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Prologue 
 

	Nirivarr, the Borderlands

	Seven Years Ago

	 

	The first bombs landed when we were still in the car. Ash was trying to fix her makeup in the mirror, and I was trying to figure out where the hell I’d put our tickets. Initially, I mistook the rumbling for distant thunder, mostly because we’d put so much effort into getting dressed up that it seemed like the perfect opportunity for a spiteful galaxy to ruin our carefully laid plans with rain. But this wasn’t another storm brought on by the wet season. 

	The colony was under attack.

	A soundless shockwave smashed into the car, rattling it so hard I banged my head on the steering wheel. The soundwave was next, a deafening crash that sucked the air from my lungs and made my heart feel like it was about to explode. 

	Then the parking garage began to collapse on top of us. The ceiling above us splintered into a spiderweb of cracks before bursting open in a shower of rubble. Ash shrieked when the first chunk of ferrocrete crashed down on the hood of our car, and I instinctively dove on top of her as the second and third chunks landed on the roof, buckling the metal until it was nearly digging into my back. Clenching my teeth, I held her in a crushing grip beneath me, my heart pounding with terror, knowing full well that my strange powers wouldn’t do either of us any good if we got buried alive.

	I didn’t move again until the world stopped shaking. I held my breath, waiting for another collapse, but the only thing I could hear were discordant alarms and muffled screams from somewhere beyond the rubble half-burying our car. It was only then, when the world stopped imploding around us, that my survival instincts took control of my body. 

	I kicked my right leg out behind me, smashing the warped driver’s-side door open with a single violent blow. Pulling Ash along with me, I began to slide my way out of the car. She was little more than sobbing jelly in my arms, but at least she was alive and unharmed. 

	And I was going to keep her that way. No matter what.

	“It’s all right, baby,” I soothed. “Just hold on, okay?”

	She clutched me even tighter as I pulled her free, the heat of her half-Kreen body warming me through my suit jacket. I knew we had to get out of here as fast as we could, but I had to wait several seconds for my eyes to adjust to the sudden darkness enveloping us. Nearly all of the halogen lights on the garage’s support columns had been knocked out, either because they had been smashed by falling rubble or deprived of power. The only sporadic illumination came from the flickering headlight beams of the handful of cars that were still running—or whose emergency blinkers had turned on when they had been half crushed in the collapse. 

	I gave Ash a reassuring squeeze as she continued trembling. Her bright eyes were shot wide with fear, and the beautiful face she’d tried so hard to make up for me was stained with tears. The green dress she’d borrowed for our special date was ruined by dirt and dust. 

	It had taken me two months—and no small amount of help from my dad—to save up enough credits for a dinner and a show at the Parthax multi-plex. If Ash hadn’t taken so long getting ready, we would have been up there in the restaurant instead of fashionably late down here in the parking garage when the bombs had started going off. 

	In other words, we probably would have been dead. 

	I grimaced, squinting to try and peer through the darkness and haze of dust to the other side of the parking garage. I didn’t see anyone else moving, and the muffled screams had all fallen ominously silent. There had only been a few other people down here when the explosions had started—most of the other guests were already enjoying their pre-show dinner rather than frantically trying to find a parking spot like we were—but there had been another couple chatting and giggling next to the yellow Vesira Firestar two cars down. Grimly, I wondered if they had found shelter somewhere or been crushed by the debris. 

	Either way, we couldn’t afford to stay put. The dust in the air had started making both of us cough, and the rest of the building could collapse on us at any time. 

	“We need to get outta here,” I said, prying one of Ash’s hands from my shoulders and giving it a squeeze. “Come on, I gotcha…”

	I would have gladly carried her out of here if I’d needed to, but once my hand squeezed hers, I swore I could actually feel the wave of determination sweep through her. My dad always said that Nirivian girls were made of sterner stuff, and at least as far as Ash was concerned, he was right. She rose beside me, cautious but resolute. I kept my arm slung protectively over her as we began to move just in case this place started coming apart again…

	Which it did, almost immediately. We barely made it ten steps before another tremor shook the building, either from a new bomb or perhaps the aftereffect of the old one, and I pulled Ash beneath me as another massive chunk of ferrocrete dropped on top of us. It should have pulverized me—the chunk was more than a meter long and probably weighed at least fifty kilos. But instead, it shattered over my back as if my spine were made of thorotine. 

	I still didn’t quite understand why. But somehow, as long as I concentrated, my body became virtually invulnerable. Knives, rocks, even guns—none of them could hurt me. It was like I could ignore pain and injury through sheer force of will. It was how I’d survived a shot to the stomach during a gang war last month…and how I was able to make love to a half-Kreen girl every night without burning up inside her. 

	My ears were still ringing when the debris stopped falling, and I waited several seconds before I risked a glance upward to make sure another chunk wasn’t on its way. But what little I could see of the ceiling seemed stable, at least for now, and the bigger concern were the clouds of noxious ash and dust that were going to make it impossible to breathe in a few more minutes. We had to get out of here now, or we never would. 

	After carefully helping Ash to her feet, I tried to guide her along with me at a steady jog. But her fancy shoes—the ones she’d spent weeks scrimping and saving for—weren’t up to the task. She almost tripped when one of the high heels broke, and she kicked them off to go barefoot instead. But with shards of rock, glass, and metal scattered across the floor, I knew she’d just end up hurting herself. So instead, I hoisted her up into my arms and broke into a sprint. 

	Pushing myself as hard as I could, struggling to get air into my lungs without coughing, I carried her toward the passenger lifts that led up to the main level and the theater beyond. They wouldn’t be able to move without power, but I wouldn’t have risked taking them regardless—if the ceiling on the lowest level had collapsed, it meant that the main level must have been almost completely obliterated. Going up the lifts would be a death sentence. 

	But there was an emergency stairwell adjacent to them, and I wasted no time in charging over to it. After kicking open the door, I rushed up both flights of stairs and then down the narrow auxiliary corridor, praying to the Seraph that the door to the parking lot outside wouldn’t be blocked off…

	Shit. 

	The door may not have been blocked, but the lot on the other side was. Curtains of smoke and flame rose from the lines of vehicles parked outside, and the blaring sirens of a dozen anti-theft systems blended together in a cacophonous chorus that made my ears want to bleed. A bomb or a missile or something must have gone off right in the middle of the lot, vaporizing dozens of vehicles and damaging or destroying dozens more. The debris and overturned cars had practically turned the lot into a maze of fiery wreckage. I couldn’t even see the exit to the security fence that should have only been about thirty meters in front of us. 

	Still, at least the outdoor air was cooler and more breathable than anything in the garage, and I crouched low as I hauled Ash outside, hoping to keep us below the smoke long enough to give our lungs a chance to get some oxygen. 

	“What the hell is goin’ on, Kal?” Ash asked, finding her voice for the first time as I set her down and helped her crouch next to one of the only intact cars near the door. 

	“No idea,” I said, throwing a glance up and behind us. The Parthax had definitely been hit by something; the top floor was a roaring inferno. The pall of smoke was so thick I couldn’t see anything in the skies beyond, but I didn’t need to. Marauding slavers had always been a plague on Nirivarr, though they typically focused their attacks on the outlying settlements, not urban centers like the capital. They also usually tried to avoid blowing up the groups of people they wanted to turn into chattel. But perhaps they were just hoping that the shock would allow them to grab more people in the chaos.

	“I can’t—” Ash broke into a hacking cough as she tried to cover her mouth. “I can’t breathe!”

	“Just try and stay low,” I said, blinking as the smoke stung my eyes. I really hoped that there was some way to get around the wreckage and reach the gate, because there was no way we would be able to climb the ten-meter-high fence on the sides…

	The unexpected roar of a ship passing overhead drowned out the wailing of the alarms and the crackle of the flames, and I huddled protectively over Ash in case the attackers were about to drop another bomb. But there were no more explosions, only the fierce glare of floodlights cutting through the darkness and smoke as the shuttle circled overhead. 

	I couldn’t get a good look at it from our position, but it didn’t resemble any of the other dropships or transports I’d seen on the news and local Holosphere vids. Slaver transports always looked like beat-up hunks of scrap that were one maintenance check away from falling out of the sky, but not these. These looked too new, too clean…

	Too military. 

	The truth hit me even before I saw the large, muscular figures rappelling down from the open landing ramp of the hovering ship. Even if I hadn’t been able to catch a glimpse of their shrouded silhouettes through the smoke, their guttural snarls and savage war cries were more than enough to confirm that my initial guess had, in fact, been right. 

	The Pact had come to Nirivarr. 

	“Krosians,” I said as much as myself as to Ash. 

	The screaming intensified as the sounds and flashes of pulsefire filled the streets before the Krosian soldiers even reached the ground, and the low, teeth-chattering vibrations of their stun grenades weren’t far behind. If the rumors about Pact tactics were true, their initial bombardment was as much about sowing fear as softening up the enemy. 

	Not that there was much to soften here. The colony’s defenses were pathetic, even here in the capital. No one trusted the militia to stand up to a real enemy; they couldn’t be bothered to raise arms against the local gangs half the time. 

	Ash’s hand gripped my wrist like an industrial clamp. The terror in her grimy, bloodless face and wide eyes spread right through me. We weren’t soldiers; we weren’t even militiamen. We were just two terrified kids who didn’t even belong here in the capital. It would have been so easy to huddle here and pray that the Krosians would take whatever they’d come here for and then leave us alone. 

	And for several panic-stricken minutes, that was exactly what we did. But when I heard the guttural sounds of an alien language followed by the shuffling of heavy boots, I knew that hiding was no longer an option. Krosians weren’t known for their keen minds or dazzling intellects, but Pact soldiers weren’t idiots. They were obviously here for something, perhaps even slaves of their own to work the pulothium mines on one of their border colonies—or just conscripts to feed into the meat grinder of their secret war in the demilitarized zone. And their scanners were surely sophisticated enough to discern which colonists were healthy and worth keeping. 

	As a nineteen-year-old human male in excellent physical condition, they could absolutely use me for either one. But as for Ash…

	My jaw hardened as the sound of crunching footfalls drew closer. A single look down at her tear-stained face steeled my nerves. There was only one likely fate for a beautiful young woman caught in the Borderlands slave trade, and I would gladly spend the next century toiling in a dank, poisonous mine if that was what it took to spare her from it. 

	“Stay here,” I told her. 

	Her breath caught in her throat. “Kal, what’re you—?”

	“Stay here,” I repeated. “No matter what.”

	I didn’t wait for a reply, and I didn’t tell her goodbye. She only would have tried to stop me. 

	Rising to my feet, I dashed around the side of the car and straight out into the open. There was a Krosian soldier waiting for me less than a dozen meters away, his impressive bulk clad in a suit of dark gray battle armor. Despite the haze of smoke, I had no trouble seeing the dozens of bone trophies threaded into his baldric, the mono-molecular dagger wedged between them, or the neuroshock “pacification” power cell attached to his bulky rifle—a favorite of bounty hunters, slavers, and anyone else who wanted to take their prey alive. 

	I clenched my teeth and began to charge, but he saw me coming. His faintly glowing orange-red eyes widened as he snarled something indecipherable through the wall of fangs that filled his mouth, and he lifted his gun and unleashed a quick trio of blue-white energy bolts right into my chest. 

	Each hit was like the lash of a flaming whip, effortlessly searing through my flimsy blazer and burning the fabric from my flesh. The pain—dulled but still intense—nearly caused me to keel over, but rage and adrenaline kept me barreling forward. The Krosian couldn’t believe what he was seeing—the shots would have overloaded the nervous system of two-tonne krandark, dropping them to the ground in a twitching, spasming mass. 

	But not me. 

	Slamming into him at full tilt, hoping that my years of casual throw-boxing and half decade on the school’s wrestling team would pay off, I tried to tackle the soldier. But I was used to beating up on humans, not Krosians, and I was promptly reminded why the Pact had been breeding them as soldiers for the past few generations. He turned smoothly as I hit him, deflecting most of my momentum, and with a single muscular arm, he grabbed the remnants of my once fancy jacket, hoisted me into the air, and threw me into the wreckage of another car five meters away. 

	I smashed into the hood with all of the grace of a human boulder, an impact that should have shattered my elbow or least dislocated my shoulder. But despite the fresh shockwave of pain that rattled through my bones, nothing snapped or broke. I didn’t even get the wind knocked out of me. 

	If the Krosian was impressed, he didn’t show it. He shot me again, two more lashes from a flaming whip that somehow didn’t melt my skin. But I could feel my concentration waning, and I knew I couldn’t just lie on the hood and let him unload into me. So rather than try to rise, I rolled and fell off the back of the car, hoping the battered chassis would be strong enough to give me cover—and that my enemy wouldn’t switch off his pacification cell and blow the car to pieces with a regular shot instead. 

	Luck was with me. He shot the car a few more times, the stun blasts boiling off the bright red paint. But rather than switch firing modes, the Krosian did exactly what I hoped: he came closer. 

	He had every reason to be arrogant. I may have inexplicably withstood a few stun blasts, but he still faced an unarmed human with a fraction of his strength and none of his experience. Gritting my teeth again, wishing my damn heart would stop pounding, I listened to the crunch of his boots getting closer. If I could just time this right…

	I rushed around the car and charged. He only got off one more shot before I slammed into him again, fully prepared for his sliding juke-and-grab technique. Rather than try to tackle him like he expected, I grabbed for his weapon instead, using my momentum to rip it from his grip and send it flying away toward the emergency exit Ash and I had just crawled out of. Unfortunately, that same momentum carried me past him, and I awkwardly slammed into the door of another car. A heartbeat later, a green fist slammed into my jaw and a muscle-bound body tackled me.

	If trying to fight a heavily armed soldier without a weapon wasn’t suicidal, trying to win a brawling match against a Krosian certainly was. The brute had a ten-centimeter height advantage and twice my muscle mass. I didn’t have a chance in hell of overpowering this brute, and from the way he began raining down punches on my face, he no longer seemed concerned about taking me alive. His gauntlet-covered fists cracked against my skull in a furious procession of blows that should have made my brain leak out my ears. 

	But for reasons I couldn’t fathom, the strikes didn’t particularly hurt. It was almost like I was wearing my krekball goalie mask, and all he was doing was smashing shot after shot into the metal bars protecting my face. And the more he flailed, the more frustrated he got. His wall-of-fangs mouth opened in a frustrated, monstrous yell, and I used his shifting weight to wriggle beneath him until my right leg was mostly free. 

	And then, in a split-second delay between his relentless blows, I reared back and kicked him right in the balls.

	All four of them. 

	I had never heard a Krosian cry out in nut-induced agony before, but it turned out to be just as pathetic and mewling as every other species. His codpiece shattered around my foot, and he instantly keeled over, clutching protectively at his groin rather than continuing to pummel my face. As I squirmed out from beneath him while he was stunned, I was tempted to try and make a mad dash for his fallen rifle. But I couldn’t even see where it had landed, and scrambling for it would give him the precious time he needed to recover. No, I needed to grab the only weapon nearby with a chance of hurting him. 

	Diving back on top of him, I reached for the mono-molecular dagger in his baldric. I unsheathed the weapon before he had a chance to recover and slashed at his unprotected neck. But the Krosian saw the attack coming, and despite the crippling pain in his groin, he somehow managed to thrust up an elbow and redirect my slash a heartbeat before the blade slit his throat. I even missed his chin, but the wide tusk jutting out of his massive jawbone wasn’t so lucky. The blade sliced through the bone as easily as a plasma torch, triggering an agonized howl that was only slightly more dignified than his last one.

	With my first attempt thwarted, I desperately brought the blade around to try again, hoping that the pain might stun him long enough for me to slip beneath his guard. His massive alien hand grabbed my forearm mid-plunge, however, and he twisted it so hard I was surprised my arm didn’t tear off at the elbow. The mono-blade slipped from my fingers and landed right next to his other hand, and he wasted no time in reaching for it. 

	In that fraction of a second, when his orange-red eyes shifted to the fallen dagger and away from me, my own gaze fell upon the severed tusk lying on the ground to my left. It was about as long as a human fingerbone but twice as thick, with a tip that wasn’t quite dull but wasn’t exactly sharp, either.

	Good enough. 

	Reaching out for the severed bone, knowing I was in a race to see who could arm himself first, I picked it up, twisted it in my grip to angle the tip downward, and then slammed it into the Krosian’s right eyeball. 

	This scream definitely wasn’t mewling—it was the agonized, horrified shriek of a man suddenly plunged into darkness as the semi-dull shard speared into the molasses he used for brains. For a single instant, I was horrifyingly aware of everything; I felt the tip scraping his skull, felt his flesh resist as I dug deeper, felt brain matter squish as it was violated. I could have left him there, twitching and crying out in torment, as a kind of brutal retribution for the unprovoked attack. But my right hand was already reaching for the mono-blade that had once again dropped to the ground, and I ended his suffering with a brutal two-handed thrust that pierced straight through his breastplate and skewered both his hearts. 

	I stared down at the corpse of the alien beneath me, gasping for breath even as the thickening smoke stung my eyes and burned my lungs. My hands, trembling from the rush of a life-or-death struggle and spattered with green blood, lost their grip of the mono-blade. For what seemed like an hour but was probably only a few seconds, I was completely and utterly paralyzed by shock. 

	I might have stayed that way forever if not for the enraged roar of a second Krosian soldier. My eyes snapped up to see him storm through the smoke, his hellfire eyes blazing with vengeful fury at the sight of his fallen companion. 

	“Klo’bak!”

	I didn’t need to speak his guttural language to understand his seething rage and murderous intent. His bony jaw opened as he unleashed another hateful roar, and he lifted his rifle and took aim—

	And then a brilliant blue-white pulse blast blew his head clean off his shoulders. 

	I sat there in stunned silence, watching as the corpse crumpled to the ground like a wet sack. When I finally mustered the will to turn my head, I saw Ash crouched just a few meters away, her arms trembling as she clutched the first Krosian’s fallen rifle. I couldn’t believe that her thin arms could even hold the damn thing upright, but adrenaline was one hell of a drug. 

	And Nirivian girls were made of sterner stuff.

	“Kal…”

	Her voice snapped me out of my stupor, and I was at her side in an instant. She melted into me when I touched her, dropping the rifle and burying her face in my chest. 

	“It’s all right,” I said hoarsely, panting so hard I could barely speak. “It’s all right…”

	But it wasn’t. Another explosion rocked the burning top of the Parthax, and I could see the lights of several other Pact dropships in the skies overhead. The sound of screams and pulsefire were still clearly audible over the screeching car alarms and air raid sirens, and it wasn’t long before I saw the outline of several more soldiers heading in our direction. 

	It’s over.

	I couldn’t possibly kill all of them. I was too tired, too drained, too shaken. Even if I could somehow shrug off another shot or two—or even ten—there was no way I could hold on long enough to take out a whole squad. My only hope—no, Ash’s only hope—was for me to try and draw them away long enough for her to escape or find someplace to hide. I had no idea where the hell she would even go, but anywhere was better than here. 

	“You’re gonna have to run, baby,” I said, pushing her away far enough that I could look her in the eye. “As far and as fast as you can.”

	“What?” she gasped. “No!”

	“Listen to me!” I shook her shoulders while I tried to swallow the lump of burning fear rising in my throat. “I’ll get their attention and keep them distracted, but you have to get out of here. Do you understand?”

	“I am not leavin’ you!”

	“Ash, please, you gotta—”

	The sudden roar of an engine drew my gaze skyward, and I fully expected to see another slaver dropship swoop down over the city. But when the roar grew louder and louder—and when the silhouettes of the Krosian soldiers halted their advance—I wondered if I was mistaken. Had someone finally rallied the colony’s defenses? Had Sunaro City actually decided to launch one of its patrol craft to help us out?

	My answer came in the form of three sleek, triangular shapes streaking across the heavens like comets, vortices swirling off their wingtips as they sliced through the smoke. The delayed sonic boom of their engines seemed to drown out everything. They weren’t patrol craft, nor were they fighter drones from the militia starport up in the mountains. 

	They were Dominion Valkyries. 

	“What the hell…?” I breathed. The words had barely left my mouth before the three starfighters began spitting blue-white bolts of death at the other Pact dropships still hovering over the city. One dropship exploded, lighting up the sky with a brilliant flash before the flaming wreckage plummeted out of sight behind a distant tower.

	And then came the almost rhythmic drumming of dozens of heavy pulse rifles laying down curtains of fire. At first, I wondered if the Pact were shooting back at the Valkyries in an act of pure desperation, but then the silhouettes of the Krosians on the other side of the parking lot turned and began firing at something near the entry gate. The flashes were nearly blinding even through the smoke, and I knew I should have tried to drag Ash deeper into cover just to be safe. But we were both too stunned and too riddled with shock to move. 

	I couldn’t tell how long the fighting lasted, but the roar of the dropships soon grew muffled and distant. The incessant drumming of pulsefire grew even louder, however, right up until the flashes were almost upon us…and then it stopped.

	There remained far too much sound for it to be truly silent—between the smoldering vehicles, the wailing sirens, and the intermittent screams from the streets, the capital was clearly still a warzone. But it suddenly felt almost peaceful to me, right up until I saw new silhouettes moving steadily through the smoke. I hustled Ash behind another car, keeping us both low, and I reached for the pulse rifle just in case…

	But it wasn’t long before I could make out the heavy, solid black armor and glowing blue visors of Dominion troopers. The flashlights from their rifles swept across the wreckage, presumably searching for survivors, but they stopped about ten meters from us. One of them said something I couldn’t make out. 

	“You can come out now, son,” a deep, collected male voice called. “We’re not here to hurt you.”

	I didn’t budge, my teeth chattering and my arms shaking. As the rush of adrenaline faded from my body, all that remained was fear and shock and fatigue. 

	But I forced myself to swallow and straighten up as another figure emerged from the smoke, this one wearing the blue-gold colors of a Dominion fleet officer. He holstered his sidearm as he approached, his umber skin, black beard, and dark eyes a stark contrast to the bright hue of his uniform. 

	“My name is Captain Jarod Ellis,” the man said, a tight but warm smile on his face. “I’m a Dominion soldier. And I promise, everything is going to be all right.”
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	“Unbelievable,” Ash breathed, shaking her head. “When most people get a plasma grenade thrown at ’em, they at least try to get outta the way.”

	“He didn’t throw it at me,” I protested, wincing at the pinch when her tweezers plucked another piece of shrapnel from my flesh. “How could I know he was going to blow himself up?”

	“Maybe ’cuz you were fightin’ a remorseless, faceless monster whose people practically invented the suicide run?” she countered. “Why in the hell were you in his face to begin with?”

	“I lost my rifle. All I had was that Yarasi falquan.”

	“Falquan are pulse rifles, too, ya dummy,” she said, dropping the tiny shard into the dish at the side of the bed. “The bayonet is supposed to be a last resort!”

	“Yeah, well, I was agitated. What do you want me to say?”

	“That next time you might consider being more careful?”

	“I’ll consider it. Probably.”

	“Ass,” Ash scoffed, the vertical pupils of her piercing green eyes narrowed into slits as she dragged her fingertips across my bare chest in search of more lingering fragments from the casing of the plasma grenade. I was long past caring about finding them all; my mind was thoroughly focused on the all-encompassing warmth of her half-Kreen body straddling me. We had been lying on her bed for at least twenty minutes, me in my boxers and Ash in shorts and one of her slightly-too-small t-shirts that stopped a full centimeter above her belly button. My hands were enjoying the silken smoothness of her thighs, and my eyes were happily drinking in the view of what I still considered the hottest midriff in the universe—and not just because of the heat radiating from her toned abs. 

	“You told me that one of ’em stabbed a psychic knife into your brain and set you on fire a few minutes earlier,” she said, bringing her tweezers back in as she spotted another fragment. “What if the one holdin’ the grenade could’a done that?”

	“I was pretty sure he couldn’t,” I hissed, biting down on my lip as she yanked out the offending piece.

	Ash shook her head as she examined the jagged fragment. This one was almost three centimeters long. If not for the fact that my Immortal powers had stopped it a few millimeters in, it could have easily killed me. 

	“Liar,” she said, flicking the shard into the dish. “It didn’t even occur to you, did it?”

	I shrugged. “Like I said, I was agitated. But I’m sure it was somewhere in the back of my mind.”

	She rolled her eyes. “Uh-huh. I know you like to think you’re invincible, but you’re not. Those fancy powers o’ yours can’t protect you from everything.”

	She was right, of course, no matter how much I might want to deny it. I closed my eyes, and the memories flashed across the back of my eyelids: the faceless alien looming over me, the stabbing pain in my mind as it assaulted my psyche, the excruciating agony that engulfed my chest after it fired its pistol…

	And the Yarasi warrior who had saved my life. 

	My eyes reopened. That Yarasi was in the infirmary now, though we still weren’t sure if she would survive the three-day journey to the rendezvous point at Takanis in Dominion space. Miranda was doing everything she could to stabilize the other woman’s condition, but the Wildcat wasn’t exactly a hospital frigate. We just had to hope that bandages and a few koboro stims would be enough. 

	“I didn’t follow you all the way from Sykaris just to pick up your corpse,” Ash said, her normally sweet voice more biting than I expected. “What am I supposed to tell Little Kal if his daddy doesn’t come back?”

	I grunted softly and glanced up to the black cat watching us from atop his climbing house against the wall to my left. I was a little surprised Kalycos hadn’t stayed near Miranda, if only because his species seemed to possess a deep, instinctual desire to lurk around the people they made the most uncomfortable. If she’d been allergic, he would probably be glued to her side. 

	“I still haven’t thanked you,” I whispered, returning my gaze to the woman on top of me. “If you hadn’t been there…”

	Some of the tension flowed out of her shoulders, and a thin smile graced her lips. “Well, I am a psychic, remember? I know when my boy’s about to get in trouble.”

	“Liar,” I echoed her accusation. “You planned to follow us the whole time, didn’t you?”

	She shrugged innocently as she continued combing my chest in search of treasure. Her fingertips were so warm that she could unknot the tightest muscles with the lightest touch. The downside was that I could already feel the sweat beading on my brow, and it wouldn’t be long before my entire body was covered in a thin sheen. Such was the price of having a Kreen lover. 

	But it was one I’d been willing to pay for almost a decade now, and I didn’t intend to stop. Ever. 

	“I knew you’d get yourself into trouble the moment you brought that jenny girl down to the surface,” Ash said. “It meant things must have been serious. Ellis never would’a sent one of his precious skirts along otherwise.”

	I nodded soberly. “You aren’t wrong.”

	“Rarely am.” She snickered down at me. “Honestly, though, I’m surprised you went along with it. You’ve brought a lot of girls back to me in the past six years, but never one in person before.”

	I flashed her a teasing smirk. “You almost sound intimidated.”

	“By a jenny skirt?” she asked, cocking a golden eyebrow and planting a defiant hand on her hip. “Please. From what you showed me, that girl has no experience whatsoever.”

	“She’s learning—fast,” I said. “Even faster if you share some of your wisdom with her over the next few days.”

	Ash snorted. “You’d like that, wouldn’t ya? Havin’ two pretty girls fawnin’ all over you for days at a time. I swear, you have an easier life than Little Kal.”

	I smiled and continued stroking her thighs. They were so soft and smooth it almost defied belief. I had no idea how she pulled it off; it was almost like she had some Neyris DNA mixed inside her, too. 

	“All I’m saying is that we’re going to have a lot of hours to fill before we reach the rendezvous,” I explained. “To be honest, I was just hoping you two would spend some time getting to know each other. I think you’ll get along…eventually.”

	“Mmm,” Ash demurred skeptically. “As long as she understands that this is my ship—and that you are my boy.”

	She leaned down to kiss me, her tongue darting through my lips like a fiery serpent. I focused my mind before she unintentionally scalded me, fortifying my body as if I were about to charge into a hail of pulsefire. Her heat slowly spread through me, as if I were submerged in a tub of hot water and getting a massage all at once. I had never felt anything in the galaxy quite like it. 

	As grateful as I was that my Immortal gifts allowed me to survive wounds that would kill any other soldier, this right here was the boon I cared about the most. My powers were the only reason I could be with Ash. I wouldn’t have traded them for anything. 

	She pulled away after a long moment, her eyelids fluttering. Her wild mane had spilled over me like a golden curtain, blocking my vision of everything but her face. 

	“Though from what you’ve already shown me about your time with her,” Ash purred, “I wonder if it might be kinda fun to share. She definitely seemed…enthusiastic.”

	I smiled. “Very.” 

	She kissed the tip of my nose. “And you sure as hell didn’t waste much time getting her on her back.”

	“What can I say? I’m irresistible.”

	“Uh-huh. Or maybe you’re just a slut. You ever think about that?”

	“Often.”

	“Does it ever make you feel bad?”

	“Never.”

	Smirking, Ash touched our foreheads together and gave me a seductive smile that was easily twice as hot as her body. “Me, either.”

	I grinned as I at last lifted my hands from her thighs and gently combed my fingers through the gilded river that was her hair. I was as grateful for her powers as I was for mine. Without her psychometry, she wouldn’t have been able to share my experiences. I couldn’t even imagine how much it would have changed our relationship. When we had agreed to this intolerable but frequent separation, I had told her that I was more than willing to stay faithful to her. But she was the one who had insisted that if we were going to have to spend time apart, I should bring other girls back to her. It drove her absolutely wild. 

	On Sykaris, she’d only had a few minutes to enjoy my recent conquests. But with a three-day trip ahead of us, I had no doubt that she planned on taking her time savoring every thrust, whimper, and climax as if she, not Miranda or Saleya, had been the one beneath me. 

	And normally, that was exactly what we did during our reunions. Usually for hours, sometimes for days. I had shared dozens of girls with her over the years, from regular human ’pounders to exotic alien dancers. But neither of us had ever imagined that I would bring back a jenny fleet officer for her, let alone one as arresting as Miranda. 

	Staring invitingly into my eyes, Ash slowly leaned upright before resuming her search for shrapnel in my chest. She started using her nails as well as her fingertips, knowing it would drive me wild. I returned the favor, sliding my hands up the sides of her flat stomach. Stars, I could just lie her down and kiss that belly of hers all damn day…

	“There we go,” Ash said, swooping in with her tweezers and yanking out yet another shard. “Little bugger got pretty deep in that impenetrable skin of yours. Must’a been off your game.”

	She dropped it in the dish, but I reached out and grabbed her wrist before she could resume her search. “I think you got them all.”

	“You kiddin’?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. She passed the tweezers into her free hand, then slowly dragged the tip across my ribs where she knew I was ticklish. “Besides, I haven’t even started lookin’ below decks yet. Figured you’d want me to be extra thorough down there…”

	Wincing at the sensation of the cold steel, I snatched her other wrist and held her arms fast. Her cat-like pupils abruptly dilated, replacing her normally piercing green irises with a solid black void as if she were a cat about to pounce on her prey. 

	“Not very gracious considerin’ I pulled your ass outta the fire,” Ash teased huskily. “Unless you thought of some way to repay me…”

	“I’ve been pondering a few options.”

	“Talk is cheap, mister. You’d better have somethin’ to offer me—eep!”

	With a sudden tug at her wrists, I flung her onto her side and rolled until I was on top of her. She squealed in delighted surprise, her legs naturally parting wider as my weight pressed between them. I kept my hands on her wrists, exploiting my almost thirty-centimeter height advantage to pin them behind her head while I brought our mouths back together. 

	Her earlier kiss had been gentle and loving. Mine was neither. Fueled by six months of deprivation and the promise of plunging deep into her glorious heat, I devoured her roughly, frantically, as if I couldn’t abide the thought of being kept apart from her again. 

	Because I really couldn’t. The first time we’d been separated—back when I’d been sent to train on the mothership—had been the most difficult months of my life. Initially, I had assumed that the breaks would get easier over time, especially once I was actually deployed and had the chance to help people who needed it. 

	But the exact opposite had happened. Leaving Ash behind had very quickly become an unbearable burden. I spent every return trip to Dominion space debating whether or not I should resign my commission, no matter how many other people were counting on me. 

	These last six months apart had been the most difficult of all. No matter how many missions I’d completed, no matter how many times Ellis and I had been able to aid Saleya and all the other aliens across the Dominion who needed us, leaving Ash alone on Sykaris still always felt like a betrayal. We were supposed to be helping people together. But instead, it was like we were waging our own private wars on opposite ends of the galaxy. 

	It had to stop. And soon. 

	“Ooo,” Ash cooed when I finally leaned upright, eyelids fluttering as she gasped for breath. “I can feel them all over you, baby. Miranda, Saleya…”

	“They’re all yours,” I said. “Want another taste?”

	She swallowed and nodded as if bracing herself. “Please…”

	I leaned down to kiss her again. The instant our lips touched, her eyes rolled back into her head and her thighs locked against my waist like a vise. She whimpered softly every few seconds while our tongues danced in the furnace of her mouth, her hips churning gently against me as if I were already buried inside her. I had learned long ago that she could—and almost always did—get off purely by consuming the psychic impressions I brought her. It sometimes felt like I was an orgasm delivery boy. 

	Her reactions were always a delight to behold. And despite how hard and ready I was—despite the intense heat of her core pressed against my manhood—I was more than happy to let her feast. After all, there was nothing in the universe as satisfying as feeling the euphoric shudders of a beautiful woman whose body was wrapped around you. 

	A part of me had always wished I had telepathic abilities just so I could understand exactly what Ash was feeling. She had tried to explain it to me many times, of course, and I had read all about psychometry in the Seraphim archives on the mothership. But there was something about the clairvoyance discipline in general—and psychometry in particular—that just seemed hard for me to wrap my head around. She claimed that she could experience every moment and every emotion as if she had been there herself, almost as if she were inserting herself in a holo-drama or romance novel. She could take the place of either character, me or my partner, and apparently even shift back and forth to experience everything from both perspectives. 

	The whole thing seemed incredibly confusing…but also hot as hell. It was like a part of her was always there with me no matter whose bed I was sharing.

	It wasn’t long before Ash convulsed beneath me, her body seizing up as an echo of my climax—or perhaps Miranda’s or Saleya’s—shuddered through her. I pulled my lips away again, content to watch her eyes roll and listen to her breaths flutter. If I didn’t still have her arms pinned, I had no doubt that her fingernails would be raking my unbreakable skin. 

	“Ngnn…ooo…” she groaned between breathless pants. “Oh, baby…you gave it to her so good…”

	She kept trembling, seemingly unable to muster the strength to reopen her eyes. Her utter helplessness was so adorable that I was genuinely tempted to just wait and keep watching while she ate her fill. But my cock had exhausted its patience, and I wasn’t one to disobey an order from my commanding officer. 

	Releasing my hold on Ash’s wrists, I brought my hands down to her shirt and pushed it up over her head and arms. I wasn’t even certain she noticed; her eyelids were still fluttering as if her consciousness had yet to return to her body. But I tossed the shirt across the room, liberating her pert, plump, and deliciously natural breasts.

	I gently cupped them in my hands, which finally snapped her attention back into the present. She moaned when I leaned down to give each of them a kiss, and I gently rolled my thumbs across both rock-hard nipples, eliciting another delighted coo. 

	Later, I promised myself, I would properly reintroduce myself to the girls one at a time, and if I was feeling particularly social, I might even invite my cock to the party. But right now, he was desperate to return home after half a year on the road. 

	Leaning all the way back, I grabbed her shorts and yanked them from her hips firmly enough to take her panties along for the ride. She unlocked and then lifted her legs for me, allowing me to slide the pesky clothes up over her feet and cast them aside. I then slowly dragged my fingers down her ankles to appreciate the firm, feminine sleekness of her toned calves. A decade ago, the sight of her in a skirt in Cabari Park had convinced me to risk my teenage heart and ask her out. Now, almost a decade later, she was happy to spread these perfect legs for me whenever I wanted. 

	Propping her ankles up on my shoulders, I reached down to push aside my own shorts. She watched with heavy, deepening breaths as my throbbing need was revealed, then reopened the gates to her core and invited me inside, swinging her legs around my waist and nudging my lower back with her heels to pull me in closer. Ash’s eyes had completely refocused on me now, and her pupils dilated into black swirls again.

	“Come on, baby!” she begged, the fingers of one hand delicately sweeping across my chest while the other helped guide my cock. “Get in here where you belong!”

