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1 
The Cadet

	 

	She was already glaring at me when the lift doors whooshed open, her pale blue eyes blazing like a pair of heavy pulse cannons about to burn me to cinders. 

	“What is he doing here?”

	Her voice cut through the background hum of the Stormrider’s bridge as clearly as an alarm klaxon. I had known exactly what she would sound like even before she’d opened her ruby-red lips: prim and proper, with the old Keledonian accent that was so common among fleet officers. It was the kind of voice that could sound cultured and sophisticated while reading the galley lunch menu. 

	And sound sexy as hell even when dripping with venom. 

	“Major Zeris is here because I summoned him,” Captain Jarod Ellis replied coolly, his dark eyes flicking to the vociferous, black-haired female officer standing at his elbow. “I don’t know how the Academy is running command simulations these days, Cadet Pierce,” he added, punctuating her rank with just the right amount of recriminating ire, “but on my bridge, officers do not simply turn and shout at anyone who walks off the lift. Do I make myself clear?”

	The young woman’s icy expression melted in a heartbeat, and I had the satisfaction of watching her beautiful, genetically engineered face turn nearly as red as a Kreen’s. “Y-yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

	She glanced at the deck in a desperate attempt to hide her embarrassment from the other bridge officers—or perhaps just from me. Either way, I couldn’t help but smile. 

	“Good,” Captain Ellis said, beckoning me forward with a wave of his left hand. The other officers all seemed to have enough good sense to keep their heads down, though frankly I wouldn’t have been surprised if they all felt more or less the same way that Cadet Pierce did. 

	After all, a natural-born ground pounder like myself didn’t belong anywhere near the bridge of a Dominion warship, let alone a state-of-the-art assault frigate like the Stormrider. 

	“Major Zeris reporting as requested, sir,” I said as I strode over to the captain’s left flank and stood at attention. It wasn’t a long journey—the Stormrider’s circular bridge was only about ten meters in diameter, with enough space for the captain’s chair and two stations directly in front of him. An additional three stations were spaced along the rim, one directly behind the captain and the other two flanking him on either side. 

	“At ease, Major,” the captain said as he finally turned his head to look at me. The splotches of gray in his trim black beard seemed even more noticeable in the bridge’s soft lighting, especially contrasted against his umber skin. “I trust that you’re up to speed on the situation?”

	“I believe so, sir,” I said, looking ahead to peer out the wall-spanning viewport at the front of the bridge. Just beyond the graceful curve of the Stormrider’s seashell bow, now less than a hundred meters away, was a sideways T-shaped freighter that had been beaten within an inch of its life. While a few of its running lights still flickered like a thready pulse, the dark gray vessel was covered in long black streaks where an energy weapon had pierced its shields and scored the hull. 

	“Then I was hoping to get your analysis of the situation,” Captain Ellis added. “The opinion of my bridge officers remains…divided.”

	I nodded in understanding, quelling an unprofessional smirk. The Stormrider’s current crew was almost exclusively cadets. This little joyride through the outskirts of the Stygian Drift was meant to be something of a shakedown cruise, both to test the ship’s new engines and evaluate the ability of untested fleet officers to function without a Synesthete to babysit them. Personally, I was quite enjoying the rare opportunity to serve on a ship without a psionic ghost haunting its systems. But then again, I wasn’t the one trying to run sensor sweeps or steer the damn thing through the Drift’s notoriously treacherous gravimetric currents. 

	“Cadet Nohani here suspects Merzeg raiders from the Traverse,” Ellis went on, gesturing to the tall, lanky cadet sitting at the science station to his right. “Cadet Reyes at the helm is more inclined to blame pirates.”

	Ellis leaned back in his chair, then shifted his eyes to the young woman still standing rigidly at his side. “Cadet Pierce has presented an even wilder theory: she believes that a cloaked Yarasi vessel disabled the freighter, killed the crew, and stole whatever weapons the Pact was trying to smuggle into the Borderlands.”

	“With all due respect, sir, it is not a ‘wild theory,’” Pierce said, her tone sliding precariously close to insubordination. “The lack of residual particle signatures suggests that no conventional energy weapons were involved in the attack. But Yarasi psionic weaponry—”

	“You have already presented your case, Cadet,” Ellis interrupted with that air of strained patience he did so well. “I would appreciate the Major’s input now, if you don’t mind.”

	She scowled at me again over the captain’s head. Her bright blue-gold fleet uniform was virtually identical to the captain’s aside from a lack of rank insignia and decidedly smaller epaulets, and her black-gloved hands were clasped so tightly behind her back I wondered if she might dislocate a finger. 

	I was used to people loathing me for what I was—or rather, what I wasn’t—but this girl’s raw, seething animus was honestly quite remarkable to behold, especially considering we had never spoken a word to one another. The last beautiful woman who’d hated me this much at least had a good reason. 

	And Pierce was beautiful, there was no denying that. She had the high cheekbones, pouting lips, and perfectly symmetrical face a human female could only achieve with either good fortune or the fleet’s most experienced psio-genetic engineers. She was on the tall side even without the extra eight centimeters from the heels of her boots, and she had the kind of long, slender legs that made me thank the stars, the Seraph, and every other benevolent cosmic force in the galaxy that Dominion protocol encouraged female fleet officers to wear skirts. 

	“Well, this seems to fit the pattern of attacks we’ve heard about over the past few months since the incident at Harkaeon,” I said, trying valiantly to keep my attention focused on the freighter rather than the woman glaring daggers at me. “A seemingly random Pact cargo or research vessel gets attacked and left for dead in the middle of nowhere. Clear signs of a boarding operation, yet almost no indication that they tried to defend themselves.”

	“Another reason to believe that the Yarasi are behind the attack,” Cadet Pierce put in, with all the subtlety of a child shoving to be first in line. “With their cloaking technology, an ambush would be quite—”

	“Let him finish,” Captain Ellis said, his voice cool yet dangerous. 

	I drew in a breath, continuing to avoid direct eye contact. After nearly seven years of getting talked down to by fleet jennies—even after I had risen through the ranks, no less—I had developed a pretty thick skin. All that precious genetic engineering was supposed to give them better looks and smarts, but I remained convinced that it turned their brains into pudding. Especially the parts responsible for common sense and decency. 

	But I was finding this girl harder to ignore than most. The smug, know-it-all attitude in her cultured voice made me want to choke her—in good and bad ways, I wasn’t ashamed to admit—and I knew that engaging with her would only make things worse in both directions. Her combativeness would make me want to argue with her, and her looks…

	Well, avoiding quick glances at her legs was already difficult enough, and those blue eyes were practically an attention-sucking singularity. And that didn’t even count her full lips or fuller chest…

	“The trouble is that we’re four thousand light-years from Yarasi space,” I continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “I know they’re concerned about the Pact smuggling illegal weapons through the Drift, but I’m not convinced they’d be willing to break multiple treaties just to hit one ship. And if they did, I don’t know why they would risk leaving evidence behind.”

	“Because it’s a warning,” Cadet Pierce said as if it were obvious. “They don’t believe that anyone will be able to prove that they were involved, but the Pact will still get the message nonetheless.”

	I finally allowed myself to look at her directly. “The Yarasi aren’t the type to kill an enemy and put his head on a spear for all to see. They’re bold when they need to be, but they’re also subtle. They would have vaped the ship and let the Pact stew over why their shipment never arrived.”

	“Perhaps,” Ellis put in before the cadet could argue. “Any other observations, Major?”

	I dragged my gaze past her to the science station. “More of a question first: are there any indications of a decaying hyperspace bubble?”

	Cadet Nohani seemed marginally less annoyed by my presence than Pierce, but from the way his lip curled as he checked his console, it was clear he still didn’t appreciate a natty ’pounder addressing him.

	“No,” the lanky man said, looking at Ellis instead of me. “Standard sweep for the attacker’s hyperspace traces came back negative. But readings in the Drift aren’t particularly reliable. Evidence of a hyperspace bubble decays even quicker out here. If this ship was ambushed more than two or three hours ago, all traces of the attacker’s bubble would already be gone.”

	My eyes narrowed slightly as a thought struck me. “Forget the attacker for a moment. What about the freighter’s bubble?”

	When Nohani didn’t respond for a few seconds, Captain Ellis twisted in his chair. “Cadet?”

	“There is evidence of a hyperspace bubble several thousand meters from the vessel,” Nohani said, cheeks flushing with embarrassment as he superimposed a holographic representation over the bridge’s forward viewport to illustrate the trail. “But it has decayed too badly for us to project their point of origin or a destination.”

	“But if there’s a remnant of their bubble, then you should have been able to find a remnant of the attacker’s, too,” Ellis reasoned, offering me a faint smile of approval as he picked up on my idea. “To me, that suggests two possibilities. One, our attacker knew the freighter’s course ahead of time and was lying in ambush. They collapsed the freighter’s hyperspace bubble, then pounced on it once it dropped to sublight.”

	“That’s certainly plausible,” Cadet Reyes put in from the helm console. “The Drift is a dangerous place. Most pirates will only hit ships when they know the route ahead of time.”

	“And collapsing a bubble is even easier in the Drift than normal space,” I agreed, chewing on the revelation for a second before I arched an eyebrow at the captain. “You had a second possibility, sir?”

	“Yes, though I like it even less.” Captain Ellis leaned back in his chair and folded his hands in his lap. “And it does support Cadet Pierce’s theory.”

	“The attacker might not have been using a hyperdrive,” she said, flashing me what might have been the haughtiest smile in galactic history. “They could have been using an astral drive. That means no hyperspace bubble. And besides us, only the Yarasi possess astral tech.”

	She clearly wanted the observation to hang in the air like a final declaration of her victory, but Reyes wasn’t willing to let go of his own pet theory just yet. 

	“There are pirate groups in the Drift and the Traverse with Yarasi members,” he said. “They could have stolen an astral drive.”

	“True, though pirates with astral tech would presumably have more profitable targets to hunt than a lowly freighter,” Ellis added. “Even if this ship was smuggling illegal weapons, there are plenty of more valuable prizes out there.”

	A dark thought belatedly occurred to me, and I very nearly kept it to myself. It was almost certainly incorrect, and it would undoubtedly make these fresh-faced cadets loathe me even more. 

	Still…

	“We can’t rule out another Dominion ship, sir,” I offered. 

	“What?” Pierce hissed. “You can’t be serious. The Admiralty would never authorize an attack on a Pact freighter without—”

	“I didn’t say it was likely, only that it was possible,” I cut in. “Most of our military ships still use astral drives.”

	“True, and worth mentioning just for the sake of thoroughness,” Ellis said, offering me a bit of cover to make my retreat. “Though I’m inclined to agree with Cadet Pierce. Fleet Command would never openly authorize an attack on a Pact vessel without provocation.”

	Left unspoken was an inconvenient truth we both knew all too well: the Dominion Intelligence Directorate had no such qualms about using its own ships to stir the pot and start little brushfire wars here and there. But if these cadets weren’t quite ready for a real mission, there was no way in the Seraph’s name they were ready for a lecture on how galactic politics—or their own government—truly worked. 

	For the first time, I wondered if Ellis had actually wanted my opinion on any of this. I wouldn’t have put it past him to have engineered this little scenario to see how his cadets and I reasoned our way through something unexpected. It sometimes felt like he had been subtly testing me from the moment he’d hauled me out of that flaming wreckage and given me a battlefield commission seven years ago.

	“Well, as entertaining as it is to sit around speculating, we aren’t going to get any more answers from here,” Ellis said, his eyes going back to me. “Major, I want you to head over to that ship and see what you can learn. By my count, this is the sixth ship to have been ambushed and left for dead in the Drift over the past two months, but the Dominion has never been first on the scene. I don’t want to squander this opportunity.”

	“Understood, sir,” I replied with a crisp nod, grateful for the chance get back into my natural element. “I can have a squad suited up and ready to go in ten minutes.”

	The captain shook his head. “No squad. Just you.”

	I blinked. “Sir?”

	“This isn’t a combat mission—there’s nothing alive on that ship. And even if there was, you’re the only one here with any real fighting experience.” He paused for a heartbeat before he pivoted his chair right. “But you will need someone with medical and scientific expertise. That’s why Cadet Pierce will accompany you.”

	This time, she was the one who blinked incredulously. “Sir?”

	“We need to be able to properly analyze any bodies you might find,” the captain explained. “Forensic drones can perform basic autopsies, but they don’t have psionic abilities. This is an investigation, and I want to use every tool at our disposal. Fleet Command is keen to discover who’s behind these attacks—and how we might be able to stop them.”

	Pierce and I looked at each other, and for the first time since I’d stepped off the lift, we appeared to be in complete agreement.

	“Sir, it might be prudent for me to ensure that the freighter is safe first,” I suggested. “The cadet can join me after—”

	“You’re going over together,” Ellis said, his voice cooling several degrees. “If the Yarasi are responsible for this, there could be residual psychic impressions aboard. But those decay even faster than hyperspace bubbles.” 

	As far as bullshit, after-the-fact justifications went, it wasn’t the worst I’d ever heard, but I still didn’t buy it. On the contrary, I was starting to suspect that this whole spectacle he’d put on was just an elaborate setup to get Pierce and I together for some unfathomable reason. Ellis understood better than anyone how the military kept jennies and natties apart as much as possible, and unlike some other senior officers I had worked with, he wasn’t a misguided bleeding heart who believed you could jam a square peg into a round hole if you just used enough lube.

	No, he was definitely up to something, and if we had been alone in his office, I would have argued. Loudly. But I knew better than to question his orders on the bridge, especially in front of cadets. 

	“Understood, sir,” I said. “I’ll be suited up and down at the drop shuttle in ten minutes.”

	“Good.” The captain swept his gaze back out the viewport to the dead freighter. “I’m sure you’ll make a great team.”

	 

	***

	 

	I made it down to my locker in two minutes flat, grumbling to myself the entire time. Even as I keyed in the access code, I couldn’t stop imagining Captain Ellis smiling smugly in his command chair, amused by how much he’d just annoyed me. I promised myself to give him an earful when I got back, perhaps even loud enough that his cadets could hear exactly what I thought about them. 

	Sighing in resignation, I began strapping on my armor. Suiting up was a short process these days, thanks to years of practice combined with modern neoflex design. My current NF-X suit was three times lighter and twice as flexible as the standard-issue armor for Dominion troopers, though with significantly less ablative protection. The black polycarbonate plates weren’t anywhere near durable enough to stop a pulse blast at medium range, let alone up close, but they were reasonably effective against ballistic weapons and shrapnel.

	Not that I really needed it for defense. One of the advantages of my particular set of talents was that I could use armor that emphasized functionality rather than protection. My personalized suit had more features than some vehicles. Advanced thermal imaging and HUD displays, all-purpose integrated scanners, sensor-dampening shields, and optical camouflage for stealth missions…it was everything a warrior needed and more. 

	After retrieving and performing a quick check on my weapons—a heavy TAC-6 pulse rifle and a much smaller SP-2 “Scorpion” pulse pistol—I grabbed my helmet and examined my reflection in the thin red visor. I had neglected to shave again this morning; the two-day stubble was already well on its way to forming a rather impressive brown beard. It was yet another reminder that despite my rank and operational freedom, I was nothing like the men and women who served on these ships. No self-respecting jenny would let his facial hair get so out of control. 

	Honestly, it was probably why I forgot to use the razor so often. Petty acts of rebellion were the best kind.

	I arrived in the hangar less than eight minutes after I had left the bridge, rifle racked to my back and helmet tucked beneath an arm, and yet somehow Cadet Pierce was already waiting for me by the drop shuttle. I probably shouldn’t have been surprised that she was punctual; she seemed like the type of girl who planned every minute of her day, right down to how many bites it would take to chew her ration bar. 

	She had replaced her pristine blue-gold uniform with the sleek, body-hugging light armor fleet officers usually preferred for semi-dangerous away missions. The “skin-suits,” as ’pounders usually called them, provided the bare minimum amount of protection to survive in a vacuum or reasonably harsh environment, and they were about as durable in a firefight as a leather jacket.

	The suit was the same blue shade as her uniform, though without the epaulets. The gloves and boots were a solid black, making the suit look even sleeker—not that it needed the help when the trim feminine body beneath was in such perfect physical condition. Her standard uniform might have been better at highlighting the curves of her legs, but the skin-suit invariably drew my eyes north to her breasts…

	Focus, I mentally scolded myself, shifting my attention to inspect her gear. Her breather mask was still down around her collar, and she had a standard-issue field medic kit slung over her shoulder, an omnitool mount on her left forearm, and a pulse pistol holstered on her belt. 

	“Cadet,” I greeted once I had maneuvered past the technicians and repair drones servicing the various other small craft to join her. Oddly, she looked even grouchier than when we’d been on the bridge. If I had to guess, it probably meant that Captain Ellis had spent a few minutes reminding her that, regardless of her superior breeding and advanced psionic abilities, the lowly natty ground pounder was in charge of this mission. 

	At least, I really hoped he had. Otherwise, she was going to be in for a rude awakening when I started giving her orders.

	“I took the liberty of beginning pre-flight powerup,” she said in her prim voice. “It should be finished momentarily.”

	“Good,” I said, trying not to sound too annoyed. There was nothing wrong with her taking some initiative, of course. But for whatever reason, I still found her presumptive attitude a little irritating.

	“We may as well get on board,” she said, turning toward the shuttle’s open side hatch, but then abruptly pausing mid-stride. She looked back at me, the immaculately trimmed eyebrows of her obnoxiously perfect face rising a quarter centimeter. “You are comfortable piloting this craft, yes?”

	I blinked. At first, I wondered if I had heard her correctly. She couldn’t possibly be so arrogant as to assume I didn’t know how to fly a basic fucking drop shuttle, could she?

	“I’ve flown my share of D-14s, yeah,” I replied as evenly as I could manage, gloved fingers tightening on the rim of my helmet. “Usually while being shot at.”

	“Of course,” she said with a thin smile that made it clear she wasn’t impressed in the slightest. “I studied your service record; you have piloted similar craft on thirteen separate occasions. I just wanted you to be aware that I am also certified in its operation, should you prefer to act as co-pilot.”

	I barely managed to stop my jaw from falling open. I had learned to never underestimate the sheer hubris of anyone who wore that blue uniform, but this was something else. This girl had probably never left the mothership before this mission, let alone set foot on a real planet or fought in an actual engagement. Yet here she was, brazenly implying that I should sit there and jerk off in the corner while she took the controls. Unbelievable. 

	“I’ll fly,” I said, letting a dozen biting retorts die stillborn on my lips. Ellis wouldn’t be happy if I started antagonizing her before the mission even started. Not that such considerations had ever stopped me from chewing out arrogant jennies before. I honestly wasn’t sure what was holding me in check here.

	It’s because she’s hot. Really hot. There’s no point in denying it.

	“As you wish, of course,” Pierce said, offering me another unimpressed smile. She seemed to have an endless supply ready to go at a moment’s notice. “I doubt there will be any problems, regardless. The gravimetric currents in this part of the Drift are relatively mild.”

	Is she lecturing me about the Drift now? By the fucking Seraph…

	“Right,” I muttered, gesturing up the ramp. “After you.”

	Her blue eyes settled on my armor before she moved, and I could almost see the neurons firing in her brain while she tried to figure out why a Dominion soldier was wearing a neoflex suit instead of something much heavier. Since she had studied my service record, she probably assumed that I was a heavy shock trooper. 

	But rather than risk her pride by asking me for clarification, she boarded the shuttle instead. I finished up the exterior pre-flight check, mostly just to give myself a minute to regain my composure, before I finally joined her in the cramped cockpit. D-14s weren’t exactly luxurious; the tiny shuttles were designed to carry light cargo or a handful of soldiers. 

	She settled into the co-pilot’s seat, her gloves fingers dancing across her control panel to confirm that everything was up and running. After setting my rifle into the holder on the bulkhead, I dropped down into the pilot’s chair to her left, tempted to put on my helmet early just so it would be more difficult to get distracted by the curves of her skin-suit in my peripheral vision. 

	“Shuttle Danespra online and ready,” I announced, toggling on the com. “Requesting clearance for departure.”

	“Permission granted, Danespra,” Captain Ellis replied. “Reestablish coms once you’re aboard. We’ll be waiting.”

	“Acknowledged, Stormrider. Stand by.”

	The bay doors began to open as I fed power to the shuttle’s thrusters, but as tempting as it was to blast into space at break-neck speed just to see if I could annoy my companion, I followed protocol and took us out gently instead. 

	The hangar walls glided past, and then the endless night swallowed us whole. In many sections of the Drift, the gravimetric currents would have pulled and shaken the shuttle the instant I left the protection of the Stormrider’s shields, but this particular stretch of space was calm enough that the shuttle’s systems could easily compensate.

	The damaged Pact ship was visible the moment we left the hangar, its T-shaped design making it look more like a ramming tug than a freighter. Nearly all Pact support craft had the same blocky silhouette, while their warships were every bit as sleek as their Dominion counterparts. 

	Though few were as sleek as the Stormrider. As we drifted further away, I had a perfect view of the Science Directorate’s latest project, the eponymous Stormrider-class assault frigate. Designed to be able to “ride” the gravimetric currents of the Stygian Drift and delve deeper than ever before into the tempestuous astral storms of the Veil, it was part of the Directorate’s ongoing efforts to understand the nature of the phenomenon—and, ultimately, to aid in the construction of a stable jump corridor that would finally allow us to reconnect with the rest of the Dominion we had left behind almost two centuries ago. 

	Visually, the Stormrider was reasonably similar to the previous generation of frigates. The flared, seashell bow tapered gracefully toward the aft third, where the hull widened once more to accommodate the main drive and a pair of small but powerful sublight engines. It was a handsome ship, lean yet tough, its leashed potential evident in every smooth, sturdy line.

	“Looks like there’s stable atmosphere behind that breach on the starboard section,” I commented, pulling up a projection of the stricken freighter on the tactical hologram between me and Pierce. “The attackers probably triggered an emergency containment field. Tricky for us to penetrate, but it will still be easier to get through than trying to cut our way through their cargo doors.”

	“Pirates often leave behind explosive devices as traps for their rivals,” Pierce said in a tone that suggested she had read this particular fact but never experienced it herself. “It is far less likely that they will have mined the cargo hold.”

	“I thought you were convinced that the Yarasi are responsible.” 

	“I am,” she said coolly. “But it would be foolish not to consider the possibility that I am mistaken. Especially since we are operating on limited information.”

	Perhaps there are limits to her arrogance after all. Good. 

	“Fair enough,” I said. “Though we can run a scan to search for explosive material when we get close. It will still be a hell of a lot faster than the alternative.”

	If she was annoyed by my decision, she didn’t show it. I locked in a course and dialed up the thrusters for a quick burst of acceleration. The Stormrider was so close that it would only take me a minute to get the drop shuttle into position. 

	In the meantime, I might as well figure out why the hell she’s here.

	“You mentioned that you’ve read my service record,” I said conversationally as the shuttle slowly crossed the gap between the two ships, aiming for a good-sized hole in the freighter’s midsection. “You have me at a bit of a disadvantage. I wasn’t expecting the captain to have a ship full of cadets when he picked me up. What’s your specialty?”

	“I don’t have one.”

	I cocked an eyebrow at her. “I thought fleet cadets always had a specialization.”

	“Most do. I do not.” Pierce shrugged. “The Commandant of the Academy decided it was unnecessary.”

	“Okay…” I murmured, confused. “Then what are you good at, exactly?”

	“Everything.”

	Had I been back in the barracks on New Praxius surrounded by other ’pounders, we would have all shared a nice hearty laugh—first because we would have assumed that she was joking, but then even louder when we realized she wasn’t. Perhaps I was wrong about her ego having limits after all. 

	“I’m not exaggerating,” Pierce added. “Captain Ellis can show you my Academy records. I have attained top marks in all core psionic disciplines, and my marksmanship and hand-to-hand combat scores are excellent.”

	“How nice,” I said, still resisting the urge to snort. 

	“I am more than capable of holding my own in a fight,” she insisted, her pale blue eyes suddenly turning hard. “I have completed every combat simulation at the highest difficulty and thoroughly studied the tactics employed in every major ground and fleet engagement fought over the past decade.”

	“Is that so?” I replied, wondering if the question sounded as patronizing to her as it did to me. I had no doubt that she had done her homework, but that wasn’t really the point. Plenty of fleet officers thought they were the next Admiral Haskin right up until someone starting shooting at them for real. 

	“Captain Ellis selected me as his XO for this training cruise because I am set to graduate at the top of my class,” she said. “I will have my choice of any assignment in the fleet.”

	Good for you. 

	“I’m glad to hear it,” I said instead. “I’m sure you have a promising career ahead of you.”

	She went quiet for a time, but I could feel the heat of an irritated glare on the side of my face. “I’m only trying to set your mind at ease. You clearly don’t believe I possess sufficient experience to aid you on this mission, but I assure you that nothing could be further from the truth. I earned top marks in xenobiology—if the Yarasi boarded this vessel, I will find the evidence we need to prove it.”

	We were about halfway to the freighter when I turned and met her gaze. I expected to be greeted with the heat of another baleful glare, but instead her eyes looked…pleading. Not as if she were annoyed that I hadn’t recognized her obvious superiority, but that I didn’t seem to be taking her seriously. 

	Shit.

	“I’m not worried about that in the least,” I said, letting my tone soften. “I’m sorry if I gave you that impression. It’s just…well, it’s been a while since I’ve been part of a crew. Or even had a partner.” 

	Her brow furrowed. “I was surprised when the captain said we would be picking up a single soldier yesterday. You were alone on Secunda Minor?”

	“I’m almost always alone these days.”

	“I don’t understand,” she said, shaking her head. “Why would Fleet Command deploy a single trooper to an uninhabited planet at the edge of the Traverse?”

	I considered concocting a bullshit explanation, mostly out of habit—the vast majority of my deployments these days were classified, though my week-long excursion on Secunda Minor wasn’t technically one of them. 

	“I was dropped off a week ago to search for pirate activity in the area,” I said, shifting my attention back to the controls. We were getting close to the Pact vessel, and I made a few adjustments to bring us flat against its underbelly. “The Intelligence Directorate had a lead that one of the larger groups in the Traverse was trying to relocate closer to the Secunda jump corridor where they could hit cargo ships cutting through the Drift on their way to Thandinar or Ramanis. Turns out it was another pointless gazack hunt. The only base I found had been abandoned for several years at least.”

	“I see. And they didn’t provide you with any support?”

	“Like I said, I’m used to solo ops these days.”

	I could feel her studying me again, and I could tell that the information had revised her estimate of my importance upward several notches. There was more I could tell her—a lot more—but Captain Ellis probably didn’t want the rest of the crew to know what I was.

	Or what I had really been doing on Secunda Minor.

	The shuttle rocked gently as I brought it flat against the hull of the other ship, right beside the jagged hole, and I ran through a quick check of the sensors before I unfastened my seat restraints and turned my whole body to face her. 

	“The name’s Kal, by the way,” I said. 

	“I know,” she said mildly. “Kaldor Zeris, twenty-six years old, born on the Borderlands colony of Nirivarr. You were given a battlefield commission by Captain Ellis shortly after a Krosian attack on the capital seven years ago.” She paused, an almost imperceptible smirk tugging at her lips. “I have an excellent memory.”

	“I would assume so. After all, you are good at everything.”

	Her smirk turned into a real smile. It looked so good on her full lips that I found myself grinning back before I even realized what was happening. 

	That’s the problem with obnoxiously perfect jenny women. Even when they’re annoying, you still kind of want to fuck them. 

	“My name is Miranda,” she said after a moment. “If you’re as tired of hearing ‘cadet’ as I am.”

	“I was getting there,” I said dryly. “Well, Miranda, I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot, but the captain wouldn’t have asked us to do this if he didn’t think we could handle it. So, what you say we get some answers?”

	She nodded. “I’m ready when you are.”

	 

	 

	
2 
The Adversary

	 

	From the perspective of the Stormrider, our drop shuttle probably looked rather like a spaceborne tick digging in for a meal on the Pact freighter’s hull. The analogy wasn’t terrible, considering that we would normally need to cut our way inside. But whoever had boarded the ship ahead of us had already done the difficult work, so all we needed to do was extend a short, membranous umbilical to create a secure seal. 

	It took less than a minute to get everything in place, then another to run some extra scans and make sure we weren’t about to walk into a minefield. Once Miranda and I were satisfied by the results, we grabbed our gear and moved to the umbilical hatch in the other side of the shuttle. 

	I went first, moving through the makeshift airlock to the emergency containment field holding in the atmosphere on the other vessel. Without someone actively firing at me, I doubted that it would take me long to overload it—especially since I had help. 

	“The field remains at full strength,” Miranda said, her holographic omnitool glowing blue over her wrist as she scanned the area from the safety of our shuttle’s hatch. “I’m surprised the vessel didn’t lose main or even auxiliary power. The outer hull took a beating.”

	“Whoever did this knew exactly where to strike,” I said as my armor’s onboard computer scanned the shield for weaknesses and projected the results on the HUD of my helmet. “Another point in favor of the Yarasi theory, though I’m still not completely convinced. This just doesn’t fit their typical mission profile.”

	“Your service record doesn’t mention any missions in Yarasi space.”

	My service record doesn’t mention a lot of things about me.

	“I’ve had a few off-the-books encounters,” I told her, not bothering to elaborate. “But I’m far from an expert. Like you said, we’re operating on limited information here.”

	After a silence, Miranda pointed to a corner. “Looks like the shield is thirty percent weaker in the top right quadrant,” she said. “I could calibrate my tool for a power surge at the right frequency to overload the—”

	“No need,” I replied. “Just hang back for a second.”

	I was a little surprised when she didn’t argue. Maybe the fact that I’d taken a moment to get to know her name had smoothed things over, or maybe being on an actual mission had made us both act a little more professional. 

	Or maybe, just maybe, I needed to get over the chip on my shoulder and give her the benefit of the doubt. No matter how much the average jenny annoyed me, the Dominion fleet was inarguably the most efficient and well-trained naval force in the galaxy. Ellis’s cadets weren’t actually idiots. 

	Reaching out with my black gauntlet, I trigged a surge of energy through the conductors in the fingertips and touched the force field. It wasn’t much—visually, little more than a quick flash of blue light—but the containment field dissipated almost instantly. If someone was still on the bridge of the freighter, they could have easily erected another field, but my sensors still weren’t picking up any life readings. 

	“We’re clear to proceed,” I said. “But stay behind me just in case.” 

	Before advancing, I opened a com channel. “Stormrider, ground team: boarding successful. Will keep you advised.”

	Captain Ellis’s voice came back, deep and strong. “Acknowledged, ground team.” 

	Holding my pulse rifle at the ready, I moved past the collapsed field and into the wide, steel-gray corridor on the other side. My onboard sensors continued feeding data into the HUD of my visor, and I still didn’t see any “presents” left behind by the original attackers.

	But if there was a bomb here somewhere, I wanted to be in position to take the brunt of the blast. Getting shot at and blown up so other people didn’t was basically my job description. 

	That, and doing whatever black ops the Dominion sent me on. 

	I swept my rifle back and forth across the corridor, half expecting to be greeted by a barrage of plasma fire and maybe a sonic grenade or two for good measure. But the only thing inside were corpses. 

	“Two dead Krosian soldiers,” I said, crouching over one of the armored bodies. “Looks like they were shot at point-blank range.”

	The tall, muscular aliens and their familiar dark green armor weren’t riddled with scorch marks from an intense firefight, nor were their bodies perforated with shrapnel from an explosion. On the contrary, they both appeared to have been shot right in the back of their wide skulls. 

	My lips twisted. I harbored no sympathy for Krosians; they were the muscle of the Pact army, an entire species of brutal warriors who took joy in slaughtering whoever their Sillibar masters pointed them at. But it was still disturbing to see a pair of soldiers cut down as if they hadn’t even tried to—or been able to—defend themselves. 

	It didn’t help that I could see their faces so clearly. Krosians didn’t wear full helmets, as a rule. I wasn’t entirely sure why. Even in vacuum ops, they relied on built-in field generators to fill in the gaps and keep out the void. It might have been an old cultural tradition, though it seemed just as likely that Pact engineers found it difficult to fit anything over their oblong skulls and the boar-like tusks jutting out of their jawbones. Regardless, both of these dead warriors had the same leathery gray-green skin and solid red eyes. 

	“Their weapons are fully charged,” I said, squinting at the readout on my HUD. “There’s no scoring on the walls or any sign of dead invaders. It’s almost like they were executed.” 

	My partner stepped into the corridor behind me, her omnitool glowing on her wrist as she scanned the bodies. I braced myself for her reaction, having seen plenty of fleet cadets lose their lunch when confronted by the carnage of a real battle. But if the sight and smell of death was bothering her, she didn’t show it. Distantly, I wondered if she was naturally poised or if she had received specialized training.

	“Strange,” she murmured. “These men weren’t killed by a pulse weapon.”

	I frowned. “What are you talking about?” I pointed to the small, circular burn in the back of one’s head. “That’s a pulse burn at low yield. A ballistic weapon would have left their brains on the floor, and a plasma burst would have melted most of their heads.”

	Her eyes lifted up and met mine through my visor. “The burn was caused by a blade—a psionic blade.”

	“What?” I breathed. 

	“Yarasi weapons are equipped with pulse cells and a psionic bayonet, are they not?”

	My eyes narrowed. One patch of blackened flesh looked about the same as any other to my naked eye, and the omnitool data she shared into my HUD was too technical for me to decipher. But despite my immediate impulse to assume that a cadet was making a mistake, I decided to take my earlier advice and trust her. 

	“Yes,” I confirmed. “Their falquan rifles are designed for ranged and close-quarters combat.”

	“Then it would seem we have conclusive evidence of Yarasi involvement,” Miranda said, though unlike on the bridge, her tone wasn’t boastful in the least. “Other than the Blades of the Seraph, no other soldiers in the galaxy can use psionic weapons.”

	I nodded solemnly. Most Dominion officers had probably never seen a Yarasi falquan in action, but they were the most versatile weapons in the Cluster. They could be rifles, shields, or even swords depending on the circumstances. The fey-like aliens were walking anachronisms in many ways. 

	But they weren’t murderers. At least, not typically. 

	“What I don’t understand is how Yarasi could have ambushed trained Pact soldiers so easily,” Miranda said softly. “This ship was brutally attacked, and a troop transport burned through this section of the hull. Surely the defenders would have been ready to repel a Yarasi boarding party. They’ve been blood enemies of the Sillibar for hundreds of years.”

	“One would think,” I agreed. I had seen a lot of macabre shit over the past seven years serving in the Dominion military, but this was downright weird. “The standard trooper complement for a Pact freighter this size is only four. If half their defenders died here, it’s no wonder they didn’t hold out.”

	“But we know the Pact has been smuggling weapons into the Borderlands. With such valuable cargo, they could have easily doubled or tripled their complement of soldiers. Munitions are more expensive than Krosian fodder.” 

	I nodded fractionally. We still had no confirmation that this freighter had been smuggling anything, let alone weapons, though I had to admit it was pretty likely. Everyone knew that the Pact government—or rather, the conniving, shapeshifting Sillibar who actually controlled it—were determined to arm sympathetic colonies in the Borderlands. That was the game these days, after all. The Tripartite Accords had ostensibly created the Borderlands as a demilitarized buffer between the three major empires of the Tartarus Cluster, but everyone knew it was bullshit. I had grown up there, right in the thick of a never-ending proxy war. Anyone who didn’t realize how important it was to smuggle in weapons and supplies was willfully naïve or an idiot. 

	Or both. 

	“We still have a lot of ship to search,” I suggested, glancing up to the only door leading out of this corridor. My armor projected a quick diagram of the ship onto the HUD of my visor; it shouldn’t take us long to reach the bridge, assuming there weren’t any more forcefields or closed emergency bulkheads in the way. “If we head through that door, we should be able to—”

	“Wait a moment,” Miranda said, frowning down at her omnitool as she lowered into a crouch next to me. “Something’s wrong.”

	“You mean besides the obvious?” 

	“These men were killed recently, Major.”

	It was my turn to frown. “How recently?”

	Her cheeks tightened as she studied the results. “Within the last half hour.”

	A warning tingle raced down the length of my spine. “Are you certain?” 

	“Reasonably,” Miranda hedged. “But if these men were alive thirty minutes ago, the Stormrider should have detected them.”

	I opened the com in my helmet. “Stormrider, this is ground team. Sir, we may have a problem over here.”

	“What is it, Major?” Ellis’s voice came back. 

	“Dead Krosians, sir,” I reported. “Two of them, both by Yarasi psi-blades execution-style.”

	“I beg your pardon?” 

	“That was our reaction, too,” I said, glancing back at Miranda. “But it gets worse: they’ve only been dead for half an hour.”

	I didn’t need to be on the bridge to know the face he was making. Most of the strange shit I’d seen over the years had been with him at my side. 

	“If this ship was smuggling weapons, it’s reasonable to assume that some sections are shielded against basic sensor sweeps,” Miranda pointed out. 

	“But not a random side corridor,” I countered. “Unless the attackers have some kind of portable jammer.”

	“Dammit,” Ellis swore. “This is starting to smell like a trap.”

	“On a Pact freighter in the middle of the Drift that we only stumbled on by accident?” I asked. “Don’t you think that’s a little far-fetched?”

	“I know how it sounds. But something is wrong here, Kal. I can feel it.”

	My instincts agreed with him. This whole situation had seemed off from the beginning, and the warning tingle in my back was getting harder to ignore. “We need more intel. We’ll continue on to the bridge and see what we can find.”

	“Cadet Pierce should return to the shuttle,” Ellis said. “Her safety is your top priority.”

	I opened my mouth, ready to assent, when I caught sight of Miranda’s blue eyes boring into me, as if she were waiting to argue if I instructed her to wait inside the drop shuttle until I gave the all-clear. Most of the fleet jennies I’d worked with would have gladly followed such an order—they weren’t armed or equipped for heavy combat, and frankly it wasn’t their job. 

	They also typically view ’pounders as expendable. The Sillibar aren’t the only rulers who treat their ground troops as fodder.

	But in Miranda’s case, I could tell that she had no interest in hiding, and while I probably shouldn’t have allowed that to influence my decision, the fact of the matter was that she could detect things I couldn’t. And not just because of her omnitool…

	“Understood, sir,” I said. “I’ll keep you informed.”

	“You need my help,” she protested the instant I closed the com. “My omnitool is far more sophisticated and can—”

	“Can you sense anything?”

	She opened her mouth as if to fire off the argument she had preemptively queued up for me, but then abruptly stopped. “What?”

	“Can you sense anything?” I repeated. “With your telepathy.”

	She paused again, blinking, probably feeling silly that she hadn’t already tried it. But that was the difference between simulations and the real thing. It took experience to learn how to keep your cool and use all of your available tools on the field. 

	Her eyes fluttered shut for a moment, and her brow furrowed as she took a deep, cleansing breath. “There is…something.”

	“You need to do better than that.” 

	“It’s difficult to describe,” she said, her eyes slowly reopening. “A faint buzzing, almost like some kind of mental static.”

	“Does that mean anything specific to you?”

	“No. I’ve never sensed anything quite like it before.”

	I pursed my lips in frustration. I had worked with enough telepaths over the years to understand how imprecise their ability could be at times, but that didn’t make it any less annoying. “Could it be some kind of psychic interference from the Drift?”

	“I don’t believe so,” Miranda said, shaking her head. “We’re hundreds of light-years from the edge of the Veil. This is something else.”

	“Well, if you can, keep your mind open as we move,” I said. “Let me know the moment anything changes.”

	Her brow twitched. “You want me to accompany you?”

	“Like you said, I need your help.”

	“But you told the captain—”

	“Just stay behind me,” I ordered. “If something happens, I’ll protect you. Do you understand?”

	Miranda nodded slowly, the confusion in her face gradually giving way to determination. She may not have had experience, but confidence could be a decent substitute in a pinch. For a little while, anyway. 

	“Let’s go,” I said, standing and striding toward the end of the corridor. The flat gray door didn’t open at my approach, but my HUD didn’t pick up any signs of a magnetic seal or conventional lock. 

	“The mechanism is damaged,” Miranda reported. She was tucked right behind me, her omnitool still active over her wrist. “I believe someone shot the panel on the other side and fused the metal.”

	“Maybe a tactical retreat,” I mused, though I immediately realized the flaw of that logic. If the other two defenders had been ambushed, it seemed unlikely that their allies would have been able to run through the door and close it behind them. More likely, the attackers themselves had done it. 

	But why?

	“Stand clear and I’ll—”

	“I can open it,” she said. “If you prefer.”

	I glanced back at her, wondering if she was lugging around a bundle of explosives I hadn’t noticed. But then I remembered that she had allegedly mastered all core psionic disciplines, which meant that telepathy shouldn’t have been her only skill. 

	“Go ahead,” I said, more curious than anything. 

	Nodding, she extended her right hand. There was a low rumble in the air as the door started to shake, and her jawline tightened as she concentrated. I didn’t have any telekinetic abilities myself, but I had seen them used to great effect on many different battlefields. Moving a two-hundred-kilo door would be tough for most psychics even if it weren’t jammed shut, and I was a little worried she might hurt herself…

	But then a screech of tortured metal echoed through the corridor, and the door began to crumple at the edges like an aluminum can being squeezed. Then, with a grunt of exertion, Miranda ripped the whole damn thing off its frame and threw it down the hall behind us, narrowly missing us both. 

	I was so surprised it took a split second to lift my rifle and scan the other side for threats, but the corridor simply continued onward deeper into the ship. There were a few empty cargo containers and opened plastic barrels waiting for us on the other side, but no corpses. 

	“Nice work,” I said. “Remind me not to get on your bad side…any more than I already am.”

	A thin but genuine smile graced her lips. Her heartrate had nearly doubled, according to my HUD, but I didn’t need sensors to see how much the effort had drained her. Her hands were trembling—more noticeable with the shaking omnitool—and she was breathing heavier despite her best efforts to hide it. 

	Never in a dozen epochs would I have imagined that a fleet jenny would be trying this hard to impress me. Why does she even care?

	“After you, Major,” Miranda said.

	Grinning, thankful that my helmet hid the expression on my face, I continued on. The bridge was only about thirty meters away, straight through this corridor and a crew lounge area just ahead. There was another door, jammed shut just like the first, and once again Miranda reached out to try and rip it open with her telekinesis. Sweat began to bead on her brow as she focused, and I was just about to suggest she let me handle it when the hunk of metal peeled away from the frame—

	And revealed a smoldering morgue. 

	I would have been disturbed, albeit not necessarily surprised, if we had stumbled into the bloody aftermath of the freighter crew’s final firefight. This lounge should have been reasonably defensible—the large rectangular food dispenser station in the center could provide decent cover, as could the various tables surrounding it almost as if it were a miniature galley. The Pact engineers had probably designed it that way on purpose as a last holdout before anyone could reach the bridge. 

	But while the lounge was definitely bloody, it was clear that no battle had taken place here. Battles required a foe to fight back. 

	“By the stars,” Miranda breathed. “What happened here?”

	I had no answer. A dozen more dead Krosians littered the area, some sprawled on the floor and others tucked behind overturned tables they had set up as cover. There were several Angoth bodies as well, laborers, technicians, and possibly even pilots who had huddled together behind the food dispenser in the hopes it would protect them. But all of them, soldiers and civilians alike, had been killed by a single psi-blade thrust to the back of the head, exactly like the warriors we’d found in the corridor earlier. 

	“Stay back,” I said, my voice little more than a rasp. “Let me check it out.”

	I crouched and crept forward. My brain was screaming at me to examine the individual corpses more closely, but my training kept my eyes—and gun—locked on the door leading to the bridge just in case this was some kind of overly elaborate ambush. But when my armor sensors insisted that nothing living lay beyond, I finally knelt down over one of the Angoth bodies. It was a female, her wings still tucked neatly behind her back. The macabre mask of horror frozen on her face was even more disturbing than the Krosians, if only because she appeared a bit more human despite the bony ridges of her chin and cheekbones. 

	“Most of the bodies are still warm,” I said, toggling my visor for thermal imaging and then back. “I think some of them were dragged here.”

	“I don’t understand,” Miranda breathed as she slowly moved into the lounge with me. “This is…”

	“Really fucked up,” I replied, finally tearing my eyes away from the dead Angoth woman. I approached the only body I read as cold, though it only took a moment to realize why. “Here’s the Sillibar. Probably the captain.”

	The alien had died right between two Krosians, probably his elite bodyguards, judging from the embellishments in their heavy armor. There was no way of knowing what form the shapeshifting alien had been assuming when it had died, but in death it had reverted to its lanky, mouthless, gray-skinned form. Its bulging, cloudy gray eyes were stuck wide open, and it had fallen right atop its arms, badly twisted them in the process. 

	“Do you sense anything with your telepathy?” I asked.

	Miranda’s brow furrowed as she concentrated again. “The mental static is still there. If anything, it might be getting stronger.”

	I nodded and switched on my com. “Stormrider, this is ground team. Looks like we found the rest of the crew, including the captain.”

	There was no response. I turned to Miranda, who promptly consulted her omnitool. “The coms are working, but there’s a tremendous amount of interference in this section of the ship.”

	The warning tingle in my spine returned with a vengeance. “Why didn’t we detect it before?”

	“I don’t think it was there before,” she said. “I’m trying to localize the source, but I’ve never seen a jamming wave quite like this. Whatever it is, it’s definitely not Pact technology.”

	“Get back to the shuttle,” I told her, pulse quickening. “We need to—”

	I heard the door to the bridge whoosh open a split second before my helm sensors registered movement. An armored humanoid figure was suddenly standing in the doorway, a staff-like falquan rifle in its arms. A blue burst of pulsefire lit up the lounge and flew straight for Miranda. 

	I could have rolled away. Growing up in the Borderlands had taught me to be light on my feet even before the Dominion drill instructors had reinforced the same lesson. A quick step to my right would have left me clear of the blast and given me a perfect opportunity to fire back at the mysterious assailant. Any soldier with a milliliter of self-preservation would have done just that. 

	But like an absolute maniac, I dove in front of the shot instead. 

	The blast should have killed me. Falquan rifles were high-powered weapons, but even a standard pulse rifle would have been fatal from what was essentially point-blank range. In the fleeting milliseconds while the bluish energy burned away a chunk of my armor, I couldn’t help but wonder how a normal military instructor would have reacted to my maneuver. Most species, even the dim ones, instinctively tried to avoid mortal danger. It had taken me a long time to quell my natural impulse to get out of the way like any remotely sane person. 

	Because the job of an Immortal wasn’t to evade fire—it was to absorb it so that his companions wouldn’t. 

	There was a brief flash of heat on my bare skin once the blast finished burning through my pauldron, but then the burst of energy dissipated as if it had struck the hull of a starship rather than delicate human flesh. I knew firsthand how helpless the demonstration could make someone feel, having emptied an entire power pack into a fellow Immortal during my initial training, to zero effect. My mysterious assailant was probably surprised…or would have been, if I hadn’t immediately hoisted up my rifle and shot him in the chest. 

	Sadly, he wasn’t alone. Once my first attacker fell, I spotted at least six other figures in the hall connecting the lounge to the freighter’s bridge, and for all I knew there could have easily been more inside. My visor still hadn’t identified them—my HUD didn’t even seem to register them as targets, let alone tell me anything about them. All I had were my eyes, my instincts, and my innate psionic power I still barely understood. 

	All in all, I liked my odds. 

	“Stay behind me!” I warned, taking a wide stance to make myself as large as I could. I squeezed the trigger on my rifle, saturating the doorway with a barrage of blue energy bolts. I caught one of the attackers right in the head, burning through his narrow helmet and throwing his body back into the bridge and out of view. His partners all crouched as they began to return fire. 

	Most of their shots streaked wide, but a few grazed my armor and melted through the polycarbonate plates like a laser scalpel through ice. There were more flashes of heat on my skin, but I didn’t flinch or duck or do anything to put the woman behind me at risk. I’d been caught in worse positions before, and I knew how to keep my cool. 

	I also knew to keep firing. 

	I just needed to be quick—not for my own sake, but for my companion’s. Every second that ticked by was another chance that an errant blast would slip past me and hit Miranda. And I had no intention of letting that happen. 

	I unleashed a relentless hail of energy blasts, ignoring the ever-increasing overheat warning from my rifle about. I mowed the enemy down one by one while they fired back in vain, unable or unwilling to recognize what they were up against. In a few seconds, there were only two left, one crouched on either side of the doorway. But before I could unleash another salvo, several blue flashes of light erupted from the left side of my body, and it took me a second to realize that Miranda was firing back while using me as cover. 

	I was just about to shout at her to stay down when one of her shots struck the left assailant in the shoulder, knocking him out of cover and allowing me to gun him down. The one on the right kept firing, however, burning a chunk of armor off my thigh and then my arm. 

