders. Heretics. Butchers.]

I tried to shout orders to the others on the bridge, but I couldn’t hear my own voice. And the pain and pressure in my head continued to grow no matter how hard I fought against it. I couldn’t think—I could barely breathe.

Then the images in my mind shifted. I was no longer looking at the Exarch, but the endless void of deep space. I saw a massive armada of Dowd ships moving from planet to planet across the Cluster, but they weren’t destroying them—they were inhabiting them. I could sense the aliens on nearly every world, living within vast networks of caverns beneath the surface. Lush green worlds, barren gray ones…it didn’t matter. The Dowd seemed to be everywhere.

But then it changed. I saw great battles in the stars waged by ancient empires. The Yarasi. The Sillibar. A hulking lizard-like species I didn’t recognize…

And cutting through the Tartaran Veil, I saw the Dominion’s Expansionary Fleet in all its glory. There was fire and chaos and destruction…

[The infestation must be cleansed.]

The Renegade lurched violently, and I felt my body flying forward when the inertial stabilizers failed to compensate. The lights around me flickered, and I heard screams from the rest of the crew. And then, just when the pressure in my head finally released, we were plunged into darkness.

Because we were dead in space.


10
Heart of Chaos


“Report!”

“Auxiliary power offline, sir,” Miranda replied as the emergency lighting kicked in, casting the bridge in an eerie red glow. “Main power is…”

I clenched my teeth as I pulled myself off the floor, waiting for the inevitable blast from the Dowd leviathan that would send us all screaming into oblivion.

“Lieutenant?” I repeated, noticing when I turned around that her console wasn’t dead—the lights were gradually flicking back on.

“Main power is coming back online,” Miranda gasped, touching her controls. “Currently at twenty percent.”

I stared in disbelief at her holographic displays. When the leviathan had blasted us with its catapsi weapon during the Battle of Exodus, the entire ship had been fried until we’d performed a manual restart of the psionic core. We all would have been killed a moment later if the Dowd hadn’t attempted to board the ship and steal our Yarasi cloaking device.

“How is that possible?” Velarys breathed.

“I don’t know, but it doesn’t matter right now,” I told her as I lunged back into my seat. “Ops, get our shields back. Tactical, what’s the sitrep?”

“Sensors online, sir,” Olshenko said. “The Dowd dreadnought is locking onto us, but since we had already turned and accelerated beforehand, our inertia kept us near the edges of their range.”

“Do we have enough power for the sublight engines?”

“Not yet, at least not with the shields up,” Miranda said. “At the rate of the current core recharge…forty-five seconds.”

“What about the maneuvering thrusters?”

“I can get them active in short bursts without compromising the shields.”

“Then do it,” I told her. “Helm, evasive maneuvers!”

“Yes, sir!” Reyes acknowledged.

Against all odds, the aura of fear hanging over the bridge had been replaced by a glimmer of hope…

“The leviathan is firing!” Olshenko warned.

I grabbed my armrests and toggled on my seat restraints in case the inertial dampeners weren’t back at full power yet, and my decision was immediately validated when Reyes fired the thrusters and rolled the Renegade hard to starboard. The viewer overlay and magnification was still offline, but the flash of yellowish-green energy beams was clearly visible outside as it streaked past our hull.

“Keep it up,” I said, checking the com switch on my key seat and keying for Vrisk. “Engineering; Bridge. What is going on down there?”

“The core should be fully recharged soon, sir,” the Kali’s calm voice came back. “But we should have sublight engine power…now.”

“Confirmed, sir!” Reyes called out. “We have—”

“Then go!” I interrupted. “Get us back to the fleet!”

Once again, the inertial dampeners weren’t quite up to the challenge of the sudden movement, but my seat restraints were more than enough to hold me in place as the Renegade blasted forward toward the picket ships. Reyes rolled us again a heartbeat later, and the ship rumbled as another disruptor beam narrowly missed us.

“I owe everyone in engineering a promotion,” I murmured. “But how the hell did you pull this off? Last time, that weapon fried the whole ship!”

“Good fortune combined with exceptional skill,” Vrisk replied. I could almost see the thoughtful black ripples in his scales, perhaps followed by a smug shade of light purple. “I recognized the signs of the weapon and preemptively placed the core into a low-power sleep cycle. While it did not completely mitigate the damage, it allowed us to recharge without a full manual restart.”

My knowledge of psionic power cores was nowhere near robust enough to understand why in the Seraph’s name that technique would work, but the fact it had was all that mattered right now.

“Could you share this technique with other Dominion ships?” I asked.

“Possibly, but only with smaller vessels that rely on capacitor cores. Synesthetes would remain highly vulnerable to the attack.”

“So our capital ships are still sitting ducks,” I said, nodding. “Get everything back as quickly as you can. We need to get the fleet reorganized.”

Velarys raised an eyebrow at me. “We aren’t going to withdraw?”

“Not a chance,” I said. “Tactical?”

“We’ve accelerated out of range of the leviathan’s disruptors,” Olshenko said. “And it looks like they haven’t repaired the damage we inflicted on their long-range psi-cannons at Exodus.”

Miranda looked back over her shoulder and smirked. “They probably don’t know how without the Column’s help.”

“Remind me to feel sorry for them later,” I muttered. “Coms, get the Rusari back on the horn.”

It took a few moments for the viewer to come back online, but Kithra’s face again appeared on the overlay. Her glowing eyes were no longer narrowed and simmering with concentration; they were instead wide and flickering with concern.

“Commander Zeris, we feared you were lost to the astral winds,” she said.

“Not yet,” I said. “What’s your status?”

“The enemy shipyard has suffered significant damage, but their shields continue to hold in most sections.” Her expression tightened. “We are preparing to shift back into normal space before the Dowd dreadnought can reach us.”

“No,” I interrupted, shaking my head. “We won’t get another chance at this—the Dowd will have the shipyard far better fortified in the future. For all we know, they might be able to move the damn thing somewhere your mystics won’t be able to find it.”

“But we cannot defeat the Dowd reinforcements with our current forces.”

“We don’t need to defeat them—we just need to hold them off long enough for us to blast that shipyard to dust. And we can still do that.”

Kithra shook her head. “The Dominion may be willing to suffer great losses in battle, but the Empire is not. Your recklessness will—”

“You said yourself that this shipyard might very well be the nerve center of their operation,” I interrupted. “This is the heart of chaos, Prelach—if we destroy it, the Dowd will wither and die.”

Kithra fell silent, and even though I was surely out of range of her telepathy, I swore I could still feel her probing through my thoughts.

“I know it’s a risk, but for every life we lose here, we could save hundreds or even thousands elsewhere in the future,” I added. “Isn’t that what being a soldier is all about? Protecting the people who didn’t or couldn’t sign up to fight?”

She glanced at something off-screen for a moment, then returned her eyes to me. “The enemy ships will be in range within a few minutes. Do you have a plan?”

“Yes,” I said, leaning back in my seat. “As a matter of fact, I do.”
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I explained my plan to Kithra, knowing it would be an uphill battle to convince her to take such a huge risk, especially since I only had about half a minute to get my point across. But to my surprise, she agreed after hearing my arguments, and after we both sent orders to our respective forces, I ordered Reyes to get us into position for what I hoped would be my finest moment as the Renegade’s commanding officer.

Because if it wasn’t, we would all be dead.

“All systems are fully restored, sir,” Miranda reported. “The Pact drones are ready and in position.”

“Good,” I said. “Once the Korbinian is ready, we’ll make our move.”

My gaze was still on the tac-holo where it had been lingering for the past several minutes. Thus far, our sudden redeployment was going as well as I’d hoped. The Yarasi battlegroup had disengaged from its assault on the shipyard and formed a new line between the Dominion ships and the incoming Dowd reinforcements. The battle was already underway—Kithra’s ships were exchanging fire with the dreadnought while the surviving thrall drones attempted to hold off the Dowd fighters. Our four destroyers, including the Lutaris, were situated behind them to provide close-range support against the swarm ships.

My biggest cause for concern at the moment was the fact that I’d ordered the Pentar to send most of its Valkyries into the fray. We simply couldn’t afford to have them all hang back; if there was any chance of the Yarasi line holding on, the Wings of the Seraph needed to keep up the pressure on the swarmers and the Dowd carrier. I had ordered them to break into small flight groups to minimize the risks that they’d all get caught in the same catapsi attack, but there was no way to keep them all safe.

But such was the way of war. Everyone would need to get bloody if my plan had any chance to work.

“Captain Vikkar is hailing us, sir,” Mesko said.

“Put him on,” I replied.

The bombastic captain of the Korbinian appeared on the overlay. “We’re in position, Zeris. Ready when you are.”

“Then we’ll begin our attack run momentarily. Just make sure you don’t hold back.”

Vikkar snorted into a chuckle. “This old girl still has a few rounds left in her, don’t worry about that. We’ll call down the thunder if you bring the lightning.”

“Good,” I said, closing the channel. “Helm, get us moving. It’s time to finish what we started.”

“Yes, sir,” Reyes replied.

Mentally crossing my fingers, I leaned forward as the massive, spider-like shipyard started growing larger and larger in front of us. With the twenty Yarasi battleships and cruisers holding back the Dowd reinforcements, the enemy facility was still on its own, and we had shifted all the way around to its rear flank while the Korbinian continued pounding the shipyard’s forward shields with its mighty guns. The battlecruiser was now firing in rotating salvos, first from port and then from starboard, as Vikkar finally began to advance. The blue-white bursts smashed into the Dowd shields and occasionally blasted away chunks of superheated metal.

The question was whether the shipyard could unleash a catapsi attack of its own. That was what we were about to find out.

“Any luck finding the target?” I asked.

“Not yet,” Hebeska said, her frustration evident despite the metallic filter of her speech apparatus. “But it could easily be concealed by shutters or a blister aperture.”

“Just keep your eyes peeled as we get close,” I said, consulting my instruments. During our fleet’s repositioning maneuver, Miranda had attempted to locate the actual catapsi weapon the dreadnought had fired at us, and she had eventually spotted a bizarre, crystalline dish-shaped apparatus on the massive ship’s dorsal side. We hadn’t noticed anything similar on the shipyard, but if there was such a thing, I had to assume it would be mounted near the command hub at the center of all the spindly “legs.”

“Twenty seconds until we reach firing range,” Olshenko warned. “The enemy’s turrets are locking on.”

“Full power to the forward shields,” I said. “Remind those Pact drones to stick tightly behind us.”

“Yes, sir.”

Assault frigates like the Renegade were meant for quick hit-and-run attacks, not full frontal assaults on enemy installations. In any conventional engagement, the Korbinian should have been the one charging forward like a wild bull rather than us. But I had taken Vrisk’s warning to heart, and I didn’t want the battlecruiser’s Synesthetes to be the first target of a catapsi weapon if the shipyard possessed one. My chief engineer was supposed to be carefully monitoring the scanners, and he assured me that his strategy of partially deactivating the psionic core would work even better a second time now that he had more data to work with.

I trusted his instincts, but I also trusted myself. Because the Renegade wasn’t merely another assault frigate—it was an assault frigate commanded by an Immortal.

“Here we go,” I said, reaching out to the small crystalline capacitor on my armrest. “Boosting the shields…now!”

The instant I made contact with the crystal, I felt the ship itself latch onto my mind and begin siphoning away my psionic energy as if I were a human battery. It didn’t hurt—yet—but I braced myself for the inevitable as we entered the range of the shipyard’s cannons. I saw the flashes of yellowish energy, and I felt intense flashes of heat upon my skin as the blasts struck our shields…

“Evasive maneuvers!” Velarys ordered in my place. “Attack pattern Immortal-Three.”

Closing my eyes, I allowed the Renegade to drain as much power as it needed to hold firm. I didn’t really need to see, anyway—the more I did this, the more comfortable I had become in extending my own senses through the ship’s systems. The connection wasn’t nearly as strong as a Wing of the Seraph piloting a Valkyrie, but it was still quite literally an out-of-body experience. And it was disturbing as hell.

It was also undeniably useful, however, since I could “see” what was happening through the Renegade’s sensors. Reyes was taking us straight past the docking arms and toward the central hub. Our psi-cannons were blazing away, hammering the shipyard’s shields with enough strength to hopefully draw some power away from the flank currently being bombarded by the Korbinian.

The winding corkscrew pattern Reyes had adopted was causing many of the incoming disruptor blasts to miss. Those that got through stung like hell, and any normal ship our size would have suffered significant if not catastrophic damage long before we got close enough to fire. I held on as best I could, counting down the seconds and waiting for the Dowd to play their hand…

And then, just before I ordered us to veer away, we got the opening I’d been hoping for. A massive set of shutters opened in the circular command hub we were spiraling toward, as if it were about to reveal a concealed cannon or missile battery. But instead, a crystalline dish appeared inside just like on the leviathan.

“Break off!” I shouted. “Now!”

Reyes fired the maneuvering thrusters in the nick of time, rolling us hard to port a microsecond before the catapsi blast washed over the ship and made the bridge lights flicker. The Renegade’s thirst for power consumed me; my heart skipped a half a dozen beats as it wrenched every drop of psionic energy out of me in order to keep the shields up. But between Vrisk’s partial restart strategy and my body acting as a backup battery, the Renegade maintained just enough power to survive the continued onslaught as we veered away…

And then, my true plan came to fruition. As we veered away—and as our true target finally had exposed itself—the Pact drones which had been following in our shadow split off on numerous attack vectors to confuse the enemy point-defense gunners while simultaneously firing their deadly plasma torpedoes into the catapsi weapon.

From such close range, a few of the shots might have slipped through the shipyard’s defenses no matter what, but with the Korbinian’s relentless onslaught drawing power elsewhere, the shields couldn’t stop a single torpedo. A massive detonation consumed the command hub, covering everything in green fire. After flashes faded, there was nothing left of the catapsi projector but a smoldering black sore covered by emergency containment fields to prevent total decompression.

I smiled through my pain as the Renegade continued leeching power from me. I could hear Olshenko recounting the damage report and Velarys shouting orders in my stead, but I kept myself connected to the capacitor as long as possible while we made our escape. Other weapon emplacements were still tracking us, and despite the skillful piloting of Reyes, a few shots connected along our escape vector. Each blast caused a quick but painful flash on my skin, as if my flesh were being branded by molten metal.

But we were finally back out of range, and I released my hold on the crystal and slumped back into my chair. Velarys put her hand on my wrist; her psychometabolic healing abilities sent a cool, soothing sensation throughout my entire body.

“Two of the Pact drones have been destroyed,” Olshenko reported. “A third has suffered damage, but the rest are out of range.”

“They did their job,” I said, voice sounding as parched as I felt. I turned toward Hebeska, planning to offer her an approving nod, but the Sillibar was focusing hard on her instruments.

“The enemy shield grid remains intact,” Miranda reported. “The Korbinian has inflicted significant damage to three other docking arms, but the enemy keeps compensating.”

“Not for long. Contact our Harpies. We’re going to—”

“I’m afraid we are out of time, Commander,” Hebeska interrupted.

I frowned as I cast my gaze back to the tac-holo. At first, I didn’t notice that anything was amiss—the Yarasi lines were still holding against the incoming assault, thanks in no small part to their overlapping shield grids, and our frigates and destroyers were still severely punishing any Dowd swarm ships who tried to flank the formation, all while staying clear of the dreadnought’s catapsi weapon. But then, as I watched our Valkyries chase down another wave of fighter drones that were attempting to reach the Pentar, I finally saw the problem:

The leviathan was moving again. The whale-like ship, once seemingly content to pause and blast the Yarasi, had now begun accelerating toward their line. Kithra’s people saw it coming, naturally, and her vessels were firing everything they had at the Dowd vessel which had so recklessly abandoned its defensive posture. From this distance, it didn’t seem like anything, even a dreadnought, could survive such an onslaught.

But it did. And then, it smashed through.

Two of the Yarasi ships were utterly destroyed by the ramming maneuver, their sword-like hulls crushed by the leviathan’s bulk. Another was lost in the point-blank onslaught of disruptor fire, and several more were severely damaged. Fresh waves of starfighter drones poured in behind the dreadnought like a horde of barbarians charging in behind a battering ram that had just smashed open a castle gate.

“Tell Kithra to get her people out of here,” I said. “And get me Dorwin and Vikkar!”

“Y-yes, sir,” Mesko said.

The viewer flickered, and the heads of the two other Dominion commanders appeared in front of me.

“It’s time to go, gentlemen,” I said. “Shift out of here while you can—I’ll take my Harpies and make a final run at the station, then follow.”

“You can’t crack that nut by yourself, Zeris,” Vikkar protested, the battle lighting on his bridge framing his bearded face in red light. “You wouldn’t have the firepower even with a wing of Valkyries following you in.”

“The Renegade has sharper teeth than you think, Captain. Besides, we can’t take the risk of either of you getting stuck here. You need to leave before that dreadnought gets anywhere close.”

“We’re already on our way out,” Dorwin said.

Vikkar snorted. “Why am I not surprised? Afraid to scratch the paint on your new ship?”

“I will not sacrifice my ship or my crew for no reason,” Dorwin replied tartly. “But we can provide some additional fire support on the way out. Lancer and Ripper Squadrons are on their way to your position. The rest of our Valkyries will shift out on their own and return with us in normal space, assuming the Dowd don’t attempt to follow. If they do, we’ll scatter and make the job as difficult for them as we can.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said, offering the older man a nod. “Good luck, Captain.”

Dorwin may have smiled back, but it was so thin it was practically invisible. “You will need it more than we do, Commodore. Pentar out.”

His face vanished, leaving only Vikkar behind.

“We’ll get out of here soon,” the other captain said. “But we’ll give you the fire you need on the way out, Zeris. Like you said, it’s now or never.”

His head disappeared as well, and as our fighters clawed back to our side as quickly as they could. Our power levels seemed to have recovered as well thanks to Vrisk’s quick-thinking.

“Tactical, I want an optimal attack vector and firing pattern,” I said. “Tell me exactly what we need to hit with everything we have left.”

“Erm,” Olshenko stammered. “Running the analysis now, sir, but it’s going to be difficult to—”

“This will work,” Miranda interrupted, sending an attack plan to all our displays. “It will be close, but if the Korbinian can execute a broadside sweep at eighty-five percent effectiveness, we should be able to collapse the shield grid with enough torpedoes left to destroy the shipyard’s command center.”

Olshenko scoffed. “Eighty-five percent? This isn’t a simulation. In actual battles, anything above seventy is considered exceptional, and considering how many guns will be pointed at him, I’d say fifty would be pushing it.”

“Vikkar will beat the odds,” I said, and meant every word. “Send the attack pattern to the Pact drones and all our fighters. How long until they’re ready?”

“Ten seconds, sir,” Olshenko replied. If he was at all annoyed about being one-upped by Miranda, he didn’t show it. But then, everyone had probably gotten used to it by now. There were times when I was convinced that girl—my girl—could run every station on the bridge by herself in a pinch if she needed to. In fact, I was convinced she fantasized about it.

“Then let’s finish this,” I said, leaning forward. “Helm, take us in.”

The sublight engines fired, and we accelerated back toward the shipyard with almost two dozen starfighters right behind us. I could see the tension on Velarys’s face as she felt the pain, loss, and fear of her Yarasi sisters struggling to escape, but I forced myself to concentrate on the task at hand. I promised myself then and there that we were going to destroy this shipyard. The Yarasi sacrifice would not be in vain.

The Korbinian launched its attack first. The battlecruiser had already moved closer to the station than it had ever been before, and its shields were eating a staggering amount of enemy fire. But Vikkar was dishing out even more. Before, his ship had been limited to using its long-range weapons, but now it was now opening up with everything it had. Dozens upon dozens of psi-cannons poured fire at the shipyard. Most of the bolts splattered across the shields, but plenty broke through and summoned geysers of flame in their wake.

At the same time, Vikkar was accelerating away from the incoming dreadnought and its escorting fighters and swarm ships. He had maybe thirty seconds before he was within range, but he clearly intended to do as much damage as he could before he shifted. And I intended to take the most of it.

“We’re back in range, sir,” Olshenko announced.

I nodded and gripped the armrests of my seat. “All ships: fire at will!”

The Harpies, Valkyries, and Pact drones following us all split off on the vectors Miranda had laid out for them. The Valkyries concentrated their fire on the docking arms, specifically the point-defense weapons, while our Harpies helped escort the Pact drones to the command hub by absorbing fire and neutralizing the few enemy drones which had swept in ahead of the dreadnought’s charge.

Meanwhile, Olshenko unleashed the Renegade’s psi-cannons to further soften up the enemy, but our focus remained the command hub. We corkscrewed closer and closer to the target almost as if we were a huge starfighter ourselves. And once we’d closed within point-blank range, we switched to our plasma cannons and began a wild strafing attack directly across the facility’s superstructure.

Between the Korbinian’s fire and the final payload of our Pact drones, the enemy shields were all but spent. Our plasma cannons burned through the command center as if it was made of flesh rather than thorotine. Simultaneously, massive detonations riddled the docking arms as the Valkyries obliterated defensive emplacements and dry dock platforms alike. By the time we were speeding away again, each of the arms looked like gangrenous limbs about to fall off a dying body.

“Massive damage to the target, sir,” Olshenko reported. “Numerous uncontained hull breaches…the facility is losing structural integrity.”

“Helm, get us out here!” I said, trying to contain my excitement until everyone else had fled. The Pentar was already gone, as were many of the Yarasi ships. The Korbinian was likewise about to shift, as were all our remaining fighters. The lingering question was whether or not the Dowd would try to pursue us into normal space…

[Child of the Seraph.]

The voice of the Dowd Exarch stabbed into my skull like a blade of ice. Once again, I was beset by an onslaught of images. Burning fleets, rotting worlds, carnage on an unthinkable scale…

“Not this time,” I said through clenched teeth whether the creature could understand me or not. “It’s over. You lost!”

I expected a renewed assault with more horrific images of death and destruction. But what I received instead was even more chilling.

Fatalism.

It was in that moment, while our minds remained connected even as the flood of images stopped, that I finally understood the enemy which had beset us. The Dowd hadn’t been deceived by the Column; they had never harbored any illusions of triumph over the peoples who had destroyed their empire and driven them into the depths of the Veil. They had never planned a renewal or a rebirth.

In other words, they weren’t trying to win. Their only objective was to make everyone else lose.

[The Dirge will continue. The infestation must be cleansed.]

The connection broke, and I inhaled sharply as my mind returned to the bridge. Only a few seconds seemed to have passed…

“Sir, the Dowd…” Olshenko trailed off.

I cleared my throat, then glanced behind me. “Lieutenant?”

“They’re breaking off their pursuit, sir,” he said. “They aren’t even sending rescue craft to the shipyard. They’re just…leaving.”

Despite our clear victory—our clear triumph—a suspicious stillness settled over the bridge as the Dowd forces disengaged and regrouped. The rest of the crew might not have heard the Exarch, but they could still sense that something was wrong even if they didn’t know what it was.

“Spin up the astral drive,” I said, my voice oddly hollow as I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Let’s go home.”


Interlude
Leenam


Deep Space, the Borderlands.

“He’s still out there somewhere. I just know it.”

Ash was leaning against the wall in the Wildcat’s workshop, her arms crossed and her jaw clenched in frustration. They were already a dozen light-years away from the Dowd supply depot, but she was still trying to cope with the fact that her hopes of finding Markael had once again been dashed.

Leenam understood exactly how she felt. But at the moment, he was focused on the slender purple crystal resting atop the workbench. If Malura was right, the Catalyst might be the key to ending the Dowd threat once and for all. It might have also been the key to locating Markael, assuming they were willing to take the risk and use their psychometry on the device. They had decided to let Zillix run some tests on it first, but so far, answers remained elusive.

“Still nothin’?” Leenam asked.

“This device is unlike anything in my database,” Zillix said as he continued running his tests. “Though as I have repeatedly said, my scanners are not psionic in nature, so their ability to perform a proper diagnostic is limited.”

“And like I keep sayin’, you’re all we’ve got. So what else have you figured out?”

“Little, other than the fact that the device is clearly quite advanced, similar to much of the other Column technology we have encountered. The jump gate in the Drift, the Gen-63 Gamma specimens, the Fist of the Seraph…the enemy’s ability to modify and iterate upon existing Dominion technology is both remarkable and disturbing.”

“The Column recruited a lot of good people from the Science Directorate, not just from the military and the DID,” Leenam said. “Their claws go deeper than anyone wants to admit.”

“All the more reason to put the lot of ’em in the ground,” Ash growled. “Starting with the lying bitch who brought us here!”

Leenam glanced at the open door and the infirmary further down the wraparound beyond. He’d been so focused on their escape and monitoring the Catalyst that he still hadn’t fully processed everything else that had happened on that supply depot. Like how Malura, the Master’s favorite pet, had seemed perfectly willing to let him shoot her in the head as long as he promised to use the Catalyst against the Dowd. Or how his naive and innocent Yarasi nurse had somehow managed to slip off the Wildcat, sneak into the depot, and incapacitate one of the most powerful psychics in the entire Cluster.

None of it added up.

“Malura knows practically everything about the Column’s day-to-day operations,” Leenam said. “Including details about her fellow Shadows of the Seraph and ‘Master’ Soren Foln’s plans here in the Cluster and beyond. If you thought the DID wanted me, just wait until they learn about her.”

“Then maybe that’s our way outta this mess,” Ash said. “We could hand her off to the DID. Rividian’s not that far away. If we give Admiral Lochlan one of the Column’s top agents, it might get the Directorate off Kal’s back for good. Hell, we might be able to trade her for a promise to leave you alone!”

Leenam nodded soberly. That thought had occurred to him, as selfish as it might have been. He didn’t particularly like the idea of handing anyone over to the DID, even an enemy, but he liked the thought of constantly looking over his shoulder for the rest of his life even less. The fact it might also help out Kal was a big bonus.

The trouble was that there was no way of knowing if the Intelligence Directorate would actually honor such a deal, especially since he knew for a fact that the Column still had agents embedded within the top levels of Fleet Command and the DID. He couldn’t remember who they were specifically—or perhaps he’d never known the names in the first place—but there was no doubt in his mind that those assets would make a move to kill Malura before she coughed up their identities or anything else of value about the Column’s operations.

Those same agents would also go out of their way to silence him if he were ever taken into custody, of course. Leenam was a marked man on both sides, and he probably always would be.

“DID agents aren’t normally the negotiatin’ type,” he said. “I’m sure they’ll want us both…not to mention the Catalyst.”

“You cannot give it to them. No matter what.”

Leenam turned. Kuriya was standing a few meters away in the shadows near the diagnostic console on the other side of the workshop. She hadn’t moved or spoken in quite a while, not since they had finished securing Malura’s unconscious body in the infirmary. He had almost forgotten she was standing behind him.

“I’m not interested in handin’ it over to them, either,” Leenam said. “Malura said this thing was designed to be a failsafe against the Dowd, but we all know that’s bullshit. The Column built this thing to neutralize any aliens who started showin’ signs of psychic potential.”

Zillix pivoted his metallic Kali face away from the Catalyst to look at Leenam. “Given the increasing number of Veilborn aliens in the Traverse and the Driftward Worlds, it is highly unlikely that a single device could counteract the spread of this Psychophage phenomenon.”

“I doubt they were only gonna build one,” Leenam said. “This thing’s gotta be a prototype. Probably got behind schedule, and then the Dowd caught ’em with their pants down.”

“If it is a prototype, then it is more imperative that we destroy it,” Kuriya said. “They may no longer possess the resources to build another.”

Leenam grunted. “I wouldn’t count on that. The Dowd have definitely dealt them some nasty blows, but the Column is much larger and more connected than anyone realizes.”

He watched as a ripple of indistinguishable emotions rippled across her face. “It must be destroyed, Leenam.”

“Yeah, you keep sayin’ that,” he replied. “And I keep tellin’ you to cool your thrusters. Ash and I might be able to take a psychic readin’ from that thing and learn about Markael’s involvement with the project. We might be able to figure out how to use it against the Dowd.”

“I understand,” Kuriya said, voice soft. “But the Executrix and her War Council will consider the mere existence of such a device an existential threat to the Empire. If we do not destroy it, they will…by any means necessary.”

Ash uncrossed her arms and leaned off the wall. “You sayin’ your people would go to war over this thing?”