	Pushing my swollen crown against her slick folds, I focused my mind and fortified myself for my plunge into her molten center. Once, years ago on the mothership, I had told a fellow ’pounder that fucking a Kreen girl was like sticking your cock into a fusion reactor. It had been a crude but effective warning to keep his men from hitting on one of Saleya’s dancers, and it had the virtue of mostly being true. Kreen typically avoided interspecies relationships for a good reason. 

	But for those of us blessed with this gift, there was no greater thrill than playing with fire and not getting burned. 

	I eased myself inside. Ash’s scorching, velvet heat enveloped me as I felt the heavenly squeeze of her walls stretching to accommodate my girth. I recalled our very first time together, the night I’d snuck her into my parents’ house. Back then, I’d been a hormone-addled teenager so desperate to fuck his hot alien girlfriend that I hadn’t cared about the risks.

	Now…well, now I was a hormone-addled man so desperate to fuck his hot alien girlfriend that I still didn’t care about the risks. I wouldn’t have pulled out even if my powers stopped working this instant. 

	“Ngn!” she crooned, her ankles locking behind me and her hands clawing at my biceps. I had the satisfaction of watching her eyes roll back again, and this time it was purely because of me and not her psychometry. 

	Though that wouldn’t be far behind. Over the years, she had mostly learned to control her abilities—she didn’t immediately read every single object or person she touched. But just like my own abilities, she needed to be able to maintain a certain level of concentration, even subconsciously, to keep the floodgates closed. 

	And I knew from experience that nothing shattered her concentration quicker than taking my thick cock deep inside her cunt. 

	“Oh!” she squealed when I hilted myself inside her. Her blazing warmth suffused my entire body. Sweat broke out across my skin, but I gave myself to the dizzying heat, abandoning all caution or care. When I pulled back and slammed into her again, I had the satisfaction of watching her once-enormous pupils contract, leaving behind the tiniest vertical sliver amidst a sea of piercing green.

	And then she lost control. 

	Her wild scream echoed off the bulkheads, reminding me of all the creative ways I’d discovered to keep her quiet when I’d started railing her on a nightly basis in my parents’ basement. It wasn’t her fault, really; with the psychometric floodgates now officially open, my cock was like a psionic data drive with a recording of every mouth, tendril, and cunt that had come in contact with it in the last six months. And I was pounding those recordings into her mind with every thrust. 

	Riding the wave of her internal spasms, careful not to let them push me over the edge, I took hold of her slender waist and picked up the pace. She half cried, half gurgled every time I slammed into her, and the look on her face was so plaintive, so pleading, it was tempting to truly let myself go. 

	I was always careful not to hurt her, though, no matter how rough she wanted it. She kept herself in such excellent physical shape that it was sometimes easy to forget just how much smaller she was than me, not just thirty centimeters shorter but forty kilos lighter. There were times when it seemed like my cock shouldn’t even fit inside her. 

	But it did. Perfectly. Every time. 

	“Kal!” she practically screamed, her core clenching. “I’m gonna…!”

	Her thighs squeezed my waist like magnetic clamps, and she bit down on her lip so hard I saw a trickle of blood. I called this her “welcome home” face, the one she always made after we’d spent time apart and the memories covering my body were fresh and new. I wondered what specific event she was reliving right now. One of my many tumbles with Miranda? My adventure with Saleya and her girls? All of them at once?

	Either way, one thing was certain: I fucking loved watching her cum. 

	The way her legs latched around me, the way her abs flexed, the way her nails tried to dig into my flesh…and the way she looked so helpless and vulnerable and content all at the same time. It would have been perfect even if I wasn’t buried inside her. And since I was…

	“Nnnn,” I growled, teetering closer to the edge with each thrust. The heat in her core had grown so intense that rivulets of sweat dripped from my brow and slid down my chest. My vision was even starting to blur. I wanted to hold out, to let her explore the memories I’d brought her as long as she wanted, yet my baser instincts warred with that concern. 

	But then Ash’s eyes refocused as she came down, and when she looked up at me, I knew she had completely returned to the present—a present where I was fucking her and no one else. 

	“Come on, Kal,” she breathed, breasts heaving. “Give it to me. Give me everythin’ you got!”

	Snarling under my breath, keeping my eyes locked with hers, I began rutting her smoldering cunt. Later, I promised myself, I would fuck her from behind the way she liked—her taut little body was just begging to get bent over something, and her lustrous blond hair was practically begging to be pulled. But here, in this moment, I needed to look her in the eye. I needed to see her loving gaze and feel her ankles around my back.

	I needed to know that she was mine, body and soul. 

	“Cum for me, baby!” she pleaded. “Fill me up!”

	The primal need in her voice pushed me into the abyss and beyond. With a triumphant, animalistic roar, I slammed into her one last time…and burst. Her hands clasped my cheeks, holding me still mere millimeters from her face so I could see her contentment as I filled her to the brim. Her walls rippled, milking me with firm, frantic pulses as another climax shuddered through her. 

	And then I was spent. The wave of lethargy was so overwhelming I almost collapsed on top of her, but I braced myself on my elbows as her lips captured mine in another kiss.

	“Baby,” she sighed, nibbling at my chin as we came apart to try and catch our breath. “You fuck me so good…”

	“And I always will,” I promised. “You can count on it.”

	 

	***

	 

	Back when all I really knew about my powers was that they allowed me to stick my cock inside a Kreen girl and live to tell the tale, I used to wonder if there would ever come a day when I’d learn how to block out the heat so well that Ash wouldn’t even make me sweat. I still hadn’t quite been able to manage it, probably because focusing my mind that intently on my powers would take away from my ability to enjoy her body. And clearly, that was not an option. 

	So, after we kissed for another minute—and after I brought my lips to her ear and explained to her in hushed but commanding terms how hard and how often I planned to fuck her during the next few days—I rolled off of her and lay down to try and cool off. 

	“Hang on, baby,” Ash soothed. “I gotcha.”

	She crawled to the edge of the bed and opened the minifridge. Thankfully, we had gotten this part down to a science. She retrieved a water bottle as well as one of the hand-size ice packs from inside, then snickered as she returned and placed the latter on my chest. Normally, the sudden chill would have made me jump, but right now it felt incredible. 

	“So much for the invincible man,” she teased. “Better not let your enemies know you can still sweat to death!”

	I chuckled as she handed me the water bottle. I drank the whole thing in less than a minute, and I probably could have polished off another one, too. Satisfying a Kreen girlfriend was thirsty work. 

	“There’s gotta be a better way to handle this,” Ash said as she lay on her stomach, keeping about half a meter between us to let me cool off. “I hate that I do this to you.”

	“It’s worth it,” I assured her. 

	She smiled, though there was a hint of sadness behind it. “Just sayin’, if I could snap my fingers and change things for the better, I would.”

	“You don’t need to change anything,” I insisted, locking eyes with her. “You’re perfect.”

	Her cheeks flushed slightly while she reached out to help slide the pack into a new position on my chest. It was hard to believe, but even after all this time and all the things she’d accomplished—like finding and repairing this ship—she still constantly underestimated herself. While I had turned my natty heritage into a mountain-sized chip on my shoulder—a chip I used to motivate myself to this day—Ash hadn’t overcome her inferiority complex. I feared she never would.

	“There’s nowhere else I’d rather be,” I told her. “And no one else I’d rather be with.”

	Ash raised a brow and gestured meaningfully at the closed hatch. “Not even the jenny skirt?”

	I opened my mouth, but she giggled playfully before I could answer. 

	“I’m just teasin’,” she said. “Now that I’ve had a nice, long taste of her, I think I finally understand why you decided to keep her around. And that Saleya…she’s something else.”

	I nodded, wondering if she had experienced the full show with Astra and Nyxe before reliving the one-on-one fun with Saleya that followed. 

	“There’s a standing offer to come see her whenever you want,” I said. “As many free dances as you can handle.”

	Ash smirked. “If she ever leaves that jenny flagship, let me know. Tell her to open a club on Sykaris or Dormire—hell, even Nirivarr.”

	“Sadly, I don’t think that’s going to happen anytime soon.”

	“Too bad.” She paused, and her smile turned impish. “I did enjoy those girls of hers. Wish you could’a brought me back more than their tendrils.”

	“Next time,” I promised. 

	“I’ll hold you to that. Would love to get to know that Neyris one in particular…” Ash paused, her feet swaying playfully behind her as her smile became downright lascivious. “But you know what I enjoyed the most?”

	“What’s that?”

	“Seein’ that jenny girl of yours actin’ like such a slut.”

	I grinned. And even though I had just spent inside her, I could already feel my manhood stirring to life. “Is that so?”

	“Uh-huh,” Ash crooned. “Watchin’ you push up that skirt of hers, hearin’ her perfect voice crack when she begged you to take her…stars, that was hot! You’ve never brought me back anyone like her before.”

	“No, I haven’t,” I agreed. 

	“Guess this means that you and I got our work cut out for us.”

	I arched an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

	“Well, you obviously care about her. She’s different than most of the others you’ve shared, doncha think?”

	I looked into her eyes, searching for any hint of jealousy in the green swirls. As usual, though, I couldn’t find even the smallest trace. 

	“I didn’t think she was, at first,” I admitted, choosing my words delicately. “But it turned out that we made a pretty good team. She’s smart, determined, resourceful—”

	“Cute,” Ash said. “With those full lips and long jenny legs that never seem to end.”

	“They certainly don’t hurt.”

	“She seems a bit obsessed with you, too. Cares about you a lot—I could feel it.” Ash raised her eyebrows. “Don’t think she’s the monogamous type, do ya?”

	“No one on the fleet is,” I said. “Life there is…well, it doesn’t seem like their relationships last long, and no one gets married or has families like back home.”

	“But they have babies,” Ash said. “You shot one into her on the first try.”

	I winced. I had known that this would come up eventually, and I hadn’t been looking forward to it. As much as Ash enjoyed sharing women with me, I had never actually gotten one pregnant before. I had intentionally avoided it, in fact, for obvious reasons—and because Ash desperately wanted children herself. But humans and Kreen weren’t compatible, and despite my promise to find a solution…

	Well, I hadn’t. And a quiet, shunned part of me was starting to wonder if that secret might have died with her father and his experiments. 

	“Miranda was in trouble,” I said, hoping she would understand. “There are a lot of insane rules on the fleet. Female cadets are supposed to donate at least one fertilized embryo before—”

	“I know—I was there with you, remember?” Ash said. “Gotta stock up on soldiers for the next generation somehow, I guess. Just seems…I dunno, weird. How do all those people live like that?”

	“They’ve never known anything else,” I said. “Half of them have never breathed unrecycled air before, let alone touched grass or trudged through snow. They’re like children trapped in a biodome where nothing can hurt them.”

	“I suppose it beats worryin’ about getting kidnapped by slavers. Or gettin’ shot by your neighbor for lookin’ at ’em funny.”

	I snorted. “There are a few advantages.”

	“Well, I’m glad you could help her out.” Ash gave me the least convincing smile I had ever seen. “Gotta be nice finally bein’ with a girl you can get pregnant whenever you want.”

	The words were a knife through my heart, and even my powers couldn’t stop it. Looking at the pain on her face—pain she was trying but failing to hide—my stomach sank straight through the bed and out into space.

	“I’m not mad,” Ash insisted. “I mean it. She’s obviously a special girl, and I’m glad she’s here with us now. It’s just…” She swallowed, and her smile vanished as she abruptly glanced away. “I just wish it were that easy for us.”

	The knife twisted. “Shit, I’m so sorry,” I said, sitting up and tossing the ice pack to the floor alongside her vast collection of gadgets. “It’s not—”

	“I told you, I’m not mad,” Ash said, eyes still avoiding mine. “It’s all right. Really.”

	You have to fix this, Kal, I scolded myself. You have to fix it right now.

	“Come here,” I whispered, touching her arm and gently nudging her onto her side so I could nuzzle next to her.

	“Baby, you’re still overheated!”

	“I don’t care. Come here.”

	I slid my arms around her waist and pulled her body against me. As her heat enveloped me again, her eyes finally flicked up…and revealed the tears that were far scarier to me than a battalion of Pact soldiers. 

	“I made you a promise,” I told her. “And I intend to keep it, no matter what it takes.”

	“What if you can’t? What if there is no way? What if I’m just broken and—”

	“You are not broken,” I said, looking right into her eyes. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. You’re perfect just the way you are. Do you understand?”

	Ash swallowed heavily. “I just wish…” Her voice cracked, and I saw her jaw clench as she bit back a sob. “I just wish Daddy was still here. He might have been able to…”

	“Listen to me,” I said, squeezing her shoulders and putting our foreheads together. “We will figure this out. Together. I promise.”

	She looked at me, a look that showed how desperately she wanted to believe me…but also that deep down, she had already given up hope. 

	“You’ll never get those jenny doctors to take this seriously,” she said. “The Dominion’s not exactly in the business of creatin’ mutts.”

	“We still have options,” I said. “There’s a lab on Sotule that’s supposedly made a lot of progress with interspecies fertility, and I’ve heard rumors about independent researchers on Vamaria out in the Traverse. Hell, I’ve even heard some promising stories about Yarasi doctors on Oscura.”

	“Yeah. But when are we gonna have time for that?”

	“We’ll make the time. Whatever it takes.” I kissed her softly. “All of this has to change. I’m not going to leave you again.”

	“You’ve said that before,” Ash murmured. “But I’m not gonna live on a jenny ship, and you aren’t just gonna walk away from Ellis and Saleya and the others. Even if you wanted to, I wouldn’t let ya! Those people need your help. And the Dominion needs a man like you if it’s ever gonna be more than it is.”

	“Maybe,” I said. “But you and I can figure out another way to help Saleya’s people together, and Ellis…he’ll understand.”

	“He may need you even more than she does, Kal. If those admirals ever found out about—”

	“They won’t. If he’s run laps around them this long, he can keep it up a bit longer.”

	Ash swallowed again, but a faint smile slowly crept across her face. And unlike the last one, it was real. 

	“Always eager and willin’ to jump on someone else’s grenade,” she said, shaking her head. “I ain’t no doctor, but I think there may be somethin’ wrong with you.”

	I smiled and kissed her again. “Just one thing?”

	“I’m bein’ nice. Not that I’d trust a jenny to diagnose you anyway—can only expect so much from ’em. Though maybe your skirt friend will prove me wrong.”

	I chuckled softly and brushed a lock of hair out of her eyes, tucking it behind her ear. “I really do think you’ll like her.”

	“We’ll see,” she whispered, rolling onto her back and pulling my body along until I was lying on top of her again. “But there is somethin’ you need to know.”

	I shifted my weight as her legs parted and invited me between them again. “What’s that?”

	Grinning, she took my left hand and moved it between us, then placed it atop her belly. I felt the firm planes of the muscles beneath her skin. “If we ever do figure this out and you put one inside me,” she said, “I ain’t lettin’ anyone take it out and stick it in a lab somewhere. I plan to get nice and thick.”

	“And you’ll be more beautiful than ever,” I said, and meant it. 

	She giggled, a sound so sweet and sonorous it made everything else in the galaxy seem utterly unimportant. 

	“Well, how about you do somethin’ for me?” she asked, sliding her hands up my sides and around my back. “Why don’t you tell me again about how hard you plan to fuck me these next few days?”

	“I could,” nudging my rapidly swelling manhood against her molten core once again. “But I think I’d rather show you.”

	Ash moaned as I eased myself back inside her. “Good idea,” she breathed. “Who knows? Maybe one day we’ll get lucky and one of your little swimmers will survive inside me long enough to reach the shore.”

	“Well, one thing is for sure,” I said, grabbing her waist and putting my cock where it belonged. “It’s worth a try.” 

	 

	 

	
Interlude 
 

	Dominion Cruiser Alaru

	Seven Years Ago

	 

	“Two Pact soldiers,” Captain Jarod Ellis repeated, more forcefully this time. “Unarmed, in the middle of a warzone with bombs still falling on their heads. With all due respect, Admiral, that goes far beyond impressive.”

	“To the point some would call it luck,” the woman on the other end of the transmission said. I wasn’t sure why Ellis had left the privacy screen off, but I could see her hard gray eyes, long red hair, and vice admiral’s insignia as clearly as if she were talking to me. Thankfully, the same wasn’t true in reverse. 

	“Does it matter what we call it?” Ellis countered. “The boy got pummeled by a Krosian and barely has a bruise to show for it, and the girl appears to have powerful psychometric abilities. I see absolutely no reason we shouldn’t bring them to New Praxius for testing and evaluation.”

	“Strange, since I can think of about a dozen.”

	I winced as I anxiously shuffled in place, wondering why the captain had invited me into his office during what was plainly an important conversation with one of his superiors. But since he hadn’t bothered to activate the privacy screen on his desk console, he must have wanted me to listen in. I just had no idea why. 

	Frankly, I was still dumbstruck by the fact I was even standing here on a Dominion cruiser, let alone in the captain’s office. Everything around me, from the still images of legendary fleet battles decorating the walls to the miniature models of famous Dominion starships like the Supremacy and the Liberator in the case behind his desk, seemed like something out of a boyhood fantasy. The stuff you’d only see on New Keledonian holo-vids I’d watched as a kid whenever I could get my hands on them. 

	“I understand that you’re still basking in Admiral DeGale’s praise for the success of your latest gambit, Captain,” the woman went on, “but there are those of us who still have concerns about flagrantly violating the Accords and provoking a Pact response.”

	“They were raiding the colony, Admiral!” Ellis said. “Not smuggling weapons to guerilla fighters, not bribing local officials…they were going to steal those people from their homes and do Seraph knows what to them!”

	“The colonists in the Borderlands know the risks,” the admiral replied matter-of-factly. “Many of them chose to leave Dominion space in spite of them. Nirivarr is not our responsibility to defend. In fact, the terms of the Accords expressly forbid it.”

	The captain’s cheek twitched beneath his trim black beard, and his dark eyes burned with quiet but righteous fury. “I make no apologies for defending the innocent, no matter where they choose to live.”

	“That decision is not yours to make, Captain,” the woman said, her voice so cold I swore the captain’s office chilled five degrees. 

	Ellis smiled tightly. “You’re right, of course. But then again, it’s not yours, either. As you pointed out, Admiral DeGale agrees with me.”

	“For now, perhaps. But the others are not convinced by your so-called defector. That Sillibar could be playing you for a fool.”

	“He’s the reason the Alaru was in position to stop the attack.”

	“And the reason you violated the Accords to do so. You’re far too trusting, Captain. The Pact would gladly sacrifice a few expendable soldiers if it turned the rest of the Cluster against us. When the Yarasi hear about this, they’ll be furious.”

	“The Executrix will respect the fact that we defended innocent people and then promptly left the Borderlands as the Accords require,” Ellis told her. He paused for a fraction of a second, then sighed and drew himself up in his chair. “But this isn’t why I called. I merely wanted your permission to bring these potential recruits to New Praxius for evaluation.”

	“And if I deny your request, will you turn around and dump the natty urchins back on the rock where you found them? Or will you try to go over my head again and contact DeGale?”

	“I suppose there’s only one way to find out,” Ellis said with a fractional shrug. “So, do I have your blessing, Admiral?”

	The woman’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “You may bring them to a training facility, Captain,” she said, “but I make no promises that they will be accepted.”

	“I wasn’t expecting any, I merely think it’s worth giving them a chance. Thank you, Admiral. Alaru out.”

	The projection vanished, and Ellis let out sigh even as he turned to face me. “Sorry to keep you waiting like that, son,” he said, gesturing to the chair across from him. “Please, sit down.”

	I shuffled out of my corner and awkwardly took a seat. The upholstery wasn’t especially deep or flashy, but I still felt like I sank into it. “I hope we aren’t getting you in trouble, sir.”

	“No more than usual,” he replied with a sardonic smirk. “A man without enemies is a man who’s never taken a stand. And a man who’s never taken a stand…well, he wouldn’t be much of a man, would he?”

	I smiled. “I suppose not, sir.”

	“You don’t have to call me ‘sir,’” Ellis said. “You’re not a soldier under my command—not yet, anyway. But I’m still optimistic we might be able to change that.”

	I glanced at the com terminal on his desk. “The admiral doesn’t sound like she approves.”

	“Not yet, but I’m confident that will change. And regardless, that call was just a courtesy on my part. Vice Admiral Lochlan has a lot of pull at the Fleet Academy, but not nearly as much with the army. And that’s where I’m hoping you’ll fit in…assuming it’s still what you want.”

	I exhaled slowly. A week ago, when Ellis and his soldiers had saved us from the Pact raiders, I would have said no. Ash and I had never wanted anything to do with the Dominion—it wasn’t as if they had ever lifted a finger to protect Nirivarr or any of the other Borderlands colonies before. But now, after spending some time with this man and his crew…

	“To be honest, I’m not sure,” I admitted. “It’s not somethin’ I ever considered.”

	“Then perhaps it’s time to start,” Ellis said. “I’ve seen a lot of impressive things in my career, son, but discovering a young man who stabbed a Krosian soldier to death with his own tusk…well, that’s not what I expected to find on Nirivarr. You have a gift—a powerful gift. And the Dominion can teach you how to use it.”

	I swallowed. “To do what?”

	“To do the only thing worth doing—protect people.” His dark eyes bored into me so hard I felt like I was being scanned. “I’m not going to sit here and blow bullshit up your ass, son. You and your fellow colonists have a lot of good reasons to distrust the Dominion. But as you just saw yourself, it’s only a matter of time before the Pact tries to start another war, and we’re the only ones in the Cluster with a chance in hell of stopping them.”

	I didn’t doubt for a minute that the man believed what he was telling me. He had been incredibly earnest and forthright these past few days, not to mention kind. After what my dad had always told me about Dominion soldiers, especially the fleet officers, I had expected to be surrounded by the most arrogant, elitist people in the Cluster. Maybe he’d been wrong. 

	Or maybe Ellis was different. Either way, I suppose it spoke well of the man. 

	“You might be right,” I said. “But before a few days ago, the Dominion never seemed to care about us.”

	“That’s something I want to change,” Ellis said. “But I’m going to need the help of young men like you to do it.”

	I pursed my lips. “It’s not just about me. Ash is—”

	“A smart young woman,” Ellis said. “And a hell of a shot. I understand she’s spent a lot of time these past few days studying the flight manuals in our database. Valkyries, Harpies, even the larger Banshees.”

	“She always wanted to learn to fly,” I said. “But there was never really much of a chance back home.”

	“She’ll get one here. The trainers on New Praxius are very good at helping recruits hone their gifts. It takes a lot of hard work, but I’ve seen them whip teenagers with half your raw potential into fine soldiers—and even better men.”

	I nodded distantly as I looked over to the office window and the swirling crimson mist of astral space beyond. A part of me still wanted to go back home, mostly out of pure inertia. I had spent my whole life on Nirivarr. I knew the streets, the people, the culture…

	But the truth was that Ash and I didn’t have a future there. Her family was gone, and mine was too stubborn to move. My dad had always assumed I’d get a job with the mining or freight hauler’s guild, but I’d never wanted to do anything that would take me away from Ash for too long. 

	“I’d always heard that the Dominion didn’t care much for non-humans,” I said. 

	“There are those that don’t,” Ellis acknowledged. “Too many of them, to be honest. But times are changing, whether they realize it or not. They’ll have to learn to accept it.”

	I took in a deep breath and glanced around the captain’s office again. At the still images, the ship models, and finally the regal man himself. I suddenly understood why my dad had warned me to never let myself get blinded by Dominion propaganda. My grandparents had left Dominion space because life on the outer colonies was nothing like it was depicted in the vids. They had never trusted the jennies on the fleet to protect them, and they had actively resented the people on the Golden Worlds. 

	But standing here, on this splendorous warship, surrounded by history and grandeur…it made their cynicism seem bitter and unfounded. Ellis had saved our lives, and he was offering us an opportunity we could never get anywhere else. A chance for us to understand our powers, a chance for Ash to learn to fly…

	A chance to be a part of something larger than ourselves. 

	“Maybe you’re right,” I said. “Maybe it is time for a change.”

	 

	
2 
Ruminations

	 

	The Borderlands

	Present Day

	 

	Ash was asleep within ten minutes of me finishing inside her again, a testament to the immense mental drain of her powers and good, old-fashioned fatigue. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she hadn’t slept more than a few hours since I’d let her know that I was coming to meet her on Sykaris days ago. It’s just who she was. 

	I laid next to her for a while, using a fresh ice pack to cool myself off while she curled into a contented ball. Kalycos eventually decided to hop down from his house and see what all the fuss was about, and after bumping his head into me several times to get my attention, he crawled over me and wedged himself between us to bask in the heat. Cats were solar-powered, at least according to the Holosphere, and his mother’s body was practically his own personal fusion generator. 

	But while my powers had once again kept me burn-free, I was officially a sweaty mess. After chugging another bottle of water, I decided that it was definitely time for a long, cold shower. So once I was convinced that she and Little Kal were settled, I rolled off the bed and stepped into the corridor outside her quarters.

	The lavatory was off to my right, just past the adjacent crew quarters and the small gym. There was only the one communal shower on the ship, which was yet another sign of its Yarasi design. Privacy was as alien a concept to their culture as openness was to ours. 

	I sometimes wondered whether they even bothered with clothing when they were off duty. Probably, considering how valuable their clothing and fashion exports were to the rest of the Cluster, but there were plenty of adolescent human boys in the Borderlands—and probably the Dominion Colonies—that dreamed about ships filled with naked Yarasi warriors and their exotic gray skin. I certainly had, once upon a time. 

	Now there’s one in the infirmary, and we’re not even sure we can keep her alive. All because she chose to save the life of a stranger in the hope that he would tell her people the truth about what had happened to her comrades. 

	I took a breath and tried to empty my mind as I let the cold water pour over me, and it mostly worked. A few minutes later, I was dried off and wearing some clothes I kept in the closet of the crew quarters. This particular t-shirt—and the blue fire decal of the Yamorean band emblazoned across the front of it—had always been one of my favorites. The damn thing was older than Kalycos at this point. 

	Smiling at the old memory, I headed left down the U-shaped corridor to check on our guest in the infirmary. I half expected to find Miranda running tests, but she was nowhere to be seen. The only one inside was the Yarasi warrior, still clad in the damaged remnants of her sleek purple armor. She remained unconscious, long, lustrous white hair spilled around the table’s headrest. Other than her gray skin and pointed ears, she really did look remarkably human, especially with her amethyst eyes closed instead of open and glowing. Her high cheekbones, long lashes, and full lips could give any fleet jenny a run for their credits.

	“I hope I get the chance to thank you for what you did,” I said, stepping close enough to study her in greater detail. On impulse, I touched the back of my hand to her cheek. Yarasi body temperatures were only a few degrees cooler than humans, but she almost felt icy compared to Ash. “And to apologize for…everything else.”

	Images of all the dead Yarasi from the outpost flashed into my mind. So many people—so many civilians—gunned down by Dominion soldiers. Humans. Men who wore the same uniform I did…

	Whatever the hell is going on, we have to stop it now, I thought. Before it starts a war that gets millions more killed. 

	Swearing under my breath, I glanced up to the status monitors that displayed the woman’s vitals. They seemed about the same as before, which I took as a good sign. The longer she went without deteriorating, the more likely it seemed that she would make it. At least, that was my current theory. It seemed sound enough. 

	I brushed the back of my hand across her cheek again. Her face was so youthful she looked younger than I did, but for all I knew she could have been alive when the Dominion Expansionary Fleet had first gotten trapped in the Tartarus Cluster almost two hundred years ago. Yarasi could live a very long time, even longer than Velothi, and their age didn’t even seem to show until they were well over two hundred.

	I stared down at her for another few seconds, a dozen questions racing through my head—and not just about what had happened on the station or why she had made the seemingly insane decision to save a Dominion soldier at the possible expense of her own life. Strangely enough, I found myself genuinely wanting to know about her. 

	The Yarasi were a fascinating but enigmatic people. Despite all the aliens I’d met in my twenty-six years, their civilization remained a mystery to me. Oscura, the so-called “Gateway World to the Empire,” wasn’t even all that far away from Nirivarr—at least, not relative to the size of the Cluster—but most people had still spoken of it as if it were a place out of myth. It was the only planet in Yarasi space where outsiders were welcome, but the locals were still quite discerning about who they allowed to visit the surface. I had always assumed I would never have the opportunity, especially after I’d put on a Dominion uniform. 

	But from practically the moment I’d met her in that park, Ash had been convinced that the two of us would figure out a way to visit someday. When we were teenagers, she used to gobble up everything she could find on Yarasi culture, fashion, and music. It was why finding her bow—and reading it with her psychometry to locate this ship—had almost seemed like destiny. She was probably as excited as I was to talk to this woman, assuming we ever had the chance. 

	“Just hang on a bit longer, all right?” I said, gently squeezing the Yarasi woman’s slender arm. “Enough people have died already.”

	I turned away just as I heard a muffled bump from further down the curving corridor. Miranda must have been in the lounge. 

	When I left the infirmary and touched the panel to open the hatch, I confirmed my suspicion. She was bent over in the center of the lounge area by the holo-projector and couches, still clad in her blue-black skin-suit…

	But with a cloth in one hand and a bottle of cleaning solution in the other. 

	“Ah, there you are, sir,” she said, straightening up. “I wondered if you might have fallen asleep.”

	I froze, blinking in stunned disbelief as I slowly swept my gaze across the lounge. This area had never been what I would call tidy, but I wouldn’t have called it a disaster zone, either. Ash usually had at least one ongoing project sitting out on the table between the joined couches—there’d been the innards of an energy converter and a number of tools lying out a few hours ago. She wasn’t the type of girl who got bothered by the odd shirt or pair of shorts draped over the projector or balled up on the couch. If I wasn’t misremembering, she had also left her dark overcoat in the kitchenette. 

	But now, they were all gone. The converter, the tools, the jacket…and, quite possibly, every speck of dust along with them. Every metal surface gleamed as if newly finished. Even the upholstery looked factory fresh, without a single stray cat hair. It was like the whole lounge had been surgically sterilized down to the last molecule of grime.

	“There’s nothing else I could do for the Yarasi, so I thought I would tidy up a bit,” Miranda said. “Your friend’s janitorial mech must require maintenance.”

	“Um,” I muttered, still trying to find my voice. 

	“I thought I would handle the cockpit next,” she said, glaring at an almost imperceptible smudge on the projector before launching a full-scale assault with the spray bottle. “If we have time, it might be worth requisitioning one of the mechs from the Stormrider, at least for an hour or two.”

	“I, uh, I don’t think that will be necessary,” I managed, stepping the rest of the way inside the lounge. The floor was so polished I was a little surprised I couldn’t see right through the deck plates. “I think you did a fine job.”

	“For now, perhaps. But there is still a great deal to do.” 

	If she were anyone else, I might have thought she was joking. But then I remembered her quarters on the Stormrider, and I started to dread what might happen if she took a peek into Ash’s closet and saw two different pairs of shoes touching…

	“What about our guest?” I asked. “Learn anything new?”

	Miranda straightened up again and shook her head. “I’m afraid not. Without more advanced equipment, there’s little more I can do besides continue to monitor her condition.”

	I nodded soberly. “What are her odds?”

	“If she were human, low. But most female Yarasi have psychometabolic abilities, and she does seem to be healing faster than normal. If her body can compensate for the lost blood…” Miranda sighed and shrugged as she set the cloth and bottle down on the projector. “Honestly, I can’t even speculate. But she’s going to need surgery and a blood transfusion when we arrive. I just hope Doctor Trevas is up to the challenge. I doubt she has extensive data on Yarasi physiology.”

	“No one does,” I said, trying to quell a reflexive pang of guilt. It wasn’t as if I had forced this woman to use her powers on me, and we weren’t in a position to do anything else to help her. But when I thought about all the dead Yarasi on that outpost again, it made me sick to my stomach. 

	Someone was going to pay for this. We just needed to figure out who. 

	“I can’t stop thinking about that outpost,” Miranda said, echoing my unspoken thoughts. “How could the Dominion be responsible for this…massacre? And why were they working with the Dowd?”

	I drew in a haggard breath as I pulled my own thoughts back from the abyss. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “The Admiralty never could have authorized this, at least not officially. But then again…”

	She looked up at me inquisitively, her pale blue eyes shadowed with concern. “Sir?”

	“You don’t have to call me that, not here. The Wildcat isn’t a military ship.” I paused and pursed my lips, wondering how I should phrase things so she would understand…and hopefully not draw the wrong conclusions. “Let’s just say that that Fleet Command isn’t as unified as the Academy probably makes it seem. Nor is the Dominion as a whole.”

	Miranda shook her head. “I’m not sure I follow.” 

	I sighed. “Officers in the fleet live very different lives than the people on the Golden Worlds, and people on the Golden Worlds live very different lives than the people in the Colonies. It’s…well, there are a lot of competing ideas about what the future should look like.”

	Miranda studied me, and I wondered if she might be probing my thoughts, intentionally or otherwise. I tried to keep my mind as focused as I could just in case—a habit born from working with Captain Ellis. 

	“There are certain elements in the fleet who don’t think very highly of aliens,” I went on. “And there are others who think the Accords were a mistake. They’ve been looking for an excuse to fight for a long time.”

	“But no self-respecting Dominion officer would ever conspire with the Dowd,” Miranda said tartly. “You can’t possibly be suggesting—”

	“I’m not suggesting anything,” I said, holding up my hands. “I’m only trying to work through the possibilities. And you could be right—this might have nothing to do with Fleet Command. There are plenty of powerful pro-human groups out there who have similar views of aliens and the Accords. The Rividian Column has been trying to sabotage the treaty for almost two decades, and the Mire have been preaching about ‘genetic purity’ for longer than any of us have been alive. And they could use all these rumors about aliens in the Driftward Worlds developing latent psionic abilities to their advantage. Fear is a powerful motivator—and one hell of a recruitment tool in the right hands.”

	Miranda eyed me for another moment before hissing softly under her breath. “You sound like you’re speaking from experience.”

	“I am,” I murmured, not bothering to elaborate. There was a lot she still didn’t know about me and Ellis and our efforts with Saleya’s organization…but this wasn’t the time for that discussion. “Let’s just say it wouldn’t surprise me if Lieutenant Draven and his troopers were affiliated with one of those groups.”

	“Dominion soldiers openly working with terrorist organizations to start a war?” she asked breathlessly. “That goes far beyond treason. You’re talking about an open insurrection.”

	“I know,” I replied gravely. “But again, this is all supposition right now. I glanced over their files when they came aboard, and everything seemed to be in order. The more interesting question is who assigned them to the Stormrider in the first place. Ellis couldn’t get ahold of any of the fireteams he was used to working with, and someone assigned us Draven and his men instead. But we can’t find out who without access to the command logs on the Stormrider.”

	“Captain Ellis could once we reach the rendezvous.”

	“He probably already has, but by the time we regroup…” I shook my head. “Whoever is responsible will have had almost three days to cover their tracks.”

	It’s also possible that Ellis and the Stormrider will never reach the rendezvous, I thought darkly. The Dowd swarm ships pursued them into astral space, and they could have easily had more reinforcements waiting nearby.

	“We’ll just have to wait and see what the captain thinks,” I said, burying the rumination before her telepathic brain snatched it up. “I don’t think there’s much we can do besides try and keep the Yarasi alive. And frankly, even that seems mostly out of our hands.”

	“I wish it weren’t,” Miranda said, her jaw tightening even as she finally uncrossed her arms. “I hate feeling so helpless.”

	“Believe me, so do I.”

	She sighed softly as she glanced down at the bottle of cleanser. “I think that’s why I felt the need to occupy myself. I don’t do well with idle time. In the Academy, I almost never had idle time.”

	“Starship travel takes some getting used to,” I said. “It’s not always easy to find things to fill the downtime.”

	“I seem to recall that you and I managed just fine on the way to the Borderlands,” Miranda said, a hint of a smile touching her lips. 

	“True,” I replied, smiling back. “We definitely did.”

	Her blue eyes briefly flicked to the aft wall and the living quarters on the other side. “I didn’t want to disturb your reunion with your friend, especially because…well, I could sense that the two of you were enjoying yourselves. Quite thoroughly.”