	And then, for seemingly no reason, he froze in place before violently lurching out from his cover as if someone behind him had shoved him into the lounge with us. I hesitated for a precious second, unsure of what had just happened, but Miranda put a shot right through the visor of his helmet. 

	A cold stillness followed, the sound of our heavy breathing joining the hiss of burned armor and scorched flesh. I kept my rifle aimed at the smoke-shrouded door, waiting for more targets to emerge. But when nothing happened, Miranda broke the silence. 

	“I think…I think that was all of them,” she said, voice trembling. “The mental static is gone.”

	I nodded, my eyes still glued to the smoking doorway, wondering if I should trust the judgment of a cadet in shock. I could hear the faint rattle of her pistol in her hand, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if she fell apart when the adrenaline stopped flooding through her veins. 

	But perhaps I was underestimating her again. I had fought alongside veteran Seraphim who wouldn’t have had the focus or the poise to telekinetically grab an enemy and shoot them in the head like that, especially while ducking behind a comrade for cover. This girl had nerves of fucking steel.

	Best in her class, indeed.

	“Are you all right?” Miranda asked, lowering her pistol. 

	“Just a little singed,” I said as my HUD displayed the damage to my suit. It was pretty impressive considering the whole firefight had only lasted a few seconds. The maintenance drones would have their work cut out for them back on the ship. “How about you?”

	“I…” 

	When she trailed off, I turned around to face her. She was crouched on a knee, visibly trembling, her deathly pale face frozen in the unmistakable look of someone who had never seen real combat, let alone killed someone. 

	“You’re psychic,” she whispered. Her eyes were wide, her pupils huge. Definitely in shock. “You’re…Seraphim.” 

	I let out a slow breath, then finally lowered my rifle. “No. Natties don’t get that honor, remember?”

	Her cheek twitched. “But you have powers. Psionic fortification…you belong on the front lines with the Immortals!”

	“We need to stay focused,” I told her. “Are the coms still being jammed?”

	It only took her a moment to reactivate her omnitool. “Yes. Whatever device they were using could be on the bridge.”

	“Or one of the bodies,” I said. “On your feet, Cadet. We’re not done here yet.”

	Miranda nodded mechanically, rising alongside me. The cloud of smoke around us was starting to get thick as scorched panels continued to bleed off heat, forcing her to holster her sidearm and cover her nose with her right arm while the omnitool on her left continued scanning. 

	I advanced cautiously, finger on the trigger of my cooling rifle just in case one of our enemies wasn’t as dead as he seemed. I was tempted to order her to fall back to the shuttle, but ultimately that would just make it harder to protect her. No, the safest place for her was at my side. 

	Or, more accurately, at my back.

	I gingerly stepped forward, my boots crunching over a pile of shattered plastic from a fallen ceiling panel. I had no idea what to expect when I reached the doorframe and knelt over the corpse of the nearest attacker. At a glance, the humanoid figure looked similar to dozens of other species in the Cluster, but whatever technology they were using to hide themselves from our sensors couldn’t have been cheap—nor were the Yarasi weapons they all seemed to be carrying. 

	But as the smoke cleared, it became readily apparently that our assailants were decidedly not Yarasi. Their arms and legs were too long and too cadaverously thin, almost like a shadow stretching across the floor. And the closer I looked, the better that analogy held up: beneath the corpse’s smoldering armor was a patch of smooth, hairless skin as dark and shiny as polished obsidian. With the barrel of my rifle, I nudged the helmet up over its face—

	Or rather, what should have been its face. 

	“Is that…?” Miranda breathed. 

	“Dowd,” I confirmed, a wave of dread crashing over me as I looked down at the smooth, glossy head of the faceless alien. I had never actually seen a Dowd in the flesh before—as far as I knew, no living human had. Two hundred years ago, before the Dominion had set foot in this part of the galaxy, the Dowd had been the major power in the Cluster. They had been on the verge of wiping out both the Sillibar and the Yarasi, in fact, right up until our ancestors had pulverized their homeworld and blasted their fleets into dust. 

	Here in the Drift, there were always scattered reports of marauding, faceless aliens attacking freighters, but no one took the rumors seriously. There were probably cadets in Miranda’s class who assumed that the Dowd were almost as mythical as the Seraph herself. 

	If I weren’t staring at one right now, I might have felt the same way. In a galaxy filled with strange and unusual creatures, the Dowd had always seemed truly alien. Their bodies may have been vaguely humanoid, but the similarities stopped there. They didn’t have discernable eyes or ears or even a mouth, just a trio of strange holes on either side of their head where a human’s temples would be. The Dowd perceived the universe through a kind of echolocation rather than sight or sound. 

	At least, that was what the historical holos claimed. But those same sources also claimed that the Dowd were all but extinct.

	“They must have been in the process of boarding this ship when we arrived,” Miranda said. “We just couldn’t detect them.”

	“Which means their vessel could still be out there,” I reasoned. “We need to find that jammer and warn the Stormrider. We can take the bodies aboard and—”

	A sudden audible hiss rose up from the corpse in front of us. Acting on pure instinct, I whirled and dove on top of Miranda, pinning her to the deck beneath me in case we had missed a concealed bomb or dead-man switch. But there was no explosion, only the hiss that devolved into a sizzle and then vanished altogether.

	“Major?” she wheezed. 

	“Sorry,” I grunted. “Force of habit.”

	Her face was practically smushed against my visor, though she looked more surprised than upset. I lifted myself off her, remaining in a crouch as I rotated around to reexamine the body. It may not have blown up, but considering how little of it was left, it might as well have. 

	“Garathax powder,” I whispered. “Or something damn similar.”

	I swore under my breath when I realized there would be no autopsy—or any other proof that the Dowd were the ones responsible for this attack. The body in front of me had already dissolved, bones and all. The Intelligence Directorate was fond of this little trick, too—it was a great way to ensure that your operatives never became evidence. But I had never seen it used on regular soldiers before. 

	Assuming these Dowd were regular soldiers. It wasn’t as if we had a basis for comparison. 

	“I’ll check the others,” I said, standing. “But I have feeling we’re out of luck.”

	It took less than a minute to confirm my suspicious. Every single Dowd body had been dissolved inside its suit—and the suits themselves had taken a nontrivial amount of damage in the process. The captain would still want to send over a salvage crew to see if we could learn anything from the remains, but if the Dowd were this paranoid about being discovered, I couldn’t imagine that their little death trick wouldn’t take out most of their tech as well. 

	Tech like whatever jamming device they had been using. 

	“…getting this?” Ellis’s voice suddenly said into my ear when the com crackled back to life. 

	“This is Major Zeris,” I said. “We’re alive and well, sir.”

	“Thank the Seraph. What the hell happened?”

	“Too much to go into. But suffice to say, this ship wasn’t attacked by pirates or the Yarasi.”

	“What? Then who was it?”

	I glanced back at Miranda. She was no longer trembling, and her pale blue eyes gazed down at the dissolved bodies as if they were ghosts. 

	“I’ll explain everything when I get back, sir,” I said. “But I promise, you aren’t going to like it.”

	 

	 

	 

	
3 
The Return

	 

	“The Dowd,” Captain Ellis said, his dark eyes narrowed as he stood staring out the small viewport at the roiling crimson mist of astral space. “After all these years…”

	“It’s hard to believe,” I agreed with a sober nod. “And I’m not sure what it means.”

	“Nothing good. I can guarantee you that.”

	Back in my red-black uniform, I was sitting in the chair on the other side of his desk, my hands folded in my lap and my mind churning with a thousand unanswered questions. The scanning crews had finished up over an hour ago, but just as I’d expected, they hadn’t found any clues about where the Dowd had come from or where their ship had gone. All we knew for certain was that they were real. 

	And that, in all likelihood, neither the Pact nor the Yarasi would believe us. 

	“The last official sighting was what, forty years ago?” I asked. 

	“Thereabouts,” Ellis said. “Though unofficially, I can recall at least a dozen potential encounters, most in the Drift but a few in the Borderlands and the Traverse—places where the Admiralty tends to ignore everything without incontrovertible proof.”

	“I can’t exactly blame them for that. If even a quarter of the insane drek you see on the Holosphere was true, it would be terrifying.”

	Ellis snorted softly. He stared out the viewport for another moment, his dark eyes narrowed in thought, before he finally turned around to face me. “Bad enough to discover that a species of malevolent warmongers is still around. Worse when you don’t know what they want or what they plan next.”

	“Or how they pulled this off in the first place,” I said, leaning forward. “I’ve seen a lot of weird shit these past few years, but I never imagined I’d find a ship filled with dead Krosian warriors who didn’t even fight back.”

	“It defies belief,” the captain said. “It’s like they stunned everyone on the damn ship and then picked them off.”

	“But they didn’t vaporize the bodies or even steal the cargo in the hold,” I said. “There were enough weapons on that thing to arm an entire regiment. And enough ordnance to take out a column of mechs.”

	“Or a military outpost. Maybe a few, depending on the planet.”

	I bobbed my head in agreement. The scanning team had sorted out the details after Miranda and I returned to the Stormrider, but I had watched as the reports came in. The freighter hadn’t been smuggling weapons so much as hauling them openly. It was a clear violation of about a dozen interstellar treaties, including the Accords. The diplomats could have field day with this if we let them. 

	But I had a feeling that Ellis wouldn’t want to go that route. Not until we knew more about what was going on. 

	“The whole thing smells like a setup to me,” I said. “I’m not sure what other conclusion we could even draw. Falquan are awkward as hell to use without years of training. There’s no reason anyone would be using them except to try and pin the blame on the Yarasi.”

	“Agreed,” Ellis said. “Though it’s not clear how a non-Yarasi could use the psi-blades.”

	“The modern versions I’ve seen have a small crystal capacitor that can hold a charge,” I said. “Non-psychics could still get a few swings—more than enough for a few stabs in the neck.”

	The captain’s face soured. “Plenty to stage a crime scene, which would explain why they didn’t steal the weapons or vape the ship.”

	“Combined with the observations Cadet Pierce made when we arrived, it offers some pretty ironclad evidence that the Yarasi are to blame.”

	Ellis nodded gravely. “An accusation that could be the spark the Pact needs to start another war. They’re already on edge after Harkaeon. But now…”

	A dark silence settled between us as we both considered the implications of another interstellar war after three decades of tentative peace. The bloody skirmishes before the Accords had killed millions. How many more would die now that every power in the Cluster had spent thirty years refining their weaponry and planning for the worst?

	“I imagine that the Admiralty will wish to begin a full investigation,” I said, breaking the pause. “And ask a lot of pointed questions about how the Intelligence Directorate didn’t see any of this coming.”

	The captain’s cheek twitched so subtly I doubted that anyone else would have even noticed. “What if they did?”

	“Sir?”

	The captain’s dark eyes briefly unfocused. “You and I both know there’s something going on out here, Kal. Something more than a few missing freighters and illegal weapons shipments. Maybe even something more than an unexpected incursion by the Dowd.”

	I studied him for a moment, but he eventually sighed and sank down into the chair behind his desk. 

	“After thirty years of peace, people start to get complacent,” he said. “They start to think that war is obsolete. There’s an entire generation of officers out there who’ve never fought in a serious fleet engagement. They think all the posturing and threats are just a game for the ’Sphere. But we know better. You most of all.”

	“Me?” 

	“You’ve seen the misery and the suffering—you know what life is actually like out there in the Colonies and the Borderlands,” Ellis said. “You didn’t spend your entire childhood in a hermetically sealed vault.”

	No, I got to have the shit beat out of me by pirates and raiders instead. 

	“Is that the real reason you assigned Cadet Pierce to that mission?” I asked. 

	Ellis cocked a graying eyebrow at me. “Excuse me?”

	“You didn’t send her over to that ship with me just to provide support,” I said, reclining in the chair. “Just like you didn’t invite me to the bridge just to get my opinion on who was responsible for the attack. You could have sent me over by myself to get answers, then called in a scanner crew for mop-up once it was safe.”

	“That almost sounds like you’re questioning your superior officer.”

	I shrugged. “He taught me to be perceptive—and to recognize the smell of bullshit.”

	He snorted again, though it gradually turned into a chuckle. “And here I thought I was being subtle. Why didn’t you bring it up earlier?”

	“You also taught me to trust your instincts,” I replied mildly. “And I figured you wouldn’t appreciate being called out in front of all those delicate little cadets.”

	“You’re not wrong,” Ellis said. “About any of it. I had a feeling that you and Pierce would work well together, assuming you could avoid killing each other. It seemed dicey for a few moments there.”

	“You knew it would be. But we figured it out eventually. She’s obviously very skilled.” I smirked. “Just ask her.”

	The captain chuckled once more, then his expression grew serious. “Confidence is a virtue right up until it becomes a liability. She’s one of the best there is, Kal. Every ship in the fleet will be trying to get her the moment she graduates. She could probably get a post on the Supremacy if she wanted.”

	“Probably,” I agreed. Personally, the thought of serving on the Dominion flagship surrounded by thousands of the most entitled jennies in the universe made my skin crawl, but it was inarguably the most prestigious post in the fleet. An ambitious officer like Miranda could end up with her own ship by the time she was thirty. 

	“The reason I mention it is because I’m considering making a play for her when we get back to the mothership,” Ellis said. “The Stormrider isn’t exactly the most coveted post in the fleet, but several admirals owe me a favor or two. Surely enough to borrow a fresh new lieutenant for a few months.”

	I raised both eyebrows. “You must have something big planned if you’re willing to call in old debts.”

	“As I said, we both know there’s something going on out here. I intend to find out what it is—and soon.”

	Jarod Ellis was many things to me: a mentor, a commanding officer, and most importantly, a good friend. I knew his secrets—secret, really—and he knew mine. He wasn’t prone to hyperbole…but I could hear the strain in his voice no matter how hard he tried to disguise it. 

	He wasn’t just worried. He was terrified. 

	“Sir, do you know something?” I asked. “Something you’re not telling me?”

	“I’m twice your age, Kal,” Ellis said. “I know a lot of things I haven’t told you.”

	I rolled my eyes. “You know what I mean.”

	He took a deep breath before leaning across the desk. “The Intelligence Directorate believes that the Pact is arming for war. Their shipyards have doubled production in the last two years, and Seraph knows the Krosians breed like feral gimlix. Their ground forces outnumber us at least five to one. They probably outnumber the Yarasi twenty to one.”

	I swallowed. The Dominion and the Yarasi had always relied on powerful psionic technology to level the playing field against the Pact’s superior numbers, but five-to-one odds were pretty damn grim. And since the Intelligence Directorate had finally confirmed that a handful of seemingly random aliens in the Driftward Worlds had started to develop latent psionic abilities for as of yet unknown reasons…

	Well, I didn’t even want to think about how that could change the balance of power in the Cluster. If the Pact could figure out a way to breed psionic Krosians, we were all fucked. 

	“You really believe the Pact will risk an all-out war over a few lost freighters in the Drift?” I asked.

	“It’s more than a few lost freighters, Kal,” Ellis said. “Harkaeon raised the stakes. We’re lucky the Pact didn’t launch a counterstrike the next day.”

	I winced. Harkaeon had been a diplomatic disaster, and no one was content with the inconclusive findings of the Assembly’s investigation. Ostensibly, the Pact had built the outpost for “research and scientific” purposes, but its location within the demilitarized zone—and within relatively close proximity to the Yarasi border—had raised a lot of eyebrows. The Yarasi had claimed that it was a listening post meant to monitor their space, which the Pact had vehemently denied. The Dominion had made it clear that any attempts to build a similar installation near our border would be considered an act of war. 

	Then, about two months ago, the outpost had been completely annihilated. The Pact still insisted that the Yarasi were responsible despite their continued denials, but we didn’t have a definitive answer one way or another. 

	It had been the biggest diplomatic crisis in thirty years. Not just smuggling weapons or a satellite war, but threats of true retaliation. 

	“Do you think the Dowd are responsible for that, too?” I asked. 

	“What I think is that there are people on all sides who think the Accords were a mistake,” Ellis said, his jaw visibly tightening. “The Mire, the Rividian Column, even some of the brass. And now, after decades of silence, the Dowd show up and seem eager to give them an excuse to fight.”

	“So you agree with my theory,” I said. “You think they were trying to frame the Yarasi?”

	“Like you said, I don’t see any other conclusion. For all we know, the Dowd could be responsible for our missing ships in the Traverse. Or the missing Yarasi ships in the Spiral—that could even be where they got those falquan in the first place.”

	“That was my thought as well. Yarasi don’t sell their tech to anyone. I don’t know how else they would have gotten their hands on so many of those weapons.” I pursed my lips in thought. “I just wish we’d been able to run a damn autopsy. Without the bodies, we don’t have any physical evidence.”

	“That’s precisely why we need an investigation—and why I plan to ask the Admiralty to let me take the Stormrider into the Borderlands.”

	My eyes widened. “You want to prevent a war by violating every treaty on the books?”

	“I want to do what is necessary to learn the truth. And for that, I’m going to need good people. People who aren’t biased by decades of preconceptions.” The corners of mouth twitched. “People I can trust.”

	I tried to read his expression again. There was something there, not just in his face but behind his eyes…

	I inhaled sharply. “You already knew about the Dowd, didn’t you?”

	This time, his mouth didn’t move at all. “You’re being perceptive again,” he muttered. “I’m not sure I like it.”

	“Too bad for you.”

	Ellis snorted. “The answer is no, I didn’t know about the Dowd.”

	I waited. “But?”

	“But I’ve been suspecting an outside party for some time,” he said. “Peace is bad for business. And it’s even worse for zealots. You and I both know that there are factions within the Admiralty who are all too eager to send a fleet into the Borderlands and start another war. Two hundred years after getting trapped behind the Veil, and they still believe it’s our sacred duty to ‘unify’ every last sector in the galaxy in the Seraph’s name.”

	“What exactly are you suggesting, sir?”

	“I’m not suggesting anything. I’m merely restating what I already told you. There are a lot of people in this galaxy—including some on our side—who desperately want an excuse to fight.”

	Ordinarily, I considered interstellar politics above my paygrade—I went where I was sent and did what I was told. But I still understood that the current ceasefire between the major powers in the Cluster wouldn’t last forever. Triumvirates were inherently unstable, and while the Yarasi seemed more or less content to defend the borders of their ancient empire, the Pact was a different beast entirely. The Krosian broods thirsted for blood, and it was only a matter of time before their Sillibar masters set them loose. 

	Back in the Dominion Colonies, no one wanted to believe that three decades of peace could come to an end over a few missing ships, but anyone who had served on the frontlines knew better. I had seen the devastation wrought by the countless skirmishes and satellite wars in the Borderlands; I had cleaned up the mess after the Krosian hordes had butchered defenseless settlements. 

	And unlike the legions of self-righteous idiots on the Holosphere who claimed that the Dominion was just as bad as our enemies, I understood that the alternative to an imperfect order was nearly always deadly chaos. Growing up in a lawless shithole like Nirivarr, I had witnessed the brutality of pirates and slavers and petty warlords firsthand. I wouldn’t wish such a fate on anyone. Vacuums of power were every bit as deadly as deep space. 

	“Maybe the Pact deserves to get a bloody nose every once in a while,” I said after a moment. 

	“If the bleeding would stop there, I would be inclined to agree,” Ellis replied. “But we both know it won’t. It never does.”

	I nodded again. He wasn’t wrong; history demonstrated that well enough. The Dominion had been at war with the natives of the Tartarus Cluster for at least half of the two centuries since the Expeditionary Fleet had arrived. First the Dowd, then the Pact, then countless skirmishes with minor empires as we absorbed them…

	“This mission of yours,” I said. “You want to scour the Borderlands and see who else might be pulling the strings. Not just the Dowd.”

	“That’s the long and short of it, yes,” Ellis confirmed. “I want to stop a war if we can. But if we can’t…well, I want to make sure we’re fighting the right enemy for the right reasons. The Stormrider is one of the fastest ships in the fleet, and she’s hard to pin down. With a small but smart crew, she can go places the rest of the fleet can’t.”

	I scratched at my stubble. I could tell that he was still playing this pretty close to his vest—he knew more than he was letting on, and there was no way in hell he would be this on edge about a simple recon mission. No, whatever he was planning, he’d been thinking about it for a while, long before we had happened upon this Pact freighter or discovered the Dowd. 

	I would have kept grilling him for details if I thought it would do any good. But he wasn’t the type of man who kept secrets without a good reason. And since we were on our way back to the Pride of Keledon—a mothership filled with almost a million people, many of whom were powerful telepaths—it wasn’t hard to figure out why he was being cagey. 

	“I suppose we’ll have to see if the Admiralty agrees with you,” I said. “How long do you expect us to be on the mothership?”

	“If I get my way, not more than a few days,” Ellis said. “Whether I manage to hook Cadet Pierce or not, I plan to assemble a tight crew. The fewer the better.”

	I cocked an eyebrow. “So, you’re saying I won’t be getting any backup?”

	“Do you need backup?” he asked dryly. “I’ll send the mission logs down to your quarters shortly. In the meantime, you should get some rest. You’d probably rather have me send you on another solo op to a wasteland planet than spend a few days on the mothership.”

	“There’s no ‘probably’ about it, sir,” I grumbled. “But I’ll manage somehow.”

	“I know you will,” Ellis said, a smile returning to his face but then fading almost as quickly. “We have to figure this out, Kal. Before it’s too late.”

	“We will, sir,” I assured him. “We always do.”

	 

	***

	 

	It was a four-day trip from the edge of the Stygian Drift back to the Dominion Fleet in deep space, and I intended to spend the bulk of the fifteen-hundred light-year journey in the Stormrider’s armory. Not because the maintenance drones needed help repairing my armor—they could replace the disintegrated plates within a few hours—but because it was the quietest and most isolated part of the ship. A place where I could train, work out, and think in peace. It might not have been a solo op on a wasteland planet, but it was the next best thing. 

	But barely a day after we set out, my plan fell apart. And not for any reasons I would have ever suspected. 

	I was on my way from the armory to my cramped quarters on the lower decks when I saw Miranda standing alone in one of the long, central corridors, just outside the ship’s infirmary. I slowed my gait when I spotted her, wondering if I should try to make small talk just to be polite. She was staring down at her holopad. 

	And crying. 

	My stride faltered. Few things in the universe were as attention-grabbing as the sight of a weeping young woman. Pact battleships jumping into a system always got my blood pumping, and there was nothing quite as invigorating as a life-or-death melee with a frenzied Krosian warrior. But I was convinced that there was something hard coded into human males to defend females in distress, and I found myself striding toward her before I consciously realized what was happening. 

	Besides a pair of other cadets having a chat in a semi-secluded nook behind me—and a Kali technician with a repair drone fixing a panel further down the hall—traffic in the corridor was thankfully light at the moment. Hopefully it would stay that way. 

	“Cadet?” 

	Miranda inhaled sharply as she turned, and I got my first up-close glimpse at her bloodshot eyes and seeping makeup. “Major!”

	“Are you all right?” I asked, resisting the urge to reach out and touch her arm.

	“What? Oh! Yes…yes, of course.” She lowered her holopad and quickly wiped her eyes with the back of her glove. “I’m sorry, I just…”

	She trailed off, and I could see the flash of embarrassment rush through her cheeks. And not the good, flirty kind—the kind where my stomach twinged in sympathy. No one wanted to be caught crying in public. And given how well she’d kept her cool back on the Pact ship, I doubted she lost her composure very often. 

	“I just received some unexpected news when we synced up with the Holosphere relay, that’s all,” she managed, her eyes darting to the other cadets as if in terror that they might notice her in disarray. 

	“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said, hoping I sounded sympathetic rather than patronizing. Had I the power, I would have happily whisked her away to somewhere private to spare her dignity. But I was an Immortal, not a Psychoporter, so all I could do was try and position myself in such a way as to conceal her from anyone who happened to stroll by. Thankfully, my broad shoulders combined with my twenty-centimeter height advantage offered pretty effective cover. 

	“It’s not your fault,” Miranda grumbled. “It’s just…” 

	She swallowed, as if trying to decide whether she could—or should—share her news with me. I certainly wouldn’t have blamed her if she had excused herself and dashed away. But she didn’t. 

	“It’s from the Academy,” she said, her voice soft and trembling. “They have informed me that I will not be graduating with the rest of my class,” 

	“What?” I asked, frowning. “Why? I thought you said you were the top of your class in everything.”

	“I am! By all the real metrics, not the bullshit ones.”

	“I don’t understand,” I said, shaking my head. “If you need a superior officer to vouch for you, I’m sure Captain Ellis would—”

	“It’s not that,” she interrupted. “It’s…well, it’s the Seeding.”

	I blinked. “The…what?”

	Miranda sighed. “Repopulation. The Admiralty wants us to constantly shore up our numbers without relying on the Colonies.”

	My expression remained puzzled. I had heard some wild rumors about relationships on a fleet, but I had always assumed that most were exaggerated. And honestly, I had never particularly cared to learn the truth. The jennies—“genetically engineered”—were practically an alien culture to anyone from the Colonies or the Borderlands.

	“All female cadets are required to produce at least one fertilized embryo before they graduate,” Miranda explained, sensing my confusion. “We get extra points for more, especially if they are from different men. Some of the girls produce dozens before they earn their commission…”

	I blinked again, still stunned. For once the rumors might have been less crazy than the reality. 

	“It’s ridiculous, right?” she said, hissing as if she were ready to chuck her holopad down the hall. “What kind of captain would take an officer who spent all her time spreading her legs instead of acing her exams?”

	“Not a good one,” I managed. The whole point of jennies, at least from my perspective as an outsider born beneath a real sky, was that they were lab babies grown and raised exclusively on starships so they couldn’t be “tainted” by external environmental factors. They were pure and perfect, distilled of all those annoying natty imperfections. 

	“It’s insulting,” Miranda growled. “I’m on this ship to learn and train, not fraternize.”

	She took a breath, her hands balling into fists as she tried to gather herself. But when she finally met my gaze again, she abruptly paused. Her pale blue eyes examined me for a long moment, as if they were trying to find an answer to a difficult question. 

	“So, maybe I just haven’t been paying attention,” I said, glancing back over my shoulder as another cadet passed by. “But I’ve been on the mothership several times, and I’ve never seen any pregnant women.”

	“Of course not,” Miranda said as if it were obvious. “They extract the embryos within a week of fertilization. They’re all moved to the labs where they can be modified. There are no actual mothers on the mothership.”

	“Ah,” I murmured as the pieces slowly came together. I suppose I had never really put much thought into it, but I had always passively assumed that jennies were conceived completely artificially rather than modified later. 

	It doesn’t seem possible, but these people are even weirder than I thought. 

	“Um…I know how this is going to sound, but…” Her prim voice gave out, and I saw another flash of pink in her cheeks before she threw up her hands. “Never mind. Forget it.”

	“It’s all right,” I assured her. “What is it?”

	Her blue eyes locked on mine, and she nibbled at her lower lip for a moment as she studied me again. “Would you…would you consider helping me out?”

	My heart skipped a beat. And then another. And then at least three more. “Uh…help you?”

	Miranda nodded. “I know it’s awkward. And I know there are obviously plenty of other men my age on this ship. But to be honest, I don’t get along with most of them, and you seem…well, different. I-I thought we made a pretty good team yesterday. So, if you’re willing, maybe you and I could…you know.”

	This time, my heart didn’t so much skip a beat as stop working altogether. I leaned away, mouth falling open, wondering if this was some kind of bizarre jenny prank. But Miranda didn’t strike me as the joking type, and after staring down at her perfectly symmetrical face for a few seconds, I knew she was serious. 

	This girl—this beautiful woman who had been upset when I had merely set foot on the Stormrider’s bridge with her yesterday—was asking me to get her pregnant. It was so far beyond the realm of plausibility that I genuinely wondered if my brain was getting enough oxygen in here. 

	And yet…

	“Yes,” I said quickly. Perhaps too quickly. “I mean, sure. Yeah. I wouldn’t mind trying to help you out. If that’s what you want.” 

	“Really?” she gasped, suddenly beaming. “You’d do that for me?”

	Yes. One hundred fifty percent yes. One thousand percent yes.

	“Of course,” I said as coolly as I could manage. I had to remind myself to breathe. “After all, the fleet can’t afford to miss out on someone who’s good at everything.”

	Her smile flashed so bright it was practically blinding. I grinned back, almost embarrassed at how hard my pulse was pounding in my ears. I was no green lad; I had been with plenty of women before I’d joined the service and plenty more since, including a fair number of alien girls with certain qualities that no human woman could match. 

	But even with all my experience, there was no denying that Miranda was unique. With her looks, she should have had every male cadet in the academy begging for the chance to push up her skirt and help her with this “Seeding.” She should have had every female cadet dying of jealousy. 

	“You’ve no idea how much this means to me,” she gushed, placing her hand on my chest. “Thank you so much!”

	“It’s no problem at all,” I said. “Just, uh, just name the time and place.”

	“Hmm? Oh, right.” She composed herself and tossed a quick glance around the hall. “How about my quarters at nineteen hundred hours?” 

	“Sure thing,” I said, trying not to sound too excited. “I’ll see you then.”

	“Great,” Miranda said. She started to turn but stopped herself mid-twist. “I really can’t thank you enough for this, Major. I won’t forget this, I promise.”

	Offering me a final, relieved smile, she turned on a heel and strode off down the corridor. I stayed in place, no longer able to ignore the taper of her waist, the curves of her hips, or the way she seemed to float atop the heels of her boots. 

	“Yeah,” I whispered. “Neither will I.”

	 

	 

	 

	
4 
A Favor

	 

	I was riding the lift up to the Stormrider’s crew deck when the chrono struck eighteen fifty-five, which Miranda would hopefully interpret as appropriately prompt without seeming overeager. I’d shaved and showered, my uniform was pressed, and my boots were polished to a mirror sheen. I snickered, amazed and frankly a little embarrassed at how much thought I was putting into this. I was twenty-six, not sixteen, yet I felt as nervous as the first time I had taken a girl out on a date. It was a bit ridiculous. 

	Then again, it’s not every day that the hottest woman in the Academy invites you to pollute their precious gene pool. 

	Grinning, I strode off the lift into the mostly empty corridor on the other side. There was another Kali technician working at an open access panel, her normally brown scales shimmering a thoughtful black as she ran a diagnostic on a power conduit, but otherwise I was alone. I tossed a quick glance down at my holopad as I approached Miranda’s door, confirming that I had a whole minute to spare. Taking a deep breath, I touched the door chime.

	“Come in!” Miranda’s voice called out. The door whooshed open, and I stepped inside. 

	Into quarters fit for an admiral.

	My mouth fell open as I swept my eyes around the spacious room—or, more accurately, the two spacious rooms linked together. The first, directly in front of me, was about the size of Captain Ellis’s office on the bridge, and it seemed to serve a similar purpose. Miranda was currently sitting at a workstation set against the far wall by an oval viewport, while the middle of the room was basically a lounge and entertainment center with a couch, a table with an integrated holo-projector, and several wall-mounted vid-screens. The adjoining room to my right must have been her sleeping quarters and washroom—I could just see the end of her bed from where I was standing. 

	“Sorry it’s a little cramped,” Miranda said as she turned, uncrossing her legs and bouncing to her feet. “Cadets don’t get full quarters like the officers.”

	I thought about telling her that my quarters on the lower decks were a third this size—and that I had once spent six months on a ship sharing such a space with three other soldiers. After that, I considered explaining that most ’pounders who deployed in active combat zones would have gladly traded an eye for a real meal, let alone a comfy bed.

	I really need to have a word with Ellis about this. 

	But then she strode toward me on those long, shapely legs of hers, and I decided that no grudge in the universe was worth killing the mood. 

	“It’s…cozy,” I said instead. 

	She stopped half a meter in front of me, her red lips still wide in a smile. She had repaired her makeup and perhaps even added an extra splash of eyeshadow to highlight the brilliance of her blue irises. 

	“I can’t thank you enough for agreeing to this,” she said. “I know it’s awkward, and I’m sure you’re very busy. But hopefully this will be as quick and painless for you as possible.”

	I arched an eyebrow at her. “You almost make it sound like a surgery.”

	“What? Oh! T-that’s not what I meant!” Her face flushed. “I just…I mean, I-I don’t have a lot of experience with this particular…um, activity.” She paused and shrugged. “I don’t have any experience with it, really.”

	Stars, she’s a virgin? How is that even possible?

	“It’s all right,” I soothed with the most reassuring smile I could muster. “I was just teasing, that’s all. Breaking the ice a little, you know?”

	“Right. Right, of course.” 

	She cleared her throat and glanced away, and I couldn’t help but marvel at the difference between the anxious, flustered girl in front of me and the cool, confident cadet I had worked with on the Stormrider. It was shocking…and, well, cute. It made me want to take her in my arms and pull her in for a firm, reassuring kiss. 

	Don’t rush her. And don’t do anything stupid. It’s not like I haven’t done this before. 

	“Would you, um, would you like a drink?” Miranda asked, eyes finally returning to me. “I was given a bottle of Drellian brandy last year that I’ve never opened. I hear it’s quite good.”

	“Sure,” I said. “I haven’t had a real drink since I came aboard.”

	“Great! Let me get you a glass…”

	Turning, clearly glad for a respite to get her bearings, she dashed around the corner into her bedroom. 

	Once she was out of sight, I strolled closer to her desk and inspected the rest of her quarters more closely. Surprising no one, every centimeter of the room was spotless. She struck me as the type of girl who attacked clutter with the single-minded fury of an antibody exterminating a virus. 

	Frankly, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she even cleaned everything in here herself rather than relying on one of the janitorial mechs to do it for her. My own quarters would certainly be tidier if I could telekinetically organize it from the comfort of my bed.

	Glasses clinked in the next room as I swept my gaze around to study the accoutrements she had chosen for decorations. Or, more accurately, the lack thereof. Besides her personal computer and the furniture, there was nothing here—no artwork, no awards, no holos or even still images of family or friends. It was almost like she had just moved in, but I knew she had been serving on this ship with Captain Ellis for almost a month.

	He had once told me that you could learn a lot about a person from the knickknacks they kept in private places. These were obviously the quarters of an ambitious, highly driven woman—one who had no meaningful social connections whatsoever. 

	“I’ve never tried this myself,” she said as she came around the corner with a glass in either hand. The dark yellow liquor inside seemed to swirl with a constellation of stars as she moved. “It smells…interesting.”

	“It’s usually pretty strong stuff,” I warned. “And oddly tart for a brandy.”

	“Hmm.” She stopped and handed me the glass. “I’ll have to take your word for it. You may find this hard to believe, but I don’t entertain guests very often.”

	I shrugged. “Nothing to be ashamed of. It’s something else we have in common.”

	She grinned. “Surveying backwater planets behind enemy lines seems a bit different than serving on a starship with a million other people.”

	“They’re both hostile environments in their own ways. Sometimes the local wildlife leaves you alone, other times it tries to eat you. Sounds about like every ship I’ve ever served on.” 

	“I suppose so,” she said, her grin turning back into a real smile.

	Damn, it looks good on her. Now if I can just get her to laugh, maybe she’ll finally relax.

	“Well, here’s to solo operations,” I said, tapping my glass against hers. “And safe nights in the wilderness.”

	I took a drink. I barely even noticed the tart, woody burn in my throat; all of my attention was focused on the way her eyebrows lifted in surprise the moment she took her first sip. 

	“That’s…really good,” Miranda said. She took another sip and delicately swirled it around her mouth for a few seconds. “I should have opened it sooner.”

	“If you like tart, I could try to get you Nirivian ale next time I’m in the Borderlands. I’ve never found anything else like it.”

	“I’d like that,” she said, finishing the rest with a final gulp. Though this time, she seemed to be paying far more attention to me than the liquor. “You seem very…experienced.”

	“Mostly at getting shot,” I replied. “But sometimes you learn a few things between pulse rounds.”

	Miranda smiled again, and she continued staring at me even as she set her glass down on the table behind her. When I polished off mine a second later, she gently plucked it from my hand then placed it next to hers. 

	“I bet you have a lot of incredible stories,” she said. “Planets you’ve seen, species you’ve met.”

	“A few. Some more entertaining than others.”

	“I’d like to hear them sometime. But you’re doing me a favor and I don’t want to waste your whole night. We should, um…we should get started.”

	Miranda swallowed heavily as she pulled her dark blue gloves from her fingers, then turned slightly as she set them down next to the empty glasses—at a perfect ninety-degree angle with her computer, no less. 

	“I’m afraid I don’t have your experience, but I assure you that I have thoroughly studied the instructional material,” she said, turning back around, her tone becoming businesslike. She raised her fingers to the low collar of her uniform, giving me my first glimpse of her immaculately manicured nails. “I familiarized myself with all the standard sexual positions. The holo-vids on the ship’s computer were very informative.”

	My pulse starting to race in my ears as she began to unbutton her uniform jacket. “Holo-vids?”

	“Yes, there were far more than I realized,” Miranda said, her fingers already down to the fourth button. “I’ve never had the opportunity to practice any of the techniques on a real male before, but I assure you that I’m a quick study. I’ll make certain that you enjoy yourself and—”

	I reached out and took her wrists. She gasped and looked up at me, confused, her top open just enough to give me a glimpse of her white bra and the porcelain cleavage it was struggling to contain. 

	By the stars…

	Pulling her close, I leaned down and kissed her. I inhaled her scent, catching a whiff of perfume, something rich and floral. It was always a risk to dive in and take the initiative with a new partner, but ’pounders learned to trust their instincts. And mine were telling me that this was exactly what Miranda wanted. 

	They were right. Her body seemed to relax all at once, molding against mine for the first time. She moaned softly when my tongue pierced her lips and again when it entwined with hers. I felt her breath catch and her body shiver, and when I relaxed my grip on her wrists, her hands almost immediately stretched out to rest upon my biceps. 

	Fuck, it’s tempting to lift her up onto the edge of her desk and push up that short little skirt of hers…

	But I forced myself to take it slow and explore every millimeter of her mouth and tongue. As hot as she was—as much as I wanted to push her down and fuck her tight little body until I filled her perfect jenny womb—I also wanted to respect the trust she had shown me. Her career was on the line, and it couldn’t have been easy to reach out to a natty ’pounder for help. There were dozens of male cadets on the Stormrider and tens of thousands on the mothership. 

	But she had chosen me. The least I could do was show her a good time. 

	“Oh!” she gasped when I finally pulled back, her lightly shadowed eyelids fluttering. 

	“Sorry,” I apologized with a thin smile. “I might have gotten carried away.”

	“No, that was…” Miranda paused for breath, her tongue slowly dragging across her lips. “That was not at all like I expected.”

	“There’s more,” I said, sliding my hands south to her waist. “If you’re interested.”

	Smiling, Miranda stretched up on her tiptoes and brought our lips back together. I kissed her deeply, content to languidly continue my exploration. She moaned every few seconds, her body practically melting into my arms. She seemed to gain confidence the longer we embraced; her tongue became less passive and more aggressive. Soon, she was the one dictating the moves of our dance. 

	As the minutes passed, I gradually shifted my hands up her sides until they were just below her breasts, and then I continued the work of unfastening the buttons of her uniform. Once the last one popped free, I gently slid my fingers inside and brushed them over her flat stomach. She gasped approvingly, and I felt a wave of goosebumps ripple across her flesh. 

	She definitely isn’t used to being touched. It’s time to remedy that.

	My fingers skated back up her sides, appreciating the silky smoothness of her flawless skin, until they eventually reached her bra. I unclasped it with practiced ease, triggering another startled but pleased gasp. I then finally allowed our mouths to separate, smiling at her still-fluttering eyes and the subtle flush in her cheeks. 

	There was nothing in the galaxy quite like kissing a woman for the first time. And we were only getting started. 

	Miranda had an unmistakably longing, desperate look in her pale blue eyes when they finally opened all the way. She pushed her uniform and bra off her shoulders, allowing them to fall in a pile behind her. And it was in that moment, when I drank in the full glory of her pert, pillowy breasts, that I decided genetic engineering might not have been so bad after all. 

	My hands drifted down to her lower back, and I half-lifted, half-pulled her closer so I could have a taste. Her breath stuttered when I took her left breast into my mouth, her eyes rolling shut and her head lolling back. I could feel her desire in the firmness of her nipple and the quiet coos from her lips. 

	She moaned when I fluttered my tongue over the stiffening bud. The noise caught at the careful graze of my teeth. She whimpered as my tongue began swirling, coaxing her nipple to full, straining hardness. 

	How this girl’s incredible body could have been ignored for twenty-two years defied all reason. It was practically a crime against humanity. 

	But now it’s all mine. 

	I shifted my lips to her other breast, latching onto her nipple and giving it the same loving attention, more tempted than ever to push up her skirt. I was about to give in and do just that when she unexpectedly put her hands on my head. 

	“Wait!” she pleaded, practically panting as she gently pushed me away. “The videos said I should get you ready.”

	Before I could say anything, she dropped to her knees on the carpeted floor. While her hands reached for my fly and pulled down my zipper, I couldn’t help but appreciate the view of her nubile body now stripped down to just her skirt and heeled boots. I had pretty much been hard from the moment she had invited me to her quarters, but at this point my cock was practically a thorotine rod trying to burst free. The moment the zipper was down, she reached inside to unwrap her prize—

	“Stars!” she gasped, her eyes flaring wide when my cock sprang to attention and nearly smacked her lips. “I thought you were a natty!”

	I grinned. “Yeah, well, we’re used to being underestimated.”

	Her eyes stayed round as she examined my engorged tip. She looked almost as surprised now as when she had learned that I was psychic. It made me wonder what rumors the jennies were spinning about us here on the fleet. Were we all supposed to be weak, stupid, limp-dicked barbarians? 

	Miranda wrapped her fingers around my thick shaft and began to carefully stroke me. “Is this correct?”

	“Yeah,” I breathed, nodding as a shiver of pleasure cascaded through me. “Just like that.”

	I had always been proud of my stamina, but it had been almost three months since I had been with a woman. Though given how beautiful Miranda was—and how amazing she and her incredible tits looked from this angle—I’d have been concerned about pacing myself even if I had jerked off in my bunk ten minutes ago. 

	“I suppose I don’t need to get you ready,” she said as a tiny droplet of pre-cum emerged from the tip. “But I’m curious…”

	Miranda trailed off as she stretched out her tongue and licked across my throbbing tip. Another shiver rippled through me, this one so intense it made my knees wobble. Experimentally, she gathered the pre-cum on the tip of her tongue and rolled it back into her mouth as if it were another sip of brandy. 

	“Interesting,” she whispered, though she seemed to be talking more to herself than to me. She leaned forward again, lips opening wide. I bit down on my bottom lip as I watched the swollen head vanish into her mouth…and then felt the warm flick of her tongue on the undershaft. 

	“Ngn,” I moaned, somewhat to encourage her but mostly because I was overwhelmed. While her fingers continued gently stroking the base of my shaft, her mouth became bolder. She began to bob up and down, swallowing another centimeter each time. I didn’t know if she was emulating a holo-vid or following her instincts, but either way, it felt amazing. 

	Maybe she’s not just a quick study—maybe she’s a prodigy.

	It wasn’t long before she took half my length in a single gulp. My hands instinctively reached out to grab a firm hold of her black hair, but I stopped myself short at the last instant. I had to remind myself that she wasn’t Ash—Miranda hadn’t spent the better part of the last seven years throating my cock every chance she got. I needed to let her learn at her own pace. 

	“Ooo,” she cooed when she finally pulled back, breathing heavily. “I almost forgot…”

	I was about to ask what she was talking about when she abruptly turned her head and thrust out her left hand. I had no idea what she was doing until I heard a faint, almost imperceptible rumble…and then watched a hairband soar down from her desk into her palm. 

	“The instructor in the videos said I should give you a handhold if you need it,” she stated matter-of-factly just before she placed the tie in her teeth. After using both hands to pull her black hair back into a tight ponytail, she used the band to clip it in place. “You can grab on if you need to—whatever you prefer!”

	Her eagerness left me speechless, and she dove back in before I could regain my wits to answer, her lips sliding over the tip and engulfing half the shaft. At the same time, her fingers began pumping the base of my cock, sending a fresh surge of euphoria shooting through me. My hand reflexively reached out for her hair again, but this time I didn’t stop short. I still thought it might be a mistake, mostly because I didn’t know how much longer I could last, but also because I didn’t want to disappoint her. After all, she was the one who had offered. 

	My fingers got a firm hold on her ponytail, which I used it to firmly but gently guide her movements. As much as the animalistic part of me wanted to jam my cock all the way down her throat, I knew she wasn’t ready for that. Not many girls wanted to get choked on the first date. 

	That can come later. 

	“You’re doing great,” I rasped, tugging on her hair to draw her back along the shaft. “That feels incredible…”

	Her blue eyes glinted as she looked up at me. Knowing her, she was probably treating this as a personal challenge—another skill she could improve and master. But something about the way she reacted every time I gasped or moaned made me wonder if it was more than that. I suspected she was genuinely enjoying how good she was making me feel. 

	A little too good, if she wanted me to help with the Seeding. 

	“Wait!” I said, pulling back on her ponytail before I crossed the point of no return. “We, uh…we need to be careful.”

	Her eyes settled on my cock, mouth still parted and her ponytail held high in my fist, and from the way she hungrily licked at her lips, I thought she might dive back in anyway. I wouldn’t have stopped her—I had no problem finishing however and wherever she wanted. But her reason seemed to eclipse her lust at the last moment, and she quickly nodded. 

	“Right, sorry,” she said, swallowing. “It’s just…that was a lot more fun than I thought it would be.”

	“I’m glad you think so.” I released her hair and ran a finger along her cheek in a tender caress. “I think you may be a natural.”

	“Really?” she asked with complete earnestness. “You aren’t just saying that?”

	“Not at all,” I assured her. “It’s, um…it’s obvious you’ve read the material.”

	She smiled up at me for a moment as she caught her breath, then leaned forward to gather another bead of pearly fluid from my swollen tip. “We should focus on the Seeding,” she said, the faintest twinge of regret in her voice. “But later…um…would you mind if I tried this again? For practice, I mean.”

	The urge to grab her hair and shove her back onto my cock suddenly rose again. Stars, the things I wanted to show this girl…

	“I’m sure we can find the time,” I said instead.

	“You mean it? That would be wonderful!” Relinquishing her hold on the base of my stem, Miranda bounced back to her feet. “If you’re ready, we could move to the bedroom. The holo-vids recommended we—eep!”

	She squeaked in surprise when I reached out, grabbed her thighs, and hoisted her up into my arms. Her skirt naturally rode up her waist, and my hard cock pressed against the fabric of her panties. It would only take the subtlest push to slide them out of the way, and I would have happily bet my pension that she was already wet enough to take me. 

	But if her videos wanted us on her bed, who was I to argue?

	Leaning in to kiss her again, I carried her into the adjacent room. Her arms seemed to instinctively curl behind my neck, first for support but then to pull me more tightly against her. Her thighs squeezed into my sides, and the tip of my aching cock kept nuzzling harder and harder against her panties as I moved.

	I kept my eyes open enough to navigate even while hers remained closed, but thankfully her bedroom was just as tidy and well-organized as her workspace. I was so fucking horny that my brain barely even had time to process the fact that her bed was twice as large as mine, or that she had her own private washroom, kitchenette, and food storage…

	I gently laid Miranda down on the edge of the bed, fully content to kiss her for another minute while I disrobed. But before I could pop off a single button of my own uniform, however, she pulled me down on top of her as she leaned back onto the creaseless, perfectly straight sheets. I belatedly noticed that her boots had locked behind my back, holding us together, and I would have smiled if my lips weren’t otherwise occupied. 

	I growled my approval against her lips instead, running my hands along her naked sides with possessive affection before returning them to their task. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t reward her initiative.

	Slowly but precisely, I began to grind my manhood against her while we kissed. Her pleased gasps were music in my ears, driving me to grind harder while I worked at unbuttoning my black jacket. Her hands soon joined me, starting from the bottom and working upward until we met. Her fingers pushed inside the moment it was clear, dragging across my chest and its sharply defined muscles, finding the dozens of old scars over my abdomen and ribcage. There was a story behind each and every one. 

	Maybe one day I’ll have the chance to tell her.

	I’d worried that my scars might bother her. On the contrary, her kiss grew hungrier as her touch continued to roam, migrating around my sides to my back. She moaned into my mouth, low and admiring.

	While she explored my chest and back, I dropped my hands to my waist and unbuckled my belt. I pushed my pants from my hips, finally liberating my full manhood, and she used the opportunity to do the same with her skirt. It took a bit of clever twisting, but she managed get it off her legs without breaking our embrace. 

	Her heeled boots stayed on. Exactly the way I liked it.