“Yes.” Kuriya shifted her glowing gaze between us. “The power of the astral winds connects all Yarasi. It is the very core of our being.”

Leenam understood where she was coming from. Telepathy was as integral to Yarasi existence as sight or hearing or any other sense. To them, the Catalyst may as well have been a biological weapon of mass destruction.

But right at this moment, the only Yarasi he was concerned about was standing right in front of him. And there were a lot of questions she needed to answer.

“I gotta admit,” Leenam said, “I’m a little surprised that a Yarasi chirurgeon like yourself—someone who claims she’s not a soldier and doesn’t know how to fight—would be so confident about how the Executrix and her War Council will react.”

“Just because I am not a member of the warrior caste does not mean I am unaware of how our people will respond in a time of crisis,” Kuriya told him. “We pay close attention to anything which might fundamentally alter the balance of power in the Cluster—especially one that would encourage aggression on the part of our adversaries.”

“Right,” Leenam muttered. “Tell me this: can all Yarasi chirurgeons incapacitate genetically enhanced death machines with a touch?”

Kuriya arched a white eyebrow. “I already explained to you that was able to overwhelm the Column operative’s nervous system because she was not anticipating an attack.”

Yeah, because you somehow snuck up on us, he thought to himself. With the skill of an elite commando, not a healer.

“How long can you keep the Shadow incapacitated?” Zillix asked.

“As long as required,” Kuriya told him. “I have sufficiently slowed her metabolism so that her body will not require sustenance for several days.”

Leenam couldn’t help but repress a shiver. Intellectually, he knew that powerful metabolists could both heal bodies and wreak havoc upon them, but he still found the whole thing disturbing as hell. He should have had a stronger stomach, considering that he had been a victim of the most extreme telepathic manipulation imaginable. A forced coma was creepy, but he’d had his entire identity rewritten and scrambled.

“We can reach Rividian in less than twenty hours,” Ash said. “As much as I’d like to put a pulse pistol to that bitch’s head, I still think it makes the most sense to hand her over and try to cut some kind of deal. We can reach out to Kal once we’re in range of the Holosphere relay.”

“The Renegade is on active defense duty,” Zillix reminded her. “It could be anywhere in Dominion space.”

“I know, but Saleya will be on Rividian. She can help us figure out what to do until Kal shows up.”

Leenam winced when he thought about the Velothi woman he’d kidnapped and threatened. Thank the Seraph he hadn’t harmed her…

“It would be more prudent to return this woman to Oscura,” Kuriya said. “My people would greatly appreciate the opportunity to interrogate a high-level operative of the Rividian Column.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet they would,” Leenam said with a snort.

She turned her glowing eyes upon him. “My people will not revoke their offer of asylum, Leenam. You will not need to fear the Dominion as long as you are under our protection. And while we do not expect or require recompense for our aid, I’ve no doubt that the Executrix would be exceedingly grateful.”

Leenam pressed his lips into a tight line. Taken in the abstract, her request was perfectly reasonable. The Yarasi had literally saved his life and asked nothing in return. A part of him also felt better about the idea of handing Malura over to the Yarasi than the DID. While he knew he shouldn’t be overly concerned about her well-being, especially after she had lied so brazenly about Markael and the Catalyst, he couldn’t help but remember when Malura had willingly handed it over to him and presented herself for judgment.

And how, in that moment, he had seen her in a completely different light. Not as a monster, but as a victim.

Just like him.

“I appreciate everything your people have done for me,” Leenam told Kuriya. “I appreciate everything you have done for me. But my sister’s right—we should get this thing to Saleya. She has resources we don’t.”

“And a network of contacts we can trust,” Ash said. “Don’t worry—we ain’t gonna hand that thing over to anybody who is gonna use it. And who knows, maybe if we learn more about it, we can figure out how to counteract it.”

Kuriya didn’t seem convinced, but she stayed silent. Leenam studied her again, wondering what other mysteries might lie behind those pretty luminescent eyes he’d spent so much time looking into these past couple of weeks. Because while he suddenly found himself trying to decide whether or not Malura was a monster, he also found himself trying to decide whether or not Kuriya was a saint.

“Let’s get to Rividian,” Leenam said. “After that…we’ll see. But in the meantime, I still wanna try and get a readin’ on this thing.”

“I cannot confirm that it is safe to touch the Catalyst,” Zillix reminded him. “I strongly recommend waiting until we can conduct a proper analysis.”

“Malura was holdin’ it just fine. Said it was safe enough, and she wanted me to see what I could learn from it.”

Ash hissed. “Or she wanted you to activate it and get fried.”

“There were hundreds of other ways she could have killed me if she’d wanted to.”

“But this is the only one that could burn the psychic power out of a ‘mongrel alien’ like you. She’s a Column operative—she might have wanted to watch you squirm for fun!”

Leenam sighed. He understood her skepticism, but he was convinced that it was misplaced. Maybe if his sister had been there and seen the look on Malura’s face when she’d let him put his gun to her head…

“Look, this thing might be our best chance of trackin’ down Markael,” he said. “And the longer we wait, the more the impressions will fade—especially if they aren’t that strong to begin with. You know how it is. The sooner we get on a trail that’s already mostly cold, the better.”

“I know,” Ash murmured, eyeing the crystal suspiciously. “I’m just not sure it’s worth the risk.”

“Then I’ll do it,” he told her. “Just a quick reading, then we can decide if we want to make another attempt together later.”

His sister gave him a sour look, then crossed her arms over his chest. “You tryin’ to play big brother and protect me again?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, don’t,” Ash said. “If it’s too much of a risk for me, then it’s too much of a risk for you.”

“Except you’re the one who’s pregnant.”

“But that doesn’t mean—”

Leenam reached out and touched the crystal. The difficulty of recovering psychic impressions from a given item varied immensely by its history—some had been abandoned so long that they were impossible to read, while others had been surrounded by such powerful emotions that a split second of contact could trigger an avalanche of memories.

The Catalyst, unsurprisingly, was the latter. The memories jabbed into Leenam’s mind like an icy dagger, freezing his breath and assailing his thoughts. He saw dozens of faces, heard thousands of screams, and confronted countless horrors in the span of a heartbeat.

Then it all vanished, and he was alone in a void. No memories, no images, no impressions whatsoever. For a horrifying moment, he feared that his mind might have shattered, or that he’d unwittingly activated the Catalyst after all. But as the seconds ticked by, he realized what he thought was a void was in fact a barrier separating him from the onslaught of psychic impressions bombarding him.

[Leenam? Are you all right?]

[Yes,] he said as Kuriya’s voice echoed all around him. [What the hell is goin’ on?]

[I am shielding your mind. You were in pain, but we could not separate you from the device.]

Leenam winced, wondering how long he’d been connected. It had only seemed like an instant to him, but had it been longer outside? Either way, he could feel Kuriya in his head, bolstering his psyche with her own. He had no idea how she was doing it, but that always seemed to be the case with her.

[I need to continue the reading,] he said. [I can sense the people the Column tested the device on. I need to know if my brother was one of ’em.]

[That is too dangerous, Leenam. I cannot allow you to harm yourself.]

[Hey, it’s my mind we’re talkin’ about here. I’m the one who gets to make that choice.]

[But it is the wrong choice.]

[Yeah, well, that’s the story of my life,] he muttered. [But you can’t…]

He trailed off when he felt another flash of emotions pass over him. At first, he wondered if her barrier might be failing…but no. The impressions he was sensing now weren’t the same as the ones he’d felt before.

[Leenam?]

[Hold on a sec,] he said, swallowing. [There’s somethin’ else in here. A different current of emotions.]

Taking a deep breath, he tried to focus. Beyond Kuriya’s mental barrier, he could feel the waves of horror and torment waiting for him like monsters on the other side of a sanctuary door. But the second current—or rather, the undercurrent—was filled with completely different psychic impressions. They were weaker emotionally, but more recent.

And more importantly, they were very alien in nature.

[The Dowd who stole the crystal,] Leenam said. [I think…I think I can sense them.]

[What do you mean?] Kuriya asked, her telepathic voice sounding increasingly strained.

[Just keep this barrier of yours up for a bit longer, all right? I need to try somethin’.]

Leenam focused harder on the new impressions. He never would have noticed them without her blocking out the rest of the noise, as if she’d turned down every other instrument in the band so he could follow the bassline more closely. It was always more difficult to interpret alien impressions, since their psychology was so wildly different, but this was even stranger than most. Nonetheless, he pressed onward…and the memories finally began to flow.

In the first flash, Leenam saw the Dowd in the Chophus facility fighting the Column defenders. In the next, he was there with them as they blasted away from the planet on their Tipheron heavy assault craft. And then, some time after, he arrived at the supply depot.

The flashes were so strange—and the emotions were so varied—he thought he might have been swapping back and forth between different Dowd who had been carrying the Catalyst. But he eventually realized it was in fact the same one, specifically the Voidshifter who had ambushed them. The creature’s mind was viscerally connected to its companions as if they were all wired to the same circuit board.

No, that wasn’t right. It wasn’t that they were all connected…it was that they were all hearing the same voice. It was almost lyrical, like music without melody. A fathomless tune.

A Chorus of the Void.

[Leenam, I cannot protect you much longer,] Kuriya’s strained voice came back. [You need to let go!]

Bracing himself, Leenam followed the impression one last time. He felt waves of surprise and frustration in the chorus—they had been attacked by the enemy! They needed to send more defenders…but it was too late. The Children of the Seraph had found them. The nest would wither and die, just as it had before the Void had embraced them. Before they had discovered the melody of the chorus.

[Leenam!]

He ground his teeth together. He could feel the rage and fury of the Dowd hive. The infestations had not been cleansed. The will of the chorus had not been obeyed. But the Dirge wasn’t over, not yet.

In a final flash, he saw a great fleet of Dowd ships—hundreds of them, including leviathans and hive ships. They were all lurking between the stars waiting to strike. There were ripples of frustration and pain as the hive came under attack, but they remained focused on their target. Soon, very soon, they would strike at the Children of the Seraph…

Leenam’s eyes flashed open, and he found himself lying on the floor of the workshop with his sister and Kuriya holding onto him. The Catalyst was lying on the floor in front of him. It appeared intact…and dormant.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Ash snarled. “I told you it was too dangerous!”

“It wasn’t the device,” Leenam replied, his voice little more than a croaking rasp. “It was the impressions…they were even stronger than we thought.”

Her brow furrowed, but he also saw her green eyes light up in hope. “Markael?”

“No,” Leenam said, shaking his head. “I could feel all sorts of impressions from the construction of the device, but I never saw him specifically.”

“Then what did you find?” Kuriya asked. “Your thoughts were so erratic I couldn’t read them.”

He licked his parched lips as he sat up the rest of the way. “I saw the Dowd,” he told them, shifting his gaze in the direction of the infirmary. “Just like Malura thought I would.”

Leenam drew in a deep breath and tried to calm his thoughts. The flurry of images at the end had been unbelievably intense. Malura had said the Voidshifter might be a gateway to the Dowd’s psychic chorus, and she had been right. Somehow, he had sensed things far beyond what one could normally glean from a single item. He’d never experienced anything remotely like it.

But the strangest part was that he knew there was more for him to find—much more. But the alien impressions had been so difficult to decipher that he’d only scratched the surface…

“Something big is about to happen,” Leenam said. “A massive attack, just like the one they pulled at Exodus.”

“Do you know where?” Ash asked.

“No, not yet.” He tried to swallow, but his throat was more parched. “But I can try again later.”

“A lot later,” his sister scolded him as she tried to help him to his feet. “Right now, you need to have a drink. And then lie down somewhere that isn’t the floor.”

“Yeah,” he managed, his eyes returning to the Catalyst. “I think you may be right.”
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For the first time in recent memory, Leenam didn’t have a single nightmare after he turned out the lights and crawled into bed. But that was only because he couldn’t seem to fall asleep.

With a heavy sigh, he rolled over for probably the twentieth time tonight. After the first few, he’d gotten annoyed by the sheets twisting around his legs that he’d thrown them onto the floor. And shortly after he’d done so, he’d felt a second presence slip into the room through the open door.

“You know, the bed’s warm, too,” Leenam said as he leaned upright and flicked on the lights at their dimmest setting. “Don’t have to wait for me to kick those onto the floor for you to get comfortable.”

Kalycos eyed him with a kind of lazy intensity only a feline could muster. Leenam had no clue why the cat wasn’t in his sister’s room, but as she constantly reminded everyone, the Wildcat was “Little Kal’s” ship as much as it was hers. The cat went where he wanted, when he wanted. And there was nothing anyone was allowed to do about it.

“Look, you better not be in the middle of the bed when I get back,” Leenam threatened as he stood up. “Because you ain’t gonna be happy when I move you out of it.”

The cat remained ambivalent right up until Leenam opened the door to the wraparound, at which point Kalycos immediately stood upright and jumped onto the mattress. It only took a few heartbeats for him to locate—and then sink into—the sweltering spot left behind by Leenam’s Kreen body heat.

“You were warned,” Leenam said. “You promise not to bring out those claws when I get back?”

Kalycos gave him a long, slow blink, which Leenam interpreted as the feline equivalent of a middle finger.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

With a heavy sigh and an unbidden smirk, Leenam made his way through the wraparound and into the lounge. It was the middle of night, insofar as there was such a thing in astral space, and his sister was presumably asleep in her quarters. Zillix was in the workshop running more scans on the Catalyst while simultaneously keeping an eye on the monitors watching their guest in the infirmary, while Kuriya was ostensibly in the cockpit meditating as they traveled through the astral.

They were getting closer and closer to the Dominion border, so maybe that was why it was getting harder to sleep. He could feel the DID operatives breathing down his neck.

Except you aren’t worried about them catching you, he told himself as he reached into the refrigerator near the holo-projector and retrieved a bottle of water. You’re worried about what they’ll do to that redhead in the infirmary.

A sour pit formed in his stomach as he turned around and stepped closer to the infirmary. According to the monitors, Malura was still unconscious thanks to Kuriya’s metabolic meddling, and in another twelve hours or so, they might very well be handing her off to the DID. While he doubted he’d end up with a true amnesty deal, it might reduce the metaphorical heat surrounding him. And if they managed to get some real secrets out of her, the Dominion could conceivably expose the Column’s agents and wipe out the organization for good.

Right after they ripped her brain apart.

“You fear for her well-being?”

Leenam didn’t quite jump in place, but he did whirl around so quickly the water bottle almost slipped out of his hand. Kuriya was standing at the exit to the cockpit, her body so cloaked in shadow he wouldn’t have seen her at all if not for her glowing violet eyes.

“Uh…not exactly,” he managed, feeling a flash of embarrassment at being surprised. The Column had trained him to be aware of his surroundings at all times, yet Kuriya kept managing to sneak up on him anyway.

She stepped out from beneath the archway into the corridor where the dim lights from the lounge could illuminate her polar-white jumpsuit. She didn’t seem the least bit tired despite the fact she’d been awake for thirty some hours. Maybe she’d used her psychometabolic abilities to give herself a consistent shot of adrenaline…or maybe Yarasi just didn’t get bags under their eyes like humans and half-humans did.

“I did not mean to startle you,” Kuriya said apologetically.

“Well, you’re pretty good at sneakin’ around,” Leenam told her. “I’ve worked with assassins who had louder footfalls.”

“Should I announce my presence telepathically in the future?”

Coming from someone else, the words might have sounded sarcastic, but the concern in her voice sounded genuine.

“Don’t worry about it,” he muttered. “I’m just tired, that’s all.”

“Yet you are not sleeping,” Kuriya pointed out, stepping even closer. “Because of your concerns for this woman.”

Her words were half a question and half a statement. Either way, he decided to answer.

“I don’t like the idea of turnin’ anyone over to the DID,” Leenam said.

“Even though she is a trained killer?”

“By that logic, I should turn myself in.”

Kuriya frowned. “I do not understand why. You did not join the Column willingly.”

“Neither did she,” Leenam said. “Probably woke up in a tank one day and was told who she was and what she was supposed to do.”

“Is that not true of all the Column clones?”

It was, of course, and Leenam had plenty of personal experience seeing just how cruel the Shadows of the Seraph could be. But he’d also never seen one of them express anything resembling remorse…not until Malura had been standing there in front of him, resigned to her fate.

“She is a killer by design, you are a killer by circumstance,” Kuriya added. “And despite your unique nature and all the injustices you have suffered, you remain compassionate and kind.”

“Plenty of people would disagree with that,” he said. “People I’ve hurt…people I’ve killed.”

“You are not the monster they created, Leenam. You are the man they fear, a human hybrid who wields the power of their Seraph with skill and grace. You are living proof that the Column has already lost the war they are so desperate to fight.”

Leenam looked back into the infirmary at the unconscious woman strapped to the med-table. “And what if she’s proof that a person is more than the genes and memories you stuff into them?”

Kuriya didn’t reply. He stared into the infirmary for a few more seconds, then sighed and waved a hand.

“Never mind,” he muttered. “I should try and get back to sleep.”

“Do you wish me to assist you?”

He raised his eyebrows. “You wanna put me in a coma, too?”

“No,” Kuriya replied, frowning. “But I can help calm your mind and soothe your body.”

A few days ago, Leenam would have agreed without a second thought. But now, he found himself hesitating.

“You no longer trust me,” she said in a soft voice that made him feel like a monster.

“Let’s just say I started wonderin’ if you might be holdin’ out on me,” Leenam told her. “That maybe the real reason you’re here ain’t the one you claim.”

Kuriya’s expression sank. “You are right. I have deceived you.”

Leenam waited for her to continue, but she stayed silent for several moments before she moved over to the couch at the center of the lounge and took a seat.

“Let me see if I can guess,” he said, setting his bottle on the stand by the couch and crossing his arms. “You’re not really a healer—you’re a spy sent by the Executrix to keep an eye on me.”

Her gray brow creased. “The Yarasi do not have spies. At least, not in any way that you would understand. Our mystics are more than capable of identifying threats and protecting the Empire from sabotage.”

“Mm,” Leenam murmured. “Then what did you lie about?”

Kuriya paused for a long moment, as if to consider her words. “Among my people, I am what you might call a…subversive.”

“Subversive?”

“My family has long questioned the wisdom of the Executrix and her War Council,” Kuriya said. “Specifically, the way males are treated in the Empire.”

Leenam felt both his eyebrows lift. That was about the absolute last thing he’d expected her to say.

“I admit, I don’t know all that much about your culture,” he said. “Is that kind of dissent tolerated?”

“Not within the warrior caste or upon the homeworld,” Kuriya said. “But there are those in the Empire—particularly upon Oscura—who seek change. We are called Jadari. We wish to see our males unshackled…and to end the long isolation of our people.”

“Interesting,” he murmured as he made his own way to the couch and took a seat next to her. “I’ve never even heard such a thing.”

“My people do not share our internal conflicts with aliens,” Kuriya said. “But the Jadari are the reason I was chosen to be your chirurgeon. They wished to learn more about subversives beyond the Empire. They believed that you, a Column agent, would be a fount of such knowledge.”

Leenam grimaced. “Well, I certainly hope they don’t try to copy the Column. They aren’t ‘subversives’—they’re insurrectionists.”

“Yes, I understand. The Jadari do not seek violence, only change. And unlike your dissidents, we are willing to wait until the time is right.”

He nodded idly, his mind racing. To the rest of the Cluster, the Yarasi were a united front. He found himself wondering how influential this movement of hers was…and how much trouble she’d get in for telling him about it. Her story was either a complete fabrication or an immense act of trust.

“So you don’t consider yourself a spy?” he asked.

“I am not a spy,” Kuriya insisted. “I am a chirurgeon.”

“But I assume these Jadari taught you something. Like how to sneak around?”

“They provided instruction on how to protect those who share our beliefs, and how to keep those beliefs private.”

“Sounds a lot like spyin’ to me.”

“It is not.”

She didn’t elaborate, but Leenam also didn’t press her on it. Whatever she wanted to call it, at least he’d finally gotten some answers…and they were far more interesting than he had expected.

“So your friends wanted to learn what I knew,” he continued. “Probably also why they wanted you to come along while we poked around the Borderlands, I reckon.”

“No,” Kuriya said. “The Jadari did not wish for me to leave Oscura or the confines of the Empire. I accompanied you despite their wishes, not because of them.”

Leenam frowned. “Then why did you come along?”

She stayed silent for a moment. “At first, I convinced myself it was because I have long yearned to see the galaxy beyond the confines of the Empire. Few outside the warrior caste ever leave Yarasi space. Fewer still interact with aliens in any meaningful way.”

“A little wanderlust is perfectly normal, especially when you’re young.”

“Not for my people. And regardless, that is not the true reason I followed you.”

Kuriya turned to look at him directly. “I came because I wished to be with you. I…enjoy your presence. And I feared that if you left Oscura without me, I might never see you again.”

Leenam smiled back at her. “For what’s worth, I’m glad you came. I enjoy your presence as well.”

“Yes, I know. You are stimulated by my physical appearance. Just as I am stimulated by yours.”

She eyed him in silence for a long moment, and Leenam could hear his heart pounding in his ears. It had been quite a while since he’d felt a flutter in his chest. So before he could overthink it, he leaned forward, cupped her smooth gray cheeks in his hands, and brought their mouths together.

Kuriya’s kiss was every bit as soft and gentle as the rest of her. He swore he could feel a subtle crackle of energy on her lips, as if her reserves of psionic power were so vast they were spilling over, and the sensation made him kiss her even deeper. Their tongues swirled together, and their bodies drew closer…

But then he quickly pulled back before his Kreen heat could harm her.

“Sorry,” he managed.

“Why?” Kuriya breathed.

“Because I’m dangerous. I don’t wanna burn you.”

“You will not. My powers will protect me.”

Leenam wasn’t sure he’d wanted to believe anything more in his life. “You sure?”

“No.”

Kuriya lunged forward and brought their mouths back together. His arms curled around her waist, and she pushed against him until he was lying on the couch with her on top of him. He could feel the heat between them building to dangerous levels, but Kuriya showed no interest in stopping or even slowing down. It was several minutes before she finally pulled away and looked down at him, her violet eyes flickering and her lips curling into a smile.

“Now,” she said, “I will help you sleep.”

Leenam smiled as he ran his fingers through her white hair. “Ya know, for some reason, I ain’t tired anymore.”

“You will be.”

He leaned up to kiss her again, but a wave of fatigue suddenly crashed over him as she used her psychometabolic powers to calm his nervous system. He sank deep into the couch, his hand grazing her gray cheek.

“Rest now,” she whispered, planting an impossibly soft kiss on his lips. “And regain your strength.”


11
Aftermath


The endless black, star-pocked abyss of deep space filled the Renegade’s viewport. After six hours of staring at little else, it remained a welcome relief to the crimson swirls of astral space.

“Still no signs of Dowd pursuit, sir,” Olshenko said, sounding as exhausted as everyone felt. “The Korbinian has nearly completed emergency repairs. Everything else will have to wait for a dry dock.”

“Good,” I said, swiveling to look at Hebeska. “Vicar, any updates from your ship?”

“The Thalantrus is roughly five light-years away,” she replied. “It shall arrive shortly.”

I nodded, then rubbed at my temples for about the hundredth time in the past hour. The temporary post-battle adrenaline rush had long since faded, and we were long overdue for a shift rotation. We’d spent every minute since the battle reassembling the task force and conducting repairs while waiting to see if the Dowd might chase us back into normal space after all. Given their historic penchant for ruthlessness, everyone expected them to return at some point, if for no other reason than to make us pay a heavier price for our victory. But after the visions that had been pushed into my head—visions of a future Dowd slaughter—I was convinced they would leave us alone.

After shifting away from the battle, our task force had rendezvoused in deep space about fifty light-years from Rylax in the Borderlands, though we would have already left the area had everyone been able to follow. But several of the surviving Yarasi ships had taken a beating, as had the Korbinian, so we had formed a defensive wall around them while they made field repairs in preparation for the trip home.

A trip home that, despite the losses we’d suffered, would surely be heralded as one of the greatest military victories in recent history.

I smiled at the thought. The post-battle adrenaline rush might have faded, but the afterglow of our triumph had not. I could feel it in my bones and see it on the faces of every member of my crew. After months and months of being on the defensive, we had finally hauled off and punched the Dowd in the face. I kept telling myself to keep that in mind whenever my thoughts threatened to drift toward whatever came next.

The Dirge will continue. The infestation will be cleansed.

“Prelach Kithra would like to speak with you, sir,” Velarys said into the silence, her eyes narrowed into slits as she telepathically communicated with the rest of her sisters in the Yarasi battlegroup. “In private.”

Nodding, I brought myself to my feet. We’d been waiting for her to respond for a while now, and I’d been hoping that the Yarasi battlegroup would leave before the Pact battleship arrived. I really didn’t want to be in the middle of the inevitable screaming match between the two empires over the Sillibar’s recent feat of espionage.

“Instruct the fleet that we’ll be heading back to Rividian once our guests are on their way,” I said, turning to Olshenko. “In the meantime, you have the conn, Lieutenant.”

“Yes, sir,” he acknowledged.

I headed into my office with Velarys closely in tow. She stood behind me as I activated the com.

“Prelach,” I greeted when the Yarasi commander’s face appeared on the display. “Are you sure you don’t need any assistance with repairs?”

“We do not,” she replied crisply. “Our vessels are all prepared to return to Imperial space.”

I nodded. “On behalf of Dominion Fleet Command, I must once again extend my gratitude toward you and the Executrix for inviting us to participate in this operation. I mourn our losses, but this was a great victory.”

“And a costly one.” Kithra paused for a moment, seeming dour, but then smiled for perhaps the first time since I’d met her. “Nevertheless, this victory would not have been possible without your boldness, Commander. You were right to press our advantage. I would not have made the same decision in your place.”

“I trusted my forces—and yours. The Rusari is a fine ship, and she has an excellent captain.”

“I thought that you of all people were above diplomatic platitudes.”

“It’s not platitude,” I assured her. “It’s a declaration, warrior to warrior. We’re a good team—I hope we get to fight together again someday.”

Her thin smile widened. “As do I. You are an intriguing man, Commander. Far too willful for a male, but still strong, valorous, and occasionally clever when the situation demands. Few Yarasi males possess any of these qualities, let alone all at once.”

I snorted. “In their defense, I probably wouldn’t seem very clever if I was forced to walk around with a device that made me blind and deaf like your mystics.”

Kithra’s smile disintegrated. “Are you questioning our ways?”

“Maybe a little,” I replied with a shrug. “Like you said, I am willful for a male.”

I had hoped that she would be amused by the comment, but from the icy look she shot me afterwards, I feared I might have overestimated my ability to banter with Yarasi. But then her smile gradually returned, and she looked past me to my first officer.

“You have chosen a curious mate,” she said.

“I have chosen a worthy mate,” Velarys corrected. “Our children will be powerful soldiers of the Empire.”

Kithra turned her gaze back to me, then looked me up and down as if those glowing eyes of hers were a scanning device studying a rare biological specimen.

“Even after his impressive performance in the Drift, I feared you were too eager to allow an alien to fertilize you,” she said. “And that the Executrix had granted your request to spend your first jahumir cycle with him too easily. Perhaps I was mistaken.”

“Yes, you were,” Velarys replied proudly.

Kithra’s grin returned, though this time there was an undeniable slyness to it. “It is a pity we do not have more time, Commander, or I would have invited you to entertain me tonight.”

My jaw dropped open before I could stop it. This was nowhere near the path I thought this conversation would take…

“Erm,” I mumbled. “I beg your pardon?

“Kethron Velarys insists that you are a skilled lover,” Kithra said matter-of-factly. “Based upon the memories she has shared with me, I am inclined to agree. Next time we meet, I shall allow you to demonstrate your prowess.”

“With my supervision, of course,” Velarys said, placing her hands on my shoulders possessively.

“Of course,” Kithra agreed. “Until then, Commander.”

I spent a solid thirty seconds staring at the blank display after her face had disappeared, wondering if I had just imagined that entire conversation. It had been a long day, and I had spent a lot of time in astral space. Maybe the Koro Effect had made me hallucinate after all…

“I do not understand why you are surprised,” Velarys said, tugging at my shoulders and spinning my chair around until I was facing her. Outside the small viewport window behind her, I saw one of the Yarasi ships disappear as it activated its cloaking device. “You are quite accustomed to females of all species wishing to mate with you.”