	I pushed my tongue hard against the back of my teeth. On our return from Sykaris, I’d had the chance to explain our rather unique relationship. Miranda was well aware of Ash’s psychometry and how it let me share other girls with her. But there was being aware of something, and then there was living it. 

	Or in her case, sensing it. 

	“You needn’t worry,” Miranda said, a faint flush of pink in her cheeks. “I did my best not to invade your privacy. Though her emotions were quite…powerful. That was why I needed something else to focus on.”

	I suppressed an awkward grimace. So, while I had been making love to Ash, Miranda had been left to clean the ship. That was…unfortunate. I’d earnestly thought that she would be completely occupied with our guest, but in retrospect, that had probably been a foolish assumption. With the Wildcat’s limited infirmary, there was only so much she could do. 

	“I’m sorry,” I said with a sigh. “We just wanted a little time to reconnect, but we shouldn’t have—”

	“You have nothing to apologize for,” Miranda insisted. “Nothing at all. You care for her deeply, yet you are forced to live apart for long periods. It must be quite difficult.”

	“It is. And it needs to change. It’s going to change.” I paused. “But I’m still sorry for putting you in this position.”

	She paused, examining me. “I will admit that despite my efforts to distract myself, I couldn’t help but feel her…well, satisfaction. And it made me wonder…never mind.”

	“It’s all right,” I assured her. “You can ask anything you want. Really.”

	Her hand anxiously—and probably unconsciously—brushed a strand of black hair away from her eyes. “When we were leaving Sykaris, you told me that her psychometry allows her to experience events from your past.”

	“That’s right.” 

	“The Academy considers the power unreliable compared to traditional clairvoyance and precognition. So, I was curious…exactly how, um, detailed are these sensations?” 

	“I don’t know about most clairvoyants, but Ash’s psychometry is reliable and exceedingly detailed,” I said, unsure whether to snicker or blush. “It’s almost like she can go back in time and exist in that moment.”

	“Fascinating. So, do you…?” Miranda faltered, as if trying to summon the will to ask increasingly sensitive questions. “Do you share all of your previous sexual encounters with her?”

	“Always,” I said. “I don’t keep anything from her.”

	“I assumed as much.” Miranda paused again, this time swallowing carefully. “When she experienced our time together…did she enjoy it?”

	So that’s where this is going. 

	“Definitely,” I said earnestly. “In fact, I won’t be surprised if she wants to relive those memories again later.”

	Miranda’s eyebrows both lifted. “Truly?”

	“Absolutely. She can mentally put herself in the place of any woman I’ve been with and relive the entire experience moment by moment.”

	Her flush returned with a vengeance. “That is…remarkable.”

	“It is,” I agreed, suppressing a knowing grin. “And like I told you, Ash loves girls. Always has. But I’ve never brought another one back to her in person before. It’s an…unusual situation.”

	“That’s an understatement,” Miranda said. “I’ve never even heard of a power like this. Much less imagined such an…intimate application.”

	I shrugged and leaned against the arm of the couch. “You can’t tell me that people on the fleet haven’t come up with all sorts of creative ways to use their psionic powers in the bedroom.”

	“I wouldn’t know. I never had much interest in such explorations…at least, not until I met you.” Her smile reappeared, and it seemed much more genuine this time. “There are few meaningful relationships among cadets and junior officers. We’re encouraged to fraternize freely. But, well…such casual liaisons hold no appeal to me.”

	“It’s not a crime to want to be with one person,” I said. “Traditional lifestyles are still very common on the Colonies and the Golden Worlds.”

	“So I have read. But I am only now beginning to realize the importance of tangible experience in understanding…everything.”

	“Speaking of,” I said, rising and moving closer to her. She may have had a solid fifteen centimeters on Ash, but without the heels from her normal uniform boots, I was still practically an entire head taller. “I hope the two of you have a chance to talk a bit over the next few days. You really do have quite a few things in common.”

	“I remain skeptical,” Miranda said dryly, though her smile lingered. “I suppose we’ll have plenty of time to find out.”

	“Assuming she doesn’t kill you for cleaning the ship without permission.”

	She blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

	“I’m teasing. Mostly.” I snickered and turned toward the doorway leading to the cockpit. “Though I highly recommend not touching anything up there until she’s awake. The Wildcat is her baby.”

	“So it would seem,” Miranda said, glancing around. “I still don’t understand how she came to be in possession of a Yarasi ship.”

	“It’s a long story that I’ll let her tell.”

	“Fair enough.” She cocked her head thoughtfully. “But this vessel does not have a science lab, and there is little for me to do in the infirmary. If you don’t wish me to clean, I will need to find some other way to pass the time.”

	“We’ll come up with something,” I said with a wry grin. “But for now, why don’t we get you out of that suit and try to find you some clothes? I’m sure you don’t want to spend the next sixty hours in that thing. Ash has to have some clothes that will fit you well enough. Besides, I’m sure you could use some rest. It’s been a long day.”

	“You’re the one who was set on fire,” she reminded me. “And shot. And nearly blown up by a plasma grenade.”

	I chuckled. “I can catch a few winks later. But at least one of us should be keeping an eye on our guest, and I thought I’d see what I could do about patching up my armor.”

	“What’s left of it. I doubt you can do much without a fabricator unit and one of the Stormrider’s maintenance drones.”

	“Yarasi fabricators are as good as ours—better, honestly,” I said. “Ash got one of them working last year. I can probably patch up the damage in a few hours.”

	For a heartbeat, it seemed as though she might reflexively protest, but then she finally exhaled and nodded. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to change and have a shower.”

	“There’s a crew quarters with another bed right next to the captain’s quarters,” I said, gesturing to the open hatch behind me. “They’re not particularly lavish, but they’ll do in a pinch.”

	“Very well,” she said. “But if anything changes with the Yarasi, please don’t hesitate to wake me.”

	“I won’t,” I promised. “Now come on—I’ll give you the tour.”

	 

	
Interlude 
 

	Fort Tisarys, New Praxius

	Six Years Ago

	 

	There had to be over a thousand people gathered just beyond the gates of Fort Tisarys, most of them shouting and quite a few carrying hand-painted signs. I couldn’t make out the exact distribution of species from my vantage within the base, at least not without climbing one of the foreboding granite-gray defense towers, but it was clear they were nearly all aliens. 

	And that they were really pissed about something. 

	“Hey, Vrisk?” I called out to the Kali technician working on the gargantuan gen-3 Arach crawler mech on the edge of the snow-dusted parade ground. “Got any idea what this is about?”

	The Kali man leaned his sleek, serpentine body around the mech’s two-meter-wide leg to look at me. A splash of pink rippled across the normally gray skin of his long neck. “Have you not heard the news, Junior Lieutenant Zeris?” he asked in a cool, almost monotone voice. 

	“I guess not,” I said, squinting at the protesters again. The security gate at the far side of the base was at least thirty meters away, and the aliens were gathered outside the chain-link perimeter fence ten meters beyond that. But even with all the added racket from the other two crawling mechs crunching through the snow while they tested their new servos, I could still hear the crowd yelling in a mix of languages and dialects that even my new Dominion-issued translation implant couldn’t keep up with. 

	“Slavers from the Traverse raided the colony on Osaka IV ten days ago,” Vrisk said, his breath billowing out in great, steaming puffs. His lithe, reptilian body was wrapped in extra layers that all but obscured the drab brown coveralls he wore. “If the news reports are accurate, an entire town was taken, including the children.”

	Bile rose in my throat as I tried to suppress the memories of the Pact raid on Nirivarr that had ultimately put me on this path, but it was already too late to stop them from bubbling to the surface. I could hear the screams and explosions; I could see Ash’s tear-streaked face.

	And then, in a gut-twisting denouement, I was ambushed by the crushing wave of helplessness I’d felt upon seeing those drop shuttles in the sky over the capital. 

	“Shit,” I hissed, balling my hands into fists at my sides. “How’d this happen? Osaka’s gotta be at least five hundred light-years from the Traverse, right?”

	“Yes, but the colony was undefended,” the Kali replied.

	“Undefended? In Dominion space?”

	A ripple of blue flashed across his scales. I hadn’t spent enough time with him yet to learn all the color patterns of his species, but if I remembered right, this particular shade was an expression of curiosity. 

	“This fact surprises you, Junior Lieutenant?” he asked. 

	I frowned. “Shouldn’t it? Doesn’t the fleet have at least one frigate out there?”

	“The outer colonies are routinely informed that there are not enough starships in the Dominion fleet to protect them,” Vrisk said. “The veracity of this claim is a matter of debate.”

	“I don’t see how. It’s obviously bullshit.” 

	I scoffed and shook my head. The Dominion fleet was supposed to be massive, with hundreds of capital ships and thousands of smaller corvettes and frigates. And that didn’t even take into account orbital installations, ground-based defense systems, or the vast army of mechs and ground pounders…

	“The protestors believe that colonies without significant human population centers are not valued by the political leadership of New Keledon,” Vrisk added.

	I turned and studied the man more closely. I had never actually met a Kali before coming here; there may not been a single member of his species on Nirivarr. But after wandering around the base in awe when I was off-duty and asking him all kinds of questions about the equipment he maintained, I had gotten to know him reasonably well. Kali engineers were a hot commodity all across the Cluster, and he knew the ins and outs of every mech and vehicle in the base. He wasn’t exactly what I would call “fun,” but he was certainly interesting to talk to.

	Right now, though, it was a little bit harder than normal to read him. The colors had disappeared from his face and neck scales, leaving only a mottled gray behind. 

	“Do you share that opinion?” I asked. 

	“My opinion on such matters is not relevant,” he said. “Nor welcomed by those who inhabit this facility.”

	It was, I mused, a very strange response to a simple question. It was only when I caught a faint, almost imperceptible flash of orange across the back of his neck that I realized why. 

	He was afraid. 

	“Well, I don’t know ’bout anyone else,” I said, glancing over my shoulder. “But your opinion is definitely welcome to me.”

	He stared at me in silence for a few seconds, his yellow reptilian eyes blinking so infrequently I was surprised they didn’t dry out—or freeze. “The protestors express legitimate concerns,” he said eventually. “But I fear for their safety. And for their sake, I hope they disperse quickly.”

	He turned back to the open panel on the side of the mech, the blue glow of the omnitool on his left arm intensifying as he performed a diagnostic scan. The temporary flash of orange in his scales had faded, leaving nothing but a flat, mottled gray. I had heard that it was difficult for Kali to control their color reflex and nearly impossible to fake them, which typically made them poor liars. Maybe that was one reason I liked him so much. 

	“My grandparents used to say things like that about the Dominion,” I told him. “It’s why they moved to the Borderlands, in fact. Kinda seems like jumpin’ from the hot plate directly onto the fire though, ya know?”

	“The alternatives to living within Dominion space are not without difficulties,” Vrisk agreed. “The Borderlands are even more perilous than the Driftward Worlds. The Pact only welcomes those who wish to join its war machine. And the Yarasi do not welcome anyone at all.” 

	I nodded soberly. The senior officers I’d met here all insisted that the Dominion military was the only thing preventing the Cluster from descending into outright chaos. Having grown up in the middle of that chaos, I didn’t disagree. New Praxius may have been a frigid ball of ice, but it was also safe, prosperous, and beautiful in ways I’d never imagined. Pirates and slavers must have seemed like fiction to people who lived here on one of the Dominion’s Golden Worlds.

	But Osaka wasn’t a Golden World. And to them, the barbarians of the galaxy were still very real. 

	“Maybe Command will put together a team to rescue the captives,” I said. “Send a few ships into the Traverse to bloody the noses of the biggest groups and teach ’em a lesson.”

	Vrisk looked at me again, his neck scales shimmering a curious blue again. “Perhaps.”

	He didn’t sound like he believed it, but before he could elaborate, I heard the crunch of footsteps in the snow approaching us from behind. The glare of the blazing sun over my shoulder made it difficult to see anything besides a tall, muscular silhouette, but the instant I heard the nasally voice, I knew exactly who it was.

	“Little behind schedule, aren’t you, Vrisk?” Lieutenant Arneson called out. “Colonel Beckers was expecting all the mechs to be ready by this evening.”

	My muscles tensed. Keeping my cool around this jackass was going to be more difficult than my entire past week of endurance training put together. 

	“The task would be easier without such frequent interruptions,” Vrisk replied. A splash of irritated green crossed his face, but it gradually drained away when his eyes flicked back to me. “Though some are more tolerable than others.”

	Arneson snorted as he stepped up next to me, though his gaze was focused on the protestors outside. “Figured the Colonel would have had them hosed down by now. It’s too bad they aren’t as well behaved as you, buddy. These days, feels like all aliens want to do is complain. They just can’t appreciate how good they have it.”

	“The fleet is supposed to protect them,” I said. “They have a pretty good reason to be upset.”

	Slowly, deliberately, Arneson brought his gaze to bear upon me. I’d only had the misfortune of meeting him once so far, but he seemed to look at me with even more contempt than he did the protestors. Most of it, I guessed, was because I had been born the old-fashioned way rather than cooked up in a lab on the mothership. 

	But the rest of his dislike was because, despite our vastly different origins, the two of us happened to share the same psionic gifts…and would almost certainly end up in the Immortal program together. 

	“They knew the risks,” he said. “Settling out near the Traverse has always been dangerous.”

	“Since when is half a sector nearby to anything?” I countered. “There had to be at least one ship out that way that could’a driven ’em off.”

	The other man scoffed. “Didn’t realize you were an expert on military tactics, Zeris. Maybe you should write a letter to Admiral DeGale and explain to him why a natty from the Borderlands knows better than they do.”

	“It’s not about tactics,” I growled, trying and failing to tamp down my anger. Within the first ten minutes of meeting this asshole, I’d been convinced that someone should have pulled the plug on his jenny breeding tank long before his perfectly sculpted face and body had finished cooking. “It’s about doing our job. Unless you think those people don’t deserve our protection.”

	“What I think is that it’s not my place to question orders,” Arneson said. “I figured even you would have picked up on that by now. You must be pretty damn smart. After all, you didn’t even need to go through the Academy like the rest of us to earn those stripes. Pretty incredible, if you ask me.”

	The resentment in his voice was every bit as obvious as a flash of color on Kali scales. And if he’d been one of the other natty ’pounders here—someone who had lived on a far-flung colony like Osaka and left it all behind to join the service—I probably would have felt a little guilty about Captain Ellis letting me skip ahead in line. 

	With a jenny like Arneson, though, the bitterness just made me smile. Walking lab experiments whose brains had been molded by a telepathic flash-learning module didn’t get to be upset about battlefield commissions. Ellis may have helped me skip over a few hurdles, but jennies like Arneson had skipped half their fucking lives. 

	“Well, what can I say?” I shrugged. “I guess there are some lessons you can’t learn growing up in a lab. Like how to kill a real Krosian.”

	“Come on, Zeris, we both know that girl of yours probably did all the work. At least she has real talent. And some nice curves…” Arneson smiled. “Just a shame she’s got all that mutt blood inside her, or she’d be really popular on base. Could get herself seeded in a heartbeat, I bet.”

	My hands had already been balled into fists, but now they turned to stone. I didn’t just want to break his pretty nose; I wanted to shatter his entire fucking jaw. And if he said one more thing about Ash…

	“Ah, well, it’s not like the labs would ever let a mutt baby out of its tube, anyway,” Arneson said with a dismissive flick of his hand. “Still, it would be interesting to see if I could take the heat. Do you know if she’s busy this weekend?”

	I almost ended my career. The punch was locked, loaded, and aimed right at Arneson’s face. But then Vrisk’s voice cut through the haze of rage like a splash of cold water on my face. 

	“Lieutenant, I cannot perform repairs while I am distracted,” the Kali said, taking a step toward us. “Please, I must ask that you continue this…conversation…elsewhere.”

	Arneson smiled. “Anytime, anyplace,” he said. “You into throw-boxing, Zeris?”

	“I will be,” I growled. 

	The other man chuckled. “Great. Some of the boys and I have a casual tournament planned this weekend. You should stop by, show everyone why Ellis thinks you’re so special.”

	He stared at me for another few seconds, probably hoping that I’d still hit him. But then he finally turned and marched back through the snow toward the barracks. 

	“He is not worthy of your malice,” Vrisk said quietly. “Do not provide him with a victory he has not earned.”

	I swiveled my head around to look at the man’s serpentine face. A thoughtful black ripple shot up and down his neck. 

	“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I asked. 

	“It means that without men like you here, there will only be men like him,” Vrisk said, the black of his head scales turning a worried yellow as he swiveled his reptilian eyes toward the protestors outside. 

	“And then,” he added, “I, too, will be forced to live outside the gates.”
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	After leading Miranda to the lavatory, I promised to find her something to replace her armor by the time she finished her shower. Once I heard the water start, I dipped into Ash’s quarters to peek in her closet for something suitable for Miranda to wear. 

	As I’d hoped, the search didn’t take long. Her jenny body was taller and a bit fuller, but Ash had a few baggier shirts that I guessed would fit well enough. Pants were a bit more difficult, though I eventually found a flexible pair made of stretchy black fabric that should be comfortable if not particularly fashionable. 

	I was just about to close the door and sneak back out when I noticed something familiar tucked in the shadows of the far corner. Pausing, I lifted my holopad and turned on the light…

	And saw the green dress Ash had been wearing the day Captain Ellis had saved us from the Krosian raiders on Nirivarr. I had no idea that she’d kept it all these years…or why she would even want to. Then again, it did look like she had fixed it up. Maybe she intended to wear it sometime. 

	I grinned at the thought, trying to separate the memory of the bombs dropping on our heads from the memory of just how damn good she had looked in it beforehand. It felt like a lifetime had passed since that day. Everything was different now. Especially me. 

	Wistfully, I reached out to touch the fabric, but I made the mistake of angling the light down another shelf. And there, hidden away behind a wall of shoes, was a folded blue Dominion uniform. 

	The same uniform she’d been wearing when the Wings of the Seraph had rejected her application.

	My throat constricted, and I immediately turned off the light on my holopad and closed the closet door. I was surprised that she’d kept that dress, but I legitimately couldn’t believe that she’d kept that uniform. With her powers, she could probably touch the fabric and vividly remember exactly how devastated she’d felt when she’d been rejected for her “genetic impurity.” Keeping it around seemed…unhealthy. 

	I glanced over my shoulder to the bed. Ash was still lying there on her side, her naked body only half covered by the thin sheet. Kalycos hadn’t moved, either; he was curled into a ball near the soothing heat of her belly, his green eyes locked right on me. It was almost certainly my imagination, but he looked annoyed that I’d disturbed his mother’s closet. That, or he was just hoping I’d give him one of the treats she kept in there.

	Taking a deep breath, trying not to dwell on the past when the future was still very much uncertain, I left the room and shut the door. Miranda stepped out of the lavatory just as I arrived, her body wrapped in a white towel. Her sour expression revealed exactly what she felt about the garments I’d picked for her, but I figured she’d get over it once she realized how comfortable they were. Probably. 

	I couldn’t help but snicker once she reemerged fully dressed—not because the clothes looked bad on her, but because they made her look so normal. Before she’d donned her “fringer outfit” for our trip to Sykaris, I had only ever seen Miranda in her armor, her uniform, and naked beneath me. Seeing her dress like a normal twentysomething colonial girl was disorienting. 

	And charming. 

	“I feel ridiculous,” she said, running her hands back through her black hair. It seemed longer somehow, probably just because it was still wet. “Who or what are the ‘Fighting Korthangs’?”

	I grinned at the faded decal of the six-legged lupine beast on the front of her shirt. “My old krekball team on Nirivarr. Ash loved to watch me play.”

	“Hmph,” Miranda murmured. “I suppose it will have to do.”

	I gently squeezed her arm and nodded past the gym toward the crew quarters. I didn’t know what the space had originally been designed for—like most of the ship’s interior, it had been quite thoroughly trashed when we’d found it—but Ash had moved in a simple bed and storage locker for me. I only used it when I was particularly overheated, though, since I preferred to be with her whenever possible. 

	The compartment’s true owner had a scratching post and a cushy little mat by the door as well as a food bowl and water dish. Miranda fired a wicked side eye at the tiny clumps of black fur clinging to the post, but before she ran off to grab cleaning supplies, I twisted her around and distracted her with a sudden kiss. Her arms eagerly wrapped behind my neck when our lips touched, and I felt her rise up on her tiptoes to try and compensate for her lack of heels. 

	I was just about to lie her down in the bed—and perhaps make a quick deposit in her jenny womb—when the lights in the corridor behind us suddenly turned red. 

	I paused, breaking our embrace and frowning. There were no diagnostic panels back here, and the Wildcat’s strange Yarasi design meant I couldn’t connect my holopad to the computer.

	“What’s going on?” Miranda asked.

	“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Maybe the autopilot’s having trouble…or maybe the proximity sensors noticed something. We’d better check it out.”

	I dashed around the curving corridor, momentarily tempted to wake Ash on the way, but then decided to wait just in case it was nothing. Miranda and I raced through the lounge and then into the cockpit where we were greeted by a flashing light on the tac-holo display in front of the pilot’s seat. Considering how far we were from the nearest system, not to mention cloaked and traveling at hyperspace velocity, it should have been empty…but instead, there was a single blue blip. 

	A blip that was moving toward us with alarming speed. 

	I dove into the pilot’s chair, wishing that I knew half as much about this ship’s systems as its Dominion counterparts. But Ash had taught me the basics, and I reached down and touched one of the glyphs on the sensor console to my right. The Wildcat, like all Yarasi ships, responded to conscious thought more than a flurry of button pushes or verbal commands. I concentrated on what I wanted, hoping it would understand…

	The tac-holo flickered, giving us a full, three-dimensional hologram of the incoming ship. The design was quite familiar.

	“What…?” Miranda breathed. “That’s a—”

	“Dominion cruiser,” I finished. 

	A knot twisted in my stomach as I examined the readout. I had probably seen at least fifty Conquest-class cruisers over the past seven years, and I had personally set foot on three of them—including the Alaru, Ellis’s previous assignment. They were the workhorses of the Dominion fleet, capable of keeping pace with smaller ships while still packing significantly more firepower than any destroyer or frigate. The seashell bow design and widely spaced rear engines were reminiscent of the Stormrider, but this ship was well over twice the size and packed three times the weaponry. 

	“What is another Dominion starship doing in the Borderlands?” she asked. Her bare feet were deathly silent on the smooth floor as she stepped closer to me. 

	“The better question,” I said gravely, “is why it’s on an intercept course with us.”

	Her eyebrows both lifted as she examined the tactical display. “It can see us? I thought we were cloaked!”

	“We are cloaked,” I said. “But it doesn’t seem to care. It will overtake us in less than two minutes.”

	“How is that possible? Dominion sensors have never been able to counter Yarasi cloaking technology.”

	“Dominion sensors can’t. But maybe theirs can.”

	Miranda frowned. “I don’t understand.”

	I took a deep breath, my thoughts flashing back to the memories the Yarasi warrior had telepathically shared with me. Through her mind’s eye, I had watched Dominion troopers psionically teleport onto the outpost and massacre everyone, Pact and Yarasi—civilian and soldier—alike. 

	“What if Fleet Command didn’t send them here?” I asked quietly. “What if that’s not technically a Dominion ship?” 

	Her face paled as she considered the implications. What if the soldiers who had attacked that station were just a small part of something much greater? Something that, from her fleet jenny perspective, seemed utterly impossible to fathom?

	“It’s not sending out a Dominion transponder signal,” I said, pointing at the display. “And the sensors aren’t detecting any identifying markings, not even paint on the hull.”

	Miranda swallowed. “How could this happen? Surely Fleet Command would notice a missing cruiser.”

	“One would think.”

	My thoughts turned to Captain Ellis and the Stormrider. The Dowd swarm ships had chased them into astral space, and while they were supposed to meet us on Takanis a little over sixty hours from now, for all we knew they had already been overtaken and destroyed. 

	The Dowd—and their human allies—knew how important it was to silence the only witnesses to their massacre. And somehow, they had managed to get a ship out here fast enough to intercept us in a place where we had absolutely nowhere to hide. 

	My mind conjured all kinds of elaborate explanations for how this had all unfolded, each more convoluted than the last, but we didn’t have time to unravel them. Not now, not with that ship and its massive psi-cannons bearing down on us.

	I reached out and touched the com panel on the arm of my chair. “Ash, you need to get up here.”

	I heard a faint groan. “What…?”

	“Just get up here. Right now.” I closed the channel and touched a different glyph. “Changing course. Hold on.”

	The Wildcat’s powerful internal compensators made the warning mostly unnecessary, but Miranda still dove into the seat behind me. The ship rolled slightly to starboard, streaks of angry red appearing upon the spinning azure sides of the hyperspace tunnel beyond the canopy before subsiding. When the cruiser didn’t immediately adjust to match, I wondered if we might have been wrong—perhaps this was just the greatest coincidence in galactic history. 

	But then, a heartbeat later, it had once again placed itself on an intercept course. 

	“Well, that settles that,” I grumbled. “They can definitely see us. And we’re in the middle of fucking nowhere, so there’s nowhere to hide.”

	Swallowing heavily, I touched the vaguely S-shaped glyph on my panel, which superimposed a navigational map of the sector over the left-hand side of the canopy. Technically, we were still on the fringes of the Ketule Nebula, but the density of the gases wasn’t nearly high enough here to distort sensors. We were probably ten hours from Dormire and at least five from any of the other tiny colonies outside the major trade lanes…

	“Can you divert more power to the hyperdrive?” Miranda asked, her voice tighter than I’d ever heard. “Conquest-class cruisers typically only have a Class 3 backup hyperdrive. If we can increase speed, we might be able to—”

	“They’re hitting ten LYPH—almost twice our speed,” I replied as the time-to-intercept dropped to thirty seconds. “Someone has massively upgraded their drive. There’s no way we can outrun them.”

	Her eyes narrowed as she stared at the tac-holo. “The hyperspace bubble…”

	“Speak clearly, Ensign,” I demanded, years of crisis training kicking in and shifting me into fully military mode. 

	“We need to drop to sublight, sir. Immediately.”

	“So they can blow us up faster? One good hit from their heavy psi-cannons will rip this ship apart.”

	“I’m aware of that, sir, but they may not be able to track us once we leave hyperspace.”

	I blinked. “Why?”

	“Because this is a Yarasi ship, and Yarasi ships typically use astral drives, not hyperdrives. It stands to reason that the cloaking device may not be capable of concealing evidence of hyperdrive travel.”

	“Like a hyperspace bubble,” I reasoned as I worked through the logic. Ordinarily, hyperspace bubbles created wakes that could be detected across interstellar distances. It was one way ships found each other—and saw each other coming. “But Ash has run away from people in the Wildcat plenty of times. They’ve never been able to track her.”

	“I imagine those were civilian or pirate ships, not military ones. And if these traitors have upgraded the drive on that cruiser, who knows what they could have done to the sensors? The disturbance might be very faint.”

	I hissed softly. “It’s certainly an interesting theory. But as long as the cloak is up, we don’t have shields. And if we drop to sublight and they can still see us…”

	“If they can detect us, shields will merely slightly prolong the inevitable. As you said, sir, a single shot from their heavy psi-cannons will rip this vessel apart. Staying hidden is our only chance.”

	I nodded grimly. “It’s worth a shot. Dropping to sublight…”

	I touched another glyph, causing the Wildcat to rumble softly as the starlines outside the canopy collapsed into tiny, individual pinpricks of light amidst the faint purplish mist of the nebula. I used the thrusters to nudge us onto a new vector, and a split second later the tac-holo warbled again as the cruiser dropped out of hyperspace barely fifty thousand kilometers away, well within range of their weapons. 

	But they didn’t fire. Yet.

	“No target locks, no torpedo volleys,” I said, pulse racing as I watched our blip slowly pull away from the cruiser. “You might have been right, Ensign.”

	I half-expected her to flash me one of those know-it-all jenny smiles she’d been so fond of when we’d first met, but instead she was just leaning forward in her seat, her brow creased and her hands gripping the armrests. 

	“I still don’t understand these displays,” she lamented. “Can you tell what they’re doing?”

	I glanced at the tac-holo, trying my best not to think about how easily that ship could annihilate us with a single shot from one of its main guns. I was used to being almost invincible, not a bug to be squished underfoot. 

	“They aren’t doing anything right now,” I said. “But there’s no way to know—”

	I cut myself off when I heard the patter of feet outside the cockpit. Ash sprinted around the corner an instant later, wearing only a long, baggy t-shirt that ended at mid-thigh, eyes wide and hair rumpled. 

	“What the hell is goin’ on?” she blurted out. “Is that a Dominion ship?”

	“No—at least, not officially,” I said. “The current theory is that it was sent by our traitorous friends on the outpost to try and clean up their mess before we can report back to Command.”

	Ash ran a hand over her face as she stared at the tac-holo and sensor readouts, her lethargy mixing with her disbelief. She had never been what I would describe as a light sleeper, especially not after using her psychometry so intensely. But thankfully, adrenaline cured her grogginess pretty quick. 

	“They were able to track our hyperspace bubble even while we were cloaked,” Miranda said. “However, so far they don’t seem able to detect us at sublight.”

	“How…?” Ash trailed off. “Where did they come from? Where were they hidin’?”

	“We don’t know anything,” I said, sliding out of her seat. She claimed it without hesitation, her fingers dancing across the glyphic controls even while her eyes stayed locked on the sensor projection. Out of habit, I dropped down into the only open chair next to Miranda.

	“They’re blastin’ everything with a high intensity scan,” Ash said, hitting a sequence of buttons whose function I couldn’t even guess. 

	“Can they penetrate the cloak?” Miranda asked. 

	“I didn’t think anything could penetrate the cloak,” Ash replied tartly. “But if they saw us once, then who the hell knows? Maybe—”

	She inhaled sharply when a beam of brilliant blue-white energy erupted from the cruiser’s psi-cannons and flashed across the canopy. Even after it vanished, it was a solid three seconds before I remembered to breathe again. 

	“Shit,” I hissed. “That wasn’t particularly close, but they seem to be—”

	Another shot flashed past the canopy, causing us all to jump in our seats. But strangely, this one missed us by even more than the last one. 

	“They don’t know where we are,” Miranda said, eyes locked on the display. “They’re just trying to rattle us.”

	“Well, it’s workin’!” Ash spat. “What the hell are we supposed to do, Kal?”

	I grimaced as I looked at the navigational display in search of inspiration. Even if they couldn’t detect us, they could theoretically just sit here and wait for us to jump into hyperspace again. They would then follow and force us to drop to sublight, creating an endless game of interstellar cat and mouse. In the best-case scenario, it would take us weeks to return to Dominion space, assuming we didn’t go insane first—and assuming they never figured out a way to refine their scans and pinpoint our location.

	I refused to play that game. The trouble was, I couldn’t see any other viable options. 

	“We need to get back to Dominion space and warn Fleet Command,” I said. “If we can’t rely on the cloak, then we have to figure out some way to keep them from following us.”

	The cruiser’s psi-cannons unleashed another volley, this one a few thousand meters off our starboard bow. Ash jumped in her seat and swore under her breath. 

	“And how the hell are you plannin’ to do that?” she snapped. “Our guns won’t even scratch the paint on that thing!”

	“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But we need to come up with something before—”

	“I have an idea,” Miranda said, suddenly sitting upright. “Sir.”

	Ash spun around to face her. “Well, don’t keep it to yourself!”

	Miranda’s hands reached for the glyphs on her console, but stopped short as she growled in frustration. “I need a detailed scan of the cruiser’s aft section. Can you give it to me?”

	I looked at Ash. Her eyes flicked between us, then she nodded and touched another sequence of glyphs on her own panel. A detailed, high-resolution projection of the cruiser appeared on the tac-holo along with a scrawl of floating data including specifics on mass, shield strength, and about a dozen other entries I only partially understood. 

	“Excellent,” Miranda said, leaning forward over her console to peer intently at the tac-holo. A satisfied smile tugged at her lips. “As I suspected, we may be in luck.”

	“You want to explain how before we get vaporized?” I asked impatiently. 

	“During the cruiser’s pursuit, our sensors confirmed that its standard backup hyperdrive has been replaced,” she said. “It has been equipped with a state-of-the-art model that might even be faster than the Class 10s.”

	“Good for them,” Ash muttered. “What’s your point?”

	Miranda flashed the other woman an irritated look. “Hyperdrive size scales geometrically with output. In the same way that the cloaking device on this vessel was not designed to obscure the signature of the hyperdrive you added, a Conquest-class Dominion cruiser is not designed to mount a hyperdrive of that size. The engineers had to graft it onto the aft section and probably reroute half a dozen major power conduits.”

	“Meaning it’s exposed and unstable,” I said, suddenly following her logic. 

	“Meaning that a direct hit in that section could very likely destroy or at least badly damage the drive, preventing them from following us.”

	I found myself smiling thinly even as another blue-white blast of energy scorched through space three hundred kilometers ahead of us. When I actually studied the projection of the cruiser, the drive was like a cyst on the ass of the ship, right between the sublight engines. 

	“This is all great, but there’s one big problem,” Ash said. “Firing the weapons means droppin’ the cloak, and by the time we penetrate their shields, they’ll have blasted us into dust a dozen times over.”

	“Not necessarily,” Miranda said. “Prepositioning behind their aft quarter would keep us out of the firing arc of their heaviest cannons, and if we remain cloaked until the last moment, a skilled pilot should be able to keep us out of the arc of the dorsal and ventral arrays as well. Only their point-defense cannons would be a threat, and our shields should be able to endure their counterattack.”

	“Not for long!”

	I compressed my lips into a thoughtful line. “Yarasi weapons are notorious for their high shield penetration compared to their Dominion counterparts.”

	“More to the point, this is a psionic ship,” Miranda added. “It is capable of drawing power from the minds of its crew. And if I’m not mistaken, Yarasi vessels have the unique capability of drawing power from multiple crew members simultaneously. Every one of these stations should have a shunt that allows us to connect with the ship.”

	“They do,” I said, though I didn’t have particularly fond memories of the last time I’d let this thing draw power from me. I was much more comfortable being used as a human shield than a human battery…

	I looked at Ash, assuming she would reflexively nix the idea, but eventually her nervous, frustrated glare mutated into a genuine grin. 

	“I like the way you think, jenny,” she said. “And you’re on to somethin’. If I can get us in close enough, we should be able to get off at least a few shots before they vape us.”

	Miranda nodded. “And once we disable the drive, we can jump back into hyperspace…assuming their point-defense cannons don’t finish us off.”

	“Leave that to me,” Ash said, returning to her controls with renewed determination. “And strap in.”

	Miranda glanced down at her seat. “There aren’t any—”

	The seat’s grav restraints sucked her back into her chair an instant before Ash abruptly threw the Wildcat into a spinning dive, and I found myself smiling despite the fact we could easily get obliterated at any moment. After our narrow escape from the outpost, Ash had told Miranda that if she stuck around us long enough, she’d get used to frantic getaways and near-death experiences. It had only taken about six hours for the galaxy to prove her right. 

	After Ash brought us around in a tight, hairpin arc, the aft section of the mighty cruiser came into view outside the canopy, its sublight engines blazing a bright blue as it continued its hunt. Ash lined up a trajectory that would take us straight for the glommed-on hyperdrive, but before she could accelerate, the tac-holo beeped another warning…and three small, triangular vessels suddenly emerged from within the ship’s belly. 

	“Valkyries,” Miranda breathed. “The traitors have Valkyries?”

	I wasn’t sure why she sounded so surprised. If these insurrectionists—or whatever the hell they were—had managed to steal or even build a cruiser, there was nothing stopping them from doing the same with a squad or even a wing of Dominion starfighters. Or perhaps she simply couldn’t believe that any Wings of the Seraph would be willing to commit treason. 

	“Well, this is gonna complicate things a bit,” Ash bit out. “We can take a few hits from their point-defense cannons, but if those fighters get up our ass…”

	“Give it a second,” I said. “Let’s see what they do.”

	The three starfighters quickly accelerated away from the cruiser and spread out into a search pattern. On the surface, it seemed rather pointless—three meager starfighters couldn’t normally scan a particularly large area, especially considering we could have already been a few million kilometers away if we’d wanted to. 

	But Valkyries weren’t like normal starfighters. Their sensors, shields, and weapons were as strong as the pilot inside the craft. If those pilots were especially powerful psychics, they could cover a lot of ground in a short period of time…and potentially detect something the cruiser couldn’t. 