	Then, at last, there were no more obstacles. I could feel her carnal heat as I brought my manhood to her waiting folds, unsurprised in the least to find that her glistening sex was shaven clean. Her labia rubbed along the underside of my shaft like soft, satiny velvet, and her slickness was molten lust. Her thighs wrapped around my waist again and pulled my hips tighter against her, a clear invitation to give her what she needed. 

	And take what I so desperately wanted. 

	With an experienced tilt of my hips, I aligned to her entrance, then slid a hand between us to guide myself. I gently eased the tip inside her. Our kiss broke almost instantly as she gasped, her head rolling back and her fingers digging into my spine. 

	I held myself in place for a moment, allowing her to adjust. But when her blue eyes met mine and a contented smile graced her lips, I knew she was ready for more. 

	I pushed again, holding my breath as my cock stretched her open. The feeling of taut, warm silk that crept along my shaft was utterly intoxicating. There was something undeniably special about being the first to take a virgin cunt, and any man who denied it was a liar. And it wasn’t merely the tightness or the heat or the physical pleasure—it was the connection, the bond, the trust she was placing in you. It was a moment she would always remember, but you were the one who owed it to her to make it truly unforgettable. 

	“Oooh!” Miranda gasped, eyelids fluttering as I claimed her virtue with a final roll of my hips. She was as wet as I imagined and as tight as I’d dreamed, but I promised myself that I wasn’t going to spill until she did, no matter how careful I needed to be. 

	I paused again to let her adjust, studying her face for any sign of discomfort but finding none. She seemed lost in the sensations, her heavy breaths fanning my face, her chest rising and falling centimeters beneath my own, while her inner muscles tensed erratically as my full length rested inside of her. 

	When her eyes found mine, lidded with need, I knew it was time.

	I pulled back and thrust into her again, and then again, adopting a slow but deliberate rhythm that drew a breathless moan from her lips each time I bottomed out inside her. I was more than happy to remain in control, but she didn’t stay passive for long—by the third thrust, she was already churning her hips against me, her nails scraping my shoulder blades. 

	“Harder! Please!”

	Her cultured voice was a ragged, quivering mess, and the sound of her losing control—plus the sight of her biting down on her lip in desperation—sent a delighted shockwave rippling through me so violently I almost burst. One day, I promised myself, I was going to ruin this girl. Her perfect hair, her perfect makeup, her perfect quarters…I would utterly destroy them all while she begged me to do it. 

	But right now, I was just going to fuck the hell out of her. 

	Grabbing hold of her thighs, I slammed into her with a feral grunt, the smack of our joining flesh mingling with her delirious cries in a euphoric echo. I drove into her heat, savoring the crushing grip of her virgin walls, fighting against the rising urge to flood her womb every time I bottomed out. 

	But it was a losing battle and I knew it. I bought myself a few seconds by pausing to reintroduce my lips to her breasts, then another handful by changing positions. I reached beneath her knees and pushed her legs back until they were nearly parallel with her body, allowing me to drive even deeper. Her gasps rose rapidly in pitch. The heels of her boots wobbled in the air above my head, her blue eyes rolled back until there was nothing but white…

	And then Miranda’s back arched, her breasts pressing into my chest as her body seized up in climax. She didn’t so much whimper as mewl when the air rushed from her lungs, leaving her practically paralyzed in bliss. Her walls spasmed, pulsing along my thrusting length. Her nails might have actually drawn blood if I had let them, and her thighs pressed against me as if trying to curl over my shoulders and prevent my escape. 

	Not that I ever would have tried. I was long past the point of no return. Snarling in possessive triumph, I hammered into her one final time—my tip mashing against her cervix—as I exploded, pumping months and months of pent-up natty seed straight into her unspoiled jenny womb. Spurt after spurt, shudder after shudder…

	Waves of ecstasy radiated through me, lingering long and swirling deep, sustained by the knowledge that this wasn’t just a climax, or even fantastic sex. It was the first finish she’d ever experienced, and every soft, vulnerable sound she made drove home that I wasn’t just making love to her.

	I was breeding her. 

	And then peace. I slumped on top of her, breathing harder than I had any right to as I released my hold on her legs and let them slide back down my sides. Arms still wrapped around me, she gripped me against her as she caught her own breath, her mind gradually returning to her body. 

	“Oh…stars…” she blubbered, struggling to form a coherent sentence. “Thank you, that was so—”

	I leaned down and kissed her again, sharing in her stilted breaths and basking in her afterglow. I never expected to find myself in bed with any fleet jenny, let alone one this beautiful. Or brilliant. Or just the right amount of bitchy…

	“My pleasure,” I whispered when our lips parted. “I’ve always wanted to help train new cadets.”

	She looked up at me, tiredly but tenderly, as her fingers reached up to touch my short brown hair. Her eyes seemed to drink me in as her breath steadied, and I lost myself within their depths, so much so that it was only when I leaned back to pull out of her that I realized she had again locked her ankles around my back.

	“I’m not technically back on duty until oh-six hundred,” she breathed. “Would you, um…would you like to do that again? Just to make sure the seeding takes. We could try a different position, if you like. Some of them looked quite promising.”

	“Sure,” I said, smiling down at her. “Anything to help the cause.”

	 

	 

	 

	
5 
The Mothership

	 

	Despite my seven years of service spread across dozens of Dominion starships—and despite the fact that I’d had more than my share of flings with fellow service members—I had never actually woken up in a woman’s quarters before. Mostly, I’d never had the opportunity, since my fellow natties rarely had the space or privacy for such dalliances in their bunks. But I’d also never particularly wanted to.

	Until now. 

	“Shit!” 

	Miranda’s sudden hiss snapped me back into the waking world, and I felt the mattress shift as she vaulted over me and snatched her clothes from the floor. It took me several more seconds to clear my head and lean up—an embarrassingly slow response for someone who had learned to sleep in warzones and come alert at a moment’s notice—but when I did, I saw her naked figure frantically dive into the washroom, uniform in hand. 

	“What’s wrong?” I croaked. 

	“I’m almost late for duty!” 

	I knuckled the sleep from my eyes and glanced down at the floor where my holopad was lying atop my pants. I had a persistent daily alarm set for oh-five-thirty, and for a heartbeat I wondered if we had both somehow slept through it. But when I saw the time display, I had to do a double take to make sure I wasn’t going blind. 

	“I thought you weren’t on duty until oh-six hundred?” 

	“I am! I should have been up an hour ago.”

	I blinked at the holopad screen again, just to make sure it still said oh-five-one-five. She wasn’t on duty for forty-five minutes, yet she was scrambling like the ship was under attack. 

	I snorted as I slumped back into the pillow. I was an early riser, too, though more out of habit than preference. This, however, was borderline pathological. I had taken her a second time last night, a long and slow marathon that ultimately built to a rough crescendo that had left us both gasping with fatigue, yet apparently I still hadn’t fucked her hard enough to loosen her up. If only the trip back to the mothership were a bit longer, I might have had the chance to remedy that. 

	But if everything went as planned, we would arrive back at the fleet later tonight. And after that…

	Well, after that, the future seemed uncertain. Hopefully Miranda would be able to earn her commission, and hopefully Captain Ellis would be able to secure her a posting for our mission into the Borderlands. But the timetable seemed stacked against us, and I didn’t want to get my hopes up. In all likelihood, she would take a far more prestigious posting than a frigate. Why derail her career by serving on the Stormrider instead of the Supremacy?

	I sighed when I heard her shower kick on, and an oddly morose feeling settled over me as I put my hand in the warm pocket where she had been lying. The bedding was an absolute disaster; I was a little surprised that she’d been able to sleep in such an untidied space. I smiled when I remembered how good it had felt to make her lose control. The trembles, the whimpers, the cries…

	I wasn’t used to attachment. After leaving Nirivarr, I had spent years trying to break myself from them, in fact. Except Ash—the one and perhaps only bond I would never break—but I hadn’t seen her in almost six months now. I was used to burying that pain. As for my other flings…well, they had been fun diversions but nothing more. 

	So why does this jenny cadet of all people feel so different?

	I didn’t have a good answer by the time I got dressed, nor by the time she finished her shower and emerged from the washroom. Somehow, her hair and makeup were absolutely perfect again, as if she had mastered a secret psionic power to groom herself in twenty seconds flat. 

	“You can help yourself to any food you want,” Miranda said distractedly, her fingers fumbling in their haste to fasten the last few buttons of her blue uniform jacket. “Do you want to use the shower? You can if you need—” 

	“I’ll just head back down to the lower decks,” I interrupted, smiling as I moved up in front of her. “One of the advantages of being the only trooper on the ship at the moment is that no one’s waiting for me to report in. At least, not until the official debrief on the mothership.”

	“Right. I suppose that makes sense.” 

	She secured the last button, her eyes finding mine as we both chewed on the awkward silence. For the first time, we found ourselves in a place where neither of us had much experience. 

	“Last night was…” She hesitated and smiled. “It was better than I ever could have hoped. I’ve never had a night like that before.”

	“Me either,” I said. “I just…well, I hope you end up getting what you want.”

	“So do I.”

	Miranda stepped in so close to me she had to tilt up her chin to maintain eye contact. Her hands settled on my flanks. “Do you know how long you’ll be on the mothership?”

	“Not exactly,” I said, resisting the urge to caress her face or mess up her hair. “A few days, at least. Maybe a week.”

	She nodded, a strange mix of anxiety and hope in her expression. “Well, if it doesn’t work…could we try again before you leave?”

	I smiled back at her. “I’d like that.”

	“Good,” she said, sounding equal parts elated and relieved. “And don’t worry, my quarters there aren’t nearly this cramped.”

	I chuckled, only to realize she wasn’t actually joking. But before I could turn sour at the latest reminder of jenny privilege, Miranda stretched up on the tips of her toes and brought her lips back to mine. It wasn’t long before her tongue pushed through my lips in search of a partner, and my hands lowered to find her hips. Messing up her hair was suddenly the least of my worries; now I was struggling to resist the urge to throw her down and fuck her again before she started her shift. 

	Right before we crossed the event horizon and ended up back in her bed, Miranda pulled away. “I need to get to the bridge,” she said, almost apologetically. “But I’ll contact you again soon, all right?”

	“Sure,” I said, wondering if I should believe her. “Until then.”

	 

	***

	 

	The rest of the day passed uneventfully, and I spent most of it rotating between working out, finishing my datawork, and browsing the Holosphere archive for any recent news I’d missed while deployed on Secunda. But when evening rolled around and Captain Ellis announced our imminent arrival over the ship’s PA, I made it a point to head over to the Stormrider’s lounge and get myself a stiff drink. 

	Despite my frequent deployments planetside, I had spent enough time on Ellis’s ship to know that the bar’s wall-length viewport offered the best view. I also knew that the lounge would be mercifully cadet-free at the time, since Ellis would have them all on duty preparing for the end of their little training cruise. So when the ship shifted from astral space to normal space, replacing the opaque crimson swirls with a black starry abyss, I was completely alone aside from the grizzled Kreen bartender and the four-legged janitorial mech he treated like a living, breathing bisk hound for some unfathomable reason. Space did weird things to some people. 

	I propped my armored boots up on the table as the myriad ships in the distance grew larger and larger outside the viewport—the vast majority starting out as pinpricks of light that gradually resolved into tiny motes of silver. With one exception. 

	Two centuries ago, when the Seraphim Council had first sent the Expansionary Fleet to explore, colonize, and conquer the uncharted stars beyond the Terminus Reach, the fleet had consisted of about a hundred ships in total. Nearly half of those had been destroyed when the fleet had been rudely yanked out of astral space by the Veil—the mysterious phenomenon that shrouded the Tartarus Cluster—and the war against the Dowd had destroyed many more. Given that they’d had no way to contact—let alone return to—the rest of the Dominion, the fleet’s survival was remarkable. 

	The fact it had prospered was nothing short of a miracle. 

	I couldn’t see all the ships out there with my naked eyes, of course, but there were usually at least two hundred in total traveling with and protecting the mothership at any given time. The rest of the fleet, nearly a thousand vessels commanded by the dreadnought Supremacy, were deployed throughout thirty Dominion-controlled sectors to defend and police the Colonies within. 

	But unlike its escorts, the true heart of the fleet had been easily visible the moment we shifted back into normal space. The Pride of Keledon, the massive ten-kilometer-long mothership, could have been a white whale drifting through the stars. Long, wide viewports girdled the forward section almost like the visor on a helmet, and the bulbous midsection made it seem like the ship was perpetually pregnant. I doubted that the Dominion engineers back on Keledon had designed it that way on purpose, but it was an amusing image considering what the vessel had evolved into over the past two centuries. There were literally millions of jennies aboard it at all times, from children to fresh cadets—and that didn’t even include the labs with the countless fertilized embryos that were evidently being kept in stasis.

	Every time I returned to the mothership, I found myself wondering if this was what our ancestors had intended us to become. Had they really expected us to breed future generations of military leadership purely in space? Or had they dreamed that the next generation of warriors—of Seraphim—would be born beneath new suns on new worlds? 

	Either way, crashing into the Veil had almost certainly thrown their original plans out the airlock, and this was the reality we lived in. And as interesting as it would be to learn the truth, Fleet Command always encouraged us to think about the future, not the past. The Tartarus Cluster was all we had now, at least until the Science Directorate finally figured out a way to pierce the Veil and get us back home. 

	I stayed in the lounge the whole time we approached, passing through pickets of destroyers and patrolling fighters. I finished my drink as we slowly swung beneath the mothership’s enormous bulk to align with the largest of its three ventral hangars. While the Stormrider could have easily fit inside, warships larger than corvettes rarely docked with anything other than space stations. A shoal of transport shuttles would be prepping to pick all of us up and deliver maintenance crews right now. 

	As much as I was dreading several days—and potentially an entire week—on the jenny flagship, I did have some personal business to take care of. And I planned to get it out of the way tonight, just in case Captain Ellis had an easier time convincing Fleet Command to take action than either of us expected. 

	Rising, I gave the bartender a friendly nod, then left the lounge. 

	I met up with Captain Ellis just before he boarded the last shuttle, clad in my repaired armor and with a duffel slung over my shoulder. I was actually grateful that Miranda wasn’t present. Not because I didn’t want to see her again, but because I didn’t want to stand there trying to keep my composure in front of the captain. I probably would have resorted to putting on my helmet instead of holding it in my arm. 

	It wasn’t as if we’d done anything wrong—Fleet Command encouraged fraternizing during downtime. Our dalliance wasn’t any of his business. But since he had clearly set me up to work with her in the first place, I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing that we’d continued our team bonding exercises in her quarters later. I had endured enough of his smug smiles over the years, usually when I finally grasped whatever lesson he had been trying to teach me. Frankly, his ego didn’t need the boost.

	The flight over only took a few minutes, though as usual, I was blown away by the sheer size and scope of the mothership’s hangar, especially since there were several others just like it. Dozens upon dozens of shuttles and transports were docked in here at all times, along with a full wing of Valkyries. 

	I grinned at the rakish outlines of the sleek, deadly starfighters as our shuttle drifted past them. I resented plenty of things about the fleet and the people who ran it, but Valkyries had always fascinated me. Their pilots might have been the only jennies I truly respected. It took balls to go up against warships a hundred times your size with nothing but a thin layer of thorotine and the strength of your own mind to protect you. For a brief time, Captain Ellis had considered trying to get me into the Wings of the Seraph, the legendary corps of psionic fighter pilots who flew the Valkyries, but ultimately it had seemed like a waste of my unique talents. 

	Ash would have done anything to be this close to one. If the Wings would have given her a chance, she might be here with me right now…

	With a determined effort, I buried the old bitterness and followed at the captain’s side as we descended the ramp after we landed, knowing that he would want me to accompany him up to the Command Deck to aid in his initial debriefing. As tempting as it was to don my helmet just so I could scowl at everyone around me, I kept it tucked under my arm and my face professionally neutral like a good little soldier. 

	The air was noisy with the sound of machinery, and the tang of industrial lubricants stung my nostrils. The deck underfoot was solid, clean. 

	Ellis and I made our way over to the tram car that had just pulled up. Only a handful of technicians hopped off the open-bed conveyance, but there were dozens of us waiting to get on. As always, I had to bite back my annoyance. If I were in charge, no starship would ever need its own fucking tram system just to get around, but the Pride of Keledon was so gargantuan it felt like navigating a damn city at times. 

	By the time we started moving, there were easily fifty other people packed in here with us, mostly eighteen to twentysomething cadets in their blue-gold uniforms. My black trooper armor and weaponry made me stick out like a V’rath at a strip club, but thanks to the captain’s presence, only a few of them had dared to throw me any strange looks when I boarded behind him. As the tram smoothly glided into motion, though, the sideways glances increased in number and intensity.

	Or maybe I was just imagining it. I could almost hear Ellis scolding me about the galaxy-sized chip on my shoulder, though honestly, I suspected it had more to do with how much I was dreading being on this ship for a week. No one sane would have looked forward to a debriefing with the Admiralty even if they’d held it on a tropical planet instead of a ship full of jennies.

	It took us at least ten minutes to reach the Command Deck, mostly because there were so many stops along the way. The tram tunnels ran like veins throughout the ship, and had stations just like a regular city, all filled with dozens of officers trying to get somewhere. It was so chaotic during normal operation that I didn’t even want to imagine what it would have been like during a red alert. 

	Distantly, I wondered how tightly the labs controlled population to account for space and resources. Hopefully someone was putting real thought into it. 

	I took a calming breath as we exited the final station before our goal, a massive hub with a fortified checkpoint and security screening. While the buzzing, spherical drones gave us a quick scan, I mentally prepared myself for the ordeal ahead. As we finally crossed through the checkpoint into the Presidium, I was reminded that there was another sight on this floating whale that could still take my breath away. 

	The first time Ellis had brought me up here, I’d almost had to manually hold my jaw shut. The cavernous area was a circle fifty meters in diameter, with spotless ivory walls and a grand, sweeping ceiling, almost like the type of gargantuan foyer one might expect at a corporate megaplex on one of the Golden Worlds like New Keledon or Eladrell Prime. But while the Command Deck may have been as bright and clean as any business headquarters, the similarities ended there. Outside the narrow lane on which trams traveled, holographic starmaps, either classic or tactical, were practically everywhere on the walls and floor monitors. Dozens of progressively smaller circular platforms were stacked above the main floor, held aloft by invisible forces, creating a tiered, multi-level mezzanine. No matter where you stood, it always felt like someone was walking above you, often crossing one of the translucent energy bridges connecting the different hubs. 

	Or flying on disks propelled by their mind. 

	Of all the wonders I had seen on the mothership, the disks weren’t the most remarkable, but they were the most different from anything I encountered elsewhere. Since telekinesis was considered a core psionic discipline, nearly every officer had developed the skill, and I could see at least half a dozen uniformed men and women—ensigns, lieutenants, even a captain—flying between the levels by mentally manipulating a thin circular platform beneath their feet. 

	The resulting spectacle was like something out of an abstract painting one could view in the historical archives. And yet what could have been a chaotic mess somehow seemed orderly when all was said and done. 

	Which is, I have to admit, a pretty decent description of the Dominion as a whole. 

	From here, we could reach any of the mothership’s major nerve centers arrayed above us. The bridge, CIC, stellar cartography, even the Synapse where the memories of the Synesthetes were stored in psionic data crystals. 

	And speaking of the Synesthetes, I was a little surprised we had been able to disembark and walk this far into the Presidium before—

	Greetings, Captain; Major, a disembodied telepathic voice said into both our minds simultaneously. Admiral DeGale is waiting for you in his office uplevel. Do you require assistance?

	“No,” Ellis said aloud to no one in particular, a habit that would have made him look crazy where I’d grown up but was perfectly normal on a ship haunted by psionic ghosts. “But please let him know that we’re on our way.”

	Of course, Captain. Have a pleasant day. 

	“I’m never going to get used to that,” I grumbled, squeezing my helmet tighter against my hip. “I thank the Seraph every day you didn’t insist on sticking one inside the Stormrider.”

	“They have their uses,” he replied neutrally, though I knew his opinion on the matter was anything but. As always, I couldn’t help but admire how he seemed to have the effortless poise of a Thursk monk, only without the self-importance or hatred of technology. 

	“I suspect DeGale will want to keep most of this private as long as possible,” I said, making sure to be as vague as possible as we passed a commodore with a pack of fresh-faced aides riding her coattails. “Until we have a chance to get some real evidence.”

	“Definitely,” Ellis said. “Mouth shut; mind focused. You know the drill.”

	I nodded in understanding. The very prospect of standing on a ship filled with telepaths—let alone one controlled by psionic ghosts—had always made me uncomfortable, though at least Dominion protocol was clear and ardent about the sanctity of personal thought. The Yarasi were apparently the polar opposite, with virtually no conception of personal privacy whatsoever. I couldn’t imagine how their society had survived for thousands of years; ours would collapse in ten seconds flat if people knew what everyone else actually thought of them. 

	The deeper we moved into the Presidium, the less corporate and more military it became. While the lowest level remained filled with civilians, particularly from the Diplomatic Corps and Science Directorate, the upper areas were staffed almost exclusively by uniformed personnel. And since there were no conventional lifts or stairs, we had to rely on one of the attendants to help us up. 

	Ellis and I waited as a young ensign mentally propelled us upward atop one of the larger, multi-person disks. Most captains probably would have been embarrassed about needing help, but Ellis was one of the rare senior officers with only minimal psionic ability. He took it in stride like everything else, and we were soon on our way.

	My stomach lurched when the disk wobbled ever so slightly, and I had to remind myself that the anti-grav safety nets in the walls were primed to catch us if we fell. A ten-meter drop may not have been much of a threat to an Immortal, but Ellis didn’t have the luxury of near-invulnerability. 

	We ascended to the third level, left our disk on the arrival platform, and were on the glowing blue energy bridge leading to Admiral DeGale’s office when a tall, lean woman with graying red hair, a sharp face, and a dizzying array of commendations on her dark blue uniform jacket approached us. From the briskness of her stride—and the intensity in her brown eyes—I knew to expect trouble. 

	“Captain Ellis, it’s good to see you again,” she said, offering him a thin smile. 

	“Admiral Lochlan,” Ellis replied with a crisp salute. “We were just on our way to—”

	“Yes, DeGale is expecting you. But I was hoping to borrow the major here for a few moments.”

	She’d framed it as a question even though it was clearly an order. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and for a fleeting instant, I wondered if the Admiralty had finally uncovered the captain’s dirty little secret. But no, if Lochlan or any of the other admirals actually knew anything, they would have already thrown me in the brig and dragged Ellis into an interrogation chamber. I quickly buried the errant thought—just in case a telepath was prying—and stayed quiet to allow my superior officer to handle this. 

	Mouth shut; mind focused. 

	“Of course, Admiral,” Ellis said, gesturing back at me. “Just catch up when you can, Major.”

	“Yes, sir,” I said, shifting my gaze to Lochlan. “What can I do for you, Admiral?”

	“Please, come with me, Major,” she said. “This will only take a moment.”

	I followed her over the energy bridge and down a hall to her office, my pulse quickening despite my best efforts to keep it under control. The door hissed shut behind us, and I waited for the admiral to take a seat. The office was about the same size and shape as Captain Ellis’s aboard the Stormrider, though without the plush wall couch or personal decorations. The viewport was also quite large—practically the entire wall was a window looking out into space. Our escort ships were too distant to make out many details, but several Valkyries soared past in a loose formation less than a hundred meters away. 

	“Have a seat, Major,” Lochlan said. “I’m sure Captain Ellis has you on a tight schedule, but there are a few things I wished to discuss with you while I had the chance.”

	I sat down in the chair opposite her desk and put my helmet in my lap, suddenly wishing that my psionic fortification could protect me from verbal flensings as easily as pulse rounds. But there was always a chance that I was wrong about her motives; perhaps she had called me in here to tell me how great I was and how much she appreciated my service. 

	“I must say, none of us were ready for this report when it came in yesterday,” Lochlan said, scrolling through the holographic display floating above the right side of her desk. Even though I could see the text, the privacy filter made it unreadable from this angle. “It was…unexpected.”

	“We had the same reaction,” I replied coolly. 

	“The Dowd returning after all these years would be bad enough. But the idea that they might be trying to instigate a war between the major powers in the Cluster…” She let the implications hang as her dark eyes flicked back to me. “I’ve no doubt that Captain Ellis will wish to launch his own investigation.”

	That’s bait. 

	“The captain hasn’t told me where we’re going next,” I said more or less truthfully. “Only that he hoped it would be soon.”

	“And wherever he tugs the leash, his loyal hound will follow,” Lochlan said, her lip curling. “Do you have any idea how many captains in the fleet would love to have their own personal Immortal at their beck and call?”

	That’s even juicier bait. 

	“I go where I’m sent, ma’am,” I told her. “Command assigned me to the Stormrider in order to—”

	“Let’s cut through the bullshit, Major, shall we?” she interrupted. “You’re not just any SpecOps commando. The Immortals are a vital military and strategic asset. You’re the most powerful soldiers in the Dominion.”

	“Respectfully, Admiral, I’m not sure I’d go that far. The Blades of the Seraph—”

	“The Blades are not part of the military. But you are, Major. And to be blunt, serving on the Stormrider is a complete waste of your potential.”

	My cheek might have twitched despite my best efforts to stop it; I wasn’t entirely sure. “The Admiralty could reassign me at its pleasure, ma’am.”

	“They could, but they won’t,” Lochlan practically spat. “Because for Seraph knows what reason, they all seem to bow before your captain’s every precious whim. He asks to command a state-of-the-art starship, and they give it to him. He wants to take the elite cadets out on a training cruise, and they’re all on board by the end of the day.” Her mouth twitched as if she were trying and failing to swallow her rage. “He wants his own Immortal to send off on pointless missions to godforsaken planets? They give him that, too.”

	She wore her bitterness like a cloak, and it didn’t look particularly good on her. I didn’t have much experience interacting with the Admiralty, but I knew that she was one of the newest inductees. I had always assumed that Command would prefer the calm, calculating, and reasonable type, but perhaps there were more internal politics at play than I realized.

	Or perhaps Lochlan was just a cunt. I was open to either explanation. 

	“Is there something specific you wanted from me, Admiral?” I asked. 

	“What I want is to know why one of the Dominion’s elite weapons is being wasted,” she said. “We didn’t create you so you could become glorified scout.”

	“With all due respect, ma’am, you didn’t create me at all. I was born the old-fashioned way.”

	I knew it was a mistake the moment I opened my mouth. Flinging my natty heritage in her face was pointless, petty, and almost certainly counterproductive. But I couldn’t deny that it felt damn good to see the annoyance flash in her lab-grown eyes. 

	“The Dominion molded you into a killing machine,” she said, voice lowering at least ten degrees. “We’ve spent countless resources training and equipping you. You are an investment, Major, and it is my duty to ensure that you’re worth the price.”

	“My service record speaks for itself, ma’am. The real one, which I’ve no doubt you have access to.”

	“A record I’m convinced that Ellis has doctored. Or did he really send an Immortal to Secunda Minor in search of pirates?”

	He didn’t. But our mutual friend did.

	“It’s all there in our report, ma’am,” I said instead. “The Intelligence Directorate had a lead that one of the larger groups in the Traverse was—”

	“I’ve read the DID report,” she snarled. “If it’s true, then it’s a waste of Dominion resources and personnel. If it’s a lie, then it’s treason.”

	She glared at me for a long moment, eyes smoldering like coals, before she hissed softly and leaned forward. “I’m sure I don’t need to remind you how precarious your position is here, Major. Enlisted Colonials rarely ascend the ranks as quickly as you have. And without Captain Ellis to protect you, your service record will come under a great deal more scrutiny. What do you think of that?”

	That you’re desperate but toothless. And if you really believed you could intimidate me just because I wasn’t born in a petri dish, you’re even more out of touch than I thought.

	“I think that I go where I’m sent, ma’am,” I replied calmly. “And if you have any issues with the report or my current assignment, I suggest you bring it up with my superior officer.”

	Lochlan scoffed. “Loyal hound, indeed. What I can’t stop wondering is what he’s done to earn it.”

	“He’s my captain, ma’am. He doesn’t need to earn it.”

	She liked that answer even less, but I could tell that she’d realized this meeting wouldn’t get her what she wanted. I just hoped that I’d have a chance to confer with the captain before she sprang her inevitable contingency plan on us. 

	“This isn’t over, Major,” Lochlan said. “I promise you that.”

	She scowled at me for another few heartbeats, and I idly wondered if she might be trying to read my thoughts despite standard privacy protocols. I decided to imagine what she might look like beneath her uniform just in case. 

	“Dismissed,” she growled. 

	Standing, I offered her a quick nod and quicker salute before I strode for the door, hoping she couldn’t see the smirk on my face.
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The Wards

	 

	All told, it took the better part of an hour for the captain and I to deliver our report, though, unlike me, I knew he would be spending a lot more time in the Presidium over the next few days. DeGale booted me out of the meeting before grilling Ellis for more details, and I was grateful as always that he was willing to fall on this particular sword for me. It was one of the rare situations where my low birth was actually an advantage; the brass probably thought I was too stupid to understand the political ramifications of my missions, so they didn’t bother keeping me around any longer than they had to. 

	Mostly, though, it wasn’t my job to worry about the politics. My rather unique position in Special Operations gave me an enormous amount of autonomy, and most of the admirals—except Lochlan, apparently—knew it was in their and the Dominion’s best interests to give me a long leash. I didn’t have a squad leader to report to or even my own squad to manage. In many ways, I had more freedom than the captain did.

	The stark reality was that Immortals were far more useful in SpecOps than we ever would have been on the frontlines with regiments of shock troopers, especially without a hot war to fight. I had my issues with the Admiralty, but at least they weren’t stupid enough to believe that the Accords had solved all the galaxy’s problems like some of the planetary governments in the Colonies did. Peace didn’t mean you stopped fighting; it just required a different kind of warrior.

	One like me. 

	I was back on the tram a few minutes after leaving DeGale’s office, and this time I put my helmet on so I could close my eyes or scowl or do whatever else I wanted in peace. I gripped the handrail that was more for show than for safety, leaned my shoulder against the invisible tensor field that kept things inside the tram, and ignored my fellow passengers as we sped through the ship. 

	I didn’t have permanent quarters on the mothership—no ’pounders did—but the aft barracks had accommodations for trooper detachments on temporary duty or on layover between postings. When I eventually arrived, I noted that the space I had been assigned was larger than I had expected—which was to say, only half the size of Miranda’s bedroom on the Stormrider. I had a bed, a desk, a basic computer terminal and vid-screen…and that was about it. 

	As my original drill sergeant had once eloquently said, “bunks are for sleeping and masturbating.” Though I had no intention of doing either here tonight if I could avoid it. After storing my armor and equipment and locking everything up, I set out for the only place in the mothership—and perhaps the entire fleet—where natties were treated like kings.

	The Alien Wards, colloquially and collectively known as “The Womb,” came into view at the end of a long, tedious tram ride. The Wards encompassed a huge swath of the mothership’s bulging lower midsection, which had prompted the stupid nickname as well as hundreds of tasteless jokes about the ship’s “pregnant” belly swelling with the Dominion’s unwanted children, alien and natural-born alike. When Ellis had first brought me here, I couldn’t believe that a starship would even have districts, let alone segregate its people so callously. But once I accepted that the Pride of Keledon was a spacefaring city, it made more sense that the people who lived on it had divided themselves into haves and have-nots, just like every other urban area. Jennies may have controlled most of the ship, but there were enough natties on board at any given time that we needed our own place to live and recreate, too. Over the course of many decades, our district had slowly absorbed the adjacent decks originally set aside exclusively for aliens, creating a diverse, multi-cultural melting pot where the misbegotten members of every species could live in squalor together. 

	I winced at the thought as the tram came to a halt. The situation here was a disgrace, no two ways about it. Growing up on a shithole like Nirivarr, I had learned long ago that cruelty always worked its way downward. Natties were used to being treated like garbage by jennies, but at the end of the day, even the lowest of lowborn were still human. The descendants of the hundreds of thousands of aliens the Expansionary Fleet had brought along didn’t have even that small luxury. Those who hadn’t been able or willing to leave the mothership for the Colonies had become our servant caste—and all too often our punching bags. 

	And there were days when I felt like Captain Ellis and I were the only ones trying to fix it. 

	The tram dumped me in a crowded transit hub at the edge of the ward, and other than the high, warehouse-like ceiling instead of a sky overhead, the view when I stepped off was practically identical to any of a dozen worlds in the Borderlands. Whatever bulkheads had once existed on these decks had long ago been removed, creating an open sprawl of tightly clustered buildings lining narrow avenues. Neon signs advertising everything from live music to holo-dramas to nightly sportscasts filled the street directly ahead of me, while the scent of food from the alien market to my left assailed my nostrils with a bizarre mix of sweet, savory, and spicy that simultaneously made me hungry and a little nauseous. And to my right…

	Well, to my right was the place where natties of all ranks, from ’pounders to technicians and everything in between, blew their monthly salaries on the best entertainment the mothership had to offer. And that was where I was headed now. 

	I moved at a brisk pace, keenly aware of the (mostly alien) girls in revealing outfits sizing up everyone who came off the tram to identify fresh marks. The rank insignia on my jacket usually protected me, however, since their ideal target was the younger, dumber version of myself I had left a few years in the past. 

	Most of the nearby buildings were made of refurbished materials from other parts of the ship, “graciously” donated by jennies rather than simply jettisoned after periodic overhauls. The mothership’s maintenance department still looked after the cleaning bots that faithfully serviced this portion of the ship—when they had the time. The resulting grimy, run-down atmosphere was depressingly inevitable.

	I braced myself as I approached the nightclub, eyeing the long line of customers snaking around the street and those in front demanding that the bouncers let them inside. Nirivarr was littered with seedy nightclubs and seedier bars, of course, but growing up planetside, I had never conceived of such a place existing on a starship. Life in space just seemed too sterile and perfect for any establishment beyond a high-class bar where officers could get drunk after a hard, exhausting day of having every one of their needs catered to. But after understanding the cultural and social differences between natties and jennies, places like this made a lot more sense. 

	The muffled pulse of the fast-paced music inside was easily audible from the street, and a trio of massive vid-screens showed off clips of past routines from two new featured dancers of the evening, a Neyris and a Velothi. They were young, pretty, and seemed extremely talented. 

	Not that I would have expected anything less from the Second Wind. 

	The bouncers let me pass the moment they saw the rank on my uniform, knowing that while the official policy was to let ’pounders in for free, they could always find some privates or corporals who were so desperate to see naked alien girls that they’d gladly cough up a few extra credit chits just to get inside. But officers generally weren’t worth the trouble, especially me. They both knew they would get the shit beat out of them if they tried to turn me away. 

	Not with my fists, though. I wouldn’t need to throw any punches, since the owner would happily discipline them on my behalf. 

	Grinning at the thought, I stepped into the long, wide corridor connecting the streets outside and the actual club. The area looked almost like an airlock designed to provide a seal between the two different environments, but its true purpose was to provide a second layer of security. The sensors in the walls were reasonably powerful, and the two security mechs at the end of the hall were programmed to detain anyone who had managed to smuggle a weapon inside past the bouncers. 

	But they left me alone, and after one more door, I finally entered the actual club. The pounding music instantly tripled in volume, and the flashing lights from the main stage were almost blinding until my eyes adjusted. 

	Tables of all shapes and sizes filled the majority of the ground floor, with most reserved for gambling but a few set up for girls to dance on, while the periphery had shrouded booths for business transactions or one-on-one performances. A spiral staircase to my right led up to the top floor, where the girls could give shows for smaller groups or take big spenders into one of the rooms for private dances. 

	My destination, just like the last half a dozen times I’d been in here, was one of the booths in the back. I caught the eye of one of the dancers on the way—the cute Neyris girl from the sign outside, in fact. She had the daintiest veroshi tendrils I’d ever seen sprouting from her head and the highest heels I’d ever seen cradling her feet, and her translucent, gossamer black dress didn’t leave much of her smooth yellow skin to the imagination. Once she sauntered over to me, she flashed me a smile that let me know she would fetch her mistress as soon as she could. I snagged a drink from the bar on my way past, made quick small talk with a few regulars I hadn’t seen in a while, and then continued on to the booth. 

	Only to stop when I saw a group of young men—all fellow ’pounders, judging from their red-black uniforms—getting a bit too handsy with the Velothi girl dancing atop their table. 

	I could have ignored them. Lady Saleya had bouncers for this type of thing, and unlike most of the strip clubs I’d known on Nirivarr, she actually treated her employees well. But I could tell that this girl was in over her head, especially when one of the men kept grabbing and pulling her tail despite her admonishments. And when the same man smacked her blue ass hard enough to make her yelp…

	I was standing over them in a heartbeat. All at once, the four men turned and looked at me like I was an angry thundercloud about to piss on their parade. 

	“She said no touching, gentlemen,” I reminded them, my voice hard and cold. “You can listen to her, or you can leave. It’s that simple.”

	The main culprit—a scrawny, red-haired private with enough freckles to form a galaxy on his cheeks—whirled around to glare at me, his face scrunched in indignation. I expected him to snarl or maybe even give me a shove, but once his inebriated brain registered the insignia on my jacket, I figured he would come to his senses pretty quick. I’d give him an earful, shoot a glare at his friends, and maybe suggest they go cool off somewhere else and cut their losses for the night. 

	Instead, the dipshit reared back and punched me in the face. 

	Plenty of things could compel a young man to do something ruinously stupid, some more understandable than others. Anger, booze, desperation for alien pussy…or, in this idiot’s case, probably a combination of all three. So instead of pausing to think about what he was doing, he just lashed out with all his drunken frustration at the closest available target. 

	It was a good punch, too, a solid right hook worthy of an amateur throw-boxer. It probably would have dislocated the jaw of any of his comrades. But since he’d made the mistake of swinging at me instead of them, he just broke his own hand instead. 

	He shrieked when his knuckles shattered on my jaw like glass against stone, and he was lying on the floor clutching his mangled fingers a fraction of a second later. The music was loud enough to drown out most of the whimpers, though we got plenty of attention from the nearest tables. 

	“Oh, shit!” one of the others cried out before I turned my unblinking glower on them. But to their very mild credit, at least none of them tucked tail and tried to run away. 

	“This your party, Corporal?” I asked, voice deadly. With a crack of my neck, I faced the broad-shouldered man across the table. 

	“Uh…no, sir!” he replied with the look of a man who may have already shit his pants. “I mean, y-yes, sir! I organized a little celebration for—”

	“Then I want you to take the private here to the infirmary. The one on Deck 25.”

	He paused, uncertain, probably trying to decide if I knew that there was a clinic two blocks from here or if I realized that the one on Deck 25 was at least ten minutes away. Regardless, he was apparently smart enough to realize it wasn’t worth challenging me. 

	“Yes, sir!” he said, head bobbing like a grapo hen on stims. “Right away, sir!”

	I waited for him to slide out from the table and start to lean down to help his companion when I grabbed his arm. “One last thing, Corporal,” I said, twisting him around to face me. “If this was your party, then it’s also your responsibility. I don’t want to hear about something like this happening again.”

	“You won’t, sir. I promise.”

	I gave the rest of his group another glare, this one hot enough to melt lead, before gesturing toward the door. He and his compatriots carried their friend out with borderline superhuman speed. 

	Once they were gone, I felt a rush of air at my side, and I turned to see the Velothi dancer smiling up at me. Two horns, the same azure hue as her skin, protruded from her black hair, sweeping back along her scalp with a lovely curl. With a start, I realized she was the other featured dancer on the vid-screens outside.

	“Thank you, uh…Sergeant?” she said, her luminescent blue eyes narrowing at the rank insignia on my uniform.

	“It’s all right,” I said, glancing back at the handful of chits on the small circular table where she had been pirouetting. “Did they pay you what you agreed?”

	“Erm, c-close enough,” she said. 

	She was very young and very attractive, even for a Velothi, with a white two-piece outfit that was essentially glorified underwear with frills and laces draping from her bra and panties. The garment did a fine job of drawing attention to the curve of her ass and the swell of her breasts. She had a silver band around her tail as well as each of the four cranial tendrils framing her jaw, which undoubtedly made her appear even more exotic to the fresh-faced natties who came in here. 

	She had all the trappings of a newcomer, and between her wide eyes and flushed cheeks, I could have easily believed that she was enamored with the man who had just defended her honor. But this wasn’t my first time in the cockpit, and there was something in her mannerisms that told me she wasn’t viewing me as a savior, but rather as an easy mark. Specifically, the kind so eager to be a hero that he’d empty his credstick in a heartbeat to help a girl in need. 

	“Would you, um, would you like a private dance?” she asked. “For free, I mean! Unless you—”

	“The Major is spoken for, Nyxe,” a dark, sultry voice said behind me over the music. “But table seven just filled up, and they’re looking lonely.”

	The dancer’s eyes went even wider at the unexpected appearance of her mistress. “Of course! I, uh…thank you again…Major.”

	The girl quickly swept her credit chits off the table, then disappeared with the grace and speed of a professional thief. 

	“You’ll have to forgive her—she’s used to working the dregs in the Driftward colonies. Though I suppose it’s better for her to meet our stalwart protector sooner rather than later.”

	I turned as Lady Saleya’s lithe red body materialized a few meters away like a shadow detaching from the wall. The sway of her hips and rhythmic undulation of her tail were hypnotic, and I still couldn’t believe how effortlessly she could move on her twelve-centimeter stiletto heels. Her backless black dress was more elegant and less scandalous than the costumes of the girls who worked for her, though that wasn’t saying much. The slits on either side of the long skirt went all the way up her thighs, and the cleavage window in front was large enough for a dreadnought to pass through. 

	“I see you didn’t get yourself killed,” Saleya said, flashing me a sweet smile as she sauntered up to me.

	“Not yet,” I told her. “Disappointed?”

	“That poor little corporal is,” she replied, her ruby-red tail flicking toward the door. “You sure I can’t convince you to resign and become a bouncer?”

	I shrugged. “Maybe when I retire.”

	“You definitely won’t live that long. Not at the rate you make enemies.”

	She tittered as she took my hand and walked me out of the center area toward one of the private booths. She sidled up next to me the moment we sat down, her long legs crossing as her hand touched my cheek. Her perfume was stronger than ever, evoking pleasant memories of the last time she had taken me upstairs to her room. Of all the people on this flying whale, Saleya may have been the only one I trusted, and she was definitely one of the nicest to look at. Her glowing pink eyes—as rare a shade for a Velothi as her red skin—practically lit up the otherwise shadowy booth. She had horns like the rest of her species, as well as a lush mane of long black hair. Thanks to a brutal mutilation from her former master, though, she only had two cranial tendrils remaining, one hanging on either side of her jaw. 

	But just because they were fewer in number didn’t mean they were any less skilled. When combined with her tail, they were capable of truly amazing feats of dexterity. 

	“I’ve missed my best customer,” she cooed. The fingers of her right hand crawled up my leg, brushed across my groin, and then continued up to my sternum. “You may be the only one on this ship who actually pays down his tab.”

	I smiled. In other words, her friends on Secunda Minor already let her know that I helped them like she asked. 

	“I’m a Dominion officer,” I declared with a grandiose sweep of my left hand. “A paragon of virtue and the best hope for a prosperous tomorrow.”

	“Perhaps you should explain that to the rest of them,” she said, her tail lifting up and pointing at another group of soldiers a few tables away. “They were getting a bit aggressive with Astra before you broke that man’s hand.”

	I followed her gesture to a table with five men all leering at the Neyris woman I had noticed earlier, now dancing on their table. She appeared to be flashing more of the yellow skin beneath her gauzy dress every moment, and her audience was politely enjoying the reveal. 

	“They just need a stern reminder every now and then,” I said. “I thought you had people for that?”

	“I do, but it’s just not the same,” Saleya said, a touch of genuine sadness in her tone. “You know we don’t really have the authority to do much. If one of my boys gets into a fight with your people, you know who the Adjudicator will side with.”

	I nodded soberly. She wasn’t wrong; on the rare occasions when someone got seriously hurt down here, the hammer almost always fell on civilians, especially if they weren’t human. My position allowed me to throw my weight around more than any of her hired thugs ever could. 

	“But enough of that,” Saleya said, her tendrils flicking dismissively. “We’d better get to business before anyone gets suspicious.”

	“Right,” I said, tossing a few chits on the table. “I wouldn’t want people to get the wrong idea about us.”

	“Definitely not,” she agreed, her voice turning husky as she brought her mouth perilously close to mine. She swung her leg over my lap, gently but quite intentionally brushing her knee across my manhood, before she fully straddled me. Her barely covered red tits were suddenly right in my face, and I could have easily reached out with my tongue and run it along her cleavage. But then she was leaning forward and pushing her lips against mine.

	I let out a groan as my mouth parted automatically to taste her. As our tongues met and melted together, my hands fell beneath the table to her lower back, feeling the heat of her supple skin through the soft fabric of her dress. 

	Her hips began rolling against my lap in a slow, skillful grind. Her scent, a heady mix of cinnamon and sweat, infused every part of me. When she released a low, throaty moan into my mouth, my hands dipped lower to cup her tight, firm ass.

	Saleya knew exactly what she was doing; I had learned that within minutes of meeting her the first time. She knew how to talk, how to move, how to kiss…

	She had quite literally been designed for it, in fact, as much as the fleet jennies had been designed for military service. The manufacture of sapient slaves—be they clones or lab-grown—had been illegal in the Dominion for well over a century, but the business of manufacturing a perfect servile companion was simply too lucrative to disappear entirely. Several labs in the Borderlands still created and trained Velothi Succubi for the black market. Saleya’s unique look had been specifically chosen, not randomly cultivated.

	She was free now, thank the Seraph, but that didn’t mean her Succubus skills or training had vanished. On the contrary, she had only refined them over the years…and used the profits to build an underworld organization with reach and influence across the Colonies. 

	But an Immortal could do things that even her strongest allies never could, like take a pulse round to the face. Or break into the secret headquarters of a powerful slaving ring and exterminate the entire leadership in a single night. 

	Saleya eventually pulled away, hips stilling and a smile almost immediately gracing her lips. “I don’t know why I always forget that you’re such a good kisser.”

	“I have other talents,” I said, my hands returning to her trim waist. Being this close to her unblemished red skin made it difficult to remember that she was more than twice my age. In human terms, she didn’t even look thirty. Only Yarasi and Sillibar had longer lifespans. 

	“How long are you planning to stick around?” Saleya asked, lips still hovering a half centimeter from mine.

	“I’m not sure yet,” I admitted. “Hopefully just a few days. With my luck, probably at least a week.”

	“Plenty of time for some fun, then.” Her tendrils lifted to caress my neck and cheeks, their touch satin-smooth, probably grateful that I’d shaved last night but disappointed I hadn’t done so again this morning. “You want to take me upstairs for a bit?”

	“Tempting,” I said in the understatement of the century.

	She clicked her tongue softly in admonition. “I don’t mind. You know that, right?”

	“I know.”

	“None of the other girls would mind, either, I promise.” Her smiled turned lascivious. “I could call Nyxe back. Or you could steal Astra from those other idiots right now. She’s fresh off a shuttle from Thandinar. I can’t think of anyone better to break her in.”

	Or both at once. Or maybe all three at once…

	“Maybe later,” I managed. 

	“Oh, come on, Kal,” Saleya scolded. “All you’ve done for us—for me—you deserve it.”

	“I’m not doing this for payment.”

	“Then don’t consider it as payment,” Saleya said. “Just some well-earned relaxation.”

	She had a face and body and everything that made it almost impossible for a man to say no. Tonight, the challenge was even harder—it had been a long time since she had finished me and even longer since we’d spent the night together. Yet I knew she would gladly and enthusiastically do anything I asked, from a quick tailjob under the table to a wet, sloppy blowjob in the washroom to a night of non-stop ass-fucking in the private rooms upstairs—or even her quarters. 

	Honestly, she might have even let me Imprint on her, as insane as that would have been. Anything to ensure I continued helping her out. 

	But if I wasn’t doing this for credits, I certainly wasn’t doing it for sex, either. Saleya was a good woman taking an enormous risk on behalf of people who had no one else to turn to. I wasn’t about to take advantage of her, and anyone who did…

	Well, the ones who did ended up like the slavers I had left behind on Secunda Minor. 

	“Sometimes it’s hard to tell whether you’re an idiot or a hero, you know that?” Saleya said, tutting as she patted my cheek.

	“It’s how I keep my enemies off-balance,” I replied dryly. “It’s worked so far.”

	She snorted and pulled away another centimeter. “Come on, do you really want to go back to that Kreen girl of yours without new experiences for her? You are still with her, aren’t you?”

	“I’ve never not been with her,” I said. 

	“Good. Then she’ll be expecting something different next time you see her, right?”