I grunted as she slid into my lap and straddled me in the chair.

“That seemed…different,” I managed.

She shrugged as she slid her hands around the back of my neck and pulled my lips close. “As the Prelach noted, you are an intriguing male specimen,” Velarys said, the faintest hint of a smile on her lips. “I warned you that I would share your prowess with others. And that once I did, they would undoubtedly be…curious.”

“I suppose you did. Though I figured you’d start with junior officers first, not the captain of a battleship.”

“We are all connected in a way humans can never imagine. It was only a matter of time before another became interested.”

She pulled our lips together for a kiss, and the psychic tingle when our mouths touched was as unique and arousing as ever.

“But you will forever remain mine, above all,” Velarys added.

I grinned back at her. “And you want to be there, huh?”

“Yes. I wish to oversee your enjoyment. And…”

“And?” I prompted.

Her blue-violet eyes flickered. “Because I wish to watch you break her,” she purred. “As thoroughly as you broke me.”

Velarys kissed me again. My hands pawed at the back of her silver uniform, and it was nothing short of a miracle that I didn’t rip it open and take her right there on the desk. I probably would have if the com hadn’t pinged a heartbeat before I pulled down the zipper of her jacket and freed her magnificent gray tits.

“Commander, the Pact vessel has exited hyperspace,” Olshenko said. “They will be sending over a shuttle to retrieve their crew members soon.”

I looked deep into Velarys’s eyes. “Understood,” I said, giving her cheek a loving caress. “I will meet them in the hangar bay shortly.”
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Half an hour later, I was standing alongside Hebeska and her Angoth engineers as they prepared to board the Pact shuttle which had landed in the Renegade’s hangar bay. The engineers looked as exhausted as the rest of us, though their boss did not. Sillibar didn’t sleep, after all, at least not in the same way as nearly every other sapient species in the Cluster.

“Well, Vicar, it’s been a pleasure as always,” I told her once the shuttle touched down and I no longer had to scream over the engines. “And I sincerely hope this won’t be the end of our collaborative efforts.”

“As do I,” she replied, gesturing for her technicians to head aboard while she turned to face me directly. “I will inform the Governing Authority of all that transpired here. I’ve no doubt that they will be pleased.”

I smiled out of habit, though I found myself wondering what that conversation would actually look like. Everything had happened so quickly, from her unexpected arrival to the battle with the Dowd, that the two of us hadn’t been able to spend much time talking about current events elsewhere. But if even half the rumors I’d heard over the past few months were true, the Governing Authority was currently little more than a fire brigade trying desperately to hold the Pact military alliance together. Whether they’d succeed or not was still an open question, and one we might not get an answer to for some time.

“I’m sure you’ll be hearing from our diplomats on Kenabrius soon,” I said, leaving out the part where they would also be hearing from Yarasi diplomats soon—specifically about their recent espionage efforts.

Hebeska nodded and started to turn, but then paused abruptly. “I must once again commend you for your courage and skill, Commander. Had you not taken charge of the mission, the Yarasi would have surely panicked and abandoned the fight. Instead of striking a mortal blow against the enemy, we would have merely inconvenienced them.”

I snorted softly, wondering if Hebeska would have made the same comment if Velarys were standing next to me rather than on the bridge. It was difficult to say, but perhaps my tirade about needlessly sowing division during the mission briefing had gotten through to her.

“War is about calculated risk,” I said. “But we should always honor and appreciate the sacrifices of those who made victory possible.”

“Yes,” she replied in a flat tone that betrayed nothing about whatever her real opinion was. “But do not make the mistake of believing that the Dowd have been defeated. They will not relent until they have been exterminated.”

I nodded gravely. “The Assembly still has a great many questions about the relationship between your people and the Dowd. Your people owe the Security Council an explanation.”

“We owe them nothing,” Hebeska said flatly. “And that is what they shall receive.”

She gave me a hard look with those milky eyes of hers, but I couldn’t help but think about the images that the Dowd Exarch had forced into my mind—images of a once-great interstellar empire built within the warrens of many worlds. Miranda still believed it was possible, even probable, that the Dowd had created the Sillibar. If that was true, it raised all sorts of questions about what exactly had happened here in the Cluster hundreds of years before the Dominion Expansionary Fleet had arrived.

“Well, I still hope we’ll see each other again soon,” I said. “And that our cooperation will eventually lead to a true lasting peace.”

“As do I, Commander,” Hebeska said.

I watched and waited as her shuttle left the hangar, dark thoughts about the future once again creeping into my mind. The future of the Pact, of the Cluster, of my own military career. But I told myself that right now, what I really needed to be focusing on was sleep.

After confirming that all Dominion ships were ready to head back home, we set course for Rividian and shifted back into astral space. And once everything was stable, I finally called for the much-needed shift change.

Had Saleya still been aboard, this would have been the perfect opportunity for her to host a celebration in the lounge. She probably would have gone through an entire month’s worth of liquor in a single night, and the girls would have made some amazing tips.

As it was, I still expected plenty of the crew to unwind there, with or without their favorite Velothi bartender. When I passed by during my quick and final after-action survey of the ship, I did indeed spot most of the bridge and engineering crews—including our two Harpy pilots—inside enjoying drinks and games. Lasher and Stormstrike were both at a table with Olshenko and Reyes, who seemed to be doing their best to give a dramatic recounting of events from the perspective of the Renegade’s bridge. I doubted that anything they could talk about would rival the pulse-pounding experiences of two pilots who had been on the front lines the entire battle, but the young women seemed interested enough. I mentally wished the men luck with their flirting, then eventually made my way back to my own quarters for some much-needed sleep.

Not that I expected to get any for a while when I found Miranda waiting for me. She was sitting in my desk chair by the viewport shudders, her legs crossed and bobbing impatiently. I sauntered over to her, planning to recriminate her for breaking into the quarters of her commanding officers so brazenly, but she apparently had no interest in flirting, teasing, or speaking whatsoever. I felt a telekinetic tug on my belt before I’d made it halfway to the desk, and she had the buckle open and my pants on the floor in three seconds flat. She was down on her knees in front of me once my manhood was exposed, and my hard, throbbing tip was buried deep in the clutching embrace of her throat a moment after that.

If she was at all fatigued after the day-long shift and epic battle, her mouth and lips didn’t show any signs of it. She had me ready to pump a load down her throat in no time, but just before I popped, she bounced to her feet, bent herself over my desk, and pulled up her skirt to reveal her bald, sopping sex. Since men weren’t always the best at taking subtle cues from women, I was thankful that she’d made the extra effort to ensure I got the message loud and clear: she was determined to be pregnant before her next medical checkup, and that meant I still had work to do.

I fired my first triumphant load into her womb after a dozen thrusts into her perfect jenny cunt, but I didn’t stop here. I carried her to my bed even while my mess was still dribbling down the back of her legs, and after stripping off her uniform and fondling her perfect jenny tits, I pulled her legs apart, hilted myself back inside her, and slammed away until I injected her with everything I had left.

I didn’t remember falling asleep, but I awoke when I heard my holopad beeping softly. I groaned in annoyance, wondering why the caller wasn’t using the normal com system, but once the fog in my brain lifted, I realized that meant it must have been important—and private. The problem was that the pad was still inside my uniform pants in the main room where Miranda had pulled them off.

I had just mustered the strength to lift her leg and slide out from beneath her when she extended her hand and telekinetically pulled my pants into the room. It may have been the most useful example of telekinetic power I’d ever seen.

Once she had floated the holopad over to me, I checked the screen. It wasn’t a call, but rather a message from Vrisk. The Renegade was currently back in normal space to check to sync with the border relay stations before making a final push to Rividian, and we had received an encrypted message on one of the private channels he’d set up. I told him to patch us through, and about ten seconds later, a tiny full-body hologram of Ash appeared above the display.

“Catch you at a bad time?” she asked, crossing her arms and giving me a sly smirk.

“Never,” I said, leaning up in bed.

“Well, at least you two are keepin’ each other warm. Some of us have to work for a livin’.”

I smiled, and I wished more than anything that I could reach through the projection and give her a kiss.

“It’s good to see your face again, baby,” Ash said. “Didn’t we promise we were gonna stop doin’ this?”

“More than once,” I said. “One of these days, it’ll stick.”

“It had better.”

The twinkle in her green eyes made me want to turn the Renegade around and meet up with her at top speed.

“Thank the Seraph you’re all right,” I said. “We didn’t know where you were. Did you find…?”

Her smile faded, and a knot formed in my stomach. Markael…

“He wasn’t where we hoped he was,” Ash said. “Back to square zero—we don’t know where he is or if he’s even alive.”

I swore under my breath, though the knot did unwind a little. At least they didn’t know for certain that Markael was dead. A faint hope was better than none, and this had always been a longshot.

“But we have other problems—two of them, actually,” Ash said. “I’ll spare you the whole rundown, but we got ourselves a bundle of dangerous goodies on board.”

“How dangerous?”

“The kind of things that could start wars…or end ’em.”

Frowning, I looked at Miranda. More secret Column technology? That was the absolute last thing the Cluster needed right now.

“I don’t know where they’re plannin’ to send you next, but I hope you can hold up and wait for us,” Ash said. “I don’t wanna say any more over the coms, even with Vrisk’s encrypt.”

I nodded. “We’re close to Rividian. Lochlan is expecting us in a few hours.”

“Tell her you’ll be late,” Ash said. “We’ll meet you at the edge of the system. Trust me, you’ll wanna hear this before you talk to her.”
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We parted ways with the rest of our fleet when we reached the edge of the Rividian System, and I sent a message to Admiral Lochlan informing her that would indeed be late for our debriefing. I also assured her that it would be worth the delay, though I had no doubt that I’d still get an earful about it later.

Once again, I was alone in the hangar when Ash brought the Wildcat on board, and the moment the ramp extended, I rushed inside. She was waiting for me in the hatch outside the lounge, and she leapt into my arms and kissed me before we exchanged a single word.

The intense heat of her Kreen body enveloped me, and it felt as cozy and familiar as if I’d just headed inside after spending hours in the freezing cold. If we’d had our own little pocket universe, I would have carried her into her bedroom and had her naked and crying out my name within minutes. But here in reality, that happy reunion would have to wait.

“Baby, I missed you so bad,” she breathed, her legs squeezing my waist and arms wrapped around my neck. “You got a buncha new girls waitin’ for me?”

“A few,” I whispered back. “But don’t take a reading yet.”

Her green irises flashed hungrily, and her vertical pupils went wide. “You can’t tease me like that and expect me not to have a little taste…”

Ash leaned in to kiss me again, but I held her away and made a tutting sound with my tongue. “I promise, the wait will be worth it.”

“I’ll hold you to that.”

Her smile was so perfect it took all my willpower just to set her down. I wasn’t at all worried about keeping my promise. Her psychometry was going to get a hell of a feast. Miranda, Velarys, Saleya, Astra, Nyxe…

When I shared them with her, Ash was going to cum so hard she couldn’t breathe, and that was before I started pounding the memories into her. I couldn’t wait to hear her beg and whimper.

Grinning at the thought, I reached out and placed my hand atop her bare midriff exposed by one of her seemingly endless supply of cropped shirts. Her belly was still as taut and flat as ever.

“How’s the little one doing in there?” I asked.

“He’s fine, don’t worry,” Ash assured me. “Won’t be long now until he starts makin’ his presence known. Was startin’ to get scared you might miss the bump!”

“I’d better not,” I said, crouching and giving her stomach a kiss. “It’s hard to believe, but the most beautiful midriff in the galaxy’s about to get even cuter.”

She snickered. “Come on, we shouldn’t keep the others waitin’.”

Giving her belly one last kiss, I stood upright and headed into the lounge with her next to me. She had shut the inner door to give us a tiny bit of privacy, but everyone else was waiting on the other side. Zillix, Vrisk’s Kali-shaped android, was next to the holo-projector. A Yarasi woman in a pristine white jumpsuit—presumably the chirurgeon who’d helped Ash’s brother—was sitting on the couch with her legs casually crossed.

Leenam himself was leaning against the wall near the door to the cockpit. Physically, he looked as good as new, maybe even better than when he’d been trying to kill us four months ago. His blonde hair was cut short, and he had a trim beard along his jawline that might as well have been scruff. He was a few centimeters shorter than me as well as a bit lighter, but I’d always been a little envious of his agile yet sinewy frame…mostly because his Kreen metabolism allowed him to eat practically whatever he wanted and never gain a kilo.

He stood up straight when he saw me, and I had the distinct impression of a man who was no longer comfortable in his own skin. I couldn’t exactly blame him, given what the Column had done to him.

And what they had forced him to do for them.

“There he is,” I said, smiling and stepping over to him. “A lot more vertical than the last time I saw you.”

I gave his hand a firm squeeze, which Leenam returned in kind. Back in the day, when I’d been the outsider courting his baby sister, he’d looked at me like I was a Krosian about to raid their family ranch. It had taken a long time to convince him otherwise, but I’d never taken it personally. Seraph knew I’d have done the same thing in his place if I’d had a younger sister.

“Well, you can thank Kuriya for that,” Leenam said as he cast a glance at the Yarasi woman. “Without her help, my brain would still be leakin’ outta my ears.”

“Commander Zeris,” the Yarasi woman replied coolly. “You have an unparalleled reputation among my people.”

“I don’t know about that, but I’m glad we’ve found a way to work together,” I said. “We actually just parted ways with the Rusari.”

Ash’s eyebrows both lifted. “You were meeting with Prelach Kithra again?”

“We assembled a joint task force and attacked a Dowd base deep within astral space,” I said. “It’s a long story, but the short version is that it worked. We dealt them a massive blow, maybe even a decisive one.”

“Stars,” Ash gasped. “I guess you have been busy!”

“I can tell you all about it later,” I promised. “But you said you had critical news I’d want to bring to Lochlan.”

“We do,” Ash said, exchanging a glance with her brother. “There’s…well, there’s a lot. But I guess we should start with the giskach in the room—I imagine the DID is still on the lookout for Leenam. And this ship in particular.”

“Oh, they are,” I confirmed. “You can’t get anywhere near the planet. Even with the cloak and Saleya’s best smugglers, it’s not worth the risk.”

“Then I’m hopin’ we can do somethin’ about that—somethin’ that might get ’em off Leenam’s back for good.”

I frowned and gave her brother a wary glance. “Unfortunately, I’m not sure that’s possible. They see him as the best and maybe only way to unravel the Column. And if we crippled the Dowd as badly as I hope we did by destroying that base, it’s only a matter of time before Fleet Command and the Intelligence Directorate and everyone else begins focusing on the enemy that unleashed them in the first place.”

“That’s why I want to make a trade,” Ash said. “One that’s even better for ’em.”

Leenam gestured with his shoulder and took a few steps across the lounge toward the infirmary at the edge of the ship’s rear wrap-around. I held back a gasp when the door opened; there was a woman inside, and she was currently pinned against the table with enough restraints to hold an enraged V’rath.

I tossed a questioning look at Ash, but she just pointed.

“Look at her face,” she said. “Seem familiar?”

I took a step into the infirmary. The woman was young and athletic, with shoulder-length auburn hair and an undeniably pretty face…a face I had definitely seen before. On multiple occasions.

“A Shadow of the Seraph,” I whispered.

“The Shadow of the Seraph,” Ash said. “Soren Foln’s personal cuntress.”

I shook my head in amazement. “How did you manage this?”

“She was on the Column base where we thought we’d find Markael,” Leenam said. “She was fightin’ off the Dowd who’d stormed the place, and we briefly worked with her to recover the second thing we wanted to tell you about—a Column superweapon.”

I dragged my eyes from the unconscious woman back to them. “A superweapon? The top Shadow of the Seraph?”

“You ain’t the only one who’s been busy,” Ash said with a smirk. “Come on, sit down—this is gonna take a while.”
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Her explanation did, in fact, take a while. A hunt for Markael, a raid on a Column base, a temporary alliance with a Shadow of the Seraph, a weapon that could strip away someone’s psionic abilities…

Before Ash laid it all out for me, I couldn’t have imagined any events in the Cluster as important to shaping the future as our recent victory over the Dowd. Evidently I should have known better.

“Incredible,” I whispered, eyeing the crystal Zillix had set out on top of the holo-projector. No one else wanted to touch it, lest they accidentally trigger the device somehow. “Absolutely incredible.”

“I guess experimental jump gates and superdreadnoughts weren’t enough,” Ash said. “The Column also decided to build a horrible thing like this.”

“Malura said it was meant to be a failsafe against the Dowd,” Leenam put in. “The idea was for them to slowly get whittled down durin’ their incursions into Pact and Yarasi space, but the Column planned to use this to finish ’em off if necessary.”

He grunted and shook his head. “But that’s bullshit, of course. The real purpose was to use it on these Veilborn aliens who keep croppin’ up. Bein’ able to turn it against the Dowd was just a bonus.”

“The Dowd and the Yarasi,” Kuriya added.

I turned and looked at the Yarasi chirurgeon. She had been quiet so far, and her overall demeanor couldn’t have been more different from Velarys and Kithra and the other Yarasi I’d interacted with over the past six months. Kuriya was a part of the science caste rather than the warrior one, but I still found the difference striking.

“She’s worried we’re gonna hand this thing over to the Dominion,” Leenam said. “Which she’s convinced would trigger a war.”

My mind flashed back to the jump gate in the Drift, and how Kithra’s declaration that the Yarasi would not tolerate its existence had almost led to war right then and there. It likely would have if the Column superdreadnought hadn’t shown up and ambushed our fleet. Ellis and I had both understood the Yarasi perspective—the gate would have allowed the Dominion to reconnect with the rest of the galaxy and perhaps bring in reinforcements. To the Yarasi, it was an existential threat.

And for a species of innate telepaths, so was the Catalyst.

“I told you, Kal’s no fool,” Ash said. “He won’t hand it over to them.”

“Then we should destroy it,” Kuriya said. “Now, while it is in our possession.”

“We can’t do that,” Leenam replied, giving her the type of look that suggested they’d had this argument before, perhaps many times. “Not with the Dowd still out there. This thing is like a psychometric trove.”

Ash turned and glared at him. “A dangerous trove. Or did you forget that part?”

“I remember just fine. And I still think we might be able to learn more from it.”

“Like what?” I asked.

Leenam drew in a long, slow breath. “I don’t know exactly, but Markael was working on Project Catalyst at one point. And until very recently, he was on Chophus. If Ash and I keep at it, there’s a decent chance we might be able to figure out what happened to him…or if he’s still alive.”

“Zillix has been tryin’ to figure out how this thing works,” Ash put in. “But he’s obviously not a psychic, and our equipment here is limited to nonexistent.”

“If I could coordinate with Engineer Vrisk and use some of the Renegade’s equipment,” the android said, “I may be able to gain insights on the specific functionality of the device.”

“If the device leaves this vessel, it is only a matter of time before Dominion Command learns of its existence,” Kuriya said. “And once they do, they will order Commander Zeris to give it to them.”

I nodded grimly. I trusted my crew, but there were limits to how much one could contain information on a starship, especially one that was about to return to port for a debriefing. They were accustomed enough to the Wildcat being aboard that I doubted anyone would make a huge fuss, especially since no one other than Miranda and Velarys knew about Leenam or that the DID was actively searching for him. Nevertheless, I planned to keep him here out of sight just to be safe.

A weapon like the Catalyst was an entirely different beast. The moment we started running tests in the lab, its existence would no longer be a secret. Everyone would want answers, from the Science and Intelligence Directorates to Admiral Lochlan herself.

One day soon, you’re going to have to make a choice, Lochlan had told me. You can be the local hero from the Borderlands fighting his own private war, or you can be a Dominion soldier who follows the rules and respects the chain of command. You can’t be both.

“The Catalyst is more than a link to our brother, Kal,” Leenam said. “For one, the Column has the knowledge and resources to build another—destroyin’ it would only buy us time. And for two, we could use it against the Dowd. There’s gotta be thousands of them still out there, and they ain’t gonna go away quietly.”

Leenam was rationalizing, of course, and he knew it—I could tell from the subtle wave in his voice. For him and Ash, this thing was the last and maybe only link to their lost brother. Even if it was a longshot, I knew they’d never forgive me if I didn’t let them take it.

But he also happened to be right, at least about the Dowd. I knew first-hand that they were out there…and that they were indeed planning something.

“The Dowd are preparing a massive attack,” I said. “I connected with the mind of their Exarch during the battle. They are assembling their fleet for a final push, one they don’t necessarily expect to survive.”

Ash hissed softly. “But you don’t know where they’ll attack.”

“No, but this thing might,” I said, pointing at the crystal. “Especially if Leenam had some luck with it.”

“I can try again,” Leenam said.

I nodded solemnly. “I know it’s dangerous, but you don’t have to do anything this instant,” I said, increasingly aware of the fact I was already late for my debrief. “Let’s keep it safe here for now while I talk to the Admiral about handing over this Shadow of the Seraph…and maybe cutting a deal.”

“Just remember, the Column has operatives all throughout the DID,” Leenam warned. “They’ll try to take her out before she can tell anyone what she knows.”

“Yeah, I’d considered that,” I said, scratching at my chin. “Hopefully Lochlan has connections she can trust, maybe even a facility where she could have the Shadow interrogated without the knowledge of the DID.”

“Is that possible?” Leenam asked. “I mean, they got their own clairvoyants on top of regular old-fashioned spies. Pretty hard to hide something from them, especially in Dominion space.”

“Normally yes, but I might have a solution. There’s a queen of sparks in our hand we haven’t played just yet, and it might solve two of our problems at once.”

Ash raised a curious eyebrow. “What are you up to?”

I ran through all of it in my head one more time to make sure the pieces fit. As far as I could tell, it all checked out.

“I happen to know someone on Rividian who’s very good at getting information as well as keeping secrets,” I said, smiling. “And as luck would have it, she’s also been waiting for an opportunity to come aboard and check on her bar.”


12
Impossible Choices


The legendary Rividian rain was pouring down as my shuttle approached the Bulwark, making it impossible to see anything outside the windows. The storm also made the sprint from the landing pad to the main building a fun exercise in seeing just how drenched my uniform could get. I swore I gained fifty pounds in water weight in the span of a few seconds, and that was on top of how annoying it was to have sodden socks and squishy shoes. Had I already been in a sour mood, the added hassle might have turned me into a walking rage monster.

But I was too focused on how I was going to present my plan to Lochlan to get angry. And besides, one of the junior officers rushed out to shield me before I’d made it halfway. She wasn’t carrying an umbrella, but the water was splitting around her as if she were. It was an impressive—and highly practical—feat of telekinesis, and I was grateful for the momentary reprieve. Once the rain stopped pounding on my face, I realized that my benefactor was Lochlan’s cute blond adjutant, and she giggled and snickered as we made our way across the rest of the landing port to the giant, interconnected office building beyond.

I certainly didn’t mind the casual flirting—who would?—but she wasn’t the only one with a smile on her face. The entire attitude in the Bulwark was different than when I’d been here earlier this week. Back then, everyone had been worried about where and when the Dowd would strike next. Today, I could feel the joy and relief of the other officers before I spoke to them. They were reveling in the news of our victory, even while the janitorial mechs blasted us with hot air blowers to try and dry out our jackets.

Whether it was krekball or war, winning fixed everything.

I didn’t want to give out too many details before my official debrief, but I humored a few of their questions while I dried off. Afterward, Lochlan’s adjutant quickly escorted me to the admiral’s office, then took a seat at her desk and made a not-at-all subtle show of crossing her shapely legs for me. Dominion uniforms really were the best in the galaxy.

“Commander,” Lochlan greeted from behind her own desk as I stepped through the door. “Welcome back.”

“Admiral,” I replied, giving her a proper salute.

“At ease,” she said, waving a dismissive hand. “Come, have a seat.”

Lochlan was not what I would describe as a bubbly woman by any stretch of the imagination, but after such a momentous victory, I had expected at least some change in her disposition. A brighter demeanor, an extra pep in her step, maybe even an actual smile or two. Sadly, I didn’t notice any of those as I crossed the room…not until I was sitting directly in front of her. The shift in her attitude was subtle, to the point I likely wouldn’t have noticed it if I hadn’t gotten to know her so well these past few months. But she was content…and relieved.

“I’ve read over your report, as well as those of the other senior officers,” Lochlan said, glancing at one of the holographic displays on her desk. “It’s hard to pick a place to begin, so I’ll start with saying…well done, Commander. Very well done.”

“Thank you, Admiral,” I replied as I eased into the chair. “I’m pleased to say that every ship, crew, and pilot performed at their absolute best.”

“Captain Vikkar said the same. His report sang your praises at every opportunity, including your decision to bring along the Pact forces. I admit, I’m not convinced I would have made the same call in your place.”

“The decision was more diplomatic than tactical,” I said. “We needed to make them feel involved. Though when all was said and done, I was happy to have their bombers when we needed them.”

She nodded as she continued studying the text scrolling across her display. “Both Vikkar and Dorwin also agreed on your decision to press the attack. That choice will be contentious during the official fleet review—if the Yarasi line hadn’t held as long as it did, you might have lost the entire battlegroup to the enemy catapsi weapon.”

“I was confident that Prelach Kithra and her forces would hold. They did, and we owe them a debt of gratitude. Especially their fallen soldiers.”

“Indeed.” Lochlan paused for a moment, then closed her display. “Your relationship with the Yarasi continues to pay dividends, Commander. If you’re not careful, I’m going to make you my adjutant on Kenabrius.”

She smiled thinly. It was such a rare sight I couldn’t help but do it back.

Winning really did fix everything.

“Command will want to perform a thorough review of all the operational details soon, likely on the mothership,” Lochlan went on. “But since we received the news, there’s been a shift in focus. Most of the Admiralty wants to begin concentrating resources on flushing out the Column and figuring out how we can engage and destroy that superdreadnought of theirs.”

“We should be careful not to get ahead of ourselves just yet, Admiral,” I cautioned. “Destroying that shipyard should severely hinder the Dowd, but we didn’t take out their fleet. They still have hundreds of ships out there.”

“Ships without a logistical support apparatus,” Lochlan said. “Without the help of the Column, they may not be able to repair their ships or replace munitions. Many of my colleagues are convinced that the Dowd may retreat back into the Veil altogether.”

I shuffled uncomfortably in my chair. “With all due respect, Admiral, I believe that’s highly unlikely. So do the Sillibar, for what it’s worth. Animals are most dangerous when cornered, and we know how the Dowd reacted to defeat in the first war. Even after we crushed their fleet and Maltar was in ruins, they didn’t surrender—they threw everything they had at us. The Expansionary Fleet suffered more losses in the final suicidal offensive than in all the early engagements combined.”

“We aren’t planning on abandoning our current defensive posture just yet,” Lochlan said. “If they wish to go out in a blaze of glory by attacking the Golden Worlds, we’ll be ready for them. The tactical data from the fleet’s combat logs will prove invaluable. I’ve passed everything to the Science Ministry as well. They plan to study your engineer’s logs during the battle—perhaps there’s still a way to develop a countermeasure against this catapsi weapon.”

“I certainly hope so, though Engineer Vrisk isn’t confident his strategy will work on larger vessels. Until we figure out a solution I’m not certain how well any of our system defense fleets would hold, especially if the Dowd go all in and have nothing to lose.”

“And you believe that’s what they’ll do?”

“I can practically guarantee it,” I said soberly. “I didn’t put this in my report, but when the Dowd used their weapon on the Renegade, I connected with the mind of their leader again.”

Lochlan’s brow creased. “The same as what you described at Exodus?”

“Similar. I saw flashes of war and destruction, but also a fallen empire of ages past. At one point, the Dowd may have inhabited much of this part of the galaxy, perhaps even beyond.”

I paused briefly as the flurry of images scrolled back through my mind. Even without the Exarch actively rummaging through my mind, I swore I could still feel the psychic vacuum of its presence trying to me into the abyss.

“Just before we left the engagement, I got a deeper peek into the Exarch’s mind,” I added. “I saw their entire remaining war fleet gathering in a single location.”

“Do you know where?” Lochlan asked.