	“If we’re going to do this, it needs to be now,” I warned.

	Ash nodded. “Right. Here we go…”

	She fired the Wildcat’s thrusters, moving us toward the cruiser’s aft section. I held my breath as we nosed in directly between the two pylons that mounted the cruiser’s sublight engines, just waiting for one of the psi-cannon arrays to blast us with all the care of a great beast smashing a fly with its tail. Of all the reckless things I’d done in my life—a list that grew longer and longer every year—flying up the tailpipe of a Dominion cruiser may have been the most overtly suicidal. 

	The only thing that came close was the time I’d decided to attack a Pact soldier back on Nirivarr, but at least then I’d been a dipshit teenager with psionic abilities. Here, I felt utterly powerless, and not just because I couldn’t protect myself—there was also nothing I could do to protect the girls. 

	And that, for whatever reason, was the most frightening thing of all. 

	“Just a bit closer,” Ash said, reversing the thrusters to slow our approach. “About ten seconds.”

	From here, the bulk of the tacked-on hyperdrive was painfully obvious, like a spotless new addition to a half-century old building. The good news was that the target shouldn’t be difficult to hit; the rectangular housing was a solid twenty meters wide, only a little smaller than the Wildcat. 

	The bad news was that we’d probably only have about twenty seconds to destroy it before we were blown to pieces. And that might have been an overly generous estimate. 

	“Okay, this is the best we’re going to get,” Ash said, matching the cruiser’s speed once we were about five hundred meters away from the target zone. “Everyone needs to touch this glyph and focus on loaning power to the ship—it’ll do the rest.”

	I looked to Miranda, seeing her trepidation. Despite her training as a fleet officer, she had probably never merged her consciousness with a ship before. Most large Dominion vessels still employed Synesthetes for the psychic power needed to run their psionic systems; only Valkyries and other similar craft relied on the actual pilots and crew to provide energy. 

	But the Yarasi didn’t believe in binding the conscious minds of their people—even dying ones—to their ships. And without those Synesthetes, they had little choice but to tap directly into the power of their crew.

	“It’s not as bad as it sounds,” I lied, pressing my hand against the glyph. “Here.”

	I barely even had to concentrate before the ship began to siphon power from my mind. I had never felt any other sensation remotely like the drain of a psionic vessel. The only thing that came close was the sudden wave of lethargy after a particularly amazing blowjob…just without the climax, the beautiful girl, or any physical satisfaction whatsoever. Perhaps someone in the ancient Dominion had agreed with me and decided that permanently binding a few people to a ship was a small price to pay by comparison. 

	“Ready,” I said, hoping my voice didn’t sound as hoarse as it seemed. 

	Nodding, Miranda touched the glyph as well. Surprisingly—and a little annoyingly—she didn’t seem bothered by it. Damn jennies.

	“Ready,” she said. 

	“Just stay focused and give everything you can spare to the weapons, all right?” Ash said. “Once you blow it up, I’ll get us out of here no problem.”

	I clenched my jaw in preparation. “Do it.”

	“Droppin’ the cloak,” she announced. “Weapons and shields comin’ online…”

	The lights in the cockpit brightened as the cloak dropped, and it took approximately four milliseconds before the tac-holo screamed an alert about a dozen enemy targeting locks. But before the point-defense turrets could swivel around and fire, Ash powered up the weapons and pulled the trigger. The Wildcat spat a salvo of violet bolts from the forward cannons mounted on the wingtips, and I instantly felt the added drain from the ship. Spots filled my vision, but I was still able to watch, breathless, as bolt after bolt splashed against the cruiser’s shields…

	And harmlessly dissipated away. 

	Shit. 

	The Wildcat lurched as the first point-defense cannons whirled around and opened fire. Our shields held, but I felt every blast like a flash of heat on my back. It wasn’t quite painful, but it certainly wasn’t pleasant, either. 

	“Shields at sixty percent!” Ash warned. “Firin’ another salvo!”

	Another drain threatened to pull me under as she pulled the trigger, pummeling the cruiser’s shields. But while Yarasi weapons had always demonstrated an ability to particularly bleed through Dominion defenses in the past, this time they were stopped cold. 

	Which meant that we were in a whole lot of trouble. 

	“Torpedo lock!” Miranda called out. She was finally looking drained—her skin had gone ghostly white. “Valkyries incoming!”

	I confirmed her analysis with a single glance at the tac-holo. All three Valkyries had broken off their sensor sweep and were now roaring straight toward us. We were still well out range of their cannons, but not their pulothium torpedo launchers. 

	“We have to get out of here,” Miranda said, voice stressed. “Now!”

	“And go where?” Ash snapped back as the Wildcat shuddered from another volley. “We can’t cloak, we can’t run, we can’t—”

	“Wait,” I interrupted as a flash of sudden inspiration struck me. “Stay right here and transfer all weapon power to the shields.”

	“What—?”

	“Do it!”

	This wasn’t a military ship, and I obviously wasn’t Ash’s commanding officer. But she knew me better than anyone, and more importantly, she trusted me better than anyone. So despite how insane my suggestion might have sounded, she touched her controls and did what I asked.

	“Transferrin’ power,” she said. “But it’s not gonna buy us much more time, Kal. And it won’t do shit against a torpedo!”

	“It won’t save us from a direct hit,” I said, watching as the tac-holo squalled that not one, but all three Valkyries had just launched a torpedo. “But it might save us from the blast.”

	Ash rounded on me with shock. “What?”

	“Our weapons can’t penetrate their shields, but those torpedoes can,” Miranda said, blue eyes glittering. “Assuming they miss.”

	“Ash can dodge them,” I said. “And you and I will shunt everything we have left into the shields. The explosion should also give us a bit of cover to cloak and get the hell out of here.”

	“Oh, stars,” Ash breathed, her hand squeezing nervously around the flight stick as she watched the torpedoes streak closer and closer. “Kal, I don’t think I can—”

	“You can,” I told her. “Remember that time we were being chased by that Rakashi frigate near Chophus? Where you dodged those missiles at the last second?”

	“You mean the missiles with forty-year-old guidance systems? Kal, I—”

	“You can do it,” I repeated. “Just focus, all right? Miranda and I will take care of the rest.”

	The proximity alarm turned shrill as the torpedoes closed to within attack range. I turned and gave Miranda a nod, and I saw her brace herself as she focused all her mental might on the Wildcat’s shields. I did the same, preparing myself as best I could for the inevitable drain and hoping against hope that I wasn’t about to get all of us killed. 

	“Here they come!” Ash called out. “Three, two, one—”

	The Wildcat’s engines roared as she slammed the throttle to full. The grav restraints slammed me into my seat, stealing my breath and blurring my vision as we accelerated and rolled at the same time. Out the canopy, I could see us suddenly barreling straight for the cruiser’s hull as if we were making a suicide run. 

	That gray hull—unmarked, unpainted, and unaccountably ugly as sin—expanded until the bulge on its back filled my view. I could even make out individual hatches on its sterile skin…

	For half a heartbeat, I was sure Ash had left it too late. We would plow into the cruiser’s shields, right into that bulbous hyperdrive, and be as dead as if those torpedoes had caught us. But at the last possible instant, Ash fired the maneuvering thrusters and yanked back on the stick, shooting us upward and away in a maneuver that seemed to defy the very laws of physics… 

	The first torpedo detonated. I didn’t have the time or the concentration to tell where; with my body and mind connected to the ship, all I could feel was the sudden, intense heat on my skin as the Wildcat’s shields were slammed with the force and fury of a nuclear blast. Any other vessel our size—hell, even plenty of larger vessels—would have been utterly vaporized by a pulothium detonation at this range. 

	But we survived. The question was whether or not we could survive the next two. 

	The other detonations came in rapid succession before we had gained much distance from the hyperdrive or climbed into the firing arcs of the cruiser’s other weapons. This time the flash of heat on my skin brought a searing pain, just like when that Dowd had shot me with a plasma pistol. But instead of merely burning my chest, the flames felt like they were engulfing my whole body. On pure survival reflex, I nearly removed my hand from the console to disconnect myself from the ship, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Miranda do exactly that. She screamed, paralyzed in psychic agony, and I heard Ash yelling something as she continued pulling back on the flight stick and trying to get us clear before we were swallowed by the bloom of light and radiation. 

	But I knew that if I removed my hand, we were all dead. The Wildcat’s shields were buckling, and my power—my sheer force of will—was the only thing holding us together. No matter how much it hurt, no matter how much my brain was screaming at me to let go, I refused to give up and let the girls die. 

	And so I held onto the console. The ship, desperate for more energy, feasted on my mind like the psychic parasite it was. The pressure in my head built with every passing moment, almost as if it were being crushed in a vise. And then the pressure inexplicably reversed, as if my brain was about to be sucked out of my skull. 

	My skin still felt like it was melting, but the searing agony of the flames almost seemed soothing by comparison. I couldn’t focus, I couldn’t breathe, and soon I couldn’t even see. My entire universe was pain. 

	I was vaguely aware of Ash throwing the Wildcat into an evasive spin, and I thought I heard Miranda yelling my name, her voice as distant as if she were calling out to me from beyond the afterlife. 

	And then, as my grip on the console faltered and my body crumpled to the deck, the darkness finally swooped in to claim me.

	 

	
4 
Awakening

	 

	The Borderlands

	Present Day

	 

	I returned to consciousness gradually, my eyes only begrudgingly cracking open after what must have been several minutes of languid fluttering. I felt drained rather than rested, which was never an enjoyable state to wake up in, though the fact I could feel anything at all at least meant I was alive. And if I was alive, it meant that Ash must have gotten us away from that cruiser.

	Somehow, the Wildcat’s shields had held. Thank the fucking Seraph. 

	It took me several seconds to realize I was no longer lying face-down on the deck of the cockpit, and several more to figure out that I was on Ash’s bed. There was a slightly uncomfortable weight on my chest, which brought a smile to my lips when I imagined Ash sleeping next to me, her arm or leg slung over me. But when I reached out to touch her soft skin, my hand landed atop a very warm, very fluffy ball of fur instead. 

	“Dammit, Kal…”

	I groaned and leaned up slightly, much to the annoyance of the cat parked atop me. He glared haughtily at me, his eyes as green and vibrant as his mother’s, then bared his tiny fangs as he opened his mouth for a lazy yawn. 

	“I need to give you a better nickname,” I said, settling back onto the pillow, “just so I don’t sound like I’m a crazy person talking to himself. What do you think?”

	The cat’s only response was a sudden swish of his tail. 

	Sighing in resignation, I reached out to scratch the top of his head. An observer might have asked why I didn’t simply lift the five-kilo feline off my chest, or at the very least roll onto my side so that he would be forced to adjust his position. But for reasons I could only assume involved some kind of unholy pact with an ancient entity, his species had convinced everyone, including me, that inconveniencing them even the slightest amount was a monstrous act. So rather than move him, I scratched his chin and neck for several minutes, after which he finally stood up and sauntered away of his own accord. 

	“Such a hard life,” I murmured as I slid out of bed. I was shirtless, though it had been left folded in a neat pile on the nightstand. Miranda’s work, no doubt. A quick glance at my holopad confirmed it had been almost six hours since our confrontation with the cruiser. Seraph willing, our little gambit had damaged it severely enough that it would no longer be able to overtake us before we rendezvoused with the Stormrider at Takanis. 

	Retrieving and donning my shirt, I stumbled out of the room in post-trauma, pre-coffee haze, wondering what the girls were up to. I expected to find them repairing battle damage or perhaps even arguing about Miranda’s decision to sterilize the lounge, but the instant I opened the door, I heard voices coming from the small gym down the corridor to my right. Were Ash and Miranda both in there? At the same time?

	I stepped past the adjacent crew quarters and peeked around the corner into the gym. The girls were both in there, all right, and they were working out…just not in the way I had expected. 

	Ash was currently hanging upside down with her knees locked around the pull-up bar. It was her favorite position for so-called “gravity crunches,” which were basically vertical, inverted sit-ups. Her long hair was bound in a ponytail that snaked to the floor, and her green sports bra and matching shorts were thoroughly soaked with sweat. Her skin was flushed almost as red as a full-blooded Kreen. 

	By itself, none of that was especially out of the ordinary for her, given her long-running fitness obsession. What made it unusual was the fact the pull-up bar wasn’t attached to its frame on the starboard bulkhead.

	Instead, it was right in the middle of the room…and floating in mid-air. 

	“One more set,” Miranda said encouragingly, her left hand thrust outward, arm quivering slightly with strain. “You can do it.”

	Snarling, Ash curled her body upward, abdominal muscles bunching. She touched her elbows to her folded knees, then lowered herself back down before repeating the motion again. And again. And again. 

	Miranda, meanwhile, seemed to be getting a workout of her own. She might not have been sweating quite as much, but her tightened jawline and compressed lips betrayed the mental strain she must have been feeling. I knew enough about the telekinetic discipline to understand how difficult it was to hold an object perfectly steady over a long period of time…

	“Ten more,” Miranda said, voice noticeably quaking. “Come on.”

	Ash growled with each repetition, and for several heartbeats it seemed like she might not finish all ten. But I had learned long ago to never doubt her determination or willpower. 

	Or, quite frankly, the strength of her abs. 

	She roared when she finished, panting and allowing her hands to fall limp next to her head. Miranda smiled, wide and genuine, as she slowly eased the bar down until Ash’s body and legs were back on the floor. 

	“Impressive,” I said sincerely. “Both of you.”

	Ash barely seemed capable of acknowledging me, let alone speaking, but Miranda turned and nodded between her own heavy breaths. 

	“I sensed you awakening,” she said. “How do you feel?”

	“Like I was run over by a dreadnought,” I muttered. “I take it we got away?”

	“Narrowly. The torpedoes severely damaged their hyperdrive, but the explosion should have destroyed us as well.” She sighed and shook her head. “I want to apologize, Major. I wasn’t prepared for the intensity of the pain. I couldn’t maintain contact with the psionic shunt. If you hadn’t held on…”

	I nodded. “Well, I’ve had a bit more experience with it. Though never quite like that. I half expected to wake up with my skin burned off.”

	“There were no physical injuries,” Miranda assured me, placing her hand on my chest. “My medical training included the treatment of psionic backlash and overexertion. Given what happened, I feared it might have caused permanent brain damage.”

	“Yeah,” I murmured, suppressing a shudder. I was used to being a physical punching bag, but apparently the universe had decided it was time for me to be a psychic punching bag, too. 

	“I performed a telepathic examination as well,” she said. “I couldn’t detect any lasting trauma, though I still recommend you let Doctor Trevas take a look at you once we’re aboard the Stormrider with a proper medical facility.”

	“Kal loves doctors!” Ash said, snickering even as she continued breathing heavily on the floor. “Not scared of needles at all, no sir.”

	I flashed her a sour look, but Miranda arched a black eyebrow. “You’re trypanophobic?” she asked with open disbelief. “But, with your abilities—”

	“We don’t need to talk about it,” I said, waving a hand. “I’m fine. And I’m more curious about this joint exercise you came up with. Were you just trying to find something to pass the time?”

	Ash never would have let me change the subject so easily, but fortunately Miranda didn’t seem to mind. “I mentioned I was familiar with some of the routines commonly practiced by the Blades of the Seraph,” she said, turning toward Ash. “She then insisted we try to replicate them.”

	I smirked. I had never heard about that particular routine, but it wasn’t as if I’d spent any time among the Blades. They were the elite of the elite, the most jenny of the jennies, psionic warriors who had once been dedicated to serving the Crystal Throne and whatever Dominion Emperor happened to be sitting upon it. Life here in the Cluster had changed their role over the centuries, what with the lack of an emperor to give commands. The Blades now spent most of their time defending planetary governors and the like, though there were rumors that some members of the Admiralty had been using them like their personal commandos. Almost like how Ellis used me. 

	“Not quite what I’m used to,” I said. “We didn’t tend to get that fancy in Immortal boot camp. We just beat the shit out of each other nonstop until we called it a day.”

	“Why am I not surprised?” Ash said dryly. “Like a bunch of Krosians with clubs…”

	“Not even close. We have much better hygiene.”

	Chuckling softly, Miranda lowered her hand and glanced back at the bar. “The Blades eventually learn to do the entire exercise themselves.”

	“Hold the bar with their mind while doing sit-ups at the same time?” I asked. “Have you ever tried it?”

	“No,” she admitted. “The routine requires an immense amount of mental and physical discipline. Though one day, perhaps…”

	“You better not try show me up, honey,” Ash said, finally leaning up. “I gotta be the best at one thing on this ship.”

	Miranda arched an eyebrow again. “I suspect you are the best at many things. You have remarkable endurance and exceptional core strength.”

	“For a natty, you mean.”

	“For any human,” Miranda insisted. “Or any Kreen, for that matter.”

	Ash’s face was still so red it was difficult to tell that she flushed, but I knew her well enough to see it. “Yeah, well, I’m not invincible, and I can’t crush people’s bodies with my mind, so I need every edge I can get.”

	Smiling, I reached down to offer her a helping hand. She ignored it, bouncing upright with all the grace I’d come to expect from her, perhaps even a little more. I wasn’t surprised at her extra effort. After all, she was clearly trying to show off. 

	“If Kal’s finally up, then I’m gonna take a shower before he steals all the hot water,” she said. After smacking me playfully on the arm—then following it up with a warm squeeze—she turned and started to leave. But after just two steps, she paused and eyed Miranda. “I’d be up for tryin’ more later if you are. There’s gotta be some other ways we can use your fancy powers.”

	“Certainly,” the other woman replied. “I’ll try to think of something.” 

	Ash nodded, then walked off toward the lavatory, an extra spring in her step. Miranda probably didn’t notice the change in gait, though she may have picked up on the shift in emotion. Regardless, I found it hard to suppress a grin. I had always wondered how Ash might react if another girl was ever added to the mix. And now I finally had my answer.

	She’s flirting. And I’m not even sure Miranda realizes it. 

	“Well,” I said, folding my arms over my chest. “Seems like you two had fun while I was almost dead.”

	“You weren’t almost dead,” Miranda protested, frowning with concern. “I told you, we ensured that you were—”

	“I’m just teasing,” I said, touching her arm and reminding myself that wry sarcasm was still a bit advanced for her jenny brain. She was going to have to spend a lot more time around Ash and I before she got truly comfortable with our antics. 

	“I see,” Miranda said. “Well, it would appear that you were right after all—we do have a few things in common. She is…not what I expected.”

	“In what way?” I asked, genuinely curious. 

	“Based on the clutter scattered throughout her base on Sykaris—and in many parts of this ship—I assumed that she would be rather undisciplined.”

	I tried not to smirk. “And now?”

	“I was plainly mistaken,” Miranda said, eyes drifting back to the closed door to the shower. “Despite her modest stature, she is in incredible physical condition. It requires considerable mental discipline to achieve such a feat, even for someone with genetic modifications such as myself.”

	“Ah. And here I figured you would have learned not to underestimate us natties by now.”

	“That…” Her cheeks reddened as she turned back to look at me. “That is not what I meant!”

	“Teasing again,” I said. “Ash and I both learned early on that we’d always be underdogs, and we knew we’d have to work twice as hard for the same results. But with her…”

	I paused, not particularly wanting to relive the old memories of her rejection from the service. I kept them buried for good reason. There were also several events—and people—I wasn’t quite ready to share with Miranda. I wanted to trust her, and I would with most things. But her jenny indoctrination ran deep, and she wasn’t ready to hear about Saleya and her organization. 

	And she definitely wasn’t ready to learn Ellis’s big secret. 

	“After Ash was rejected by the Wings, she…changed,” I managed. “She became more determined to prove herself than ever. She learned how to fight…and how to survive alone in the Borderlands when I was away.”

	The last part roiled my chest with guilt. There were plenty of other reasons why she had chosen her current path, of course—she never would have allied with Saleya’s organization unless she believed in their cause of protecting the weak and vulnerable from a galaxy that seemed to want to chew them up and spit them out. And her psychometry really was the greatest gift a bounty huntress could wish for—literally no one else out there could track people and inanimate objects like she could. 

	But the truth was that none of that would have happened if the Wings hadn’t rejected her. Seven years ago, before the Pact raid that had driven us into the arms of the Dominion, Ash would have happily spent her days at home raising the kids she had always wanted. But now…

	“I’m surprised Captain Ellis hasn’t been able to get her into the Wings training program,” Miranda said. “With his recommendation, she could surely—”

	“He tried; didn’t work,” I said. “And it’s too late for that now. At this point, the Wings could probably send her an invitation signed by every admiral in the fleet and she’d throw it away. It’s hard to forgive someone after they’ve spat in your face.”

	I sighed and reburied the old bitterness. “Anyway, the point is, she’s learned to take care of herself,” I said. “But when I woke up, I figured that at least one of you would be sleeping.”

	“It isn’t easy to fall asleep after nearly being blasted into atoms,” Miranda said. 

	I nodded. “So Ash suggested you burn off some steam.”

	“After we took care of you and made some minor repairs, yes.” At my questioning look, she shrugged. “Two overcharged relays and a burnt-out capacitor, all in areas where the ship had been modified. Instruments indicate no loss of hull integrity, which I confirmed by a remote visual inspection.”

	“Not too bad,” I said. “But I’m awake now, so it might be time for both of you to finally get some rest. We still have a long trek ahead of us.”

	“You’re probably right,” Miranda admitted. Her expression turned pensive. “I don’t believe there’s any way the traitors could possibly repair their hyperdrive after the amount of damage we inflicted, but if they somehow did, they wouldn’t be able to intercept us until much farther along in our journey. And if that happens, we must be rested and ready.”

	“Agreed.” I glanced over my shoulder in the opposite direction. “Any change with our guest?”

	“I’m afraid not,” Miranda said. “Though I still believe there is a reasonable chance that her psychometabolic abilities will keep her alive.”

	“Here’s hoping.”

	Ash reemerged after a short shower, her blond mane spilling down over her towel in a wild, unruly mess. For whatever reason, I assumed I would have to put up a fight to get her back into bed—at least without me in it—but both girls surprised me with their willingness to finally get some rest. Apparently, the reality of stress and sleep deprivation was finally catching up to them. Even Miranda and her famed jenny endurance had limits. 

	Several minutes and a few short conversations later, they were both back in their respective quarters. And while it was tempting to crawl into bed with one of them—or perhaps both of them, one after the other—I decided to return to where I had expected to be six hours ago before that cruiser had shown up.

	Namely, alone in the peace and quiet of hyperspace with the whole ship to myself. 

	It almost seems silly, I thought to myself as I rounded the corridor and passed through the lounge. I’m here on a ship with two beautiful women who are eager and willing to share a bed with me whenever I want, but all I can think about is getting a few minutes of solitude.

	Perhaps it was silly, especially given the crises we’d just weathered. But sometimes a man just needed a moment to sit back, relax, and hear himself think. My dad had told me that once when I was younger, and Captain Ellis had repeated the same sentiment years later. Experience had shown me that they were both right. 

	And so, once I’d grabbed a protein bar and a bottle of water from the pantry in the lounge, I returned to the Wildcat’s cockpit. The flickering blue vista of a hyperspace bubble was there to greet me when I arrived, and I shivered involuntarily as I looked at the rear console that had nearly drained me dry. We obviously never would have escaped that cruiser if we’d been in a conventional starship rather than a psionic one, but the whole thing still creeped me out. If I never had to plug myself in like that again, it would be too soon. 

	Still, the fact that at least some of my Immortal gifts seemed to translate into space combat was certainly an interesting and unexpected revelation. I’d heard stories about the vast differences between Valkyrie pilots—that the strongest minds always made the strongest pilots, and that their unique gifts could often translate into incredible feats of combat. Clairvoyants in the pilot’s seat could weave their way through a storm of enemy fire without taking a single hit, while those who mastered energy manipulation could fire blasts from their fighter’s psi-cannons that rivaled the power of capital ship weapons. 

	And Immortals, it would seem, could make their ship as durable as a cruiser. It was good to know, even if repeating the experience was something I hoped to avoid. I would rather charge headfirst into a division of Krosian shock troopers than plug myself back into the Wildcat any day of the week. 

	Sitting down in the pilot’s chair, I scanned the instruments to make sure the bizarre Yarasi autopilot system hadn’t randomly changed course or anything. But no, we were still on our way to the rendezvous at Takanis, plodding along at a measly six light-years per hour. Still, at least all the systems were green, including the cloaking device. The shields hadn’t just held—they had apparently prevented any serious damage whatsoever. Some of that must have been my doing, but the Yarasi artificers who had built this thing deserved most of the credit. 

	There were engineers on the mothership who would give anything to get their hands on this thing and tear it apart, which meant that we were going to have to be very careful who we showed it to. I may have been a loyal Dominion soldier, but I had absolutely no interest in letting the Intelligence Directorate rip the Wildcat apart in search of Yarasi design secrets. Even if it weren’t Ash’s ship—even if she wouldn’t blow a gasket at the thought of some fleet jenny touching it, let alone dissecting it—I still wouldn’t want to hand this kind of tech over to the DID. Of all the organizations in the Dominion, I trusted them the least. And it wasn’t close. 

	What if they’re responsible for this whole mess? I thought darkly. Could this entire conspiracy have been cooked up by our own intelligence agency?

	It was one of the many possibilities I planned to raise with Captain Ellis when we got back to the Stormrider. He had even less love for the DID than I did, and not just because of the inevitable rivalry between military and intelligence services. He—along with quite a few other senior officers—had plenty of reasons to be skeptical about the purity of the Directorate’s goals. Their seeming inability to neutralize reactionary groups like the Mire and the Rividian Column made a lot of people wonder how hard they were even trying, especially considering how ruthlessly and expertly they seemed to put down any pro-alien groups across our space. 

	“You better still be out there, sir,” I whispered as I stared out the canopy, wishing that we had some way to get a message to the Stormrider. But normal coms couldn’t reach them in astral space, so there was ultimately nothing we could do besides wait. 

	Wait…and be prepared for the worst. 

	Taking a deep breath, I dimmed the cockpit lights, toggled on the canopy filters to block out the flicker of hyperspace surrounding us, and closed my eyes. One of the first things the Seraphim trainers had taught me after my enlistment was the importance of mindfulness and meditation. Fundamentally, psionic powers were little more than manifestations of personal willpower, and having a focused mind was every bit as important as having a fit body. Even just a few minutes of concentration and silence now and then could work wonders. 

	Assuming, of course, one didn’t simply fall asleep. That wasn’t normally a problem for me, but I also didn’t normally have my mind drained by a psionic ship or my body set on fire by a Dowd and his squad of traitors. It had been a very long and very educational day, and I needed to rest as much as the girls. 

	But I still wanted to take a few minutes to center myself, and that was exactly what I did. Slow breaths, focused thoughts. Even though no one was shooting at me, I pushed my powers to their limits, fortifying my body to the point it became as durable as the armor of a tank. I could take a missile to the face and walk away clean. 

	These traitors, these insurrectionists, would pay for what they’d done. I would make sure of that. 

	 

	***

	 

	The next day, after we’d all finally gotten some real sleep, was far more relaxed than the first. The girls started chatting again right away, with Miranda expressing her wonder at Ash’s energy bow, which then led to the two of them spending at least an hour in the workshop discussing it. Afterward, Miranda decided to emulate her fleet marksmanship training by telekinetically hurling target disks around the ship for Ash to shoot. They both seemed to have a lot of fun with it, with Ash doing her absolute best to showcase her skills and Miranda being utterly oblivious to the fact the other woman was flirting the only way she knew how. 

	I stayed out of it, hoping that they’d eventually figure it out on their own. And while they were occupied, I went to the cockpit and readied the Holosphere data-dump we had discussed after our escape. 

	After bundling it all together into a single bloated packet, I paired it with a simple program that would plaster it anonymously across various public info boards, then hit transmit. The signal would easily reach the relays at Dormire and Sykaris, and from there it would quickly spread into Rakashi and then Yarasi space. I included most of the images we had captured of the Dowd, including Ash’s initial recording of them attacking a Yarasi freighter. 

	There was no doubt in my mind that the images would get people talking. The faceless aliens had been the topic of countless horror stories in the Borderlands over the centuries, and the Sillibar in particular would have no choice but to pay attention. Attempted genocides were hard to forget, especially when the Dowd had nearly wiped out their entire race. 

	In the best-case scenario, the images and video would put an end to this talk of war and unite the Cluster against a new threat. In the more realistic scenario, the data dump would buy us time to figure out where the Dowd were hiding.

	And find a way to explain to the Assembly on Kenabrius why Dominion soldiers had been slaughtering Pact and Yarasi soldiers alongside them. 

	Once that was out of the way, I finally headed into the back of the ship to use the fabricator and repair my damaged armor. Finding Ash’s workshop/armory empty, I settled onto the bench in front of the fabricator and got to work. At a glance, the rectangular device looked almost like a standard Dominion engineering workstation, though up close the Yarasi glyphs on the control panel were obvious. In terms of its basic function, it was the same as any other industrial fabricator, just smaller. It could “print” virtually any object with the proper schematics, from pieces of furniture to simple tools to replacement armor plates. 

	But in this case, unfortunately, the machine was less helpful than I’d hoped. Not because it lacked the capability—Yarasi fabricators could even produce reasonably complex mechanical machinery within mere minutes—but because it lacked the necessary raw materials. The existing polycarbonate plates had been so damaged that they couldn’t even be cannibalized and repurposed; they just needed to be replaced. 

	I got all the holes plugged, though, and from a distance it might have even looked mostly intact. But up close, it was obvious that I needed to get some raw materials from the Stormrider before it could truly be restored. An Immortal like myself didn’t technically need the extra protection, naturally, but the suit’s stealth systems and vac-suit functionality wouldn’t work without true repairs. And even I couldn’t survive in vacuum for long. 

	The rest of the day was less eventful, with the biggest feature being a brief but intense argument about how much and how often the Wildcat needed to be cleaned. After dinner, we watched a very long and not particularly entertaining krekball playoff match I managed to download from one of the Holosphere relay stations near the border when we passed within range. 

	Had I been alone in the ship with one girl or the other, I had a feeling we wouldn’t have ended up paying much attention to the game. Historically, Ash and I had always struggled to keep our hands off each other for longer than an hour whenever we were on a couch together, and Miranda and I had experienced the same “problem” during our trip to Sykaris. But with all of us together…

	Well, the awkwardness was palpable, as if no one could figure out quite what to do—or how to make the first move. Under nearly any other circumstances, I would have happily done so myself, but this…well, this seemed different somehow. I wasn’t in the Second Wind with Saleya and her girls, and I had never had another woman around when I’d been with Ash before. The details were apparently just going to take a bit of time to work out.

	I volunteered to take the “night shift,” such as it was, and I was alone in the cockpit when we finally crossed over into Dominion space. I spent an embarrassing amount of time—several hours, at least—trying to figure out the Ash/Miranda issue. In my defense, though, it wasn’t as if there was much else to occupy my attention. There was no one to talk to besides Kalycos, and he was currently curled in bed with his mother enjoying her heat. I had already worked out twice today, so all I had left was to sit here thinking, meditating, or eating. And since I had just finished two protein bars and was halfway through demolishing a third, the last option wasn’t going to be on the table much longer. 

	It was then, right when I was about to get up to grab a bottle of Drellian brandy to help me relax, that the mottled blue mass of hyperspace suddenly melted into starlines and then into normal space. 

	I froze. Frowning, I rubbed my eyes to make sure I hadn’t imagined it. My first thought was that something must have gone wrong with the hyperdrive, but the diagnostic console would have been screaming bloody murder if that were the case. I settled down into the seat, but just when I reached out to touch the serpent-like glyph that activated the navigational console, the Wildcat lazily banked to starboard.

	“What the hell?” I breathed. 

	My heart started racing as I touched the controls…but nothing happened. Grimacing, I reached out to touch another glyph, but it didn’t respond, either. The console was clearly active—the glyphs were all glowing faintly, waiting for someone with a psionic mind to give them instructions. Yet none of them responded to my touch or my thoughts. It was as if I had been completely locked out. 

	And then, impossibly, we jumped back into hyperspace. 

	I held my breath, too stunned to move, then glared accusingly at the tac-holo at the front of the cockpit. Without the ability to call up the navigational display, I couldn’t be certain precisely where our new course was taking us…but based on our general heading…

	“Oscura,” I breathed. “Right into Yarasi space.”

	I leapt to my feet, fully intending to race back to Ash’s quarters—

	I never made it. Before I could whirl around, a hand grabbed my arm and an intense, stabbing pain shot through my entire body. My vision blurred as if I’d been bashed in the skull, and my knees buckled as if every muscle in my body had atrophied all at once. Before I could even process what was happening, I found myself lying crumpled on my side on the deck. 

	The last thing I saw before my consciousness slipped away was a pair of iridescent blue-violet eyes looking down at me. 

	 

	***

	 

	“Awaken.”

	For the second time in two days, my eyes shot open after I’d been plunged into darkness. I inhaled sharply and tried to spring to my feet, but nothing happened…and this time, it wasn’t because I had a cat perched on top of me. My body wasn’t responding to my brain’s commands, and it took three full seconds for my vision to refocus…and then at least two more for me to process where I was. 

	“Wha…?” I rasped, trying and failing to move again. I was lying on my back on the couch in the lounge, though the lights were so dim I could barely see anything besides the same glowing orbs that had been looking down at me when I’d lost consciousness. 

	The eyes of a Yarasi warrior. 

	“I have secured control of this stolen vessel,” she said in a coolly modulated but strangely accented voice. “And the rest of your crew has been neutralized.”

	A wave of dread crashed over me, followed by a flood of rage when I imagined Ash and Miranda ambushed in their quarters…

	“If you hurt them in any way,” I snarled, “I will break your—”

	“Your females are unharmed,” the woman broke in, a hint of contempt behind the words as if I had levied a vicious insult. “Your impotent threats are unnecessary.”

	I clenched my teeth, though my rage quickly burned itself out when my mind once again caught up with reality. This woman was a Yarasi warrior, which meant that her personal code of honor would prevent her from attacking unarmed foes, especially other females. 

	Theoretically, at least. But abstract cultural norms were one thing, and real life was another. Despite the woman’s assurances, I struggled to get the image of Ash and Miranda being murdered in their sleep out of my mind…

	“They are unharmed,” the Yarasi repeated, more softly this time. “I have merely sealed the doors to their quarters. They remain unaware of the situation.”

	She paused, her intense gaze sweeping across my paralyzed body. From this close, I was surprised at just how different her eyes looked compared to other species with luminous sclera. Krosian eyes only glowed in the dark, the result of an evolutionary adaptation from their original home that made them such effective nocturnal hunters. Velothi ones were the result of intense genetic engineering at the hands of their Tarreen masters many centuries ago, long before the Seraph’s revolution against the Tarreen. 

	The Yarasi’s were something else entirely. They almost seemed to thrum with energy, as if bleeding off excess raw psionic power from her mind. The thought was more than a little unnerving, blunted only slightly by their ethereal splendor. 

	“I have no desire to harm you, human,” the woman said eventually. “But I require an explanation of current events before I release you.”

	I tried to move again, but the effort was as unsuccessful as my last two attempts. My limbs were so weak it was like I had aged a hundred years in a few minutes.

	“What have you done to me?” I demanded. 

	She hesitated, as if trying to decide whether or not to answer. “I have inhibited your somatic nervous system. Temporarily, of course. But with your psionic gifts, I knew it would be difficult to subdue you in a direct confrontation.”

	I tried to curl my fingers into a fist, but even that was difficult. “That’s one hell of a trick.”

	“Human physiology is quite easy to manipulate.”

	“Good to know,” I muttered. My body may have been rendered useless, but she hadn’t seemed to have done anything to dull my mind. I might be able to turn the tables here if I played my cards right. I just needed to keep her off-balance a bit longer…

	“Since we’re getting acquainted,” I added, swallowing, “the name’s Kal.”

	“I did not ask.”

	“Yeah, well, among humans it’s typically considered polite to introduce yourself before having a conversation.”

	“I am not human. And this is not a conversation—it is an interrogation.” 

	I made myself meet her stare without blinking. Yarasi had a reputation of being difficult to deal with, partially because they were often contemptuous of “lesser races” and partially because they were so…literal. After speaking to this woman for ten seconds, I had already decided that both rumors were true. 