	I couldn’t help but grin. The two women had never met, but Saleya knew all about Ash’s rare psionic gift. Ash was the opposite of the jealous type—the more experiences I brought back to share with her, the better…

	I was tempted to tell Saleya about Miranda, too, though that would have been a bit more difficult to explain. Being in love with a miscreant half-breed from the Borderlands was one thing, but fraternizing with—and trying to impregnate—a jenny cadet was something Saleya never would have expected of me. Frankly, I was still a little surprised that I’d agreed to it.

	I would have been lying if I denied that I was having thoughts about Miranda right now, though, and not just her perfect jenny body or the sweet sound of her whimpers when I’d pierced her virgin flesh. As incredible and frankly unbelievable as it seemed…I actually just wanted to get to know her better. To sit down and talk or eat or maybe even watch a holo-vid. 

	And then spend all night ruining her again. 

	But I knew that there was a very real chance that I’d never see her again. If she didn’t graduate, or if she decided to take a different posting…

	“I’m sure Ash would appreciate something new and exciting,” I said. “If you have anything to offer.”

	“Is that a challenge?” Saleya asked, nuzzling her nose against mine. “Because you know how much I love challenges.”

	“I suppose it is.”

	“Good.” She smiled and kissed me on the cheek. “My room is empty and waiting upstairs. I’ll meet you in a few minutes.”

	She lifted her body off me without waiting for a reply, then swept up the chits I’d left on the table as the dance was over. She strolled away, hips and tail swaying seductively. 

	“Well,” I whispered, taking another sip from my drink, “maybe staying on the mothership for a few days won’t be so terrible after all.”

	 

	***

	 

	Other than their modest size, Saleya’s private room could have easily been a copy of any of the resort suites on Ramanis. Most of the furniture and decorations had probably come from there, in fact—the roolean silk sheets alone had probably set her back several thousand chits, and I knew she had paid a governor’s ransom for the personalized holo-murals on the walls. Yarasi art wasn’t cheap. 

	Though if she can ever convince one to work in the club for a while, the extra revenue will probably pay off the whole thing in no time. I know some of the senior natty officers who would gladly drain their pensions for a night with one of their “enemies.”

	I emptied my pockets on the nightstand by the bed, then loosened the top few buttons on my uniform jacket as I looked around for bugs. I couldn’t imagine that Saleya would do such a thing, but it was a tough habit to break. Life in the Borderlands had made me paranoid of all sorts of things, especially after Ash and I had caught some idiot trying to record us on Vabule. He was lucky I’d settled on breaking his knees instead of his face. 

	Trust aside, I would never regret the impulse to stay on my toes. Saleya knew for a fact that the Intelligence Directorate was keeping an eye on her, which was precisely why we didn’t openly discuss business even here in the “privacy” of her establishment. Some of the more forward-thinking brass wouldn’t be bothered by what her organization was trying to accomplish—they understood that aliens were as important to the future of the Dominion as any human. But on the whole, men like Ellis remained the exception rather than the rule. 

	I had just finished a casual sweep of the room when the door opened and Saleya effortlessly glided inside. The lights in here weren’t much brighter than the ones downstairs, but I still appreciated the extra vibrancy the added illumination gave her red skin.

	“You really think I’d risk recording you?” she asked as she slid her hands around my waist. 

	“Hmm?” I asked innocently.

	“We’ll have to move next door if you want that feature. And you might, once you see what I have in store for you.”

	“I’ll take my chances.”

	Saleya smiled as she brought our lips together again. I honestly didn’t need anything special; the thought of spending the night alone with her was more than enough to stoke my desire. She may have lacked Miranda’s innocence, and no one in the galaxy could compete with Ash’s fiery passion…

	But she did have a tail—and she knew how to use it. 

	My hands had only just begun to explore the soft skin of her bare back when I first felt the tip of her tail brush against the front of my pants, and it somehow managed to wriggle beneath my waistband and into my underwear. I didn’t know if all Velothi were this dexterous with their appendages or just her, but she had managed to surreptitiously get me off on more than one occasion without even removing my pants. The inevitable mess was unfortunate and uncomfortable, but I always found a way to get even with her…

	“If you don’t help me get you out of this dress soon,” I said as I pulled my lips back, “I’m going to rip it apart.”

	“This silk is worth more than you are, dear,” she purred, her cranial tendrils reaching up to brush my jaw. “Now get on the bed where you belong.”

	Saleya gave my sternum a hard push with two fingers. Playing along, I moved over to sit down on the edge of the bed. I imagined that she might want to take it slow, since I hadn’t been down here in a while, but part of the fun with her was that I could never be sure. 

	I was surprised when she didn’t give me a little strip dance, though, and even more surprised when she left her dress on as she joined me on the side of the bed. She did help me finish unbuttoning my uniform jacket, however, and she pulled it and my undershirt off with the same smooth motion. 

	“Lie down,” she instructed. “I want you on your back.”

	I did as she asked, wondering where she planned to go with this. Perhaps she just wanted to reacquaint her lips with my cock without scuffing her knees on the floor…

	The moment my head touched the pillow, she reached out and took my wrist, then gently pushed it up to one of the corner bedposts. It had been years since she had used the thin manacles she kept back there, but she deftly cuffed my wrist in place. Apparently, she really did have something special in store for me…

	“You know those can’t hold me,” I said as she locked the cuff. 

	“You’re a big, strong boy, I know. But this bed’s worth almost as much as the dress, so you better not break it, either.”

	I snorted softly as she took my right hand and pulled it to the other post. She had to reach across my body for this one, and the whiff of her perfume—and a point-blank look at her cleavage—sent a delightful tingle of anticipation through me. Once it was fastened securely, she leaned back and rose from the bed, a coy smile on her face. I assumed that now I would finally get the dance I’d expected. 

	But no. She had something even better in mind. 

	“He’s ready!” she called out. 

	My hands clenched into fists when the door opened, my combat instincts momentarily taking over in anticipation of an ambush. But the two figures who strolled through the door weren’t battle mechs or soldiers.

	It was Astra and Nyxe.

	“You’ve already met my newest girls,” Saleya said. “But they never had a chance to give you a dance. I figured you wouldn’t mind being a captive audience while they practice a new routine.”

	The girls flashed me two of the hungriest, most sinful smiles I’d ever seen. And one look at their young, nubile, and nearly naked bodies was all it took to make my manhood yearn to burst free. Astra was still wearing her translucent, gossamer black dress as well as her impossibly high stiletto heels, and Nyxe was still clad in her frilly white lingerie. They were holding hands as they approached the bed, but they stopped just before they reached the edge. 

	“They’ve been friends for years,” Saleya said. “But Thandinar and most of the Veilward colonies seem to be getting more dangerous all the time. I told them that the Wards here can be a little rough, too, but I’ll look out for them. And so will you.”

	“As best I can,” I promised, and not just because I was so hard I would have said practically anything if it got their bodies closer to me. 

	“I also told them you have a special friend with rather…unique needs,” Saleya said. “And that you challenged me to bring her a new experience. Well, consider the challenge accepted.”

	She touched a keypad on the nightstand, dampening the thumping sounds from the club downstairs and playing a slower, more orchestral tune. The moment the music started, the girls pivoted to face one another, their bodies so close their breasts nearly touched. They held that pose, Nyxe’s glowing blue Velothi eyes locked with Astra’s brown Neyris ones, their mouths slowly drifting closer together. I would have bet a year’s pay that they were about to kiss, but they stopped just short…and began to dance instead. 

	Their movements were so fluid, so graceful, it was like they were serpents made of water. They fawned over each other, their bodies moving in a rhythmic, mesmerizing motion as if they were making love while standing straight up. Yet they never quite touched—their mouths and hands always skimmed about a centimeter above the other’s flesh, as if they had partnered with their own shadow. Even Nyxe’s tail somehow curled around the Neyris’s slender yellow calves without ever quite squeezing. 

	“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Saleya said as she shifted back to the edge of the bed near my leg. She didn’t look at me, and I couldn’t tear my eyes from the girls, but I could feel her red tail crawl up my leg toward the bulging mound in my uniform pants. I thought—I hoped—she might use her dexterous wiles to liberate my manhood from its prison and perhaps stroke me to release, but she was clearly in a cruel mood tonight. The blunt tip just danced across my bulge, teasing me through my uniform to the rhythm of the music. 

	Dammit, I love to hate her.

	Nyxe and Astra reached a crescendo in their performance, yet again coming to a halt with their mouths open mere millimeters apart. Even their eyelashes were nearly touching. I watched their tongues—blue and pink, respectively—emerge from within their lips, but even they didn’t quite touch. They just looked into each other’s eyes as the music stopped, holding the pose for what seemed like an eternity…and then a new song began. It was even slower and sultrier than the first, and the girls once again began to move—not their bodies, but their tendrils. Four of Astra’s five veroshi—all but the one running down the center of her back—stretched out to sensuously caress her partner’s cheeks, and Nyxe’s delicate cranial tendrils did the same with the other woman’s chin. Meanwhile, their hands settled upon one another’s waist, pulling each other close enough their frilly bras began to touch…

	And then their tendrils, not their tongues, darted into one another’s mouths. I gasped despite myself, utterly spellbound as Nyxe gently sucked a veroshi through her lips, her tongue lathering the smooth flesh as if…well, as if it were a cock. 

	Fuck!

	Astra did the same with Nyxe’s thinner tendrils, voraciously licking and then gently sucking on two at once. Their meticulously painted eyelids began fluttering in delight, and their previously steady legs both began to wobble. I wasn’t sure how long they would be able to keep it up…

	“If they ever take this to the main stage, I imagine I’ll have to hire extra muscle to keep your natties at bay,” Saleya said, her tail rubbing significantly harder across my cock even while she casually crossed her legs. “Unless you happen to be around. There’s a special finale they put together just for you.”

	The girls slowly separated at their mistress’s verbal cue, their lascivious smiles returning as they turned to face me again. Saleya herself rose, and I couldn’t help but groan when her tail broke contact with my groin. All three women eyed me in amusement for several seconds, prolonging my torment, before Saleya nodded. 

	Astra glided forward and sat down on the edge of the bed to my left, while Nyxe sashayed around to sit on my right. Once they were both in position, they each put a hand on one of my legs and slowly traced their way up to my belt. Astra’s yellow fingers arrived first, and they made short work of the buckle. I was so hard that unzipping the fly might have actually been perilous, but thankfully the girls didn’t bother. The instant the buckle was unfastened, Nyxe helpfully gave my pants a solid tug to pull them from my hips. 

	And then I was finally free. 

	“Ro’kash!” Nyxe breathed, blue eyes widening when she saw how hard I already was. She and Astra shared a smirk which quickly turned into a giggle, and when they leaned down over me, my cock throbbed in anticipation of their warm, wet lips…

	But just like in their dance, they paused a centimeter before they made contact, turned their heads, and kissed each other instead. 

	It was a cruel joke, and one I was positive Saleya had designed herself. My cock was just sitting there, a throbbing spear pointed right at their faces, yearning to thrust into eager young flesh. But all it could do was throb and twitch helplessly as their tongues danced just beyond its reach. 

	Worse, where their teasing had been a joke, their kiss was absolutely not. They looked to be enjoying each other just as much as I wanted to be enjoying them, mouths widening to devour each other more deeply. They were skilled and playful and passionate, their genuine affection plain and beautiful to witness.

	I looked up at Saleya, frustrated near to pleading, but she just grinned back at me, arms casually folded over her chest. I knew from experience that she was a patient woman; she would have no qualms about letting this go on for some time. 

	“Oh, don’t worry, soldier,” Saleya purred. “This routine requires audience participation.”

	I felt something soft brush against my testicles, and my eyes shifted back down to Astra and Nyxe just in time to see one the former’s veroshi dip down to gently massage the sensitive flesh. A heartbeat later, Nyxe’s tendrils followed suit, lowering to gently graze my shaft.

	Moaning, I tilted my hips up, starving for more contact. But the girls didn’t seem to be in any hurry…at least, not until Nyxe’s tail joined the show. 

	I didn’t even see her lift it, but I suddenly felt the smooth blue appendage curl around the thick base of my need and begin slowly stroking me like a pair of fingers. Another of Astra’s yellow veroshi descended to join in, tugging me in the same motion as her partner. 

	“Ngn!” I moaned again, wondering if they realized they had a volcano pointed right at their kissing faces—or how much of a mess the eruption would make. 

	Snickering, clearly quite pleased with herself, Saleya sauntered around the bed until she sat perched right next to my shoulder. She reached out to stroke my bare chest, her long, elegantly manicured fingernails raking across my flesh.

	“No matter how much they argued, they couldn’t decide on who would get the first taste. We settled on a compromise.”

	I grimaced, pulse pounding as the girls began stroking me harder. Without breaking their kiss, Astra opened an eye to shoot me a knowing wink, which somehow made the whole thing even hotter. So the girls did know that they were teasing a volcano.

	And they were looking forward to the mess.

	“He’s almost there,” Saleya coaxed, her voice husky. “Just a little more…”

	My breath caught in my lungs as I approached the point of no return, and the girls felt it coming. Finally breaking their kiss, they left their mouths open and their tongues resting upon their bottom lips as they turned toward me with their foreheads touching, creating a narrow, upside-down V right over my cock. And then, at the exact same moment, they both turned their gazes on me as their glorious alien appendages tugged me over the edge. 

	“That’s it, soldier,” Saleya crooned. “Let ’em have it!”

	The volcano erupted. I cried out as I fired a thick load right between their faces, each full, heavy spurt striking their joined foreheads before quickly dribbling down across their noses, lips, and chins. They both gasped in surprise but then giggled in amusement as the spurts kept coming, painting their beautiful, intricately made-up faces in a glorious, gooey mess. 

	“So much warmer than you’d expect, isn’t it?” Saleya cooed, pink eyes glimmering. “Give him a moment to appreciate it…”

	The girls stayed still, all smiles as they looked at each other, taking in the damage I’d caused. Both had a glob dangling from the tip of their nose, and I could see their tongues poised on the edge of their lips, just waiting for their mistress to give them permission to clean up.

	Saleya waved a hand with an exaggerated sigh. “All right, go ahead. Make sure he can see how much you enjoy it.”

	Their tongues immediately darted out from their lips to bathe their partner, first by gathering up the loose globs and then continuing on to find any lingering smears on their cheeks and chins. Nyxe’s tendrils were fast on the scene to help, though Astra’s veroshi weren’t far behind. When one girl would gather a bit on a tendril, the other would eagerly lick or even suck it clean. I had never once imagined that mutual grooming could be so hot. 

	They begin to kiss again once they’d finished, the tips of their tongues swirling together as if to ensure they both could savor a final taste of the meal they’d worked so hard to prepare. Saleya seemed perfectly content to let them take their time while I caught my breath and recovered. 

	“The most frustrating part of human males is their lack of endurance,” she said calmly, though I could feel her own excitement building in the subtle swishes of her tail along my ribcage. “And the older they get, the more rest they need. It’s one reason you can never go wrong with having a partner to pass the time.”

	She smiled down at me, her glowing pink eyes glittering in amusement as she dragged her fingertips across my shoulders and then up the sides of my neck. A contented shudder ran through me; she always seemed to know exactly where to touch me.

	“Thankfully, this one is better than most,” she said. “He just needs a bit of encouragement. Go ahead and clean him up…”

	Having finished grooming each other, the girls returned their attention to my semi-hard member. Astra’s pink tongue started at the base of my cock, while Nyxe’s blue one started at the tip. I was already swelling again when they met in the middle and shared another long kiss. 

	“That’s enough for now, darlings,” Saleya said, rising again. “I’ll take it from here.”

	The girls kissed my cock one last time before they slid off the bed, their faces still alight with giddy desire—but perhaps also a hint of disappointment. If so, I knew how they felt. I had been looking forward to spending the next few hours fucking every one of their tight, alien holes…

	But then my eyes shifted back to Saleya, and I saw her tugging at the shoulder straps of her expensive dress. Her tail gestured the girls to the door. 

	“Next time,” Nyxe said, giving me a seductive wink, then taking Astra’s hand and gliding out of the room with a girlish giggle. 

	“There’s something to be said for youthful enthusiasm,” Saleya said as she pushed the straps from her shoulders and let the dress fall to the floor. “But I like to give you reasons to come back.”

	“As if I need one,” I managed. 

	She pivoted toward me, red skin shimmering in the dim lighting as she sauntered back to the bed, still wearing her stiletto heels and nothing else. My gaze feasted on her full, perky breasts, capped by the erect peaks of her burgundy nipples. I took in the flat plane of her toned abdomen, her wide, shapely hips, and the gorgeous seam of her hairless, glistening sex. Her pink eyes flashed hungrily as she swung her leg over my waist and crawled on top of me.

	“We all owe you,” she purred, her breasts pushing against my chest and her lips mere millimeters from mine. “More than we can ever repay.”

	“You don’t need to,” I insisted. 

	“I want to,” Saleya said. “And so did they.”

	She kissed me, even harder and deeper than down in the club. While our tongues danced, her two tendrils returned to gently massage my jaw, and it wasn’t long before I felt her tail slither around my swollen cock. 

	I knew from experience that she would be more than willing to keep this up forever. A long kiss, a slow tease, anything to keep the fires hot for as long as possible so the final release would be that much more glorious. And if she hadn’t just let two of her girls have their way with me, I might have even been into it. 

	But now, I’d had enough. 

	“I want your ass.”

	Saleya raised a black eyebrow when I unexpectedly broke our kiss. “Just like that, huh? No time for a bit of play first?”

	“I’m done playing,” I said, voice a low growl as I used my psionic powers to flood my body with adrenaline. “I want your ass. Right. Now.”

	“Then I guess it’s too bad you aren’t in charge here, Major.” She grinned, tapping my chest with her fingernail. “Because I intend to take things nice and slo—!”

	She gasped when I tugged my restraints and snapped the thin metal shackles right off the bedposts, then again when I grabbed hold of her waist and rolled both of us over until I was on top of her. Her glowing eyes widened as if she realized her plan to antagonize me had backfired, Though frankly, I wouldn’t have been surprised if this was what she’d wanted all along. 

	She was a Succubus, after all. She needed this as much as I did. 

	Sliding my hands down her soft, smooth thighs, I hooked my fingers beneath her knees and pushed them open wide, giving me full access to her bald Velothi cunt. Her labia were slightly parted, letting me glimpse the vibrant pink flesh within her moist entrance. I could have claimed her so easily if I’d wanted to, and she wouldn’t have resisted in the slightest. In fact, she might have even welcomed it. 

	She’d needed intense genetic therapy to break the Imprinting bond her master had forced upon her all those years ago, and now she was again as fresh and unspoiled as a young Velothi like Nyxe. If I fucked her cunt like I so desperately wanted to, her body would Imprint upon me; it would literally need me to survive. 

	But neither of our lives were ready for that kind of commitment right now. She had her girls and her organization, and I had Ash to think about, and perhaps Miranda now, too. But someday, perhaps…

	Growling again, I dragged my tip over her swollen slit, teasing her with the prospect that I might claim her after all. I even began to push inside her, just a few centimeters, prompting her to bite down on her lip in anticipation as she stared up at me, a primal, aching need blazing in her eyes. The impulse to hammer her into the mattress and fill her alien womb was overwhelming.

	But then I abruptly pulled back, cock glistening with her nectar. Saleya gasped, brow furrowing in disappointment—

	Until I pushed her knees all the way back against her shoulders, lifting her ass off the bed and presenting me with a new target. I placed the tip of my manhood against her puckered nether entrance…and slowly pushed inside. 

	Saleya inhaled raggedly, lungs faltering, as her taut ring of muscle yielded, widened.

	I’d never been an ardent fan of anal sex with human girls because I was afraid to hurt them, though I’d certainly had fun with the ones who’d craved it. But Velothi bowels were something special. They had nearly as many erogenous zones in their asses as their cunts, and Saleya began shuddering uncontrollably as I plunged deeper, her own juices my only lube. 

	“You brought this on yourself,” I snarled, our mouths so close I could taste her breath. “Now take it!”

	With a snap of my hips, I jammed the last few centimeters inside her. Her eyes rolled back into her head even as her lids fluttered, and I could feel the warm, tight walls of her bowels clenching and unclenching around my manhood, yearning—no demanding—to be claimed just like her cunt. 

	Velothi girls, I thought, smiling as I paused to enjoy the gripping heat. There’s nothing else in the galaxy quite like them.

	Keeping her legs pinned wide, my eyes drinking in the delicate red feet and stiletto heels bobbing helplessly in the air by my ears, I gently pulled my hips back…only to roughly spear my full length into her again. Saleya didn’t so much gasp as heave, her hands reflexively finding my sides and her nails clawing futilely into my back. I resisted my natural impulse to restrain myself and let her adapt to my assault the way I would with any other woman. After all, this was hardly our first date. 

	What Saleya wanted—what she needed—was for me to fuck her ass so hard she couldn’t breathe. And that was exactly what I planned to do. 

	I pulled back and slammed into her again and again, not with gentle grace like how I had taken Miranda for the first time, but with relentless, furious force as if I were fucking an enemy into submission. Saleya gurgled with every wet slap of our thighs, her body locked in a continuous orgasm—the curse (or perhaps boon) of her Succubus genetics. Seeing her like this, breathless and delirious and vulnerable, made her seem like a completely different person than the powerful club matron who was secretly running a Cluster-spanning underworld organization. She was normally so refined, so calculating, so in control of the situation.

	But not here, and not with me. When we were in bed, she was little more than my submissive alien cunt. And she loved every second of it. 

	“Fu—oh!—fuck me!” she stammered. “Hard…harder!”

	I fucked her asshole with reckless abandon, driving myself inexorably toward another explosion with the delicious squeeze and heat and friction of her channel. I’d already made a mess of her girls, and it was incredibly tempting to make a mess of her next. I knew how much effort she put into crafting her public persona. Her eyeliner, her blush, her lash extensions…they were all curated, all carefully designed. And the knowledge that I could ruin them in a heartbeat was so hot I almost couldn’t stop myself. 

	But when Saleya churned her hips, and her bowels clenched at my shaft as if begging me to spill, I knew what needed to be done. It might not have been the right time to claim her womb, but her ass was mine. 

	Pinning her knees flat against the mattress, eyes locked with hers while I rutted her like a hog, I abruptly buried myself and burst. Spurt after spurt, spasm after spasm, I gave her exactly what she’d so desperately wanted from the moment I’d entered her club. And she reveled in it.

	“Kal…” she panted, eyelids still fluttering and nails still biting into my back. Through my own haze of ecstasy as I filled her with my seed, I even felt her tail curl around my leg and squeeze like a blood pressure band. 

	As a wave of glorious, satisfied fatigue crashed over me, I leaned down to kiss her wriggling tendrils while we both caught our breath. I slid my hands down from her knees to her inner thighs, appreciating the seemingly impossible velvet smoothness of her red flesh. 

	“My protector,” Saleya breathed, a sated smile on her lips as she gently stroked my cheek. “I hope you’re not done with me.”

	I grunted softly as I kissed my way back up her neck to her waiting lips. “Not even close.”

	 

	 

	 

	
7 
Downtime

	 

	I woke up naked and alone, though the latter was more surprising—and disappointing—than the former. A glance at my holopad confirmed it was almost morning, insofar as any starship truly had a “morning” while gliding through deep space. Though even without a chrono or a proper day/night cycle, I could have known what time it was by the fact there was no music thumping downstairs. Here, in the early morning, the Second Wind may have been the most tranquil place on the whole damn ship. 

	I slid out of bed and into the shower, idly wondering how much of my salary I’d have to offer Saleya to become her full-time roommate whenever I was on the ship. Despite the typical reputation of strip clubs across the Cluster, the room was probably cleaner than half the officer’s quarters. Saleya’s off-world janitorial mechs were incredibly thorough—a necessity in any space shared by multiple sapient species.

	Ten minutes later, I was dressed and heading for the door, though I took one last look around the room to make sure that Saleya hadn’t left me an information packet somewhere. She didn’t dare risk telling me about her organization’s missions aloud or even over encrypted coms. At first, her caution had struck me as a bit paranoid, but the Intelligence Directorate really did have eyes and ears everywhere on this ship. A little extra caution couldn’t hurt, especially given the stakes. If even a whiff of my “side project” got out to the Admiralty, Ellis would be court-martialed and I would probably get fired out of a torpedo tube alongside him. Such was the price of doing the right thing.

	I headed out when I didn’t find anything, content that she would figure out a way to get me the information when it was ready. Both of the janitorial mechs were already busy cleaning the main level—now brightly lit—when I came down the stairs. The place was nearly deserted at this point save for one of her bouncers and the Kali technician who kept everything running right. The chameleon-like scales on his long neck shimmered a dark purple when I walked by, which I had always taken as a signal of quiet amusement. Kali were practically asexual, as far as I could tell, so I could only imagine how strange a place like this must have seemed. 

	I was back on the streets a minute later, marveling at how their transition from day to night wasn’t nearly as stark as the club. The biggest difference wasn’t the number of people, but rather the type. I was currently one of the only humans anywhere in sight. I might have been imagining it, but everyone else seemed much more relaxed as a result. 

	When I was halfway back to the tram station, I caught a glimmer of movement out of the corner of my eye and turned, recognizing a familiar face beckoning me over to an alley at the side of the street. I should have recognized her body, too, but Astra’s transition from dancer to civilian was so dramatic I had to do a double take. She was dressed in a baggy black jacket and pants that completely concealed her slender figure, and she was so much shorter in her flat, sensible boots that I realized I might have actually underestimated the height of her heels last night. 

	“Hey,” she said, smiling as she led me out of sight of the main drag. “Sleep late?”

	“A little,” I replied, returning the smile and trying not to look too hard at her veroshi. Watching them casually sway back and forth just reminded me of how they’d felt wrapped around my cock last night. “I was more tired than usual for some reason.”

	“Maybe you should get that checked out by one of those fancy jenny medics,” she said, moving in so close she had to tilt back her chin to keep eye contact. “But before you run off, I just wanted to make sure you enjoyed our routine.”

	“Definitely,” I assured her. “You’re both very talented.”

	“I’m glad you think so. Nyxe and I have never added that last bit before. But it was…invigorating.”

	She placed her hand on my chest, and I felt her knee brush gently against my groin. “Saleya said you’d be back sooner or later. Let me know when you are, all right? Nyxe and I would be happy to give you another show. Maybe even add something else to the end?”

	“I’d like that,” I said, resisting the urge to take her in my arms. “Very much.”

	“I thought you might,” she purred, her voice suddenly as sultry as it had been last night. “There is one last thing I needed to give you real quick.”

	“What’s that?”

	Astra reached out and touched the back of my head, then gently pulled me down for a kiss. It was short but sweet, and I felt her veroshi lift up to massage my cheeks and jaw. 

	At the same instant, I felt her transfer the small, capsule-sized data drive from her tongue to mine.

	I took it in stride, moving it to the back of my mouth behind my molars for safekeeping. Evidently Saleya had some new information for me after all. 

	Astra pulled away a moment later, her eyelids fluttering sweetly. “Stay in touch, all right, Major?”

	Flashing me a final grin, she turned and disappeared down the alley. 

	“I will,” I whispered. “I guarantee it.”

	 

	***

	 

	Following another long tram ride where I contemplated the many virtues of Neyris veroshi and Velothi tails, I finally returned to my temporary quarters in the aft barracks. There weren’t many other people around, thankfully, and I closed the door behind me the moment I entered. 

	After checking my gear to make sure nothing had been touched—an ingrained habit from growing up on a planet where thieves were all too happy to steal anything that wasn’t bolted down—I sat on the cramped bunk and finally removed the data capsule from my mouth. 

	The protective case was easy to open with the edge of my fingernail, and I slid the tiny data drive into the access port in my holopad. The progress bar for the decryption algorithm filled up in only a few seconds before the holoscreen popped up and I finally got a look at Saleya’s latest report.

	For the most part, the drive contained what I expected: information on the latest movements and plans of the major pirate and slaving cartels in the Cluster. The Sykaris Shrikes were getting surprisingly bold despite the thrashing Ash and I had given them on Dormire, though admittedly that was almost seven months ago at this point. Time flew by when you were running black ops missions for the Dominion while playing interstellar vigilante at the same time. 

	Saleya had also included an updated and sadly growing list of missing persons from the Colonies, including potential bounties for anyone who managed to get them back. I didn’t have the skills to help them, unfortunately, and with a pending mission on my plate—a mission that could last for weeks or potentially even months—I didn’t have the time, either. But my partner didn’t have those kinds of limitations, and finding lost people was her specialty. All I needed to do was forward her the information and Ash would take care of the rest. 

	I made a mental note to add this to the transmission queue before we moved within range of the Praxian relay, then scrolled down. 

	The rest of the data seemed like old information, and I was just about to eject the drive when a last bit of info caught my attention. One of her contacts had apparently aggregated reports about lost freighters, presumably as part of the search to find the missing persons. But amidst those reports…

	“Three Yarasi-aligned freighters in two months,” I whispered, double-checking the reports. “All in the Spiral, all within fifty light-years of the Veil, all discovered with the crew dead.”

	I leaned back in the bunk and blew a thin stream of air through my teeth. Lost or missing freighters weren’t uncommon, at least not in the absolute sense. The Tartarus Cluster contained thousands of inhabited worlds, billions of planets, and trillions of sapient lifeforms. Even though only a tiny percentage of ships disappeared or got ransacked by pirates, the raw numbers were staggering. I could have easily been forgiven if I had skipped right over this particular entry. 

	But thank the Seraph I hadn’t.

	While the Pact had been smuggling supplies and weapons through the Stygian Drift in the northern section of the Borderlands, the Yarasi had frequently been accused of moving their own shipments through the Spiral in the east. In both cases, the routes were perilously close to the edge of the Veil, and the indirect routes added a bit of plausible deniability in case they were ever caught red-handed. After all, both the Drift and the Spiral were neutral space, free from the terms of the Accords. 

	But this was the closest thing I had seen to an “official” confirmation about the Yarasi losing freighters, too, and one of the reports even had an eyewitness account from the first ship on the scene. The description was quite different than what we had found. Rather than a ship that looked like everyone had been summarily executed, they had found dozens of dead crewers, most brutally bludgeoned to death by Krosian gravity hammers after putting up a valiant fight.

	But the report also indicated that the Yarasi had been dead for almost three days when the witness had arrived—more than enough time for someone to have made it look like Krosians were to blame. The ship we’d found had been a fresh kill, and if my reigning theory was accurate, we had interrupted the Dowd’s little adventure before they had been able to design whatever scene they wanted. 

	My theory could have been wrong, of course. It could have been an isolated incident, just as all these attacks could be completely unrelated. The Dowd could have simply been raiding ships for supplies. 

	But I didn’t believe that for a second, and neither would Captain Ellis. These weren’t random acts of piracy. The Dowd were up to something, perhaps something even bigger than just trying to enflame a war between major powers in the Cluster…

	Which brought me to the very last entry of interest. There was a brief note about the destruction of the Pact outpost at Harkaeon, the event which had kicked off recent hostilities in the first place, followed by unconfirmed rumors from one of Saleya’s sources about a new Yarasi deep-space outpost on the other side of the demilitarized zone, near the Ketule Nebula at the edge of the Veil. I had never heard of it, and a quick cross-check with Dominion records confirmed that no one else had, either. But if it was real, it would be a tempting target for Pact retaliation. 

	Or for the Dowd. 

	An anxious knot twisted in the pit of my gut. At the time, Harkaeon had seemed like it might be the end of three decades of peace. But the lack of damning evidence—and frankly, the Yarasi’s well-known cultural aversion to firing the first shot in any conflict—had allowed cooler heads to prevail. But the embers were still hot, and it wouldn’t take much more stoking for them to flare up again. 

	The captain definitely needed to see this at some point. Though given the source, it wasn’t exactly evidence he could dump on the table for the Admiralty. They would ask too many questions about where he had gotten the intel, and neither of us—or Saleya’s organization—wanted that kind of scrutiny. 

	But it was a potential lead for when and if we actually got permission to head into the Borderlands, so I quickly downloaded all the relevant data to my holopad just in case. And as for the rest…

	Well, Ash would be disappointed that I couldn’t deliver the information in person, especially since I was several months overdue for a visit, but it wasn’t as if I had any better options right now. Before returning to the mothership, I’d barely had any downtime for the past six months, and I couldn’t just borrow a shuttle and traipse off into the Borderlands for shore leave whenever I wanted. I had to plan my visits carefully, coinciding them with missions, and I usually ended up needing some cover from Captain Ellis to pull them off. 

	But Ash would understand. It would probably involve more than a few tears, though, which always made me feel like a monster. Even now, seven years after I’d enlisted, it still wounded her that I had willingly signed up to serve alongside a bunch of stuck-up fleet jennies…

	And stayed after they rejected her. 

	One day, I hoped that I could change her mind. The Dominion was far from perfect, and people like her and Saleya and all the aliens on the Colonies deserved to be treated better than they were. But the cold, hard, and sometimes uncomfortable truth was that people wearing this uniform—even the jennies—were the best hope for the future of the Cluster. 

	Sighing, I encrypted the data and sent the message. The system confirmed receipt and displayed the pending queue for the relay at New Praxius. It would take a couple of days to reach her on Sykaris after, but at least Ash would get the info. What she did with it then would be up to her. 

	 

	***

	 

	Five days later, I was approaching my wit’s end. Getting stir-crazy on a city-sized ship didn’t really make any sense, considering that I could have spent each of the last hundred-plus hours walking one deck after another without ever retracing my steps, but that was how I felt. It wasn’t merely that I preferred being outdoors beneath the sky or that I was sick of being around so many jennies, either. Mostly, I just hated being idle. Other than my short visits to see Ash, I usually detested shore leave. I enjoyed rest and relaxation as much as anyone, but there was a difference between taking a night off and taking a week off. One helped recharge my batteries; the other just made me antsy. 

	But on the fifth morning, Captain Ellis assured me that Fleet Command had eventually agreed to his plan, and it wouldn’t be much longer before the Stormrider ventured out again. So rather than sit in my quarters and stew, I decided to go down to the largest natty rec-room on the ship and let people punch me until they passed out.

	Throw-boxing was a gritty, old-fashioned sport that, over time, had actually grown more popular rather than less. The fleet held regular competitions—both official and the other, more entertaining kind—while nearly every human-dominated planet in Dominion space had its own leagues. My particular set of powers disqualified me from becoming a serious competitor, for obvious reasons, but they made me an excellent instructor. 

	It was the perfect excuse to continue honing my Immortal powers and get some exercise at the same time. Plus, I usually got to punch or kick some annoying brats burdened with more ego than sense, which I always considered a bonus. 

	I had a rapport with the regular instructors, who were always happy to let me pitch in for a day or two whenever I happened to be on board. I started off by working with one of the intermediate classes. A group of fellow natty ’pounders—mostly in the eighteen to twenty range—got to take their turns whaling on me while I showed them how to throw a real punch and execute a real kick. It didn’t take long before they started to appreciate the advantages of being able to strike an actual person rather than a training dummy or hologram. They could do anything they wanted to me, even kick me in the balls—though the first private who tried it got a stern reminder that the move was illegal followed by a swift punch in the face just to emphasize the point. 

	I had drawn something of a crowd by the middle of the day, including from students in the advanced classes who wanted a crack at the “invincible man.” Even the ’pounders in the vanguard divisions almost never worked with Immortals directly—most of us were in SpecOps, and I was the only active Immortal I knew of that was a natty, not a jenny. I was something of a minor celebrity, though I hated thinking that way. We were all soldiers of the Dominion; I was just the one who’d gotten luckier than most. 

	After about six hours of solid training, I was ready to call it a day and relax before we shipped out. And that was exactly what I would have done if Arneson hadn’t shown up. 

	“There you are, Zeris.”

	I had just taken my gloves off when the two-point-one-meter-tall mass of muscle and ego emerged from the crowd of onlookers just outside the training ring. He seemed to have brought a posse with him, including two junior officers who were clinging to his orbit like his personal moons. There were also four girls with him, all cadets around Miranda’s age or even younger. 

	“Lieutenant,” I said, making sure to emphasize his lower rank just enough to annoy him but not enough to be obvious about it. “Something I can help you with?”

	“It’s captain now, actually,” he corrected, strutting toward the training ring with all the subtlety of a peacock. “Command was impressed after that mission on Coperos. Lochlan herself gave me a medal.”

	“I’m sorry I missed the ceremony.”

	Arneson stepped up to the edge of the ring, leaning against the ropes and smiling. “It’s all right. I assumed you had your head buried so far up Ellis’s ass that you hadn’t heard about it anyway.”

	Sudden stillness descended over the room, so thick a plasma torch might not have been able to cut through it. The natties around me went rigid, and even his own posse seemed surprised by his boldness. We may not have been on duty, but insulting a senior officer in public was a serious breach of protocol no matter the circumstances. Not that it had ever stopped him before. 

	And not that I would ever stoop to reporting him since I could just humiliate him instead. 

	“What are you doing down here, Arneson?” I asked. “Take a wrong turn somewhere? I know the signs can be confusing, what with having a letter and a number.”

	He smirked. “When I heard you were back aboard, I thought I might see you in one of the rec-rooms or arenas—the good ones, I mean. But I suppose it makes sense you’d rather stay down here in the warrens with your own kind.”

	His two goons snickered, and the girls behind them tittered. The whole display was so utterly juvenile I was almost embarrassed on their behalf. 

	“I do prefer to spend time with real soldiers, it’s true,” I replied mildly. “But don’t worry, I’m sure the Krosians will be impressed when you beat them at krekball. Assuming you’ve worked on your penalty kicks since our last match.”

	Arneson’s smile faded. He had one those faces that made you want to break his nose even before he opened his mouth. And when he finally did, his nasally voice and brash overconfidence kind of made you want to shoot him instead. The last time I’d seen him, he’d been screaming at one of the referees after I’d stopped him cold on his free kick, claiming that I’d come too far out of my crease. The game had ended in a tie, and he’d acted like it was one of history’s great injustices. 

	That’s how jennies are when they don’t get their way. 

	“We should set up another game before you ship out again,” Arneson said, slipping under the ropes and joining me in the ring. “Assuming you are shipping out again. Or is Ellis just going to keep you under his desk full-time?”

	Another awkward stillness descended over the room as he stepped within a meter of me. Everyone nearby was watching the show, though most of them were currently scowling at the newcomer. I could have started a brawl with a single word, and five years ago, I might have done just that. But thankfully, today I was a little older and a little wiser. 

	And a hell of a lot more powerful. 

	“Oh, we’ll be shipping out soon, don’t worry,” I said. “If you ever get another promotion, you might even have the clearance for me to tell you about it.”

	Arneson’s grin returned, thin and cold. Our longstanding rivalry was as tedious as it was inevitable. Originally, it had just been a bit of mostly harmless chest-thumping between Immortals, but it had gotten worse over the years—especially after he had been assigned to serve under some of Captain Ellis’s rivals. Now it almost felt like we were locked in a damn proxy war between our superior officers. 

	“Well, before you leave, I thought maybe we could go a few rounds,” he said. “You know, a demonstration for the students. Assuming you’re sick of not being able to punch back.”

	It was a trap and we both knew it. There was a good reason why jennies and natties weren’t allowed to compete in the same leagues—on average, they were twenty percent stronger and faster, with commensurately more stamina. That, coupled with the fact I’d just been working out for the better part of the past six hours, put me at a tremendous disadvantage. It was like voluntarily joining a krekball game halfway through the third period where you were already down 3-0. The prudent course of action for a man in my position would have been to decline and then return to my quarters. 

	“Sure,” I said instead. “If you’re up for it.”

	His smile turned downright wolfish. “Always.”

	He stepped back to the side of the ring to peel off his shirt. He had far fewer scars on his sculpted chest, which he probably considered a mark of virtue even though I thought the opposite. My wounds were memories—and valuable lessons etched in the blood. His waxed chest was like a monument to mediocrity. 

	Still, I was keenly aware of how many eyes were now upon me. If I got my ass kicked, the story of my downfall would eventually make its way across the mothership, or at least to all the other ’pounders. My celebrity status down here would probably never recover. 

	The bigger risk was that my defeat would confirm what plenty of my fellow ’pounders already believed about themselves—namely, that they weren’t as important to the military as the lab-grown jennies who ran the fleet and ruled the Dominion. But I had come down here to play instructor today, and counteracting that bullshit was the best thing I could teach my fellow natties. 

	Assuming I didn’t fuck it up. 

	Arneson didn’t bother grabbing a set of gloves, and I didn’t bother putting mine back on. We were Immortals; there were no helmets or mouthpieces or protective gear at all, just bare fists and raging egos. 

	“One round enough?” Arneson asked as he sauntered back to the center of the ring. Behind him, his groupies took up position at the edge of the ropes. “Or do you think you can do two?”

	“There’s no reason to time it,” I said, settling back on the balls of my feet. “Borderlands rules: first one who concedes or leaves the ring loses.”

	His delighted chuckle very quickly became a sneer. “Whenever you want to tap out, you just say the word.”

	“I wouldn’t worry about that.”

	He stepped in close to bang our fists together in the traditional salute, then leaned in even closer and lowered his voice. “You know, you might want to dial up Ellis’s frequency on your holopad ahead of time. That way, we can just hit a button and have him here to kiss your wounds in no time flat.”

	I punched him. There was no finesse, no elaborate technique, no long-term strategy. I just hit him as hard as I could, hoping he might be so arrogant that I could catch him off-balance and maybe cost him a tooth or three. But even he wasn’t that stupid. My knuckles struck his jaw, and the force of the blow knocked him back almost a meter, but there was no spray of blood and teeth, just the loud crack of bone on bone. 

	“Struck a nerve, eh?” he taunted, snickering at the stunned gasp of the crowd. “Why am I not—” 

	I didn’t wait for him to finish. Lashing out with a quick one-two combo, I jabbed for his face, then followed it up with a swift right cross. I didn’t expect it to accomplish much, and it didn’t. Arneson lifted his guard and blocked both, then retaliated with a cross-hook-cross that was far faster and harder than I expected out of the gate. The combo would have put any of the trainees I’d just been working with right on the mat. 

	I barely even felt it. 

	“Sloppy,” Arneson taunted, bouncing away with his hands raised. “And a lot slower than I remembered…”

	He came at me this time, trying to catch me off-guard with a feint followed by an illegal leg sweep. And even though I saw it coming, it almost worked. I leapt over him at the last instant, and I even managed to knee him right in the face a second later. The impact was impressively loud, and it did temporarily throw him off-balance. But without pain to slow him down, he had no trouble getting his guard back up and preventing me from landing a serious follow-up blow. 

	I’d once heard it argued—fairly convincingly—that a throw-boxing match between two Immortals was the textbook definition of futility. After all, men who could survive a pulse blast to the chest at point-blank range weren’t going to be fazed by a few punches. It was poor entertainment, too, since no one wanted to watch two people hit each other unless one of them would end up bloody and unconscious.

	But the truth was a little more complicated. Despite popular perception—which Fleet Command had encouraged in its propaganda vids in the Colonies—Immortals weren’t actually unkillable. For one, experience mattered. A veteran Immortal could weather a hellish firestorm, while a novice might get ripped apart after a few hits. The body was only as strong as the mind fortifying it. 

	For two, it was difficult to protect oneself against multiple types of attacks at the same time. High-powered ballistic weapons required a different type of focus than directed energy weapons, not unlike the difference between kinetic and thermal shielding inside most modern body armor. I’d fought enough battles to learn how to handle both at once, but few others had.

	In a good old-fashioned slugfest, though, it was mostly a competition of force and endurance. A punch to the chest might not crack a rib, but it could still move you out of position. And after a long enough fight, it boiled down to who would run out of fuel first. In a contest with a jenny, that would almost certainly be me. 

	Which is why I need to be patient and clever. 

	Arneson came at me again, this time with a blistering flurry of punches designed to pummel my gut and force open my guard. There was no denying that he hit like a freight tug; his fists pounded my ribs so hard they should have cracked, and he was fast enough that he scored a savage uppercut, too, clacking my teeth together and putting me on my back. He was on me in a heartbeat, grabbing my arm and wrenching it outward as his knee drove into my chest. The sudden stretch of my muscles hurt more than the damn punch. 

	“You don’t deserve to be in SpecOps, Zeris,” Arneson snarled as his legs wrapped up mine and he tried for a pin. “You never have.”

	I slammed my head forward, cracking our skulls together and momentarily loosening his hold. I tried to wrestle him into one of my own, but he was just too fast…and too strong. Leveraging his superior height and weight, he managed to flip me all the way over and crush my neck in a lock.

	“Ellis can’t protect you forever,” he hissed into my ear. “Lochlan thinks you’re being wasted, but I say you’re just a waste. And no one can figure out why one of the most decorated captains in the fleet would waste his time with a natty trencher from the Borderlands.”

	I headbutted him again, even harder this time, though I didn’t repeat my mistake and try for another hold. I slipped away instead, rolling clear and then bouncing back to my feet in an attempt to reset the fight. My audience let out a surprised cheer, while his floozies heckled and jeered. 

	Arneson just grinned as he rose back to his feet, his hands rising back to guard as he drew close again. “At first, I thought that maybe Ellis was just looking out for one of his own,” he said, his voice just low enough that the others probably couldn’t hear over their cheers and conversation. “I figured maybe he was a natty from the Colonies who somehow worked his way through the ranks before Command tightened its standards. But no, he’s Gen-43, one of the best there’s ever been.”

	I slammed him with another quick combo, jab-jab-cross, mostly just to keep him guessing and set myself up for the future. His response was swift and brutal—I took a jab to the gut that should have stolen my breath, a cross to the face that should have knocked out a few teeth, and a hook that should have knocked me right onto my ass. But I managed to slide away and get out of his reach just before he walloped me with a whirling kick. 

	The natty cheers got louder but more concerned, while the heckling laughter of his goons just got more annoying. They clearly saw the end in sight, and at the rate he was pummeling me, their confidence seemed justified. 

	“That’s when I finally realized I was looking at it all wrong,” Arneson pressed, as casually as if he were sparring with an amateur. He wasn’t even breathing particularly hard. “You know something about him, don’t you? Something secret—something even Command doesn’t have a clue about.”

	My stomach twisted. I had never given Arneson much credit for smarts, but I knew he wasn’t channeling his own brainpower here. He was just repeating what he’d been told, which frankly was a whole lot scarier. The fact that Ellis had enemies wasn’t news, but if they had actually started putting things together…

	Well, we both might be in a whole lot of trouble. 

	“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said. 

	“Oh, I think I do,” Arneson said. “And I’m going to figure out your little secret, Zeris—right after I put you down like the stray hound you are.”

	He came at me with the fury of a hurricane, unleashing a series of blows I couldn’t have kept up with even if I’d been fully rested. Ribs, chin, ribs, cheek—he drove me back toward the ropes, his fists a blur of movement. The natties held their breath as he pounded me like a stake, and his floozies cheered as he moved in for the killing blow…

	But this time, I dodged. And as his errant blow whistled past my cheek, I balled my right hand into a fist and punched him right in his waxed gut.

	Under normal circumstances, I doubt he would have even noticed the blow. But as I’d learned to better control and understand my powers over the years, I had discovered I could do more than just absorb punishment like a walking suit of armor. I could also store some of that kinetic energy and release it in a nice, big retributive burst. All I needed was for someone to whale on me a bit first, and Arneson had been all too willing to fall into my trap. 

	When my knuckles slammed into his gut, they carried all the force of my psionically enhanced muscles plus his last twenty punches combined. The result was a blow that would have shattered every bone in a normal man’s chest, and even made Arneson’s ribs buckle around my fist before his body flew backward like I’d fired him out of a torpedo tube. He soared over the ropes, over the spectators, and onto the open floor, landing with a whimpering wheeze that was lost in the startled gasp of the crowd. 

	“Thanks for the demonstration, Captain,” I said into the stunned silence, shaking the vibrating rattle from my hands as I strode toward the ropes. “I’ll see it’s added to the next training vid.”

	Like a spell had been broken, the natties erupted in wild celebration. His goons raced over to check on him, but Arneson pushed them away. He struggled to stand and spat a wad of blood onto the floor, glaring plasma bolts at me the whole time. But he knew he was finished, and for once, he was out of taunts. 

	“Let me know when you want that krekball rematch,” I said as I bent under the ropes. “I’m looking forward to it.”

	 

	
8 
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	Some of the other natty ’pounders followed me to the locker room, laughing and crowing like they had just watched a championship bout. I humored them on the way, though frankly I was more amused by the way the jenny girls in Arneson’s posse were looking at me after the fight. I probably could have polluted their gene pool a bit more that night if I’d played my cards right, but I decided to gracefully slip away and leave my fellow Immortal with a shred of his dignity intact. It wasn’t until I was showered up and ready to leave the now-deserted locker room that my decision was validated.

	“It looked dicey there for a few minutes.”