“Unfortunately, no. But they were amassing for a concerted attack—I’ve no doubt they want a repeat of the Battle of Exodus.”

“If that’s true, New Keledon would be the obvious target.”

“Possibly, but any of the Golden Worlds might work,” I said. “All I know is that we need to be ready. It won’t take long for the Exarch’s leviathan and the other reinforcements we escaped to meet back up with their brethren. For all we know, they could already be on their way to a target.”

“If they are, we’ll be ready for them. I’ll order a heightened alert for the next few days just in case.” Lochlan paused and stared off into space for a moment, then straightened up in her seat again. “In the meantime, Commander, I’m afraid your victory celebration is going to involve a lot of datawork and debriefings. I need you to—”

“Before we go over any of that, Admiral, there’s another matter of importance we need to discuss,” I interrupted. “One that’s rather time-sensitive.”

Her brows crooked in curiosity even as her eyes narrowed in annoyance at being interrupted. “Go on.”

I braced myself. This was it—the truly critical part of the briefing.

“It’s related to the matter of the Column operative, Leenam Telaar.”

Lochlan leaned forward again. “You finally received word from the Borderlands?”

“Yes,” I said, hoping she wouldn’t ask me to elaborate. It didn’t seem like anyone on the Renegade had told her that we’d met with the Wildcat, at least, so that was something. “The circumstances are complicated, but as I told you the last time I was here, Leenam and his sister wouldn’t have slipped off Oscura if they didn’t have a good reason.”

“Which was?”

“They raided a Column base in the Borderlands,” I told her, choosing the details I mentioned carefully. “They were trying to chase down the location of their missing brother.”

Lochlan’s mouth tightened. “The Intelligence Directorate isn’t going to care about family drama, Commander. They want the information he possesses.”

“I understand that, Admiral. But during their raid, they captured someone who knows even more about the Column’s operations than Leenam—a Shadow of the Seraph, specifically Soren Foln’s top lieutenant.”

The admiral’s gray eyes went wide. “Unharmed?”

I nodded. “They have her in custody right now. I guarantee the DID will care about that.”

“Very much.”

Lochlan tapped her long fingernails on her desk as she considered the possibilities. I’d clearly blindsided her with this development, but she wasn’t a stupid woman—quite the opposite, in fact. So it only took her a moment to figure out where I was going to try and lead her next.

“I hope you’re not about to ask me for the impossible, Commander,” she said.

“I wouldn’t dream of it, Admiral,” I replied, stopping myself from flashing her an innocent smirk. While that type of boyish charm had worked on plenty of women in my life, she wouldn’t be one of them.

“Good.”

“Though I will reiterate that Soren Foln’s top lieutenant would be a far more valuable prize to the DID than a man whose mind and memories were shattered almost beyond repair.”

Lochlan’s face hardened, and I was extra glad I hadn’t tried out that smirk.

“This isn’t a negotiation, Kal,” she said icily. “You are protecting a man who has committed serious crimes against the Dominion and its citizens.”

“A man who was kidnapped and telepathically indoctrinated,” I countered, doing my best to hold my ground. “Leenam’s crimes are the Column’s, not his own.”

“That is a matter for a tribunal to decide, not you.”

Her glare turned as cold as a New Praxian winter, and I briefly wondered if I had miscalculated how harshly she would react. If so, I wasn’t sure what I could do about it. The Wildcat was still cloaked the edge of the system far from anyone’s reach, but the admiral would be well within her rights to throw me in a brig if and when I refused to tell her where they were.

Fortunately, her eyes eventually defrosted, and she let out a frustrated but resigned sigh.

“Tell me, how did you want this to play out?” she asked.

“Right now, I want to hand this Shadow over to the Dominion,” I said. “I don’t expect them to give up the chase for Leenam, but I was hoping they might be distracted by her for a little while.”

“Mm,” Lochlan grumbled.

“But there is a problem,” I said before she could unleash a tirade at me. “We both know that the Column has agents throughout the Dominion, particularly in the DID. If we hand the Shadow over to them, there’s no guarantee she’d survive long enough to be interrogated.”

I didn’t add the part where the same thing would have been true if I handed over Leenam. Perhaps if I never brought him up again, she’d eventually forget he existed.

“I wish you were wrong, but you aren’t,” Lochlan said. “It’s why I’m eager to change our focus from the Dowd to the Column.”

“But until we can do that, we need to be realistic.”

“What exactly are you suggesting, Commander?” she asked.

“That we play things smart. Surely there’s someone you trust in the Directorate—someone who, if we delivered him or her a prize of this caliber, would be able to conduct a proper interrogation of the Shadow before letting the rest of the organization in on the secret.”

She tapped a fingernail on her desk again. The sound was little more than a faint click, yet in my mind it sounded like an arbiter’s gavel pronouncing a sentence.

“I have a few contacts I trust,” Lochlan said. “But transferring a prisoner of this importance is difficult to do without attracting attention.”

“Leave that to me, Admiral,” I said. “Tell me where to go, and I’ll get her there safely.”

“Do I want to know the details?”

“Probably not.”

Her gray eyes narrowed again. “You and I both know this isn’t going to work, Kal.”

“I don’t see why not,” I said. “I’ll meet up with my contacts in the Borderlands, pick up the prisoner, and deliver her wherever you want. Your confidant can get the DID the information it wants before any Column operatives can try to silence her. After that—”

“I mean this game you’re trying to play,” Lochlan interrupted. “I told you before that you would soon need to make a choice. Well, soon has finally become now.”

She leaned forward across her desk. “The way I see it, you have two options. You can turn Leenam Telaar over to me, with a promise that I’ll do whatever I can to keep him safe and to convince the arbiter that he’s not fully responsible for his crimes. If he’s lucky, he’ll receive a relatively light sentence.”

“After the DID has melted his brain,” I said darkly.

“An interrogation is non-negotiable, but I’ll do what I can to delay it until after this Shadow has been questioned. If she is the fount of knowledge we hope, his interrogation will be less vital…and less thorough.”

I felt my cheek twitch. “And the second option?”

“You deliver this Shadow to my contact. Afterward, you return here to the Bulwark…and offer your resignation.”

Bile rose in my throat. I had tried my best to be mentally prepared for this response. I’d repeatedly told myself that this was likely inevitable, and I thought I’d made peace with it. But hearing it directly from her lips still hit me like a hammer to the gut.

This really was the end. And it was every bit as inescapable as I’d feared.

“I should be able to shield you from further investigations,” Lochlan added. “Your companion’s brother can disappear. You’ll get your pension, and you can retire as a hero. But it only works if you stand down.”

“I understand, Admiral,” I said, the words tasting like ash on my tongue.

“I’m not sure you do.” Lochlan leaned closer. “Commander, you just won one of the biggest military victories in the past fifty years. You convinced two senior fleet captains that a natural-born ground pounder from the Borderlands is a worthy officer of the fleet. You’ve made alliances with aliens—adversaries—which no one thought possible. You would throw all of that away to protect this one man?”

“Like you said, I’m a natty from a backwater planet,” I said quietly. “To us, family’s still more important than anything.”

Her steely eyes turned as soft as I’d ever seen them. “We’ve become a good team, Kal. I really do want to give you a way out of this. But my hands are tied. This is the best I can offer.”

I nodded. “Just tell me where I need to go, and I’ll deliver this prisoner. After that…”

Lochlan held my gaze for another few moments, then turned back to her display. “My contact is on New Praxius. I’ll get you the coordinates and com protocols.”

“Thank you, Admiral.”

“You’ll have a few days to think about this, Kal,” she added quietly. “I suggest you use them. Because one way or another, it’s time. And there’s no going back.”

“I know,” I said, pulling myself upright. “Maybe there never has been.”
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My return to the Renegade was remarkably quick, though that may have been a byproduct of the fact that my mind had been racing during the entire trip. Future choices that had once seemed so distant were rapidly encroaching upon the present, and I wasn’t thrilled about my options…mostly because I didn’t seem to have any.

Because this wasn’t just about turning Leenam over to the DID, something that had never been on the table. It was also about the Catalyst, the Column weapon I hadn’t even mentioned to Lochlan. If she found out that I’d concealed that from her, then I wouldn’t be getting that retirement party or that comfortable pension. I would be on the chopping block alongside Leenam and the Shadow he’d captured.

Years ago, after Ash had been denied entry to the Wings of the Seraph and I’d been seriously considering walking away, Captain Ellis and Saleya had both told me—and convinced me—that for all the Dominion’s faults, it still offered the best chance for a peaceful, prosperous future. They had both been convinced that we could eventually carve out the rotten heart and replace it with something new.

Saleya still believed that was possible. Deep down, so did I. But the rotten heart hadn’t gone anywhere just yet, and there was no way I was going to hand a weapon like the Catalyst over to the DID or even Fleet Command. And if I couldn’t trust them enough for that, perhaps I shouldn’t have been wearing this uniform regardless.

I thought about discussing it with Miranda and Velarys when I returned to the ship, but I ultimately decided to wait. For one, the official post-battle party would be taking place tonight in the lounge, and I didn’t want to sour the mood. For two, it would take several days to get to New Praxius, and I wanted to use that time to think about what I truly wanted.

And to prepare myself to accept that there was no way for me to get it.

About three hours after my return, we received confirmation from the maintenance teams that the minor repairs they’d made were finished. The resupply ships had also unloaded by then, and the three special passengers I’d requested had come aboard. We took off shortly thereafter, and we rendezvoused with the Wildcat at the edge of the system like we’d planned.

Ash and Zillix came aboard right away. The former headed straight for Miranda, who had just gotten off-duty and seemed eager to catch-up on everything that had happened. The android headed straight to Vrisk in engineering for a similar catch-up, though probably without the drinks and terrible holo-dramas.

I boarded the ship once they were gone, wishing again that Leenam didn’t need to stay tucked away and out of sight. It almost seemed worth the risk of letting him out at this point, if only because this might very well end up being my last cruise as a Dominion fleet officer regardless. But then, I wasn’t sure if he even wanted to come out and join the party in the lounge. He’d never been all that fond of big social gatherings—it was one of many things we’d had in common—but I imagined he must have been sick of being cooped up by now.

The Yarasi healer, Kuriya, was sitting cross-legged in the lounge when I stepped through the airlock buffer hatch. At first, I thought she was meditating, but to my utter shock and unremitting horror, she appeared to be watching an episode of Rividian Nights on the projector. How many girls was Ash going to poison with this drek?

“Commander Zeris,” she said, her glowing purple eyes flicking toward me.

I nodded in greeting, then glanced around the lounge. “Leenam hiding in the back somewhere?”

“He is in the gym at present.”

“Ah. Well, I figure I’ll have a word with him, then.” I started across the lounge but stopped halfway and looked back at the projector. “Do you like this show?”

“Leenam claims that the writing is poor and that the characters are shallow,” she said. “But his sister greatly enjoys it. And I must admit, I find the premise interesting for reasons I cannot explain.”

“Ash can’t either, don’t worry,” I said, smiling despite myself as I continued into the wraparound.

I was halfway to the gym when I heard an odd scratching noise from up ahead. It didn’t sound like any of the weights or resistance devices. Just before I went in, I heard a thump followed by a familiar chuckle…and then an equally familiar voice.

“You got it, buddy,” the voice said. “Better not get too used to this—not sure how long I’ll be stickin’ around.”

Smiling, I turned the corner. Leenam was hanging upside down from the pull-up bar with his hand outstretched. Halfway across the room, Kalycos had both of his front paws on a metal coin, and he was pinning it as tightly as if it were actual prey.

“Fun new game?” I asked.

“Kal seems to like it. The little one, I mean.”

With a smirk, Leenam twitched his hand, and the coin abruptly shot out of the cat’s grip and skittered across the floor. He continued shifting the magnetic fields, moving it around in a circular pattern while Kalycos watched it intently. The cat’s butt wiggled and his pupils widened before he finally pounced at the coin again.

“You didn’t used to have that kind of fine control,” I commented. “Or much control at all, to be honest.”

“Bein’ indoctrinated into a group of psychotic insurrectionists had some advantages,” he replied dryly. “At least they gave me some real trainin’.”

With a groan, Leenam swung down from the bar. It was only then that I realized he’d taken it out of the mounting so that he could hold it aloft purely with the power of his mind.

“We didn’t have any instructors back home on Nirivarr,” he added, grabbing one of the towels from the chilling station on the wall and rubbing it over his sweaty face. “We were all just makin’ things up as we went along…some of us more successfully than others.”

“One thing I’ve learned is that not all powers require the same amount of finesse,” I told him. “Turns out that learning how to get shot is easier than learning how to manipulate the laws of physics.”

Leenam snorted. “Plus, you could take a punch even before you realized you had thorotine skin. I remember learnin’ that lesson the hard way.”

“If I hadn’t dodged when I did, you would have broken it,” I said, rubbing at my jaw.

“Would’a been less humiliatin’ for me if you’d passed out before you turned around and punched me back.” He snorted softly. “How long was I out, anyway?”

“Only a few minutes,” I soothed. “Long enough for Ash to get your dad. And your mom. And their pulse rifles.”

Leenam sent the coin skittering across the floor again, and Kalycos surged after it with the skill and grace of an apex predator who was somehow also the laziest creature in the Cluster.

“I didn’t think you were a good match for my baby sister, that’s all,” Leenam said. “Too rough around the edges.”

“You really would have preferred a city boy?”

“I wouldn’t have preferred anyone. I was nineteen and an idiot.”

“And now that you’re older?”

“Well, I’m still an idiot,” Leenam said, opening his hand. The coin flipped off the ground and flew into his palm. “But I’m smart enough to have accepted that my sister doesn’t need my help or my protection. And that she made a halfway decent choice.”

“Coming from an older brother, I’ll consider that a ringing endorsement.”

He gave me a lopsided grin in return, then leaned against the wall next to me. “You know, it’s strange. On the one hand, she’s still the same sweet girl I remember. On the other…well, the Ash I grew up with couldn’t have done all this.”

He waved his arms as if to encompass the entire ship.

“We all became the person we needed to be,” I said. “Those of us who had a choice in the matter, anyway.”

Leenam’s grin slowly faded. “Yeah,” he murmured. “I suppose we did.”

A short silence settled between us.

“Thought I’d let you know that we should reach New Praxius in fifty hours, give or take,” I told him. “I wish I could assign you quarters on the ship so you’d have a bit more space, but I’m still not sure it’s a good idea to let anyone see you just in case.”

“Oh, that’s all right,” Leenam said. “Never really wanted to be on board a Dominion starship anyway. ’Course, the Kal I used to know didn’t, either. Things really have changed, haven’t they?”

“Some more than others.” I paused and took a deep breath. “Though the biggest changes are still to come. Once we deliver our cargo, you’re going to have to decide where you want to go. Saleya has plenty of places where you can hold up until the ranch is ready on Nirivarr.”

Leenam grunted softly. “You know, after what happened to our parents and everything since, I’m still surprised Ash wants to go back.”

“It was still home once,” I said. “No reason it can’t be again.”

“I suppose it is hard to imagine my sister wantin’ to raise her kids inside metal walls,” Leenam said, tapping his knuckle on the bulkhead. “Open land, clear skies, food pulled outta the dirt instead of a processor…”

I nodded. “You never realize how much you miss it until there’s real sunlight shining down on your face again.”

Leenam’s cheek twitched. “Trouble is, I’ll bring danger with me wherever I go. I don’t want Ash and her little ones feelin’ like they have to look over their shoulders all the time. Probably safest for me to stay away—far away.”

“There will be plenty of other people in the settlement who are on the run, too,” I reminded him. “But you do have other options. I’m sure the Yarasi will honor your asylum on Oscura if you want to head back that way.”

Leenam cast a glance toward the lounge where Kuriya was watching holo-vids. “I’m considerin’ that,” he said, his eyes going distant for a moment before they returned. “Question is, what are you gonna do? Ash is gonna need you there on the ranch, not traipsing around the galaxy lookin’ for trouble.”

“I know,” I replied soberly. “I have my own decisions to make.”

“Look, I appreciate everythin’ you’ve done for me,” Leenam said. “I doubt I’ll ever be able to repay that debt. But I don’t like the idea of you gettin’ cooked on my behalf. If that’s the reason you—”

“It’s more than that,” I assured him. “Like you said, Ash deserves to have me around, and a starship is no place to raise kids.”

I could feel his eyes linger upon me even as I looked around the room.

“But you like it here, don’t ya?” Leenam asked. “Bossin’ around the jennies after we spent years hatin’ on ’em. It’s gotta feel pretty good.”

“The job has some perks,” I admitted slyly.

He chuckled. “Dad used to say we better be careful about that Zeris boy and the big ol’ chip on his shoulder. You sanded it down at all in the years since?”

“A little. Probably not as much as I should have.”

“Good. Little too much change recently, if you ask me. Can’t afford to forget who we really are.”

“That goes for both of us,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder.

Leenam smiled back. It was weary and tired, and there were a lot of tough years behind that face and those green Kreen eyes. But past the darkness, the smile was still the same one I remembered from years ago when he had finally let his guard down and accepted me into their family.

“Well, just hang tight for a bit longer,” I told him. “If you need anything brought aboard, let me know.”

“I think we’ll be all right,” Leenam said. “I have Kalycos here for entertainment, and Kuri’s got her shows.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Kuri?”

His eye twitched almost imperceptibly, and I caught the faintest flash of embarrassment in his cheeks before he turned away. “Yeah, Ash got her logged onto the Holosphere before we shifted. Downloaded all sorts of garbage.”

“Ah,” I said, trying hard not to smile. Maybe there was a little more Yarasi diplomacy going on here than I’d realized…

“But yeah, I’ll let you know,” Leenam added hastily.

“Sounds good,” I said, turning. “I’ll see you soon.”


13
The Last Dance


I fully anticipated that the Renegade’s lounge would be busier than it had been in months. When I stepped off the lift, I saw several of the crew standing outside the doors with drinks in hand. They were chatting, laughing, and generally basking in the afterglow of our momentous victory over the Dowd. Several of them straightened up when they saw me coming, but I waved off their concern and gave them an understanding smile.

After all, they deserved to celebrate. Mostly because of our victory, but also because everyone’s favorite hostess had finally returned to the ship.

I could hear the upbeat coming from inside even before I opened the door. When I did, I still found myself taken aback by how many people were inside—it had to be half the damn crew! The dim red lights flashed along with the music, creating the illusion that I’d walked into a legitimate nightclub rather than the lounge on a Dominion starship. There weren’t any dancers on the actual tables, of course—I was only willing to stretch protocol so far—but I did spot both Astra and Nyxe carrying trays of food and drink. The sheer size of the crowd was putting their serving skills to the test; the normally cozy half-circle was so full that the girls practically had to slither between bodies just to reach the tables.

Behind the crowd, the viewport along the port wall offered a glimpse of the pinkish-red mists of astral space. The swirl of colors were a close match to the lounge’s current lighting, which I had no doubt was intentional. Saleya had only been back on board for a few hours, yet she had already managed to make this place feel like home again.

I grinned as I maneuvered my way through the crowd toward the U-shaped bar on the starboard side. A part of me was tempted to give Ash a call on the holo, if only to give her an opportunity to throw on a dress and get herself made-up. It had been far too long since I’d taken her out for a night.

Another thing that might not be a problem soon, if this ends up being my last cruise.

The unbidden thought tried hard to sour my moon, but I refused to cooperate. Instead, I pressed on to the bar, and once I finally arrived, I saw the hostess chatting with Stormstrike and Olshenko, who seemed to be enjoying their drinks and one another’s company. My tactical officer’s flirting barrage the previous night must have hit at least one target, otherwise I couldn’t imagine that Mishiko would still be paying attention to him.

The moment the hostess laid her glowing pink eyes upon me, she politely disengaged from the conversation and sauntered toward the sprawling viewport a few meters away. I met her there, and while there still wasn’t a great deal of open floor available, the crowd made a concerted effort to give their commanding officer some space.

“Didn’t take you long to settle back in,” I commented.

“Would you prefer it if I’d taken my time?” Saleya countered. “You did invite me, after all.”

I chuckled as she sidled up against me in a warm but not quite scandalous way. She was wearing another of her elegant black dresses, and the reflection of the astral mists outside made her luminescent eyes seem even brighter than normal somehow.

“Everyone’s happy I did,” I replied, casting a quick glance back over my shoulder. “Just wasn’t the same without the morale officer onboard.”

“You seem to have managed well enough,” Saleya said. “They’re a fine crew blessed with a very good captain.”

My smile faded. “For now. Maybe not for much longer.”

Her tendrils swished curiously, but I waved off the unspoken question.

“You sure things will be okay in the Sapphire Star without you?” I asked.

She laughed. “Gor ran the casino for years without me, dear. I’m sure he can manage business fine on his own for a few days.”

“Without robbing you blind?”

She sighed, then gave me a disappointed frown. “One of these days, the two of you will be good friends. I just know it.”

“Probably about the same time the Dowd and the Sillibar sign a peace accord.”

After you resign, you’ll make more time to make sure Gor minds his own business.

I winced at the thought, and I felt myself starting to lose the battle against bitterness. But then, like a magic yellow panacea, Astra dipped in long enough to pass me a drink. I gave her an appreciative smile, and she winked as she spun around and returned to the bar. Her black halter and skirt were among the least scandalous outfits I’d ever seen her wear, since they covered perhaps twenty percent of her silken Neyris flesh rather than the five percent I was used to. As always, l couldn’t help but be mesmerized by the way she effortlessly bounced through the crowd on those towering heels of hers.

“The girls jumped at the opportunity to come back aboard for a few days,” Saleya commented. “They’ll have to share one of the crew quarters, but I assured them that we’d have extra room in yours at least once during the voyage. I trust you won’t make a liar out of me?”

“I won’t,” I said. It was one of the easiest promises I’d ever made.

“Good.” Saleya took a dip from her yellowish drink, then shifted her eyes back to the viewport. “The question is, why are we here? Your message was a bit vague.”

“Let’s call it an insurance policy,” I said, lowering my voice. “This isn’t technically a pleasure cruise to the Golden Worlds. We’re carrying some important cargo—cargo I don’t want anyone to track.”

She arched an eyebrow at me. “Is that so?”

I nodded. She didn’t need to know all the specifics about Leenam or Malura or the Catalyst right now, nor did she need to know any other specifics about our mission. Virtually no one else on this ship did, including most of my senior officers. The official line was that we needed to stop by New Praxius for a follow-up debriefing with Admiral DeGale, and everyone was too happy and relieved after our victory to inquire any further.

“What’s wrong, dear?” Saleya asked, putting her arm on mine. “You’re supposed to be happy, but you look like a stormcloud.”

I grunted softly. I should have known better than to think I could hide anything from her.

“We can talk about it later,” I said after taking a drink. As usual, Astra had mixed it perfectly. “I wasn’t planning to stay long. I should get back to the bridge anyway.”

“Kal, you have minions for that,” she said coyly. “That’s the whole point of being a starship captain.”

“Don’t let them hear you say that.” I gestured toward the crew. “But seriously, I could use a little time to think.”

“No.”

I frowned. “Excuse me?”

“Sitting around brooding is the last thing you should be doing right now,” Saleya said. “You’re the hero of the day, and you need to celebrate like one.”

“I’m celebrating right now,” I said, taking another sip. “But then I need to—”

“You’re going to finish that drink,” she interrupted. “Then you’re going to take me back to your quarters.”

I gave her a quizzical look. “The party will be going for quite a while yet.”

“They can manage without me,” Saleya said. “You can’t. Now finish that drink.”

I was shocked by the sharpness in her voice—she never used that tone with me. But I found myself bringing my glass to my lips before I realized I was doing it, and a few gulps later, it was gone.

“Better,” Saleya said. “Now take my arm and get me out of here.”

I had no idea what had gotten into her, but I set my glass down and let her slide her slender arm through mine anyway. If her plan to improve my mood was to lie beneath me all night, I certainly wouldn’t complain about it. But the strange twinkle in her luminescent eyes told me there was more to it than that.

A minute later, we had managed to escape the crowd in the lounge, and the two of us were riding the lift to the officer’s deck. We had drawn quite a few glances on the way out. Most of the longer-term crew were aware of our relationship, and thanks to the long-standing tradition of Dominion captains having alien mistresses, it wasn’t even a scandal. But that didn’t mean no one was jealous of their natty commander and his Velothi succubus.

By the time we were strolling through the officer’s deck toward my quarters, I was no longer thinking about the future…at least, not beyond the next few hours. Saleya hadn’t been forced to wait as long for the touch of her Imprinted lover compared to the last time, but I could still feel her desire smoldering next to me.

“I already arranged for another girl to meet us there,” she said into the silence as we moved. “I hope you don’t mind.”

I frowned down at her. How could she have possibly arranged something this quickly? Or did that mean she’d intended to head to my quarters before I’d spoken to her in the lounge?

“Um,” I managed. “I didn’t realize anyone else had come aboard before we left.”

“They didn’t.”

I came to a halt in front of my quarters. “Then what…?”

The door whooshed open before either of us touched the pad. Standing inside, her body wrapped in a sheer green dress the same color as her eyes, was Ash.

“Took you long enough, baby,” she said, planting a hand on her hip. “Thought you were gonna miss the real party!”

My mouth fell open. Her dress was absolutely stunning, maybe even more than the one she’d worn to the Quintillion on Kenabrius several months back. Her matching heels were so high they almost brought her to eye level, and the long slit on the side of her dress was similar to Saleya’s preferred design, though the cutout around her belly also offered a tasteful glimpse of the sexiest midriff in the Cluster. A single nearly invisible strand of fabric held the backless, low-cut top around her neck, and she’d painted her lips red and her eyes a smoky black.

She didn’t look pregnant—she looked like she wanted me to get her pregnant as quickly as humanly possible.

“Don’t just stand there gawkin’,” Ash protested. “Get in here and kiss me!”

Smiling, I rushed inside and slid my arms around her waist. Her Kreen heat enveloped me as we twirled around, temporarily lost in a universe where there was nothing but the two of us. I didn’t even notice when Saleya slipped into the room and sat down on the couch.

“Baby, it feels like it’s been forever!” Ash gasped as we pulled apart. I could already feel a sheen of sweat forming on my brow.

“Hasn’t it?” I asked.

She snickered. “You told me to be patient and wait for my meal,” she cooed, tapping my lips with her finger. “I can feel all those other girls waitin’ for me inside ya.”

“Just take it slow,” I said, my hands clawing at the bare skin on her back.

“Oh, I plan to enjoy ’em all, don’t worry,” Ash said. “Saleya offered to help out. Hope you don’t mind…”

“Not at all.”

I turned to the Velothi on the couch, and I caught a mischievous twinkle in her glowing eyes. I had been eager to get the two of them in the same room together for quite a while now, but the timing had never worked out. Now that it had, there was no way in hell that Saleya would just sit on the couch and watch. She definitely had something else planned…

“Oh, baby,” Ash breathed as she clamped my cheeks in her hands and nibbled at my lips. “Biggest problem with putin’ on a sexy outfit is that all I can think about is how good it’s gonna feel when you rip it off of me!”

I smiled. “You could always leave it on for a change.”

“Naw, you’d have to fuck me nice and gentle to keep from tearin’ it up, and we both know that ain’t gonna happen. After I get a taste of all those other girls on your cock, I’m gonna want you to rip me apart.”

My hands drifted down her back and squeezed her ass. “Then I guess we have a problem, don’t we?”

Ash nodded. “Luckily, I have an old fashioned solution.”

After giving me another hot, wet kiss, she squatted on her heels in front of me. Her skilled hands made short work of my belt and the fly beneath it, and I groaned in delight when her scorching fingers curled around my shaft. Stars, it really had been too long…

“Come to mama,” she cooed, parting her painted lips and bringing them to the tip. “What secrets have you got in there for me this time?”

Her eyes rolled back into her head as she flicked her tongue across the shaft, tasting my flesh as much as she was testing the psychometric impressions left behind on my cock. I had always loved watching her react to each and every discovery, as if she were a xeno-archaeologist searching for valuable relics.

“Oh, there’s my girl,” Ash said, smiling as she lathered the tip. “You kept her jenny womb nice and full while I was gone, didn’t ya?”

“I tried,” I said, moaning.