	Still, I reminded myself that she had saved my life, and nearly at the expense of her own. A little social awkwardness was a small price to pay by comparison. 

	Especially when your captor is so easy to look at.

	“Okay,” I grumbled, commanding myself not to think about her sleek body or full lips or flawless gray skin. “Well, how about you just tell me what I should call you?”

	“I fail to see why that is necessary.” She tilted her head fractionally, and the pointed tips of her ears seemed to twitch ever so slightly. “But if it will make you more cooperative, you may call me Velarys.”

	“All right, Velarys,” I said, testing out the name. “Whatever you think is going on here, we were trying to save your life. I don’t know how much you remember, but you were in pretty bad shape after the Dowd attack on your station.”

	“I will never forget the sight of human soldiers slaughtering my defenseless sisters,” she snarled. “Or the Dowd monstrosity who accompanied them.”

	Her expression hardened, and while it was sometimes difficult to translate alien expressions into their human equivalent, there was no mistaking the rage on her face…nor the flickers of pain following in its wake. 

	“We managed to get you out of there just before the Dowd blew the whole thing up,” I said, trying to keep her focused on the faceless psionic monster rather than the human soldiers who had been there with it. “We did everything we could to stabilize your condition while we brought you to a real infirmary.”

	The pain in her expression lingered. I sympathized, probably more than she could understand, but I also needed to make use of this distraction. With any luck, her anger would keep her from realizing that I was slowly breaking out of stasis. I may not have had an advanced repertoire of psychometabolic abilities to call on, but I’d picked up a few tricks over the years, like learning how to will my brain to flood my body with a burst of adrenaline on command…

	“Yes,” she murmured distantly. “I was surprised to regain consciousness in my physical body.”

	“As opposed to what?” 

	“As opposed to my astral form, of course. Within the Beyond.”

	“Right…” I recalled the tidbits I’d picked up about Yarasi spirituality, mostly from Ash’s teenage obsession. Their beliefs about the nature of astral space were precisely why consciousness was so sacred to them—and why they reviled the Dominion’s use of Synesthetes in capital ships. Imprisoning a consciousness within a synthetic shell was like locking it in eternal purgatory. 

	“Never once did it occur to me that a human might attempt to preserve my life,” she added. “Especially after your kind butchered so many of my sisters.”

	I winced, the images of all the dead Yarasi women we’d seen popping back into my head. Amazingly, they hadn’t yet invaded my nightmares, but I knew it was only a matter of time. 

	“But you saved me first,” I said. “You nearly killed yourself just to keep me alive. Why?”

	She scowled down at me. “What choice did I have? You killed the invaders, so you were clearly not aligned with them, and I had no means of escape. My only hope of exposing your people’s treachery was to implant the memories in your mind.”

	I nodded, my mouth going dry. “Still, that was one hell of an act of trust.”

	“Not trust—desperation.” Velarys paused again, her glowing eyes narrowing just slightly. “But I was not prepared to join my sisters in the Beyond. I am grateful that you saved my physical body.”

	“Don’t mention it.”

	Her left eyebrow twitched. “Why would I not mention it? You are not a telepath; how else would I convey gratitude?”

	“What I meant was…never mind,” I muttered, mentally chiding myself for not choosing my words more carefully. “But how about you return the favor and undo whatever the hell you’ve done so I can stand up? I’m happy to sit here and chat all you want.”

	“There is no need for additional verbal communication. Open your mind to me, and I will extract all the knowledge I require.”

	I blinked up at her. It belatedly occurred to me that she had probably been probing my thoughts this entire time, but apparently Ellis had taught me to control my thoughts pretty well over the years. And thank the Seraph for that. The last thing I needed was for her to realize I was regaining my strength…or to get a glimpse of my lurid prepubescent fantasies about being “captured” by a squad of horny Yarasi warriors who needed a seventeen-year-old human boy to teach them the ways of love.

	“You need to work on your advertising pitch,” I said instead. “‘Extraction’ doesn’t sound very pleasant.”

	Velarys almost looked taken aback. “It will not harm you. Your mind’s rudimentary structure will make it incredibly easy to penetrate.”

	“Oh. Great.” I scoffed. “Shouldn’t you at least offer to buy me dinner first?”

	She raised a white eyebrow. “I do not understand.”

	“Forget it,” I grumbled. Sarcasm, it seemed, was not this girl’s strong suit. “But I think we should stick to verbal communication for now.”

	“I could take what I need from you by force.”

	“You could, but you won’t,” I said. “Yarasi honor and all that.”

	Her anger returned with a flash of her glowing eyes. “You dare mock me?”

	“Not at all,” I said, trying to wave my hands defensively only to have them remain paralyzed at my side. “You have a code—a warrior’s code. I respect that.”

	“You know nothing of my code, human,” she nearly spat. “Your selfish, conniving species has no concept of the virtues I represent!”

	“Some humans might not,” I admitted. “But I do. That’s why I helped you back on that outpost. I don’t abandon defenseless people.”

	An eternity seemed to pass while Velarys remained still and silent, and I wondered if I might have misjudged her—or bought too deeply into the rumors of Yarasi honor. If so, I had no doubt that she could shred my mental barriers in a heartbeat if she truly wanted to. But I was almost ready…

	“We have more in common than you think,” I added. “But right now, I’m helpless. And more to the point, I saved your life. I don’t think I’ve earned your telepathic scalpel.”

	She sighed softly, and the rage in her features dissipated again. “You have not. Very well, we shall communicate with your primitive language.”

	“I appreciate that,” I said. “We’re not all savages.”

	Velarys swept her glowing gaze around the lounge. “That remains to be seen. But regardless, you are thieves. This is a Yarasi vessel.”

	“Yes, but it wasn’t stolen—it was scavenged,” I corrected, knowing how fussy her people could be about sharing any of their tech with outsiders. “We found it crashed years ago.”

	“Then you should have returned it to us. You would have been rewarded appropriately.”

	“Maybe, but it’s a little late for that now. And if Ash didn’t have this ship, she couldn’t have rescued us from your outpost. You’d be in your astral body, I’d just be dead, and the people responsible for this massacre would never be brought to justice.”

	Her gaze came back to me. It had taken me a while to get used to Saleya’s eyes—the lack of pupils made it difficult to know precisely what she was looking at. But while she was one of the most cunning individuals I’d ever met, with an uncanny ability to read people and more contacts in the underworld than the patriarchs of most Neyris crime families, she wasn’t a telepath. I was never worried that she would see through me. 

	“You make an interesting point, male,” she conceded. “But this vessel is Yarasi property, and it will now be returned to the Empire.”

	My jaw clenched. “We can’t do that. We need to rendezvous with our ship and tell them what happened. Otherwise—”

	“The Accords have been broken, and my people have been betrayed,” Velarys interrupted, her expression unyielding. “The Executrix must be informed immediately.”

	“I understand that,” I said, losing hope that I could settle this the easy way. “But if we don’t want to start a war, we need to be careful how we handle this.”

	“You should have told that to your soldiers before they massacred my sisters,” she said, her voice turning downright icy. “Their deaths will be avenged.”

	“Those weren’t Dominion soldiers!” I protested. “I don’t know who they were working for yet, but I assure you that—”

	She cut me off with a serpent’s hiss. “They wore your uniforms and carried your weapons. That is all the Executrix will care about.”

	“Which is precisely why we shouldn’t tell her just yet, not until we have more information. Unless you really want to start a war that will kill billions.”

	“What I want is irrelevant, male,” Velarys said flatly. “Honor demands that I inform my sisters as soon as possible.”

	I sighed. “I was afraid you were going to say that. For what it’s worth, I apologize for this in advance.” 

	With a mental command, I finally unleashed the reservoir of adrenaline I’d been building the past few minutes, sending a surge of strength through my muscles and snapping them out of their paralysis. I reached up and grabbed her arms before she realized what was happening, and with a fierce groan of exertion, I lifted her up and suplexed her face-down on the deck, then pounced on top of her with my suddenly reenergized body. 

	I had expected her to be surprised, perhaps even stunned. But Yarasi combat training was supposed to be second to none, and Velarys proved the conventional wisdom right. Despite my superior strength—and the fact that I’d caught her with my opening move—she still reacted before I could properly pin her arms behind her back. The instant I pressed my weight down on top of her, her right elbow slammed into my gut, a precise hit that would have knocked the wind out of any normal assailant. She followed up with a vicious reverse headbutt that likewise should have broken my nose. 

	Instead, it was like she’d cracked her skull against the bulkhead.

	I actually felt a pang of sympathy for her, knowing that this wasn’t a fair fight, but my overconfidence was nearly my undoing. Velarys had freed her right leg during her counterattack, and she kicked the couch with the bottom of her boot, giving her the leverage she needed to roll hard to her left and carry me with her. 

	Clever girl. 

	She wriggled free of my grip while we rolled, then bent like a reed and bounced to her feet with a graceful kip-up maneuver that made my back hurt just looking at it. The tip of her boot connected with my face a split second later, another clean but useless hit. And when I finally got myself upright, she launched into a series of quick, agile kicks that should have knocked out teeth, dislocated my jaw, and probably crushed my balls, too. Even with all my throw-boxing experience, I clearly wasn’t a match for her in a hand-to-hand brawl.

	Or at least, I wouldn’t have been if the only decisive factors were skill and training. But strength and size still made all the difference, and by that standard, this wasn’t much of a contest at all. 

	I managed to trap her leg against my hip during one of her kicks, and with a wild twist I hoped didn’t hurt nearly as badly as it looked, I threw her onto the couch. Lunging on top of her, I fended off a few more punishing blows before I finally managed to twist her around, wrench her right arm behind her back, and pin her for real. 

	“Stop!” I demanded. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

	Velarys snarled, teeth clenched and blue-violet eyes blazing. But while her body continued struggling beneath me, her voice turned almost…excited?

	“Incredible,” she bit out between labored breaths. “You possess moderate psychometabolic abilities as well as psionic fortification.”

	I hesitated, thrown off-balance by her response. If she were anyone else, I would have assumed it was part of a feint to make me lower my guard. But with a Yarasi…

	“Didn’t expect that, did you?” I grunted. 

	“No. I have never encountered a human with such a combination of abilities.” Her struggles abruptly ceased and she went limp beneath me. “In fairness, however, I have avoided interactions with your species whenever possible. Especially males.”

	“Sorry to ruin your streak,” I said dryly. “But we’re stuck here together, and this will be a hell of a lot easier if we all just cooperate.”

	I loosened my grip on her arm slightly, having no interest in causing her any unnecessary pain. I stayed ready in case she tried to squirm away again, but she remained passive. 

	“In my experience,” Velarys said, “the last thing Dominion soldiers are interested in is cooperation.”

	“Maybe not normally,” I conceded, puffing several strands of her long white hair out of my nose before it made me sneeze. “But I hope by now you’ve figured out I’m not like most Dominion soldiers.”

	“You are definitely stronger and more formidable,” she agreed, and this time I was certain I heard a trace of excitement in her voice. 

	We laid there in silence for several long seconds, the only sound the faint rumble of the ship’s hyperdrive. While Velarys was probably trying to decide whether or not to trust the man on top of her, I was trying desperately not to think about how closely this situation mirrored one of my juvenile fantasies involving a beautiful Yarasi warrior being pinned face-down beneath me…

	“What is your suggestion?” she asked. No, demanded. 

	“Nothing crazy,” I assured her. “I don’t know how the hell you took control of this ship, but I’d like to turn it back around.”

	“I told you, I cannot—”

	“Let me finish,” I said, squeezing her arm a bit tighter. “We’re about a day away from a rendezvous with our ship. I want you to tell my captain what happened. And with any luck, we’ll figure out some way to fix this without starting a war that will get a lot of people killed.”

	Her cheek twitched, and I half expected her to unleash some horrific psionic ability on me. I knew I was taking a risk even keeping her conscious without Miranda here to shield my mind, but my instincts told me that this was a gamble worth taking. Experience had taught me that they were right more often than not. 

	But if I was wrong…

	“The Executrix must know what happened to our outpost,” Velarys said flatly. “But I do not wish to start a war.”

	“Then we need to be patient and careful,” I told her. “Look, we already dumped some info about the attack onto the Holosphere, enough to stoke everyone’s concerns about a renewed Dowd incursion. But we intentionally left out the other details.”

	Her body went stiff. “You lied.”

	“I made a calculated decision to deescalate tensions,” I corrected. “As long as everyone thinks the Dowd are the culprit here, no one will start shooting. They’ll sit back and investigate…and that will buy us time to figure out what’s really going on.”

	I took a relaxing breath, trying to calm my racing pulse. I had spent a lot of time these past thirty hours trying to imagine what I would say to this woman when she was finally awake, but for whatever reason, all my prepared speeches seemed to turn to ash on my lips. 

	“The bottom line,” I added, “is that I want to punish whoever did this as much as you do. And we will tell your people what really happened. All I ask is that you give us a bit of time to get some more information first.”

	Her eyes closed briefly, cutting off their glow, and I found myself holding my breath. If she decided to be stubborn about this, then Miranda and I probably would have been better off leaving her on that doomed station. 

	But then, I suppose I’d had my own code to follow. 

	“Very well,” Velarys said. “I will relent…for now. But understand this, human: I will not keep this information from the Executrix for long. The dead must be avenged.”

	“And they will,” I told her. “You have my word on it.”

	“The word of a human male,” she said with obvious contempt. “I am curious how much it is worth.”

	“You’ll soon find out.”

	“So it would seem.” Velarys craned her neck just enough that she could look at me. “I have agreed to your terms. Do you intend to get off of me?”

	“I’m considering it,” I said, smiling thinly. “As long as you promise not to try anything.”

	“I could have freed myself at any moment.”

	I snorted. “A little overconfident, aren’t we? Especially after I broke out of your little spell.”

	“Your physical superiority is not in question,” she said. “However, I have only unleashed a fraction of my full mental abilities upon you. If I were so inclined, I could rip apart your fragile human mind with ease.”

	“If this is how Yarasi try to bluff their way out of trouble,” I said wryly, “you can consider me impressed.”

	“Yarasi do not bluff,” she replied flatly. “But if the prospect of enduring a telepathic assault does not concern you, I should also warn you that my psychometabolic abilities could make short work of your impressive musculature as well. I could stop your heart with a single touch, or even shrivel your swollen sexual organ that is currently pressed into my back.”

	“Okay, then!” I gasped, practically jumping off her. “Let’s, uh, let’s not do anything hasty, shall we?”

	Velarys sat up and stretched out her arms, her glowing eyes flickering in what I hoped was amusement rather than annoyance. “I shall return control of this vessel to you, at which point I assume you will wish to wake your females.”

	“Definitely,” I said, wondering how the other girls were going to react. Not well, I imagined.

	“Then I suggest you do so,” Velarys said, standing. “For I would very much like to speak with them.”

	 

	 

	
Interlude 
 

	Valisgrad, New Praxius

	Six Years Ago

	 

	The view outside the Iritash Hotel was objectively more grandiose than anything I had ever seen back home. The endless, almost forest-like columns of crystalline skyscrapers were so surreal, so fantastic, that they may as well have been a computer-rendered set piece from one of the latest science fiction holo-vids. Aircars swirled around them in equidistant layers, one stacked right on top of the other, a testament to both the sheer volume of traffic and the ingenious design of the grav fields carefully controlling the flow. There were probably more vehicles in my field of vision right this moment than on all of Nirivarr combined. 

	New Praxius was one of the Dominion’s Golden Worlds, after all, and nearly two centuries of intensive terraforming and breakneck industrial growth had turned a desolate tundra into one of the most prosperous planets in the entire Cluster. The planet was a major commercial nexus, with jump corridors leading both into and out of friendly space, as well as the largest military hub in the entire Dominion. 

	Yet despite the myriad technological marvels outside, my eyes were mostly drawn to the snow-capped mountain range in the distance. The Sorodov Peaks were even more beautiful from this vantage than from low atmosphere. For now, though, that’s all they were—a view. I still held out hope that Ash and I would have an opportunity to climb them before we got sent off to the mothership after completing our initial evaluation. For a month now, we had both been locked down at Fort Tisarys; this was the first time that we’d been able to head into the city for a weekend together. Hopefully, the Neyris restaurant I’d made reservations for was as good as the officers claimed. 

	The officers… 

	I sighed softly as I ran my thumb and forefinger over the silver junior lieutenant’s insignia on the collar of my red-black uniform. That dickhole Arneson was far from the only person on the base who resented my battlefield commission, though the criticisms still only bothered me when they came from my fellow natties. I had no interest in “cheating;” I wanted to pay my dues like everybody else. 

	But the captain insisted that the Dominion couldn’t afford to waste someone with my skills or psionic gifts. He wanted to push me through the proverbial grinder as quickly as possible and get me out in the field where I could make a difference. I still wasn’t sure precisely what he meant by that, but I couldn’t wait to find out. 

	I just wondered if he’d be able to work the same magic with Ash. The resistance to her being here was…worse. She claimed it wasn’t bothering her, but I knew better. Just like I knew she wasn’t telling me the worst stories for fear that I’d tear through the base and beat the shit out of anyone who looked at her sideways. 

	Honestly, her poise was pretty damn impressive. Unlike me, she seemed to be able to keep her eyes on the prize. She was champing at the bit to get to the mothership and finally sit in the cockpit of a real Valkyrie. 

	“Thought you said you’d be here an hour ago!” Ash’s voice called out from the bathroom on the other side of the suite. 

	“More endurance drills,” I said, dragging my eyes away from the wall-spanning window and turning back to the simple living area. “I could sleep for a week.”

	“You better not! You promised you’d watch the last season of Rividian Nights with me after dinner.”

	I tried not to groan as I removed my peaked cap and flicked it onto the couch. The thought of sitting through another one of her insipid docu-dramas made me want to gouge my eyes out. 

	“Don’t get too excited, now,” she said, voice turning wry. “We could watch somethin’ else; I don’t care. Isn’t there a tournament tonight?”

	“I think so,” I called back, grinning as I sank down into an armchair. I’d been far too busy to pay much attention to any of the krekball leagues this season, but Praxians preferred their grav-sled tournaments. It may not have been my favorite competition to watch, but the fact that Ash liked it was more than enough for me. And frankly, anything was better than Rividian Nights. Even Kiara Volante, quite possibly the hottest actress in the entire Dominion, couldn’t make that garbage palatable. 

	Though honestly, I doubted we would actually end up watching anything. I would much rather bend her over the arm of the couch and find a different way to entertain ourselves. The minifridge was filled with ice packs and water to help me cool off, and I had every intention of using them up over this long weekend. 

	In the meantime, however, we still had to get dinner, and I was looking forward to seeing what outfit she’d chosen for the night. She’d told me to stay in uniform, but I had a feeling that she’d used some of her stipend to buy a new dress for the occasion. Probably something light, sheer, and easy to slip out of in a pinch. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d bought some new heels, too. She enjoyed wearing them nearly as much as I enjoyed seeing them bounce in the air when I got her calves up on my shoulders. 

	I folded my hands in my lap, wondering what she was up to back there. In all likelihood, she was struggling to tame her notoriously wild hair, which I was surprised the trainers hadn’t yet made her cut. Kreen makeup took a bit more finesse to apply, too, though—something about the materials required to prevent smearing at such high body temperatures—and there was no way she’d come out until her eye shadow was perfect.

	Thankfully, we weren’t on a tight schedule today, and I was more than content to let her have her fun. I gave a soft sigh of contentment as I settled deeper into the upholstery. It felt like a lifetime had passed since we’d been able to spend any time together, let alone go out on the town. And tonight, Seraph willing, the Pact wouldn’t show up and ruin everything. 

	“Almost ready!” Ash announced. 

	“You’d better hurry,” I teased. “Don’t want me fallin’ asleep on the couch again.”

	“I’m not worried about that,” she replied, her voice getting closer. “I borrowed somethin’ that should get that blood of yours pumpin’ again.”

	She emerged from the bathroom, and my jaw dropped. She was indeed wearing a new outfit for me, but it wasn’t the cute dress I’d expected. 

	It was a Dominion fleet officer’s uniform. 

	I was too stunned to speak. I had no idea where she had gotten hold of one of the pristine blue-gold uniforms. If the officers saw her wearing it, they would probably flip out even worse than they had when Ellis had demanded they let a half-Kreen girl undergo the trials to join the Wings of the Seraph.

	Personally, I was flipping out because of how unbelievably good she looked wearing it. The short blue skirt barely extended halfway down her thighs, giving me a tantalizing glimpse of her slender, athletic legs. The heels on her matching boots were at least eight centimeters tall, perhaps even ten, but she moved on them as effortlessly as a cat sauntering across the room. Her piercing green eyes seemed even brighter than normal thanks to her carefully applied smokey eyeshadow, and she had tied up her long hair in a high ponytail I suddenly couldn’t wait to use as a handhold…

	“Whatcha think?” she asked, smirking as she parked her hands on her waist. “Pretty good, right?”

	I nodded, still mesmerized, as I struggled to remember how to speak. “Where…where did you get that?”

	“Borrowed it from one of the cadet girls after class,” Ash said, cocking a hip and posing in front of the darkened vid-screen up on the wall as if it were a mirror. “One of the only natties to qualify for the Academy last semester—said they’re takin’ fewer and fewer every year. We’re about the same size, but…damn, I wear it a lot better.”

	“You wear everything better,” I breathed as I finally rose from the armchair. “And nothing best of all.”

	She flashed me a dry smirk. “Patience, now. When a girl spends this much effort gettin’ dressed up for her man, you gotta let her have some fun before you tear it off her.”

	I swallowed, my eyes drifting up the back of her legs and appreciating the sleek curves of her calves. Ash had always been lean, thanks in no small part to her Kreen metabolism, but a month of combat training had toned her muscles. And boy, they looked great. 

	“Almost wanted to slip it on at the base,” she snickered as she cocked an arm behind her head and studied her reflection. “Would’a gotten us both in trouble, but it might’a been worth it just to see the jealous looks on the faces of all those jenny girls. Don’t need to be cooked up in a lab to rock a skirt!”

	I stepped up behind her, inhaling the heady aroma of her exotic perfume. It would be risky for her to wear that uniform out in the restaurant, too, though I was so horny I was starting to wonder if we’d even make it out of the hotel. 

	“The fleet really forces women to wear these?” I asked. 

	“Naw, ’course not,” Ash replied with a chuckle. “But it’s an option. Unless you think I’d look better in slacks…”

	“No,” I said before she could even humor the thought. “Absolutely not.”

	Ash chuckled as she turned around to face me. “Thought you might feel that way.”

	Her green eyes smoldered with desire, and I began to suspect that she hadn’t planned on watching anything tonight, either—or in making it to our dinner reservation. She reached up to cradle my cheeks in her warm hands, and thanks to the extra height from her heels, I only needed to lean down half as far as normal to kiss her. 

	Her scalding tongue slipped through my lips and hungrily probed my mouth. My powers could protect me, but I made a conscious effort to lower my defenses for the first few seconds. Sometimes, it was nice to feel the full intensity of her body heat, if only to appreciate how dangerous it was—and how even on a Golden World filled with powerful Seraphim, I was still one of the only humans alive who could enjoy the affections of a Kreen girl without getting burned. 

	And the only man in the whole galaxy who would ever have that privilege with her. 

	Ash abruptly pulled away, her tongue tracing along her bottom lip as she took a step backward. Her eyes twinkled impishly, their slit pupils thick with excitement.

	“You haven’t even seen the best part yet,” she teased. 

	“Really,” I murmured, yearning for another taste of her heat. “And what’s that?” 

	“Oh, you’ll see.” Eyes still twinkling, she took another step closer to the couch. “But it’ll be more fun if we’re both dressed for the occasion. Here, let me get your cap for you…”

	Turning slowly, deliberately, she leaned down to retrieve my discarded uniform cap. And as she did, her short skirt rode higher and higher up her thighs…

	Until it revealed quite decisively that she was not wearing panties. 

	The fatigue I’d been feeling from the day’s long endurance training instantly evaporated at the sight of her bald quim, and Ash wasn’t particularly subtle in drawing out the pose. She was one of the most graceful creatures I had ever seen, yet her fingers mysteriously kept fumbling with the cap as if she couldn’t quite get a handle on it…

	By the stars. 

	I almost rushed forward and mounted her right then and there. If I weren’t so paralyzed by how good she looked in that uniform, that’s exactly what I would have done. I could have effortlessly bent her over the sofa or even just thrown her down on the carpet. It wouldn’t have been the first time for either, but I was suddenly determined to fuck her as fiercely as if I thought it would be the last. 

	“There we go,” Ash said demurely as she gradually returned upright. “Don’t know why it was so hard to get a handle on…” 

	She flicked it over at me, but I didn’t even try to catch it. I was already racing toward her when it bounced off my chest, and she squealed in delight when I grabbed her arms, spun her around, and shoved her over the arm of the sofa. 

	“Eep!” she squeaked when I pushed her skirt back up her hips and slapped her bare ass. But despite her mock surprise, she wriggled her feet apart to give me the room I needed to mount her. Almost like this was exactly the reaction she’d been hoping for all along…

	Grinning and growling at the same time, I frantically unzipped the fly of my uniform, refusing to waste the extra seconds to remove my pants entirely. My cock was like a caged raag beast straining to be unleashed. I needed to be inside her. Right here, right now. 

	I placed my bulging tip against her sweltering folds. As expected, she was thoroughly soaked, and I fortified my skin as the scalding heat of her tunnel enveloped me centimeter by centimeter. My hands gripped her hips possessively, holding her in place. Her fingers clutched at the sofa as I pushed, her long, manicured nails digging into the green fabric for leverage. I was so impatient I didn’t stop until she had taken me to the hilt, at which point I pulled back my hips, then slammed into her again and again, one vicious thrust after another. No hesitation, no foreplay, just a quick and brutal conquest of her beautiful molten cunt. 

	Back on Nirivarr, we’d almost never had to rush. I had learned to take my time with slow kisses and languid strokes, the kind that only ended when I finally overheated and collapsed in exhaustion. But since we’d been here on Praxius, our time together had aways been short, and we’d had to learn how to adapt. Delicately fingering her in the supply closet, surreptitiously getting a blowjob in the auditorium during one of the training holo-vids, ruthlessly fucking her against the wall in the basement maintenance room…

	Tonight, with no responsibility and no one around, I could easily have taken my time. And that was exactly what I had been planning to do. But then I’d seen her wearing this damn skirt, and all my carefully laid plans had dissipated in a cloud of unquenchable lust. 

	I slammed into her again, then slapped her ass even harder than before. Ash cried out in glee as the smack echoed off the walls, but I wasn’t done. While my right hand clutched her waist, my left reached down to grab the long, tight ponytail she had so graciously provided me as a handhold. I jerked it backward, snapping her head upward and triggering a shocked but pleased cry. 

	“Oh, baby!” Ash practically screamed. “Take me! Take me like a jenny slut!”

	It was not the encouragement I’d expected. But for whatever reason, her plea sent a shiver of delight rippling through me. There was just something about her taut little body wrapped in one of these uniforms that made me want to rut her like a feral hog. 

	And that’s exactly what I did. I surrendered to my lust, fucking her selfishly, brutally, without a single care for her safety or pleasure. Which was, as I’d hoped, the exact attitude that pushed her toward the abyss even faster than me. 

	“Kal!” she breathed desperately. “Baby, I’m gonna…ngnn!”

	I yanked back even more fiercely on her hair as I felt her crest, knowing that manhandling her would send her spiraling even farther over the edge. Ash was an old-fashioned kind of girl in a lot of ways, the kind who loved sweet kisses, romantic walks, and tender lovemaking into the wee hours of the night. But then there were nights like this, when she got off just knowing how irresistible she’d made herself, and when the thought of her man losing control and treating her like a sack of meat could make her cum in no time flat. 

	“Oh…ngnn!” she blubbered as she convulsed around me. 

	I wouldn’t have been able to hold out even if I’d wanted to, which I most assuredly did not. I roared as I spent alongside her, pumping two weeks of buildup deep into her Kreen womb just like she wanted. Just like we both needed. 

	“Shit,” I hissed as I half slumped on top of her, releasing my hold on her ponytail and holding her waist with both hands instead. Even after I’d shot my last load into her, I refused to pull out. I kept my hips churning, grinding within her clinging satin depths, allowing her heat to infuse my entire body. Sooner or later, I would sweat through my uniform. I just didn’t give a damn. 

	“Guess you were happy to see me, huh?” Ash said, panting and obviously quite pleased with herself. 

	“Always,” I breathed, slapping her ass again. 

	She squealed into a giggle. “Still feel like goin’ out?”

	“Not really,” I admitted. “You?”

	She shook her blond ponytail. “Naw. I messaged the restaurant before you got here, told ’em to send takeout. Should be here pretty soon.”

	I smiled. I should have known better than to underestimate her. She always had a trick up her sleeve, something to surprise me even when it didn’t seem like it should be possible. She was my girl, and there was no force in the galaxy that would ever keep us apart.

	“If you’re ready for round two, we could try and finish before the delivery drone gets here,” she teased, bearing down and squeezing me within her. “Whatcha think?”

	“I think,” I said, still panting as I kissed the back of her ear, “that sounds like an excellent idea.”

	 

	
5 
Diplomacy

	 

	Dominion Space

	Present Day

	 

	With a tentative truce finally in place, I led our Yarasi guest out of the lounge and into the back of the ship. Velarys claimed that she had commandeered the Wildcat via the engineering console, and I found myself curious how the hell she had pulled that off with the security systems Ash had put in place. Yarasi warriors were renowned for their psionic powers, not for their slicing abilities. 

	The door to the ship’s small engineering bay—about eight meters away from Ash’s sealed bedroom—was already open. But Velarys came to a sudden halt just before she entered, the serrated lobes of her left ear twitching as if in response to a noise. 

	“It would appear that one of your females is awake,” she said. “And quite perturbed.”

	“Oh?” I asked, glancing down the silent corridor. 

	“She has realized that the ship is no longer under your control,” Velarys added distantly. “Perhaps you should placate her before—”

	Ash’s door abruptly whooshed open, and she rolled into the hall. Her blond hair was a tangled mess, and she hadn’t taken the time to get dressed aside from throwing on one of my oversized shirts. She had grabbed her bow, however, and there was a faint buzz as a string of green energy flashed into existence between the weapon’s limbs. As she drew it back, a similarly colored arrow appeared between her fingertips. 

	An arrow that was aimed directly at Velarys. 

	“Stop!” Ash snarled, teeth clenched. “Kal, what the hell is goin’ on?”

	“It’s all right,” I soothed, holding up my hands. “Our guest just woke up a bit early.”

	Her jaw visibly tightened. “She’s done somethin’ to the ship! I don’t know how, but—”

	“We’re about to take care of that,” I interrupted. “We, uh…we worked it out.”

	Ash looked at me like I’d lost my mind. Velarys, for her part, seemed transfixed by the bow. 

	“You have stolen a falkyr,” she murmured, voice a mix of surprise and anger. 

	“I didn’t steal it!” Ash retorted. “I found it. That makes it mine—just like this ship.”

	“You are not Yarasi—therefore, it cannot be yours,” Velarys replied icily. She paused for a fraction of a second, her forehead creasing slightly. “Though you seem to have mastered it.”

	“That’s right, I have. And if you don’t fix whatever the hell you did, I’m gonna use it to put you back in sickbay.”

	I sighed. “Ash…”

	“Falkyr can only be used by those with at least moderate psionic ability,” Velarys went on as if she hadn’t even heard the threat. “I was unaware that the Dominion’s genetic engineers had discovered how to splice human and Kreen DNA at all, let alone while retaining human psionic potential.”

	Ash scowled. “The only thing that’s gonna get spliced is your—”

	“Enough!” I barked, stepping between them. “Ash, put down the bow. Velarys, fix whatever you did to the ship.”

	For a moment, neither woman moved. I didn’t need telepathy to feel Ash’s frustration; she could usually keep her Kreen temper in check, right up until someone threatened her ship. Velarys still didn’t seem the least bit concerned by the threat of violence, though she was now looking at me, an odd expression on her face.

	“I already informed you that I would return control of your vessel,” she said. “But allow me to make one thing clear, human: I do not take orders from males.”

	Her glowing eyes flashed with an obvious challenge, as if she were goading me to give her another command…or perhaps brawl with her again. Strangely, though, I didn’t sense any anger behind her words. Defiance, certainly, but not anger. 

	“Then how about you take orders from me?” Ash asked, slowing bringing herself all the way to her feet. “Ya know, the girl with the weapon?”

	Velarys kept looking right at me, and I had the bizarre sensation of a predator sizing up her prey. Was that what this was about? Some kind of test of will to go along with the earlier test of strength? My instincts could have been completely wrong, but despite her words, I got the feeling that she wanted me to stand up to her…

	“Release control of the ship,” I said, playing the hunch and meeting her eye-to-eye. “Now.”

	There was a long pause, the only sound in the corridor the faint buzz of Ash’s energy bow. Then Velarys smiled thinly, as if she were somehow satisfied with the outcome, and her body language seemed to relax. 

	“I shall do as you wish, human,” she said, “but only because it is what honor demands, not because it is your will.”

	I suppressed a snort. Her declaration almost seemed petty, maybe even childish. Not exactly what I would have expected from a member of an ancient race whose people had been traveling the stars when humans were still using stone spears. 

	But it seemed I’d been right about my hunch—Velarys had wanted me to challenge her, or at least stand up to her. I didn’t quite understand the cultural implications yet, especially considering how contemptuous she seemed to be of men, but then I remembered how she’d looked when I’d had her pinned on the couch—not angry, but excited. 

	“Justify it however you want,” I said firmly. “Just do it.”

	Her smile returned momentarily before she looked at Ash. “I require access to the engineering console.”

	Ash held her aim for a few more seconds, then finally let her fingers go slack on the bowstring, the arrow dissipating as she did so. “How the blazes did you even get in there? I keep that hatch locked!”

	“The systems on this vessel are keyed to Yarasi genetics as well as our innate psionic gifts,” Velarys said. “There is nothing you could have done to prevent me from assuming control.”

	“Wait, what?” I asked. “You didn’t even have to disable the security systems?”

	“No,” she replied as if the very notion were absurd. “This vessel belongs to the Yarasi Empire, and it was constructed to heed the call of our warriors.”

	I frowned. “You’re saying that any Yarasi could just take control of this ship whenever they wanted to?”

	“Not a Yarasi male, of course. Only another female—a true warrior.” 

	“Right,” I muttered. “Still, that sounds like a pretty big security vulnerability to me.”

	“Why would—ah,” Velarys stopped herself mid-sentence and nodded. “I understand your confusion. You are used to the selfish and manipulative culture of humans. My sisters would never violate the Code—to do so would be a grave dishonor.”

	“And that’s never backfired?”

	“Only a small number of times across many generations—certainly not enough to worry. We trust one another. It is why our society has endured for thousands of years, and why yours suffers endless internal wars and strife.”

	A dozen witty retorts popped into my head, each more sarcastic than the last. This girl was definitely going to test my patience, there was no doubt about it. These little jabs of hers were all so weirdly primal, like two Nirivian apes having a stare-down over who deserved the right to lead the family. It wasn’t what I’d expected from her.

	But strangely, I already found myself looking forward to our next clash. After all, Miranda had tested my patience when I’d first met her, too, and we’d managed to work things out. Many times, in fact. Perhaps a little bit of culture shock wouldn’t be so bad. 

	Right at this moment, though, I reminded myself that we weren’t going to accomplish anything here without being diplomatic, and I decided to hold my tongue. Later, perhaps, I could remind her that the Dominion had built an empire three times the size of the Yarasi in about a fiftieth of the time. It would be interesting to see how she responded. I might even have to overpower her again…

	“Well, the console is right there,” I said, pushing away the thought before I started imagining her sleek alien body pinned beneath me. “Let’s get back on course.”

	“Very well,” Velarys said, and I was reasonably sure I saw a gleam in her eye before she moved into the engineering compartment and pressed two fingertips against the console. “It is done.”

	“That’s it?” I asked. 

	“Yes. You may now readjust our course. All other controls are online as well.”