	I looked up from the bench where I was lacing up my black boots. At first, the only thing I could see in the shadowy doorway was a pair of bare, slender legs, but then Miranda stepped all the way into the light. She flashed me a grin, arms folded over her chest.

	“I really thought he was going to pitch you over the ropes,” she added. “But you always seem to have a trick up your sleeve, don’t you?”

	“Usually,” I said, smiling up at her as I finished tying my laces. “I admit, I never would have taken you for a throw-boxing fan.”

	“Oh, I’m not. But when I decided to track you down, I wasn’t all that surprised to see you were interested in the only sport where you get repeatedly punched in the face.”

	“What can I say? I’ve always been a glutton for punishment.”

	Miranda chuckled. “To be honest, I’ve never understood the appeal. Throw-boxing in particular has always just seemed so…”

	“Brutish? Savage?”

	“Primitive.”

	“Ah.” I rose to my feet and gave her a full-body shrug. “Well, I am a natty. We’re basically barbarians.”

	Her smile turned wry. “True enough.”

	I stepped closer to her. “What made you track me down? We’re a long way from the Command Deck.”

	Her face brightened as she uncrossed her arms and pointed at the new insignia above her left breast. “I just wanted to share the good news. I officially earned my commission this morning.”

	“Congratulations, Ensign,” I said earnestly. “Does that mean that your plan…?”

	“Worked flawlessly,” she beamed. “On the first try! Can you believe it?”

	“That’s…incredible,” I breathed, glancing down at her stomach even though she obviously wouldn’t be showing after only a few short days. Honestly, it seemed miraculous that they knew she was pregnant this early. 

	“The clairvoyants said the embryo already shows great potential,” Miranda said. “The medics will extract it soon and move it to the cryo-labs to be put in stasis until the next birthing cycle.”

	I pushed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth. This whole arrangement still seemed surreal—and a little disturbing. When you got a girl pregnant back home, it was a life-changing affair. She puffed up and you earned yourself a whole host of new responsibilities. But here…here it was like it didn’t even matter. 

	Children didn’t even matter.

	And knowing how quickly my seed had taken, I was suddenly thankful that the alien women I slept with on a regular basis had incompatible DNA. Ash would have resented me for thinking that. I knew how badly she wanted kids—my kids—but starting a family had never been on my radar. 

	“That’s…good,” I managed. “You didn’t lose points when you told them I was a natty?”

	“I would have if you hadn’t been an officer,” Miranda admitted. “But you’ve proven yourself and you have psionic potential. The Science Directorate always wants to diversify embryos as much as possible, even if engineers need to spend more time…well…”

	“Scrubbing off my lowborn genetic muck?” I asked. I knew I should feel insulted, but I didn’t really care. 

	“No! That’s not…” She shuffled in place. “That’s not how I would put it. The lab can make tremendous improvements and screen for all kinds of genetic conditions. The child will live a long, healthy, and productive life, just like all the others.”

	“And we’ll never know him,” I murmured. 

	Miranda frowned. “Well, no, of course not. It’s vital to keep emotional distance between the donors and the children.”

	Donors. Not parents—donors. 

	I bit down on my lip and glanced away. I wasn’t sure why I felt so bothered by this—it wasn’t as if it was truly a surprise. But I suppose it had all just been an abstraction before now…

	Now it was just fucking weird. 

	“I’m glad it worked out for you,” I said, trying my best to push the thought aside. “It would have been a shame to derail such a promising career.”

	“All thanks to you,” Miranda said, placing her hand on my arm. “And I have more good news.”

	“What’s that?”

	“Captain Ellis offered me a post as the Stormrider’s operations officer,” she said. “He’s about to take the ship on a special assignment…and I hear that you’re coming along.”

	My smile returned, slowly at first but quicker the longer I looked down at her. So, the captain had apparently pulled off two coups in one day—convincing the Admiralty to green-light his mission and scoring the hottest cadet out of the Academy. I never should have doubted him. 

	“That is good news,” I said. “He mentioned that he was going to try and make a play for you, but I didn’t think our little ship could compete with the juicier postings he knew you’d get offered.”

	“The Stormrider is one of the newest ships in the fleet, and Captain Ellis is one of the fleet’s most decorated commanders,” Miranda said, though I noticed the faintest flush in her cheeks. “This is an opportunity to learn from the best.”

	“True enough.”

	She paused. “And…I-I figured there are a few other advantages to the posting as well.”

	“Really?” I tilted my head to one side. “Such as?”

	“Well, I thought that you and I could…” She swallowed and glanced around as if to ensure we were still alone. “We never had the opportunity to experiment with any of the other positions from the instructional materials. I would love to learn more…that is, if you’re willing to help me again.”

	“I’m sure I can make the time,” I said coyly. 

	Miranda smiled again, instantly banishing the embarrassed flush from her cheeks. “Great! I can’t wait.” She hesitated for a heartbeat. “I mean, I look forward to working with you again, Major.”

	“Me too, Ensign.”

	I held her eyes for a long moment, beyond tempted to pick her up, push her against the lockers, and experiment with some of those different positions right now. That damn skirt of hers would make it so easy to bend her over practically anything…

	But then there was a shuffle of footsteps from outside the locker room, followed by several voices signifying that we were about to have company. Miranda immediately backed up a step and gave me a crisp nod. 

	“I’ll see you on board tomorrow, Major.”

	Flashing me a final grin, she spun on a heel and strode out the door.

	 

	***

	 

	While I was on my way back to my quarters, Ellis sent me a message confirming that his proposed mission into the Borderlands had indeed been authorized by the Admiralty. He was scarce on the details, given the inherent security vulnerabilities of even ostensibly secure messages, but we had been working together long enough that the subtext was clear: he’d had to put up a fight, and there had been a lot of pushback from the usual suspects. But ultimately, he had gotten his way. 

	He almost always did. Admiral Lochlan was right about that. 

	We were set to leave at oh-six hundred tomorrow morning, and he wanted to meet tonight on the ship before final preparations were made. I smiled at the last part, knowing that he’d probably arranged it to give both of us an excuse to leave the mothership early. For me, it was a matter of psychological comfort. For him…

	Well, every hour he spent on the Pride of Keledon surrounded by telepaths put his secret—and our careers—at risk. The sooner we were out on our own, the better. Especially now that I knew Lochlan and the others had apparently put Arneson and Seraph knew who else on the scent. As Ellis had once told me, saving the Dominion often meant staying as far away from its center of power as possible. 

	It took me less than twenty minutes to gather my gear, suit up, and head to the hangar. It was as busy as ever—drop shuttles were constantly arriving and departing, which probably meant that a new ship had arrived recently. A Valkyrie squadron was preparing to take off, too, presumably for training exercises. But one of the drop shuttles had already been assigned to ferry crew over to the Stormrider, and I made it aboard just before it left. I recognized several of the cadets from our last mission, including Nohani and Reyes. They both had ensign’s insignia on their blue uniform jackets now, too. 

	I nodded at them as I boarded, but beneath my helmet I couldn’t help but frown. With Miranda joining us as well, that put the ship heavy on youth but dangerously light on experience. Ellis had clearly done that intentionally—he did everything intentionally—and as we flew across the void to the Stormrider, I tried to reverse-engineer his reasoning. 

	Was this because Fleet Command hadn’t wanted to give him more valuable officers, or had this been the plan from the moment he agreed to do the cadet training cruise? The latter seemed more likely to me for several reasons, not the least of which was that Ellis had always preferred to work with younger officers whenever possible. He preferred open minds, and years of service in the fleet had a bad tendency to close them.

	Still, his style wasn’t without drawbacks. I didn’t particularly enjoy the thought of taking the Stormrider into battle with a crew of fresh-faced jennies, though if this turned into a combat mission, crew inexperience would probably be the least of our troubles. After all, we were trying to prevent a war, not start one. 

	The Stormrider’s deck crews were already hard at work when we landed, though I noticed that the D-14 shuttle had been replaced by a simple, nondescript civilian vessel—a Foreclaw-class light freighter, aptly named for its curves and shape. Using a Rakashi-designed civilian ship made perfect sense, given the nature of our mission. Flying around in a Dominion shuttle would be a great way to advertise that we were violating the Accords. Still, the sight of a strange craft surprised me. Requisitioning something like this normally required a frankly oppressive amount of datawork, which meant that the captain must have gotten that particular ball rolling the instant we had arrived or even before. 

	I guess that answers that. This whole thing was definitely planned well ahead of time—the mission, the cadets, the freighter. Just what in the hell are you up to this time, sir?

	I was on my way back to my original quarters to drop off my gear and change out of my armor when my holopad pinged. I transferred the incoming message to my visor and saw that my official orders had come in. Given that I had previously been attached to Ellis and the Stormrider, the changes were negligible other than a few shifted dates, but there was one small but noticeable difference: I had been given new quarters. 

	Big ones. 

	I grinned and double-checked to ensure I wasn’t mistaken. Ellis had actually gotten me into genuine fleet officer quarters. I couldn’t wait to see how the jennies on the bridge reacted to that news. 

	Turning around, I went back to the lift and rode it up to the officers’ deck, wondering how many other natty ’pounders had ever enjoyed this treatment. None on this ship, given how new it was, and probably not that many on the rest of the fleet, either. 

	When I finally arrived, I was tempted to roll around the floor in an ad hoc combat drill just to appreciate the vast, open space suddenly at my command, but Captain Ellis would be expecting me in his office on the bridge before it got too late. So instead of playing like a kid with a new toy, I emptied my duffle, stowed my armor, and then made my way up to the bridge. 

	The stations were empty, since we were still tractor-anchored to the mothership, but the light was on beneath the door to the captain’s office. I tapped the panel to let him know I was outside. 

	“Come in, Major.”

	I opened the door and stepped inside. Ellis was there at his desk, a datapad in hand. The vid-screen on the wall across from him—directly to my right—was playing what appeared to be spliced-together combat footage from a large-scale naval battle.

	“There you are,” he said, setting the pad down. “Sorry to call you in so late, but we need to talk before we depart.”

	“Yes, we do,” I agreed, moving into the room but turning enough to watch the vid. “A battle from the archives? I don’t recognize it.”

	“I wouldn’t imagine so, since it took place about a hundred and seventy years before you were born,” Ellis replied dryly. “It also happens to be classified footage.”

	I frowned at the display. It was a truly massive engagement: there were at least forty Dominion ships including the dreadnought Supremacy, the battlecruiser Destiny, and many other vessels from the original Expansionary Fleet. And as for the enemy…

	“It’s from the Dowd War,” I said. 

	“The final battle at Maltar, yes,” the captain confirmed. “Any sensible species would have surrendered long before an enemy reached their home system, especially an enemy that was willing to negotiate for peace. But the Dowd fought to the last ship.”

	I nodded as I watched the battle unfold. The Dowd navy had been unlike anything the Dominion had ever fought before; other than a few massive hive ships, the bulk of their fleet consisted of quick, smaller vessels that were more than willing to sacrifice themselves on suicide runs—a tactic that remained quite deadly against unshielded vessels to this day. But the psionic shielding of Dominion ships had proven to be an effective counter to all their tactics, even the self-destructive ones, and the Dowd had ultimately been defeated. 

	“The Sillibar had the most advanced technology in the Cluster before the Dowd arrived,” Ellis said, reaching out to take a sip of the near-empty tumbler of amber liquor on his desk. “But their kinetic shielding was relatively weak—they hadn’t faced a foe using mass drivers or gauss cannons in decades. Then the Dowd showed up, and during the first battle, they crashed twenty of their ships into a command carrier. Fifty lives for five thousand, just like that.”

	I watched on the monitor as a screen of swarm ships crashed into the Supremacy and were utterly disintegrated on impact. Most of the rest weren’t getting that close, thanks to the Wings of the Seraph and their Valkyries. 

	“Yet they never changed tactics,” I said. “Like knights trying to charge a line of musketeers.”

	“Clever enemies may be the most dangerous, but fanatical ones are the most terrifying,” Ellis said. “They never negotiated, never surrendered. They didn’t even make demands when they were ripping apart the Cluster. They would appear above a world and either exterminate the population wholesale or drag them off as slaves. Even the Krosians aren’t that merciless. They at least fight on principle and for the glory of their clan. They’re…comprehensible.”

	Ellis took in a deep breath and finished his drink. “A galaxy filled with wonderous species, and one that is truly alien.”

	I watched a few more seconds of the battle before striding over to sit in the chair opposite the desk. Ellis muted the volume on the vid-screen a moment later, then set down his empty glass. 

	“You didn’t call me up here to discuss history,” I said. “I think you owe me some details, sir. Like how you managed to get that freighter requisitioned so quickly. And how you managed to convince the brass to green-light this mission, especially with a crew of jenny ensigns.”

	“Very carefully,” he responded mildly. “Like always.”

	“Cute,” I muttered. “But I’d prefer the non-bullshit version, if possible.”

	Ellis grunted. “Let’s just say that it took longer than I’d hoped, and even after they agreed, the vote was hardly unanimous. There are still quite a few holdouts.”

	“Because they’re scared of us getting caught violating the treaty?” I asked. “To be fair, sir, it’s not an unreasonable concern. The Stormrider is quick and has a small sensor profile, but without a real cloaking device we—”

	“That’s not it,” Ellis interrupted, his lip curling for a moment. “At least, not completely. The bigger obstacle, frankly, is that most of the members of the old guard aren’t all that motivated to investigate this little mystery. They see this whole situation as an opportunity, not a crisis. They don’t care if our enemies start slaughtering one another, not if it leaves us in a stronger position. Some of them are convinced it will eventually let us just take the Borderlands by force.”

	“But that’s idiotic,” I scoffed. “The war won’t stay contained in a few sectors, but even if it did, we’re talking about billions of dead across dozens of systems—and that’s not even the worst-case scenario. They should know better.”

	“They do know better. That’s the problem.”

	He turned away, clearly drained and annoyed after a week of debate with some of the dumbest smart people in the galaxy. I sometimes imagined that every gray hair in his beard marked a conversation with Fleet Command, almost like the rings of a tree, but denoting brushes with stupidity rather than age. 

	“But you did get through to them eventually,” I prompted. “What changed their mind?”

	“Nothing I did. Just circumstance.”

	“Sir?”

	“Forty-five hours ago, the Pact representative in the Assembly reminded everyone that they still blame the Yarasi for the destruction of their ‘research’ outpost on Harkaeon two months ago. And they dropped new accusations about attacks on their ‘unarmed’ freighters in the Drift.”

	“Sounds like normal politics,” I commented. “Bloviating into the void.”

	Ellis slowly turned back to face me. “It was, until they put all their bases along the Borderlands on high alert. Our listening posts detected a massive deployment of front-line ships—two entire war fleets. And everyone expects there are more to come.”

	A stone settled in my gut. A little bit of saber-rattling was one thing; deploying hundreds of warships to the border was something else entirely. Even if those ships stayed put, their mere presence was a massive escalation all by itself. 

	“We’ll have to respond,” I whispered. 

	“The Third Fleet is already on its way to New Regdar. Seraph knows what the Yarasi are doing, but Intel is convinced that they’ve been amassing ships near Oscura ever since Harkaeon as a precaution.”

	I swore under my breath. With their psionic cloaking technology, the Yarasi could have already had an entire armada at the border and no one would know it. But they were even less likely than the Pact to commit ships without intending to use them…

	“That was the first thing that made Command reconsider our mission,” Ellis said. “The second is that somehow, the Pact got their hands on our report from the Drift.”

	I leaned halfway across his desk. “What?”

	“It gets worse,” he said, his cheek twitching beneath his beard. “Apparently the version of the report they received had been conveniently scrubbed of all mention of the Dowd.”

	I blinked in disbelief. A data leak of this nature was serious enough, but that could have at least been chalked up to regular espionage. It wasn’t news that every power in the quadrant spied on one another, and I knew firsthand that the shapeshifting Sillibar were better at infiltration than anyone. 

	But there was stealing a report, and then there was doctoring it before it got delivered. The implications of that were more distressing than the leak itself. 

	“How is this possible?” I breathed. 

	“I wish I knew,” Ellis said. “But based on the back-channel reactions our diplomats have conveyed, all the Pact knows are the basics: their freighter got hit, we couldn’t find evidence of a standard hyperspace corridor, and the entire crew was slaughtered before they could defend themselves. It didn’t take them long to blame the Yarasi.”

	My hands tightened into fists. Miranda and I had left that ship believing that we had interrupted the Dowd before they could properly set up a crime scene to finger the Yarasi. It had only been a theory, albeit a plausible one. But this…this seemed to confirm it outright. 

	“We ruined the Dowd’s little stage play,” I growled. “But somehow, they figured out another way to get what they wanted. As long as the shooting starts before we have definitive proof of outside involvement…”

	“There won’t be any way to stop it,” Ellis finished. 

	“Son of a bitch,” I swore. “Who do you think is responsible?”

	“That is the trillion-credit question, isn’t it? A mole? An internal leak? A Dowd spy?” He shrugged. “I’d love to know the answer, but we can’t afford to chase wild gazacks right now. Our job is to put out the fire before it spreads.”

	I nodded slowly, mind racing. The Stormrider was a small ship with a crew of about a hundred, and only a few of them would have had access to my report. Sharing it with the Admiralty added quite a few more people, however, potentially including their adjutants and support staff…

	Ultimately, plugging security leaks was a job for the Intelligence Directorate, not starship captains or soldiers, but that didn’t stop me from mentally compiling a list of my own candidates. None of them were pleasant. Some were downright conspiratorial. 

	“We need proof of Dowd involvement, and we need it soon, Kal,” Ellis said, his low voice drawing me out of my thoughts. “The Pact has been looking for an excuse to fight, but the Sillibar aren’t stupid. They won’t risk weakening their alliance if there’s another threat looming out there.”

	“Especially if that threat is the enemy that nearly wiped out their entire race,” I said with a sober nod. History may not have been my specialty, but everyone knew that the Dominion’s arrival in the Cluster had interrupted a genocidal war. The Dowd had hunted the Sillibar nearly to extinction. Even now, two centuries later, their population still hadn’t recovered. Many suspected it never would. 

	“Can you even imagine what those monsters might have out there?” Ellis asked, swiveling his chair toward his office’s vertical viewport. “A hundred years to watch and prepare in the darkness…”

	“It’s hard to believe they could have rebuilt a large enough force to threaten anyone,” I said. “Like you said, they fought to the last ship. They never surrendered.”

	“No, they didn’t. They just…disappeared.”

	My eyes narrowed, wondering if he knew something else he wasn’t sharing. “Surely someone would have noticed if they had been rebuilding.”

	“Space is big. Even if it sometimes feels like we’re always bumping shoulders. And there have always been rumors that they simply retreated into the Veil where no one could follow.”

	“Which seems impossible, considering no ship can survive out there for long.”

	“That we know of.”

	He stood and paced over to the viewport, hands clasped behind his back. In the distance, a Dominion destroyer and a screen of Valkyries appeared to be conducting battle drills. 

	“I checked in with a friend in the Science Directorate,” Ellis said. “She assures me that they’re closer than ever to opening the Straw.”

	I snorted. “The Directorate has been ‘close’ to opening the Straw since before I was born.”

	“You’re too young to be so cynical.”

	“Is it still cynicism if it’s true?”

	“Yes.” Ellis turned and eyed me for a moment before he smiled again. “I know how it sounds, but I believe her this time. The latest tests were promising. It might take another few years or even a decade, but the fleet may finally have a way back home.”

	“Maybe,” I replied neutrally. “What exactly does this have to do with the Dowd, sir?”

	“If the Dominion can figure out a way to breach the Veil, then someone else could, too,” he said. “Those monsters could be hiding out there, as cloaked from sight as the Yarasi fleet.”

	I didn’t reply, but I also didn’t bother hiding the skepticism from my face. 

	“There’s also the timing,” Ellis added. “That’s why I wanted to ask her about the Straw’s progress. Everything feels like it’s lining up for something big.”

	I shook my head. “Sir?”

	“Think about it, Kal: the moment we can bypass the Veil and summon reinforcements from the rest of the Dominion, it’s all over. The Straw is the endgame, the breakthrough that will change everything. And everyone in the Cluster knows it.”

	“Assuming the rest of the Dominion is willing to help us,” I said. “Two hundred years is a long time. For all we know, the Dominion doesn’t even exist anymore.”

	“Oh, it exists,” Ellis said firmly. “I don’t doubt that for a moment.”

	I studied him again as he went back to staring out the viewport, wondering what was going through his head. This particular line of thinking had never occurred to me before. But then, I also didn’t put much faith in the so-called “Straw,” a theoretical bridge that would allow a starship to maintain a functional hyperspace corridor even through the otherwise impenetrable Veil. 

	“Even if the Dominion is still around, I can’t imagine that a reunion would go smoothly,” I said. “Honestly, sir, it barely even seems real. There are only a few dozen ships left from the original fleet, and even their Synesthetes have degraded by now. The Seraph, the rebellion, the Unification Wars…it might as well be a holovid series.”

	“Humans are known for their short memories,” Ellis said. “But I promise you, everyone in the Cluster is terrified of this possibility—so terrified that they’ll go to any lengths to stop us from making contact. The Directorate has tried to tighten up security, but we know better than anyone that they have their blind spots. Our enemies are watching, and the timing here is just too convenient. The Dowd, the start of another war…”

	I watched him in silence for a few heartbeats. 

	“So, we need proof of Dowd involvement if we’re going to stop the war,” I said. “How exactly are we going to get it?”

	Ellis took a deep breath, and he seemed to pull himself out of whatever abyss his mind had fallen into as he returned to his chair and sat back down. “First, we cross into the Borderlands and send out a few probes. Based on the locations of the other attacks, we’ve narrowed down the potential areas where the Dowd could be striking from.”

	“Space is big, sir,” I echoed sardonically. “We’d have an easier time trying to find a single Krosian in a sea of birthing pods.” 

	“It’s a longshot, I know. But it won’t take long to set up, and it’s worth a try.” 

	“All right. What then?”

	“Then,” Ellis said, laying his hands on the desk, “we head to Sykaris and ask your old friend for help.”

	My stomach flipped. “Excuse me?”

	“It stands to reason that the freighter we found in the Drift wasn’t the last one the Dowd will ambush. We need to know exactly where the Pact plans to smuggle in weapons over the next few weeks.”

	“You’re hoping to catch them in the act.”

	“If possible, yes. But to do that, we need to narrow down where they might strike, and Nashira Telaar knows the Borderlands better than anyone.”

	I let out a wry snort as I leaned back. “I’m not sure I’d go that far, sir.”

	“Then how about this: she knows the Borderlands as well as anyone we’re likely to get to talk to us. She also happens to be a very resourceful young woman, and even if she doesn’t know, she can probably point us to the person who does.”

	He wasn’t wrong about Ash or her capabilities; I just hadn’t actually expected to get the chance to see her again for a while yet. It was exciting…but also a little distressing. Not because I didn’t want to see her, but because I wasn’t sure how she’d respond to me showing up and then leaving again almost immediately.

	“Ash will help if she can,” I said. “I can send a message before we set out.”

	“Good.”

	“But even if we know the smuggling routes,” I added hastily, “that’s going to be a lot of ground to cover. There’s no guarantee we can catch the Dowd in the act.”

	“There’s no guarantee of anything,” Ellis corrected. “But it’s the best lead we have at the moment.”

	Pursing my lips, I pulled up my holopad and transferred data to the computer on his desk. “Speaking of intel, I did get this.”

	Ellis tapped his desk and called up a projection. I had winnowed down the data Saleya had given me to the important bits—namely, the intel on the Yarasi freighters and their alleged secret outpost near Sykaris.

	“Now that is interesting,” he said thoughtfully. “Another secret outpost, this one in a great position to surveil half the Borderlands.”

	“And Dominion space,” I added. “Probably doing the exact same things they accused the Pact of doing at Harkaeon.”

	“If the Dowd are trying to fan the flames, this would be one hell of a tempting target.”

	“Frame the Krosians and force the Yarasi Executrix to retaliate,” I agreed. “One last push before the real fighting begins.”

	Ellis scratched at his beard. “If we warn them, they’ll wonder how in the hell we learned about this in the first place.”

	“It might still be worth trying, I don’t know,” I said. “I didn’t want to risk sending this over normal com channels, and it’s not like you could have handed it over to the admirals without coughing up the source.”

	“Definitely not. But it’s something to think about. Sykaris is filled with spies—maybe your friend can slip a warning to the Yarasi on a back channel. Just in case.”

	“Maybe,” I said. “How long do you think we have, sir?”

	Ellis arched an eyebrow. “Until what?”

	“Until someone fires the first shot. Until the war starts and no one can stop it.”

	“Not long enough,” he said, a hint of old sadness in his voice. “But it’s not over yet. We just need proof, Kal—something besides disintegrated bodies. And it’s out there somewhere just waiting to be found.”

	“Then let’s find it,” I said, rising to my feet. “Oh-six hundred hours?”

	Ellis nodded. “Oh-six hundred. And I want you on the bridge.”

	I grunted. “You’re sure about that? Those jennies will probably be pissed enough that you gave me real quarters.”

	“They’ll learn to live with it,” he said. “And I wouldn’t want you to miss my speech. It’s going to be a good one.”

	“I’ll bet,” I said, offering him a warm smile. “Just promise me one thing, sir.”

	“What’s that?”

	“That you’ll actually go to bed and get some sleep.”

	“We’ll see, Kal,” Ellis said, eyes drifting back to the battle unfolding on the muted monitor. “We’ll see.”

	 

	 

	 

	
9 
Riding the Storm

	 

	I took a surprisingly long time to settle into my larger quarters, as if my brain couldn’t handle having so much space with nothing to fill it. I downloaded several of the recent krekball playoff games from the mothership just to have something to watch on the enormous vid-screen in the living area, but when I laid down in bed and tried to sleep, my brain didn’t want to shut off. 

	I couldn’t stop thinking. About the Dowd, about the last war, about the corpses on the freighter we’d found…

	We still had no idea how the faceless aliens had been able to hide from our sensors or where their ship had gone. I found it difficult to accept that they could have constructed a new armada somewhere in the Cluster without anyone knowing, but even without one, they could still pose a serious threat. Starting a war between the major powers would certainly thin the herd.

	But there were other possibilities, too. Ellis had mentioned how Dominion shields and weaponry had been a decisive advantage in the first war. What if the Dowd had developed countermeasures? Like, say, a weapon that could disable an entire crew?

	Once I eventually forced myself to set aside my useless ruminations, I found my thoughts drifting to Ash instead. Specifically, how happy she would be to see me again—and how she might show her affection. I’d put another message for her into the system right before turning in. There was no way I’d ever convince her to spend any time aboard a Dominion ship with me, but damn these quarters would feel a whole lot less empty if she were here in bed with me right now. And while I knew she would be a little annoyed that I had spent time with someone like Miranda, her powers would let her appreciate the virtues of a taut, young jenny body as much as I had…

	I had just started planning out exactly what I was going to do to her during our reunion when the door chime to my quarters beeped. My eyes shot open, and I frowned and waited for a second chime just to make sure I wasn’t imagining things. But when the noise repeated, I hopped out of bed and strode over to the door.

	“Yes?” I asked, touching the wall panel speaker.

	“Major? It’s Ensign Pierce. I know it’s late, but—”

	I opened the door. She was there in the hall, still in uniform, though she gasped when she saw me standing around in nothing but my boxers.

	“Oh! I-I didn’t realize you’d already gone to bed.”

	“We set out pretty early,” I reminded her. “Come in.”

	Miranda glanced around the empty corridor for a moment, then hurried inside. She looked the same as she had six hours ago in the locker room, except that she had tied her black hair up into a neat ponytail.

	“I thought you’d be on the mothership,” I said. “You aren’t scheduled to come aboard until morning.” 

	“Yes, but, well…I like to get an early start.”

	“Ah,” I murmured, not buying the excuse for a moment. “Reasonable enough—the shuttles will be packed in the morning.”

	“Exactly,” she replied a little too quickly. 

	I raised both eyebrows. “That doesn’t explain why you’re here, though.” 

	Miranda anxiously brushed her fingers through her hair. “I wanted to let you know that I was on board. Just in case…well, after what we talked about in the locker room…”

	A part of me really wanted to sit there and watch her squirm for as long as possible. There was something wildly entertaining about such a prim, perfect, put-together girl fumbling with her words, especially since I knew exactly what she wanted. After twenty-two years of single-minded focus on her career, she was finally experiencing the urge for a quick, late-night hookup. 

	With me, the only man she’d ever been with. 

	Even if I hadn’t been horny before she showed up, I wouldn’t have had the patience to wait this out. So instead of stringing her along, I lunged forward, pushed her against the door, and kissed her so hard she barely had time to gasp before our tongues were grappling deep in her mouth.

	I wanted to fuck her right here against the door. Considering I had already stripped down to my boxers, it would have been a trivial matter to grab her by the thighs, hoist her up in my arms, and hammer into her until I burst. Short, simple, and satisfying—and probably a decent warm-up before I hauled her over to my bed and took her again. 

	But as my hands began pushing her skirt upward, I remembered that she’d put her hair in a ponytail…and a girl like Miranda didn’t do anything by accident. She had probably intended to give me a nice, convenient handhold while she finished me with her mouth for the first time.

	It was a charming gesture, and I definitely enjoyed the mental image of a young jenny on her knees choking on my cock a little more than I should have. I had been getting myself hot thinking about Ash for a while now, though, and I was tempted to skip the foreplay altogether. 

	Don’t be stupid. Only a fool would say no to a woman who wanted to taste him. 

	I kissed her hard, basking in the softness of her tongue and the passion of her wandering hands as they clawed across my bare chest and back. Her fingertips slowed as they traced along my myriad scars, as if she were concerned they might still hurt. But just like the last time we’d been together, touching my old wounds only seemed to enflame her hunger. 

	After another minute, right when our groping and clawing had reached a fever pitch, I finally pulled our mouths apart. Miranda gasped, her pale blue eyes looking at me expectantly. With a single meaningful glance, I could have compelled her to kneel, bend over my desk, or even climb onto the bed and spread her legs wide. Like a good junior officer, she was obediently awaiting my orders…

	“On your knees, Ensign,” I ordered. 

	She eagerly obeyed, sinking in front of me without a moment of hesitation while still looking up at me for guidance. When I nodded, her hands flashed up to the sides of my boxers and tugged them down, freeing my already swollen manhood. Her eyes widened for a fraction of a second at the sight, as if belatedly remembering the formidable task in front of her, but Miranda Pierce wasn’t the type to back down from a challenge. 

	Just like the first time she had knelt before me, she started with a swirl of her tongue across my engorged tip while her fingers stroked my thick base. But she wasn’t nearly as experimental or hesitant as before. Now her eyes glinted with a singular purpose: she was going to get me off and swallow my load for the first time. 

	Her lips engulfed my tip almost immediately, and it wasn’t long before she had worked half my length into her eager mouth. I got the feeling that she had been imagining this dalliance for a while. I couldn’t help but smile at the thought of her lying on her bed alone, watching her instructional materials and studiously taking notes…

	Now Miranda had made it to her exam, and she was putting theory into practice. While her right hand began to gently fondle my testicles, her left continued pumping the base in strong but teasing strokes. Her tongue curled back to continue flicking at my tip even when I was buried in her mouth, coaxing me closer to the edge. 

	But most importantly, her blue eyes were wide and locked on mine. It was such a small but important detail, and one Ash and Saleya had both mastered. It was absolutely vital to look up at the man you were pleasuring, especially when down on your knees. It let him know how invested you were in his reaction—and that you were eagerly and willingly submitting to his masculine power as only a woman could.

	“Nnn,” I moaned, reaching out to take hold of her ponytail. I saw the pleased twinkle in her eye—she was clearly proud of herself for thinking ahead—and I used my new leverage to guide her movements, pushing and pulling her up and down my shaft. My primal urges shouted to force every last centimeter of my manhood down her throat, but somehow, I managed to hold back. She would need hours and hours of practice to accomplish such a feat—training I sincerely hoped she would let me give her during the many long hours of astral travel ahead of us. 

	In the meantime, I was more than happy to settle for the pleasant friction of the back of her mouth. My eyes rolled back as a wave of pleasure roared through me, a harbinger of my inevitable plunge over the edge. Miranda showed no signs of fatigue—not in the pumping of her fingers, the swirls of her tongue, or even the sucking compression of her mouth. If anything, she seemed to be getting more energetic the longer she worked—and the harder I pulled on her hair.

	“Here it comes!” I warned, gritting my teeth and making eye contact with her again as I approached the point of no return. She redoubled her efforts, pumping the base of my shaft more fiercely to milk her prize out of me…

	And I gave it to her. Grunting in release, I fired salvo after salvo, flooding her mouth to the brim and beyond. Ash had taken months of practice to learn to properly brace herself for the deluge, but a rookie like Miranda didn’t stand a chance. Several thick, creamy globs frothed over her lips as she lost containment. Her eyes and nostrils flared with alarm as her cheeks swelled. Yet somehow, she didn’t panic. She waited until the last spurt painted her tonsils before gulping it all down, and she let the dribbling lines slide down her chin as my manhood gradually softened. 

	“Oh!” she gasped when I finally pulled back on her hair and let my cock slide from her lips. “Is there…is there always so much?”

	“That’s your fault, Ensign,” I panted, smiling down at her. She looked even more beautiful with my cum on her lips, though I hadn’t throated her nearly hard enough for her makeup to run. 

	Something else to look forward to on the long flight to Sykaris. 

	Gathering the leakage onto her fingers, Miranda methodically licked them clean. “It was enjoyable, then?”

	I laughed. “Another thing you’re great at.”

	“I hope you’re not placating me. I don’t bother learning new skills unless I plan to master them.”

	“Then I suppose we’ll have to practice some more during this trip.”

	Miranda smiled lopsidedly as she stroked my wilting cock from the base upward, as if trying to squeeze the last morsel from a ration pack. She licked up the pearly drop that emerged and rolled it over her tongue. “Every day, if possible. Repetition is the key to success.”

	Every day? And here I grew up believing jenny girls were prudes…

	“Then we’ll just have to make the time,” I said. 

	She continued smiling up at me, her gaze turning downright lascivious as she gently kissed the sensitive head. Ash was definitely going to like this one, if I could just convince her to give a jenny a chance…

	“Males your age are supposed to recover quickly, right?” she asked almost poutingly. 

	“Usually, yeah.”

	Miranda smirked. “Even natties?”

	I scoffed, tempted to give her jaw another round of practice. And given the late hour, she surely wouldn’t mind it if her makeup got a little smeared…or maybe a lot smeared.

	“We manage just fine,” I said. 

	“I suppose we’ll find out,” she said, stroking me harder. “Unless you’re tired and wish to sleep? Natural-born humans require at least six hours of—”

	“On your feet, Ensign,” I ordered.

	Her eyes twinkled for a moment, and she kissed my tip one last time before she released my length and obediently rose. My cock ached for the grip of her fingers and warmth of her lips, but I’d had enough foreplay. No, as tempting as it was to shove my cock through her lips again, it was time I learned what kind of girl Miranda Pierce truly was. 

	Reaching out to take her hand, I tugged her away from the door and deeper into my quarters. I could tell that she was expecting me to take her over to the bed and possibly repeat our first gentle but deliberate encounter. But I was so hot that five meters seemed like five light-years. And besides, the bed wouldn’t teach me what I wanted to know. 

	And so instead, I placed my hand on her back and roughly shoved her toward my desk. She yelped in surprise when she bumped against the edge and then again when I tightly pressed myself against her from behind. My hands reached around her, groping for her breasts even as my mouth sought out the nape of her neck. A soft moan escaped her lips when my teeth grazed her flesh. 

	Under any normal circumstances, I would have gladly taken the time to open her jacket and liberate her plump jenny tits. But despite her concerns about my natty endurance, my cock was hard, ready, and very impatient for a new home. 

	Snarling, I shoved Miranda forward and bent her over the desk. She squeaked with surprise, then outright squealed when my left hand clutched her ponytail and snapped her neck back until my teeth and tongue were at her ear. I paused for a split second, giving her time to protest if she was truly frightened or uncomfortable, but the excited, expectant shudders I felt rippling through her body were all the permission I needed to continue. 

	My free hand slipped down between us to push her skirt up her thighs and over her smooth, pale ass. I smacked it hard enough to prompt another gasp, but again it only seemed to make her hotter. Her panties were as easy to push aside as I’d imagined since first laying eyes on her on the bridge, and I nestled my aching, swollen, and desperate crown right up against her quim. 

	Miranda was utterly, thoroughly soaked, and while the heels of her boots were helping to compensate for our height difference, I still felt her stretch up on her tiptoes to give me an even better angle. 

	In other words, she was presenting herself like a bitch in heat. It was almost too bad that I’d already gotten her pregnant, because I couldn’t think of a better position to breed a jenny slut. 

	I kept her hair yanked back while I mounted her, my teeth grazing her ear as I pushed my tip inside. Her cunt was so wet, so ready, there was practically no resistance. Blissfully soft, sensitive flesh engulfed me. Miranda gave a low moan as her walls began to stretch. I pushed deeper, centimeter by centimeter, savoring her feeble whimpers and stilted breaths as I claimed her. 

	She cried out when, with a sudden, selfish thrust, I hilted my full length inside her, the front of my thighs slapping against the back of hers. Her carnal walls were every bit as warm and welcoming as before. They squeezed around my shaft, fluttering as my tip nudged her cervix.

	“Take it,” I breathed into her ear. “Take it all!”

	I pulled back, then slammed into her again, my free hand slapping her ass as if to punctuate the thrust. She squealed in surprised delight. I made sure to keep a firm grip on her hair to keep her head upright, facing the viewport behind the desk, and thoughtfully pinned her with my body weight. I could have been a lot rougher with her—and one day, Seraph willing, I would get that chance. But for now, I just wanted to give her a small taste of helplessness to test her limits—and whet her appetite. She could barely even squirm beneath me, and there was no way she could possibly escape. 

	Best of all, Miranda got to watch her own conquest in the window. Without the mists of astral space outside, the viewport was a flat, starry black, giving us a near-perfect reflection of her splayed over the desk, skirt hiked up her thighs with me savagely rutting her from behind, my body hunched low over hers like an animal. I wasn’t just fucking her—I was dominating her.

	And just like I’d hoped, she was loving every second of it. I drove into her again, harder this time and harder still with every subsequent thrust. The desk rattled as I continuously slammed her body against it, and her knuckles had turned white as she clung to the edges for dear life.

	“I’m going to breed you again,” I panted into her ear between thrusts.

	“Ooo!” she moaned out as I jerked back on her hair again.

	“I’m going to put one natty baby after another in that jenny womb of yours,” I said, nibbling at her earlobe. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

	I could see her biting down on her lip in the reflection, and I could feel the climax swelling inside her—and me. 

	“I asked you a question, Ensign,” I pressed. “You want me to breed you again, don’t you?”

	“Y-yes!” Miranda panted, barely able to speak.

	“Then you’d better beg me for it,” I snarled. “Tell me you want me to fuck you.”

	“I—ngh!—I want you to fuck me!”

	“Tell me you want me to cum inside you.”

	“I want you…I want you to cum inside me!”

	“Tell me you want me to breed you,” I demanded, “like the jenny whore you are!”

	“Breed me!” Miranda wailed. “Please!”

	I drilled into her again and again, hard but still deliberate, until the moment I felt her crest. Her walls contracted around me, and her blue eyes rolled back in the reflection. And then, finally, I abandoned my restraint. 

	I fucked her as hard as I could—harder than I should—but I swore I could feel her body yearning for it, begging for it. Not just in her cries or staggered breaths but in her blubbering desperation. 

	“Fuck!” I snarled, wrenching back her hair one last time as I exploded deep inside her, pumping my seed into her womb. One spasm, then two, then three…

	She gasped sharply with each spurt as it landed within her. She seemed barely self-aware as aftershocks wracked her body, passing into me through her back, her thighs, her core—everywhere our flesh was pressed as one.

	Nothing existed outside that moment of shared bliss, that bright, shining euphoria that outshone every star. There was only us, and the pinnacle we’d reached together. 

	I held her head back until I had given her every last drop, and then for at least thirty seconds more before I slumped on top of her, my hand leaving her ponytail and caressing her neck and cheek instead. She turned her head sideways, face pressed against the glass of the desk, breaths haggard but content. 

	I leaned forward enough to kiss her cheek, and I gently feathered my fingers through her hair. “Did they have that in any of your instructional materials?”

	“Not…not exactly,” she whispered. 

	“Did you like it?”

	She nodded sheepishly. “Yes.”

	“Good,” I said, grinning and pecking her cheek again. “We’ll have to see what else you like during this trip.”

	I expected her to smile, but instead she swallowed anxiously. “Did you mean what you said?”

	I frowned, trying to remember everything I’d blurted out in the heat of the moment. “You’re not a whore,” I said, suddenly worried she might have taken it literally. “That was just some dirty talk to—”

	“Not that,” Miranda said. “What I meant was…would you be willing to breed me again?”

	My cock, softening but still inside her, twitched within her warmth. It was the kind of question I’d never expected to get asked, but it was one I had no trouble answering. 

	“Absolutely,” I said, perhaps too quickly. “If that’s what you want…”

	“I won’t be able to get pregnant again for several weeks, but after that…” She shrugged as much as she could with my body still atop her. “I mentioned before that most female officers prefer to have children with a variety of different men to optimize genetic diversity, but I…I would prefer to have more with you. If you’re willing.”

	Oh, I’m willing. Who in their right mind wouldn’t be?

	“As many as you like,” I said. “And maybe we can review some more positions in the meantime?”

	Miranda finally smiled. “Yes. There are so many left.”

	Slowly, gingerly, I leaned up. My cock finally slipped out of her, but the moment it did so, I took hold of her waist and spun her around to face me. I stifled her surprised gasp with a deep kiss, and I held her against me for several long minutes before I pulled away. 

	“Let’s get you to bed, Ensign,” I said, brushing a lock of black hair from her forehead. “Sounds like we’re going to have a busy trip ahead of us.”

	 

	***

	 

	Falling asleep with a woman in your bed was easy. Mustering the will to get out of bed afterward was the real challenge. 

	Miranda didn’t dive into the washroom this time when our holopad alarms went off, but she did look down at her rumpled uniform on the floor with a mix of dread and frustration in her eyes. 

	“Shit,” she breathed. “We’re supposed to be—”

	“It’s all right, we have time,” I said with a yawn as I propped myself up on an elbow. Beneath the sheets, I slid my hand down along the smooth plane of her stomach to her shaven quim, stopping just short of her clit and wishing that I’d set the alarm for half an hour earlier so we’d have enough time for a wake-up tumble. But if getting out of bed now was proving difficult, I couldn’t imagine how hard it would be while basking in the afterglow of filling her up again. 

	“I need to shower,” Miranda said. 

	“You can use mine,” I suggested. 

	“I also need to put on makeup and get a new uniform.” She paused and nibbled nervously at her lower lip. “Most of the other officers were moving in this morning. Half of them are probably out in the corridor right now…”

	I glanced at the bedroom doorway. She was probably right. The shuttles from the mothership would have already begun ferrying over the rest of the crew, and the officers would need to get situated in their quarters before they reported for duty. Just like the last time we’d slept together, we hadn’t broken any rules…but I could appreciate her reluctance to do a walk of shame thirty minutes before starting her first assignment as a bridge officer. 

	Which meant it was time for me to do what I did best—fall on a grenade so no one else had to. 

	“Did you get the same quarters assignment as before?” I asked. 

	“Yes,” she confirmed. “One four one, right down the hall.”

	“Then get dressed while I take a quick shower. I’ll take care of the rest.”

	I hopped out of bed, not bothering to explain as I shuffled into the washroom for a quick, ninety-second scrub. Getting in uniform only took another minute, and I was mostly presentable by the time she was dressed in her wrinkled uniform and waiting anxiously by the door. 

	“I’ll get their attention,” I said. “And I’ll see you on the bridge.”

	I gave her a quick kiss, fearing that anything more might lead to me bending her over the desk again, then moved into the hall. Sure enough, there were two other officers out there, chatting casually after probably having arrived together just a few minutes ago. I recognized both of them from a previous assignment from before our cadet training cruise; Lieutenants Karas and Olshenko were among Ellis’s favorites.

	They were a decent enough sort. I moved out to join their conversation, smiling and positioning myself to block their view so Miranda could scurry away. I couldn’t help but feel a bit silly about the whole thing, but there was something oddly exciting about it, too. Maybe I just missed the days when Ash and I used to have to hide from my parents whenever we got together. All the clever tricks we’d used to sneak in and out…and the creative ways I’d found to gag her so she didn’t wake everyone up. 

	I held their attention for a few minutes, mostly by subtly probing them to see how much Ellis had told them about the mission. The answer turned out to be quite a bit, which shouldn’t have surprised me. Like everyone else on the duty roster, Karas and Olshenko were here because they were young, open-minded, and loyal. They had a little bit of real combat experience, too, though it still seemed like the captain had brought along a pretty green crew for an illegal mission into the Borderlands. 

	We eventually headed off for the bridge, and somehow, Miranda beat us to it. Her new uniform was neatly pressed, and her eyeliner and lipstick were absolutely flawless. Even her walk was as smooth as ever—which definitely hadn’t been the case when she’d gotten out of bed. Once more, I found myself flabbergasted by how quickly she could get herself back together.

	The rest of the bridge officers were all there, too. With Reyes at the helm, Nohani at science, and Miranda at ops, it almost felt like we hadn’t really left the cadet training cruise behind. I still wasn’t exactly sure what to make of that development. 

	Captain Ellis emerged from his office at oh-six hundred on the dot, holopad in hand. He swept his gaze across the bridge, pausing at everyone in turn, as he halted in front of the main viewport. 

	“All of you know each other, so I’ll skip the long-winded introductions,” he said. “But I do want to congratulate our three new ensigns on finally being off the Academy’s leash. Let’s hope you’re all as ready for the real galaxy as I think you are.”

	While Miranda maintained a stoic, professional silence, Nohani and Reyes shared an awkward chuckle, and Karas and Olshenko smiled, too. The lieutenants didn’t seem particularly concerned about suddenly being the most experienced junior fleet officers on the ship, but perhaps they were just looking forward to being kings of the proverbial hill for a little while. 

	“I realize we have a fairly unorthodox crew,” Ellis went on. “But this is an unorthodox mission, and I didn’t want the officers on my bridge to be influenced by decades of preconceptions. Fresh faces, new ideas…you’re all here for a reason, and I have the utmost confidence in your abilities.”

	He continued sweeping his gaze over them until it finally came to rest on me. “Special Operations was kind enough to loan Major Zeris to us yet again. And given the nature of our mission—and the fact that Command didn’t want to spare me a lieutenant commander—he will be serving as my XO. I trust that no one has any problems with this.”

	I kept my eyes locked on him rather than the officers, wondering in the back of my mind if this had been part of his rationale for selecting the crew all along. A ship staffed with older, career-minded jennies would have absolutely had a problem with a natty ’pounder—even one with the rank of major—taking on the role of XO. But everyone on this bridge had served with me before, and they didn’t bat an eyelash at the decision. 

	“Good,” Ellis said. “I have already requested a small contingent of troopers to join us. While I don’t anticipate the need for a significant ground operation, I want to be prepared for anything.” 

	He took a breath, and his expression turned grave. “I know the mothership is rife with rumors these days. There hasn’t been this much talk of open war since back when I was a cadet on my first assignment. Since the destruction of the Pact outpost on Harkaeon, the Admiralty has feared that an end to the ceasefire might be imminent. The Pact has the weapons, the ships, and the sheer force of will to rip apart everything the Dominion has spent the last two hundred years building in the Cluster. I refuse to let that happen.

	“There are some on the fleet who will say that we’ve been at peace for too long, that we abandoned our original mission when we signed the Accords. They believe another war is our chance to expand our territory and claim the Borderlands for ourselves. Some even think it might be our best chance to break up the Pact once and for all. But I hope that everyone on this ship knows better. If there’s one lesson I’ve tried to impart to each of you, it’s that winning this peace is every bit as vital to the future of the Dominion as winning the next war, when and if it comes. And that is why we’re here.”

	Ellis moved aside and tapped the operations console, superimposing a map of the Borderlands over the viewport. The demilitarized zone snaked between the territories of the three major powers in the Cluster like a wide river. 

	“We still have no idea where the Dowd are hiding,” he went on, “nor do we understand the nature of the technology that has allowed them to evade detection and disable vessels so easily. But since the other major powers in the Cluster have been unwilling to share their own intelligence, we’re going to have to figure it all out on our own. Our working theory is that the Dowd are attempting to provoke a war to weaken their old foes, perhaps as part of a long-term plan for a renewed invasion.”

	The captain turned back to face us. “Two hundred years ago, these faceless monsters nearly wiped out the Sillibar race. They slaughtered billions and enslaved millions more. The scars of their attempted genocide still run deep. Whatever they’re planning now, we cannot allow them to succeed.”