“Yeah, you did…”

Her smokey eyelids fluttered as she continued her feast, and it was only then that I realized Saleya had left the couch and crept up behind me. She pressed her body against mine, and her cranial tendrils gently stroked the back of my neck while her lips kissed my ear. I moaned softly, sinking back into her embrace. But then her fingers touched my mouth, and I realized they were holding an ice cube.

“Go on, dear,” she cooed huskily. She’s going to need time…and you need to stay cool.”

Smiling, I opened my mouth and enjoyed the contrast of cold on my lips and hot on my cock. Ash continued her adventure, and she even swallowed the tip several times before she gasped and leaned back.

“There’s Velarys,” she said. “I knew you’d give her plenty of attention.”

She dove back in, but this time she only swallowed me for a few seconds before her eyes widened.

“You got them both together?” she stammered. “How…?”

“Kal has always possessed a unique ability to bring women together for a common cause,” Saleya purred into my ear. “A natural diplomat as well as a soldier.”

I couldn’t tell if Ash heard her. Her eyes rolled back into her head as she suddenly swallowed my entire length, gagging herself as much on the memories of Miranda and Velarys as my actual cock. Saleya helpfully placed a hand on the back of Ash’s head to help her bob up and down.

Her flawless body had been making me hard for almost a decade now, and the slick, clutching heat of her throat had brought me off more times than I could count. But despite all our times together, despite how well I knew every centimeter of her body, the sight of her worshiping my cock—and the sloppy sounds of her choking on my full length—were more than enough to send me spiraling toward the abyss.

“Careful, dear,” Saleya tutted as she pushed the remainder of the ice cube through my lips.

The cube chilled my body but did nothing for the fire in my loins. I was about three seconds away from painting the back of Ash’s mouth when she abruptly pulled back and gasped for breath again.

“Oh!” she yelped, her eyes refocusing as if her mind were returning to her body. “Baby, all three of you? And multiple times?”

“The proof is right there,” I managed, gritting my teeth and trying to hold back the imminent explosion.

“I still don’t believe it.” Ash licked her lips, then gave me a sly smile. “Maybe I need to see this one in person.”

My brow furrowed as I chewed on the ice cube, and I was so distracted by the heat—and the fact that her lips were hovering by my cock—that I almost didn’t notice the movement in the shadows of my bedroom a few meters away. But then, to my utter disbelief, Velarys appeared…with Miranda right behind her.

The Yarasi was no longer wearing her uniform, but rather the sari-style dress she’d worn on Kenabrius the night she’d told me she wanted to bear my children. The glamorous outfit combined a long, flowing white skirt with a matching halter top, and the silver sash draped from her left shoulder to the opposite hip still had gemstones that were the same shade as her blue-violet eyes.

Miranda was wearing a short blue skirt and heels that made me appreciate the shapeliness of her legs all over again. It also made me realize just how rarely I saw her in anything besides her uniform or nothing at all. Her makeup was as perfect as it always was outside of the rare moments I messed it up, and her eyes twinkled impishly as she made her way to the couch and sat down.

I expected her to sit down, then slowly and seductively cross those legs of hers for me. Instead, she spread them wide…and then Velarys crouched in front of her. Miranda gasped softly when the Yarasi’s gray hands gently slid along her thighs, then pushed up her already short skirt another few centimeters. Velarys then leaned down and brought her lips and tongue to the other woman’s quim.

“Huh, I guess it really did happen,” Ash said, her eyes twinkling devilishly. “Stories are so much better when they’re believable.”

“There’s plenty more in there for you,” Saleya purred. Her tail slithered around my body and curled around my still-smoldering shaft. “Come, have another look.”

Ash licked her lips again, then returned them to my cock. She swallowed me centimeter by centimeter, stopping a few centimeters from the base to leave room for Saleya’s tail. While Ash bobbed up and down, enveloping me in her heat, the tail began to stroke me in rhythm with her movements. There was no way I could hold out…

“Go on, dear,” Saleya said. “Show her how much you’ve missed her…”

I moaned as the pressure built, but as good as the heat and suction felt, it was the look on Ash’s face that pushed me over the edge. She wasn’t lost in another psychometric trance—she was staring right up at me with those green eyes of hers, begging me to burst.

And so I did. The first spurt hit the back of her mouth so hard she hopped in place, and I fired four more thick blasts in perfect rhythm with the strokes of Saleya’s tail. If Ash had been any other woman, her lips would have overflowed, but my girl was no mere amateur. She swallowed just enough to keep pace while still leaving enough behind to have proof of her deed. After my last volley, she leaned back on her haunches and showed me the creamy white reservoir in her mouth…then gulped it all down with an earnest smile.

“Baby, you always taste so good!” she said, dragging her fingertips over her lips.

Saleya helped hold me upright when the wave of post-climax weakness crashed over me. Her tail remained curled around the base of my cock, and Ash giggled as she kissed and licked my shrinking tip in a valiant effort to resuscitate him. But what really kept me in the game were Miranda’s increasingly frantic moans from the couch. She was holding Velarys’s white mane with both hands now, and she propped her calves up on the Yarasi’s shoulders while Velarys continued her feast. It only took a few seconds before I heard the delightful whimpers of joy I’d grown accustomed to whenever I fucked Miranda over my desk or atop my bed.

“Damn, I missed that sound!” Ash said with another giggle.

Miranda may not have even been aware of us; her soul seemed to have temporarily left her body, and I couldn’t help but wonder what telepathic or psychometabolic shenanigans Velarys might have been playing with her. Either way, the Yarasi had started kissing her way up the other woman’s thighs, and it wasn’t long before their lips met in a warm, sloppy kiss.

“Well, looks like she’s outta the fight,” Ash said. “But you better not be. You promised you had more girls in there waitin’ for me.”

“A lot more,” Saleya agreed as her tendrils massaged my cheek.

“Then I can’t wait to find ’em.”
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Between the heat of a Kreen tongue and the tension of a Velothi tail, it didn’t take long for me to recover. Soon Ash was bobbing up and down on my cock again, though this time she’d wrapped her arms around my waist for leverage. Once Saleya moved her tail out of the way, Ash swallowed me to the hilt and allowed me to enjoy the scalding embrace of her throat for several minutes before she finally pulled away to catch her breath.

“You didn’t say anything about her!” Ash protested, first looking at me and then past my ear to Saleya.

“I wanted it to be a surprise,” Saleya said. “But you’ve tasted Astra before, right?”

“Hell yeah,” Ash confirmed as she dove back in for another reading. “And I’m goin’ to again!”

I closed my eyes and let her enjoy the taste of three different alien girls at the same time. Having spilled once, my endurance was much higher now, but I still wouldn’t be able to hold out forever. Especially when I glanced back over to the couch and saw that my other two girls had swapped positions. Miranda had done a lot of research on the proper techniques, which she had now put into practice with Ash many times. And from the delighted flicker in Velarys’s eyes, it seemed those same tricks were going to work on Yarasi, too.

“So. Many. Girls.” Ash shook her head as she eyed my spit-soaked shaft. “Baby, I’m so thankful you bring ’em all back to me.”

“Though it’s a shame you never get to experience them yourself,” Saleya said.

“Oh, that’s all right,” Ash said, tongue sliding over my tip. “This is almost as good.”

“Almost…but nothing can compete with the real thing. Fortunately, I came prepared.”

I frowned as Saleya suddenly released me, wondering what else she could possibly have in mind. With a sly smirk, she sashayed over to the door and hit the release—

To reveal Astra and Nyxe standing outside.

“Come on in, girls,” Saleya invited. “Welcome to the party.”

My jaw hit the floor as they strutted inside. They were both wearing dancing outfits—which was to say, lingerie and heels—rather than the cute but far more modest outfits they’d had on in the lounge. I had no idea how the hell they had changed and gotten up here so quickly. They’d been serving drinks just a few minutes ago!

“Oh, stars!” Ash gasped, looking genuinely surprised unlike when Miranda and Velarys had appeared.

“What…?” I managed, trying to find my own voice. “What about the—?”

“The serving drones managed the bar for the last few months,” Saleya said as she slid back in behind me. “They can handle another night.”

I remained flabbergasted as Astra and Nyxe both got down on their knees next to Ash. They smiled and waited patiently—not for me, but for her.

“Go ahead, dear,” Saleya encouraged. “You should listen to their side of the story.”

Ash glanced back and forth between Saleya and the other girls, confused and excited all at once. But Nyxe broke the ice by leaning forward, taking Ash’s cheeks in her hand, and bringing their lips together for an experimental kiss.

Their eyelids fluttered, and their tongues swirled together for a few seconds before the Velothi leaned back.

“Oh!” Nyxe squeaked, touching her lips with her hands. “So hot!”

“Let me see,” Astra said, leaning in to take her place. She kissed Ash deeper, and her veroshi tendrils didn’t hesitate to tease the huntress’s breasts through her thin green dress. Ash moaned in delight as she bounced back and forth between their mouths, and I wasn’t even sure if she was trying to take a psychometric reading. She may just have been enjoying the opportunity to finally taste my other girls in person.

I had known that Saleya would have one last trick up her sleeve…

“She deserves it,” Saleya said into my ear. Her tail had begun tugging at my cock again while her hands worked at removing my uniform jacket. Once it and my shirt were on the floor, she began raking her nails over my chest exactly the way I liked. “Don’t you agree?”

“Absolutely,” I breathed, gritting my teeth to hold back against the rush of pleasure while I watched the show. Astra and Nyxe were already getting overheated—I could see the beads of sweat gathering on their yellow and blue foreheads, respectively—but they didn’t let it slow them down. Their kisses grew longer and gropes got harder as they took turns.

When Saleya’s tail picked up the pace, I half-expected her to tug me off until I shot all over them. Compared to Ash’s skin, my hot mess would probably seem cool and refreshing. But just when I was about to pop, her tail tightened around the base like a tourniquet, and she held me in place for a solid minute before she resumed stroking again.

I knew from experience that she could keep up this game all night, bringing me to the edge over and over so that when I did finally lose control, the explosion would be especially massive.

“They might need a break,” Saleya said. “You ready to give her all your memories at once?”

I nodded. Astra and Nyxe both leaned away, panting and trying to cool off, while Ash looked like it was taking all her willpower not to lunge forward and embrace them anyway. She had to be so careful with everyone else…

But not me. Never me.

Reaching down, I took Ash by the arms and pulled her back to her feet. She teetered on her heels and gave me a surprised look…a look that soon turned ravenous. She jumped into my arms, enveloping me with her volcanic heat as she wrapped her hands around my neck and legs around my waist. I was glad that she had never intended for her dress to survive the evening, because I promptly made short work of it by ripping apart the single spaghetti strand around her neck, then casting the rest aside.

“Baby, you gotta fuck me,” she begged. “Right now!”

She kissed me hard as I hauled her past Miranda and Velarys toward my desk. Sitting her toned ass down on the edge of the glass, I pushed the tip of my cock against her sopping, smoldering sex. I had been with countless other girls since that first night I’d slipped inside her when the rest of my family had been sleeping, but no other cunt in the galaxy felt as right and perfect as hers.

Ash squealed as I pushed inside, her eyes fluttering shut again as her psychometry overloaded her. Unlike a blowjob, where she could pace the memories she was experiencing, she had far less control when I was actively pounding those same memories into her. In that moment of perfect bliss, I knew she could feel every thrust I’d made into another girl since we had last been together.

“Kal!” she panted. “Baby…oh!

I didn’t take it slow or gentle. We’d both known all along that once she had a taste of what I had to offer, she would want me to fuck her hard and fast. And that was exactly what I planned to do.

Getting a firm hold on her thighs, I drove into her unquenchable heat over and over, watching in delight as she bucked and moaned and squealed beneath me. I could feel the other girls behind us, patiently waiting their turn. I kept expecting Saleya to appear and help out, but she stayed back as if this was a holy rite even a Succubus wouldn’t dare interrupt.

The fire in my loins was soon burning as hot as her core, and it wouldn’t be long before I burst. Ash was close too, and she took my face in her hands as she struggled for breath.

“Stars, I wanna feel you shoot inside me…” Ash panted as she bit down on her lip. “But I can’t…oh! I shouldn’t be selfish tonight.”

“Then where—ngn!—where do you want it?”

Biting down on her lip, she pulled me close. “All over me, baby,” she said, her breath hot on my skin. “Shoot it all over me!”

I didn’t hold back. The moment she released her hold on my head, I slammed into her molten depths one final time, then pulled out at the last moment. I reached down to grab my cock and take aim, but Miranda beat me to it. Her invisible telekinetic hand pumped me over the edge, helping me fire a thick, arcing glob across Ash’s body and right onto her gasping lips.

She continued as my spotter throughout the entire salvo, ensuring I covered as much of the target zone as possible. Ash’s neckline, her tits, her midriff…by the time I was spent, there was scarcely a dry centimeter of flesh left.

“Stars, baby…there’s so much!” Ash said, giggling in delight. She moaned contentedly when she shoveled a creamy glob from her lips into her mouth. “Know anyone willin’ to help out?”

I chuckled tiredly. “I just might…”

The other girls were there in a heartbeat, each leaning in to claim their piece of pie before it was all gone. They were all smiles and giggles as they risked quick licks over the half-Kreen’s scalding flesh, and Ash herself looked as giddy as I’d ever seen her. After all these years of bringing her memories of my conquests, I’d finally brought them for her to enjoy in person.

And she was loving every moment of the attention. Even after the others had licked her clean, they didn’t move away. Astra and Nyxe each staked a claim on a different tit, their tongues and tendrils playing with Ash’s nipples as long as they could before they pulled away from the heat. Miranda went for Ash’s lips; they kissed as deep and passionately as they could in short bursts, and I saw the light of their deepening friendship twinkling in one another’s eyes every time they took a break.

Saleya had been focusing her efforts on Ash’s long, athletic legs, and she soon took my place between them. She began a wet, thrashing assault on the other woman’s quim, rotating between tongue, tail, and tendrils so no single part would overheat, and Ash’s increasingly frantic moans were a testament to Saleya’s Succubus prowess.

The only girl who didn’t stay to claim a piece of the Kreen bounty huntress was Velarys, who instead rose and stood next to me. She gave me a stern look as she wrapped her gray fingers around my withering cock, and I felt my heartbeat accelerate as she used her psychometabolic abilities to restore my stamina.

“Satisfying the huntress is only your first task,” she said.

“Guess I’ll have to pace myself, then,” I breathed.

“No.”

I frowned. “No?”

“I will not accept anything less than an exceptional, unrelenting performance,” Velarys told me. “If these other females are as worthy as you believe, then neither will they.”

Her tone was serious. Harsh, even. But I could see the familiar challenging twinkle in her eye, as well as the ghost of a sly smile tugging at her lips.

“They’ll get it,” I promised, sliding my fingers through her white hair. “As long as you’re willing to help.”

“I am your first officer,” Velarys said. “It is my duty to both challenge and support you.”

“And you’re damn good at both.”

“Yes, I am.”

She couldn’t hide her smile any longer, and I leaned forward and gave her a kiss. The crackle of psionic energy on her lips sent a resurgent warmth through my body, as did Ash’s sudden breathless gasps as the other girls brought her to another climax.

“It is time,” Velarys whispered as our lips parted. “I require satisfaction.”

Grinning, I hoisted her up into my arms. “Then let’s get started,” I said as the tip of my swollen cock began to sink into her warm, welcoming alien cunt. “Because it looks like I have a long night ahead of me.”


Interlude
Leenam


Deep Space, the Borderlands.

The ceiling had been staring back at him for at least an hour before Leenam finally gave up on falling asleep and rolled out of bed. His body was plenty tired, since he’d worn himself out in the gym twice today, but his mind refused to cooperate. Every time he closed his eyes, he was assailed by the psychometric visions he’d unlocked by touching the Catalyst.

Including the Chorus of the Void.

For a race that couldn’t speak, the Dowd were sure making a lot of noise in his head. He swore he could hear them, like soundless whispers in the back of his mind. At times, he even felt like he could see their fleet at the periphery of his vision…

“Shit,” he hissed, standing and rubbing at his eyes. This was far from the first time a psychometric vision had come back to haunt him. During his missions on behalf of the Column, he had traveled to plenty of dark and dangerous places—places where every building was imprinted with tragedy—and he’d often needed to sift through the horrors to find whatever or whoever he was looking for. His family’s power was often as much of a boon as it was a curse.

But right now, his gift may have been the only chance of figuring out what the Dowd were up to. Leenam attempted several other readings, but none of them had led to any new discoveries. He could sense the dissonant chorus, but he still couldn’t interpret it particularly well. Dowd thoughts and emotions were simply too alien for him to get a handle on.

Still, he needed to try. And if he couldn’t sleep anyway, he might as well do something useful.

Taking a deep breath, he retrieved the shirt he’d tossed on the floor and put it back on. For once, Kalycos wasn’t there with him—the cat had been sulking ever since Ash had left the ship. He was probably lying on her bed seething about his mother’s betrayal right now. That, or he was sleeping off the treats he’d stolen before anyone realized he had broken into the container with the skill of a master thief.

Leenam made his way through the wraparound toward the lounge. When he passed his sister’s quarters, he noticed that Kuriya was actually sleeping in there along with Kalycos. Yarasi didn’t seem to believe in closing doors out of principle, even when they had a prisoner on board. Though given the strength of the force field Zillix had installed to seal the infirmary, a ten-tonne Malgerian raptor wouldn’t have been able to escape.

He considered waking Kuriya up, if only so she could act as his telepathic spotter while he took another reading. But he hadn’t been in any real danger since his first foray, and he knew she needed the rest. Yarasi might not have needed as much sleep as humans, but they surely needed some. She had been so worried about maintaining his health since coming aboard that she’d rarely taken time for herself.

After heading over to the refrigerator to grab some water—he’d sweated out a dozen bottles while exercising today—Leenam made his way back to the workshop to check in on the Catalyst. But the moment he stepped around the corner, he realized he wasn’t alone. Dropping the bottle, he instinctively sank into a combat crouch and reached for the pulse pistol he had unfortunately left in his quarters—

“You felt it, too?”

Leenam froze at the sound of her voice, and he had to blink twice before he believed what he was seeing. Malura was standing in front of the Catalyst, her blue eyes locked on the small purple crystal.

Once he finally got over his surprise, he lifted his hand and reached out with his powers to create a magnetic field in his palm. Several hunks of scrap metal from his sister’s latest drone project lifted off the floor and hovered in the air as he prepared to hurl them with all his mental might.

“There was a shift in the Dowd chorus,” Malura said distantly. “They are coming.”

She closed her eyes, seemingly unconcerned with the debris he was about to throw at her. Leenam briefly considered attacking anyway, but stopped himself at the last moment.

“How the hell did you escape?” he demanded, finally rediscovering his voice. “We had you wrapped up tighter than a Founding Day present.”

“I could have escaped at any time.”

His cheek twitched. “But Kuriya knocked you unconscious!”

“The Yarasi know many interesting psychometabolic techniques,” Malura said coolly, her eyes reopening as she finally turned to look at him. “But so do I.”

Leenam hissed softly. “What about the force fields? And the restraints?”

She didn’t reply. She just stood there in her tattered black jumpsuit, apparently content to wait for him to accept the reality of the situation. Namely, that she wasn’t trying to threaten him…and that there was probably nothing he could do about it even if she was.

“Step away from the crystal,” he demanded.

Malura crooked one of her red eyebrows. “I have no intention of using the Catalyst.”

“Good. Then you can—”

“I want to help you get a clearer psychometric reading from it.”

Leenam’s mouth went dry. “What?”

She took a deep breath, then pivoted back around to face the crystal. “Even before I broke free from the Yarasi’s induced coma, I sensed you reaching out to the device. You have repeated the attempt several times since, to no avail.”

He wondered how she could have possibly known that…but perhaps it shouldn’t have been that shocking. Kuriya never had trouble sensing his mental turmoil with her telepathy, no matter where she was.

“I can help you,” Malura said. “Together, we can learn more about the Dowd and their intentions.”

Leenam paused for another moment, then slowly dissipated his magnetic field and allowed the metallic debris to settle on the floor. “I didn’t realize you had psychometric abilities.”

“I don’t. None of the Shadows possess your gift.”

“Then how—?”

“I have heard the Dowd chorus countless times,” she said, “and I’m more familiar with their Exarch than any other human. Before it turned its people against us, the creature spent nearly all its time aboard the Fist of the Seraph. With my telepathy, I should be able to help you translate their song.”

Leenam snorted. “You must be even crazier than I thought if you think I’m gonna let you inside my head.”

“Why wouldn’t you?”

“You kiddin’?”

Malura frowned. “Had I wished to harm you, you would already be dead. As would anyone else on this vessel who got in my way.”

“That makes me feel so much better, thanks.”

“It should. My charity is proof of my intentions.”

Leenam scoffed. “People don’t usually get credit for not bein’ murderers.”

“Most people aren’t Shadows of the Seraph.”

Leenam pushed his tongue into the back of his teeth. She had a point, in a fucked up kind of way. But it was one thing to convince him she wasn’t a threat and quite another to trust her enough to allow her inside his head.

“You have nothing to worry about,” Malura insisted.

Leenam started to reply before he realized she was no longer talking to him. Whipping his head around, he saw Kuriya standing in the corridor outside the workshop, her glowing eyes glaring daggers at the other woman.

“I will not allow you to harm him,” she said, stepping closer to him and making zero noise as she did so. It was only then that he realized she was barefoot. She must have just woken up and thrown on a pair of shorts along with one of his sister’s tops.

Malura stared back at Kuriya as she moved to Leenam’s side, and he had a feeling that the two of them were having an intense and impolite telepathic conversation he couldn’t hear. The more he watched their faces, the more worried he became that one or perhaps both of them would do something to escalate the situation, so he promptly held out his hands and positioned himself between them.

“Let’s all relax for a minute, all right?” he said.

“Why did you release her?” Kuriya asked.

“I didn’t—she, uh, she let herself out.”

The Yarasi’s eyes narrowed. “That is not possible. I placed her in psychometabolic stasis.”

“An impressive technique, but not an infallible one,” Malura replied. “In my experience, your people often overestimate their abilities.”

Kuriya’s eyes flashed. “We must subdue her again before—”

“It’s all right,” Leenam said, placing a soothing hand on her arm. “I know it sounds crazy, but I actually do think she wants to help.”

He saw the ripple of shock on Kuriya’s gray face. “You cannot truly believe that.”

Leenam looked back at Malura. She had definitely tensed up since Kuriya had walked in, but she still hadn’t done anything. If this was some type of elaborate Shadow trap, he couldn’t understand the purpose. Had he been in her place, he would have sneaked off the Wildcat and disappeared into the Renegade the moment he had escaped. But she hadn’t done that…nor had she taken the Catalyst.

“Do you really think you can help me take a reading?” he asked.

“Yes,” Malura said.

Kuriya frowned. “Leenam, you cannot—”

“But why do you want to?” he pressed. “Why not just steal the damn thing and try to escape?”

“I already told you, I have failed in my primary purpose,” Malura said. “By giving the Dominion the Catalyst, there is at least a chance they will be able to employ it against the Dowd and correct my mistake.”

Leenam studied her carefully, searching for any signs of betrayal or dishonesty. But just like when he’d confronted her on the supply depot, he couldn’t find any.

“I know you wish to turn me over to the Intelligence Directorate,” Malura added. “I was willing to accept that fate. But when I sensed the shift in the Dowd chorus, as you did…”

He nodded slowly. “You think somethin’ big is about to happen?”

“No,” she said. “I am certain of it.”

“She is not trustworthy, Leenam,” Kuriya said, voice wavering in disbelief.

“Probably not,” he admitted. “But you know what they say—nothin’ brings people together like a common enemy.”

Leenam paused and turned back to the crystal. It really didn’t look like anything special, yet he could feel psychometric impressions radiating off it stronger than ever, likely because he had connected with it before.

“How would this work?” he asked.

“I will attempt to guide you during your reading,” Malura said. “If the attempt is unsuccessful, I will return to the infirmary.”

Leenam nodded slowly, wondering if he was a fool for even considering this. Probably…but for whatever reason, he still felt an odd connection with her, as if they really were two faces of the same monster.

A monster that someone else had created.

“Then let’s try,” he murmured.

“Leenam!” Kuriya practically shouted.

“You can watch over me,” he said, taking her hand and giving it a squeeze. “Just in case.”

Her jaw tightened, not in anger but in fear. “I…I will do what I can,” she said quietly. “But I cannot guarantee that I can protect you.”

“I’ll be fine,” Leenam assured her with all the confidence he could muster. “But Kal wanted me to keep tryin’, and Malura’s right—somethin’ has changed. If there’s a way to learn what the Dowd are up to, we gotta take the risk.”

He could see that Kuriya didn’t like it—she downright hated it, in fact. But she seemed to understand that there wasn’t really anything she could do about it if he decided to push forward on his own.

“Let’s do this,” Leenam said, moving back over to the Catalyst. “You ready?”

“Yes,” Malura replied.

Drawing in another deep breath to prepare himself, Leenam reached out and placed his hand on the crystal. The visions consumed him the moment he made contact. Like before, he saw fragments of the past—the Catalyst inside the Chophus lab, the Dowd arriving to steal it, the Voidshifter arriving at the supply depot…

And in the background, music without melody. A fathomless tune. A Chorus of the Void.

[Focus,] Malura’s voice came into his head. [You must attune to the song.]

[What the hell does that mean?] he snarled back.

[I will show you.]

He felt her consciousness seeping into his mind, like smoke wafting in beneath a door. He almost fought against it—a part of him still didn’t want to trust any woman with her face. But the deeper she penetrated his mind, the more the chorus began to sound like an actual melody. There was a pitch, a rhythm, and a multitude of chords—

And then, in an instant, it was as fathomless as before.

[What…?]

[I can’t aid him if you block me!] Malura protested.

[I will not allow you to harm him!] Kuriya’s voice put in.

[I wasn’t harming him—I was helping him.]

[You were twisting his mind!]

[You have to let her help, Kuri,] Leenam said, hoping they could both understand him. [I can’t do this alone.]

[I do not trust her, Leenam,] Kuriya said.

[I know. But I need you to trust me.]

There was a ripple in the back of his mind, and Leenam almost released the crystal so they could have this conversation face-to-face. But then he felt Malura’s presence return, and the Dowd chorus slowly but surely began to make sense again.

[Follow the melody,] Malura said. [Follow the connection through the hive.]

Forcing himself to relax and focus, Leenam allowed the strange melody to carry his mind as if it were a tide sweeping him out to sea. He once again felt the surprise of the Dowd hive when Kal attacked them in the astral, followed by a wave of anger at the Seraph’s children. But then it all vanished in a wave of overwhelming rage and determination.

The future was already lost. The hive was already dead. All that remained was a promise shouted into the endless abyss—an oath of vengeance. A dirge of death.

Then, amidst the macabre melody, Leenam could once again visualize the Dowd armada gathering in the void of deep space. Hundreds of ships, thousands of drones, all waiting for the command to attack the Seraph’s children where they were most vulnerable.

That was when Leenam realized that the Catalyst wasn’t the only thing the Dowd had recovered from Chophus. The base had held many other secrets—secrets taken directly from Column operatives embedded within the Dominion. Defensive protocols, fleet assignments, combat capabilities…

And the one piece of information known only to a few select people in the Cluster.

With a gasp, Leenam pulled away from the Catalyst. He was panting hard, and Kuriya lunged over and placed her arms upon him for support. Malura was there too, her brow creased in concentration and confusion.

“Why did you let go?” she asked.

“Because…” he rasped, trying to find his voice again. “Because I know what the Dowd are planning.”

Her blue eyes widened. “What?”

“The mothership,” Leenam croaked. “They’re going to attack the Dominion mothership.”
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Homefront


My military record over the past year was nothing short of extraordinary. From the purge of several slaving cartels in the Traverse to unexpected battles in the Stygian Drift and at Exodus to the triumph over the Dowd shipyard in astral space, no one in the modern Dominion fleet even came close to matching my recent victories. And yet when I finally woke up the next morning, I couldn’t help but feel that all of those achievements paled in comparison to what I had just accomplished.

Namely, that I had managed to deposit at least one load into the bodies of six different beautiful women in a single night.

It wouldn’t have been possible without Velarys, naturally, whose psychometabolic powers had kept fuel in the tank no matter how many times I’d tried to empty it. And the other girls were immensely grateful for her efforts.