	I shared a quick glance with Ash. Knowing her, she probably wouldn’t let herself sleep again until she figured out how to lock the Wildcat’s systems. If such a thing was even possible… 

	“Go ahead and wake up Miranda,” I said. “I’ll readjust our course…and then I think it’s time we all had a nice chat in the lounge.”

	 

	***

	 

	A few minutes later, we were back on course for Takanis. Ash and Miranda were dressed, the latter in another shirt that was a bit too tight around her chest, though I certainly wasn’t complaining. All of us were in the lounge with our unexpectedly conscious guest. Velarys was sitting on the couch, her long legs casually crossed despite her light armor. If I didn’t know better, I never would have guessed that she had been on her deathbed a few hours earlier. 

	Miranda was just as surprised. 

	“Incredible,” she breathed. She hovered over Velarys as she studied the readouts on her omnitool. “Your burns have almost completely healed, and your body seems to have replaced nearly all of your lost blood.”

	“I was unconscious for nearly an entire kalatra,” Velarys replied. “More than sufficient time for my psychometabolic trance to mend my wounds.”

	“I’ve heard of such techniques, but I haven’t worked closely with any Seraphim metabolists,” Miranda said. 

	“Definitely a neat trick,” Ash murmured. She was sitting on the edge of the projector next to where I was standing, close enough that I could feel the heat of her body even though we weren’t technically touching. Her arms were crossed over her cropped nightshirt, as if she were trying to put up a tough, distrustful front. But now that the adrenaline rush of the initial confrontation had passed, I could tell that she was mostly just stunned—and perhaps even a little awed—to be in the presence of a Yarasi warrior. 

	I understood the feeling, even though my boyhood fantasies about the Yarasi had assuredly been quite different than hers. She had wanted to be one of them; I had wanted to be with one of them. And while we’d all hoped we’d eventually be able to speak with the woman we’d rescued, we had assumed it would take place in the Stormrider’s infirmary several days from now. 

	“I have expressed my gratitude toward your male for my rescue,” Velarys said. “Allow me to express my gratitude toward both of you as well.”

	“No problem,” Ash said. “Though you had a funny way of showin’ it, takin’ control of my ship and all.”

	“In her defense, she woke up alone in a strange place,” I said, hoping I could disarm this conversational landmine before it exploded. I had already avoided telling Ash and Miranda that Velarys had paralyzed me, and I’d skipped over our tussle in the lounge as well. 

	“I acted as duty commanded,” Velarys said, shifting her luminous gaze to Ash. “It is somewhat ironic that your rescue was only possible because of this stolen vessel. Had I been conscious, I would have insisted we return it to Oscura immediately.”

	“Well, that ain’t happenin’,” Ash said with a snort. “The Wildcat is my ship now.”

	“The Yarasi Empire will not agree,” the other woman replied coolly.

	“I don’t care if they agree with it or not. It’s my ship. Understand?”

	I sighed. So much for disarming the mine. 

	“Look,” I said, “we should focus on—”

	“I can appreciate your desire for ownership, given the obvious sophistication of our engineering,” Velarys went on, ignoring me. “What I do not understand is why you are willing to take this vessel into Dominion territory. Surely they will attempt to seize it the instant we decloak.”

	“I ain’t plannin’ on flyin’ into one of their space docks, honey,” Ash said. “But Captain Ellis isn’t like the rest of the jennies. He won’t try and steal my baby.”

	“Indeed? I am not familiar with this particular officer, but I find it difficult to believe that his superiors would allow him to forgo such a prize. Your Intelligence Directorate in particular has expressed a keen interest in acquiring our technology.”

	“For good reason,” Miranda put in. “Your psionic interfaces are considerably more advanced than ours, not to mention your cloaking technology. The Dominion would benefit greatly from such advancements.”

	“Don’t you start!” Ash snapped. “Listen here, we aren’t—”

	“Ellis has known about this ship for a long time,” I said, raising my hands as I took a step forward, placing myself almost exactly between them. “He’s not going to try and take it, and he won’t let any DID agents within a million kilometers of it. End of discussion.”

	All three women continued staring at each other, and I couldn’t believe that I was yet again being forced to reprise my role as peacemaker—me, an Immortal whose specialty was charging into danger and getting shot in the face. 

	The universe had a dark sense of humor sometimes. 

	“I suppose we shall find out whether or not your faith in this man is misplaced,” Velarys said. “But you should be aware that I will not allow this vessel to fall into Dominion hands under any circumstances.”

	“Glad we finally agree on somethin’,” Ash grumbled. 

	The stare-down continued, Ash with a stubborn intensity and Velarys with…well, I couldn’t tell what the hell she was thinking, but the look was different than the ones she gave me. She seemed determined, but less openly hostile. And there was no trace of that primal challenge. 

	“On that note, why don’t we focus on the task at hand?” I suggested, hoping we’d finally escaped the minefield. “Like trying to figure out who was responsible for this massacre. I know you gave me some of your memories, but it’s still only flashes. You might as well tell us everything that happened in full detail.”

	“I showed you the most important events,” Velarys said, “but you are right that additional context may prove beneficial.”

	“I think it will. We might as well start from the beginning. There—”

	“We should start by making her explain why her people built an illegal outpost in the Borderlands,” Miranda interjected. “A clear violation of the Accords!”

	“There was nothing illegal about our facility,” Velarys said, firmly but coolly. “The Tripartite Accords ban the movement of arms and warships through the demilitarized territories, but as you saw, there were no Yarasi warships present, nor any stockpile of armaments.”

	Miranda scoffed. “You constructed an outpost inside a nebula with a massive sensor array! You were obviously attempting to spy on us.”

	“Yes, we were,” Velarys replied bluntly. “We do not trust the Dominion. The elements of your government that oppose the treaty have been growing steadily more influential over the past decade. The Executrix does not believe your leaders can control them.”

	I was tempted to join in and snap back, to tell her how arrogant it was to believe that no one would discover their listening post and explain how such careless actions would only escalate the stakes and add fuel to the fire. 

	But the protests turned to ash on my lips. Not because they were wrong, but because I couldn’t rightfully scold her when her people’s suspicions had just been proven correct. Dominion soldiers had conducted that raid and slaughtered those people, and Seraph knew where they intended to strike next. 

	Miranda, unsurprisingly, was not so easily deterred.

	“You truly believe the Dominion is less trustworthy than the Pact?” she asked with a derisive snort. 

	“The Pact forces that discovered us were willing to negotiate,” Velarys said. “They did not attack us—your people did.”

	“What happened?” I asked before Miranda could retaliate again. “Specifically, I mean. I only saw flashes from your memory—the Pact ship arriving, their captain coming on board…”

	Velarys slowly turned away from the other woman, as if she wasn’t quite ready to abandon the argument. But then her eyes glimmered and narrowed into slits as she recounted the events leading up to the attack. 

	“The Pact warship arrived approximately one of your hours before the massacre. I was not present for the initial conversation, but I was informed that they were quite agitated. They still believed that we were responsible for the destruction of their outpost at Harkaeon several months ago, and the Angoth captain made it clear that many of his soldiers were seeking revenge. Thankfully, our station commander eventually persuaded them to come aboard, and we lowered our shields as a sign of good faith.”

	I nodded. “You were hoping to convince them that someone else destroyed Harkaeon.” 

	“Yes, as well as offer to share some of the intelligence we had gathered on Dominion forces.”

	Miranda’s faced turned to stone. “What?”

	Velarys cocked an eyebrow at her. “As another show of good faith. It is no secret that the Sillibar share our concerns about the radical elements within your government.”

	“You cannot be serious,” Miranda breathed. “They breed Krosian warriors like vermin, and you’re concerned about us?”

	“We are concerned about all threats to our Empire. But the Mystics have assured us that despite the Pact’s incessant posturing and military build-up, the Dominion remains the greater threat.”

	“That’s absurd! You can’t—”

	“Let her speak, Ensign,” I said, putting a bit of fire into my tone. “We need to hear the whole story.”

	Miranda wasn’t happy about it. She downright hated it, in fact. But she did fall silent. 

	“You said that you’d lowered your shields,” I prompted, shifting my gaze back to the Yarasi. 

	“Yes,” Velarys said. “Their envoy came aboard, and they were on their way to the command center when the attack began.”

	I closed my eyes as the images she’d placed in my head washed over me. In one instant, the Pact envoy was walking along, peacefully if tensely; in the next, a squad of black armored Dominion troopers appeared literally out of nowhere and opened fire, cutting down everyone in sight. And with them was a single unarmed alien figure, its faceless head tilting up to the balcony and unleashing a violent telepathic assault upon Velarys and the other Yarasi defenders—

	I inhaled sharply, my eyes shooting back open as a ripple of dread shuddered through me. By trade and training, Immortals weren’t supposed to feel fear. But when that alien voice had stabbed into my head…

	[The Chorus becomes a dirge.]

	“Kal?” Ash asked, the heat of her hand on my thigh. “You all right, baby?”

	“I’m fine,” I said, my voice sounding hoarse to my own ears. “Just…unpleasant memories.”

	Velarys was looking right at me, and I could only assume that she was reliving the same memory. 

	“If they used psychoportation to get aboard, they must have been close,” I said. “Very close, within a few hundred meters.”

	“Our sensors did not detect the vessel until it was too late,” Velarys said. “It emerged from astral space mere moments before the assault team teleported on board.”

	I whistled softly. “That would require some incredibly precise planning. They would have needed to know exactly what was happening in normal space and exactly where everyone inside was going to be. All of which implies that someone aboard the outpost or the Pact vessel must have been feeding them that information.”

	Miranda shook her head. “How? Even the most powerful psychics can’t communicate between normal and astral space. There would be no way for them to coordinate with that kind of split-second precision.”

	It was a good point—a very good point, in fact. The Dominion had mounted some pretty incredible “shock-portation” assaults over the years. Intelligence Directorate assets would telepathically feed tactical information to a team of shock troopers who would then teleport to a precise location. It was risky as hell, and it put an enormous amount of responsibility on the Seraphim psychoporter. But I’d read reports from places where units had pulled it off, and the results were damn impressive.

	“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But let’s table the ‘how’ and focus on the facts of what happened. I assume their ship attacked the Pact destroyer?”

	“Yes,” Velarys confirmed. “Several other vessels also shifted out of astral space. I was unable to see much of the battle outside, but like us, the Pact vessel was caught without its defenses. I doubt it withstood the assault for long.”

	“Then afterward, those swarm ships fired some torpedoes at the outpost to make it look like you and the destroyer had taken each other out,” I said. “Just like with the freighters, they were trying to stage a crime scene. If we hadn’t shown up, I’m sure they would have moved the bodies to make everything more convincing.”

	“We should have known something was wrong when we boarded,” Miranda said, voice tight. “The fire directed at the shuttles in the hangar, the dead Angoth pilot…none of it made any sense. But now—”

	“Everything is always clearer with the benefit of hindsight,” I soothed. “There was no way we could have pieced all that together on our own.”

	She didn’t look convinced, but it wasn’t just a platitude. We had reacted appropriately given what we’d known at the time. Dwelling on it wouldn’t do any good, and second-guessing our future judgments could be deadly. 

	“Our own soldiers turned on us not long after we came aboard,” I said, eyeing Velarys. “They—”

	“Yes, I see it in your thoughts,” she murmured. “New soldiers brought aboard your vessel at the last moment. Curious. This suggests—”

	“What are you doing?” Miranda demanded. “Get out of his head!”

	Velarys returned a cool glance. “I am attempting to ascertain his motivations.”

	“That’s what this conversation is for.”

	“Speech is insufficient,” the Yarasi replied with obvious frustration. “Deception is the lifeblood of human culture. I must know that I can trust your words. You should not be concerned…that is, unless you have something to hide.”

	“This has nothing to do with honesty,” Miranda insisted. “This is about privacy. Dominion protocol is quite clear on the use of telepathy.”

	“I am not a Dominion soldier,” Velarys said tartly. “You have asked me to withhold information from my people. I will not jeopardize the safety of the Empire based solely on a verbal promise of a human male.” Her eyes fixated on Miranda. “Or even a human female.”

	“I don’t particularly care whether you believe us or not,” Miranda bit out. “I will not allow you to rummage through their minds.”

	“And you believe you can stop me?” Velarys asked in the condescending tone of a parent speaking to a child. 

	Miranda’s blue eyes flashed. “I have been trained to—”

	“At ease, Ensign,” I said, unable to suppress a deep sigh. “If peeking into my memories will make her feel more comfortable, then it’s not a big deal.”

	From the same astonished look that Ash and Miranda both shot me, it was clear they did not agree. I almost sighed again. It had taken forty hours of being cooped up together before they’d truly started getting along, but perhaps all I’d needed this whole time was a third woman for them both to unite against. It might have been funny if the fate of the entire Tartarus Cluster weren’t on the line. 

	I stepped over to the couch and sat down next to Velarys. I knew I was about to take a risk; I didn’t care if she learned more about the attack, but there were some secrets I needed to keep. About the Dominion, about Captain Ellis, about the fantasies I’d been having about Yarasi women since I was a teenager…

	But I also wanted to secure her trust, and this was probably the only way to ensure I did that. I just needed to hope that my mental discipline was as formidable as I hoped. 

	“Go ahead,” I told her. “But I want your promise that you’ll limit your…probing…to events surrounding the attack.”

	Her luminous eyes sized me up again, though without any primal challenge. “Very well,” she said soothingly. “You have my word.”

	“Break it, and I will know,” Miranda declared. “And we will see how quickly my ‘primitive mind’ can shred yours.”

	Velarys seemed to ignore the threat as she reached out her hand to touch my cheek. Before, when her eyes had been the only source of illumination in the room, I had found them utterly mesmerizing. Now, as she moved her face within a few centimeters of mine, I realized they were every bit as arresting even when all the lights were on. 

	“This will only take a moment,” she said, her voice soft. “And I will not harm you.”

	I took a deep breath. Oddly enough, I didn’t actually feel anything, though from the subtle flickering of her expression, I could tell that she had already started poking around. 

	“Remarkable,” she breathed after just a few seconds, her hand leaving my cheek. “It would appear that you had no knowledge of this deception, and your captain does seem to be an honorable warrior.”

	“He is,” I said. “And he’ll want to get to the bottom of this as soon as possible.”

	“Assuming he is still alive. The Dowd may have destroyed his vessel in astral space.”

	“Not a chance,” Ash said, shaking her head. “Not with Ellis in charge. He’ll make it.”

	“Perhaps,” Velarys said noncommittally. “But as I told you before, Kaldor Zeris, I will not keep this information from my people for long. You must discover who is behind this attack soon. And for your sake, and that of your Dominion, I hope your military leaders were not responsible. If they were—”

	“We’re all in a lot of trouble,” I finished. “Yeah. Believe me, I know.”

	We spent the next several minutes going over the last few details of the attack, including an account of how we had escaped the Dowd swarm ships. Velarys seemed genuinely impressed at how expertly Ash, a non-Yarasi, had been able to fly the ship, which I hoped might help put off further debates about the Wildcat’s rightful ownership, at least for a little while. 

	Miranda stayed oddly quiet for most of the conversation, her eyes laser-focused on the other telepath. I assumed that she was probably just making sure Velarys didn’t snoop on our thoughts, even accidentally, though for all I knew they could have been waging a silent mental battle. There was a reason that telepaths creeped out normal people more than most other psionic disciplines. Someone who could crush your bones with a thought was horrifying, but someone who could pluck the darkest secrets out of your mind was in some ways even worse. 

	When I’d first arrived on New Praxius and then the mothership, it had taken me quite a while to get used to the idea that I no longer had sovereignty over my own thoughts. Dominion protocols helped, of course, but the rules were often difficult if not impossible to enforce. Telepathy didn’t have an on/off switch like so many other powers. Sometimes thoughts and emotions just flooded in whether you wanted them to or not. 

	Still, I wasn’t overly worried about it. Miranda could protect herself, obviously, and there were only a few things I truly needed to keep from our guest. And as for Ash…well, she pretty much wore her thoughts on her sleeve anyway. And maybe if Velarys got a peek at how much Ash cared about this ship, it would push the inevitable clash even farther into the future. 

	A man could hope. 

	“Well, we’re still a little over a day from the rendezvous,” I said after we’d exhausted every avenue of discussion. “I know you’ve basically been asleep for two days straight, but if you need some rest…”

	“I do,” Velarys said. “I must meditate on what I have learned. Perhaps the astral winds will be kind and offer additional illumination.”

	“Uh…sure.” I shared a quick look with the other girls. What I really wanted was a chance to speak with them alone for a few minutes. Miranda could probably guarantee us some privacy with her powers, but only if we could get our guest into a different room for a while…

	“You probably want to shower and clean up, too,” Ash said, coming to the same conclusion. “I don’t know if I have any clothes that will fit ya, but you can raid my closet if you want. Everyone else is.”

	“Your offer is generous but unnecessary,” Velarys said. “This vessel’s fabrication unit should be able to restore my armor quite easily.”

	Ash shrugged. “Up to you, I guess. I know I wouldn’t want to sit around in that suit after thirty hours straight.”

	“You may be right,” Velarys admitted. “But I…”

	She trailed off as her head flicked to the side, and we all turned as Kalycos sauntered in through the open hatch to the main corridor, his tail swaying as he eyed the gathering taking place on the couch. 

	His couch. 

	“What is this creature?” Velarys asked, her posture suddenly stiff.

	“The real owner of the ship,” I muttered. “If you want to file a complaint, he’s the one you should see.”

	“It’s okay, baby,” Ash cooed, holding out her hand to entreat him. “You hungry?”

	After another inquisitive glance at the gathering, Kalycos continued his nonchalant saunter toward us. For a moment, it looked as though he might join his mother on the projector, but then he abruptly changed course and hopped up onto the arm of the couch between Miranda and Velarys instead. 

	“Why doesn’t he heed your commands?” Miranda asked. 

	Ash snorted. “He’s a cat, honey. He does what he wants. And right now, he wants to figure y’all out.”

	Little Kal stared right at Velarys, who still hadn’t moved. “What a majestic beast,” she breathed. “Like a tiny Rakashi, but without the greed or avarice.”

	“You haven’t seen him beg for treats,” I murmured. 

	I couldn’t tell if she’d even heard me. “Do not worry, little one,” she said, her voice lowering an octave to an almost breathless hum. “You have nothing to fear from me.”

	The cat’s tail swished. I wasn’t sure what to expect from him—he was notoriously mercurial—but after a brief pause, he stepped off the arm of the couch and moved within a few centimeters of the Yarasi. 

	“You desire affection, then?” she asked. “Very well.”

	She lifted her hand to his face, and he immediately rubbed his cheek across her gray fingers. When she scratched the bottom of his chin, his normally quiet purr was so loud we could have heard it even if we’d had a holo-vid playing on the projector. 

	Miranda looked vaguely horrified; Ash looked decidedly amused. 

	I simply smiled. Apparently, I had been going about this all wrong. Instead of trying to play diplomat myself, I should have just called for reinforcements. 

	“Yes, I imagine that location is difficult to scratch,” Velarys said. “But do not worry, I am happy to lend you my aid.”

	We all watched in silence as Kalycos soaked up the affection of the newcomer. It took almost a minute before he turned and hopped down from the couch only to promptly set an intercept course for his mother. He bonked his head into Ash’s shin, then wound his body and tail between her legs. 

	“A truly fascinating creature,” Velarys said. “Reminiscent of the yathool kittens native to Satera, though with a far more agreeable disposition.”

	“Huh,” I said. “We’ll have to take your word for it.”

	Ash crouched down to pick up Little Kal and hold him to her chest. He hadn’t stopped purring, though he did put his paw on her face to protest being hoisted up against his will. 

	“Now, I wish to avail myself of the lavatory,” Velarys said, bringing herself to her feet. “You may escort me to it, if you so desire.”

	“Sure,” I said, rising to join her. It seemed that the other girls and I would get our private conversation after all. “This way.” 

	 

	***

	 

	“It’s just over here,” I said once we had wrapped around the back corridor. 

	“I am familiar with the layout of a Vanu’ryth-class vessel,” Velarys replied, her eyes drinking in everything as we moved. “Though your associate has clearly made significant modifications.”

	“It was pretty beat up when we found it,” I said, glossing over the part where I had suggested that Ash sell off the salvage rights. It would have made her a small fortune, but her mind had been made up. “Took her months to get it in the air, let alone space.”

	Velarys paused in front of the door, her gaze peering around me to look into the gym a few meters away. “How and where was it discovered?”

	“A story for later,” I said, touching the panel and opening the door. The lavatory was larger than it looked from the outside, especially since there were no divider curtains or even blurred glass on the locker-room-style shower on the right. Ash had always meant to do something about that, but she’d never gotten around to it. 

	“There are plenty of towels in the cabinet,” I told her. “Along with everything else you should need.”

	“We shall see,” Velarys said. “But regardless, I shall wish to meditate afterward.”

	“No problem. We’ll set you up in the crew quarters or something.”

	“I will use the lounge.”

	I hissed softly, biting back a wave of annoyance. Yarasi forwardness and honesty had a certain charm to it, but her stubbornness was getting old. 

	“We’ll figure something out,” I said diplomatically. “In the meantime, I’ll leave you to it.”

	As I turned to leave, she shot something between a curious glance and an outright glare. “Are you not going to disrobe me?”

	My mouth went dry, and I had to repeat the memory in my head three times before I accepted that I hadn’t misheard. “Erm…can’t you do that yourself?”

	“Naturally, but that is hardly the point,” Velarys said. “You have been openly challenging my authority since I awakened.”

	“I’ve been…” I trailed off, too flabbergasted to form words. “You don’t have any authority here. This is our ship, and you are our guest.”

	“This is a Yarasi vessel, and I am a female. You should be eager to obey my commands.”

	The dryness returned. “Well, we’ve been over the first one—the Wildcat is Ash’s ship, not yours,” I said. “And as for the second part…what difference does it make that you’re female?”

	“What a ridiculous question,” Velarys said, shaking her head. “You are a curious specimen, Kaldor Zeris. Your behavior confuses me. You openly challenge me, yet when presented with the opportunity to make amends, you refuse to take it.”

	“Make amends?” I repeated. “What does removing your armor have to do with that?”

	“Everything,” she said. “Males are only disobedient when they seek the attention of a female. And if a female offers him the chance to impress her…”

	She paused, and the gray skin of her cheeks turned dark. “Clearly, I have misread your intentions.”

	“Uh…I guess so,” I managed, wondering what kind of opportunity I had just accidentally passed up. There was no way that she’d expected me to strip her and take her in the shower, right? My boyhood fantasies couldn’t possibly be that accurate…

	Velarys glanced away, her cheeks turning even darker. “This misunderstanding could have easily been avoided if you simply allowed me to probe your thoughts,” she said, a sudden edge to her tone. 

	“We humans value our privacy,” I said. “Maybe later, after you’ve earned my trust.”

	Her gaze snapped back to me, and this time she almost looked hurt. “I have no desire to harm you,” she insisted. “Only to understand you.”

	“I’d like to understand you, too,” I said, feeling an odd twinge of regret. “But, um…that’s probably going to take some time. And a few more acts of trust.”

	“So it would seem,” Velarys murmured, the light of her blue-violet eyes flickering again. Stars, it would be so easy to get lost in them…

	“By the way,” I said, “as long as we’re on this ship, you just call me Kal.”

	“Kal,” she echoed as if trying on the word. 

	“Easy to remember.” I offered her a smile. “I’ll leave you to it, then. Like I said, there are towels in the cabinet.”

	I stepped through the door and shut it behind me, then closed my eyes and forced myself to take a deep breath. At the start of my career, back when I’d been fresh out of the Borderlands, I’d had plenty of awkward experiences dealing with aliens I’d never personally encountered before. But it had been a long time since I’d felt this unprepared to deal with cultural differences. 

	Five minutes ago, I had been ready to choke this woman for being so stubborn, but now…now the possibilities were suddenly a lot more intriguing. 

	Grinning, I walked across the ship. My thoughts flashed to Captain Ellis, wondering how he would react when I brought a Yarasi warrior onto the Stormrider. The conversations would be interesting, I had no doubt about that. 

	Ash and Miranda were speaking in hushed tones when I arrived, both standing next to the couch and looking anxious. Kalycos, oblivious to the petty concerns of humans or the galaxy beyond, was giving himself a bath on the projector. 

	“All things considered, that could have gone worse,” I said.

	“Perhaps,” Miranda said. “But we are both worried about the security of the ship with her on board. I strongly recommend we don’t leave her unsupervised.” 

	“I really don’t think she’ll try anything at this point. But we could—”

	“I’ll stay up until we reach the Stormrider,” Ash interrupted. “Just in case.”

	“As will I,” Miranda agreed. “That way I can prevent any telepathic intrusion.”

	I stood there, flat-footed. Two days earlier, Ash had been spitting lightning at the “jenny skirt” I’d brought along to Sykaris, while Miranda had been struggling to grasp what I could possibly see in a half-Kreen girl from the Borderlands. Yet now they were forming a united front against a newcomer, and I wasn’t sure they even realized it. 

	As the old saying goes, I mused to myself, there’s nothing quite like a common enemy to bring people together. 

	“Let’s just try and remember that we need to keep her on our side,” I said. “The longer she’s willing to wait before telling her people what happened on that station, the better for everyone.”

	“That’s all well and good, but I’ll still feel better when she’s off my ship,” Ash replied. “’Least she won’t be able to argue about who really owns the Stormrider.”

	“Fair enough,” I conceded. “Though she might be able to help you fix some of the systems that are still giving you trouble. Like the astral drive, for example.”

	“I’ll pass, thanks.”

	I almost pressed it further, but from her body language—and the way she and Miranda were looking at each other in solidarity—I realized it would be a futile effort. The battle lines had been drawn, and there was nothing I could do about it besides try and hide my amusement. 

	“All right,” I said, raising my hands in defeat. “I just thought it would be nice to travel at three times the speed.”

	“We’ll manage,” Ash said. “In the meantime, we should—”

	Her green eyes abruptly went wide as she looked over my shoulder, and Miranda gasped. I spun around, my hand instinctively dropping to the holster I wasn’t wearing—

	Only to see Velarys standing in the doorway. 

	Stark naked. 

	“I informed Kal that I would require this room for my meditations,” she said, gliding forward, utterly care-free. Her hands feathered through her long and still very damp white hair. “Open spaces often help me focus.”

	For several heartbeats, the only sound in the room was Little Kal licking his paw. My old-fashioned Nirivian values were trying to convince me to shield my eyes out of politeness, but every other force in my body kept them locked upon the woman’s tall, statuesque figure as she came closer. 

	Despite her earlier injuries, her smooth, hairless gray skin was now completely unblemished, and her apparently lightning-quick shower had given it a shine like polished pewter. I drank in her feminine form, from her impossibly long legs to the shapely, sloping curve of her hips to the breasts that were both larger and firmer than I had imagined. The dark rings of her nipples stood out even more thanks to the glossy wetness of her skin, practically begging to be kissed. The way she moved—like a prowling, tiptoeing saunter rather than a crisp stride—seemed almost ethereal. 

	I had no excuse not to be more composed. It wasn’t as though I was a stranger to beautiful women, even beautiful alien women; I had slept with dozens of them over the years—tough women, elegant women, submissive women…

	But for whatever reason, the sight of a naked Yarasi made me feel like a teenager who had never even kissed a girl before, let alone seen one in her glorious flesh. 

	“Uh…” I stammered eloquently. 

	“Didn’t you tell her where the towels were?” Ash erupted. 

	“I do not require them,” Velarys said, fluffing her hair one last time before letting it fall gracefully over her shoulders in a shimmering silver tide. “My abilities allow me to reabsorb the moisture.”

	“Well, you’d better put on something!” Miranda demanded. Though she, too, seemed unable to look away. 

	Velarys halted barely a meter away from me. “I am merely performing an act of trust, as you requested,” she said, eyes glimmering. “I did not realize that my nudity would be such a cause for concern among other females.”

	“Ya thought wrong,” Ash said, her face flushed. “And Kal’s not a female!”

	“No, but he defeated me in physical combat and proved his worth. For that, he has earned the right to be treated as one.”

	It was, without a doubt, one of the strangest sentences I’d ever heard spoken aloud—and made even stranger that she clearly meant as a straight-faced compliment. 

	Later, I decided, it would probably be funny as hell. But right now…well, right now it was taking all my concentration not to stare at her tits. 

	“You know what?” Ash asked, cheeks still flushed but a grin finally tugging at her lips. “Let’s see if we can find you some clothing after all.”

	 

	 

	 

	
Interlude 
 

	Fort Tisarys, New Praxius

	Six Years Ago

	 

	“This is a mistake, Kal.”

	I looked up from my rucksack, my teeth clenched so hard I could have chewed through a thorotine bar. Ellis was lucky there was no mirror in the back of my locker, otherwise the laser bolts I was shooting from my eyes might have burned straight through him. 

	“No,” I said, my voice a dark, bitter growl. “Our only mistake was agreeing to come here in the first place!”

	I grabbed the rest of my belongings and stuffed them inside the bag. I still had no idea how the hell I was going to get off this planet yet, but I was determined to figure something out. Ash and I didn’t belong here—the Dominion had made that very clear. 

	“The Admiral is wrong about her,” Ellis said, his voice as weary as I had ever heard it. “He’s wrong about a lot of things. They all are.”

	Slamming the door shut, I whirled around to face him. He was standing there on the opposite side of the empty locker room, his spotless blue-gold uniform looking out of place against the weathered wall of white tiles behind him. The rest of the men were all in bed; it was probably well past midnight at this point. 

	“You have every right to be upset,” Ellis said. “That girl deserves better.”

	“You’re damn right she does!” I snarled. “What the fuck are they thinking?”

	“They aren’t. They haven’t had to in a very long time.” He sighed softly and stepped away from the wall. “There’s never been an alien in the Wings, Kal—or the Blades or the Immortals or any other elite service. The fact that she has powers…it makes some people nervous.”

	“Too fucking bad for them.”

	Ellis didn’t flinch. “I haven’t given up on her,” he said. “And neither should you. I have some contacts back on the mothership who could—”

	“She doesn’t want your charity,” I said. “And she’s not going to beg.”

	“I don’t expect her to. But she needs to be patient—and so do you.”

	I snorted in disgust. “Forget it. They had their chance, and they blew it. I’m sorry, sir, but it’s too late. I told you on Nirivarr, it’s both of us or neither of us. And the Admiral just made that choice.”

	I stormed toward the exit, but he moved to block my path. 

	“If you walk out that door, there’s no coming back,” Ellis said firmly. “And there’s nothing else I can do for either of you. But if you give me a chance—if you give me some time—I can still fix this.”

	I glared at him. Just a few months ago, this man and his soldiers had saved our lives, and his generosity hadn’t stopped there. He had gone out of his way to help me, not only by clearing a path for me but by openly building one for me to walk on. He almost treated me like his son, not some random natty soldier from a backwater world.

	I still didn’t understand why he’d done any of it. My gifts may have been relatively rare, but they were far from unique. The Immortals had existed long before the Expansionary Fleet had entered the Tartarus Cluster, and there were surely other young men and women out there who deserved his patronage far more than I did. 

	But his unbending support was making it far harder for me to walk out of here than I expected, especially when I’d been at the peak of my fury a mere hour ago. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Ash sobbing. It would have been one thing if she had simply failed the proficiency trials, but that obviously wasn’t the case. She had the discipline and the reflexes and the instincts to become one hell of a starfighter pilot. 

	And she would have, if not for the Kreen blood flowing in her veins. 

	“Before you make your choice,” Elis said, “there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

	“But—”

	“Just speak with her,” he went on. “She won’t just explain to you why this is important—she’ll show you.”

	I scowled. “And then what?”

	“If you listen to what she has to say and still want to walk away, then I’ll arrange transport for you myself,” Ellis said. “But I think you’ll change your mind once you understand what’s at stake. I didn’t drag you all the way here from that mudball planet just to make you another ’pounder. I need something more—something special. A soldier who is willing and able to fight the enemies no one else can—and protect the people that no one else will.” 

	I glared at him, annoyed that he was even here. I had wanted this to be simple—to storm in here, gather my things, and leave. But Ellis always seemed to be one step ahead of everyone. Somehow, he’d found me before I could disappear forever. 

	“I need your help, Kal,” he said in an almost fatherly tone. “There are a lot of other Nashiras out there across the Dominion. And just like her, they need us. Please, hear what my friend has to say.”

	Grimacing, I tried to swallow the lump that had been lodged in my throat ever since I’d watched Ash’s heart shatter in front of me. But it didn’t move; it never would, not as long as she was suffering. 

	I couldn’t fix it, and Ellis probably couldn’t, either. But after everything he’d done for me—for us—I knew I owed him one last chance. 

	“Fine,” I growled, sighing and dropping my bag. “I’ll listen. But after that…we’ll see.”

	Nodding, Ellis placed a hand on my shoulder. “You won’t regret it, son,” he said. “I promise.”

	 

	
6 
The Rendezvous

	 

	Takanis System

	Present Day

	 

	Ash did ultimately find Velarys some clothes to wear, though convincing her why it was so vital she put them on proved to be more of a challenge. The past month had brought a lot of firsts—encountering the Dowd, having a fleet jenny beg me to get her pregnant, getting attacked by Dominion soldiers—but seeing a Yarasi warrior meditating in the lounge of the Wildcat while wearing one of my old t-shirts may have been the most surreal. 

	We did manage to avoid further conversational landmines, however, despite the fact that Ash and Miranda stayed on edge the whole time. Their joint suspicion and sudden, unexpected bond might have been cute under different circumstances, like if it had convinced Miranda to join Ash and I in her quarters for a night. But the presence of an outsider had thrown everything off, and the girls stayed awake just like they had promised. 

	I did not. I wanted to be nice and rested when we reached Takanis, and I made sure to get a full night’s sleep before we arrived. Even for someone like me, who was used to long travel times across Dominion territory, these last few days had felt like a small eternity. Probably because the stakes were so damn high, and because every hour we spent traveling was one more for the Dowd and these insurrectionists to scurry back into whatever hole they’d crawled out of…

	But then, finally, we were there. 

	“Droppin’ to sublight,” Ash announced from the pilot’s seat, her voice scratchy from lack of sleep. “Should I keep the cloak up?”

	“Absolutely,” I said as the starlines outside collapsed into tiny pinpricks of distant light. “At least until we contact the captain.”

	She nodded and called up a sensor display over the right-hand side of the canopy. We appeared to be completely alone, which shouldn’t have been all that surprising, given that we were on the very outskirts of the system, billions of kilometers from the Dominion colony on Takanis II. Ellis had presumably chosen this rendezvous so that we’d be well out of sensor range to make certain we could get everything sorted out before making an official report. 

	The problem was that he should have been here by now. 

	“They must have been delayed,” I said, as much to myself as anyone else. “What’s our best estimate for a time frame?”

	Miranda, sitting at her usual console behind and to the left of Ash, stared out at the silent stars for several heartbeats, then glanced down at her controls. “Even if they were slowed down significantly, they should have been here for at least a day and a half.”

	I grimaced. Where in the hell are you, sir?

	“If they were destroyed by the Dowd in astral space, it will be virtually impossible to locate the wreckage,” Velarys said. She was standing right next to me, clad in her mostly repaired light purple-gray armor. “We must account for that possibility.”

	“They’re not dead,” I insisted. “With over a day to kill, they could have returned to the mothership or gone on to New Praxius.”

	I felt Ash’s eyes upon me. “Kal, there’s no way—”

	“I’m not saying it’s likely, only that it’s possible,” I growled, trying to choke down the dread threatening to suffocate me. I had spent this whole trip forcing myself not to dwell on the possibility that the Stormrider had been destroyed, but now that the evidence was sitting here in front of us…

	Without Ellis, everything we’d been working for these past few years would fall apart. Our efforts to maintain the peace, my off-the-books missions with Saleya’s group, even my visits to Ash in the Borderlands…none of it would be possible without Ellis looking out for me. I would be reassigned in no time, and a natty ’pounder—even a SpecOps Immortal—only had so much leverage without a senior fleet officer in his corner.

	“All right, here’s the plan,” I said, swallowing. “First, we’ll head to—”

	“Wait,” Miranda interrupted as she frowned down at her console. “I believe I’m picking up a transponder pulse from somewhere else in the system.”