	Ellis took another deep breath, eyeing each of us one last time. “Take your stations.”

	The crew moved to their posts with determined vigor, as good a sign as any that his speech had worked as well as he’d hoped. Then again, it didn’t usually take much to get new ensigns excited. Maybe that was the reason he’d brought them aboard. 

	I took my place at his left side as he sat down in the command chair. “Coms, open a channel to the mothership and request clearance for departure.”

	Karas paused for a moment at his station to my left, his hand touching his earpiece. “Clearance granted, sir. Remote system access has been terminated; shift point has been assigned.”

	“Helm, one quarter sublight,” Ellis said. “Spin up the astral drive and prepare us for a shift.”

	“Aye, sir,” Reyes replied. “One quarter sublight.”

	I watched the viewport as we accelerated away from the Pride of Keledon, internally debating when we might return…and if the Tartarus Cluster would be at war when we did. Ellis was right that there were too many people on that floating whale who were probably looking forward to testing the fleet’s might again. To them, war meant renewed purpose, and a long-delayed shot at glory. But all I could think about was how much people like Saleya, her allies, and the billions of natties out there in the Colonies would suffer. Peace might not have solved all of the galaxy’s problems, but it was sure as hell better than the alternative. 

	“We will reach a safe shifting point in one minute, twenty-three seconds, sir,” Reyes said. 

	“Once we’re in position, set a course for the Borderlands, Ensign,” Ellis said. “Seraph willing, we can still fix this before it’s too late.”

	 

	***

	 

	It was a six-day journey from the mothership to Sykaris, even at the incredible speeds which were only achievable in astral space or a pre-tunneled hyperspace corridor. Thanks to the Science Directorate’s newest shield design, the Stormrider didn’t need to shift back into normal space periodically to give our minds a rest from the Koro Effect, the neural degradation caused by long-term exposure to astral energies. But we still dropped out at least once each day in order to sync up with the closest Holosphere relay and ensure that we hadn’t missed any vital news. 

	I had always found that period of “disconnection” annoying, but such was the cost of traversing a different dimension where the laws of physics couldn’t slow you down. And now that the Koro Effect wasn’t an issue, there were really no other drawbacks of traveling through astral space rather than hyperspace. We could move twenty light-years an hour, the same speed as a pre-tunneled jump corridor and twice as fast any hyperdrive without one, and we couldn’t be detected en route. It was one more way we could (hopefully) avoid being caught breaking the Accords.

	I spent most of my on-duty hours designing and running training sessions with the four other troopers we picked up at NP-784, one of the military installations along the way. I had never met any of them before—Ellis apparently hadn’t been able to requisition any of his favorite fireteams—so I thought it was extra important to try to build some basic chemistry and expectations with them. They all seemed quite happy to have an Immortal on board to support them. 

	My duties as ship’s XO weren’t as onerous as I feared. Automated systems took care of most of the datawork involved in day-to-day operations, and I wasn’t required to stand a watch on the bridge. What time I wasn’t training with the other ’pounders or tending to admin work was spent on research.

	The off-duty hours were a bit harder to fill at first, though the captain and I spent quite a bit of time reviewing the data we’d recovered from the Pact freighter and consulting the old battle archives he’d brought along. I probably learned more about Dominion naval tactics in those few days than I had in the past seven years combined. 

	And then, of course, there was Miranda. She came to my quarters after dinnertime each day, but without fail, the only thing we ended up devouring was one another. She got more confident, more skilled, and, frankly, more ravenous each night. At the start of the trip, she had needed a solid five minutes to get me to spill in her mouth, but by the third night, she was coaxing a meal out of me in two minutes flat. 

	Her list of potential positions was also longer than I had expected, and we tried them out one after another. We were even happy to use the furniture when appropriate: I fucked her against the wall, over the desk, and once in the shower. And I took no small amount of pride in the fact that I always got her off before I popped inside her. 

	But for all the extra time I spent exploring her body, I spent nearly as much getting to know her mind. She told me all about her scientific studies in the academy—about a quarter of which I understood—and I told her a bit more about growing up on a lawless, rustic world like Nirivarr. We also ended up watching most of the krekball matches I’d recorded, though by halftime we were rarely paying attention, and by the fourth quarter I had usually already left at least one deposit deep in her jenny womb.

	The rest of the bridge crew had surely noticed our nightly dalliances by now, given how reliably she came to my quarters. But other than a few knowing snickers here and there, no one seemed to mind. Dimly, I wondered if any of them had known about Miranda’s graduation crisis…or that I was the one who had helped her out of it. It wasn’t any of their business, but I had never been attuned to the jenny rumor mill. Maybe this type of thing was common enough that no one cared. 

	Half an hour before we were scheduled to return to normal space, Captain Ellis summoned everyone to the bridge, just to ensure that we were alert and ready. The odds of accidentally stumbling into anything dangerous were astronomically remote, given that we planned to emerge well beyond the system’s heliosphere, out in the middle of nowhere, but it never hurt to be prepared. 

	“Approaching the target destination, sir,” Reyes said from his station at the helm. “Shifting to normal space in ten seconds.”

	“Very well, Ensign,” Ellis said, legs crossed and hands folded calmly in his lap.

	On the viewport, the crimson mist of astral space was replaced by an endless starfield. I didn’t realize that I’d been holding my breath until I checked the tac-holo between the stations and confirmed that, as expected, we were all alone. 

	“Sensor sweep commencing,” Nohani said from the science console. “No contacts within range.”

	“Why do you look so surprised?” Ellis asked me, favoring me with an amused glance. “We’re in the middle of nowhere.”

	“And space is big, I know,” I muttered. “Just a habit of expecting the worst, sir.”

	Ellis snorted as he consulted the holographic status boards within easy reach. “Systems check?”

	“All systems green, sir,” Miranda reported from ops. “An enemy would have to be right on top of us to notice our presence. And probably looking out the window.”

	“Good,” the captain said, superimposing a navigational map of the surrounding area onto the viewscreen. A lone dot lay at the edge, just within the star system’s boundary. It was one of Sykaris’s com relays, a dormant backup positioned out here in secret to make it less vulnerable to attack. “Send a ping to the Sykaris relays and download a quick news report from the Holosphere. Hopefully the galaxy hasn’t fallen apart in the past thirty hours or so.”

	The crew went about their business as we waited for the feed, and I swore I could feel everyone bracing for terrible news. An end to the ceasefire, a Pact invasion…

	We were far enough from Sykaris that there was a five-minute delay before we could receive the data, which was more than enough time for my mind to conjure up a hundred separate calamitous scenarios. But once we connected, a quick perusal indicated that the galaxy had not, in fact, fallen apart while we were gallivanting through a different dimension. No Pact invasion, no provocative buildup on the border, nothing out of the ordinary. Or at least, nothing within range of the relay. 

	“Looks like it’s time to get to work, then,” Ellis said. “Ensign Nohani, I trust that you’ve plotted an optimal deployment plan for our probes?”

	“Yes, sir,” the other man replied. “It will take us approximately seventeen hours and require at least five astral shifts to complete.”

	“Good enough. And it should give our ground team the time they need to achieve two objectives at once.” Ellis turned back to me. “You’re up, Major. The engineering team should already have the Foreclaw prepped and waiting. I want you and Ensign Pierce on your way to Sykaris within the hour.”

	I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

	I saw Reyes and Nohani exchange a confused glance. Sending Miranda with me on the training cruise had been odd enough, but at least then we had been short-staffed. Here we had a full crew and trained troopers aboard. 

	But then, the whole point of taking a neutral freighter was to conceal our Dominion affiliation, and sending a squad of soldiers along wouldn’t exactly help us blend in. Miranda’s telepathic abilities could also come in handy again, especially if we ended up in a position where we needed to probe one of Ash’s contacts for information. 

	On the surface, the captain’s logic was sound enough. I feared that the crew might believe he was giving her special treatment, however, but when I had raised my concerns to Ellis in private during the journey, he had quickly dismissed them. He repeated the same points every time: our abilities complemented one another, and we had made a good team on the last mission. 

	Whatever his actual reasons for putting us together were, he was still keeping them to himself. It remained annoying, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. And it wasn’t as if I was upset by the decision, so it wasn’t worth arguing the point. 

	And it’s not like any fleet jenny in their right mind would want to visit Sykaris, anyway. The others dodged a pulse round whether they realize it or not. 

	Frankly, my biggest concern—and the one I was most hesitant to bring up—was that I would have preferred to reunite with Ash alone. Mostly because it had been six months since we’d seen each other, but also because I was concerned about how the two women would get along. 

	Because in all likelihood, they wouldn’t. At all.

	“One hour, Kal,” Ellis prompted when Miranda walked past us toward the lift. “Let’s hope that your contact will come through for us.”

	“She will, sir,” I said. “You don’t have to worry about that.”
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	Miranda and I split up to get our gear, then rendezvoused at the freighter a few minutes later. Unlike our last outing, however, neither of us were wearing uniforms, armor, or anything that might identify us as Dominion officers. I had thrown on some dark casual clothing and a heavy, nondescript black jacket that wouldn’t draw a second glance on virtually any planet in the Cluster.

	My partner had dressed nearly the same, and I couldn’t help but take a moment to appreciate her attempted transformation from fleet jenny to fringe world ruffian. At a glance, the illusion worked well enough, but she couldn’t shake off her heritage just by throwing on a duster and civilian clothing. The way she moved, the way she talked…any remotely cunning observer would be able to peg her as a soldier in a heartbeat.

	Still, I couldn’t deny that I enjoyed her new look. Losing the skirt was unfortunate, but if she’d put on just a bit more eyeshadow, her dark pants, cutely cropped undershirt, and heeled black boots would have made for a flawless recreation of the badass punk girl that teenage me would have fallen for in a heartbeat. If the jump to Sykaris weren’t so short, I would have been very tempted to bend her over one of the consoles and fill her up one last time before we landed. 

	But we stuck to the script instead, and it wasn’t long before I was guiding the Foreclaw out of the Stormrider’s hangar and punching in a course for Sykaris. 

	“I have to hand it to the Rakashi,” I said, my hands skating across the instruments in the cramped, two-person cockpit. “They know how to build maneuverable ships.”

	“But not how to make comfortable chairs,” Miranda groused from beside me. “Or implement proper ergonomic design.”

	I grinned as she familiarized herself with the controls. They weren’t all that different from a standard Dominion drop shuttle, really, but the high-backed seats definitely weren’t built for human physiology. The lanky Rakashi had much longer arms and legs, not to mention claws that helped them reach spread-out buttons without moving their entire hand. Of course, they also shed fur all over the upholstery, so at least we were able to avoid that particular pitfall. 

	“Stormrider, this is Nomad,” I said, flicking on the com as we began to accelerate. “We’re plotting our jump now.”

	“Understood, Nomad,” Ellis’s voice came back. “We’ll meet you at the rendezvous in twenty hours. Good hunting, Major.”

	Nodding, I gestured for Miranda to go ahead and make the jump. It had been a while since I’d been on a ship with a hyperdrive, but I had always enjoyed the way the stars beyond the canopy melted into long lines before transforming into a flickering blue blur. As silly as it sounded, the visual smear made it easier for my brain to grasp that we were moving quickly, like trees or a field whipping past a ground car. Without stars or any celestial bodies as a reference, astral space just didn’t have the same impact. It was like driving through fog so thick you couldn’t even see the vehicle in front of you. 

	There was also something to be said about not being completely blind while you traveled. Even while we accelerated to the freighter’s top speed of six light-years an hour—a reasonably quick pace unless you were following one of the pre-tunneled trade routes that could hit twenty LYPH—we were still able to register the Stormrider on our tac-holo until they shifted to astral space. And as we crossed into the Sykaris System, we could actually see where we were going, too. 

	“How long do you think it will take to meet up with your contact?” Miranda asked as the jump timer counted down. 

	“An hour, maybe less,” I said. “I sent a message, so she knows we’re coming. It’s really just a question of how easily she can get away from whatever she’s doing.”

	Miranda nodded, a dozen unspoken questions behind her eyes. She had been remarkably quiet about the specifics of this mission since the captain had told her that she would be tagging along. I wasn’t sure why, but I didn’t doubt that she would question me in detail about Ash sooner or later. I may have only met her a week and a half ago, but I already knew that she was more than willing to speak her mind when necessary. 

	A few minutes later, the starlines collapsed into tiny pinpricks of light as our hyperspace bubble popped, and our destination became visible outside the viewport. We were still too far away to make out more than a vaguely yellowish dot, but the tac-holo between our seats updated with a projection of the planet Sykaris, its glorious icy ring, and all seven of its moons. 

	“It’s beautiful,” Miranda said. 

	“Especially from the surface,” I agreed, calling up a few choice photos from the stellar cartography archive onto the console. They were still images, not true holo-photography, but the view from some of the mountain ranges of the broad silver band swooping across the sky was nothing short of breathtaking. The rings and most of the moons were always visible, even during the week-long daylight cycle. 

	“It’s a pity there’s no atmosphere,” she lamented. “No indigenous life whatsoever.”

	“That’s probably for the best.”

	Miranda turned and arched a thin eyebrow at me. “Why would you say that? You don’t think it would make a wonderful resort colony?”

	“I do—that’s the problem,” I told her. Adjusting our vector, I put us on course for the planet. With all the freighter traffic moving throughout the system, it seemed unlikely we’d draw attention, but I kept an eye out just in case. “Sykaris is a gorgeous planet whose rings are stuffed with more corthix gas than any three other mining worlds combined. You could charge a few trillion pulse cells and still have enough fuel left over for a whole fleet without any other sources. If Sykaris could also be terraformed into a resort planet, no one would have agreed to leave it ‘unclaimed’ in the Borderlands. Millions would have already died fighting over it.”

	Her cheek twitched. “That’s a grim way to view the galaxy.”

	“Resources are power,” I said with a shrug. “If you don’t claim them, someone else will.”

	“Perhaps we should have, then,” Miranda said, turning back to the tac-holo and pointing to one of the moons. “You can bet that the moon base there wouldn’t be a slum if the Dominion were in charge.”

	I resisted the urge to mention the billions of people living in squalor throughout the Colonies right now. Or the thousands of aliens trying to eke out a living on the mothership we had just left behind. 

	But then, she wasn’t entirely wrong. The Dominion fiercely protected—and invested in—any world it deemed valuable. The hard part was getting your world into that category in the first place. Sykaris wouldn’t have had that issue, and even the worst planetary governor would still be infinitely better than the independent guilds who controlled the system now. 

	After a few more minutes, the planet’s moons and ring grew large enough for us to get a good look at them with only a bit of magnification from the viewport, as did the hundreds of other vessels in orbit. Merchant ships, mining tugs, cargo haulers…there were no official military ships here, thanks to the Accords, though even a cursory sensor sweep revealed that almost a third of the heavy mining freighters were impenetrable to scans. Some of them were probably equipped with more military-grade ordnance than your average frigate or corvette, while others probably owed half their mass to automated fighter drones. 

	Though no matter what the sensors said, there could have easily been a Yarasi cruiser or two out there as well, if only to ensure that none of the other powers tried anything. Their cloaking devices were so far beyond modern sensor technology that they could have had a whole fleet lurking out there violating the Accords without anyone knowing. Seraph save us all if the Pact ever got its hands on that kind of technology…

	“Taking us in,” I said as I began to reduce our velocity. “Too bad this thing handles like a freight hauler.”

	Miranda gave me an odd look. “It is a freight hauler. How else would it handle?” 

	“Never mind,” I muttered. 

	The planet, a sandy yellow ball, grew to fill the viewport, and the lone settlement on Sykaris’s otherwise barren surface, Aruuna, rolled into view. I had always thought that it looked more like a giant wad of scrap metal welded onto a canyon than a true city, but most of that was just the haphazard nature of the architecture. A massive shield dome extended over all ten kilometers of the city, sealing in the artificial atmosphere and protecting the surface from the seemingly incessant rain of meteorites. 

	Since Aruuna had originally been built in a sheer-walled canyon by early miners, there hadn’t been anywhere to expand except upward, which was part of the reason the city looked like such a junk heap today. Dozens of tightly clustered buildings stretched toward the edge of the shield, creating an almost forest-like canopy that left the streets below shadowed in perpetual twilight. The people who lived on the lowest levels of the city couldn’t even see the beautiful rings or moons in the sky. It was almost as tragic as the conditions most of them worked in. 

	“Your contact really lives there?” Miranda asked quietly as we began our approach.

	“Technically, she lives in her ship,” I said. “But if you want to do business in the Borderlands, there’s no way to avoid spending time on Sykaris. Every major guild, syndicate, and pirate gang has representatives here.”

	“And what is her business, exactly? You’ve been rather evasive.”

	And there it is. I wonder what took her so long?

	“It’s not as bad as whatever you’re thinking.”

	“That sounds even more suspicious.”

	“She’s not a pirate or a slaver or a drug-runner. She’s…well, I suppose you’d call her a bounty hunter.”

	“What?” Miranda stammered. “We’re going to make a deal with a professional killer?”

	“I said bounty hunter, not assassin.”

	She snorted contemptuously. “I didn’t realize there was a difference.”

	“Of course there’s a difference! This isn’t New Keledon or Eladrell Prime, with police precogs out there stopping crimes before they happen. In the Borderlands, people have to learn to fend for themselves.”

	I didn’t realize that I’d raised my voice until after I finished speaking and saw the surprise on her face. I sighed, running my hand over my eyes and reminding myself that it wasn’t her fault she had no idea how the galaxy actually worked. 

	“The authorities out here, such as they are, often need help tracking down criminals,” I explained. “But honestly, most of what she does is try and find lost people. People who were kidnapped by slavers or just disappeared one night and never came back.”

	“I see,” Miranda said, sounding chastened. “I suppose that isn’t as bad as what I was thinking.”

	“I didn’t mean to snap. It’s just that I…well—”

	“You care about this woman.”

	I pressed my lips into a thin line. Miranda’s fingers were dancing across the console to her right, as if she were performing a vital task and only lending the slightest bit of attention to our conversation. But all she had done was queue up a completely unnecessary environmental diagnostic. She was, in fact, paying very close attention to my words while trying to act nonchalant. 

	In other words, she probably is going to be the jealous type. Wonderful. 

	“Ash and I go way back,” I said, debating how much I should tell her. “We both grew up on Nirivarr. I met her a few years before I enlisted.”

	“Ah,” Miranda said neutrally. Her fingertips were moving even faster over the display screens as if she’d found something interesting. “She didn’t enlist with you?”

	Not after the Dominion told her they weren’t interested in a genetic mutt. 

	“No,” I said instead. “Rules and regulations aren’t really her thing.”

	“Ah. Well, then perhaps it was for the best. Not everyone has the discipline to be a soldier.” 

	I smiled despite myself. Ash had plenty of discipline, just not in any way that Miranda would define it. Putting the two of them in the same room was definitely going to be interesting. I just hoped it wouldn’t be catastrophic. 

	It wasn’t long before we received a signal from the port controller, and I arranged for us to set down in the Haze, one of the ground-level mercantile districts wedged between the territories of two different mining guilds. Not exactly the safest place to visit, under normal circumstances, but it was where Ash usually met most of her clients. 

	As I brought our ship through the shield dome, the controller gave me more precise coordinates and assigned a tug drone to follow us in—and keep us from doing anything crazy like dive-bombing a landing pad. The blocky craft was only half our size, but it had a capital-ship-grade tractor emitter on its dorsal side. In a worst-case scenario, it could grab onto an out-of-control ship and hold them still for as long as necessary. 

	Most heavily populated worlds had similar protections, or even something more draconian like full landing automation. I knew a few pilots back on Nirivarr who had found such standards overbearing, but they hadn’t grown up on a planet where people were packed together like roaches. 

	Sykaris definitely fit that description. We descended into the gloom created by the dense metal forest of kilometer-high buildings, threading through canyons of steel that had supplanted one of stone. The landing pads lay far below. Staring down at them too long always threatened to give me vertigo, so I tried to focus on steering instead.

	“Hnn,” Miranda grunted suddenly, hunching over in her seat and pressing her fingers against her forehead. 

	“Something wrong?” I asked. 

	“N-no,” she managed. “There are just…so many minds at once. I’m not used to blocking them out.”

	My brow creased. “I wondered if that might happen. There are a lot of people on the mothership, but it’s not a planet. And most of the people here are—”

	“Aliens,” Miranda said, grimacing. “I just need a few moments.”

	I put a hand on her arm and gave it a supportive squeeze. “We can stay at this altitude for a while if you want,” I offered. “Or even head back up and come in more slowly to give you time to adjust.”

	“No,” she insisted, gritting her teeth. “I will be fine.”

	I strongly considered aborting our approach anyway, if only to buy her a little more time to brace herself before we touched down. Taking a few extra minutes wasn’t going to disrupt our schedule, insofar as we even had one, though it might irritate the traffic controllers if they had to guide me back out again. And that irritation might very well draw us attention we didn’t need…

	“All right,” I said, keeping us steady. “If there’s anything I can do to help, just let me know.”

	I wasn’t even certain she heard me. She was staring out through the industrial fog, her face set in thorotine. From what I’d personally witnessed with other telepaths, situations like this—giant worlds filled with millions or even billions of sapient alien minds—were the most difficult for strong but inexperienced psychics. Weak telepaths couldn’t sense enough conscious minds at once to be overwhelmed no matter where they were, and experienced telepaths had usually already gone through a similar crucible and mastered techniques to block out the excess “noise.” 

	Knowing Miranda, her pride alone would probably get her through this. Still, I really did wish I could help. Unfortunately, there were times when even an Immortal couldn’t protect his comrades.

	We approached the landing pad a few minutes later, and by then, Miranda had regained much of her composure. Our pad was one of hundreds of circles of various sizes arranged around a central building, their clustered arrangement providing an illusion of security where none truly existed. We landed cleanly without the tug drone’s help, and once we were secure, it took off toward another nearby platform, presumably to shadow some other ship lifting off.

	“I’d feel better if we had a sentry mech to guard the ship,” I said as I finished the postflight checks. “Or maybe a platoon of soldiers.”

	Miranda raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “I find it highly unlikely that anyone on this world possesses the technology to breach our security.”

	“There are slicers all over Aruuna who could chew through that encryption in a few minutes,” I said, trying to sound informative rather than patronizing. She had enough to deal with right now, and it wasn’t as if she knew any better. “I’m just hoping that no one will think we’re worth the trouble.”

	“And if they do think we’re worth the trouble?”

	“That’s what the pistols are for,” I replied, patting the sidearm holster concealed beneath my jacket. “With any luck, we’ll be in and out of here in a few hours. You ready?”

	“Yes.” Miranda didn’t exactly nod, but her steely expression flickered as she unfastened her restraints. Before she could stand, I reached out and took her arm.

	“We can wait as long as you need,” I said. “I know this has to be overwhelming.”

	“I told you, I’m fine,” she said, fire flashing behind her blue eyes as she jerked her arm away and came to her feet. But before she stormed off toward the landing ramp, she stopped and sighed. “I’m sorry. I…”

	“No need to apologize,” I said as I rose behind her. “You’re the one with the migraine. And believe me, I was on edge the first time I came here, too.”

	Her face gradually softened. “I’m not accustomed to people doubting me, and I’m not fond of it when they do. You may have noticed this.”

	I smiled wryly. “Once or twice.”

	“The Academy is very competitive. Showing weakness is just an invitation to get piled on.”

	“Well, this isn’t the Academy,” I said. “And as far as I’m concerned, you have nothing more to prove. The captain wouldn’t have fought so hard to get you if he didn’t believe you were ready. And I wouldn’t have agreed to take you along if I didn’t know you were up to it.”

	Miranda smiled, tightly but sweetly. “It may surprise you, but this isn’t the type of mission I was trained for.”

	“Maybe not, but you look good in that jacket. And I like the shirt.”

	She snorted softly and glanced down at her outfit. The two-centimeter band of visible midriff was just enough to look sexy without being overly suggestive. “I feel ridiculous. Who wears this much black?”

	“People who want to look like a badass but usually aren’t,” I said, squeezing past her and grabbing a pair of rebreather masks from the storage compartment at the back of the cockpit. “Just do me a favor and let me do most of the talking, all right?”

	“You are the superior officer. And you clearly know more about this environment than I do.”

	“I mostly meant because of your accent. It’s a dead giveaway, even if they don’t have a translator.”

	“Ah,” she murmured, accepting the mask. “I see.”

	I smiled as I attached the rebreather. The atmosphere wasn’t so toxic that we needed to worry about skin or eye protection, but there was no reason to breathe it if we could help it. The oxygen recyclers beneath the dome weren’t designed for humans, and even if they were, I wouldn’t have trusted the centuries-old filtration systems. 

	We were standing outside the landing ramp a moment later, and I walked across the platform slowly enough to give myself a chance to absorb my surroundings. The port here was as busy as always; we were lucky we hadn’t needed to wait for a pad. Most of the other nearby ships were about the same size as ours, and nearly all of them were unloading or getting loaded with cargo. The only lighting was a dim, artificial yellow, everything around us was dirty, and the air was thick with a miasma of misery and despair.

	I found myself wishing that I knew exactly where Ash was right now. Despite my assurances to Miranda, I didn’t know for a fact that she was even on Sykaris. She should be here somewhere, assuming she’d received my last message, but it wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that she’d been too far away to get back in time for the rendezvous. And if that was the case, this entire trip would just be a huge waste of time. 

	I led Miranda off the landing pad and into the Haze, my eyes continuously searching the area for danger as we joined the press of aliens walking the main drag. My helmet would have made all of this so much easier; I would kill for the thermal imaging sensors right now, to say nothing of the threat assessment and targeting software. But walking around wearing Dominion commando armor simply wasn’t an option in the Borderlands, especially not in public. We were just going to have to rough it. 

	The Haze was about five blocks wide at any given point, yet it somehow managed to feel claustrophobic. The sheer density of apartments, shops, and other buildings almost defied belief, but it made sense—it was the only stretch of real estate where the owners could avoid paying protection money to one gang or the other, at least in theory. 

	In practice, of course, they probably spent almost as much on private guards, some of whom were probably working for one of the gangs anyway. It wasn’t as if you could magically escape the gravitational pull of corruption just because you moved a little farther away. Ash had often described the Haze as the Borderlands within the Borderlands, and it wasn’t the worst comparison. Different factions fought for control here; the only difference was that they worked harder to keep it out of public view. 

	The Haze had a remarkably diverse population compared to most of the alien ghettos in the city; everywhere I looked, I saw a different species, often one I had never even seen before. But the insectoid Merzeg probably outnumbered everyone else, as was typically the case wherever they went. Their spindly, bullet-shaped green bodies may not have looked all that tough, but their six blade-like limbs could mulch human flesh in a heartbeat. 

	Their collective chittering blended with the low roar of the gas processing stations that ran at all hours, but I tried my best to ignore it. Miranda was definitely having a harder time. Her blue eyes gaped wide beneath her hood, filled with a sort of childlike astonishment as she took it all in: the aliens, the noise, the poverty and desperation…

	Distantly, I wondered if she even knew about the Alien Wards on the mothership, because I couldn’t imagine that she had ever visited them. I wasn’t even sure whether she had actually set foot on a real planet before…

	“Just stay close and try not to stare,” I said, my voice sounding almost robotic through the rebreather. “We need to reach the other side of the market.”

	Miranda made eye contact and nodded. We continued onward past the machine shops and into the vice strip, a seemingly endless stretch of brothels, nightclubs, and brothels that pretended to be nightclubs. Pounding music, flashing signs, toxic alien food…it was a veritable assault on the senses. Once again, I wished I was wearing my helmet, though this time to dim the lights and mute the music. 

	Still, at least the rebreather blocked out the worst of the stench, and it wasn’t long before we moved on to the casinos and cyber shops. I checked Miranda periodically, wishing I could help to soothe her obviously frayed nerves, but there was really no solution to this type of thing besides experience. And to her credit, she remained focused enough to do her job while sticking close to my side. 

	“I sense trouble,” she said, her prim voice heavily distorted by the rebreather.

	“Hmm?” I asked. 

	“We’re being followed,” she said. “The two Merzeg near the fried unsaki vendor twenty degrees to your right.”

	“There’s a third one up ahead of us,” I added. “Though he’s been keeping his distance so far.” 

	I felt her eyes on me even without looking. “What?”

	“They picked up on us less than a minute after we started walking. Probably watching the pads for potential marks. The only question is whether they’ve identified us specifically or if it’s just a random mugging.”

	I feared that she might start wildly looking around—I had done enough missions with green fleet officers that it wouldn’t have surprised me. But just like back on the Pact freighter, I underestimated her poise. Miranda didn’t break her stride or make any sudden movements; she just kept walking naturally alongside me as if nothing was out of the ordinary.

	“What do we do?” she asked.

	“Give them what they want, of course,” I replied mildly. “See that alley up ahead about thirty meters? The one we basically have to turn into if we don’t want to try and squeeze past that clump of Merzeg miners? Perfect spot for an ambush, if you ask me.”

	She hesitated. “I don’t understand. Why wouldn’t we—”

	“Because we need to know if they’ve identified us. And if they have, I want to know how. If not…” I shrugged. “I prefer to deal with problems head-on.”

	Miranda didn’t reply, but her gait did falter for a moment as she processed what I was suggesting. I wasn’t trying to test her; I really did believe that this was the best strategy. 

	Especially since I’d just noticed that we had an ally tracking us now as well. 

	I smiled beneath my mask, flexing my hands at my sides in anticipation. After five days on the fleet and then another six in transit to Sykaris, I had been hankering to crack some skulls. Or maybe shells if I got lucky. 

	I made sure to position myself a bit in front of Miranda as we turned into the alley, fully expecting a welcoming party on the other side. 

	I wasn’t disappointed. There, about fifteen meters away, in front of a guard-railing at the end of the alley blocking off a sheer drop, was a V’rath holding a massive gravity hammer. The alien was so wide it legitimately looked like there might have been two whole bodies crammed inside his protective, beetle-like shell. Or perhaps I’d just never seen a fat member of the species before. 

	Standing next to him was an Angoth male who had definitely seen better days. Two of the four narrow horns crowning his head had been chipped at the tip, and his sunken, leathery face was badly scarred. His wings didn’t seem to be in much better shape—the left one was sagging quite noticeably.

	I might have genuinely felt bad for the poor fellow if he wasn’t pointing a pistol at us.

	“That is far enough, human,” he said in an almost melodic voice that didn’t fit his grisly exterior at all. “Lift your hands and make no moves.”

	I halted and slowly raised my hands. The alley was filthy; the metal walls were so rusty they almost looked like they were brick. Heavy, muffled music thumped through one of them, indicating an adjacent club. But there was a sheet of reasonably glossy scrap metal to my right, and it let me see the reflection of our two Merzeg friends as they turned the corner behind us. I wasn’t all that concerned about being flanked, other than the fact it meant I would have more trouble protecting Miranda if these idiots got trigger-happy. 

	“I’m sorry, I didn’t realize this was a dead end,” I said. “I guess we took a wrong turn.”

	“You come with us, human,” the V’rath growled in its low, scabrous voice. “Not safe for you here.”

	The giant alien pounded the butt of his two-meter-long weapon against the ground, and a heartbeat later, a hover skiff floated into view just behind him. From memory, I recalled that beyond the guard-railing was an old mining pit that had been hollowed and converted into a ghetto for a few of the subterranean species who lived here. It was probably at least a forty-meter drop beyond the railing, and there weren’t any anti-grav safety nets on the other side. Sykaris wasn’t exactly overburdened with safety regulations. 

	“The Haze is neutral ground,” I reminded him, trying to buy a little time. “We’re just here to spend some chits, and then we’ll be on our way.”

	I had hoped that the Angoth might react at the mention of a payout. A widening of his eyes, a subtle twitch of his wings—something to indicate piqued interest and confirm that this was just a random shakedown by a local gang trying to get its footing in the Haze. If that was the case, it would be easy enough to scare them off. Baiting one of them into striking me—and then watching their fist crack against my fortified skin—probably would have worked as well as it had on the drunken private back in the Second Wind. 

	But when the alien’s face remained frozen, it told me all I needed to know. 

	He’s a professional, which means he knew that we were coming. But whoever tipped him off must have been light on the details, otherwise he would have been packing something a lot more dangerous than a pulse pistol. 

	“Get on the skiff,” the Angoth said, his gaunt face tensing. “Resist, and I will kill your female.”

	I saw Miranda tense up out of the corner of my eye, just waiting for my signal to draw her own pistol or lash out with her psionic powers. It would have been great if I could speak with her telepathically like the Blades of the Seraph or other elite Dominion groups, but my natty brain had never developed that ability. 

	She might have been trying to read my mind, though, and so I tried to picture my plan as vividly as I could just in case…

	And when I saw her abruptly turn her face to look at me in surprise, I knew she had gotten the message. 

	“There’s no reason we can’t talk about this,” I said, mentally counting out the steps it would take for me to reach the V’rath. “Look, I’ve got a thousand krotask chits right here—you can have them all. Or half that many Dominion credits if you prefer.”

	“Get on the skiff!” the Angoth repeated in a snarl. “I will not ask again.”

	“Oh, you won’t have to,” I said, smiling. “Don’t worry about that.”

	On cue, there was a choked-off chitter from the rooftops above us, audible even over the muffled beat of the club music. And then, before anyone even had the chance to look up, a Merzeg body suddenly came crashing down into the middle of the alley, its chitinous frame shattering with a nauseating crunch.

	“I’ll make this easy,” I said. “Tell me who hired you, and you don’t have to end up like your spotter here.”

	For a fraction of a second, I thought the Angoth might actually come to his senses. The way he looked at the body suggested he understood how precarious his position was, since our ally was now in a perfect sniper’s roost on the rooftop. But when he glanced back to me, the sudden deepening lines of his gaunt, bony face told me that he feared whoever had sent him more than us. 

	“Now!” I called out in warning. 

	Miranda had gotten my earlier message, all right. Dropping to a knee, she whirled around and thrust out her hands, slamming the two Merzeg behind us with a wave of telekinetic force before they could move. They flew back into the main street, tumbling end over end and dropping their weapons in the process. And with them and the spotter neutralized, I was now between her and the only other threats on the battlefield. 

	Which was exactly where I wanted to be. 

	I strode purposely at the Angoth, ignoring the flashes of heat on my skin as he unloaded half a dozen shots into my chest. I left my own pistol holstered at my side in the hopes he might wise up and drop his weapon before I made it to him, though I wasn’t the least bit surprised when he tried to flee instead. Spinning around, apparently content to leave his V’rath friend behind, he vaulted over the guard-rails and onto the hovering skiff. 

	I couldn’t stop him. Even without the skiff, he could have unfurled his wings and flown away over the pit if he wanted to—Angoth bodies were so light they needed remarkably little momentum to get off the ground. But I had a feeling that our ally wouldn’t let him escape so easily, and I grinned when a bolt of green energy streaked down from the rooftops and went right through his chest. 

	It didn’t kill him—at least, not directly. There was no burn mark as if he had been blasted with an energy weapon or exploding flesh as if he had been struck by a ballistic round. He simply seized up, eyes wide, as if he was being electrocuted…and then his unconscious body collapsed backward and fell off the side of the skiff into the pit below. 

	Leaving the V’rath for me. The hulking alien didn’t seem particularly impressed that I was still walking despite the sizzling holes in my jacket—probably a side effect of having a nearly impregnable shell wrapped around his own body at all times. But he did seem pretty excited to try and smash me into paste with his hammer, and the moment I got within reach, he hefted it with both pincer-like hands and smashed the wide head into my chest with enough force to cave in the torso of an armor-plated mech. 

	It hurt—there was no denying it. My psionic powers may have prevented my ribcage from being crushed, but the force of the impact still hurled me into the alley wall so hard it left a me-shaped dent in the ferrocrete. Dust spilled around my body as I sank to the ground amidst a shower of grit, and I heard Miranda shout in anger as she fired a salvo of blue pulse bolts into the V’rath. But as much as I appreciated her efforts, the alien’s thick carapace absorbed the energy almost as easily as my skin. Our benefactor on the rooftops could have helped, too, but she knew better than to interrupt me when I was having fun. 

	And this was going to be great. 

	Vaulting to my feet, I stormed back toward the V’rath. His beady yellow eyes flared in surprise that I was still alive, but he didn’t hesitate to take another swipe at me. This time I actually dodged, however, and as the head of the hammer whistled past my cheek, I balled my right hand into a fist and punched the alien right in his bloated gut. 

	I had once seen a V’rath go six rounds in a throw-boxing match with a man twice my size and not suffer a single bruise, but this one got a rude surprise when I hit him with the force of his own blow. His carapace buckled around my fist, and his fat body flew back against the opposite wall. He didn’t just leave a dent in the ferrocrete—no, he blasted right through it and into the nightclub on the other side. 

	There were screams, confusion, and a frankly shocking amount of yellow-green V’rath blood all over the place. But it was exactly the kind of chaos we could use to get the hell out of here, and that was precisely what I planned to do.

	“Let’s go,” I beckoned to Miranda as I raced toward the skiff. She was still staring at the hole in the wall when I reached the guard-rail, plainly in shock, until I banged on it. “Come on!”

	She snapped out of her stasis and rushed to join me on the skiff, pistol still in hand. Once we were both on board, I grabbed the control stick and steered us twenty meters straight up until we came level with the flat roof. Our ally was there waiting for us, her dark jacket and blond hair cast in the eerie green light from the glowing string of her energy bow. The bottom half of her face was covered by a rebreather just like ours. A vertical slash of emerald war-paint began on the left side of her forehead, covered half her eye, then vanished beneath the mask, where I knew it continued to her jaw.

	“Was that really necessary?” Ash asked in the thick, Nirivian drawl I had long since left behind. “I could’a stunned that fat bug just as easy!”

	“I know, but he deserved more than a headache,” I said, gesturing for her to hop on. “He hit me with a hammer.”

	“Only ’cuz you let him!” 

	“I hardly see how that matters.”

	Her scoff was three times louder thanks to her mask, but I could see the amusement in her piercing green eyes. She had never been one to walk away from a brawl, especially if I was the one doing the brawling. Her exotic vertical pupils went wide as she leapt in next to us, though they immediately narrowed when they fastened on Miranda. 

	“Unbelievable,” Ash breathed, shaking her head and her long, lustrous mane with it. “You brought a jenny skirt to Sykaris?”

	Miranda’s eyes narrowed. “What did you call me?” 

	“Let’s save the introductions until we get somewhere safe,” I said, glancing down at the chaos unfolding beneath us and wondering if the shattered wall and splattered blood was just a tame preview of the inevitable clash between the women next to me. “We have a lot to talk about.”
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	The hover skiff wasn’t the fastest or most inconspicuous way to move around the Haze, but I never intended to stay on it for long. After flying us across the old mining pit, I brought it up to another set of guard-rails and signaled for the girls to hop out. We were only a few blocks away from where Ash always parked her ship—a small private hangar rather than one of the open-air landing pads. I still didn’t know the details of how she had secured the rights to it, though there was a decent chance that the owner owed her for something. 

	That, or she might have just kicked the shit out of him. With Ash, the odds were about even.

	We moved at a brisk pace after ditching the skiff, dipping into alleys and darting through side streets where appropriate. No one harassed us, which wasn’t all that surprising—it wasn’t as though there was a local police force to come after us. This was the type of planet where you could shoot a man in the middle of the street and no one a block over would even notice or care. 

	Once we arrived at our destination, I saw the visible disappointment on Miranda’s face. I couldn’t blame her—the building looked as shabby as everything else around here, and it didn’t resemble a hangar at all. The rusty, uneven metal walls made the whole thing look like it had been cobbled together out of scrap in an afternoon. For all I knew, that might have even been true. 

	“You were supposed to come alone,” Ash said as we approached. She tapped in the security code on her wristpad to disable the small turrets concealed within the walls. The rusted hatch that served as an entrance slid open with surprising smoothness and quiet for something that looked about a century old. 

	“Small change of plans,” I said, habitually glancing around to see if anyone new was tracking us. But Ash had made arrangements with the local businesses—and their muscle—to guarantee privacy. 

	“It’s hard enough for one human to blend in here,” she said. “You didn’t think two would cause a fuss?”

	“You and I don’t normally have a problem.”

	Ash stopped in the doorway, her green eyes locking on Miranda. “Yeah, well, I ain’t really human, am I? Just ask the skirt here.”

	Miranda scowled, but I held up a hand before she could say anything.

	“Not here,” I interrupted, repressing a sigh. 

	Ash closed the door behind us once Miranda and I were inside. The interior didn’t resemble a hangar any more than the exterior; if anything, it looked like a mechanic’s workshop. The various benches, tools, and gizmos Ash had gathered around the edges could have belonged to any machinist on a hundred different planets from here to the Traverse. The middle of the hangar—a wide, thirty-by-thirty-meter area—remained completely empty.

	Or at least, it was meant to appear that way. 

	“I know it ain’t much to look at, ’specially for a jenny,” Ash said. “But the air’s clean enough in here, I promise.”

	She reached up and removed her mask. The innocent, youthful, and undeniably beautiful face beneath instantly brought a smile to my lips. If Miranda was the girl who seemed too perfect to ever notice you, Ash was the sweet girl next door you could never stop thinking about. 

	And yet I haven’t been here in six months, I thought, my gut twisting as a fresh wave of guilt crashed over me. I have to figure something out. We can’t keep doing this forever…

	“You…live here?” Miranda asked, eyeing the numerous half-finished projects and piles of scrap. Notably, she still hadn’t touched her mask. 

	“Yeah, I just grab one of those blankets and sleep in the dirt over yonder,” Ash deadpanned, pointing to the empty area in the middle of the hangar. “Gets annoyin’ when the rats start nibblin’ on ya, but we natties just can’t get enough of the filth and squalor, ya know?”

	Snorting, she unfastened her jacket and tossed it atop one of the workbenches. The sight of her lean, athletic body promptly reminded me that I had missed it every bit as much as her face. She almost looked like a ’pounder who had taken off half her fatigues; her black boots and pants appeared military, as did the extra energy cells and ammo pouches on her belt and bandoleer. Her cropped green and black vest showed off a solid eight centimeters of what I had long considered the sexiest midriff and lower back in the galaxy. 

	Ash had always been obsessed with fitness, a passion that was undoubtedly driven by the inferiority complex she couldn’t seem to shake. I resented fleet jennies because so many of them thought they were better than me; Ash resented them because deep down, she believed they actually were. And no matter how hard I had tried to convince her otherwise over the years, I had never truly succeeded.

	“She lives in her ship, which is quite nice,” I said as patiently as I could manage. “But we’re overdo for introductions. This is Ensign Miranda Pierce. She was just assigned to the Stormrider.”

	“And this,” I said, turning, “is Nashira Telaar. We’ve known each other since—”

	“Ash,” she interrupted. “That’s what my friends call me.”

	“I see,” Miranda replied. “Well then, A—”

	“But you an’ me ain’t friends, jenny,” Ash interrupted, “so you don’t get to call me nothin’.” 

	I clenched my jaw, fearing that Miranda would retaliate. The two women glared at each other, blue eyes versus green eyes, pulse rifles versus plasma rifles. Anyone in the middle would have gotten burned to cinders. 

	Except, maybe, an Immortal. 

	“Let’s all just take a breath and relax a bit, shall we?” I suggested as I removed my own mask. I was about the last person in the galaxy who had any business playing diplomat, but it didn’t seem like I was going to have much choice. “We’re all on the same team here.”

	Ash snorted and crossed her arms. “Aw, come on, Kal. I am not on the same team as some Dominion cheerleader!”

	“What is your problem?” Miranda asked.

	“My problem is you!” Ash snapped. “You don’t belong here, jenny. And Kal should’a known better!”

	“I brought her here because I need her help,” I said, keeping my voice as level as I could. “You got my message. You know what’s at stake. The cold war is getting too hot for comfort, but we’re hoping there’s still a chance to put out the flames before they spread.”

	Ash’s cheek twitched, but she didn’t break eye contact. I reached out and gently squeezed her bare arm, impressed as always by the stark juxtaposition of her soft skin contrasted with the firmness of the sculpted muscles underneath. The sheer heat of her body was also shocking—and soothing—after so many months apart. Along with her eyes, it was the only other notable manifestation of her half-Kreen genetics. 

	“Good luck with that,” Ash murmured, though she did finally look away from Miranda. “Every Pact soldier from here to the Expanse thinks the Yarasi trashed Harkaeon. And they’ve been movin’ more weapons inta the Borderlands in the past month than the past two years combined.”

	“I know,” I said gravely. “That’s why we need proof that the Dowd are behind it.”

	“Yeah, the Dowd…” Ash murmured. “You realize half the people ’round here don’t even think they exist, right? No one left alive has ever seen one.”

	“Except the Sillibar. You don’t just forget about attempted genocide.” I paused and took in a deep breath. The recycled air smelled of ozone and iron. It might not have been as clean as on the mothership, but it was far better than outdoors. “If we could give their leadership something, anything, to suggest that their old enemies are back… They won’t take the Pact to war if they think the Dowd are still out there.”

	“Prolly not,” Ash agreed. “But if there’s any proof that they really are, they’ve done a damn good job of hidin’ it. No ships, no bodies, not even a single legit holo-image. They’re basically ghosts.”

	“And everyone is more than willing to believe that the Pact and the Yarasi are raiding each other’s freighters,” I conceded. 

	“Wouldn’t be the first time. And you know how bad things’ve gotten in a few sectors. There’s gotta be enough Pact weapons on places like Bas Garopa and Vabule to arm half the people on each planet. Things have been comin’ to a head for a long time now.”

	“So we’re at a dead-end,” Miranda grumbled. “I knew coming here was a waste of time. The captain should have—”

	“Don’t get your skirt ruffled just yet, jenny,” Ash said with a scoff. “I didn’t say there wasn’t proof, only that ain’t easy to find. But one of us happens to be an expert at findin’ things people lost.”

	I felt a smile tug at my lips. “You do have something for us?”

	“Somethin’, yeah. But you ain’t gonna like it.”

	She trapped her wristpad again. An odd humming vibration filled the air around us, which started to shimmer…

	And then the middle of the hangar was no longer empty. 

	Miranda gasped, and I couldn’t help but smile even though I knew what to expect. Sitting in the open area, its running lights flicking on all at once, was a ship that would have looked wildly out of place almost anywhere, but especially in a pisshole like Sykaris. 

	“Yarasi,” Miranda breathed. “You stole a Yarasi ship?”

	“I didn’t steal nothin’!” Ash protested, her pupils contracting into dangerous vertical slits. “You shouldn’t make assumptions about things you don’t understand, jenny.” 

	Miranda shook her head. “But then how…?”

	“Y’see, girl, out here in the real galaxy, we have to work for a living. And sometimes we’re so good at our jobs we get to buy ourselves something nice.”

	“The Yarasi don’t sell their ships. To anyone. Ever.”

	“She’s got you there,” I said with a smirk. 

	Ash’s face soured. “Yeah, well, I still didn’t steal her. I found her, okay? And now she’s mine.”

	My smirk turned into a genuine grin. The ship really was incredible. Like nearly all Yarasi craft, the hull design was deeply inspired by natural elements. From above, it looked like a slender, three-pointed leaf mounted atop a disk, with the cockpit canopy set above the central tip and a pair of psi-cannons mounted on the wings. The hull used to be a deep, glossy purple, but Ash had painted it a shimmering silver just to make the origin a bit more mysterious. 

	Not that something as simple as changing the color would fool anyone for long. Beyond the aesthetics, her ship also enjoyed the other virtues of Yarasi design, namely the incredible fusion of ordinary and psionic technology. While the Dominion had made a lot of progress trying to get the two disparate types of engineering to work together, the Yarasi had mastered it centuries ago. The ship had a virtual intelligence rather than a Synesthete, as well as a traditional fusion power core…yet it also had enough crystal capacitors to use psionic energy for propulsion, shields, and weapons when necessary. The interior was sized for a small crew of four or five, but it only required one pilot to function.

	On the open market, the ship would probably be worth as much as a Pact frigate…but then, Yarasi didn’t sell their technology under any circumstances. Even Ash’s energy bow was practically impossible to come by. I had always been concerned that one of the aliens would show up and try to reclaim this ship eventually, but so far Ash had avoided their notice. 

	“You replace those manifolds yet?” I asked. 

	“Naw,” Ash lamented. “Can’t exactly find replacements in any ol’ salvage depot. But I fixed the cracks and they’ve been working fine…mostly.”

	“Mostly?”

	“Haven’t exploded yet. Good enough for me.” 

	She paused, eyeing Miranda and clearly amused that the other woman’s jaw was still hanging open at the impossible sight. I let her enjoy it for another few seconds before I pointed to the open landing ramp. 