They were still here with me, all slung in different positions throughout my quarters. Miranda was cuddled in my arms, completely drained after Astra, Nyxe, and Saleya had taken turns introducing her to the world of soft alien flesh and dexterous tentacles. The other three were on the floor amidst a pile of clothes, their yellow, blue, and red flesh still sticky with each other’s juices…and from the immense volley I’d fired over them to complete the night.

My two pregnant lovers, Ash and Velarys, were cuddling at the foot of the bed, a result of the Yarasi’s insistence that the two soon-to-be-mothers spend time getting to know each other’s body. Since her psychometabolic powers let her handle the heat, she’d made Ash cum so many times we had all lost count.

Considering we still had plenty of time left on our leisurely cruise to New Praxius, I wasn’t too worried about rushing out of bed and getting back to the bridge. I’d planned a shift rotation around the party last night, so when I eventually woke up and glanced at the chrono, I wasn’t concerned that it was already late in the morning. We had more than enough time to clean up and recover before any of us needed to be presentable.

Or so I thought. I heard the soft beep of someone’s holopad from across my quarters, but the odds of figuring out whose it was before the call stopped seemed unfathomably low. I tried anyway, scanning the discarded clothes lying everywhere…and then noticed Velarys abruptly sit upright and frown.

I didn’t want to make a ruckus since everyone else was still asleep, and thankfully I didn’t need to. She turned and fastened her eyes upon me, then spoke into my head.

[There is trouble on the Wildcat,] she told me.

I sat up all the way. Leenam had probably been trying to get ahold of Ash, but Kuriya, his nurse, had simply reached out telepathically to the only other Yarasi on the ship.

[It is critically important,] Velarys added. [They wish you to come aboard right away.]

“Tell them I’m on my way,” I said, sliding out from under both Miranda and the sheets.

Given the choice, I would have preferred to shower and shave before seeing anybody, but the concerned look on her face told me I didn’t have time to waste. I splashed some water on my face, took three seconds to ensure I was presentable, then grabbed a fresh uniform out of my closet and made my way down to the hangar.

I wasn’t surprised to find Leenam and Kuriya waiting for me the instant I came aboard the Wildcat, but I was downright flabbergasted when the redheaded Shadow of the Seraph was standing there with them. I immediately wondered if this was some kind of trick—if perhaps she had taken over their minds and tried to lure me here for a fight…

“It’s not what you think, Kal,” Leenam said before I could spin up any grandiose conspiracies about what was happening. “She helped me take another reading from the Catalyst.”

“What?” I demanded, my eyes still on the Shadow even though she hadn’t moved a muscle.

“And we managed to figure out what the Dowd are up to,” Leenam added. “And where they’re going to attack.”

My mouth went dry, and I felt my pulse quicken when I saw the concern darkening his face.

“Just let me explain,” he said. “But you should sit down…because you ain’t gonna like it.”
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Leenam was right—I didn’t like it. I didn’t even believe it, not until after Ash had insisted on taking her own reading on the device.It was a tense moment, especially with the Shadow of the Seraph standing there being “helpful.” I didn’t like that, either, and I had half a mind to throw her in the brig or maybe shoot her out the airlock.

But eventually, the cold reality of the situation set in. The Shadow wasn’t manipulating them, and Leenam had indeed seen the Dowd fleet plotting an attack on the mothership. He didn’t know where or when, only that it would be soon.

I had to sound the warning. The problem was that we were currently in the middle of nowhere, and I had no idea where the mothership actually was. Almost no one did; the whole point of its defense strategy was to constantly move around so it couldn’t be targeted in a first-strike attack, even by an opponent with astral drives. Unfortunately, that also meant there was a good chance it was currently in astral space and out of direct contact…

Shit.

“You gotta get Lochlan on the horn and warn her,” Ash said. Before we’d come in here, she had looked tired from last night’s party. Now, after taking what seemed like a harrowing reading from the Catalyst, she was struggling to remain upright. “Have her muster another fleet to guard the mothership.”

“I wish it were that simple,” I said gravely, shifting my attention to the purple crystal resting quietly atop the bench in the Wildcat’s workshop. “The mothership could be halfway across the Dominion. And even if it’s right next door, the entire fleet is guarding the Golden Worlds. Convincing local garrisons to spare ships on a psychometric hunch won’t be easy.”

“It wouldn’t matter anyway,” the Shadow of the Seraph, Malura, piped in. She was leaning against the workbench a few meters away, her arms crossed over her tattered black jumpsuit. “Dominion warships have no defense against the Dowd catapsi weapons.”

“I don’t remember any of us askin’ you,” Ash snapped. “Now be quiet or I’ll have Zillix weld that pretty mouth of yours shut!”

I put a soothing arm on her shoulder and looked at the Shadow. I wasn’t thrilled about Malura being here either, but since she was, I saw no reason not to avail ourselves of her knowledge. She presumably knew more about the Dowd than anyone.

“How did the Column plan to deal with this weapon?” I asked. “You have your own ships, and as far as I can tell, they still rely on Synesthetes and psionic power cores. If you have a countermeasure you’d like to share, I’m all ears.”

“There is no countermeasure,” Malura said. “Had we known about these weapons, we would have destroyed them before they could use it.”

I scoffed. “You didn’t know about this weapon? Or their astral base? Or the fact that they planned to cut their leash the moment they located Exodus?”

She didn’t reply.

“Unbelievable,” Ash hissed. “How fuckin’ stupid is this Master of yours, anyway? He really didn’t think they’d ever fight back?”

“The Master is not…” Malura started, then paused. Her fists clenched at her sides, and I saw a wave of pain, frustration, and embarrassment wash over her face. “The Master was wrong about the Dowd.”

“Oh, ya think?” Ash said with a snort. “What was your first clue? The massacres? The single-minded brutality?”

“The Dowd were never meant to survive the war, only to cripple humanity’s enemies so that the Dominion would be the only power left in the Cluster,” Malura said. “It was the only way to ensure our victory without putting humans at risk.”

“Yeah, and how’s that workin’ out?”

Malura swallowed heavily. “Much worse than you realize.”

I frowned. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“The Master sought to strengthen humanity,” she whispered. “It is the only way that we will ever return to the greater galaxy and reclaim what is rightfully ours.”

“Reclaim? The Dominion already controls the rest of the galaxy.”

She slowly shook her head. “No. It does not.”

I studied her in silence for several heartbeats, then shared a confused glance with Ash.

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“Beyond the Veil, humanity has suffered a great defeat,” Malura said. “The Seraphim have been laid low.”

I wondered if she was lying…and if not, how she could possibly know this. The Expansionary Fleet had been completely cut off from the old Dominion for two hundred years.

“The Master chose the Dowd as his servants in part because they are more tolerant to the energies of the Veil than other species,” she added. “He was using them to fight two wars—one here, and one in the galaxy beyond. When you destroyed that jump gate in the Drift, you cut off their reinforcements in both directions. It is why the Master was forced to move his consciousness to the other side of the galaxy…and why he entrusted me to shepherd the Dowd in his absence.”

Malura gave me a grave look. “The Dowd threat is greater than you realize,” she said. “Destroying the Pride of Keledon would not merely cripple humanity here, but across the entire galaxy. There is no Dominion beyond the Veil, only ashes and memory. We cannot allow them to succeed!”

“We won’t,” Leenam said. He was leaning against the wall by the door, his eyes and face haunted.

“Don’t tell me you believe her,” Ash said. “Up until ten minutes ago, she was doin’ whatever Soren Foln and his Column psychos wanted!”

“She didn’t have a choice.”

Ash’s green eyes narrowed at him. “You better not be defendin’ her. Looks like Kuri still has a lotta work to get your head screwed on straight.”

Leenam sighed and moved off the wall. “Look, we already talked about this while you were on your way down. The Dowd have to be stopped—we all agree on that. Unfortunately, the Column doesn’t have a countermeasure to the catapsi weapon…but they do have a failsafe.”

He gestured to the Catalyst.

“The Dowd Exarch is the key,” he added. “The ‘conductor’ of the whole chorus. Catalyze him, and the rest of the hive won’t know what to do with themselves.”

Ash snorted again. “So what, you wanna invite him on board and stab him in the face with that thing? Because I don’t think that’s gonna happen.”

“The Exarch will be aboard its leviathan,” Malura said. “The only way to permanently disrupt the chorus is to use the Catalyst while it is connected to the hive.”

“If we had a way to get that close to it, we could just put a pulse blast in its brain,” I countered. “That seems like a pretty terrible failsafe to me.”

“Killing the Exarch will not be nearly as disruptive. The Dowd connection is so intense that the Catalyst will start a chain reaction throughout the chorus. It will not strip them all of their powers, but it will impede many of them. The Column strategists believed it would cripple their fleet.”

“Column strategists also believed the Dowd would never turn against them,” Ash countered. “Maybe they don’t know what the hell they’re talking about.”

Malura clenched her teeth. “Until the Dominion fleet develops a countermeasure, there is no other way to defeat the Dowd. The chorus must be stopped at the source.”

Ash huffed again, and she shot her brother a glare. But Leenam was looking back at me, a determined glint in his eye. For whatever it was worth, he clearly believed this Shadow. The trouble was that it didn’t really matter if she was right or not. It would take an entire fleet to take on a leviathan even without its catapsi weapon. And right now, we needed to think about defense, not attack.

I headed to the bridge shortly thereafter. We shifted out of the astral space, and I had Mesko send an emergency transmission to Rividian.

“How could the Dowd possibly know the location of the mothership?” Admiral Lochlan practically screamed at me over the com projector in my office. The twenty-second time delay in her response made the sudden rise in volume that much more noticeable.

“The Column has assets embedded in the highest levels of power,” I reminded her. “It seems like the Dowd managed to capture some com records and nav logs from the base on Chophus.”

I could see the rising fury on her face, and I shared it with her. These traitors had to be caught as soon as possible.

“The Shadow of the Seraph has a list of names, and she claims that she’ll willingly share them,” I added. “But that witch hunt is going to have to wait until we fight off the attack.”

“And you are absolutely certain about this attack?” Lochlan asked.

“Certain enough,” I told her. “I know it sounds crazy, and I know the Science Directorate doesn’t place a great deal of faith in psychometry. But Ash is the one who discovered the Dowd incursion in the first place, not to mention a dozen other critical clues since.”

Lochlan’s eyes narrowed, and I could tell precisely what she was thinking—namely, that if Ash was aboard the Renegade, then her brother probably was, too. The fact I hadn’t mentioned either of those things during my debrief on Rividian meant that I’d now dug myself an even deeper hole. I could almost feel that nice Dominion retirement pension slipping through my fingers.

But I didn’t give a damn about that right now. And I didn’t expect that she would, either.

“Kal, if you’re wrong about this…” she murmured.

“Then you have another thing to be pissed at me about,” I said. “You can add the fuel bill from all the ships you mobilize to the list of charges during the court martial. But if I’m right, the entire future of the Dominion could be at stake. I told you that they wanted to go out in a blaze of glory…well, nothing more glorious than the ship that brought humanity here in the first place. And the millions upon millions of unborn Seraphim who happen to be on board.”

I could see the horror on her face, and I could feel it in my bones. For most of my life, I’d mocked the jennies and their mothership and their whole way of life. But while there were plenty of things I still didn’t like about the Dominion, I had no intention of letting a race of faceless monsters commit yet another genocide. From the moment Leenam had mentioned the mothership, my mind had been filled with images of Exodus being consumed in nuclear fire…

“The Dowd catapsi weapons could make short work of the Mothership Defense Fleet,” I added, hearing the renewed tension in my own voice. “If they have some advanced warning, they could—”

“Kal, there’s no way to warn them,” Lochlan said. “The MDF has been moving even more than normal since the Dowd began their invasion. They’re scheduled to be in astral space for several more hours.”

I hissed softly, wishing that we had somehow been able to reverse-engineer the Dowd communications tech that let them send messages from normal to astral space. The forced communications blackout was the obvious and rather glaring weak point of the MDF’s defense protocols, but Fleet Command had long believed that the upsides were worth the tradeoff. In their eyes, the movement strategy prevented any possibility of an attempted decapitation strike. It was essentially the same strategy employed by some worlds with large oceans who would keep submersibles equipped with massive arsenals hiding beneath the waves where they couldn’t be detected. Of course, that entire defense posture would collapse if the enemy somehow figured out the next place you were going to emerge.

Or where you were going to shift out of astral space.

“The important question is where the mothership is going to end up,” I said. “We should scramble as many ships as we can to meet the mothership at their destination—that’s where the Dowd will be waiting.”

Lochlan’s hologram grimaced when my words finally got to her, and she looked at something off-screen for several moments. “The next shift point is in deep space about a hundred light-years from your current position.”

I called up a projection of the nearby sectors. The indicated coordinates were roughly equidistant between the Renegade and Rividian with us being about ten light-years closer, only a half hour difference at top speed with astral travel.

“I’ll set a course right now,” I told her. “Do you know exactly when they’re due?”

“Not precisely—there’s always a window even before you account for astral drift,” she replied. “But it should be somewhere within the next three to four hours. You won’t be able to make it in time. Even if you did…”

I could hear the unspoken sentiment in her voice—namely, that a single assault frigate, even a heavily modified one like the Renegade, was unlikely to make any difference in a massive naval engagement. Because while the mothership defense fleet had been winnowed over the past few months, with some of the larger vessels pulled out of rotation to guard the Golden Worlds in case of a surprise Dowd attack, the Pride of Keledon was still protected by over a hundred other vessels at all times. Our firepower would be a drop in the ocean.

But then, it wasn’t solely firepower we would be offering. My crew still had more experience fighting the Dowd than anyone else in the fleet. If this attack was coming, I intended to be there.

“We’ll get there, Admiral,” I promised. “Just make sure you have some extra cavalry coming in behind us.”

“I’ll do everything I can, Commander,” Lochlan said, her face tight. “For what it’s worth, I still hope you’re wrong about this.”

“So do I.”

The channel closed, and I ordered Reyes to get us moving the moment the coordinates came in. Less than a minute later, there was a flicker of movement from the window behind me as the Renegade shifted back into astral space. We were almost five hours away—remarkably close, considering that the mothership could have been on the other side of Dominion space. Yet somehow, it still felt like an eternity.

“There’s going to be a reckoning,” Miranda said quietly from across my desk where she’d been waiting. “If that Shadow can name the insurrectionist traitors, we can finally purge them from our ranks.”

I nodded grimly. We both knew it wouldn’t be that easy, not if the Column had as many assets embedded in the Dominion command structure as I feared. It seemed like a proper purge of the conspirators had a legitimate possibility of triggering a civil war, or at the very least a bloody rebellion.

Though in a grim sort of way, the Dowd invasion might have been a boon. One of the most dangerous parts of the Column was the fact that many rank-and-file officers in the fleet were sympathetic to the movement’s broader goals, especially the expansion of Dominion power over the Cluster. But now that the Column traitors had inadvertently unleashed the Dowd upon us, that sympathy would hopefully erode to the point that everyone would recognize the necessity of purging the ranks.

Of course, none of that would matter in the slightest if the Dowd managed to destroy the mothership and the future of the fleet with it.

“Sir, how are we going to stop them?” Miranda asked from across my desk, her normally calm, crisp voice wavering in concern. “Without the Yarasi to hold the line, our ships are vulnerable.”

“I know,” I replied. “We’ll have to figure this one out on our own.”

“But how? Vrisk’s countermeasure is only partially effective, and it won’t work on the mothership or any other large vessel.”

Balling my hands into fists, I stood and moved over to the window to look out into the crimson mists beyond. Command had been trying to figure out a solution to that problem ever since the Dowd had begun their attacks on Dominion space. The Golden Worlds were vulnerable, too, but at least they had a huge number of static defense platforms, some of which used conventional power sources and couldn’t be easily disabled. But the mothership had no such protection—all it could do was run.

“The obvious strategy would be to focus on letting the mothership shift away and escape,” I said.

“That won’t be easy,” Miranda said. “The Dowd can shift and pursue. And besides, they’ll—”

“I said it was the obvious strategy, not a good one,” I interrupted. “

I could feel her eyes on my back. “Do you have a good one in mind, sir?”

“No,” I said, slowly pivoting back around to face her. “We have five hours to change that.”
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After summoning all the senior officers to the conference room, I laid out the situation in painstaking detail. None of them particularly liked the various contingencies I’d come up with, but no one had anything better to offer. One way or another, we were about to fly into the gates of hell, and the odds would almost certainly be stacked against us.

Yet even as we sat there deliberating the impossible, I realized I wasn’t worried. There was no flutter in my chest, no tightness in my jaw, no apprehension in my heart. Despite the stakes—despite the fact we didn’t know precisely what we would be up against—I had full confidence in every member of my crew to get the job done, no matter how difficult the task ahead. The men and women under my command had proven themselves over and over in this war, and they would do whatever it took to carry the day, just like they had done in the Drift and at Exodus and in the astral plane itself.

Captain Ellis would have been proud of them. And I liked to think that he would have been proud of me as well.

The Renegade was fully prepared for battle well before the countdown struck zero. Just before we arrived, I was tempted to order Ash to take the Wildcat and get the civilians to safety, though I doubted she would have listened. Either way, it wasn’t really an option—we might need her ship and her piloting skills if this played out anything like I expected it to.

“Thirty seconds to shift, sir,” Reyes reported.

“Ops?” I asked.

“All systems green, sir,” Miranda said. “Torpedoes loaded; weapons standing by.”

“Good,” I said, keeping my voice calm as I turned to Velarys. “Go ahead and engage the cloak.”

The bridge dimmed as my first officer activated the Yarasi device. Whatever madness we were about to dive into, I saw no reason to show up with a giant target sign on our hull.

“Cloak engaged,” Velarys said.

I nodded. “Helm, it’s on you.”

The tension in the air was thick as the timer ticked down on the tac-holo. The last five seconds in particular seemed like they lasted several minutes. But then Reyes touched his console, and the crimson mists outside were replaced with the starry abyss of deep space.

An abyss that wasn’t as empty as it should have been, because we appeared right in the middle of the largest space battle the Cluster had seen in two hundred years.

“Enemy contacts!” Olshenko warned. “We’re heading straight for—”

He didn’t have a chance to finish before Reyes banked us hard to starboard. The cloaking device might have prevented us from being targeted by enemy weapons, but it wouldn’t save us from ramming into the side of the Dowd hive ship that was heading straight for us. The grav-restraints on my seat held fast as Reyes continued his evasive twist, and once we’d leveled out again, I watched as the tac-holo populated with so many red blips it needed a filter just to identify priority targets.

All told, the sensors registered three-hundred and twelve Dowd ships as well as four thousand of their fighter drones—an even larger force than the aliens had thrown at the Expansionary Fleet during the final battles of the first war. They outnumbered the mothership defense fleet three to one.

“By the Seraph,” Mesko breathed. “There are so many of them!”

“Easy, Ensign,” I warned. “I need a full tactical overlay.”

“Yes, sir,” Olshenko said, his voice tense but focused. He called up a full map of the active combat grids on the viewer overlay, and I did my best to take everything in as quickly as possible.

The Dowd had already inflicted considerable damage. At least eight Dominion ships had been destroyed or heavily damaged, including two cruisers and six frigates. The Dowd’s catapsi weapon had likely been responsible for most of them, given the tight positions of the ships and the proximity of the leviathan. This was a damn disaster…

Though not nearly as big of one as it could have been, thanks to the skill and quick-maneuvering of the MDF as a whole. The fleet was typically deployed in a multi-layered formation around the Pride of the Keledon to ensure that nothing, not even lightning-quick frigates or starfighters, could make an attack run at the mothership without being obliterated in a crossfire. And despite the losses the Dowd had inflicted in the initial attack, the MDF officers had somehow held the formation together and improvised a new defense strategy. Rather than forming into static battle lines where the Dowd could simply blast away with their catapsi weapons, the entire MDF was moving alongside the mothership like a school of fish, holding the defense formation while remaining mobile. The Dowd fleet was in pursuit, but the moving battle lines were making it much harder for them to punch through and reach the prize within.

I couldn’t help but feel a swelling of pride. The MDF was filled with elite officers leading elite crews, and they weren’t going to fall apart just because the enemy had gotten the jump on them.

Still, clever tactics alone wouldn’t carry the day. The mothership had no means of escape from any enemy equipped with astral drives, and while the Dowd hadn’t broken through yet, I could see waves of their swarm ships and drones accelerating around the edges to try and flank the defenders and force the mothership to stop or adjust course. Doing either might allow the Dowd leviathan to get in range and fire a disabling blast from its weapons that would end this battle—and the future of the Dominion—in a single shot.

“Sir, do you see those swarm ships in grid nineteen?” Miranda asked.

“I do,” I said, nodding and zooming in on the area in question where a Dominion cruiser and a pair of destroyers were trying to fend off a Dowd hive ship near the port flank of the mobile formation. Six swarm ships were currently sweeping around and setting up for an attack run.

“They probably have enough firepower to punch through,” Olshenko said, updating the tac-holo with prospective attack vectors. “And the lines in that section are too thin for anyone else to stop them if they make a run at the mothership afterward.”

“Then that’s where we’ll try to plug the first hole,” I said. “Helm, set a course—maximum speed. Coms, get the mothership on the horn. We need to—”

“Sir, I can’t get through to anyone,” Mesko said as his hands darted over his console. “There’s a massive jamming field covering the entire combat zone!”

I hissed and checked my own display as he sent me the readings. It wasn’t really a surprise—impeding communications was a tactic as old as time, and the Dowd had demonstrated a remarkable ability to jam both sensors and coms. And thanks to the nature of their psionic chorus, their ships could all coordinate telepathically rather than via normal com frequencies. The Synesthetes on the larger Dominion might be able to do the same, but that didn’t help the Valkyries, frigates, or destroyers.

“Engineering; Bridge,” I said, flicking on the internal com on my armrest. “Can you do anything about this jamming?”

“I will try, Commander, but I cannot make any promises,” Vrisk’s voice came back. “The field is much stronger than anything we have seen in the past. The Dowd leviathan is blanketing the entire combat zone.”

Of course it is, I thought darkly to myself as I eyed the massive warship. I was really starting to hate that damn thing…though at least we had taken out its long-range cannons, otherwise it might have been able to pummel the mothership from outside the defensive formation.

“Do whatever you can,” I told him. “We need to be able to coordinate with the MDF as soon as possible.”

“I understand.”

I closed the channel. I had full confidence that Vrisk would figure it out—the only question was whether he’d be able to do so while there was still a mothership left to defend.

“ETA to the target zone?” I asked.

“Sixty-seven seconds, sir,” Reyes said.

Nodding, I shared a glance with Velarys, and I saw the determination in her eyes. Somehow, we would fight our way through this. We always did.

“Divert power to the weapons, and make sure the Harpies are ready to fly,” I said. “We’re going in.”
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The six Dowd swarm ships had already started their attack run on the Dominion cruiser by the time we entered the combat zone. The sleek black vessels streaked in almost like a squadron of starfighters, their disruptor cannons pounding the cruiser’s forward shields. Normally, the destroyers on either side would have caught the charging swarmers in a crossfire, but they were so busy trying to fend off Dowd fighter drones that they simply didn’t have time. This was definitely a weak link in the MDF formation, and it was about to break without help.

Help the Renegade was about to provide.

“Drop the cloak,” I ordered. “Open fire!”

We streaked in behind the swarm ship in the middle of the Dowd formation, our psi- and plasma cannons unleashing a simultaneous barrage of brilliant blue-white and blue-green bolts of energy. Our many skirmishes with swarmers over the course of this war had given us a precise understanding of their capabilities, and Olshenko knew exactly where to aim. The Renegade’s barrage pounded the target’s aft shields hard enough to break through within seconds. Intense, short-lived bursts of flame engulfed the entire rear section as the plasma bolts melted through the hull, and by the time we streaked past, the swarmer was spiraling wildly out of control. The cruiser’s gunners spotted the vulnerable target and finished it off with a concentrated flurry of shots from its ventral cannons.

“Harpies: launch!” I ordered as we came about for another pass. Lasher and Stormstrike shot out of the hangar a heartbeat later, and I saw the flash of their drives outside the viewer as they moved to engage the fighter drones harassing our destroyers.

With their initial attack run broken, I wondered if the Dowd might revert to their old tricks and attempt a suicide run on the cruiser to make room for another assault. But no, they continued their modern trend of picking and choosing their fights. The five surviving swarm ships veered away, and the surviving drones soon disengaged to follow them. Under different circumstances, I would have been tempted to pursue…but not now.

“Almost too easy,” Olshenko commented.

“Don’t jinx it,” Reyes put back. “Plenty more of them out there.”

“Wish we could contact the cruiser and see if everyone’s all right, but I guess that’s still out of the question,” I said, looking at the com display. “Helm, get us closer to the mothership while we pick a new target. Lasher and Stormstrike will follow.”

“Yes, sir.”

I leaned back and studied the tac-holo to try and plan our next move, but I saw Miranda frowning at her console out of the corner of my eye.

“You have something, Lieutenant?” I asked.

“No, sir,” she replied. “I’m just…confused. Why aren’t the Dowd being more aggressive? You seemed convinced that this was an all-or-nothing attack from them. If so, they aren’t acting like it.”

She was right, of course. I had felt the Exarch’s rage and pain and frustration at the astral shipyard—I knew exactly what they intended here, and it wasn’t a slow, careful skirmish with the MDF. The mobile defense posture may have been a temporary hiccup in their genocidal plans, but it wasn’t as if they didn’t still have options. Their hive ships and leviathan might not have been able to directly overtake the fleeing mothership, but they had hundreds of swarmers and thousands of drones that could. What were they waiting for?

“Is there anything notable in this area?” I asked. “Stellar phenomena, com relays…?”

“Just the edge of the Vangaske Nebula, sir,” Miranda said, shifting the overlay on the viewer to reveal everything within about a light-year. “The MDF is loosely headed in that direction.”

I pushed my tongue into the back of my teeth. “By choice.”

As always, she quickly picked up on my train of thought. “You think the Dowd are herding them in that direction?”

Tapping my console, I called up a projection of the MDF’s current course. We didn’t have all the available data from the battle, since we had only just arrived, but the mothership had already made several course adjustments to keep its distance from the incoming Dowd.

Course adjustments that would definitely take it closer to the edge of that nebula.

“You think they have another force waiting in the bushes out there?” Olshenko asked. “Because that nebula shouldn’t be very disruptive to sensors, at least not this far from the center.”

“A little disruption might be all they need,” I said as I started thinking through the possibilities. “They’re good at scrambling sensors.”

“If the Dowd do have another force in that nebula, they could attempt to flank the MDF formation,” Velarys said. “Though it is unclear how much of a difference that would make. Their primary advantage is the catapsi weapon, but the leviathan is currently unable to engage. A flanking maneuver won’t necessarily change that, not unless they have a great many ships in hiding.”

“There’s no way, right?” Olshenko asked. “This has to be almost everything they have left.”

Almost everything, I thought as the truth hit me squarely in the face. I remembered the vivid description that Leenam had given about his psychometric vision—a vision that had included multiple Dowd leviathans.

“Tactical, get me a magnified view of that leviathan,” I ordered.

“Sir?” Olshenko asked.

“Just do it. I want a close up view of the dorsal side near where the catapsi weapon was located when we fought them in the drift.”

“Erm…yes, sir.”

A moment later, they overlay shifted to reveal a close-up view of the leviathan. The resolution wasn’t great, given how far it was away from us at the moment, but it was clear enough to provide the only detail I cared about.

“The long-range cannons we destroyed,” Miranda breathed. “They’re gone.”

“Because that’s not the Exarch’s leviathan,” I said, my pulse suddenly quickening. “It’s waiting in the nebula. Once it strikes, they can try to pinch the MDF with catapsi blasts on each side.”

Olshenko swore. “And we can’t warn them until Vrisk gets the coms back up.”

“No, but we don’t need to,” I said, eyes focused on Miranda. “Lieutenant, what kind of effect will that nebula have on shields?”

She paused for a second, then consulted her instruments. “In the heart of the nebula, most shield grids would be highly unstable. Here the effect would be relatively minor.”

“But still diminished?”