	I turned back to her, heart suddenly racing. “Can you show us?”

	“Erm,” she mumbled, looking over the strange controls. She had been so focused on watching our guest that she still hadn’t made much headway in learning how to use them. 

	“Like this,” Velarys said, stepping over and touching one of the triangular glyphs on the panel. The display superimposed upon the canopy flickered, then highlighted a distant transponder signal coming from halfway across the system. 

	“Is there an ID attached to it?” I asked. 

	Miranda studied it for a moment before a smile spread across her face. “It’s the Stormrider.”

	An invisible weight lifted from my shoulders. “You’re certain?”

	“Yes. There’s no message attached; it’s just a locator beacon. The captain must have changed the rendezvous and sent out a signal to let us know.”

	“Odd,” I said, suspicion tempering my immediate flash of excitement. “Ellis isn’t the type to change the play after it’s been called.”

	“They may have miscalculated their astral shift,” Velarys suggested. “And if their engines are damaged, they might not have been able to correct their mistake.”

	It was as good an explanation as any. The implications weren’t great, but they were a hell of a lot better than the ship being blown up. 

	“Plot an intercept and get us over there,” I ordered. “But keep us cloaked just in case.”

	“On it,” Ash said. “Here we go…”

	It took almost ten minutes to cross the millions of kilometers separating us, most of which I spent staring impatiently at the display. A wave of relief crashed over me once the ship appeared on sensors, though the incoming telemetry painted an even darker picture than I’d feared. And once we were close enough to see it with magnification…

	“By the Seraph,” Miranda breathed. 

	Bile rose in the back of my throat. The Stormrider was practically brand new, having only been officially commissioned six months ago. Before this mission, it hadn’t suffered so much as a scratch on its pristine white hull. 

	That was no longer the case. Most of the ship’s midsection was stippled black, as was at least a third of the seashell bow. One of the sublight nacelles had been savaged by several direct hits, mangling it almost beyond recognition, and the other wasn’t in much better shape. It was suddenly rather obvious why they hadn’t been waiting at the exact rendezvous coordinates. 

	“Life signs?” I asked, voice hoarse. 

	“Yes,” Velarys said, looking at Miranda’s display. “Life support systems are online, but not much else. Main power is out; auxiliary power appears to be operating at less than half capacity. Though based on the damage, they have likely been attempting to make repairs for some time.”

	“You’re tellin’ me it used to be worse?” Ash asked. “How are they even alive?”

	“Because Captain Ellis was in command,” I said, hearing both the pride and shock in my voice. The Science Directorate held out hope that the Stormrider would spawn an entire new line of easy-to-build assault frigates that could not only navigate the gravimetric currents of the Drift, but potentially dip farther into the fringes of the Veil. They were not going to be amused that their fancy new prototype had been beaten to a pulp. 

	But that was a problem for another day. 

	“Are their coms online?” I asked. 

	“I believe so, yes,” Miranda said, looking a bit grouchy to have our Yarasi guest hovering over her. 

	“Then drop the cloak and open a channel.”

	The lights in the cockpit brightened as Ash disengaged the ship’s cloak. A quick glance at the tac-holo showed no obvious reaction from the Stormrider, and I wondered if their sensors were even capable of detecting us—and if not, why the captain hadn’t called Takanis to get a maintenance tug out here. Takanis II lay right at the edge of the liquid water zone for its star, but its rich mineral deposits had earned it a modest naval station with enough system patrol craft to run off pirates. The five gas giants orbiting further out were also likely candidates for future exploitation. The colony itself was relatively small, with several dozen mostly automated mining operations supported by a single polar settlement, but the garrison surely had enough supplies to help with basic repairs. Perhaps he’d just wanted to hold off until we’d had a chance to talk…and get our story straight. 

	“Channel open,” Ash said. 

	“Stormrider, this is Major Zeris,” I said. “Do you copy?”

	The pause seemed to stretch on forever, but Captain Ellis’s image finally superimposed over the canopy in front of us. “Kal…thank the Seraph you made it.”

	“I was about to say the same to you, sir.” I only had a limited view of the bridge behind him, but it had clearly seen better days. The bits of shattered plastic scattered across the tactical console were hard to miss. 

	“Oh, we didn’t have any trouble,” Ellis said with a forced smile. Beyond the gray patches in his black beard, I could see sweat and grime on his umber cheeks. I doubted he’d slept more than hour or two over the past three days. 

	“Yeah, the ship looks great from out here,” I replied dryly. “You want me to see if we have some towing cables around here somewhere?”

	“That won’t be necessary, Major. Not yet, anyway.”

	“Captain, what happened?” Miranda asked. “Were the Dowd—”

	“I’ll explain everything once you’re aboard, Ensign,” Ellis said. “We should have partial main power restored in a few minutes.”

	“Understood, sir,” I said. “But you should be aware that we’re bringing a guest aboard.”

	“A guest?”

	I turned to Velarys, only to find her looking right at me. Through me, actually, or at least that was always how it seemed. “A survivor,” I clarified. “We were able to save one of the Yarasi soldiers before we escaped. It took some doing, but we’ve convinced her to hear us out before she tells her people anything. And I gave her my word we’d get to the bottom of this as soon as possible.”

	The captain leaned back, a dozen questions flashing in his dark eyes. But we knew each other well enough that I was sure he heard the unspoken subtext in my voice—and the warning buried within. 

	“I’ll make the appropriate arrangements,” Ellis said. “Go ahead and dock—the umbilical is still working just fine.”

	“Understood, sir,” I said. “Zeris out.”

	“At least they’re alive,” Ash whispered. “The Dowd sure beat the piss of out ’em, though. What do you think happened?”

	“We’ll find out soon,” I told her, my eyes locked on the plasma-scored hull. “Go ahead and take us in.”

	 

	***

	 

	The Wildcat was a bit too large to fit inside the Stormrider’s cramped hangar while it was still holding the Foreclaw freighter and a drop shuttle, but Ash had no trouble attaching us to the port-side umbilical. A few minutes later, the four of us were standing outside the airlock, myself in the lead alongside our guest while Ash and Miranda stood a few meters away. The former had finally put on her green “hunting” gear, including the bow strapped to her back and pulse pistol on her hip; the latter had put her skin-suit on, though I could tell she was dying to get back in her regular uniform. 

	Despite the patchwork repairs, I had donned my black neoflex armor as well, my SP-2 sidearm locked to my hip. Mostly out of habit and protocol, but also out of professional pride. Elite SpecOps commandos didn’t simply wander around military starships in their old t-shirts and comfy pants, especially not when they were bringing an enemy soldier aboard. 

	There was a hiss around the airlock door as the pressure equalized, and I found myself tensing up. If we had been on the Alaru, Ellis’s last command, there probably would have been ten armed troopers awaiting us to escort our guest. But since the Stormrider didn’t have any ’pounders left on board, I wondered if he might have decided to arm a few of his young officers and having them nearby as a show of force instead. 

	Then the door opened, and I had my answer. 

	“Welcome aboard,” Ellis said, standing alone and unarmed several meters away on the other side of the airlock. The gold epaulets of his normally pristine blue uniform were dusted with grime, and his face looked even more fatigued in person than it had over the projection. His gaze darted across the repairs to my armor, then over my shoulder to Ash and Miranda, and some of his worry lines eased. “Thank the Seraph you all made it.”

	“Sir,” I said, offering him a crisp salute. “Permission to come aboard.”

	“Granted.”

	Letting my arm fall, I gestured to our guest. “This is Velarys, the Yarasi survivor I told you about.”

	“Welcome aboard the Stormrider,” he greeted with a courteous nod. “I’m Captain Jarod Ellis. I only wish our meeting were under more pleasant circumstances.”

	“As do I,” Velarys replied, her blue-violet eyes boring into him with uncomfortable intensity. I doubted that she would use her telepathy with Miranda looming so close, but my stomach tightened nevertheless. Ellis had demonstrated remarkable mental discipline around Seraphim telepaths, but Yarasi methods could have been more intrusive…

	“Well, I’m eager to hear your report in person,” the captain said. “I just hope you’ll forgive the mess on the way to conference room. We have most of the mechs on repair duty, not janitorial work.”

	“I understand. But before we proceed, Captain, I wish to make one thing clear.” Velarys advanced a step, her voice hardening. “I have agreed to speak with you as a courtesy to Major Zeris, who saved my life. He believes that rogue actors are to blame for this massacre, and I am willing to hear evidence to that end. But make no mistake: my sisters were killed by human soldiers, and the Yarasi Empire will not allow their deaths to go unpunished.”

	It was, I had to admit, a pretty bold sentiment coming from a lone, unarmed soldier about to board a starship filled with her enemies. Under different circumstances, I might have laughed in her face. But even based on the short time I had known her, I understood that it wasn’t bluster or even a threat. In her mind, she was merely making her position crystal clear.

	It was this kind of behavior that made conniving merchants so eager to work with Yarasi traders. Good negotiators—like good gamblers—didn’t just lay their cards on the table for all to see. The Rakashi Alliance in particular had always been eager to exploit the earnestness of their neighbors. 

	But I was a soldier, not a merchant. And I was already starting to find that Yarasi earnestness refreshing. 

	“I understand your concerns,” Ellis replied, his expression sober but betraying nothing. “And I am as disturbed as you are by the implication of Dominion involvement here. I assure you, I am determined to punish those responsible for this barbaric attack.”

	“So you say,” Velarys returned coolly. “But the Executrix will require more than mere words before she is willing to trust you. And frankly, Captain, so will I.”

	“As well you should,” Ellis said. “And in the interest of honesty here, I should tell you that Fleet Command will not be pleased when they learn about a Yarasi listening post hidden in the Borderlands—one with the capacity to surveil half a dozen Dominion sectors. At some point, the Executrix will need to explain to the Assembly on Kenabrius why her government decided to violate the spirit of the Accords with such an aggressive move.”

	Velarys shrugged almost imperceptibly. “Likely the same reason the Pact built a similar station at Harkaeon. And the same reason that, even now, you are attempting to build a surveillance installation along the Veil beyond the Ketule Nebula.”

	My brow furrowed. “What?”

	“I’m not aware of any surveillance facilities outside Dominion space,” Ellis murmured. 

	“Neither were we, until our own installation came online several months ago,” Velarys said. “But it is there, Captain. And the Executrix may wonder if fear of exposure could be the motivation for your soldiers boarding our outpost and slaughtering our people.”

	My mouth was suddenly dry. She hadn’t said anything about this while we were on the Wildcat. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Miranda’s face scrunch in concern as well.

	“I will need to consult my superior and look into this,” Ellis said, his tone staying level despite his obvious worry. “But this isn’t the place to hold a discussion. Please, follow me…”

	He turned and led the way into the adjoining corridor with me, Velarys, and Miranda close behind. But it only took a few steps before we all realized that Ash wasn’t following us. She remained inside the umbilical, her arms crossed over her chest. 

	“You coming?” I asked, pausing and glancing over my shoulder.

	“I’m fine right here, I think,” she said. “Someone’s gotta make sure none of these jennies put their paws on the Wildcat.”

	“No one will touch your vessel,” Ellis assured her, brow furrowed. “You have my word.”

	She eyed him for a long moment, her vertical pupils so narrow they were practically invisible. “I appreciate it, Captain, but we both know I don’t belong on your fancy ship. No point in pretendin’ otherwise.”

	The air went still, and a shadow fell across Ellis’s face. The expression was not one I’d seen often; it was a mix of sadness, wounded pride, and perhaps even a little shame. In fact, I think I had only ever seen it once before in my life. 

	Six years ago, back when he had heard the news that the Wings of the Seraph had rejected her. 

	“You are welcome on the Stormrider anytime, Nashira,” Ellis said, his normally commanding voice almost plaintive. “I hope you understand that.”

	Ash’s cheek twitched. “I ain’t one of your jennies,” she said. “And we both know the Dominion doesn’t want me anywhere near—”

	“I don’t care what the Dominion wants,” Ellis interrupted. “This is my ship, and I make the rules. You are always welcome here.”

	For several awkward heartbeats, I wondered if she might refuse. It would have been stubborn and foolish and pointless, but I still wouldn’t have blamed her. After all, it wasn’t as if I’d made much progress sanding down the chip on my shoulder, either, and I hadn’t been thrown to the wolves for having “impure DNA” like she had. 

	“Please, join us,” Ellis said, extending his hand. “You’re the only reason we’re all standing here. And there’s no way we’ll be able to find out who is responsible without your help.”

	Ash finally swallowed and stepped forward. “Fine,” she murmured. “Let’s get this over with.”

	 

	***

	 

	The Stormrider had looked pretty bad on the outside. From the inside, the damage was even worse. 

	Entire corridors had been sealed off by emergency bulkheads during the attack, preventing decompression but turning the ship into a maze in the process. The acrid smell of burnt electronics hung in the air. There were bits of broken plastic from overloaded panels scattered across the carpet, even on the command deck, and I couldn’t help but wonder if the lingering naysayers in the Admiralty might take the damage as validation of their opposition to new Dominion vessels being constructed without Synesthete support. One of the main advantages of integrating psionic ghosts into a ship was their knack for coordinating repairs, which the crew definitely seemed to be struggling with. 

	Then again, they were trying to conduct major repairs in the middle of nowhere without the aid of a shipyard, external fabricator drones, or a team of trained Seraphim shapers who could psionically repair battle damage as easily as Velarys could repair flesh. That, combined with the inexperience of the crew, didn’t exactly make for a fair comparison. 

	The good news, relatively speaking, was that casualties from the attack had been light. Four people were dead, three from a single torpedo hit that had vented an entire corridor into space, and about a dozen had been seriously wounded. All things considered, a little debris in the corridors was a small price to pay for not losing more people. 

	The conference room was in decent shape, though, probably because one of the emergency bulkheads had sealed over the wall-sized window during the attack. We all took a seat at the long, oval table, Ellis at the head, Velarys on one side, and myself flanked by Ash and Miranda on the other. I planned to give the captain the briefest possible recap. But first, I needed to know how in the hell they had gotten out of their dogfight alive.

	“Not easily,” Ellis said in response to my question. “Once I realized they could follow us into astral space, I knew we were in trouble. The Stormrider is one of the fastest and most maneuverable ships in the fleet, but those swarm ships have frigate-grade plasma cannons and are almost as nimble as starfighters. I knew we couldn’t evade them for long, so I shifted us back into normal space and tried to use the nebula to our advantage.”

	He leaned back in his chair and laid his hands upon the black, glassy table. “I’ll show you the battle recordings later, but we managed to play cat and mouse long enough to keep them from ganging up on us. Once we finally took the first one out, I knew the other one would probably revert to old tactics. And I wasn’t wrong.”

	“Old tactics, sir?” Miranda asked. 

	“A suicide run,” I reasoned darkly, remembering the old battle vids he’d shown me. “To prevent you from returning with details of the attack.”

	Ellis nodded. “Yes. If Reyes weren’t such a talented helmsman, we might not be having this conversation. But we managed to keep our distance long enough to cripple their engines and then finish them off.”

	“Impressive,” I said, looking forward to reviewing the footage. I may not have been a naval strategist, but Ellis sure as hell was. There was no better captain in the fleet in a one-on-one engagement. Or perhaps even two- or three-on-one, where the Dowd were concerned.

	“I’m confused about something, sir,” Miranda said. “If you battled the Dowd in the nebula, how did you get here? There’s no way the Stormrider could have made it this far without main power.” 

	“You’re right, we wouldn’t have,” Ellis agreed. “Most of the battle damage was from our second engagement.”

	“Second engagement?” I breathed.

	“Three more swarm ships intercepted us just before we reached Dominion space,” he said. “We don’t know where they came from or how they tracked us, but we suddenly found ourselves in another fight for our lives.”

	I shared a stunned look with Ash and Miranda. So, while an unmarked Dominion cruiser had come after us, more swarm ships had gone after the Stormrider. It raised all kinds of questions, like where these ships had been hiding all these years. 

	“How did you survive this second assault?” Velarys asked from across the table. 

	“We ran. I eventually took a gamble that they wouldn’t be willing to reveal themselves in Dominion space, and I was mostly right,” Ellis said. “They pursued us right up until we got within sensor range of the Takanis V outpost, then broke off their pursuit.”

	“Thank the Seraph for small favors,” I murmured. “But it turns out they didn’t just go after you. We had a little pursuit of our own.”

	Ellis frowned. “Weren’t you cloaked?”

	“Yeah. Which made things a whole lot more interesting…”

	I laid out the details of our brief engagement with the renegade Dominion cruiser, including our creative means of disabling their hyperdrive prior to our escape. Ellis’s face cycled through the same emotions mine had, mostly on the shock and confusion band of the spectrum. 

	“A retrofitted Dominion cruiser,” he breathed once I’d finished. “How is that even possible?”

	“I wish I knew,” I said. “But somehow, I get a feeling they have more surprises in store for us…whoever the hell ‘they’ are.”

	“Surely Fleet Command can figure out where the cruiser could have come from,” Miranda suggested. “They could compare our sensor data against a list of decommissioned or missing ships.”

	Ellis nodded, and I could almost see the gears in his mind grinding through a list of theories. “The cruiser, the Valkyries, the crew required to operate it all…” He shook his head. “It’s almost unfathomable. The Dominion fleet does not just lose starships.”

	“There are those who will agree,” Velarys said, voice icy. “And suggest that the true explanation is more sinister.”

	Miranda shot the other woman an acidic glare, but Ellis took it more or less in stride. 

	“I’m not any happier about this than you are,” he said, diplomatically but with a touch of bite in his tone. “We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

	“On that note, have you had the opportunity to pursue our other potential lead?” I asked. “You’ve had plenty of time to pull the transfer orders for Draven and his squad.”

	The captain’s face darkened into a scowl. “I checked,” he confirmed. “But by the time we were in range of relay stations at the border, the official transfer orders had already been deleted.”

	“Deleted?” Miranda gasped. “Under whose authority?”

	“That’s an excellent question,” Ellis said. “Unfortunately, whoever ordered it did a hell of a job covering their tracks. I had Nohani check out all the recent order lists looking for anything suspicious, but there’s nothing, not even a single data remnant.”

	“There must be physical proof,” I suggested. “Draven and his men didn’t just materialize out of nowhere—they had previous assignments, previous commanders…there are plenty of potential leads.”

	“Yes, and once I get in contact with the mothership, I’m going to insist Command launch a full investigation,” Ellis said. “But that’s going to take time—time we may not have. The Assembly on Kenabrius is about as volatile as a pulothium isotope. If there’s any chance of stabilizing it, we need to act quickly. And probably take some chances we wouldn’t otherwise risk.”

	From the tone of his voice, I could tell that he’d spent plenty of time working through various possibilities over the past few days; though from the crease in his brow, I could also tell that he didn’t particularly care for his conclusions. 

	“There are numerous groups in Dominion space who don’t approve of the Accords,” Ellis said, “but only a handful that have any type of real influence over the military. Fewer still have anything resembling the capability to steal a cruiser without anyone noticing.”

	“The Rividian Column and the Mire are the only two that come to mind,” I said, watching Ash’s reaction out of the corner of my eye. She had been quiet so far, mostly because she felt so uncomfortable on a Dominion ship, but I saw her flinch when I mentioned the organization that had murdered her parents. She had spent a lot of time over the years trying to flush them out of hiding to no avail. 

	“The trouble is,” I added, “we could easily be dealing with a completely new faction here, one we know absolutely nothing about.”

	“We barely know anything about the ones we can name,” Ellis replied sourly. “I spent the better part of yesterday digging through the Intelligence Directorate’s files, and the truth is, the DID knows embarrassingly little about the command structure of the Column and the Mire.”

	“But that…that doesn’t make sense,” Miranda said. “They operate openly in Dominion space! How could the DID not know more about them?”

	“Because your leaders sympathize with their goals,” Velarys interjected. 

	“Some of our leaders sympathize with their goals,” Ellis corrected. “Too many, certainly, and I suspect the number may be even higher among the rank-and-file. But it’s far more complicated than that.”

	“Don’t see why,” Ash put in, arms crossed and voice bitter. “Seems like they got a tidy little relationship goin’ right now.”

	Miranda frowned at her. “What are you implying?”

	“That by leaving these reactionary groups unhindered,” Velarys answered instead, “your leaders are able to accomplish their objectives without active involvement. We have observed similar tactics all across human society from the moment you arrived in the Cluster. I believe the term your people use is ‘plausible deniability,’ is it not?”

	“That is pure speculation!” Miranda snarled. “If I were you, I would be very careful about levying accusations, especially after our captain graciously invited you to be present for what should be a classified briefing!”

	“I merely speak the truth,” Velarys replied. “Perhaps you should consider why it makes you feel so uncomfortable.”

	Miranda’s blue eyes flashed like angry pulse cannons. “Captain, I strongly suggest we remove this—”

	“At ease, Ensign,” Ellis said, his voice calm but his gaze hard. “Our guest has every right to speak her mind. We want her people to understand that we are being as open and honest in this investigation as possible.”

	Miranda visibly swallowed a retort, then nodded. “Of course, Captain,” she said. “I apologize for the outburst.”

	“Noted,” he said, leaning forward across the table and looking at the Yarasi again. “As I was saying, the situation is complicated. But most of the particulars aren’t important, at least not for our current purposes. The bottom line is that the official DID files have minimal information on the leadership of either major organization. Thankfully, however, I was able to make a few private inquiries to fill in the gaps.”

	He tapped a button on the table, and several holographic images appeared over the projector in the center, mirrored for each viewing angle. On the left was an image of a slender, middle-aged human man with a graying goatee; on the right was a fairly detail-light text dossier. 

	“His name is Soren Foln,” Ellis said. “My sources believe that he’s been in charge of the Rividian Column for almost ten years, though he’s gone by at least a dozen different aliases in that time. And according to one of my sources in the DID, he has strong connections to the Mire leadership as well.”

	“Foln,” Miranda breathed, frowning as she examined the dossier. “I recognize that name. It’s one of the Great Keledonian Houses from the old Dominion!”

	Ellis nodded. “Which I believe might be the actual reason that his name isn’t listed in the DID records I pulled. It’s less of a conspiracy and more of a standard cover-up. The idea that one of the scions from the Great Houses would be involved in something like this is downright embarrassing. If word got out, the political fallout across the Golden Worlds would be intense.”

	“But it does explain how the Column has been able to maintain funding for so long,” I reasoned. “Even a trickle of that legacy wealth could support a small army.”

	“Indeed,” Ellis agreed. “Both groups have been relatively quiet for the past few years, enough that they’ve fallen off the immediate radar. But there are those within the Directorate who have suggested the two groups might be regrouping to plan some kind of joint operation.”

	“Like trying to bait the Pact and Yarasi into a war?”

	“That was my first thought, but a plan of that scale—especially one that somehow involves the Dowd—is far more grandiose than anything either group has ever attempted. Even with the funding of a Great House, I’m not sure how they would gather the resources or personnel to pull off anything like this.”

	“Then perhaps they are merely a convenient scapegoat,” Velarys said. “And your own government is responsible after all.”

	At the edge of my vision, I saw Miranda twitch. I half-expected her to lunge out of her chair and tackle the other woman, but a warning glance from the captain kept her in place. 

	“If that’s true, then we are all in a lot of trouble,” Ellis said mildly. “But while I understand your cynicism, I still believe it is unfounded. Major Zeris and I have a history of taking on the more radical elements within Dominion space. There’s simply no way a plan of this magnitude could have been kept from us, not if it involved key leaders in the fleet.”

	“Perhaps,” Velarys replied neutrally. “I remain unconvinced, and based on what I’ve heard thus far, the Executrix and the Pact Military Council will assume the worst.”

	“Which is precisely why it’s so important that we expose the people responsible as quickly as possible,” Ellis said. “While the Assembly debates the images you uploaded, we need to take action.”

	“How?” I asked. 

	With a heavy sigh, the captain closed the projection. “At the moment, there’s only one real option. We need to confront one or both of these groups and see what they know, and we need to do it soon. And that means—”

	“Rividian,” Ash whispered. “The only place where we know they are for sure.”

	We all turned to her. She looked as uncomfortable as ever, and the fact that we were discussing groups who would want “genetic abominations” like her sterilized probably wasn’t helping. 

	“You still have contacts there, don’t you?” the captain asked. 

	“A few,” Ash said, turning and eyeing me. She finally seemed to relax the slightest bit, and I could see a faint flicker of amusement tug at the corner of her mouth. “I have an in with the Ibiz Aral—I found the missing daughter of one of their sector bosses a few months back. He might know something.”

	I winced. I didn’t particularly like the idea of reaching out to one of the notorious Neyris crime families, even one of the slightly less odious ones like the Ibiz Aral. They were discreet enough when they sold us information, but our connections to Saleya’s organization might work against us. She had worked to save a lot of Neyris girls from syndicate life and made plenty of powerful enemies in the process. 

	“I doubt they’d be able to help,” I said. “Pro-human groups aren’t exactly eager to work with alien crime families.”

	“The Ibiz Aral moves a lot of guns down the Ramanis Run to Rividian,” Ash pointed out. “You don’t think the Column could swallow their pride long enough to buy a few shiploads of weapons?”

	“Maybe, but I still think there are better options.”

	She shrugged innocently. “There’s always Lovar Dyss and his fellow Rakashi. He’ll charge us an arm and a tail, but he’s—”

	“I’ll pass, thanks.” I shot her a warning glower. “You do remember the last time we tried to do business with him, right?”

	“You mean when he tried to overcharge us for those grenades?”

	“No, I mean when he had one of his drones try to slice into my holopad while I was taking a piss!” 

	“I think he got the message,” Ash said. “You did knock out one of his fangs.”

	“Yeah, well, I still say he got off easy,” I grumbled.

	“How does a soldier know so much about these…miscreants?” Miranda asked. For the first time since we’d sat down, her blue gaze was focused on me rather than Velarys. 

	“Necessity,” Ellis replied before I could. “Life in SpecOps is more complicated than life on a starship, Ensign. Learning how to navigate the underworld can be crucial for more delicate assignments.”

	It was an accurate enough answer, if not a particularly honest one. And Ash was cagey enough not to give anyone the time to chew on it and figure that out. 

	“I think we both know where this is goin’, Kal,” she said. 

	“Absolutely not,” I insisted. “I refuse to go into that idiot’s bar ever again.”

	“That idiot is the most connected person on the planet,” Ash countered. “Well, the most connected one who isn’t a spy, anyway.”

	“I do not understand,” Velarys said, looking between us. “Who is this person?”

	“Nobody you want to meet,” I muttered. “And nobody I want to see.”

	Ash snorted. “You’ll have to forgive Kal. He’s been salty ever since Gor beat him in an arm-wrestling match.”

	“That’s not why I dislike him,” I protested. “And besides, he didn’t beat me. Not really. It wasn’t a fair fight.”

	“Why’s that?”

	“Because he’s a Krosian!”

	“Yeah, but you knew that when you took the bet!”

	“I took the bet because you needed me to give you a distraction,” I reminded. “And because I was completely shit-faced at the time.”

	Ash laughed. I did not. 

	“The point is he’s not trustworthy,” I said. “There has to be someone else.”

	“You know there isn’t. If the Column is up to somethin’ this big, Gor will know about it. Besides, he owes me a favor.”

	“I owe him a punch in the tusk,” I replied bitterly. But no matter how much I wanted to deny it, she was obviously right. Tagrath Xal’Gor had an impressive information-gathering network, and he had learned to use people’s natural biases against his species to his advantage. Krosians were bred for strength, not smarts, but he’d somehow managed to end up with both. I had always wondered if he might be a Pact spy, but Ash assured me that she’d never been able to dig up any connections to that end. The Xal’Gor clan was one of the rare few who had stayed in Dominion space after the massacre on Coperos that had driven the rest into the arms of the Sillibar and the Pact. 

	“Even if his organization is willing to help us,” I said, my tone conceding defeat, “he’ll charge us a governor’s ransom.”

	“If he can get us the information we need, we’ll pay whatever it takes,” Ellis said. “I would prefer to go through official channels, but that’s not an option right now. Fleet Command is still busy diverting ships to the border in case the Pact decides to cross into the Borderlands, and the Admiralty will be bogged down dealing with the political fallout from all of this. The DID will assuredly conduct their own investigation, but, well…”

	“Yeah,” I said, not bothering to hide my distaste. I had no doubt that there were plenty of good people in the Intelligence Directorate, but Velarys’s suspicions about the organization weren’t misplaced. Of all the valuable lessons I’d learned working with Saleya’s group, the most important was to be wary of the DID. 

	“Under normal circumstances, I would obviously prefer to take the Stormrider,” Ellis said. “But engineering doesn’t expect we’ll be able to move for at least two days, possibly more. So while we conduct repairs, Nashira will have to—”

	“I know,” Ash said, flicking her hand. “I should really start back-chargin’ you for all this fuel. Sometimes feels like your precious Dominion couldn’t function without me!”

	Ellis offered her an almost grandfatherly smile. “I’ve managed to free up some discretionary funds for just this eventuality.”

	“Some?” She uncrossed her arms. “How many zeroes is that?”

	“Enough, I hope,” he said. “To be perfectly honest, there are other advantages to arriving in a civilian vessel. Command is preparing to consolidate the bulk of the 4th and 5th fleets in the Rividian System as part of our defensive posture. I imagine that most fringe groups like the Column may be planning to go farther underground with all that military build-up overhead. It’s probably best not to spook them further.”

	Ellis returned his attention to me. “I want you to go there and get any information you can, Major. With luck, we’ll be able to rendezvous with you again by the time you get a lead.”

	If we get a lead, I thought. I still wasn’t convinced that the Column had anything to do with this. If I had to bet my pension on it, I would have gone with my new faction theory. Though if I were being honest with myself, I was probably just grumpy about the prospect of meeting Gor again. Stars, I hated Krosians, even the ones who didn’t smell like yesterday’s lunch. 

	“Does this meet with your approval?” Ellis asked our Yarasi guest. 

	Velarys considered for several heartbeats, her body almost eerily still. “I will refrain from sending a message to my people until after we have pursued this course. After that, I am honor-bound to tell the Executrix everything that has transpired.”

	“Then let’s hope you’re able to find the proof we need to convince her that this isn’t worth starting another war,” Ellis said. “Because that’s the absolute last thing any of us should want.”

	“Agreed,” the Yarasi replied.

	Ellis held her gaze for a few more seconds before he turned back to me. “I wish we had more time to let you catch your breath, but given the situation…”

	“I understand, sir,” I said. “I just need a few hours to get my armor repaired before we can depart. If we pick up the trade corridor to Rividian at New Praxius, we can probably shave the trip down to—”

	“Fifty-nine hours and thirty-eight minutes,” Miranda said. “Depending on hyperspace drift.”

	I smiled thinly. “Just enough time for you to get the Stormrider moving again.”

	“If we’re lucky,” Ellis said. “And if the Takanis colony can get some repair drones out here reasonably quickly. We’re going to need all the help we can get.” His eyes shifted to Miranda. “On that note, Ensign, I’m afraid you’ll be staying here.”

	She blinked. “Sir?”

	“We’re still down several crew from injuries, and I’m going to need your expertise to get us up and running again.”

	Her mouth hung open, and she looked between me and Ash almost plaintively. Miranda had experienced plenty of firsts on this assignment, but I got the feeling she’d never been given orders she’d strongly disagreed with before. Until now. 

	“With all due respect, sir, the Major and I have been an excellent team,” she said, voice quiet but insistent. “We—”

	“I know you have, and I’m certain you will be again in the future,” Ellis replied, coolly but not harshly. “I never would have sent you to help him otherwise. But at the moment, Ensign, I need you here.”

	She wanted to protest—I could see it on her face and in the tightness of her knuckles on the table. But at the end of the day, she was still a fleet jenny, designed from birth to serve on a Dominion starship. 

	And to follow orders.

	“Yes, sir,” she said. “I understand.”

	The defeat in her voice almost made me speak up in her defense, and if we had been alone with only Ellis in the room, I might have done just that. But questioning his orders in front of an outsider like Velarys would be unacceptable. I also had a feeling that there was more to this particular decision than the current needs of the Stormrider. Fleet jennies and the criminal underworld weren’t exactly a good mix. No matter how we tried to disguise her, Miranda would stand out like a Neyris dancer in a Krosian battle pit. She’d done well enough on Sykaris, but we had only gone there to meet with Ash, not a local crime boss. The dynamics on Rividian were going to be quite different. 

	Especially since Ash and I were already going to have our hands full trying to keep a low profile with a Yarasi warrior in tow. Adding Miranda to the mix would make a difficult task effectively impossible. 

	Still, it tugged at me to leave her behind. And I was reasonably certain I saw a flash of disappointment in Ash’s eyes, which seemed like a good sign considering that a few short days ago, they hadn’t wanted anything to do with one another.

	“Then you should start getting ready, Major,” Ellis said. “Contact me before you’re prepped to go—there are a few last things that you and I should discuss. In the meantime, I would like to speak with our guest in private.”

	I knew a dismissal when I heard one. Rising to my feet, I offered Miranda an apologetic glance. 

	“We’ll be underway as soon as we can, sir,” I told him. 

	“Just make sure you get those funds in my account,” Ash said, standing. “And feel free to be as generous as you like.”

	Ellis smiled. “I’ll see what I can do.”

	 

	
7 
A Short Goodbye

	 

	Takanis System

	Present Day

	 

	Compared to the damage that had been inflicted on the Stormrider, the damage to my armor was utterly trivial. It almost seemed like a waste of resources to even consider repairing it, and if not for the fabricator on the Wildcat, I might not have tried. The repair crews were already running the Stormrider’s fabricators at maximum capacity to print new consoles, bulkhead plates, tools, and dozens of other parts; they didn’t need me showing up and asking them to fix some armor, too.

	But since none of their repairs here had any need of the polycarbonate fibers used in personal armor and equipment, I was able to get the raw materials I required and load them onto the Wildcat. I could use them to fix the damage myself later. I raided the armory, too, just in case we ended up needing more firepower on Rividian. I snagged a TAC-6 heavy rifle to replace the one I’d lost as well as a slender Cobra light pistol I could conceal in my clothing on Rividian.

	I couldn’t resist snagging a box of frag and stun grenades, either, as well as a few variant power cells for my rifle. Explosive ones had their uses when grenades weren’t an option, and phasic ones would come in handy if we ended up needing to blast through some personal deflectors. 

	When I moved everything into the supply closet on the Wildcat, Ash saw fit to remind me that we were about to visit a highly populated urban center, not a warzone. She also implied I was probably overcompensating for another encounter with her old Krosian contact.

	But despite the teasing, she didn’t complain about having the extra stockpile on board. Nirivian girls loved their guns, after all, even ones who had learned to use Yarasi energy bows. 

	While she ran some maintenance checks on the ship—and kept an eye on Velarys—I headed back to the Stormrider for a quick private meeting with the captain before we set out. He was going to have his hands full dealing with this mess, especially since I knew he’d finally sent in the request for repair teams and would end up on the horn with the brass to deliver an official report. But there were a few questions I definitely needed to ask him…

	We met in his bridge office, which gave me another chance to appreciate the extent of the damage to the ship. Still, all the bridge stations seemed to be functional, and the freshly promoted cadets like Nohani and Reyes had a familiar shaken but determined glint in their eyes. It wasn’t quite the same look as ’pounders who had survived their first firefight, but it was closer than I had expected. Hopefully their jenny conditioning had prepared them for the worst.

	“One hell of a mess, isn’t it?” Captain Ellis groused as he brushed his black-gloved hand across the layer of silicate dust on his desk. The office itself was in decent shape other than the overloaded wall monitor that had showered everything in a fine layer of debris. “Still, it could be worse.”

	“I admit,” I said, eyeing my usual chair and deciding to stand instead, “there were times when I wondered if you’d survived.”

	“The crew did well. Far better than they had any right to, given the circumstances. And the next time we encounter these monsters, they’ll perform even better.”

	“That’s actually what I was hoping to talk about with you, sir,” I said. “With this sudden insurrectionist threat, it’s almost easy to lose track of how this all started with the Dowd. We still don’t understand what they want, where they’re coming from, or how they’ve developed psionic abilities.”

	“It is…troubling,” Ellis murmured, a strange shift in his tone as he brushed some more dust from his own chair. “Let’s hope the one you killed was an anomaly.”