	“You have the info on board?”

	“Kinda,” Ash said, nodding. “Come on.”

	I followed her inside, Miranda closely in tow. I couldn’t imagine that Ash would want to—or even be willing to—give my new partner a full tour, and so we went straight to the small lounge nestled behind the cockpit. I had no clue what decorations or furniture had been in here originally, but Ash had installed a simple kitchenette and refrigeration unit on the starboard wall, while the port wall opened into a corridor that led to the rest of the ship. At the center was a large but simple holo-projector along with two curved couches.

	Miranda froze. “What the hell is that?” 

	Ash paused, blond eyebrows raised. “It’s a holo-projector, honey. Do they still have ’em on that fancy mothership of yours, or do the ghosts livin’ in the walls just blast the images straight into your brain?”

	“I know what a projector is!” Miranda swallowed and pointed at the small, furry creature sitting atop the projector like it was his own personal throne. “What is that?”

	Ash blinked, then turned to face me. “Please tell me she’s seen a cat before.”

	“I doubt it,” I said. “No pets on the mothership.”

	“Other than your admirals and their fancy concubines, ya mean,” Ash muttered as she offered her hand to the black cat. He immediately pushed his head into her palm, though he kept his green eyes focused on the newcomer. “This is my co-pilot.”

	“Your…” Miranda trailed off. “What?”

	“His name is Kal,” Ash said, scratching behind the cat’s ears. “Little Kal, technically. Or Kalycos, if you’re feelin’ formal.”

	Miranda opened and closed her mouth three times before she managed to speak. “You named your pet Kal?” 

	“He’s the only thing we brought with us from Nirivarr,” Ash said. “He’s tall, handsome, and way more reliable than the real thing.”

	I groaned, but the instant she stopped stroking him, he sauntered across the projector to bump into my arm. And when I gently scratched between his shoulders, his deep, rumbling purr wasn’t far behind. 

	“He’s a Praxian shorthair,” I said, digging my fingers into the spot I knew he liked. “All the Colonies have access to the genetic database. The first generation was cloned, obviously, but most places have been breeding them for generations now.”

	“Even he’s more natural than you, jenny,” Ash needled. “Pretty wild, huh?”

	Miranda’s blue eyes flashed. “Would you please stop calling me that?”

	“It’s what you are, though. Livin’ in your big ship, strutting around in your skirts like a buncha—”

	“That’s enough,” I warned, my patience about spent. “Miranda is here to help. She’s good at what she does, and I trust her. All right?”

	Ash glared back at me, her pupils so thin that her irises were nearly solid seas of green. We knew each other so well we didn’t need telepathy to share how we felt. I could see and feel her frustration, and I hoped that she could see mine, too. She had every right to resent the Dominion, but Miranda wasn’t the officer who had called her a worthless mutt or the admiral who had denied her application for enlistment.

	“Sorry,” she mumbled after a moment. She took a deep breath, then sighed and crossed her arms. “I’m not always a bitch, I swear. It’s just…y’know.”

	I looked at Miranda, genuinely unsure of how she would respond. Would her jenny ego compel her to escalate, or would her remarkable poise triumph once again?

	“It’s all right,” she said, forcing a thin smile. “But I’m not your enemy.”

	“If Kal thinks you’re all right, that’s good enough for me,” Ash said. 

	“She’s better than all right,” I said. “Miranda is—”

	“Not you,” Ash interrupted. “I mean the good Kal.”

	I glanced down at the cat. Kalycos had moved within a few centimeters of Miranda, and his tail was swishing with interest.

	“If he lets you pet ’im, we’re all good,” Ash said. “Go ahead.”

	“Um…” Miranda faltered. But when her eyes flicked to me once more for guidance, I just gestured at the cat. 

	“Think of it as a rite of passage,” I said. “He probably won’t bite.”

	Her cheek twitched, and for a few heartbeats I wondered if she might refuse. But then she reached out to pat him, and Kalycos pushed his head into her hand and began to rub across her arm. 

	“Guess that settles that,” Ash said with a grunt. “Welcome aboard, honey. Sorry for all the fuss.”

	“Erm, thank you…I guess,” Miranda managed, still eyeing the cat as if she had discovered an entirely new lifeform. 

	“I’ll let you give him a treat later. But for now, I guess I should actually give you what you came here for, huh?”

	“That would be nice,” I said. 

	“Right, well, I read over everything you sent,” Ash said, activating the projector and summoning a holographic display of the data packet I’d forwarded before we had set out from the mothership. The instant the floating images appeared, Kalycos lost interest in Miranda and turned to watch the moving lights with rapt attention. It was only a matter of time before he dove off the edge of the projector trying to grab one…

	“What did you think?” I asked.

	“I hit up some contacts t’see if I could confirm anything for you, but they didn’t know squat. Like you said, everyone’s convinced this is just normal cold war shit. You arm this planet, they arm that one; you blow up their freighter, they blow up one of yours. The usual.”

	“But?” 

	She pressed her tongue hard into her cheek. “But Saleya’s people are right about that Yarasi outpost right at the edge of the Veil.”

	She pulled up a navigational map of the sector. Thanks to the Accords, Sykaris was roughly equidistant from the Dominion and Yarasi borders, but the edge of the Veil was only about two hundred light-years away. There, in a large nebula that bled between the demilitarized zone and Yarasi space, was a glowing indicator of an outpost.

	“It’s real,” Ash said. “And it ain’t no research outpost, I promise you that. Supposedly, its sensors can reach across two whole sectors, which is more than enough to watch Sykaris and about a dozen other planets.”

	“As well as the Dominion border on the other side,” I said, grimacing. 

	“Yep. And here’s the real kicker: it’s been online for almost six months now.”

	“Six months?” Miranda breathed. “And the Pact doesn’t know about it?”

	“They didn’t know about it,” Ash corrected. “The Yarasi are good at hidin’ things. But I bumped into some Pact soldiers on Dormire two days ago, and the secret’s officially out. They want revenge for Harkaeon, and now they got themselves a juicy little target.”

	“You think they’re going to attack it?” I asked. 

	Ash nodded grimly. “They definitely want to. Still an open question whether command will give ’em the go-ahead, but they had a warship nearby. Harkaeon seemed personal to this group of tusk-heads, so I wouldn’t put it past ’em to fly in there with guns blastin’.”

	“How did you acquire this information?” Miranda asked, frowning. “The Krosians wouldn’t just tell you all of this.”

	“People don’t need to tell me anythin’, honey,” Ash said. “Not when their possessions are more than willin’ to spill their secrets for ’em.”

	“What is that supposed to mean?”

	“Psychometry,” I explained. “She can touch objects and…speak to them.”

	“Well, not literally,” Ash said. “But if an object is important enough to someone, their emotions get imprinted on it. If the connection is strong enough, I can see images, flashes, even memories…”

	Miranda frowned. “The Academy considers psychometry an unreliable discipline.”

	“Yeah, well, people who spend their whole lives in space an’ never breathe real air believe a lot of stupid shit,” Ash replied flatly. “No offense.”

	“If a Pact warship openly violates the Accords, the Yarasi Executrix will have no choice but to retaliate,” I said. “Her war council will demand it.”

	“That’s true, but you might still have a little time. The Krosians weren’t scheduled to leave Dormire ’til today, and if they wanted to summon reinforcements, it would take a few more days.”

	“Does it even matter?” Miranda asked. “If they’re already planning an attack, we won’t be able to stop them without indisputable proof that the Dowd are involved.” 

	My eyes narrowed as I turned back to Ash. “You said you had something.”

	She nodded. “I wasn’t actually on Dormire lookin’ for tusk-heads. I was there to meet with a different contact—someone who was on the scene when they found that dead Yarasi freighter a few weeks back.”

	She reached into one of the black pouches on her bandoleer and withdrew a slender purple crystal with several cracks on the surface. 

	“From the freighter?” I asked, pulse quickening. Only the Dominion and the Yarasi used psionic data crystals for storage, but theirs were notoriously fragile—and nearly impossible to find. “How in the hell…?”

	“Because I’m that good,” she said, slotting the crystal into a matching receptacle mounted on the side of the projector. “It was damaged pretty badly, but you happen to be lookin’ at the only independent operator in the Borderlands with a Yarasi ship. I pieced together what I could until I found this…”

	An image from the interior of a Yarasi freighter flashed in front of us, replacing the data stream and startling Kalycos enough that he hopped down and planted himself on the couch instead. We appeared to be looking at a lounge quite similar to this one, which wasn’t surprising considering the freighter was probably the same model. 

	“A recording?” Miranda asked. 

	“From inside the ship before it was attacked,” Ash said. “Unfortunately, almost everythin’ was jumbled…’cept for this.”

	The image shifted abruptly. The resolution was poor, thanks to the damage, but we could clearly see a pair of dead Yarasi warriors lying on the floor of the lounge, their strange, staff-like falquan rifles lying unpowered next to them. The sight of their corpses was more disturbing to me than the dead Krosians, probably because their elegant, fey-like faces were more human-like. 

	And, if I was being completely honest with myself, because they were all women. 

	“Wait for it,” Ash said.

	My eyes narrowed at the image, wondering if it was even playing, when a third figure suddenly appeared over the bodies. The tall, faceless alien stepped closer to the camera…

	And then the clip ended. 

	“I told you, it ain’t much,” Ash said quietly. “But it might be enough.”

	“It’s enough,” I said, heart racing. “We just have to figure out a way to get this to the Sillibar.”

	“And the Yarasi,” Miranda added. “They’ll be much more likely to believe corrupted data off one of their own crystals.”

	“Oscura’s almost a week away. But that outpost…the Stormrider could get there in five hours.”

	Miranda looked at me. “They might not be happy about us showing up on the doorstep of their secret facility.”

	“Better us than the Pact,” I said. “And if she’s right about those Krosians and a warship is already on its way, I’d rather be there with evidence first. We might be able to stop the shooting before it starts.”

	I knew that Captain Ellis would agree with me—there was no doubt in my mind. The biggest problem was that we needed to get a message to the Stormrider, otherwise we’d be waiting at least another fifteen hours for them to pick us up. 

	“When’s the next time they’ll be out of astral space?” I asked. 

	Miranda activated her omnitool. “They’re scheduled to deploy the first probe in just under two hours.”

	“We can signal them then.” I let out a deep breath and turned back to Ash. “We owe you. Hell, everyone in the Cluster might owe you.”

	The projection faded as she withdrew the data crystal. “Yeah, well, I won’t hold my breath on any of ’em paying the tab,” she said sardonically, offering the crystal to me. “I just did the best I could. And luck was on our side, for once.”

	I wanted to walk over and hug her. I’d never doubted for a minute that she would find a way to come through, but this…this was beyond anything I’d expected. 

	“Thank you,” Miranda said, and sounded sincere. “This is incredible. Truly. You might have saved millions of lives.”

	Ash smiled back. “I hope so, but it’s hard to stop a tram that’s already left the station, ya know? Lotta folks out there won’t accept peace unless they have to.”

	“We need to leave reasonably soon if we want to be able to beam them a transmission in time,” I said. “It’ll take us at least half an hour just to get back into orbit.”

	“Then you’d better get, huh?” Ash said, the smile sliding off her face. “Don’t worry, Little Kal and I’ll still be here the next time you need a miracle.”

	The forlornness in her voice was like a knife straight to my gut, and even my Immortal powers couldn’t protect me. I would have asked her to come with us if I thought there was even the slightest chance she might agree. Captain Ellis would make sure she had decent quarters, and he’d excoriate anyone on his ship who treated her poorly. 

	But Ash wasn’t a soldier and never would be. She had made her own life out here—one very different than mine—and we had always struggled to reconcile the gulf between us. A gulf that was only getting wider. 

	“Can we talk for a minute?” I asked. “In private.”

	Her piercing green eyes locked with mine, and she nodded. “Sure. Little Kal’s pretty good at entertaining company.”

	“Ensign Pierce can comb through your navigational data on that outpost, if you don’t mind,” I suggested. 

	Miranda raised an eyebrow at me, but Ash just nodded. “Sure. Just be careful and don’t prod around. Yarasi tech has some mean psychic encryption. Wouldn’t want to fry that superhuman brain of yours.”

	“I’ll be careful,” Miranda said. “But we really can’t afford a delay, Major. If it takes us an hour to get back into orbit—”

	“This won’t take long,” I told her, eyes never leaving Ash. “I promise.”

	 

	***

	 

	Ash led me out of the lounge and into the corridor that spiraled around the rest of the ship. We probably could have just chatted in the hall, but I wasn’t surprised when she led me all the way into her quarters. They were pretty roomy for a ship this size, though the floor was so cluttered it looked about half the size. She had clothes and gadgets everywhere, as well as two separate beds and a crawling house set up for Kalycos. 

	“All right, spill it,” Ash said, crossing her arms when the door shut behind us. “Promise me you’ll be back in no time before you vanish for a couple months. Or six.”

	I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “I’m sorry. There’s no excuse.”

	“I’m sure that won’t stop you from spinnin’ one. So go ahead, lay it out. Make it good and I might even believe it for a while.”

	The knife in my gut twisted again. “I don’t want to leave you,” I told her. “I never want to leave you. Especially not like this.”

	“Oh, you’ll be fine,” Ash said. “You got a jenny girl to keep you company now. Real pretty one, too. Must be damn hard to concentrate when she’s in uniform.”

	I sighed again. “We have to get this information to the Yarasi and the Pact. After we do, I’ll come right back.”

	“Sure. And I’ll be waitin’ right here, like usual.”

	“Ash…”

	“At least tell me you’ve missed me.”

	“Of course I missed you!” I said, placing my hands on her bare arms. The familiar radiant heat of her skin sent a ripple of comfort through me. “And I honestly expected I’d be able to visit more, but I haven’t had time for shore leave in…”

	I trailed off, wincing at how lame the excuse sounded. I could have made the time. I should have made the time. The fact that I hadn’t was on me.

	“Six months, Kal,” she bit out. “You’ve left me alone out here for six months!”

	“I know,” I whispered. “You deserve better.”

	“I deserve you,” she said, pushing a finger hard into my sternum. “We are still a team, aren’t we?”

	“Always. You know that.”

	“Do I?”

	I grimaced. I couldn’t blame her for that…or for anything, really. Back when I’d enlisted, I had made her two promises. One, that I would eventually figure out a way for us to be together all the time; and two, that I would solve the mystery of how I could give her the kids she so desperately wanted. 

	So far, I had failed at both.

	“I will do everything in my power to get back as soon as I can,” I promised. “And you know you’re always welcome on the—”

	“Don’t say it,” Ash interrupted, putting her fingers on my lips. “You know I ain’t gonna follow you onto that viper nest.”

	“Yeah,” I murmured. “I do.”

	She stared at me intently for another few heartbeats, her green eyes welling up without quite coming to tears, before she sighed and shook her head. “Just kiss me at least once before you go, all right? You better have time for—”

	I cupped her face in my hands and pulled our lips together. Ash stretched up on her toes to help reach me, and her arms almost immediately slid around my neck to hold me close. To this day, almost a decade after we’d first met, I had never found anything to compare with her kiss. Raw heat effused from her tongue and spread throughout my entire body like I’d just wrapped myself in a thick blanket. 

	But there was more to her lips than just the heat. I had also never met anyone who poured her whole heart into everything she did, no matter how mundane. Ash kissed with her whole body, not just her lips. And it was a gift she had no interest in sharing with anyone else.

	I didn’t want to let her go, and I certainly didn’t want to leave. No matter how important our mission was, no matter how quickly we needed to move to hit the Stormrider’s com window, I couldn’t have lived with myself if I had been the first to break our kiss. And so I waited…and waited…

	“That’s a little better,” Ash said when she finally pulled back, her eyelids fluttered and her tongue dragging slowly across her lips. “At least now I know that your jenny girl is a decent kisser.”

	I winced. Thanks to her psychometry, Ash had probably just relived every kiss I’d shared with Miranda. Normally she reveled in it, but today might be different…

	“Little bit of Saleya in there, too, huh?” Ash asked, still sampling the memories. “How’s she doin’?”

	“Good,” I said, feeling a bead of sweat trickle down my brow. “Still has a standing offer to give you a free dance if you ever come aboard.”

	“I’d need a lot more than a dance for that.”

	“I’m sure the terms are negotiable.”

	Ash grinned, her tongue pausing halfway across her bottom lip. “Got two of her new girls in here, too, huh? Damn. There’s the real crime of you runnin’ off so quick. You’re supposed to share, but you never have the time!”

	I smiled and brushed a hand through her wild blond hair. “You want a little preview?”

	Ash arched an eyebrow. “I’m listenin’.”

	“I can spare five minutes.”

	“That ain’t much time for a girl to enjoy herself.”

	The fate of the Accords—and possibly the entire Cluster—might have depended on us contacting the Stormrider. But the girl of my dreams was right here in my arms…

	“How about ten?” I asked. 

	“I suppose I’ll have to make do,” she said. “But you owe me.”

	“You know I’m good for it.”

	Flashing me a coquettish smirk, she placed her palm on my chest to push me back a few centimeters until my back hit the door, then gracefully squatted in front of me. Her hands reached for my pants, and she had the zipper down and fly open faster than she could draw and fire her bow. A surge of anticipation shot through me when her impossibly warm hands freed my rapidly hardening cock from its prison. 

	“There he is,” Ash cooed, the fingers of her right hand curling around the shaft and pushing it upward while those on her left fondled my testicles. “Tell me all your secrets…”

	Closing her eyes, she gently dragged her tongue across the full length of my hardness, balls to tip. Her technique always sent an excited tingle racing through me, but today, six months separated from her Kreen heat, it was more like a jolt of electricity straight up my spine. And when she repeated the motion an instant later, sliding all the way down and then back up again, my knees practically turned into jelly. 

	“I should’a known you’d already had fun with that jenny girl,” Ash said after her third lap, eyes reopening and fastening on me. Her pupils were so large they nearly blotted out her green irises. “A lot of fun, feels like.”

	A moan escaped my lips, and I thanked whatever intergalactic powers that might have been listening that Ash enjoyed my conquests almost as much as I did. If not, I would have been a lot more nervous about her teeth being so close to my cock. Psionic fortification was great, but there were some chances you just didn’t want to take. 

	“Shame I wasn’t with you,” she purred, dragging her tongue sideways up my shaft this time. “Could’a shown her the ropes together. Seems like a real quick learner…”

	“Ash,” I grunted even as my pulse quickened. “We don’t have time for—”

	“You gave me ten minutes, and I intend to use every second,” she said. “Now, what else did you bring me…?”

	Her eyes fluttered shut again, but this time she parted her lips and enveloped the entire bulging crown. I bit down on my lip, my hand still threading through her hair. It was beyond tempting to grab hold and force myself right past her tonsils. Miranda was still trying to figure out how to choke down the last few centimeters, but Ash could handle my full length with no problem. 

	The trouble was that she preferred to take her readings slowly—or from my perspective, torturously. I had a feeling that was more preference than necessity, though I could hardly blame her for wanting to enjoy her meal of memories before I gave her dessert. 

	“That Saleya is somethin’ else,” Ash breathed when she pulled back again, her pupils still huge. “I need to find myself a sweet Velothi girl of my own.”

	I groaned when she started stroking me again. I had spent an almost embarrassing amount of time over the years imagining what it would be like when I finally got Ash to visit the Second Wind with me. She would enjoy watching Saleya’s girls work almost as much as I did, and I had no doubt that they would all adore her. 

	“Then there’s this Neyris,” Ash cooed after her tongue took another lap. “What’s her name?”

	“Astra,” I said, eyeing the sizzling sheen of saliva now covering my cock. 

	“Didn’t fuck her yet?”

	“Not yet.”

	“Well, you’d better. I’d love a taste of that. The other Velothi girl, too.” She paused again, eyelids fluttering and tongue pressed against her lips. “Mmm…bring this many new girls back to me and I can almost forgive you for running out.”

	She made one final swirl around my throbbing tip before she finally leaned back on her haunches and paused. “Guess I should get to it, huh? You ready?”

	Nodding, I gritted my teeth and reinforced my skin as if I were about to run straight into a barrage of plasma bolts. “Always.”

	“Then give it to me,” she said, opening her mouth wide and crossing her wrists behind her back. “As much as you can.”

	I smiled down at her, marveling as always at the sight of her fit, young body and wishing desperately for enough time to fully reintroduce myself to it. But for now, I feathered both hands through her golden mane to get a handhold, then pulled her mouth down over my cock. I felt the tip graze past her teeth, travel through her mouth, and slide all the way down her throat.

	And then I started fucking her. 

	It was a glorious thing to have a woman kneeling in front of you, eager and willing to worship your cock, but it was more glorious still when she offered herself as if her body was nothing more than a toy for your amusement. Ash didn’t try to guide me; she didn’t even brace her hands on my legs for support. She just gave her throat to me, content to let me use it—use her—however I wanted. 

	And by the Seraph do I love her for it.

	With her hair as leverage, I had no trouble pulling her away, then slamming her back down onto me as if her lips were a cunt. She stared at me the whole time, her pupils dilated and her green irises sparkling with need. The fire of her Kreen throat greeted me every time I pushed past her tonsils—a fire that could have scalded a normal human man. I had never been more thankful for my Immortal gifts than when she’d leaned over into the driver’s seat of our car and taken me into her mouth for the first time…

	“Ngn!” I grunted as the pressure within me built with every thrust. I really, really needed to get back here as fast as possible when this was all over. I needed to feel those slender legs of hers wrapped around me. To hear her desperate whimpers as she begged me to fuck her.

	To feel the grip of her even hotter cunt as she pulled me deep inside her…

	“Shit!” I cried out, slamming my cock into her one last time as I exploded. It didn’t seem to matter how many times I’d filled up Miranda in recent days or that I’d done it twice more this morning—I still had more than enough left in the tank to pump load after load straight into Ash’s gullet just the way she liked. 

	She moaned softly as I held her against me, perfectly content to keep my manhood in her throat as long as I wanted. She probably knew that the longer I stayed like this, the harder it would be for me to leave. And she wasn’t wrong. 

	“Oh…” I breathed as I released my grip, letting her lean back and pull away. She kissed my wilting tip when it emerged from her lips, then held the shaft as she licked me from balls to tip one last time. 

	“Jenny girl can’t give you that, can she?” Ash teased breathlessly before she finally let my manhood go. “Poor thing. Be sure to let her know I’d be happy to teach her a thing or two for the right price.”

	I smiled down at her as I gently brushed her cheek. She was so much more than just an old flame. She was my partner, my lover, my best friend…and the sweetest girl I’d ever known. I owed her so much more than this. 

	“Clock is tickin’ away, Kal,” Ash said, helping me stuff myself back into my pants as she rose to her feet. “You gotta go save the galaxy and all that.”

	“I’ll be back,” I promised. “I’ll always come back.”

	“I know,” she said quietly. 

	I wished I knew if she meant it. 
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	Miranda and I were back on the streets a few minutes later, and we were far enough away from our landing pad that I decided it was worth the risk of calling a taxi to ferry us back, especially since I wanted to avoid getting anywhere near the ruckus we’d caused outside that club. I made sure to get us one of the automated ones; I trusted the drone AI more than any organic pilot I’d find on this rock, both in skill and discretion. 

	We stayed silent during the short trip, mostly because we couldn’t risk talking about anything we’d learned where prying ears or listening devices could overhear, but I could feel an unspoken tension building between us. Even since the captain had told me that we’d be heading to Sykaris, I’d been wondering how things might play out if Miranda and Ash met. It hadn’t been a disaster, by any means—Miranda had shown remarkable restraint—but it still seemed like the encounter had left a bad taste in her mouth. And it wasn’t like I could completely blame her. 

	Despite the awkward silence, I tried my best to stay alert and watch our surroundings, still wondering who had paid the Angoth and his crew to ambush us. But we didn’t encounter any other troubles, and our freighter seemed undisturbed when we got back. After a cursory examination of the hull to make sure no one had planted a tracker on us, we got back aboard and prepared to get the hell out of here. 

	“Next time we get sent on an away mission in the Borderlands, I’ll try to take you somewhere nice,” I said lightly as we rose from the pad and synced up with another tug drone to escort us out. “Talumi is actually pretty gorgeous and mostly free of gangsters.”

	“That sounds pleasant,” Miranda said, eyes locked on her console. “The tug drone has given us nav points. Plotting a course now.”

	I sighed softly as I nudged the throttle and set us on a course through the city. There was no point in putting this off any longer, so I braced myself for whatever she had to say. 

	“Look, I just wanted to—”

	“She’s very pretty.”

	I blinked in surprise. “I beg your pardon?”

	“Your friend,” Miranda said. She sat perfectly still, hands resting on her controls. “I can see why a man like you would be drawn to her. Her eyes are unlike anything I’ve seen before.”

	“Ash is…unique,” I said, feeling a bit of the tension drain away. “In more ways than one.”

	“I didn’t think that Kreen and humans were genetically compatible.”

	My stomach twinged when I thought about the promise I’d made to Ash…and how I’d so far failed to keep it. “They aren’t,” I said. “Kreen aren’t compatible with any other sapient species that I’m aware of.”

	Miranda frowned and turned her head to look at me. “But she’s…I mean, she is half-Kreen, is she not?”

	“More or less,” I said. “It’s a little complicated.”

	Her blue eyes studied me for a moment. “If you don’t wish to share, I understand—”

	“Kreen are practically immune to pathogens,” I said. “Bacteria, viruses…I’m sure they covered that at the Academy.”

	“Yes. Their immune systems are incredible.”

	“So incredible that scientists have been trying to figure out how to splice their DNA for a long time. No one ever would have guessed that the first one to succeed would live on a backwater planet like Nirivarr—or that he would have done it just because he wanted to have a kid with his wife.”

	“Her parents?”

	I drew in a deep breath, wondering why I was even telling her this. It wasn’t harmful, but it was personal. Still, Ash probably wouldn’t mind.

	“Her father was a biologist,” I said. “I don’t know all the details and neither does she, but the short version is that he figured out a way to have a child with his human wife.”

	“Incredible,” Miranda breathed. “And he never tried to sell this technology? Surely there are people in the Colonies who would—”

	“He never had the chance. Because when the Mire found out, they killed her parents and took his research—including her two older siblings. She never saw either of them again.”

	Her face paled. “I’m…that’s horrible.”

	“It’s life in the Borderlands,” I said roughly, throat tightening. 

	Miranda slowly turned back to her console. “That’s why you’re so protective of her.”

	“It’s one reason. We’ve been together for a long time, even before we were adults. She’s…”

	“You love her,” Miranda whispered. 

	“More than anything,” I said. “We planned to stay together forever, but when the fleet rejected her application for service…”

	I scowled and blinked to clear my vision as we passed through the shield dome, the tug peeling off. “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you the rest some other time. But the point is, I try and get back here whenever I can. It’s…not easy.”

	Miranda seemed to chew on that for several minutes. “I had no idea. None of this is in your service record.”

	“A lot of things aren’t in my service record,” I told her. “Ellis has made sure of that.”

	She looked like she was about to ask why, but then her brow furrowed. “I’m confused about one thing.”

	“Just one?”

	“If you and Ash are so close, well…” Miranda paused and fumbled for words. “You and I spent a lot of time together on the way here. You told me that you’d be more than willing to help me with the Seeding. But won’t she be upset when she learns about us…?”

	I smiled. “She already knows.”

	Miranda arched an eyebrow, but then her expression abruptly cleared. “You mean because of her psychometry.”

	“Yeah. And don’t worry, she doesn’t mind. She’s happy about it, in fact.”

	“But…” Miranda blinked. “Seriously?”

	“Ash loves girls. She’s just always been too shy to do anything about it. But when I come back, I usually bring a few new ones with me. So, in a way, we still get to experience things together.”

	Miranda’s brow furrowed. I knew how strange it must have sounded, but it was the truth. And if this arrangement was going to bother her—or perhaps even drive her away—it was better to learn sooner rather than later. 

	“I’ve never heard of anything like that,” she said after half a minute. “It’s so much more…intimate than the relationships I heard about on the fleet.”

	“It is that,” I agreed. “Anyway, I know that’s a lot to take in, and we didn’t have much time for idle chat. But honestly, the two of you have quite a bit in common.”

	“You can’t be serious.”

	“You’re both very determined young women. When you put your mind to something, you don’t let anything stop you. And you’re perfectionists in your own way.”

	“I see,” she replied, eyeing me for another moment before turning back to her controls. 

	“You’re very different, too, obviously. All I’m saying is that, after seeing you together, I think the two of you would get along just fine.”

	“Mm,” Miranda murmured. “She really is pretty…”

	I found myself smiling, wondering if this might end up working out better than I could have possibly hoped, when a beep from the controls demanded my attention. “We should have plenty of time to hit that communication window,” I said, running through some quick calculations. “Can you calculate the best new rendezvous point?”

	“I’m already on it,” Miranda said. “I will be curious to see the captain’s reaction when we show him the video.”

	My smile faded as the harsh reality of the situation reasserted itself. As much as I would have rather been thinking about Ash and Miranda, I suddenly couldn’t get the image of the Dowd soldier from the recording out of my head. 

	I knew exactly how Ellis would react to seeing that faceless horror. The only question was what he would choose to do about it. 

	“We’ll find out soon enough,” I said as the planet’s icy rings grew larger outside the canopy. “But hopefully he agrees that our best chance is to head for that Yarasi outpost and hope we beat the Krosians to the punch.”

	“And then?” Miranda asked. 

	“Then we hope we’re not too late.” 

	 

	***

	 

	We reached the rendezvous point with the Stormrider just over two hours later, which gave me ample time to rotate between fiddling with my gear and anxiously pacing through the ship’s cramped corridors. Every hour that slipped by felt like one more step toward oblivion. If Ash was right and the Pact was already planning to strike that Yarasi outpost…

	Once the Stormrider shifted back into normal space, I wasted no time in getting us aboard and heading straight for the captain’s office on the bridge. I gave him the shortest possible version—enough to convince him to immediately set course for the Yarasi outpost—before we slowed down and laid it all out in full. 

	“I knew that girl would come through for us,” Ellis said, tapping his chin as he perused the data logs. “She would have made one hell of an officer.”

	“I know,” I said, not bothering to keep the old bitterness from my voice. As difficult as it was to imagine Ash on a Dominion ship, let alone wearing a uniform, there was no question in my mind that she would have excelled at anything she’d put her mind to, even SpecOps or the DID Silencer program. 

	But ultimately, that was a battle from the past. This was about saving the future. 

	“I just wish we had more than a short, distorted video from a data crystal,” I added. “Especially since Ash’s psychic impressions are…well, prone to interpretation. I’m not sure it will be enough.”

	“It will be plenty for the Yarasi,” Ellis said. “The crystal came from their ship. And they’re also far more likely to accept psychometry as a legitimate source of evidence. The Dominion Academy might not put much faith in it, but Yarasi mystics sure as hell do.”

	“Assuming they aren’t pissed we violated the Accords to get it.”

	“They’ll get over it if it prevents a war.”

	“Maybe,” I said noncommittally. “But the Pact is a different beast. They might not—”

	“They will,” Ellis said firmly. “I told you, the moment we get that clip in front of the Sillibar, we’ll have their full attention. They won’t risk weakening themselves if the Dowd are still around.”

	I pursed my lips. He hadn’t enabled the privacy filter on his desk, so I could see the projection as clearly as he could. Unsurprisingly, it was frozen on the image of the faceless alien stalking the corridors of the Yarasi ship. 

	“Are you all right, sir?” I asked quietly. 

	“Yes.” 

	I paused. I didn’t believe him, but I didn’t confront him about it, either. I just sat there in silence as he gradually pulled his dark eyes away and shut down the projection. 

	“But I suppose there’s a part of me that was still holding out hope that you and Miranda were somehow wrong about what you saw,” Ellis added. “It’s…difficult to accept.”

	I nodded in wordless understanding. Every captain in the Dominion knew about the Dowd, obviously, but Ellis’s connection to them was personal rather than a historical abstraction. Just like how slavers were often just another story on the Holosphere to the people I served with, while I had witnessed their viciousness firsthand on Nirivarr. 

	“Even if the Sillibar doubt the veracity of the source, it will at least buy us some time while they investigate,” he said, swiveling his chair toward the crimson-fogged viewport. “And who knows, perhaps one of the probes we deployed along the edge of the Veil will get lucky and give us all the evidence we need.”

	I snorted softly, not believing that for a minute. The galaxy had already done us one big favor. It seemed unlikely to give us another. 

	“Let’s say it does all work out,” I mused. “What happens then?”

	“A common enemy is the most unifying force in the galaxy,” Ellis said. “Before the Dominion arrived, the Sillibar and the Yarasi learned to work together from time to time. There’s no reason history can’t repeat itself.”

	“With all due respect, sir, I doubt it will be that simple.”

	“I never said it would be. And I have plenty of my own doubts. But if the Dowd are still out there, it’s in everyone’s best interest to find them—and stop them.”

	He let out a long, slow breath as his eyes returned to mine. “You should clean up and get some rest. In a little over three hours, we’ll be at a Yarasi outpost on the most important diplomatic meeting of our lives. I need you alert and ready.”

	“Do you plan on bringing them the intel yourself?” I asked.

	“Yes, with you and a few others,” he said. “With any luck, their commander will at least be willing to talk.”

	I nodded, keenly aware of the danger of him getting too close to the Yarasi, and not only because of the trove of sensitive Dominion intelligence locked away in his brain. Though if he had learned how to shield his mind from the telepaths on the mothership, he could probably handle a few alien telepaths. If not…

	Well, if not, then the Dowd might end up the least of our troubles. 

	“Go on,” Ellis said. This time, it was clearly a dismissal and not a suggestion. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”

	I nodded and rose to my feet. As I moved through the door, I tossed a final glance over my shoulder and saw him staring at the still image again, eyes vacant and face cast in stone. 

	 

	***

	 

	One shower, two protein bars, and three hours later, the Stormrider arrived at its destination. I was on the bridge when we shifted, but for once, the crimson mists of astral space weren’t replaced by an endless starry backdrop. The Ketule Nebula shrouded everything outside in a light purple haze, as if we had merely adjusted the contrast of the viewport’s color filters rather than exited a different dimension altogether. 

	“Sensor sweep commencing, sir,” Ensign Nohani said. “No contacts within range.”

	“That we can see, anyway,” Ellis replied soberly. The personal demons he had been fighting in his office for the past several hours didn’t seem to have left any scars; his voice was back to being calm and cool. “But if the Yarasi do have a cloaked warship out here, let’s make certain we don’t do anything to startle them. Set a course for the outpost, one-quarter sublight.”

	“Course laid in, sir,” Reyes said. “ETA to sensor range…ten minutes, twenty-three seconds.”

	“A bit of a leisurely pace, isn’t it?” I asked. “We already made sure to shift far enough away they could see us coming.”

	Ellis smiled thinly as he stroked his beard. “A few extra minutes won’t be the difference between war and peace, Major. But it’s always polite to slow down when you’re entering someone’s neighborhood for the first time. There could be children about.”

	I snorted softly. He was probably right, but that didn’t stop my gut from clenching in anticipation. Yarasi sensors were more advanced than Dominion ones; they had probably known we were here the moment we shifted into normal space. Creeping forward seemed like drawing out the inevitable. 

	But then, the Yarasi were a cautious and patient people, and the whole point of this little gambit was to get them to trust us enough that they would overlook our casual treaty violation and listen to what we had to say. 

	Still, the ten minutes crept by like ten hours, and I was about to lose my mind when Miranda’s console beeped. 

	“Entering sensor range of the station now, sir,” she reported from the operations console. 

	Ellis nodded. “On viewer.”

	The viewport shimmered as Miranda overlaid a view of the distant station. The image was badly distorted, thanks to the nebula, but after she had cleaned it up a bit and increased the magnification, a cold, haunted silence settled upon the bridge. 

	“It’s already begun.”

	My brain didn’t process who had spoken the words, but whoever it was had merely given voice to what we all were thinking. The Yarasi station was there, all right, but it had suffered tremendous external damage. The main hub at the center of the roughly Y-shaped facility was charred black in several places, and the weapons blisters looked like they had been badly damaged. The massive sensor blister beneath the main hub had simply been obliterated. 

	And beyond the station, adrift two kilometers away, was the semi-intact wreckage of a Pact destroyer. 

	“I need details, Ensign,” Ellis said, voice controlled but tight. “Power readings? Survivors?”

	“O-one moment, sir,” Miranda said, eyes falling back to her console. “No power readings from the destroyer—it’s dead in space.”

	“And the station?”

	A brief pause. “I’m detecting low but consistent power readings. Environmental and life support remain online, but its sensors and shields are down.”

	“Survivors?”

	Miranda shook her head. “The nebula’s interference is too strong to get any accurate life readings from this distance, sir.”

	I fought to stay calm as I ran through potential battle scenarios in my head. There weren’t many. Ash had been convinced that the Pact would send a warship to retaliate for the destruction of Harkaeon, and this certainly looked like the aftermath of a straight-up slugfest between that ship and the station.

	But the back of my neck started tingling when I examined the destroyer more closely. The arrowhead bow and sleek hull were a stark contrast to the blockier design of their non-combat vessels like the freighter we’d found in the Drift, and the scorch marks were difficult to see on the hull since it was painted a dark gray. Pact destroyers were probably the most common warships in the entire cluster; they were more than twice the size of Dominion frigates like the Stormrider and had a significantly heavier armament, a firepower gap the Dominion only closed thanks to our superior psionic technology.

	The Yarasi had the same advantage, which was what confused me now. Ever since the Krosians had joined the Pact, its military doctrine had been to leverage its superior numbers to compensate for its weaker technology. Any Pact commander with a modicum of self-awareness would know that a single destroyer wouldn’t stand a chance against a Yarasi station, even a simple listening post. 

	“If life support is functional, the Yarasi might still be alive,” Olshenko suggested from tactical. “They could be attempting to perform repairs after the battle.”

	Ellis nodded. “What about the battle damage? Any anomalies?”

	“None that I can discern, sir,” Miranda said. “The residual energy signatures are consistent with Pact plasma cannons and torpedoes.”

	“Both, or are you confusing them?”

	Miranda frowned and glanced back over her shoulder. “Sir?”

	Ellis tapped his armrest and pulled up a holographic display directly in front of him. “The energy patterns have subtle differences if you know what to look for. Note the point concentrations—the strikes were penetrative, not diffusive. These signatures appear to be torpedo detonations—maybe eight or nine of them. But there’s no indication that the destroyer fired a single barrage from its cannons.”

	“You’re right,” Miranda breathed. “I mean, of course you’re right, sir.”

	Ellis steepled his fingers. “Thoughts, Major?”

	“A few,” I said, examining the readouts again. “The first is why would a Pact destroyer unleash a salvo of torpedoes but not bother firing its cannons, especially at close range against a stationary target?”

	“Agreed. And the second?”

	I paused, eyes narrowing. “If the Pact came here planning to attack, why in the hell would they have only sent a single destroyer? Yarasi don’t skimp on static defenses for manned outposts. Even a listening post would have enough firepower to repel anything smaller than a cruiser.”

	“Maybe it was just a single rogue ship,” Olshenko suggested. “You know how Krosians are.”

	“Too well,” I murmured. “Our contact on Sykaris did suggest that the Pact soldiers on Dormire were out for blood after Harkaeon.”

	“A Pact destroyer has a crew of one hundred, at least half of which wouldn’t be Krosian,” Ellis said. “And it’s far less likely that an Angoth or Sillibar captain would send their ship on a suicide mission.”

	“What if they were part of a larger task force?” Karas volunteered from coms. “Maybe they got smacked in the nose and the rest of their forces backed off to regroup.”

	“That still wouldn’t explain the lack of more wreckage,” I said. “Though the nebula could be affecting the readings.”

	“Or maybe that destroyer didn’t come here to fight,” Ellis said, brow creasing. “The Yarasi could have fired first in the hopes of protecting their little secret.”

	I scowled as I looked up at the magnified husk of the Pact ship. No, something about this still didn’t feel right…

	“I can’t imagine them responding that way, sir,” I said. “The Yarasi ethos is to never fire first but—”

	“Always fire last,” the captain finished. “Yes, I’m aware. But someone could have panicked, especially a technician who never expected anyone to find this place, let alone attack it. And if they disabled the destroyer’s cannons in the first volley, it would explain the torpedoes.”

	“True, I suppose. But if they attacked first, I don’t understand what wrecked the station. Without the element of surprise, there’s no way a single Pact destroyer could inflict this much damage.”

	Ellis tapped the side of his cheek. “Ensign Pierce, are the Yarasi com systems online?”

	Miranda consulted her instruments. “I’m sorry, sir, but there’s no way to tell from this distance. But they aren’t broadcasting anything.”

	“Hardly surprising if this is supposed to be a secret facility.” Ellis drew in a deep breath. “Helm: increase speed to one-half sublight. Coms: open a channel.”

	“Channel open, sir,” Karas said. 

	“Yarasi outpost, this is Captain Jarod Ellis of the Dominion frigate Stormrider. Our sensors show that you have suffered significant damage. May we offer any assistance?”

	He paused, waiting a full ten seconds for a response, before arching an eyebrow. “Anything?

	“Assuming their transceiver is working,” Karas replied, “they should have received the signal, sir.”

	“Repeat the message every minute as we approach,” Ellis said. “How long until we’re close enough to get lifeform readings?”

	“At current speed, three minutes, twelve seconds,” Miranda reported. 

	The captain nodded. He remained the picture of composure: back straight, face revealing nothing as he perused the sensor data on his console. He looked like we were performing a routine sensor sweep, not like we had stumbled on the aftermath of a battle that could trigger a war and kill billions. 

	“No evidence of hyperspace bubbles,” he commented after a moment. “Not even from the Pact ship.”

	“Odd,” I muttered. “So they’ve been here for a while.”

	“Much longer than the battle damage would suggest,” Ellis said. “Plasma signatures decay very quickly.”

	I frowned, still trying and failing to assemble a reasonable sequence of events together. None of this made any sense. 

	“Maybe they had a standoff?” I suggested. “The commanders yelling at each other about treaty violations, then someone pulled the trigger?”

	“Maybe,” Ellis murmured. “Still no response to the hail?”

	“No, sir,” Karas replied. “And I don’t think their transceiver has been damaged, at least not externally.”

	Ellis watched the magnified station grow larger in the viewport. It was getting more detailed by the second. “So either no one’s home or they’re too busy to answer.”

	Or too dead to answer, I thought darkly, though I didn’t vocalize it. Unless something had happened with the life support systems, the damage didn’t seem extensive enough to have killed the entire crew. The station’s main hub would have an impressive amount of ablative armor and internal shielding; Yarasi outposts always did. 

	The minutes slowly ticked by until Miranda finally nodded. “We’re close enough to perform a more detailed scan,” she said, fingers flying over her controls. “I am detecting life signs on the station, but not nearly enough for a full crew. Perhaps a dozen, maybe fewer. Most are clustered together near the command center.”

	“Yet they aren’t responding to our hail,” I said. “Why?”

	She shook her head. “I don’t know, but most of the life signs are faint. They could be wounded…and dying.”

	“And the Pact ship?” Ellis asked. 

	“Nothing, sir,” Miranda said. “Though if I’m not mistaken, I believe that some of the life signs are…human.”

	“What?” the captain and I asked at the same time. 

	“She’s right,” Nohani said, staring down at the science console with a perplexed expression. “The nebula could be interfering with the sensors, but I’m detecting several human life signs as well as at least one Angoth and a few Krosians.”

	“Are they throwing a damn party out here or what?” Olshenko asked. 

	“The readings are quite faint,” Miranda added. “And…now they’re gone.”

	The captain’s eyes narrowed. “I need you to get over there, Kal. Immediately.”

	I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

	“Coms, tell engineering to get the drop shuttle prepped ASAP,” Ellis said. “And tell Lieutenant Draven to get his troopers suited up and report to Major Zeris in the hangar.”

	“Yes, sir,” Karas said. 

	“We’re going in hot?” I asked. 

	“You’re going in cautious,” Ellis corrected. “But you need to get to those survivors while you can. They’re the only ones who can tell us what happened.”

	“Understood, sir.”

	“Ensign Pierce, they’re going to need your medical expertise,” the captain said. “I’ll send in Doctor Trevas if needed, but she’s a civilian without combat experience. I want you to get in there, let Major Zeris secure the area, and keep those survivors alive. Understood?”

	“Yes, sir,” Miranda said, standing from her station. 

	“Good,” Ellis said, giving me a hard look. “Remember, the war hasn’t started just yet. And Seraph willing, there’s still time for us to stop it.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
13 
Exposed

	 

	Lieutenant Draven and the three other troopers we’d brought on board were waiting for us at the drop shuttle when we arrived. All four men were clad in their heavy body armor, and from the reflective shine of the thick, black polycarbonate plates, the maintenance drones had done a thorough job cleaning and polishing everything up. Miranda was back in her skin-suit, sidearm in the holster on her hip, medkit on her back, and omnitool charged on her wrist. 

	“Shuttle is prepped and ready to go, Major,” Draven said, his deep voice almost menacing filtered through his helmet. 

	“Good.” I gave the shuttle a quick once-over. “Let’s get moving. Those survivors may not have much time.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	As I watched the four troopers file into the drop bay in the rear of the shuttle, I found myself wishing that Ellis could have snagged one of the squads we’d worked with before. Draven and his men had performed just fine during the brief training exercises I’d run on our way into the Borderlands, but we were truly heading into the unknown here. Given the choice, I would have preferred to work with people I knew for a fact could handle it. 

	Pushing my doubts aside, I moved into the shuttle behind them, and I was in the pilot’s seat and taking us out of the hangar less than sixty seconds later. The Stormrider had already closed to less than a kilometer from the station, so it was a short trip through the purplish mist of the nebula to the rectangular, maw-like hangar at the end of one of the station’s arms. The containment fields were active, meaning that it hadn’t decompressed, but the hangar’s massive door was wide open. 

	“Things have to be pretty bad if the survivors haven’t even buttoned up the hangar,” Draven commented from his position in the doorway to the troop compartment. 

	“Yeah,” I agreed grimly. At the angle we were approaching, we couldn’t quite see inside just yet. “The real question is why they opened it in the first place.”

	“I’m not detecting any life signs in the hangar,” Miranda said. “Or anywhere else on the station now. I hope we’re not already too late…”

	“Like you said, the nebula could just be messing with us,” I told her. “We could be chasing ghosts.”

	“Right,” she replied quietly, though I could tell she wasn’t convinced. 

	Then again, neither was I. Especially when we swung around and I finally got a look inside the hangar. 

	“I’ll be damned,” I said. 

	The blue containment field still obscured our vision a bit, but there were two Yarasi freighters in the bay, both nearly identical to the one Ash had salvaged. But a third ship was decidedly not Yarasi—a small, fin-shaped vessel about the size of our shuttle. 

	A Pact transport.

	“What the fuck?” Draven swore. “Why in the hell would these grayears open their hangar for a bunch of tuskies?”

	“Great question,” I said. “Anything notable on sensors?”

	Miranda consulted her console. “Low power readings…the engines haven’t been on for several hours at least.”

	“And still no life readings?”

	She shook her head. “Nothing.”

	I grimaced as I moved us within a few dozen meters of the shield. Even from this side, the bodies and scorch marks on the hangar floor were clearly visible. 

	“Looks like a firefight,” I breathed. “All the dead appear to be Yarasi.”

	An eerie sense of déjà vu washed over me as I swept my gaze over the bodies scattered across the hangar. There were perhaps a dozen in total, all Yarasi women, most seemingly gunned down while trying to take cover behind one of the other ships or a cargo crate. Only two of them were wearing armor, however; the rest were probably engineers and technicians. 

	The back of my neck had been tingling ever since we’d spotted the decimated destroyer, and the sensation only grew more intense when I eased our shuttle through the containment field. Something was very wrong about all of this…

	“It looks like the Pact shuttle was invited aboard,” Miranda said. “But from the pattern of the carbon scoring on the deck and ships, the Yarasi must have been shot at from the doorway leading into the station.”

	“So the tuskies got off their shuttle, walked to the door, then turned around and mowed everyone down,” Draven said. “Pact scum.”

	I didn’t reply. On the surface, the analysis seemed plausible enough. It certainly wasn’t inconceivable that a vengeful Pact commander would pull such a stunt. I just wasn’t convinced that Yarasi would fall for it. Even though they staffed their ships and installations with small, tightly knit crews, the fact that there were only two dead soldiers in here seemed suspicious as hell. They never would have been that trusting of a Pact ship, especially one that had stumbled on their secret listening post. 

	“Setting us down,” I announced. “Keep your eyes open.”

	I landed less than ten meters from the Pact shuttle, half expecting to crash into a hidden Yarasi freighter on the way down. But thankfully, they didn’t cloak their ships in their hangars like Ash so often did. 