“A little, sir.”

“Good enough.” I turned to Velarys. “Reactivate the cloak. Helm, set a course for that nebula. Give the engines everything you have—I want to beat the fleet there by as much as we can.”

The bridge went deathly quiet. Even Miranda and Velarys were giving me looks like I had lost my mind.

“We’re going to attack them?” Olshenko asked.

“In a manner of speaking,” I said. “If we take out that leviathan, we take out the Dowd threat. So that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

Another pause, this one more pregnant than the last.

“How?” Velarys asked. “The Renegade is no match for a dreadnought.”

“I know,” I said. “Just get us over there as quickly as you can. And tell Vrisk to try his best to signal our Harpies—I want them to stay behind and help fend off the drones. They won’t be of much use for what I have in mind anyway.”

“What do you have in mind, sir?” Miranda asked.

“I’m going to bring the Exarch a little present,” I told her, then looked back at Velarys. “In the meantime, Commander, you have the bridge.”

She frowned as deeply as I had ever seen. “Where are you going?”

“To my armor locker,” I said, smiling. “I need to get dressed for the party.”


15
Breaching Fury


The Vangaske Nebula looked like a giant purple cloud of smoke amidst the backdrop of deep space. It wasn’t anywhere near as large or dense as the Ketule Nebula where we had first engaged the Dowd at the start of the war, especially at its outskirts. But just like I’d predicted, the Dowd were indeed using it as cover to hide a second attack force.

“And there it is,” I said as the Exarch’s leviathan finally appeared outside the Wildcat’s viewer. “How many ships are with it?”

“Twenty five other vessels,” Kuriya, the Yarasi healer, said from one of the consoles behind Ash. “They all appear to be swarm ships.”

“More than enough to help smash through the lines, especially after a few catapsi blasts.”

I pursed my lips as I studied the tactical display. The information was laid out very differently than on the Renegade, but everything I needed to know was there—including the fact that the nebula did indeed appear to be hindering the leviathan’s shields, albeit less than I would have hoped.

“The MDF isn’t far away,” I said. “We need to do this. Go ahead and tell the Renegade that—”

“Kal, this is crazy!” Ash protested, giving me a look hot enough to melt the paint off the hull. “Even for you!”

“Sometimes a long shot is your only shot. Figured you’d be used to it by now.”

I flashed my best wry smile, but I might as well have been trying to extinguish a plasma fire with a glass of water. She hadn’t liked my plan when I’d told her about it on the Renegade, and she liked it even less now that we were floating a few hundred klicks from the enemy dreadnought. But it was the best of bad options, which may as well have been my official motto these past few months.

“It’ll work, I promise,” I said. “Leenam and I will be back before you know it.”

Platitudes had never worked all that well on her, and the fact I was planning to drag her brother into my madness had reduced their effectiveness even further. I obviously couldn’t blame her—storming an enemy dreadnought would be an immense challenge for an entire company of troopers, let alone two men. But Leenam had been on board the moment I’d suggested it, and now here we were, about to decide the fate of the war and possibly the Dominion itself.

Yet despite the monumental task ahead of us, I felt strangely good about our chances. Then again, I always felt better after I’d put on my armor. Even after four and a half months of wearing a fleet officer’s uniform, it sometimes still felt like I was wearing a disguise. The Neoflex combat suit was the real me.

Leenam had already geared up as well. The tactical “weave” suit I’d brought over from the Renegade wasn’t as state-of-the-art as my Neoflex, but the sealable black composite armor was the perfect compromise between a lightweight skin-suit and true battle armor worn by Dominion troopers. I would get into an enormous amount of trouble loaning such an impressive piece of equipment to any civilian, let alone one on the DIDs most wanted list, but I didn’t give a damn about that right now. If I was going to be forced to resign anyway, I might as well break some more rules on my way out the door.

“There’s gotta be another way,” Ash insisted, shaking her head. “This ain’t gonna be like stormin’ that shield generator thing in the Drift. There gotta be hundreds of Dowd inside that thing!”

“Thousands, actually.”

We all turned around. Malura, the Shadow of the Seraph, was standing at the rear of the cockpit beside Leenam, her arms crossed.

“The Exarch controls the leviathan and conducts the chorus,” she added, “but it requires an immense amount of energy from a psionic metaconcert to power the ship. There will be at least a thousand Dowd with psionic abilities aboard, and five to ten times that many soldiers.”

“You cannot possibly overcome those odds,” Kuriya said, though she was mostly looking at Leenam.

“We don’t have to clear the ship chamber-by-chamber,” I told her. “We just need to get to their command center.”

“And we will,” Malura said. “The Dowd cannot stand against the fury of the Seraph.”

Ash twisted all the way around in her pilot’s chair so she could glare at the Shadow. “I don’t know what’s crazier, the fact you think you can pull this off or the fact you’re gonna take her with you! How do you know she won’t—?”

“She’s the only one who knows the layout of the leviathan,” Leenam interrupted. “And to be blunt, we’re gonna need her help. Even Kal can’t kill all the Dowd by himself.”

Ash wanted to keep arguing, I knew, and she was assuredly sick to her stomach thinking about how her brother and the father of her child were about to head into what seemed like near certain death. But the woman she had become—the huntress she had become—understood what needed to be done, whether she liked it or not.

“I’m gonna kill you both if you don’t come back in one piece,” Ash said, looking between Leenam and me before finally flicking her eyes to Malura. “And if you do anythin’ to harm them, I swear to the Seraph I’ll hunt you down and gut you like a wild horra. You understand?”

“Yes,” Malura said. “But we are short on time. The MDF will be here soon.”

“Right.” I looked at Kuriya. “Go ahead and tell Velarys that we’re about to make our move.”

The Yarasi woman glanced at Leenam one more time, then nodded. “Very well.”

I turned back to look outside the viewer. The Dowd weren’t emitting a jamming field all the way out here, so we could have used the normal coms. But that would have increased the risks of detection, and I figured we might as well make use of Yarasi telepathy while we could.

I gestured to the door, and Leenam escorted Malura off the cockpit and back to the airlock hatch where they could finish getting ready.

“This ain’t gonna be easy,” Ash said, putting her hand back on the flight controls. “Stars, there’s gonna be so many guns pointed at us…”

“They won’t see us coming,” I said. “And besides, you’ll have more power than you know what to do with.”

I turned to look at the other console and the Velothi woman sitting quietly in the seat. Saleya looked as calm as usual, though I could see the tension behind her glowing pink eyes. The last time we’d flown into the unknown, I’d done everything I could to keep her out of danger. But this time, we were going to need her skills.

Or rather, the one particular skill she had demonstrated at Exodus.

“Just be careful, Kal,” Saleya told me.

“When am I not?” I asked.

“Do you really want me to answer that question?”

“Probably not,” I admitted, giving her a tight smile as I put my gloved hand on her cheek. “We’ll be back before you know it.”

“Kethron Velarys has received my message,” Kuriya said, her eyelids still closed. “She awaits your order.”

Nodding, I gave one last look at Ash. I wanted to go over and hug her; I wanted to whisper a promise into her ear that Leenam and I would both return unscathed, and that it wouldn’t be long before we were all safe on Saleya’s ranch with this war and its chaos long behind us.

But I didn’t need to. She could see it in my eyes, just like I could it in hers.

“Get movin’,” she said. “This fight ain’t gonna win itself.”

I smiled, then put on my helmet.

“Tell Velarys we’re ready,” I said. “It’s time to end this.”
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Leenam and Malura were waiting for me in the Wildcat’s small cargo hold next to the workshop. The former was busy checking the two TAC-6 rifles I’d procured, his face alight with interest despite the fact we were about to dive head first into the abyss. I understood exactly how he felt. We were both boys from the Borderlands, after all, who had both grown up on stories and games featuring all manner of kick-ass Dominion military hardware. The only difference was that I’d been living out that particular adolescent fantasy for years.

Malura, for her part, was now dressed in a simple skin-suit and respirator. Her eyes closed as if she were meditating.

“You’re absolutely certain about this weak point in their shields?” I asked through my helmet as I shut the door behind me.

“Yes,” she replied, her voice still crisp and cool through her mask. “The Dowd shield arrays have had trouble with full coverage behind their third disruptor blisters ever since the Column installed the long-range psi-cannons. Coupled with the weakening effect of the nebula, we should have no trouble slipping through.”

“You’d better be right, because this operation won’t go anywhere if we can’t attach to their hull.”

“You should be more concerned about reaching the Exarch once we’re on board. The Dowd will quickly converge on our position.”

“Then it’s a good thing we have the Dominion’s ultimate killin’ machine with us,” Leenam said with an anxious smirk as he continued fiddling with the rifles.

“Yes, an Immortal,” Malura said. “A seemingly impressive power, yet so many of the Nines are…dysfunctional.”

“I know,” I said. “I killed one, remember?”

Her blue eyes narrowed slightly. “I suppose we’ll find out if you are skilled…or merely fortunate.”

I grunted, then turned around to look at the slender purple crystal they had moved here from the workshop. It was currently floating inside a containment field atop one of the empty cargo crates.

“You said that this was your failsafe, and that only you could activate it successfully,” I reminded her. “Pretty convenient, if you ask me.”

“The Catalyst can only be primed by a telepathic trigger,” Malura said. “Therefore, I am the only one here capable of using it.”

“You absolutely sure about that?” Leenam asked. “Because it seemed pretty active when I was takin’ a reading of it.”

Her lips compressed slightly. “A clairsentient might work, but you would need to understand the device much better than you do. And we do not have sufficient time for me to explain.”

“Then let’s go with telepathy,” I said. “What happens after you prime it? I don’t see a thumb detonator or anything.”

“A pinch at the top of the crystal,” Malura explained, holding her fingers over the device. “It could be depressed with a hand or be telekinetic pressure.”

“Simple enough.” I pursed my lips as I mentally ran through a likely flow of events. “You said that if we catalyze the Exarch, the Dowd fleet will fall apart. So how are you going to do that? Jab it into his head and turn it on?”

“The target does not need to be in physical contact with the device,” Malura said. “Anyone within two meters will be affected.”

Leenam’s eyebrows shot up. “Two meters? That ain’t exactly a huge radius. Or a practical weapon, especially if you activate the damn thing by touch.”

“I already explained that this is a prototype—it wasn’t meant to be deployed in this form.” She paused briefly, then sighed. “But you are correct, our task will not be simple. I will need to get close to the Exarch before activating the device.”

“And you’re sure we can’t just kill the monster when we see it?” I asked.

“Killing the Exarch will disrupt the chorus, but only temporarily,” Malura said. “Catalyzing the Exarch will destroy it, possibly for good. I suggest we plan for the latter but settle for the former if there is no other option.”

I nodded, looking her up and down and hoping desperately we weren’t making a mistake by trusting her. Leenam seemed confident enough in her intentions, and my own concerns were mostly ameliorated by the fact that we clearly had a shared interest, at least in this one particular circumstance.

What came afterward was an open question. But also one that wasn’t worth worrying about yet.

“And before you ask, I recorded my testimony for the DID,” Malura said, her eyes reopening. “Though if we perish, the Dominion will have far greater problems than hunting down a few traitors.”

“Depends if we succeed or go out in a blaze of glory,” I muttered. “How are the guns?”

“Incredible,” Leenam said, handing me my rifle. “I’ve been wantin’ to shoot one of these since I was six.”

I grinned inside my helmet. “Well, you’re about to get your chance,” I told him, switching on my com. “Ash, what’s our status?”

“We’re in position and about to go. I suggest you hang onto somethin’.”

“Right.”

I turned back to the Catalyst. I was even less thrilled at the prospect of holding that thing now that I knew it had a telepathic primer. I kept imagining our new companion flicking it on and getting me killed in the middle of a firefight…

“I’ll take it,” Leenam said, reaching out to retrieve the crystal. “You’re gonna get shot too much to hold onto anythin’ this delicate.”

“You’re probably right, I admitted. “I expect the two of you to hang back as much as possible.”

“I definitely will. But I can’t make any promises about her.”

I looked at the Shadow again, but before I could lecture her about being careful, the Wildcat rumbled beneath us as Ash fired the thrusters. Bracing myself against the wall of the hatchway, I brought up the tactical HUD inside my helmet. The view was different from a traditional tac-holo, since it was right in front of my eyes rather than a few meters in front of me, but I could still follow what was happening easily enough. The Wildcat was closing in on the leviathan, and the Renegade was out there somewhere nearby getting into position for its attack run.

Sending a frigate and a Yarasi interceptor into battle against a dreadnought was about as suicidal as attempting a boarding operation with just three people, but neither of the ships had any intention of engaging for more than a few seconds. They just needed to deliver their payload…which in the case of the Wildcat, was us.

“Don’t suppose you have some secret backchannel to contact the Fist of the Seraph,” Leenam said to Malura. “Because we could really use a superdreadnought right about now.”

The Shadow visibly winced behind her respirator. “I have no idea where the command ship is located,” she replied quietly. “Or what my replacement could be planning for the Column.”

Replacement, I thought, the word sending an eerie tingle down my spine. Every time I looked at this woman’s face, I couldn’t help but remember my battles against one of her fellow clones on Rividian and then on Nirivarr. There were those in the Dominion military, especially among the ground pounders, who liked to say that all aliens looked alike, and I had no doubt that some aliens thought the same about humans. But in Malura’s case, it was actually true. The fact that I’d watched another woman with her exact same face get vaporized in front of me was disturbing as hell.

“Kuri says the Renegade is about to strike, Kal,” Ash’s voice came over the com again.

“We’re ready,” I said. “Bring us in.”

I watched the tactical display on my HUD as the Dowd leviathan grew larger and larger. I held my breath, waiting for the inevitable volley of fire. Even though the aliens had never detected us while cloaked before, it was still nerve wracking to know how many guns could target us within a split second if the Exarch gave the order. But the first shots of the skirmish didn’t come from the dreadnought…

They came from the Renegade.

A barrage of blue-white bolts splashed into the leviathan’s weakened shields as Velarys decloaked the ship, and the plasma cannons soon joined in as the Renegade made a starfighter-style strafing run across the dreadnought’s port side. I couldn’t see many details of the attack through my HUD—the projection had nowhere near the resolution of a proper viewscreen—but the red flashes indicated that the Renegade’s weapons had pierced the shields in several locations just like Malura had promised.

My crew couldn’t have executed a more precise surprise attack against such an overwhelming target. The trouble was that now they needed to escape the retaliation in one piece.

Dozens of weapon blisters engaged all over the giant black ship, spewing a storm of yellowish bolts in the direction of our seemingly suicidal attack force. At nearly the same instant, Reyes broke off into a spiraling corkscrew, desperately trying to gain distance before the leviathan or any of its accompanying swarm ships could pin them down. More than ever, I wished I were aboard to link up with the ship and let my Immortal powers strengthen the shields…

But we had our own mission to pursue. As the Renegade accelerated away, Ash fired the Wildcat’s thrusters and brought us in toward the damaged section of the leviathan’s shields. I held my breath again, wondering if the aliens might detect us once we made physical contact with their ship. If they did, it would be a mad scramble for us to get on board before a swarm of fighter drones tried to blast us apart. But Malura had insisted that the odds of such a discovery were low, and part of the reason I’d asked Saleya to come aboard was to make those odds even lower. If the Dowd’s conventional sensors couldn’t detect a cloaked ship, then hopefully their psionic ones wouldn’t be able to detect her or anything near her.

The ship rumbled again as Ash brought us right up against the hull. It would have been nice if we could have used the regular ramp, but that was for docking in hangars or ports that already had an atmosphere. It wouldn’t do us much good here, since we would be walking out into the vacuum of space. This was an old-fashioned boarding operation, after all, not a casual meet-and-greet on a landing pad.

“We’re set,” Ash said. “No movement yet…the Renegade is runnin’ like hell, though.”

“If they find you, get the hell out of here,” I reminded her. “We’ll figure out how to get off this boat later.”

“Boy, that’s a great plan ya got there, baby,” she muttered.

“Thank you.”

I activated the compression seal to create a small airlock between us and the leviathan’s hull, and once everything seemed secure, I opened the circular hatch itself. The hull plate beneath had definitely been scorched by a plasma burst, but it was still very much intact.

“Stand back,” I said, grabbing the laser torch and looking at Leenam. “I’ll loosen it as much as I can, but I could use your help to break it free.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Malura said. A snapping hiss filled the air as she abruptly flicked her wrists, and a brilliant blue psi-blade materialized in each of her outstretched hands. Crouching over the open hatch, she jammed the blades into the exposed hull and twisted them in a circle as if she were holding laser cutters.

I thought I’d had a good handle on how powerful psi-blades could be, not just because of the countless stories I’d heard about the Blades of the Seraph, but because I had personally been stabbed by them on more than one occasion. But I never once imagined they could be powerful enough to carve through the hull of a starship as easily as a shank of Seraph’s Day meat.

Leenam moved next to her once she had carved about halfway through, and I heard a faint hum as he stretched out his hand and pushed against the metal with a magnetic field. The hull plate began to wobble, and Malura only had to cut another few centimeters before the whole chunk ripped free with a loud screech and then an even louder thump as the plate fell into the Dowd ship.

A containment force field instantly snapped over the opening to prevent a sudden decompression in the event of the hull being compromised. I had a breaching device prepared for that contingency, of course—Dominion troopers and customs agents made frequent use of such tech during boarding operations—but Malura once again had a more “organic” option. She simply jabbed her psi-blades into the containment shield, and after several moments of intense, teeth-gritting concentration, the field shorted out completely.

“We should make haste,” she said, looking up at me. I half expected her to arrogantly dive through the hatch, but apparently even Miss Super Psychic realized she couldn’t do everything herself. Storming a hostile vessel wasn’t a job for a psychic assassin.

It was a job for an Immortal.

Readying my rifle, I dove through the gap and dropped into the Dowd ship. My boots landed in the corridor beneath with a disgusting squish thanks to the mucus-like goo covering everything, and my HUD immediately adjusted to the near total darkness surrounding me. For the first few heartbeats, I thought we might have breached an area without any defenses, but then my targeting scanners picked up four hostiles closing in.

This is it.

As I rushed through the corridor, keeping my rifle level as I searched for targets, a distant part of me realized that I hadn’t shot anyone or anything in over two months—easily the longest stretch since Captain Ellis got me into the service as a ground pounder. But just like how putting on my armor had felt like coming home, charging into danger while holding my TAC-6 felt as familiar to me as breathing.

Which meant that the Dowd were fucked. I gunned the first two aliens down with a single salvo when they rounded the corner ahead of me, but the others were more careful. They hung back when their companions were summarily slaughtered, and my sensors detected that they were turning and moving away. Given how connected the Dowd were to the chorus, it wasn’t as if I needed to stop them before they called for reinforcements—it was already too late for that. But I still saw no reason to spare them now when we would have to deal with them later regardless.

I caught up with them in the adjoining corridor. Shooting as I moved, I forced them to dive behind the wall ridges that seemed to be everywhere. It was like having a firefight in someone’s arteries, especially with the goo covering everything.

Thankfully, the ridges proved wildly inadequate as cover, and since I didn’t need any, the corridor was clear in less than ten seconds. My HUD didn’t display any other nearby targets, but I knew that wouldn’t last for long. They knew we were here, and many more aliens—including psionic ones—would be on their way.

Leenam and Malura both came up behind me after I told them it was clear. But when I tried to check in with Ash, all I got was static.

“We don’t have much time,” Leenam said. “We gotta keep moving!”

With a nod, I took point. Leenam handled rearguard just in case the Dowd tried to come at us from the opposite direction, while Malura stayed between us. She looked wildly out of place between the two men with rifles and combat armor, as if she were an unarmed civilian being escorted through a combat zone rather than a psychic assassin. But I had a feeling that those blades of hers would come in handy soon.

We had two more firefights as we hustled forward—both quick and brutal—before we passed through a disgusting, sphincter-like doorway into another long section of corridor. Ostensibly, this artery of the ship would eventually take us to the Exarch’s chamber. I kept expecting Dowd Voidshifters to materialize around us, and I got more and more tense when they didn’t. Something was definitely off here…

The moment we passed through another sphincter and into a junction chamber, we learned what that something was.

“Get down!” I cried out when a blaze of disruptor fire greeted us in the doorway. Leenam and Malura both planted themselves behind ridges several meters behind me in the corridor out of sight, and I squeezed off a few shots from my TAC-6 before pinning myself against the sides of the opening to narrow my profile. It wasn’t much, as far as cover went, but a half meter of hull metal was better than nothing. And when I tried to close the sphincter door, nothing happened.

I swore under my breath as my armor sensors picked out targets. Rather than continuing to attack us in the corridors, the Dowd had set up a defense barricade…and a formidable one at that. From what my eyes and sensors could tell, there had to be a dozen soldiers in the circular junction chamber, all behind heavy cover. There also seemed to be some kind of balcony above them, which meant that the junction must have stretched between two decks. I couldn’t get a reading on how many aliens would be firing down from the rafters, but it would be a hell of a kill zone regardless. Even I wasn’t confident enough to charge through that, especially against disruptor weapons at close range.

“We’ll have to go around!” I called out as I fired off a few more shots.

“There is no way around,” Malura shouted over the barrage of incoming fire. “Not without doubling back and sweeping through more of the ship.”

I hissed as I pinned myself into cover again. The longer we took, the more Dowd would swarm this area. Our only chance of pulling this off was to storm the Exarch’s chamber as fast as humanly possible.

“Why don’t we—oh, shit!” Leenam called out at the same moment my sensors registered the grenade flying toward us. My first instinct was to dive in front of it to protect them, but Leenam beat me to it. There was a low rumble in the air audible over the fire, and the grenade abruptly changed course in mid-air as a magnetic field pulled it back inside.

Since Dowd couldn’t scream, I didn’t have the satisfaction of hearing any of them cry out in pain. But the fragmentation shards surely killed some of them…and convinced the others not to bother with that strategy again. It also gave me an idea.

“If we can’t go around, then we’ll have to go through,” I said, tapping the underbarrel launcher of my rifle where I’d loaded in three sonic charges. “The charges will blind them for several seconds. If you lay down covering fire, I can probably make it to that first position near the vents. From there, I can—”

“You’re thinking like a Nine again,” Malura cut me off. “Just because we can’t go around doesn’t mean we have to attack them head-on.”

“You lost me,” I snarled, leaning out and unleashing another salvo to try and keep the Dowd pinned. They already seemed to have recovered from the shock of the grenade. “Unless you have some psionic power that can blind them, we aren’t sneaking through, either.”

Malura pointed upward. “The chamber has two levels. There’s a half ring balcony with several other entry and exit points above. The Dowd will still have some soldiers up there, but it will limit their numbers and give you a better firing position.”

On the surface, the idea seemed crazy—it would take too long to shoot through the ceiling. But after seeing how her psi-blades handled the bulkhead when we’d boarded…

“I just need to cut in the right place…” Malura said, eyeing the gooey ceiling intently.

Drawing in a deep breath despite the increasingly thick clouds of smoke surrounding us, Malura conjured a fresh pair of psi-blades on her hands, then threw them up at the ceiling as if they were daggers. The beams of energy melted through the thinner metal of the interior hull with ease, and as she twisted her hands, the blades began to spin in a circle, carving out a passage even without her physically holding them. Once the plate was about to pop free, Leenam used his magnokinesis to grab the scorched metal so it didn’t fall on top of us.

“I’ll be damned,” I said, still wishing my sensors had gotten a better reading of the balcony. But given how other Dowd facilities I’d seen had been constructed, including the base we’d raided in Pact space, I had a vague idea of what to expect. And if I could get into a better firing position from above…

“Once you start rainin’ fire upon ’em, I’ll do what I can to disrupt the ones below,” Leenam said. “Doubt I can take ’em all out, but I can at least make a dent.”

“I will eliminate the rest,” Malura added, her voice as cold as steel. “Are you prepared, Commander?”

Another barrage of disruptor fire hit the hull ridge next to me, and I glanced up at the smoldering hole she’d opened. “I’m going to need a boost.”

“You’ll get it,” she said. “May the Seraph shelter you.”

I felt pressure building around my body, and before I realized what was happening, I was flying upward toward and through the gap in the ceiling as if I’d been wearing a jetpack. Thankfully, Miranda had given me enough telekinetic boosts over the past few months that I wasn’t completely flat-footed by the experience, and by the time I popped up through the hole, I was ready for battle.

The corridor above was significantly narrower than the one below, to the point I assumed it was a maintenance shaft designed for hovering mechs rather than Dowd. Regardless, it was effectively a chute leading out to a three-quarters balcony encircling the larger chamber where the Dowd had erected their defensive barricade. There were indeed soldiers up here behind cover, and without a lair of hull and strange goo between me and my targets, my helmet’s sensors got a much more accurate reading of the enemy positions. There were ten of them up here, still a hellish firing gallery for a single soldier to fight through, especially since I hadn’t caught them by surprise.

Still, ten-to-one odds were a vast improvement to what I’d been facing before. All I needed to do now was get to work.

The Dowd shot at me the instant I emerged, but I stayed mobile, rolling forward when Malura’s grip released and putting the multi-targeting capabilities of my TAC-6 to use. And while no pulse weapon could compete with the raw power of a disruptor at close range, my rifle still had more than enough bite to chew through nearly anything at point-blank range, a fact the nearest Dowd learned when one of my first salvos obliterated his cover and then the lower half of his torso.

Unfortunately, I didn’t get through unscathed. Despite my best attempts to keep low and mobile as I rushed onto the balcony, several sections of my armor were stripped away by incoming fire. The onboard sensors protested the damage with obnoxious red warning lights in the HUD, and the flashes of heat on my skin were about as comfortable as being branded by a hot iron. But my Immortal powers were up to the task, and I endured the incoming assault long enough to storm through their ranks, neutralize two more targets, and slide behind the balcony railing.

Once I hunkered down again, I effectively had cover against all the Dowd on the opposite side of the strange balcony area. None of the enemies on the lower level had a firing angle at me, either, though that didn’t stop them from trying. A flurry of blasts struck the railing from every conceivable angle, and the disruptors vaporized more sections of my cover with each shot. I only had a few precious seconds to plot my next move…

But then Leenam joined the fray. I couldn’t hear the magnetic field over the disruptor fire, and my armor didn’t have enough pure metal inside to pose a problem. But I did have to get an ironclad grip on the stock of my rifle to keep it from flying out of my hand. Thanks to the vision-enhancing module in my helmet, I was able to see well enough through the smoke and fire to notice when several of the Dowd soldiers on my level weren’t so lucky—their weapons were violently ripped out of their hands by the intense magnetic field.

Some of the barricades above and below were also affected, especially those that had suffered damage and lost integrity. Objects and debris started flying around as if a tornado had touched down in the middle of the chamber. Many of the Dowd were pulled out of cover and exposed; others were wounded or killed by the deadly and disruptive vortex. Amidst the break in fire, I found myself astounded that Leenam had grown this powerful…

And he wasn’t alone down there, either. A blue psi-blade flew across the room, killing one of the exposed Dowd as cleanly as a pulse blast. Another blade soared out in a different direction, decapitating another alien while its weapon tried in vain to track the new threat. Yet another was lifted out of its cover by telekinetic force only to be perforated by a storm of debris that ripped through its head and armor like a hail of bullets.

But there were still plenty of aliens left, and when Leenam’s magnetic singularity finally began to sputter out, it was once again time for me to join the assault. Bouncing up from my cover, I fired in short, controlled bursts, relying on my HUD to mark targets through the smoke and storm of debris. I dropped two more enemies, then three, then four—

And then, without any warning whatsoever, my body went flying backward as an unseen force slammed into me. At this point in my career, I had been thrown around like a ragdoll by telekinesis enough times not to panic, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t obnoxious as hell. Rage boiled inside my veins after I crashed into the wall hard enough to dent the bulkhead, and I focused through my temporarily blurred vision to locate my attacker. The Dowd psychic was across the balcony, its hand outstretched to maintain the crushing force now holding me in place. Meanwhile, the remaining soldiers on this level opened fire at their pinned and seemingly helpless target.