	“Atmospherics and gravity all check out,” Miranda said. “It’s safe to leave the shuttle.”

	“Keep your mask on anyway, just in case,” I instructed. “And make sure you stay behind us.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	Setting the shuttle controls on standby, I stood, grabbed my TAC-6 pulse rifle, and moved back into the hold with the other troopers. They had seen everything I had over the status monitor in the overhead, and they were ready and awaiting my order. Though, as the troop bay’s door opened and extended into a landing ramp, one of them—Bakari—reached into the small-arms locker beneath one of the benches and retrieved a sidearm. 

	“Peacemaker, Private?” I asked. 

	“I figured we may as well be prepared for anything, sir,” Bakari said, taking the compact GV-X “Peacemaker” pistol and clipping it to his armor’s magnetic belt holster. “If one of the survivors gets hostile, we can put ’em on the floor for questioning.”

	“Good idea,” I said, nodding. Dominion troopers weren’t normally in the habit of using nonlethal weaponry, but given the unusual circumstances, taking along an anchor gun probably wasn’t the worst idea. While I’d never used one, they were a favorite weapon of riot police across the Golden Worlds, allowing them to easily neutralize hostiles without the inherent danger of shock guns or stunners. I’d never needed to carry one myself, I’d seen them in action several times. 

	“Stay sharp, and don’t shoot anything that doesn’t shoot you first,” I warned. “The last thing we want is to gun down an enemy civvy. Let’s go.”

	I stormed down the ramp first, rifle sweeping the area as my helmet scanned for threats. When my HUD remained clear, I signaled for the others to fan out and search the hangar. 

	It didn’t take long to reconstruct the basics of what had happened. The charred holes in the dead Yarasi combined with the location of the carbon scoring on their cover confirmed Miranda’s previous assessment of the direction of fire. A close scan of the wounds and the scope of the burns also confirmed that Pact plasma weapons had been the culprit, and the surprised looks on the faces of the dead Yarasi suggested that they hadn’t seen the attack coming. 

	All in all, it should have been less unnerving than the carnage we’d found on the Pact freighter two weeks ago. These Yarasi had at least tried to defend themselves; they hadn’t simply been executed at point-blank range. This looked like a relatively normal battlefield that I’d seen a hundred different versions of over my career.

	And yet…

	I grimaced as I knelt down over the body of one of the two dead Yarasi soldiers. Her solid white eyes were frozen wide, their inner luminescence having faded with her heartbeat. Her long silver hair, clipped back by a black, almost tiara-like headpiece, was splayed out in a fan beneath her head. 

	Just like when I’d watched that recording Ash had shown us, I couldn’t help but notice how much more disturbed I felt staring down at a bunch of dead women. I didn’t know whether it was a misguided sense of chivalry or maybe just old-fashioned chauvinism, but it still turned my stomach. 

	“Major!” Draven called out from the Pact shuttle. “One body inside the enemy shuttle. Looks like the pilot.”

	Rising, I tapped my wristpad and synced up with the lieutenant’s helmet feed. A tiny window appeared in the corner of my HUD, showing a single dead Angoth male wearing a pilot’s uniform. Unlike the others here, he seemed to have tried to hide in his ship. 

	“Someone went in there and shot him,” I said. “Anything else notable?”

	“It looks like he tried to pull up the landing ramp, but something damaged the hydraulics. Hard to say what; there aren’t any scorch marks. It just looks…sort of crumpled?”

	“They buckled due to pressure from an external force,” Miranda said, rising from a nearby body and drifting toward the shuttle, her omnitool flashing as she ran a quick scan. 

	“External force?” I asked. “Like what?”

	“I don’t know, but…”

	“But what, Ensign? Spit it out.”

	She examined the readings for a moment more before glancing over to me. “If I had to guess, I would say the most likely culprit is extreme telekinetic force.”

	“Telekinesis?”

	“Maybe one of the grayears got mad and tried to rip this thing apart,” Draven said as he reemerged from inside the shuttle. “Then went in and shot the pilot.”

	“I don’t see how that’s possible,” Miranda said. “The soldiers aren’t anywhere near the shuttle.”

	“They’re all psychic, aren’t they?” Bakari asked. “Maybe one of the techs did it.”

	I swept my eyes across the dead Yarasi deck crew. They weren’t in position to do anything of the sort, and none of them appeared to be carrying a weapon. 

	“No,” I said. “They didn’t kill anyone.”

	“Who else could have?” Draven asked. “Unless you think the tuskies shot their own pilot.”

	“That body was badly burned—a plasma weapon at close range.” I shook my head. “We’re missing something. Again.”

	Miranda’s eyes met mine. “Sir, if anyone is still alive on the command deck, we need to get to them soon.”

	“Agreed,” I said, toggling on my com unit. “Stormrider, this is ground team. We got ourselves another mess here, captain.”

	I signaled Draven and the other troopers to form back up as I gave the captain a short recap of our findings. Unsurprisingly, Ellis wasn’t any happier about them than I was. 

	“Something doesn’t add up,” he said, his voice more distorted than I expected from the nebula’s interference. 

	“Nothing adds up,” I said. “It seems like the Pact were invited over and immediately turned on their hosts, but why would the Yarasi fall for it? And what the hell happened to the pilot?”

	“I don’t know, but we still haven’t gotten a response to our hail, and Nohani hasn’t been able to pick up those life signs again. You need to get up there fast, Kal.”

	“We’re on the way now, sir,” I said, striding toward the door leading out of the hangar bay. “We’ll keep you apprised.”

	“Chang; Raskers: stay here,” Draven ordered, signaling for two of his men to remain. “Just in case someone tries to get cute and double back to the shuttle.”

	I thought about contesting the point—the odds that there was anyone still alive here, let alone someone that might get into the hangar, seemed pretty remote. But it was standard procedure, and there was little point in taking chances. 

	I went ahead to peer around the door and sweep the area, but there was nothing on the other side except the wide corridor leading from this part of the Y to the station’s central hub. Once Draven, Bakari, and Miranda came up behind me, I turned the corner and took point, keeping a brisk pace as we continued forward. 

	Like all Yarasi architecture, the corridor was clean and elegant without seeming sterile like so many other similar stations I’d seen. There were physical paintings, murals, and even living plants on the walls rather than holographic imagery or vid-screens. About ten meters down, the passage’s outer wall became completely transparent like a one-way viewport, offering what would normally be a breathtaking view of the Ketule Nebula beyond. Sadly, the flashing alert lights kind of ruined the mood, as did the wreckage of the Pact destroyer floating ominously just outside. 

	And, of course, the bodies. 

	“Looks like the firefight spilled out here,” Draven commented. “And there wasn’t any cover.”

	We passed a trio of dead Yarasi, one soldier and two others wearing lab coats. From the position of the bodies, the chain of events seemed clear enough: the soldier had crouched and tried to use the collapsible energy shield from her falquan to project a shield for herself and the others, but she had been overwhelmed with superior firepower. And once she had dropped, the unarmed women huddled behind her had been easy targets. 

	I could already tell that this was going to be one of those nights where I would try to avoid sleeping just to keep the faces of the dead from haunting my dreams. Just like the operations on Chophus and Vamaria and so many others…

	“We need to keep moving,” I said, dragging my eyes from the corpses and continuing forward. “Come on.”

	Outside the next transparent wall to our left, I caught a glimpse of the Stormrider hovering just above the dead Pact ship. But I tried to stay focused on the sealed door at the end of the corridor. It had been partially blasted open with an explosive device, and the mangled remnants made it difficult to see much on the other side. My helmet still wasn’t picking up any life readings or potential threats, but I kept my weapon ready. 

	“I’ll perform a quick sweep,” I said once I reached the door. “Hold this position.”

	“Yes, sir,” Draven said, positioning himself protectively in front of Miranda while Bakari swiveled to cover the rear.

	I had to crouch to move through the mangled door, and I half expected a platoon of Pact soldiers to be waiting beyond. But instead, the view was remarkable…and every bit as disturbing as the hangar.

	I had entered the wide, circular hub that served as the junction between the three tube-like arms of the outpost, much like what you’d find on many smaller space stations or starports throughout the Cluster. Such areas were usually meant to give travelers a place to relax, eat, and shop while their ships were refueled and unloaded. The domed ceiling here was at least forty meters high, and the open area below it was probably twenty meters wide—more than enough space to accommodate a few hundred people, which I found surprising, since I couldn’t imagine there were anywhere near that many Yarasi assigned here. 

	A great, round platform was elevated about halfway up the wall directly opposite where I had entered, forming a lowered roof over a large portion of the chamber. It was ringed by a guard-rail, but I couldn’t see what else was up there from this angle.

	In the center of the promenade was a food court with several tables and dispensers, and behind them were two open-faced lifts that led straight to the upper level—presumably the nerve center of the outpost. 

	Thanks to the large sections of transparent wall and flooring, I almost felt like I was floating through the nebula while I walked. Below me was a surreal, borderline psychedelic haze of shifting, colorful clouds, and to my left I could look out and see the Pact ship and the Stormrider.

	That was the remarkable part of the view. The disturbing part, like everywhere else, was the bodies. 

	There were over a dozen of them, mostly more Yarasi scientists along with a handful of technicians who had tried to use the tables as cover and been ruthlessly gunned down anyway. Some of the furniture had been hurled across the junction, either by an explosion or perhaps telekinetic force, and at least one plasma grenade had clearly gone off in the food court. Several people had been caught in the blast, and there was precious little left of them but bones and ash. 

	But this time, the Yarasi weren’t alone; there were three dead Krosian soldiers among them. One appeared to have been caught by surprise, but the others had rolled into cover, as if they had been fighting shoulder to shoulder with one of the Yarasi. 

	The tingle in the back of my neck returned with a vengeance. “Looks like there was another shootout in here. I count fourteen dead, including three Krosians.”

	“So the grayears did manage to bag a few tusk-heads after all,” Draven said. 

	“No,” I said. “The Krosians were fighting with the Yarasi.”

	I heard Miranda gasp over the channel. “What?” 

	“I don’t know,” I admitted, sweeping my rifle upward to the balcony. “If there are survivors, they must be on the upper level. But my sensors still aren’t picking up anything.” 

	“Hold on,” Miranda said. “We’re coming.”

	I tossed a quick glance back over my shoulder as she and the two troopers crawled through the narrow opening and joined me. Her omnitool glowed on her arm as she came forward, head shaking in disbelief, while the soldiers fanned out to my flanks. 

	“I don’t understand,” she breathed. “What is going on here? Who were they fighting?”

	A dark chill rippled through me. “Maybe our faceless friends got here first again.”

	Miranda paused once she was standing next to me. “The Dowd? But there’s no trace of them. And how could they have gotten aboard?”

	“There was no trace of them on the freighter, either, until they started shooting,” I reminded her tightly. “As for how they could’ve gotten aboard, if they didn’t come in through the hangar, that still leaves an emergency evacuation airlock on the dorsal side of the station. It showed up on the scans.”

	“There’s no way anyone could have used that without being detected,” Miranda said. “Even a cloaked ship would have set off a dozen alarms if the airlock was opened.”

	It was an excellent point. Unlike the Pact freighter in the Drift, there were no signs of boarding pods attached to the station and no evidence that another transport had blasted into the hangar. So unless the Dowd had found a way to walk through solid metal, there was no way they could have gotten on board. 

	Then what the hell killed these people?

	I took a deep breath and swept my visor around the area again, unable to shake the feeling of imminent dread. None of this made any damn sense…

	“Shouldn’t we get up to the command center, sir?” Private Bakari asked impatiently as he waited a few meters to my right. 

	“The private and I can hold this position and look around, if you prefer,” Draven put in. “We really ought to keep an eye on those two other entrances.”

	“Right,” I said, nodding and lifting my eyes to the level above us. “The lifts look operational. I’ll head up to check it out and…”

	I trailed off when I saw Miranda staring at the lieutenant, her brow furrowed and her blue eyes oddly focused. 

	“Something wrong, Ensign?” I asked.

	“I’m not sure,” she murmured. “I thought I sensed something…”

	I gave her a moment. After a few seconds, she looked increasingly concerned.

	“With all due respect, sir, we’re wasting time,” Draven said irritably. “There could still be survivors up there. The captain said—”

	“You don’t care what the captain said,” Miranda whispered. “You’re lying.”

	“What?” I asked. 

	“He desperately wants you as far away from him as possible. He’s…scared of you.”

	I glanced between them, thoroughly confused. 

	“Jenny ensigns,” Draven said with a snort. “Losing their nerve at the first sign of trouble. Sir, we should—”

	“He wants to get you away from me,” Miranda said, her eyes flicking back and forth. “So they can…oh, Seraph…”

	“Shit,” Bakari hissed. “Fucking telepaths.”

	I barely had time to turn my head before the soldier’s hand flashed down to his belt, drew his peacemaker, and shot me. 

	The tiny projectile struck me right in the chest, crumpling against my armor and sticking to me like a wad of glue. But then the anchor module inside triggered, and it suddenly felt like the gravity in the station had increased by an order of magnitude. The sudden pull slammed me straight down and pinned me against the floor. 

	“No!” Miranda shouted.

	“Stop!” Draven snarled. “Move and you die, Ensign.”

	Snarling into my helmet, I struggled futilely against the unbreakable anchor. It was all I could do to lift my head up enough to see both soldiers pointing their rifles at Miranda. But I couldn’t get back up no matter how hard I struggled. It was like my armor weighed as much as the Stormrider.

	“Traitors!” she spat, trembling even as she raised her empty hands in surrender. “What the hell are you doing?”

	“Saving the Dominion from spineless fools,” Draven said. “The Admiral hoped it wouldn’t come to this, but Ellis never met an alien he didn’t like. He just couldn’t resist sticking his nose where it didn’t belong. Maybe when his friends back home learn that the Pact killed him and his entire crew, they’ll finally realize we never should have made peace with this alien filth.”

	“She’s too dangerous to keep alive, sir,” Bakari said. “If she doesn’t know everything yet, she will soon.”

	“You’re probably right,” Draven said. “Nothing personal, Ensign, but you should have taken that post on the Supremacy.”

	He took aim at Miranda. 

	Move, Kal. Move, dammit!

	Despite the force crushing down upon me, despite the pain ripping through my body as I willed my muscles into action, I somehow broke free. The anchor overloaded with a spark and crackle just as Draven’s rifle flashed and sent a flash of blue energy at Miranda—

	And hit me instead. The flash of dulled pain was barely noticeable compared to the burning strain in my muscles, and even though the pulse blasts scorched through the light polycarbonate plates of my armor, they were no match for the psionically fortified flesh beneath. 

	“Oh, shit!” I heard Draven shout. “How the fuck—?”

	He never finished the sentence. With my body shielding her, Miranda thrust out her hand and slammed both troopers with a wave of telekinetic force, throwing them back and sending them tumbling across the floor. It only bought us a moment, but a moment was all I needed. 

	I spun around, drawing my pistol in the same smooth motion. Bakari had already skidded to a halt, and his rifle was sweeping back up in search of targets when I put two pulse rounds right through his chest. Miranda was almost as quick; she drew her own pistol as she dropped into a crouch, and as Draven hissed and brought his weapon to bear, she shot him cleanly in the head. 

	Silence fell upon us, oppressive and deadly. There were no alarms, no explosions, only the faint sizzling of the corpses. Miranda’s pistol trembled even as she tried to keep it pointed at the bodies. 

	It didn’t seem real. It didn’t seem possible. 

	Yet, here we were, standing over two dead human troopers. And in that moment, as I panned my eyes across the Krosian and Yarasi corpses filling the hub, I realized that neither the Pact nor the Yarasi nor even the Dowd had broken the truce.

	The Dominion had. 
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	“What…?” Miranda gasped, voice trembling. “What’s happening?”

	“I don’t know,” I said, breaths loud inside my helmet. I dragged my eyes to the damaged door we had come through and remembered the two other men still in the hangar with our shuttle. The captain had to be told about this…

	“Stormrider,” I said, activating my com. “Stormrider, this is ground team, do you copy?”

	Thanks to the transparent walls all around us, I could still see the ship outside. But there was no response. 

	“Shit,” I swore. “Someone must be—”

	I caught the flicker of movement from the balcony above us a split second before it was too late. The barrel of a plasma rifle appeared over the edge, and just as it erupted with green-white fire, I tackled Miranda with enough force to slide us behind one of the overturned tables. It absorbed the first few hits, but the shots quickly started burning through the thin metal, penetrating in places and grazing my armor. 

	“Dammit!” I snarled, stretching out on top of her and making myself as large as I could to protect her. My HUD still wasn’t displaying any targets, but a second gun had joined the first, spraying the area around us with another salvo of fire.

	Gritting my teeth, I turned my head back toward Draven’s corpse. The five meters separating my hand from the rifle near his body may as well have been five parsecs, and the closest other weapon—a Yarasi falquan—was almost the same distance in a different direction. Which meant that all I had was my sidearm, and while SP-2s packed quite a punch at short range, they weren’t exactly the weapon of choice for shooting someone on a fucking balcony fifteen meters above you.

	I tried anyway, lifting it over the edge of the table and squeezing off a few blind shots in the hopes of buying myself another second or two to think. The plasma bolts may not have been particularly threatening to me, but I couldn’t get up and take proper aim without exposing Miranda. I also couldn’t just lie here forever and hope their power cells overheated before they finally got a lucky hit past me…

	“Can you get me up there?” I shouted over the din. Another plasma shot burned through the table and seared into the back of my leg.

	“What?” she shouted. 

	“I need you to throw me up there! Can you do it?”

	I turned my visor down at her as I unleashed a few more blind shots, knowing she couldn’t actually see my eyes but hoping her telepathy would reveal my intentions. I visualized my plan for her…

	“Are you insane?” she stammered. 

	“Probably. Now do it!”

	Squinting against the green flashes exploding all around us, she placed both hands against my chest. Her eyes locked onto mine for a moment…

	And then my entire body lurched as I flew upward. My stomach had never particularly enjoyed zero-gee drills, and evidently it wasn’t overly fond of being spontaneously hurled straight up into the air, either—especially when Miranda hit me with another invisible wave from the side instead of below, violently throwing me sideways toward the balcony as if I had just fired a maneuvering thruster out of my ass. 

	I only had an instant to examine the shooters and their surroundings as I tumbled through the air, but just before I crashed down next to them, I noted that the low walls of the command center were as transparent as everything else, and the round platform appeared to be filled with more Yarasi bodies. 

	And then I came crashing down on the balcony with all the grace of a drunken V’rath. I expected at least two shooters to be there waiting for me, but when I finally stopped my momentum and lifted my head, I saw that there were twice that many. 

	All of them human. 

	What the fuck?

	Every soldier was clad in the standard black Dominion trooper armor. They were carrying Pact plasma rifles, however—the cumbersome, unwieldly kind with long barrels typically only lugged around by Krosian warriors. They probably hadn’t been trained to deal with the extra weight, and that, combined with the fact that I’d been hurled up there like a stone from the catapult, might have explained why it took them a whole second and a half after I landed to open fire. 

	In a firefight, that was practically an eternity. 

	I shot the first one before he could move, the pulse burst detonating right in the middle of his chest and throwing him over the edge of the balcony. The second one shot me at the same millisecond I shot him, a trade I gladly made. The flash of heat in my shoulder was nothing compared to the hole I left in his face.

	But the others had plenty of time to bring their weapons to bear and unload, and the flashes of heat soon became flashes of pain as blast after blast melted through my armor and singed the hair beneath. At this range, their weapons probably could have melted through a ferrocrete wall, but even as the blinding flashes obscured my vision, forcing me to rely on the target outlines of my visor, my Immortal powers held. I gunned down the third trooper and then the fourth…and was suddenly overwhelmed by a spike of pain unlike anything I had ever experienced. 

	Not in my body, but directly inside my mind.

	I cried out and collapsed before I even knew what was happening, my pistol slipping from my grip as I instinctively clutched at my helmet. It was like a thousand bees had been released inside my skull to repeatedly sting my brain. I couldn’t see. I could hardly breathe. And there was no way I could concentrate well enough to defend myself…

	And then the pain vanished as quickly it had begun, as if someone had flicked a switch. But in place of the stinging bees was a dark, dissonant voice that seemed to come from everywhere at once. 

	[Child of the Seraph.]

	I sucked in a jagged breath, filling my oxygen-starved lungs as my eyes refocused enough to see an armored figure standing just a few meters away. Unlike the others, however, his long arms and legs were decidedly not human, nor was the black, leathery expanse of skin where his face should have been. 

	[The song is discordant. Impure. Not of the Chorus.]

	I blinked as I stared up at the Dowd, my gaze flicking between him and the dead Dominion soldiers, wondering what in the hell was happening. But before I could move, the Dowd stretched out its long fingers, and one of the soldiers’ fallen plasma pistols flew into its hand. 

	Another blinding spike of pain lanced through my skull, so intense I felt my concentration shatter—and with it, my Immortal powers. 

	[It must be silenced!] the alien voice screamed into my brain. [The Chorus becomes a Dirge.]

	It pulled the trigger. 

	 

	***

	 

	Despite the nature of my powers, I was no stranger to pain. I had the scars to prove that I hadn’t always been able to activate my abilities when I needed them or to properly control them even when I did. I could vividly remember the time I had leapt in front of a thug to protect Ash and gotten a mono-molecular dagger through a gut for my trouble…and the time I’d dove onto a frag grenade to defend my squad and ended up with enough shrapnel in my gut that I’d puked blood. 

	And yet, it was nothing compared to this. 

	The shot burned cleanly through my armor and the flesh beneath, igniting my chest and shoulder in unquenchable flame. I had never even conceived of the scent of my own burning flesh filling my nostrils, nor the searing agony that followed as my bones were burnt black. In that single moment of excruciating agony, I yearned for the Dowd to fire another shot and finish the job. 

	But he never had the chance. The tip of a brilliant blue-white blade inexplicably jutted through the center of his chest, and the small holes on the sides of his otherwise featureless face flared open as if trying to draw breath one last time before his body crumpled forward. 

	Half-kneeling behind him, holding her falquan rifle like an ancient spear, was a Yarasi warrior. 

	“Human…”

	It seemed like a question and a statement, spoken in a thickly accented but perfectly understandable female voice. Her psionic bayonet blazed as if she was weighing whether or not to skewer me with it next, and her iridescent bluish-violet eyes narrowed into dangerous slits. She was badly injured, perhaps only slightly less than I, with several black marks marring the dark violet plates of her body-hugging armor. A trail of blood trickled down past the serrated lobes of her pointed ear.

	I thought she might kill me. But as the seconds ticked by, the plasma fires on my chest still blazing, trapping me in a well of incandescent torment, I became more worried she might simply watch me die instead. After another glance between me and the other dead soldiers, however, she dropped her rifle and lunged next to me. 

	Black spots clouded my vision as I struggled to breathe, and the pain threatened to drag my consciousness into the abyss. But suddenly, for seemingly no reason at all, the burning agony consuming my chest began to cool as if I had been sprayed by a soothing mist, and my vision refocused enough for me to see the Yarasi’s glowing eyes fluttering just a few centimeters above my own. I was vaguely aware of her hand pressing against my chest, and I thought I heard her cry out…

	And then my mind flooded with images. I saw the Yarasi warrior in the command center as she looked out upon the Pact destroyer, frissons of doubt shuddering through her as the enemy deployed a shuttle carrying a diplomatic envoy. The image shifted, and now I saw her standing atop the balcony as the envoy arrived in the central hub, a single Angoth flanked by several Krosian warriors. And then, with a final shift, I saw a squad of Dominion troopers materialize seemingly out of thin air in the hub, a hooded Dowd standing between them. They opened fire…

	I gasped, my eyes shooting back open, and I found myself looking directly into the Yarasi warrior’s face. Within her glowing eyes, I saw everything—the massacre below, a brief, desperate battle in the command center as the Dowd unleashed a psionic attack that left everyone reeling…

	[They must know,] her voice said into my thoughts. [You must tell them.]

	“What…?” I croaked. “What are…?”

	And then she collapsed on top of me. My vision blurred again, and I may have even lost consciousness. But then I heard Miranda’s voice calling out to me as if from a great distance.

	“Kal! Kal, are you…shit!”

	I inhaled sharply again, and this time when my vision returned, there was no Yarasi atop me, only Miranda crouching over me. She had a stim injector in her hand, and it was currently jabbed in my chest.

	“Miranda?”

	Her blue eyes snapped to mine. “Kal? Can you hear me?”

	“Yes,” I rasped. Incredibly, there was no pain. She must have hit me with one hell of an anesthetizing agent. 

	“What in the hell is…how did the Dowd…?” She shook her head, as she glanced around at the carnage surrounding us. “More Dominion soldiers?!”

	“They came with the Dowd,” I managed. “They teleported aboard and slaughtered everyone.”

	Her face paled so fast she looked sick. “What?”

	“The Yarasi,” I managed, propping myself up on an elbow. “Where is—?”

	I saw her body lying next to me before I could finish. Her eyes were closed, and she wasn’t moving. 

	“Is she alive?” I asked. 

	Miranda was still staring straight into nothingness as if she hadn’t heard me.

	“Ensign, is she alive?”

	She blinked and glanced down at the other woman. “Barely. She has serious internal injuries as well as third-degree burns.”

	“Burns?” I asked. “But she didn’t have any…”

	It was only then, when I finally glanced down to examine myself, that I realized my chest wasn’t a blackened husk. In fact, if not for the gaping hole in my armor and the charred pits surrounding it, I didn’t look particularly hurt at all. 

	“Oh, shit,” I said, staring down at the unconscious woman in disbelief. A complete stranger, and she had not only saved me from the Dowd, but then nearly killed herself healing me afterward…

	“Kal?” Miranda asked.

	“She saved my life,” I breathed. “She siphoned my wounds into herself.”

	Miranda blinked. “Empathic healing? Why would a Yarasi do such a thing?”

	“So that I could tell her people what actually happened here,” I said. “She showed me everything.”

	She glanced behind herself, first to the dead Dowd and then to the Dominion troopers. “I don’t understand.” Her voice shook. “Kal, what’s happening? How did they even hurt you?”

	“The Dowd,” I said. “It was psychic.”

	I might as well have told her that the Seraph had been a Tarreen. “What?”

	“It hit me with some kind of telepathic attack,” I said. “Probably the same kind that stunned all those Krosians on the freighter we found.”

	“But how is that possible?” she stammered. “There’s no record of any psionic Dowd. Only humans and Yarasi—”

	The entire station shuddered around us, and alarm klaxons began wailing. The PA system—an eerily calm Yarasi voice—solemnly warned us of an explosive decompression and the activation of emergency bulkheads. 

	But we didn’t even have a chance to ponder what had happened before we saw a flash of energy outside the transparent walls as a salvo of green energy bolts streaked toward the Stormrider. The ship’s shields absorbed the blast, and it immediately broke off into an evasive maneuver and returned fire, unleashing a brilliant beam of blue energy from the psi-cannons in the seashell bow at an enemy we couldn’t see…

	Until two shadows passed over us like storm clouds blotting out the sun. They were only about half as large as the Stormrider, but I instantly recognized the design—not from any battle I’d fought in, but from the old battle records Ellis had played for me on the Stormrider. 

	Dowd swarm ships. 

	“Is there any way you can get through this jamming?” I asked, sitting all the way up. “We have to get a message to Ellis and tell him what happened here!”

	Her eyes were so wide with horror that I feared this would finally be the time she froze up. But she sucked in a deep breath and visibly braced herself, then shook her head. 

	“Not without specialized equipment,” she said. “I don’t know what’s creating the field, but there could be something on the station somewhere.”

	Like the troopers back in the hangar, I thought darkly to myself, though they hadn’t been carrying any strange gear. Jammers were typically pretty cumbersome. 

	“The field is localized and fairly weak,” Miranda added. “If we had a stronger transmitter, we could probably punch through it.”

	“How about their com system?” I asked, pointing into the command center next to us. “Our scan earlier showed that it’s still working, right?”

	“In theory, I suppose. But I don’t know anything about Yarasi tech.”

	“I might,” I said, hoping that my time with Ash’s ship might pay off. “I’ll see what I can do. In the meantime, do what you can to try and stabilize her. She’s the only living witness to what happened here. We have to get her out of here if we can.”

	Miranda glanced down at the wounded Yarasi. “I’ll do what I can.”

	Squeezing her shoulder, trying hard not to get distracted by the battle raging outside the transparent walls, I brought myself back to my feet. I knew that I had no business being alive, let alone walking upright, but psionic healing was incredible—assuming the psychic was willing to endure the pain of her patient. It wasn’t exactly traditional medicine. 

	I dashed into the command center. I knew enough about Yarasi design to find the communications console, but actually using it was a different challenge altogether. It had taken Ash six months to figure out how to work everything on her ship, and she’d only taught me bits and pieces. I hadn’t been around enough to learn many specifies; we typically had more aerobic ways to spend our time in the rare moments we were together. 

	A lump suddenly formed in my throat. I promised her that I’d be back soon, and now we might not even get out of here alive…

	“This thing only responds to psionic energy,” I murmured, my hands touching the strange, almost glyphic holographic controls. “If I focus on what I want to do, it might just open the coms for me…”

	“Are you sure?” Miranda called back. 

	“Not in the least,” I said, hitting what I thought was the button to open a hailing frequency. “Stormrider, this is ground team. Can you read us?”

	The com crackled. “…Kal?” Ellis’s voice came back. “Kal, can you hear me?”

	“Yes, sir!” I practically shouted, resisting the urge to slam my fist on the console in triumph. With my luck, I would probably break the damn thing.

	“Thank the Seraph,” the captain’s voice returned. “We’re under heavy fire out here. Two Dowd swarm ships came out of the nebula and—”

	“I see them,” I said. “Sir, we have a problem.”

	There was the briefest pause, and I feared I had lost the signal. “What’s your status?”

	“This place is a graveyard, sir,” I said. “There’s one Yarasi survivor we’re trying to keep alive, but two of our troopers are dead.”

	Ellis hissed something unintelligible. “Enemy hostiles?”

	“Negative, sir,” I said gravely. “Draven and Bakari tried to kill us.”

	The silence was perfectly intelligible. “Say again?”

	“Draven and Bakari turned on us once we reached the central hub, and there were several other Dominion troopers waiting in ambush for us,” I said. “They had a Dowd with them. They were all working together.”

	I couldn’t even imagine the faces of the rest of the bridge crew, but with the two Dowd swarm ships still pounding their shields, they weren’t exactly going to get much time to process this insanity. 

	“Chang and Raskers stayed back at the shuttle,” I added. “I don’t know their status, but I’m going to assume they’re hostile as well.”

	“The shuttle launched just before the Dowd ships destroyed the hangar,” Ellis said. “We thought you might be on it.”

	“The hangar is gone?” Miranda gasped as she shuffled into the command center with me. 

	“I’m afraid so,” the captain replied, his voice increasingly distorted by static. “…try to get around and pick you up, but we’re in one hell of a dogfight at the moment. Just stay put and—”

	“Captain, you need to get out of here and warn the Dominion,” I said. I could feel Miranda’s horrified gaze on the side of my face. After all, I was basically telling Ellis to just leave us to die. “The Admiralty needs to know what happened here—and that our soldiers were responsible.”

	“Kal, we’re not—”

	“You need to tell them that our people were working with the Dowd,” I pressed. “And that the Dowd have somehow developed psionic abilities.”

	“Seraph save us,” Ellis breathed. “Are you sure?”

	“Completely,” I said. “And it explains a lot, like how they stunned those freighter crews.”

	“We’re not going to leave you out there.”

	“You don’t have a choice, sir!” I insisted, wincing as I glanced back at the unconscious Yarasi warrior. If her sacrifice couldn’t save us, at least Ellis could carry her message. “If the Stormrider is lost, the people responsible for this will have all the time they need to make this look however they want. Seraph knows what else they have planned, but the Pact and the Yarasi will blame each other for this massacre. This the only way.”

	Another silence, the longest yet.

	“There might still be an escape pod or emergency vessel somewhere on the station,” Ellis said. “If you can get far enough into the nebula, the Dowd’s sensors might not be able to pick you up, especially if we draw them away a bit first.”

	It was, we both knew, the equivalent of flicking a single pea at a starving man. Even if there was an escape pod, the Dowd would almost certainly destroy it. And even if they didn’t, we would just drift in the nebula until the pod’s life support systems died. No one would ever be able to find us without a distress signal—a signal we couldn’t send if we wanted to stay hidden from the Dowd. 

	But offering hope, even faint, was what good commanders did. And so was making the choice that might save millions in exchange for a few officers who knew the risks. 

	“We’ll look around,” I said. “Just get out of here before—”

	“If you boys are done bein’ martyrs, I have another idea.”

	I froze, my eyes locked on the console, then flicking back to Miranda. She looked as stunned as I felt. 

	“Ash?”

	“Find me a place to land on that damn thing and I’ll come pick you up!”

	My mouth hung open for three solid seconds before I managed to speak again. “How in the…did you follow us?”

	“What do you think?” she replied with a snort. “But your captain needs to use that fancy ship of his to keep these bastards off me long enough to decloak without gettin’ slagged.” 

	“We’ll lead them as far away from the station as we can before shifting to astral space,” Ellis said, and I swore I could hear the smile in his voice. “Kal will know where to rendezvous with us, Nashira. We owe you.”

	“Yeah, yeah, I’ll add it to the tab. Now hurry up!”

	I smiled, a welcome surge of adrenaline shooting through me. Somehow, there was still a glimmer of hope…

	“There’s an emergency airlock on the dorsal side of the station,” Miranda said. “Can you get to it?”

	“Already movin’ into position,” Ash came back. “There’s another ship headed for it right now—a small one, probably pickin’ somebody up. I can’t blast ’em without droppin’ the cloak, and I’m not doin’ that ’til you’re ready to leave!”

	“We’re on our way,” I said. 

	Grinning, I dashed out of the command room to the Yarasi warrior. “Could you help her?”

	“I gave her a koboro stim,” Miranda said. “It’s not much, but it should stabilize her for a while. But she needs—”

	“Is she stable enough to move? Never mind, it doesn’t matter. Grab that falquan and let’s go!”

	Without waiting for a reply, I snatched up my pistol, locked it to my belt, and then knelt down and swept the woman up into my arms. I doubted she weighed much more than seventy kilos even in her armor, but I would have figured out a way to bring her with us even if she weighed as much as an adult granth. 

	We rode the lift back down to the main level, then hustled as quickly as we could to one of the other branches of the Y junction. This door hadn’t been blown to bits, thankfully, and the corridor beyond seemed completely empty as we moved. Outside, the flashes were growing more distant as the Stormrider drew the Dowd ships further and further away.

	And then we arrived. To our right was a narrow corridor that led out to the airlock almost like an umbilical, and I was mildly surprised the door leading into it wasn’t locked. 

	“Several life signs inside,” Miranda warned, eyeing the omnitool on her wrist even as she gripped the staff-like Yarasi weapon in both hands. “It’s hard to tell how many.”

	“Human?” I asked. 

	“I don’t believe so. I think they’re…Dowd.”

	I nodded. “The last few stragglers hoping to get picked up.”

	“What are we going to do?”

	Signaling for her to hang back and off to the side, I reached out to touch the keypad to open the door while both of us stood out of sight. The instant it slid open, we were met by a hail of plasma fire.

	“Dammit!” Miranda hissed. “How many are there?”

	“It doesn’t matter,” I told her, sinking to a knee and setting the Yarasi warrior down as gently as I could. I then reached out and took the falquan from Miranda. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.” 

	Holding the weapon out like a spear, I flicked one of the glyph-like buttons with my thumb. I felt a strange tingle in my mind as the weapon drew upon my psionic powers, and an energy shield materialized about halfway down the shaft of the weapon. The barrier was easily wide enough to function as cover for someone who wanted to kneel behind it and shoot. 

	But I was done hiding. And shooting. 

	It was time to start stabbing. 

	I spun around the doorjamb into the narrow umbilical-style corridor. Another volley of plasma bolts instantly struck and dissipated upon my shield like raindrops pounding on a window. I could feel the weapon’s capacitors drawing additional psychic energy from me, a strange and frankly disturbing sensation I had only experienced one other time when firing Ash’s bow. The Dominion possessed similar tech, but we had always limited its use to machinery like starfighters and warships, not personal weaponry. But maybe the Yarasi were onto something after all.

	I stormed forward, teeth clenched, as three Dowd soldiers hosed down the corridor with enough fire to take down a platoon of battle mechs. But the few shots that didn’t hit my shield only grazed my armor, and I was so fucking pissed that I would have ignored the pain even if I’d been charging bare-handed. 

	Fifteen meters. Ten. Five…

	The Dowd unleashed everything they had at me, pushing their rifles to brink of overload. But by the time their blistering salvo finally overwhelmed my shield, I was already upon them. And then, with a primal roar that would have made a Krosian warlord proud, I ripped them to fucking pieces. 

	I stabbed the glowing blue psionic blade at the end of the staff right into the first Dowd’s faceless head, frying whatever he used for a brain, before yanking it out and sending his twitching body to the floor. His closest comrade didn’t even get that clean a death; rather than using the bayonet, I just bashed him as hard as I could with the butt end of the staff, crushing his skull with a nauseating but eminently satisfying crack and spraying the wall with a glob of black, oily blood. 

	I didn’t know if their species had a metaphor for shitting their pants, or if they even had assholes capable of such a thing, but the last Dowd stopped firing once I’d butchered his companions. For a fraction of a second, I thought he might shoot himself in the head just to deny me the pleasure, but then he dropped his gun at his feet…and activated the plasma grenade clipped to his belt. 

	The massive green fireball could have melted through the hull of a tank mech, and even though I dove away and curled myself into a ball, there wasn’t much of my armor left when the inferno finally stopped roaring past my ears. I heard Miranda calling out my name from down the corridor, but it took every spark of concentration I could muster to fortify myself against the white-hot spikes of pain shooting through my entire body. 

	But then it was over. I groaned as I turned and glanced behind me at the charred remnants of the corridor junction, fervently grateful that it hadn’t been blown open to space. The Dowd bodies had been totally incinerated along with the bulk of their equipment. My mind flashed back to what Captain Ellis had told me about the first Dowd War, how they had been willing—perhaps even eager—to make suicide runs with their ships in order to overwhelm the Sillibar war fleets. 

	“Kal!”

	Pulling my eyes from the devastation, I turned back to see Miranda rushing toward me, the Yarasi warrior held awkwardly in her arms. 

	“I’m fine,” I said, thankful that my helmet could filter out the smoke. “Just a bit singed.”

	Her eyes were still locked on the blackened circle that surrounded me when the station suddenly rumbled beneath us. Miranda lost her balance and fell against the wall, barely managing to keep hold of the Yarasi. 

	“Shit,” I hissed, rising to a knee. “That sounded like a—”

	“Kal you better be at that hatch!” Ash’s voice exploded inside my helmet. “Because another ship showed up and just started blasting the hell out of that place.”

	“They know their teams are dead,” I said. “They’ll come after you next.”

	“Naw, really?” she snarled. “Get your ass on board. Now!”

	Gritting my teeth, I reached out to take the unconscious Yarasi woman from Miranda, then gestured with my head for her to move. She picked up the falquan that had been trapped beneath me, then raced through the scorched corridor with me right behind her. The keypad for the emergency airlock hatch wasn’t security-locked, thank the Seraph, perhaps because the Dowd had already sliced it so they could leave when their pickup arrived. For once, the faceless monsters had done us a favor. 

	We rushed through the hatch into Ash’s ship, and I heard the thrusters roar as she blasted away the moment the door closed behind us. I told Miranda to get to the cockpit while I secured our guest. 

	The ship’s infirmary was pretty small—just a single bed with a few supply cabinets and a single status monitor—but I set the woman down and toggled the restraints before I rushed back to the cockpit to join the girls. Ash was in the elevated pilot’s seat at the center, one hand clutching the control stick between her legs while the other scrolled through the holographic readouts floating in front of her like a traditional HUD. Miranda had already secured herself in the passenger seat to Ash’s left, though she was scowling down at the display on her control board. 

	“Who designed this mess?” she snapped.

	“People smarter than us, honey,” Ash said. “Now hold on!”

	She jerked hard on the stick, throwing the freighter into a barrel roll that nearly sucked my lunch of out my stomach despite the inertial compensators, and it was all I could do to dive into the empty seat as a brace of plasma bolts flashed right past us outside the canopy.

	“They are really mad, Kal!” Ash said. “Not sure how long I can keep ’em off us!”

	Strapping in, I stole a glance at the tac-holo below Ash’s seat. The two Dowd ships had multiplied into four, with the third pounding the Stormrider and the last one pursuing us. 

	“Can’t we cloak?” Miranda asked, still staring at her controls in total befuddlement.

	“Sure, if I wanted to lower the shields and get us blasted into oblivion,” Ash replied. “But I’d rather—”

	“Nashira, this is the Stormrider, do you read?” Captain Ellis’s voice said over the com.

	“We’re on board, sir,” I called back. “But there’s no way we can make a jump with them all over us.”

	“Understood,” he replied, voice crackling due to the continued jamming attempts. But if I wasn’t mistaken, I could hear alert sirens in the background on the bridge. “Try to make your way back toward us and we’ll lay down as much covering fire as we can.”

	A single look at the status readouts on the tac-holo was all it took for me to nix that idea. “Your shields are almost gone, sir. You have to get out of here. We’ll meet you in a few days.”

	Ash threw the ship into another evasive roll as the captain paused. “Dammit,” Ellis growled. “We’ll see you there, Kal. Don’t—”

	The com cut out again, and Miranda shook her head. “We lost the signal…I think. I have no idea how to read this thing!”

	“It doesn’t matter,” I said, eyeing the tac-holo as the Stormrider pumped everything it had into its engines. For a moment, it didn’t look like they would have enough acceleration to get away from the swarm ships, but then the status monitor flashed…and they were gone. 

	Unfortunately, the trio of Dowd ships disappeared along with them a second later. 

	“The Dowd do have astral drives,” Miranda breathed. “The Stormrider can’t escape…”

	A knot twisted in the pit of my stomach. For the better part of two centuries, Dominion captains had enjoyed the luxury of being able to break off from nearly any engagement at will. Since we had never officially skirmished with the Yarasi, we’d never had to worry about our enemies being able to follow us into astral space. But if the Dowd had developed psionic abilities and learned how to integrate it with their technology…

	“The captain has gotten out of worse situations before,” I murmured. “There’s nothing we can do to help.”

	“I’m a little more worried about us right now!” Ash said. “I can’t get us away from this thing! And there’s no way to…”

	She paused, eyes flicking across the navigational display in front of her even as the ship lurched from another hit. From the readouts, I could see that she had shunted all the power into our aft shields, but they still wouldn’t hold against another hit by frigate-grade plasma cannons at this range. 

	“What is it?” I prompted. 

	“I got an idea,” Ash said. “Hold on.”

	She slammed the throttle as she wrenched the stick to her right, throwing us straight toward the wreckage of the Pact destroyer. I assumed it was only the first part of her plan…but then we kept barreling straight at it. 

	“Uh…what are you doing?” Miranda asked. 

	“Their sensors should lose us for a second when we pass through the hull,” Ash said, pointing at the narrow gap in the ship’s hull where a cannon had carved through the midsection. “And better yet, it will give us a bit of cover for that same second or two.”

	“And then?” I prompted.

	“And then we cloak and hope their sensors can’t pick us back up. Because if they can, we’re fucked.”

	I met Miranda’s eyes, and the horrified look on her face left no doubt as to her feelings about this plan. I didn’t particularly like it, either, but it wasn’t as if we had much choice. 

	Besides, I trusted Ash. 

	There was no way she would ever let anything happen to Kalycos. 

	“Here we go,” Ash said, tapping a sequence of glyphs on the panel to her right as the proximity alarms began to warble. “Wish I had those jenny reflexes right now.”

	“What?” Miranda gasped. 

	“Just kidding, mine are good enough. Prolly.”

	I braced myself as she twisted the flight stick, throwing the ship into a spiraling roll as we curled through the jagged gap. The entire destroyer seemed to come apart around us as the Dowd ship bombarded it with their cannons, ripping apart or melting what was left. It took every scrap of willpower I could muster not to close my eyes, but then the entire bridge turned a soft shade of purple as she triggered the cloak—

	And we emerged out the other side of the ship. There were no explosions, no blaring warnings of a weapon lock, nothing at all. Just a confused swarm ship annihilating what was left of the Pact vessel as we pulled away. 

	“No sign of pursuit,” Ash said, slumping back in her seat. “But I’ll put a little distance between us before I fire up the jump drive. The nebula should conceal our hyperspace bubble. For once, I’m glad I could never figure out how to fix the astral drive on this thing.”

	Miranda closed her eyes and breathed something that sounded like a prayer. “I can’t believe it.”

	“Aw, that wasn’t even that close,” Ash said, spinning her pilot’s seat toward her, a lopsided grin on her face. “You gotta stick around Kal and I more often. We almost never get away clean.”

	Miranda eyed the other woman like she was mad, but then she finally cracked a smile and let out a long, tension-relieving chuckle. “You’re insane.”

	“Only a little,” Ash smiled back at her for a long moment before her green eyes finally shifted over to me. “You look like absolute shit.”

	“Thanks,” I muttered, glancing down to the smoldering bits of my neoflex armor. After the plasma grenade, I was honestly surprised there was enough left to even hold it together. I finally tore off my helmet and tossed it to the deck. “I’ve had better days.”

	Her smile slowly faded. “I only heard half of what you told Ellis, but is it really true? The Dowd have psionic powers?”

	“Yeah,” I murmured. “And I can’t believe I’m saying this, but that might actually be the lesser of our problems right now.”

	“Meanin’ what?”

	“Meaning that Dominion soldiers tried to kill us,” I said. “And they’re the ones who set this whole thing up.”

	Ash’s mouth fell open. “You…pardon?”

	I didn’t have an answer. For any of it. But the images I’d seen in the Yarasi’s mind were as clear as day. The Pact had sent an envoy onto the station—not to start a war, but to try and stop one. And then Dominion soldiers had massacred them.

	Dominion soldiers who had been working with the Dowd. 

	Saving the Dominion from spineless fools, Draven had said. The Admiral hoped it wouldn’t come to this, but Ellis never met an alien he didn’t like. 

	“We have to rendezvous with the captain,” Miranda said. 

	My lip twitched. “The emergency rendezvous point is just outside Takanis. How long until we’re back in Dominion space?”

	Ash dragged her eyes away from me to her controls. “With our hyperspace bubble and no jump corridor, about two days. Almost three before we make it all the way to Takanis.”

	“Three days…” Miranda swallowed and shook her head. “We have to get a message to Fleet Command. And to the Yarasi and—”

	“There ain’t no relays out here, honey,” Ash said. “Unless you want to beam a message to Sykaris, where nobody’ll give a damn.”

	Miranda looked back at the navigation holo. “What about the colony on Korath?”

	“The Thursk monks don’t believe in satellites,” I said. “But there is a military com relay on one of the listening posts near the border. We can bounce a transmission from there to New Praxius…it should take about thirty hours to arrive.”

	It sounded like an eternity even to my own ears. Almost a day and a half before anyone in the fleet learned about the attack or the Dowd psychics…

	Or that Dominion soldiers had been fighting alongside them. 

	I felt a cold blade twist in my gut. Someone in Fleet Command had made sure that Draven and his squad were the ones assigned to the Stormrider, and that someone would almost certainly be paying close attention to any transmissions that came back out of the Borderlands…

	“I want to load up a data package for Dormire and Sykaris, too,” I said, glancing down at my helmet. “As much video footage as we can cobble together of the Dowd. We’ll dump it onto the Holosphere.”

	Ash arched a blond eyebrow at me. “You really think the locals will care about that?”

	“The Dowd have been the monsters under the bed for Borderlands colonies along the Veil for a long time. It’ll make the headlines, I promise. But beyond that, the more people see the footage, the more likely it will get back to the Pact and the Yarasi. This isn’t a secret we want to keep—it’s one we want to share as broadly and quickly as possible.”

	“All of it?” Miranda asked quietly. 

	I glanced up and saw the dread in her pale blue eyes. Informing the major powers in the Cluster about the Dowd was one thing, but if we revealed that humans were involved in a joint massacre…

	“No,” I said. “The rest we keep to ourselves until we can confer with the captain and figure out what the hell is going on.” 

	She nodded soberly. “What about our guest?”

	“See if you can do anything for her,” I said. “We have to keep her alive until we can reach a real medical facility. She saw everything, including the fact that we were fighting our own soldiers. I don’t know if that will mean anything, but…we have to try.”

	Ash shook her head. “Even if the Dominion does get the message, what do you think is gonna happen?”

	“I don’t know,” I admitted, the cold blade of dread still lodged in my gut. “I just don’t know.”
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