I had no idea how long it would take for them to breach my psionic fortification and disintegrate my flesh instead of merely my armor, and I had no intention of finding out. Because even though the invisible force was locking me in place, I was still holding onto my rifle, and all it took was a flick of my thumb to activate the underbarrel grenade launcher. I strained against the telekinetic field as the first shots pelted me, lifting the weapon upward with all my might…

And fired. My shot wasn’t aimed particularly well, but the great thing about grenades was that it didn’t need to be. The sonic charge launched about halfway over the balcony before it exploded, reducing one of the Dowd to paste and leaving the rest blinded and reeling. The telekinetic force holding me broke, and I bounced back to my feet and unleashed hell. Ten seconds later, everything else on the balcony was dead.

Leenam and Malura had mostly wrapped up their own firefight by the time I leaned over the edge and searched for targets. While he was smartly staying back behind one of the Dowd barricades he’d magnokinetically dragged toward his position, Malura had rushed into the fray. I only caught a few seconds of the massacre, but she moved through the smoke and hail of fire like a human lightning bolt. Without my helmet, I wouldn’t have been able to see anything besides the occasional psi-blade appearing just long enough to impale a Dowd before disappearing again.

“The Exarch’s chamber isn’t far,” she called up to me amidst the smoke and death. “But I can hear the chorus…and more are coming. They are preparing to ambush the mothership.”

I grimaced even as I continued scanning the area for any hostiles we might have missed. It would have been great if we could have checked in with Ash to see what was happening outside, but static was still the only response I got from my coms.

“Let’s buy ourselves a little extra time,” I said, jumping down from the balcony and landing amidst the carnage with a thud. “Can you move some of this shit over there?”

“On it,” Leenam said. Without the gunfire, I could hear the hum in the air as he shifted the magnetic polarity in the room. Chunks of metal throughout the room flew over to clog the passage we had just come through. I would have loved to mine it as well, but we didn’t have that kind of time. Hopefully the delay would be enough.

“This way,” Malura said, pointing at a sealed sphincter door in the back of the chamber. I wasn’t surprised that it didn’t open for us, nor that she simply carved it open rather than waiting for us to blast through.

I couldn’t deny that it was pretty handy having a Blade of the Seraph on the team. Though it would have been a lot easier to digest if she hadn’t been an insurrectionist—or Foln’s personal enforcer. But then, one couldn’t afford to be picky when you were about to storm the gates of hell.

“Let’s go,” I said to Leenam. “It’s now or never.”
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The Dowd had a few more surprises up their sleeves. We encountered one other group in the hall, a mix of soldiers and psychics. While the former tried to pin us down in the corridor, the latter shifted behind us and tried to engage us in melee. But between Malura’s blades and our rifles, we had no trouble fighting through. Two minutes and three more corridor twists later, we finally arrived at our destination.

I stopped a few meters away from the massive slimy door, giving my sensors an extra few heartbeats to search for potential threats on the other side. Their effective range here remained limited, but I was at least reasonably sure that they hadn’t put explosives on the door.

“The command chamber will surely be heavily guarded,” Malura said. “If you neutralize the defenders, I will use the Catalyst on the Exarch.”

I shared a glance with Leenam, and he reluctantly retrieved the crystal from the sealed case on his belt. As he handed it over to her, I couldn’t help but brace myself for her inevitable betrayal. But instead, she simply took the device and nodded.

“The Exarch is a powerful telepath, especially when augmented by the chorus,” she warned. “I will protect you as best I can, but you will need to stay focused.”

“That won’t be a problem,” I assured her.

“Then let’s finish this,” she said. “For the Seraph.”

I nodded, then continued forward. I assumed that Malura would have to carve her way through this doorway as well, but the gooey metal slid open as we approached, as if happy to welcome us inside. I froze and scanned for targets…

And felt my jaw drop open at the sight in front of me.

The chamber ahead was truly enormous, easily ten times or more the size of the Renegade’s bridge, and the glistening, ridged black walls made it appear more like the inside of a cavern than a starship. The interior was filled with numerous curved slabs of metal bristling with small purple lights. I assumed that they must have been crew stations of some sort, though if that was true, the layout would have given a Dominion engineer a heart attack. They were arranged seemingly at random all throughout the chamber, without any clear consideration for organization or purpose.

But far more surprising than the layout or size was the fact that there was only a single Dowd waiting for us inside. The Exarch was there in the center of the chamber, levitating about a meter off the ground. Its spindly black body was covered by an equally black robe and nothing else.

I moved carefully into the chamber, alert for any signs of an ambush. I almost took aim and shot the foul creature right then, Catalyst be damned. Anything to get this over with as soon as possible.

But in that split-second of hesitation, Malura made her move. Seeing the chamber empty, she dashed across the gooey floor with crystal in hand and prepared to strike—

And then shrieked and keeled over mid-stride as the Exarch unleashed a telepathic assault unlike anything I had ever felt before. My legs stopped working, my arms were drained off all their strength, and the last thing I remembered was my helmet plummeting toward the ground—

[Children of the Seraph,] the creature’s familiar voice stabbed into my head. [Bear witness to the end.]

Whatever protection Malura had tried to offer crumbled in an instant. And my own mental dam broke just as easily as a torrent of images flooded into my mind just like during our attack at the astral base. I saw flashes from the galaxy beyond the Veil: the destruction of vast Dominion fleets, the rise of reptilian aliens with multicolored scales…

And then the Crystal Throne itself. Vacant.

The visions shifted, showing even more devastation across countless worlds. And yet amongst the loss, hidden amidst the unrelenting currents of doom, a resistance gaining strength…

[The Dirge continues. The Void beckons.]

Before I could cling to any individual image, the tide shifted. I could see the leviathan launching its ambush. Caught unawares, the Mothership Defense Fleet was doing everything it could to buy time for the Pride of Keledon, but there was simply nowhere to flee. Pinched at both sides, the fleet was buckling under a concerted attack. I saw fighters exploding, starships listing in their death throes, and the entire future of the Dominion about to be cast into oblivion.

But it wasn’t over yet. Not by a longshot.

Forcing myself to breathe, recalling all the lessons I’d learned from all the other psychic assaults I had endured, I pushed back against the onslaught of images and focused on the tactile sensation of the floor beneath me. My vision cleared enough that I could once again see the HUD of my visor, and I clenched my teeth as I tried to pull my body upright. It felt as if I was lying beneath a tank mech; the Exarch was apparently augmenting its telepathic assault with a telekinetic one at the same time. But I had pushed out of a gravity anchor before, so I knew I could do this. If I could just concentrate hard enough…

With a roar of exertion, I managed to lift myself up a few centimeters, enough to catch a glimpse of the huge chamber. Malura was lying flat on her face perhaps ten meters from the Exarch, white Leenam was on his back behind me. Both were twitching and struggling against the telepathic assault. I had no means of aiding them…and they had no means of aiding me. I was on my own.

Thankfully, solo ops were my specialty. I reached out for my TAC-6, only to see that the Exarch had been smart enough to push it far beyond my reach. But I did still have my SP-2 Scorpion, so I commanded my suit to open the concealed armored holster. I got my hands on the grip, then pulled it out, took aim, and fired within a split second.

But it was already too late. Another wave of telekinetic force slammed into me as I fired, sending my shots wide and wrenching my arm backward. The pistol went skittering across the floor, and my arm might have been ripped out of its socket if an equally powerful force hadn’t stabilized me.

At first, I wasn’t sure what was happening, but then I saw Malura reaching out to me a few meters away. While she still couldn’t muster the strength to stand on her own, I could feel her telekinetic force pushing me from behind. Her blue eyes flicked toward the Catalyst crystal lying a few meters in front of her, and I knew what I had to do.

Getting both my hands in front of me, I began to pull myself forward. The floor was so uneven and filled with ridges that it felt more like scaling the side of the mountain than crawling, but with Malura’s help and my persistence, I managed to reach the crystal and scoop it up in one hand.

I couldn’t arm it on my own, but she had that covered. Her eyes flashed briefly, and the purple crystal began to glow nearly the same eerie color as all the consoles scattered across the room. All I had to do was crawl forward another few meters and activate it to end the Dowd chorus forever.

And to catalyze myself in the process.

The thought sent a chill down my spine, and amidst the relentless bombardment of images from the Exarch, I saw a vision of my own future—a future where I had not only been stripped of my commission, but my powers as well. I would finally be the natty colonist from the Borderlands. Not an Immortal. Not even a soldier. Just a man.

But there was no time to dwell on it. Through the Exarch’s assault, I could see its leviathan unleashing a catapsi blast. The MDF was scrambling, and the Pride of Keledon was fleeing. But the trap was closing around both.

The Dominion was out of time. And so was I.

I continued forward, teeth rattling as waves of telekinetic force slammed against me. It was like trying to move through a hurricane, and even Malura’s steadying hand wasn’t enough. I used my powers to flood myself with a surge of adrenaline, but even that only bought me forward a few more meters. The Exarch was still out of reach, floating above the floor like a god while I crawled on my belly like a sycophant. But I didn’t need to get right next to him, especially if I was willing to catch myself in the blast. Another few meters, and this war would be over.

Another few meters, and Captain Ellis—Razael—would be avenged.

[The Dirge continues. The infestation will be cleansed.]

A fresh ball of fury exploded inside me when I remembered the pain in the captain’s face every time he’d watched the old war holos. The devastation—the genocide—had haunted him for two hundred years. He hadn’t lived to see the end of the war or avenge those who had been lost, but I could in his stead. And that was exactly what I was going to do.

Growling in the back of my throat, harnessing all the strength I could muster, I hauled myself into a crouch. Yet another wave of telekinetic force slammed into me, then another and another. The attack pushed me back half a meter with each wave, getting me farther from my goal. But rather than fighting against it, I changed tactics—I focused on absorbing as much of the energy as I could to build up a kinetic charge as if I were getting repeatedly punched in the face during a throw-boxing match. I would likely only get one chance to release it, but if I timed it right…and if I had a little help…

I glanced back over my shoulder at Malura. It was taking nearly everything she had to stand firm against the withering assault, but in that moment of connection, I shared my plan with her…and she shared hers with me.

And then it was time to act.

The Exarch unleashed a final assault, and the moment the wave crashed over me, I channeled all the kinetic energy I had absorbed into a single psionic leap. I felt Malura give me a greater shove at the same moment, and I was suddenly flying through the air toward the floating Dowd. My hand squeezed the Catalyst, and I could have easily activated the trigger.

Instead, I jabbed it right into the Exarch’s featureless face.

“For Razael,” I hissed.

A telepathic scream rang out across the chamber, stabbing into my brain like a thousand tiny needles at once. I could feel the alien’s agony rippling outward through the entire chorus, buffeting every mind, every ship, with waves of torment. For the next few heartbeats, they were all effectively paralyzed, the same as if I had stabbed each and every one of them individually.

More importantly, the waves of force buffeting against us broke, and without that countering push, Malura’s mental pull sent me hurling away from the Exarch and the Catalyst lodged in its skull. At the same moment, she reached out and activated the failsafe.

This time, there was no telepathic scream, no ripples of mental anguish. Just a haunting silence that spread across the chamber and then through the chorus, as if it had all been sucked into the vacuum of space.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Leenam clutching his head and screaming, and several of the strange Dowd consoles in the room sparked and then burst in flames like overcharged plasma conduits. The entire chamber rattled as if it had been struck by a barrage of torpedoes, and I realized that may have very well been true if the leviathan’s shields had dropped. For a few terrifying heartbeats, it seemed as if the entire hive chamber was going to explode with us trapped inside—

Then the flames snuffed out, and all the eerie purple lights in the room went dark. The leviathan rumbled, the air hissed…and the artificial gravity disappeared.

I yelped in surprise as my body unexpectedly lifted off the floor. My stomach dropped at the sudden movement, and I reflexively scrambled to grab onto something. I barely managed to catch hold of the nearest Dowd console before I drifted away.

The sound in the room returned as a high-pitched ringing that gradually faded away almost as if I’d been hit by a sonic grenade. My HUD was doing its best to compensate for the darkness, but I was more worried about staying upright. I activated the zero-gee magnetics on my boots, but it took several awkward seconds to twist my body around enough for them to clamp down on the floor and hold me upright.

I heard Leenam calling out to me, and I craned my neck to see him standing a few meters away. He had either activated his own boots or used his powers to create an even stronger magnetic field. Either way, he seemed reasonably stable…right up until the ship lurched as if it had just slammed into a comet.

If I hadn’t already activated my boots, I would have been thrown across the chamber and into a wall with enough force to reduce every bone in my body into paste. That was exactly what happened with the Exarch—its body soared across the chamber and exploded against the wall with a disgusting squish followed by a spray of black blood. The same thing nearly happened to Malura, who appeared to have been struck by an errant piece of debris and knocked unconscious. She wasn’t wearing much metal, but Leenam’s magnetic field managed to snag her belt enough to slow her down so that he could physically grab onto her.

“Inertial dampeners are gone,” I hissed. “Structural integrity won’t be far behi—”

I was cut off by a loud, bellowing groan from the hull all around us. My HUD flashed a warning about both the draining atmosphere and the risk of decompression. I didn’t know enough about Dowd engineering to guess how long we might have had, but this thing was clearly going to come apart without psionic power holding it together.

“Kal?” Ash’s voice crackled in my ear. “Kal, are you there?”

“I’m here,” I replied. “We’re all right.”

“What in the blasted hell is goin’ on in there?”

“We took out the Exarch, but the ship is coming apart. What’s the status of the battle?”

“A shitshow if I’ve ever seen one. Bunch of the Dowd ships seemed to have stopped workin’, but plenty of others have gone ballistic makin’ suicide runs all over.”

I grimaced. “What about the Renegade?”

“They’ve been fightin’ this whole time. Seems like they’re tryin’ to cover the mothership as it makes a run for it. The Dowd don’t look organized enough to stop it, but I can’t tell for sure. It’s a damn hornet’s nest out there.”

“Just stay put if you can—we’re on our way.”

I turned to Leenam. He was carrying Malura—a task made significantly easier thanks to the lack of gravity. The problem was that trudging back through half the ship with magnetic boots was going to take time—too much time, at the rate the ship seemed to be coming apart.

“We’ll never make it,” Leenam said.

“Not if we have to walk,” I agreed, looking around the crumbling chamber for inspiration. “If you have any ideas, now’s the time.”

I could see his green eyes narrow beneath the visor of his helmet. “Actually, I might…”

Stretching out his hand, he used his magnokinesis to grab hold of one of the huge slabs of the interior hull which had rained down upon us a few minutes earlier. It was perhaps four meters long and a little more than a meter wide, and he set Malura’s body down on the back.

“Hop on,” he said, climbing up next to her.

I looked at the piece of metal, then back at him. “You’re serious?”

“It’s this or push off the walls,” he said. “But we gotta go!”

As ridiculous as it seemed, he was probably right. I hopped on, and he began propelling it forward like we were riding our own anti-grav sled. The push and pull of magnetic fields toward and then away from various bulkheads was like riding waves. I could tell from the rate of his breathing that it wasn’t easy to maintain concentration like this, but our movement was still a hell of a lot more controlled than swimming around through zero-gee.

It quickly became apparent that this had been the right choice. The hull continued to groan ominously as we moved, and the ship was listing while interia carried it forward. Assuming the jamming outside had stopped, I sincerely hoped that Velarys had instructed the Dominion fleet not to blast the dreadnought to pieces until we’d made our escape. But there was no way to know for certain.

The good news was that we didn’t encounter any other Dowd soldiers on the way back. The psychic ones had hopefully been incapacitated, while the rest might have been trying to flee the ship. Either way, we reached our breach point a few minutes later, and the Wildcat was still there waiting for us.

Leenam lifted us both up with his sled, and we sealed the airlock hatch. Just before Ash fired the thrusters to pull away. I tore off my helmet as I moved into the lounge, my heart still racing. Kuriya was there waiting for us.

“She needs help,” Leenam panted.

Kuriya’s glowing eyes widened, but Leenam didn’t wait for a response. He was already carrying Malura to the infirmary, and the Yarasi followed him.

Meanwhile, I sprinted into the cockpit. Saleya was sitting at the rear console, her eyes closed but her face strained as she held her hand upon the capacitor crystal to feed the ship power. In the pilot’s seat, Ash was gritting her teeth as she steered the Wildcat across a battlefield I could only describe as chaos incarnate.

A quick look at the tac-holo confirmed that the Dowd fleet was indeed in shambles. The other Dowd leviathan looked as dead as the first, as did most of the hive ships and other larger vessels. Most of the swarmers appeared to be fighting however, and they were intent on doing as much damage as they could.

Several more MDF ships had been heavily damaged or destroyed. Some had likely been crippled before we had taken out the Exarch, but others were reeling in space from suicide attacks. The mothership had suffered visible damage as well—I could see numerous scorch marks on its white-gray underbelly on the viewer—but it wasn’t currently under threat. The Dominion fleet and countless Valkyries were attempting to swat down the remaining swarm ships and protect the Pride of Keledon at all costs…and they were about to get some extra help.

“More ships comin’ in!” Ash warned.

I looked at the tac-holo as the data rolled in. Twenty-four Dominion vessels were heading directly toward the battlefront, led by a now familiar white whale of a ship that immediately brought a smile to my face.

Admiral Lochlan’s cavalry had arrived.

Sliding into the empty console station, I touched the Yarasi glyphs and activated the coms. It took a moment to send the proper codes, but then Captain Vikkar’s bearded face appeared on the viewer overlay.

“Zeris?” he blurted out. “What in the Seraph’s name is…are you wearing armor?”

“Felt like getting my hands dirty, Captain,” I said. “I thought you’d appreciate it.”

Vikkar snorted. “From the looks of it, you gave them more than a bloody nose this time.”

“The Dowd Exarch is dead, and the enemy forces have fallen into chaos. But they’re trying to take out as many of us as they can before they go.”

“Like hell they will,” Vikkar said with a scowl. “We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

The transmission cut out, and I watched with pride as the Korbinian and its task force came surging in with guns blazing. Two hundred years ago, the Dowd had broken the Sillibar and driven the Yarasi to retreat, but the Korbinian and its sister ships had held the line and broken the enemy ranks. It seemed fitting that the old girl who had been there when the war had started would be there at its end.

Blast by blast, ship by ship, Vikkar and his reinforcements finished the job our ancestors had begun. Whatever might have become of humanity beyond the Veil, the Dominion here in the Cluster would live to see another day. What had once been little more than a tattered fleet lost amongst distant stars was now the future of the Seraphim.

And it would be up to us to make it a bright one before we finally returned home.


Epilogue


The Nirivian air was cool and clean in my lungs, and the midday sun was even warmer than I remembered. The grasslands here in Oruva Province were so tall and lush that every gust of wind became a visible ripple spreading across the fields for kilometers in every direction. The colonists who had seeded this province had picked up and moved on without ever building a real settlement here, so it almost felt like discovering a virginal world untouched by industry or pollution. There may not have been any waterfalls or canyons in this part of the planet, but for my money, this was still one of the most beautiful vistas in the Borderlands.

And in theory, it was all mine.

Smiling, I glanced over the edge of the small hill I was standing on to watch as another of the alien kids tried to mount the rowdy chuunga rams. The fluffy quadrupeds were particularly temperamental this time of year, but the handlers were doing the best job they could teaching the children how to ride. It was a lost art in most of the Cluster, and it didn’t serve much of a practical purpose to keep them. But the kids loved it, and there was something refreshing about watching them interact with the natural world and its creatures. There were millions of fleet jennies in the Dominion who would go their entire lives without doing either. I didn’t want any of my kids to be among them, even the ones that Miranda and I had deposited in the mothership’s embryo storage. Not that I expected to have much say in the matter.

I heard the hiss of a vessel depressurizing, and I turned around and looked at the shuttle which had landed in the middle of the fields half a kilometer from the ranch. I found myself wishing that Miranda would be the one who emerged from inside—I hadn’t seen her in over six weeks, and I had no idea when or if that would change.

The shuttle’s actual occupant was still wearing a blue-gold Dominion uniform, albeit with pants instead of a skirt. She had also put on an extra jacket to deal with the wind, and I almost felt bad that I’d forced her to come all the way out here to talk to me.

Almost.

“Commander,” Lochlan called out as she approached, the grasslands wind whipping around her long, graying red hair. She shielded her eyes from the sun as she moved closer, but I knew from experience it didn’t help all that much.

“Admiral,” I replied, offering her a nod rather than a full salute. After all, while she may have been in uniform, I certainly wasn’t. “Surprised you managed to find me.”

“You didn’t make it easy,” she said, moving up beside me atop the hill. I saw two black-armored Dominion soldiers peek out of the shuttle, but they stayed back—presumably at her request.

“Sorry about that,” I lied. “Just enjoying some fresh air.”

Lochlan grunted so softly I could barely hear it over the wind. “You know why I’m here.”

“Do I?”

“Yes. You stopped answering your holopad.”

“Ah. Well, the reception is pretty bad out here. Nearest relay is—”

“Cut the bullshit, Commander,” Lochlan growled. “You’ve had your fun, but now it’s time to get back to work.”

I raised a curious eyebrow at her. “We’ve been over this, Admiral. Many times. There’s no way for me to—”

“Fleet Command agreed to your proposal.”

I blinked. Had she been anyone else, I would have assumed she was lying. But Lochlan wasn’t the teasing type. Even with her hair blowing into her face, she had the same steely, hardass expression as always.

“Now?” I asked. “After all this time?”

“It’s only been ten weeks. In bureaucratic terms, that’s practically ten minutes.”

“I suppose,” I murmured, genuinely taken aback. “But I never thought they’d agree to it. You never thought they’d agreed to it.”

“I’ve been wrong before,” Lochlan replied. “Not often, mind you, but it’s been known to happen.”

A faint smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. It was such a rare sight I couldn’t help but smile back.

“You must have had to pull a lot of strings,” I said.

“All of them, in fact,” she said. “But not as hard as I expected. Even the most stubborn officers were willing to give the man who defeated the Dowd and saved the mothership a bit of extra leeway.”

Lochlan glanced out over the hill to the ranch beyond. “It didn’t hurt when the Vanguard started using images of you in their recruitment holos. The New Praxius garrison tripled recruitment numbers last month, nearly all natural-born boys from the Borderlands. You’re a war hero, Commander. No one can deny that anymore, no matter how much they might want to.”

“Mm,” I murmured, following her gaze out to the children riding the chuunga rams. One of the Neyris boys really seemed to be getting the hang of it. “Does being a war hero come with a bigger pension?”

“No,” she said, turning back to face me. “But it does get you the opportunity of a lifetime. The question is whether you’re going to take it.”

I drew in a long, slow breath. “They agreed to everything?”

“They did. Your Kreen consort and any children you have with her will be granted full citizenship.”

“That’s a start. What about Lieutenant Pierce?”

“The Renegade’s crew has mostly been reassigned. But the Logistics Ministry has opened a new office on Kenabrius, and she’s been offered an executive position.”

I smiled. “What about—”

“The datawork is already in for your Velothi mistress,” Lochlan continued. “For what I know, she’s planning some heavy renovations, but she has permission from the Dominion Consulate and the Assembly to open that bar on Kenabrius. I also have assurances that any and all investigations into her illicit activities in Dominion space have been put on ice for the time being.”

“Just for the time being?”

“Take the win, Commander.” Lochlan paused for a moment, then sighed and crossed her arms. “Though you might want to convince her to change the name of the establishment. After what happened on the mothership, it seems needlessly…provocative.”

I smiled again. Saleya had actually suggested several different names; I was the one who had convinced her to go with Second Wind if and when the datawork ever went through.

“I’ll see what I can do,” I said.

“The Yarasi have also agreed to allow Kethron Velarys to serve on Kenabrius for the duration of her pregnancy,” Lochlan added. “Though I had nothing to do with that. She seems to have made the case herself.”

“Velarys can be very persuasive. And Councilor Naralys seems to like me well enough.”

“Most of the Yarasi do.” She raised a fading red eyebrow. “Incidentally, Prelach Kithra contacted my office before I left. Her battleship is due on the station in a few weeks, and she requested a personal audience with you by name. Do you know why?”

“Just some unfinished business from our mission in astral space,” I replied as evenly as I could.

“Ah,” Lochlan said, shifting her gaze out to the field where Kuriya was kneeling by one of the children. The reflection of the sun on her white jacket and hair was practically blinding. “You do seem to have a way with the Yarasi. A year ago, I never could have imagined anyone with ‘Yarasi contacts.’ They didn’t want anything to do with us.”

“You just need to know how to speak their language. They aren’t that different from Krosians.”

She arched a skeptical eyebrow.

“Okay, they’re pretty different,” I admitted. “But all warriors share the same language.”

“I see.” Lochlan paused for a moment, then crossed her arms. “You should know that I received the latest reports from the mothership. The intelligence we gathered from the Shadow of the Seraph has led to several more arrests, including two junior officers that had disappeared and were trying to flee Dominion space altogether.”

“But nothing yet on Admiral DeGale?”

She winced at the sound of his name, as if I’d slipped the tip of a dagger between her ribs. Even now, two months after Malura had revealed that the Column had an asset in the Admiralty, Lochlan still hadn’t gotten over it. The fact that DeGale and most of his staff had vanished overnight—and that the DID had so far been unable to find him—was undoubtedly costing her sleep.

“Not yet,” she said. “But we’ll force every single one of these rats out of their hole eventually. It’s only a matter of time.”

“I hope so. They’ve taken a beating, but they’re not out of the game yet.”

“You may be more right than you know. The DID is convinced that Column agents are responsible for the latest round of violence in the Angoth colonies, and I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if they’re doing everything they can to help that Krosian warlord who has been wreaking havoc near Lohiri. I don’t have to tell you what happens if the Pact Governing Authority collapses.”

I nodded gravely. “Have you considered my other proposal yet?”

Another strong gust of wind whipped her hair into her eyes, and her steely expression returned. “Do you honestly believe he’s the best man for the job?”

“I believe he may be the only man for the job,” I said. “Leenam knows the Borderlands, the Column, and the underworld. He even knows Oscura pretty well. And his rare gifts are uniquely suited to this kind of operation.”

Her cheek twitched. “None of which changes the fact that he’s a wanted man.”

“A wanted man who was there with me on the Dowd dreadnought—a wanted man who exposed the attack on the mothership in the first place. I’m not expecting anyone to stick him on a recruiting poster, but this isn’t a job for a soldier, Admiral. It’s a job for a spy.”

Lochlan considered. “The new DID Director-General has been willing to part ways with his predecessor on a number of things, but not this. He’ll never agree to—”

“Then we go around the DID,” I interrupted. “We make this a fleet intelligence operation.”

Her gray eyes went hard. “That’s well outside my purview and you know it.”

“So make it your purview,” I countered. “Extraordinary circumstances and all that.”

“You know how I feel about rules.”

“I also know how you feel about DeGale, and how badly you want him brought to justice. Well, this is the path forward. Leenam can find him, I’m sure of it. All he needs is the proper support.”

Lochlan sighed. “You never do things the easy way, do you?”

“If the easy way worked, the galaxy would be a much nicer place,” I replied dryly. “Something else Captain Ellis taught me.”

“You still owe me the full story about him. The missions you were conducting, the sources you used…”

“I’ll tell you everything eventually,” I promised, and meant it. “Once you’re in a good mood again and I’m convinced you won’t throw me out an airlock.”

It took a few moments, but her thin smile finally returned. “I’ll consider your proposal again,” she said. “And I want you to consider mine—and the position I’m offering you. Do you have any idea how many officers have applied to become my adjutant at Kenabrius?”

“Probably not many others with a recommendation from Captain Vikkar.”

Her smile widened. “The Dominion still needs you, Kal. And so do I.”

Lochlan held my eyes for another moment, then started back for her shuttle.

I watched her walk for a few moments, then turned back to the fields again. A few of the other adults had emerged from the ranch to help with the kids, including Ash. I smiled the moment I saw her wearing her golden sundress. She had finally started showing about a month ago, and she looked more beautiful than ever. She had enjoyed being here on Nirivarr as much as I had. The sun, the air, the open fields, the lack of impending doom around every corner…

But over the past few weeks, I could sense that she had started feeling the same way I did. While Nirivarr had been my home once, it wasn’t anymore…and it likely never would be again. I had made a new home out there in the stars, and I—we—belonged there alongside the women we had met while exploring them.

“Hold on a moment, Admiral,” I called out. “I’ll come with you.”
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