	I scoffed. “You don’t really believe that, do you?”

	“No.” The captain sighed softly and sat down. “It’s terrifying to think about how differently the first war would have played out if they’d had these abilities two hundred years ago. The fleet might not have survived. And neither, I suspect, would the Sillibar.”

	I nodded grimly as I studied his thoughtful but solemn face, wondering if he had sensed my shift in mood. Before coming in here, I had hoped that I wouldn’t have to confront him about this directly, but it now seemed as though he wasn’t planning on giving me a choice. 

	“With all due respect, sir, don’t you think it’s time we cut the bullshit?” I asked. “Even back when we first discovered the Dowd on that Pact freighter, you obviously knew more than you were letting on. Well, given the shitstorm we’ve just walked into, I think you owe it to me to put all your cards on the table.”

	He stared at me for a minute, his expression surprisingly hard, before it abruptly softened into a tight smile. “There are times when I wonder if I’ve taught you too well,” he muttered. “Or perhaps I should blame Saleya.”

	“You can blame whoever you want,” I said, bracing my hands on the edge of his desk. “As long as you tell me the truth.”

	His grin slowly faded. “I don’t know anything for certain, Kal. If I did, I would have mentioned it.”

	“Okay. So what do you know not for certain?”

	Ellis sighed again. “Command has been trying to investigate reports of Dowd incursions for almost two years now. Before our encounter with that freighter, though, they hadn’t discovered anything tangible—barely more than the rumors you could pick up in any bar in the outer colonies. But the hints were there, and over time, I started to get the feeling that the DID knew more than they were letting on.”

	“When isn’t that the case?” I grumbled.

	“The first time I realized there might be more at play here was during an intelligence briefing about six months ago,” Ellis went on. “It concerned the rumors about the handful of aliens who were suddenly developing nascent psionic abilities in the Driftward Worlds.”

	I pushed my tongue into the back of my teeth. Stories about nonhumans spontaneously developing psionic powers had been the bread and butter of every tabloid in Dominion space for decades. Most people assumed it was nonsense to drive engagement on the Holosphere, while the more conspiratorial minded accused the Science Directorate of wild alien experimentation and/or the Intelligence Directorate of spreading false rumors to scare the Admiralty into further crackdowns on alien freedoms. 

	Thanks in no small part to Saleya and her organization, however, Ellis and I knew the truth: aliens all across Driftward Worlds—as well as in the Drift and Traverse—had been developing those latent abilities for decades now. The Intelligence and Science Directorates had been desperately trying to figure out why…and put an end to it. 

	“You think this all related to the Dowd somehow?” I asked. 

	“I don’t know,” Ellis admitted. “But the DSD’s latest theory is that this phenomenon is some kind of mutation caused by long-term exposure to the energies of the Veil. And given the Veil’s proximity to the colonies in the Traverse and the Drift…”

	“Interesting,” I murmured. “So, if the Dowd really did find a way to hide in the Veil all these years like people believe…”

	Ellis nodded. “As I said, it’s just the current DSD theory, but it does present some interesting possibilities. If the Dowd have been slowly developing these abilities for generations, it might explain why they are finally ready to demonstrate their new gifts to the galaxy.”

	“Though not why these insurrectionists would want to work with them,” I pointed out. “If we really are dealing with human purity groups like the Column and the Mire, why in the name of the Seraph would they want to work with aliens who’ve developed psionic abilities? It seems more like they’d want to wipe them out as a potential threat.”

	“It does seem strange,” Ellis admitted. “All we have right now is our own theory: that someone was trying to bait the Pact and Yarasi into destroying each other to leave them both at the Dominion’s mercy. And if we’re being completely honest, there are plenty of my colleagues who would be quite happy with that turn of events. But it’s one thing to wish ill of our enemies and quite another to set in motion a false flag operation of this scale.”

	“And ally with the Dowd to do it.”

	“That, too.”

	I hissed. That was one of if not the biggest issue I saw with the idea of a grand conspiracy here. I had a pretty low opinion of the Intelligence Directorate and its motives, and I obviously had my issues with Command and the arrogant, out-of-touch jennies who made decisions that affected billions of people. But there was a difference between personal politics and treason. I could believe that someone in a position of power might be sympathetic to the goals of a group like the Column; what I found difficult to accept was the idea that they would openly conspire with the Dowd.

	“I just hope we’re talking about a group that’s small in number,” I said. “Maybe a few hundred or even a few thousand radicals who somehow got their hands on a cruiser.”

	“And who were able to assign soldiers to the Stormrider and then clear the records when the plan backfired?” Ellis countered. “I don’t think there’s any way around this, Kal. More people than just a Keledonian scion like Soren Foln are pulling some very important strings here. We have to figure out who they are and what those strings are attached to.”

	“And soon,” I agreed. “I assume that Velarys was pretty insistent about that during your private chat?”

	“Among other things.” He grunted. “Not exactly what I would call a charming woman, though there is something to be said for Yarasi honesty.”

	“I’ve found her amicable enough,” I said, feeling oddly defensive for some reason. “Annoying at times, for sure, but I can’t exactly blame her for not wanting to trust us—or for being insistent about protecting her people. If our positions were reversed, I doubt I would have been anywhere near this cooperative.”

	“We’re fortunate she’s so young and inexperienced, that much is certain.”

	I frowned. I had no clue how young or old Velarys was—our scans didn’t reveal anything, and her people didn’t physically age the same way humans or Kreen or others did. “How do you know that, sir?”

	Ellis shrugged. “This is clearly one of her first assignments outside the Empire—I doubt she’s been home for a single jahumir cycle yet. I suspect it’s the only reason she’s been willing to humor you for this long.”

	“I’m not familiar with that term,” I said, surprised that my translation implant couldn’t identify it.

	“One of the ten-year motherhood cycles where warriors return home to give birth two or three times,” he said with a flick of his hand. “They have to serve at least one tour of duty outside the Empire first to prove themselves worthy. It’s…overly complicated.”

	Unlike the Seeding, I thought to myself. Like most people, I knew practically nothing about the inner workings of Yarasi society, though I’d long been curious how they replenished their numbers with an all-female military. A part of me had wondered if they’d just thought babies into existence with their psionic brains. 

	But then my mind flashed back to the way Velarys had acted toward me in the lavatory on the Wildcat…

	“In any event, it seems to work to our advantage,” I said, burying the memory before it consumed me. “She understands the potential consequences if the Executrix overreacts. Hopefully, she’ll give us the benefit of the doubt if we can dig something up during our investigation on Rividian.”

	“Let’s hope,” Ellis agreed. “If the Assembly finds out that humans are working with the Dowd…”

	I nodded in understanding. “Then we should really get moving. We’ll send a message the moment we learn anything, sir.”

	“Good hunting, Major,” he said. “I know that you and Nashira won’t let us down. You never do.”

	Offering him a casual salute, I turned and moved toward the door…then stopped at the last instant. “One last thing, Captain,” I said. “It’s about Ensign Pierce.”

	“I’m sorry to have to take her away from you, Kal,” Ellis apologized, “but I meant what I said. I’m going to need her skills here to—”

	“I understand all that, sir,” I said, waving a hand. “My question goes back to that first mission in the Drift.”

	He paused and raised a black eyebrow. “How so?” 

	“With everything that’s happened since, I almost forgot how insistent you were that we work together at the time. But now…” I shrugged. “What was your reasoning?”

	“Oh, nothing in particular,” he said with feigned innocence. “I just had a hunch that the two of you would be a good team.”

	“I thought we were cutting out the bullshit, sir,” I said sourly. “Was this a hunch, or a hunch?”

	The captain smiled thinly. He had never advertised his minor clairvoyant abilities, even to Fleet Command. Officially, he had only ever developed rudimentary empathic abilities, not even full telepathy. But unofficially, there was a good reason he always seemed to be one step ahead of his enemies. 

	“Perhaps a little bit of both,” Ellis said. “I’ve learned to trust my instincts, and I knew I needed to get the two of you together. It was…well, I suppose you could say it was the will of the Seraph.”

	I snorted. “You don’t believe that mystical drek for a minute.”

	“No, but I do believe in the power of individuals to make a difference. And the two of you are obviously getting along well. I saw the note from Doctor Trevas that you helped her with her graduation issue.”

	My lip twitched, and I felt a flash of heat in my cheeks. I shouldn’t have had anything to be embarrassed about—the fleet encouraged fraternization among its officers. But there were times when Ellis seemed more like my father than the man who shared my name, and no one enjoyed talking about extracurricular activities in front of their own parents. 

	“We figured out a way to get along,” I said.

	“I had a feeling you would,” Ellis replied mildly. “The two of you are going to play a vital role before it’s all over.”

	“Is that a hunch, too?”

	He smiled. “Miranda and Nashira are very special women, Kal. But they’re going to need you to protect them.”

	“I will,” I said. “You can count on that.” 

	 

	***

	 

	I was halfway back to the docking umbilical when my holopad beeped. A quick glance at the screen revealed a message from Miranda asking me to come by my quarters while I had the chance. I smiled, surprised that she’d managed to get away from whatever Ellis had piled onto her long enough to even use her holopad. I had considered trying to find her and say a short goodbye before we left, but given the state of the ship, I’d assumed she would be so buried in work that we wouldn’t be able to get any privacy. 

	I was glad to be wrong, and I veered off down an adjacent corridor and returned to the crew deck. Distantly, I wondered how bad the damage was in that section. It would almost be amusing if I had finally gotten a respectable set of quarters only to have them blown up a little over a week later. 

	I passed four different teams of technicians on my way, most of whom were plainly battling their exhaustion with pure force of will. The Kali team was the major exception; until their next hibernation cycle began, they could basically work non-stop. It made me think about my old friend Vrisk and wonder what Saleya had him up to these days… 

	Miranda was crouched outside my quarters when I arrived, her blue omnitool flashing as she scanned a hunk of metal lying in the center of the corridor. I belatedly realized it was the remnants of my door, which had apparently been blown off the frame. 

	“Ensign,” I greeted, peering down the corridor and confirming that we were alone. This area was assuredly low priority for repairs, which made me wonder why she was here. 

	“Major,” she replied, smiling as she brought herself to her feet. She had already changed back into her normal blue-gold fleet uniform, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit how nice it was to see her bare, shapely legs again. 

	“Doesn’t look quite as bad as the other decks,” I commented. 

	“No, the damage is relatively minor. Though I’m afraid that your quarters appear to be the exception.”

	I stepped up next to her and looked in through the doorframe. The quarters definitely hadn’t endured the attack as well as the conference room; the viewport was packed solid with foam, suggesting that the emergency bulkhead must have been so damaged that it hadn’t been able to stop a decompression on its own. It was a rather stark and unpleasant reminder of just how close all of us were to the deadly vacuum beyond the hull. 

	The room’s carpet had been completely ruined, but at least the desk was mostly intact, aside from a bit of carbon scoring and a layer of grit. I was suddenly thankful that I didn’t have any possessions to worry about. Half a decade serving in SpecOps had taught me to take my whole life with me wherever I went.

	“Figures,” I muttered as I stepped inside. “I suppose cramped bunks are more my style, anyway.”

	Miranda followed behind me. “I’m sure it will be repaired by the time you’re back.”

	I turned to look at her, hearing an almost forlorn note in her prim voice. Her gaze seemed focused on the burnt remnants of the desk and couch. 

	“Probably,” I said. “Is something wrong?”

	“Not, um, not exactly,” she said with a slight stutter, and I caught a flash of pink in her cheeks. “It’s just that…well, we spent a great deal of time together in here during our trip to Sykaris. It was quite pleasant.”

	I smiled. She was right—of the three hundred or so hours we’d spent traveling from the mothership to Sykaris, it seemed like ninety percent of them had been in here. I had fucked her on every single piece of furniture in this room, up to and including the walls and floor. And she’d spent plenty of time on her knees in front of the couch practicing techniques from her “instructional videos.” I would never forget the self-satisfied look on her jenny face when, after almost a week of practice, she had managed to get me off with her mouth in just two minutes flat. One of these days, she was going to give Ash some real competition. 

	And stars, I can’t wait to be a part of it. 

	“I know you need to get moving, and I need to help the crew with repairs,” Miranda said. “But I wanted a chance to speak with you before you left, to wish you good luck.”

	“We’re going to need it,” I said gravely. “I’m not as confident as Ash that her contact will actually be able to tell us anything about the Column. But we don’t have a lot of time…or any better options.”

	“The whole thing still seems so strange. A Dominion soldier skulking around with underworld riffraff. The Intelligence Directorate should be providing us with the necessary information.”

	There were probably about a dozen ways I could have responded to that, most of them related to my low opinion of the DID. But I chose a simpler path instead. 

	“The galaxy doesn’t work out the way it should,” I said. “But like the captain said, he and I have more experience with this type of thing than most, and Ash…well, she’s had to learn how to navigate the underworld by necessity.”

	“I suppose so,” Miranda replied quietly. “But I wish I were going with you.”

	“I do, too. But the captain needs you here, and Ash and I can take care of things on the other end.”

	“Perhaps, but I worry about you spending several days alongside the Yarasi. Without me to protect you, there is no guarantee that she will not invade your minds.”

	“I know,” I said, suppressing a smile. Her dislike of Velarys shouldn’t have been nearly as amusing as it was. “We’ll just have to trust that she’ll keep her word. Yarasi honor and all that.”

	Miranda’s lip twisted, making her feelings plain. “Please, just be careful, Kal. Erm…sir. I understand why we need to cooperate with her, but she is still an enemy soldier and should be treated accordingly.”

	“We’ll be careful,” I promised, turning to study her by-now familiar but still arresting features. The elegantly styled black hair, the beautiful blue eyes, the high cheekbones and perfectly symmetrical features…there were moments on the Wildcat when I had almost forgotten that she was a consummate jenny, psio-engineered in the vast labs of the mothership for a single purpose: to be a loyal, steadfast officer of the Dominion fleet. 

	From her perspective, it had to be difficult to fathom why any Dominion soldier, even a SpecOps Immortal, would sully himself by associating with fringe elements. And she probably found it just as difficult to fathom how anyone in the Dominion could possibly be a traitor. Such considerations simply weren’t a part of her reality. 

	Then again, natty ’pounders hadn’t been a part of her reality before we’d met, either. 

	“I should get going,” I said, raising a hand to her cheek. “I’ll see you when we get back.”

	Her eyelids fluttered when my skin touched hers, and she sighed almost imperceptibly when I removed it. “Before you leave,” she said, placing her hand on my chest, “I did want to tell you one last thing.”

	I paused. “What’s that?”

	She smiled up at me. “I informed Lieutenant Ogachi that I would need half an hour to perform a complete analysis of the damage here on the crew deck. Obviously, that was an exaggeration on my part. I already completed the task with twelve minutes to spare.”

	“Okay…” I said, shaking my head. “You don’t need to try and impress me with your efficiency. I know that you—”

	“You misunderstand,” Miranda said, taking a half-step closer. “What I mean is that we have twelve minutes before I need to be elsewhere.”

	The sudden hunger in her blue eyes was as unmistakable as the sudden bulge in my uniform slacks. 

	“Twelve minutes, huh?” I asked, my hands rising to settle on her waist. “Any ideas on how we might spend them?”

	“Yes,” she breathed, stretching up on her toes until our lips were less than a centimeter apart. “Since the diagnostic scans did not require my full attention, I was able to assemble a thorough plan.”

	I smiled. “Oh? Then let’s hear it.”

	“Based on our past experiences, I should have more than enough time to bring you to sexual climax…twice.”

	“Twice?” I asked, eyebrows lifting. “That’s pretty ambitious, isn’t it?”

	“My skills are up to the challenge,” she said, her voice tinged with the haughty pride I’d once found insufferable. Somehow, I didn’t mind it nearly as much when her confidence revolved around her skill at getting me off. “As is your stamina, especially since you haven’t released in over forty-eight hours.”

	“Good point,” I said. Though with her perfect body, it wouldn’t have mattered if I had spilled ten minutes ago. She had proven that time and again on the way here. “So how did you plan to begin?”

	“First, I have allotted thirty seconds for a kiss,” Miranda purred. “Afterward, I shall bring you to a quick but satisfying climax with my mouth.”

	My cock throbbed against the zipper of my fly. “Seems like a good start, Ensign,” I managed, struggling against the impulse to grab her by shoulders, throw her down, and fuck her right here on the burnt carpet. “And then?”

	“Then, during your brief recovery period, you will carry me to the desk.” She gestured her head toward the back of the room. “At which point, you will proceed to fuck me as hard as you can until you finish deep inside me.”

	My pulse had begun pounding in my ears. “Sounds like a good plan,” I told her, bringing our lips within a hair’s breadth. “But there is one problem.”

	“What is that?”

	“We’ve already wasted at least a whole minute.”

	“Don’t worry,” Miranda said with a coquettish grin. “I planned for that contingency as well.”

	She kissed me, gently at first but more hungrily every second. Her arms wrapped behind my neck, and a ripple of contentment shuddered through me when I felt her sigh, as if she had been yearning for this for days. My thoughts flashed back to when she’d shown up at my door right before we’d left the mothership for Sykaris, so horny that she hadn’t even been able to wait until we set off before practically begging me to fuck her…

	“Nn…” she moaned when she abruptly withdrew. “We’re out of time.”

	I dragged my tongue across my lips, craving another taste of her. “I’m sure we could—”

	Too late. Intent to keep to the precise schedule she’d created, Miranda sank down in front of me before I could finish, squatting on the heels of her boots. I expected her hand to flash up and make short work of my belt, but surprisingly, she remained completely still. I started to frown, wondering what she could be waiting for…

	And then felt my buckle unfastening on its own. 

	It took my oversexed brain a solid three seconds to realize what was happening and another five to fully appreciate how much concentration and control it required to unfasten something like a belt buckle with telekinesis. It also seemed unnecessary…at least until I remembered our earlier conversation about Ash’s psychometry. I had teased about her fellow fleet jennies coming up with creative ways to use their powers in the bedroom, and she had apparently taken it to heart. 

	I should have known. Miranda wasn’t the type of girl who could resist a challenge. 

	Once the buckle problem was solved, she made similarly short work of my pants and underwear, using an invisible downward push to leave them in a clump at my feet. I gasped at the sudden rush of cool air over my flesh tempered by the heat of her breath as she parted her lips and brought them toward my throbbing tip. 

	“If we had more time, I would like to experiment,” she said huskily, eyes flicking up to mine as she placed her hands on the back of my thighs. “There are so many techniques we haven’t yet tried.”

	“You’ll get your chance,” I promised, resisting the urge to grab hold of her black hair and force myself into her mouth. As desperate as I was to feel the cling of her throat engulfing me, I reminded myself that she wasn’t going to have a chance to fix her hair or repair her makeup before she reported to engineering. 

	By the stars, I want to mess them up so badly… 

	When I felt an unexpected pressure on my shaft, I assumed I’d been too spellbound by her eyes to notice that her fingers had gotten involved. But her hands remained on my thighs despite the fact I could see the flesh on my cock moving as if it were being stroked.

	“Do you think Ash will be impressed if I can bring you to climax without physical contact?” Miranda asked innocently, lips still within kissing range of my tip.

	“I…I don’t know,” I breathed, wondering if she realized the precariousness of her current position. If she brought me off like this now, with my cock pointed right at her face like an overcharged cannon…

	“I am eager to find out,” she purred. “But for now, I wish you to share this moment with her soon after you return to the Wildcat. Please, ask her if she notices any flaws in my technique…and inform her that I would be happy to receive her personal instruction once you return.”

	Her blue eyes twinkling, Miranda parted her lips and swallowed me before I could respond. I inhaled sharply at the soothing warmth and sudden suction of her mouth, my hand instinctively falling to cradle her head despite my concerns about messing up her hair. I remembered how cautious but determined she’d been the first time she’d knelt in front of me, and it was genuinely striking to see—and feel—the increase in her skill and confidence in such a short period of time. She knew exactly what I liked, and it was as if she had found a way to flick a switch and disable her gag reflex…

	“Oh…” I groaned as I bottomed out deep in her throat. Her hands slid up my thighs, allowing her to hold me harder against her. And all the while, her eyes stayed locked on mine while she rocked back on her heels. 

	Yes, I thought to myself as another shudder of delight rippled through me, Ash will definitely enjoy reliving every second of this…

	I didn’t know how long Miranda had budgeted for my first climax, but she didn’t seem rushed. After pulling away for a brief pause to catch her breath—and frantically stroking me again with her telekinesis while she did so—she took me deep into her waiting throat with a single gulp. Even without my encouragement, she began to bob up and down, eyes staying locked on me as she teetered on her heels. 

	I groaned again as the abyss approached, once again resisting the urge to grab her hair and pull her down. “Here it comes!”

	The warning was almost certainly unnecessary, especially to a telepath. Miranda continued bobbing up and down, apparently confident in her ability to endure the pending flood. Perhaps she had calculated the exact instant the dam would break—

	“Fuck!”

	I burst into her mouth, filling it to the brim and beyond in just the first few explosive shots. From the sudden surprise in her expression, she had clearly underestimated how much I’d built up these past few days. But like the good jenny slut she was, she obediently performed her duties and held her ground while the excess dribbled over her lips and down her chin. 

	“Oh!” she gurgled, gulping down what she could once the last spurt had painted the back of her throat. “I did not expect…I thought Ash relieved you on the ship!”

	“Not since we first got aboard,” I panted. “We got busy, what with the stolen cruisers and crazy Yarasi women…”

	Breathing heavily, I watched as she gathered up the mess with her fingers before it dripped onto her uniform. Her eyes returned to mine as she licked them clean, plainly aware of how much I would enjoy the performance. It almost made me wonder if she had peered into my memories and watched Astra and Nyxe on the mothership… 

	“Well, you had best recover quickly,” Miranda said, teetering on her heels one last time before rising back to her full height and licking the last of my overflowing mess from her lips. “We have less than eight minutes now, and I am eager to—eep!”

	She yelped when I abruptly grabbed her thighs and hoisted her up into my arms, but she didn’t resist in the slightest. On the contrary, she immediately locked her legs around my waist and her arms behind my neck as I carried her across the room to the remnants of the desk. The inevitable wave of post-climax fatigue crashed over me, but I banished it with a focused burst of adrenaline. 

	If only I could figure out a way to resuscitate my cock as easily. Perhaps I could learn a trick or two from one of those instructional holo-vids of hers…

	Setting her down on the edge of the desk, I slid my hands up her smooth thighs and beneath her skirt until my fingers located the panties below. I yanked them from her hips with a single violent tug, then pulled them down over her knees and boots and hurled them across the room. 

	Miranda clamped down on her bottom lip in anticipation, her hands falling behind herself as a brace when I forcibly spread her legs and revealed her meticulously shaved, glistening quim. I could see the lust and eagerness in her eyes, tempered only by her curiosity as to whether I could truly recover so quickly after nearly drowning her just a moment before. 

	The answer, sadly, was no. But I was close; I only needed to buy myself a minute, perhaps two, before I could remind her how good it felt to have her delicate jenny quim remorselessly fucked by a brutish natty ’pounder. And in my experience, there was only one proper way to keep a girl distracted while you regrouped for your next attack. 

	Kneeling in front of the desk, I kissed my way down her inner thighs toward the pulsing heat of her womanhood. Miranda gasped the instant I reached my target, an electric shock of ecstasy visibly rippling through her when my lips brushed across her clit. 

	“We don’t…oooh!” she moaned. “We don’t have time for…ngnnn!”

	“We’ll make the time,” I said, grinning. 

	I slid my tongue along the length of her sex, sampling the sweet wetness between her silky folds, until I returned to her clit. I began a gentle, swirling massage, aided by the fingers of my left hand. While my tongue teased and circled her swollen pearl, my digits did the work of delving inside to explore and discover the places that would drive her mad. It wasn’t long before she threw back her head and seemed to lose her ability to speak whatsoever. 

	I had a feeling that she’d forgive me for disrupting her meticulous schedule. Like the rest of my intimate skills, I’d learned almost everything I knew organically with Ash, but Saleya was the one who had broadened my arsenal. She’d once had me spend an entire afternoon practicing on one of her girls, a sweet, eager Meldonian with green skin. I’d gotten her off so many times she’d had to the spend the entire night rehydrating in her water tank while I’d fucked Saleya senseless.

	Miranda turned out to be even easier prey. I lavished steady affection on her clit with my mouth while my fingers alternated between rubbing her entrance and dipping inside to curl against her front wall. I had her seizing up in climax so fast I almost ruined my plans to stall while I recovered. But the sound of her losing control of her breaths—and then losing control of her body barely a heartbeat later—had me as hard and ready as if I’d gone a month without female flesh to sate me. I didn’t even wait for the aftershocks to stop shuddering through her before I planted a last kiss on her clit, rose to my feet, and propped her dark blue boots up on my shoulders.

	Her sparkling eyes found mine as I pressed the tip of my revitalized cock against her sex. She removed her hands from the desk, allowing her back to fall flat upon it as if I were laying her down in bed. 

	Gentleness, however, was far from my mind as I drank in the sight of her flushed face and heaving chest. I wanted to rip open her uniform jacket to get a glimpse of her magnificent psio-engineered tits; I wanted to kiss them and squeeze them and perhaps even fuck them. But that, we both knew, would just have to wait. For now, all that mattered was giving her what she wanted most.

	My natty seed, injected deep into her jenny cunt. 

	With a firm push of my hips, I slipped inside, groaning as her soft, slick heat wrapped around my shaft, squeezing tightly. Her painted eyelids fluttered in delight, and her arms wrapped around behind my neck to pull me—and the legs propped on my shoulders—down against her. Our faces were so close that our noses nearly touched, and I began to pump into her with short, staccato thrusts to match our chorus of staggered, breathless gasps. 

	“There’s—ooooh!” she cooed. “There’s something…you need to know.”

	“That you’re my jenny bitch?” I asked, slamming into her hard enough that the damaged desk rocked beneath us. 

	I felt a thrilled shiver ripple through her, followed by a smile and contented gasp. Like every other meticulous, put-together girl I’d ever met, there was no easier way to bring out her inner slut than a bit of well-placed dirty talk. 

	“I spoke with…nnn…Doctor Trevas earlier,” she panted. “She said that everything is—oh!—right on schedule.”

	I slowed my rhythm. “Ready? For what?”

	Her pale blue eyes glittered. “To become pregnant.” 

	My cock throbbed inside her. “That quickly?”

	“I had the fertilized embryo extracted just before we left the mothership eleven days ago. If the standard timetable is accurate, I should be ready again in approximately two weeks.”

	I smiled. “Ready, huh?”

	“Yes,” she breathed, nodding. “At that point, I expect you to honor your promise and breed me again as soon as possible.”

	My cock throbbed again as I hilted myself inside her. This girl, I thought dryly. It’s hard to believe there was a time when I thought we wouldn’t get along. 

	“I’ll put it on the duty roster,” I said, pulling back before slamming into her again, as deep as I could get. “But what am I supposed to do in the meantime, Ensign?”

	“Just one thing, sir,” she said, her eyes flashing hungrily. “Fuck me as hard as you can.”

	Normally, I wasn’t the type to take orders from junior officers, but I had to admit that she was quite persuasive. And so, as I shifted my hands to get a firm grip on her waist, I pounded into her. Once, twice, three times—no longer in uneven, staccato thrusts, but in a smooth, relentless rhythm that stole her breath and sent her eyes rolling into her head. 

	I let myself go, unconcerned at the volume of our snarls or the echo of our slapping flesh, heedless to the danger of the increasingly wobbly table. I just fucked her hard and wild, primal and pure, until I pushed myself to the edge…

	I clutched her thighs as I spent, every spurt triggering a full-body shudder as I flooded her jenny womb. She let out a strangled wail as she held me against her, within her, her arms a noose and her thighs a vise. I groaned in satisfied fatigue when my cannon finally fell silent, and I brought my face down to hers as we both struggled to catch our breath. 

	“Please,” Miranda said, lips tickling mine as they curled into a smile. “Share this with Ash as soon as you can.”

	“The instant we’re alone,” I whispered. “I promise.” 

	 

	
Interlude 
 

	Valisgrad, New Praxius

	Six Years Ago

	 

	Back on Nirivarr, the Serpent’s Tail nightclub had been one of only a handful of such establishments in the colony, and its reputation as a den of a vice, villainy, and exploitation had been well-earned. Ash and I had only ever gone there once, and despite how much fun she’d had dressing up for the occasion—and how much I’d enjoyed slugging every drunken goon who’d tried to touch her—the experience had convinced us to keep our distance. Even the amazing blowjob she’d given me in the train on the way home hadn’t made up for it. 

	Those memories had kept us away from the clubs in Valisgrad, too, although a vibrant metropolis with over ten million people was admittedly nothing like Nirivarr. The city was full of similar venues, all designed to serve one or more of the social classes who lived here. Most of the truly high-end joints for the cultural and political elite were actually in the mountains to the north for added privacy and ambience, while the seediest ones littered the more congested districts by the starport on the southern side. Those in the heart of the city, I was told, more or less split the difference. 

	But the one I was approaching now, the Pink Harlequin, was supposed to be unique. Its location within walking distance of the military base was not a coincidence, nor was the fact that the employees were virtually all nubile alien females representing nearly every species in the Cluster who were sexually compatible with humans. The instructors at Fort Tisarys had warned all of us about this place, not in the stern manner of senior officers who expected to be obeyed, but in the vaguely defeated tone of parents with grown-up children who knew the best they could hope for was to mitigate the damage. 

	Neither the drinks nor the food were supposed to be dangerous, but the girls were another story. The entire purpose of the establishment was to drain money out of the pockets of young, horny fools, though there were plenty of concerns about organized crime syndicates who took a cut of that money as well. And if Captain Ellis hadn’t pleaded for me to come here tonight and meet his “friend,” I never would have bothered setting foot in the place. 

	“Go on in,” the Crotarian bouncer rumbled, jabbing his thumb at the door behind him. “Just keep your hands to yourself.”

	He glared at me with all six of his eyes, including the two on his sloping yellow forehead, but I was in far too foul of a mood to care what this asshole thought of me. The loud music and pulsing lights beyond the tinted glass certainly weren’t helping, and for about the tenth time since I’d arrived, I strongly considered turning around, going back to Ash, and leaving all of this behind. 

	But once again, I reminded myself that it wasn’t as if we had anywhere else to go. That bitter reality, coupled with everything else Ellis had done for me over the past few months, was enough to get me to walk through the door and into the club. 

	The assault on my senses only got worse once I was standing inside the two-story establishment. The lights and music were one thing, but the mélange of smells might have been worse. The spicy food, alcohol, alien perfume, burning cigarras…any one or even two of them might have been manageable, but taken all together, the mix was downright overpowering. 

	Still, the effect only lasted a few seconds, mostly because I suddenly had so much else to pay attention to. There had to be at least forty different girls dancing right now, spread throughout the main stage, the individual tables, and the two-way glass booths. At least half of them were completely naked, with many of the rest topless or quickly heading in that direction. 

	Belatedly realizing that I was gawking, I pulled myself together and headed for the table Ellis had told me about, though I was starting to wonder what in the name of the Seraph he intended me to find here. Surely he didn’t think I’d change my mind about leaving because a few alien girls flashed me at a bar, right?

	Then again, I admitted to myself, there are some really incredible tits on display here… 

	I sat down and ordered a drink when the cute Meldonian waitress swung by, and I tried hard not to stare at the curves of her taut ass as she bounced away on a pair of platform heels that were essentially knife blades. My semi-circular booth was dark and relatively isolated, which I assumed meant it was intended for private performances. The table was also a bit higher than normal, and I couldn’t help but wonder how much time the girls spent dancing on top of it compared to crouching on their knees beneath it…

	“Always a shame seeing a handsome man drinking alone.”

	I lifted my eyes from the table, and they were greeted by one of the most breathtaking women I had ever seen. Her upturned horns and swishing tail marked her as a Velothi, but her skin was a bright red rather than the standard blue. Her iridescent eyes glowed a pleasing, exotic shade of pink, and her black, backless dress was so sheer I assumed she must have been on the payroll here.

	“A Ramanis sunrise, hmm?” she asked in a husky, cultured voice. “Not what I’d expect from a soldier. Most of the young ’pounders who come in here try to impress everyone by drinking the most toxic sludge on the menu.”

	She slid into the booth beside me, a movement that was so smooth and effortless it seemed like her body was made of water rather than flesh and bone. A wave of intoxicating perfume washed over me, binding me like a spell even as I forced myself to remember all the warnings I’d been given about this place. Specifically, Colonel Visser’s reasons to never stick your cock in an alien girl. 

	Not a Neyris, because you might end up accidentally fucking some crime lord’s daughter. Not a Kreen, because she’ll burn it off. And not a Velothi, because you’ll Imprint on her and she’ll never let you have it back. 

	“It’s sweet,” I said, clearing my throat and hoping I didn’t appear as flustered as I felt, “but strong enough to keep you on your toes.”

	I made the mistake of looking into her eyes, though it wasn’t as if I had any safer choices. Her crimson cleavage had its own gravimetric pull, as did her long, shapely legs and the twelve-centimeter heels cradling her delicate feet. 

	“I could get you a Lohirian Ale,” she suggested as she calmly crossed her legs. “Now that will keep you on your toes.”

	“Until I fall over dead, maybe. That shit is poisonous to anyone except Krosians.”

	“And Kreen,” she added, innocently pushing her long black hair behind her ears. Her slender cranial tendrils swished, and I belatedly noticed she only had two instead of the usual four dangling down her neck. “But then, men with your particular gifts are supposed to be practically invincible.”

	My eyes narrowed, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood. Ellis had told me that I would know his contact when I met her…

	“I thought you might enjoy a little thrill,” she said, reaching out to take my glass and bringing it to her violet lips. “There’s nothing like a brush with death to teach a man what’s really important in his life.”

	I watched as she finished my drink with a slow, seductive gulp—the kind that made a man wonder what else she could do with her lips and throat. Especially when her tongue began delicately tracing along her lips to enjoy the hint of sugar left behind…

	“I-I, um,” I stuttered, trying to gather my wits even though I seemed to have left them back at the base. “I’m afraid I didn’t catch your name.”

	The woman smiled and set down the glass. “You may call me Saleya. A mutual friend thought this might be a good time for us to meet and have a little chat.”

	“Right,” I murmured, realizing that the glass was not, in fact, empty. There appeared to be a small, pyramid-shaped device at the bottom—a device she had somehow managed to put in there while finishing the drink. 

	“He told me all about your troubles,” Saleya said. “It’s an awful shame the way they treated your girl.”

	My stomach tightened at the mention of Ash, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the small device—not even when I felt her slender red tail curl around my left calf. 

	“It’s not polite to stare, my dear,” she scolded, her fingers settling on my chin and turning my face to her. They were soft, gentle. “I just wanted to ensure that our conversation stays private. You never know who might be listening.”

	An alarm klaxon blared inside my skull, warning me to get the hell out of here before I got in even more over my head. But I couldn’t imagine that Ellis would have set this up if he didn’t trust this woman, and I didn’t see any malice in her glowing pink eyes. 

	Then again, she was obviously a professional. Her voice, her body, her…everything. I probably would have believed her if she had told me that New Praxius was a tropical paradise.

	“What happened to your friend is part of a larger problem,” Saleya said, her voice still husky but suddenly sober and serious. “A problem that some of us have been working to solve for a long time. But we need help.”

	I swallowed heavily. “What kind of help?”

	“The kind that only determined, honorable, and capable men can provide.” Saleya smiled, and I felt one of her smooth tendrils brush across the bottom of my chin. “Men like you, Kaldor Zeris.”

	My mental alarm blared again, though this time I had trouble hearing it over the dulcet sound of her voice. It was a good thing Velothi didn’t have psionic abilities, because otherwise I might have been convinced that this woman was a telepath. 

	“I’ll keep it simple,” she said. “There’s a rot inside the Dominion that long predates the Expansionary Fleet coming to the Cluster. You know it—you’ve seen it. Those of us who aren’t human don’t have an easy time here, but there’s nowhere else for us to go.”

	A dozen conversations I’d had with Vrisk popped into my mind. The alternatives to living within Dominion space are not without difficulties, he’d said. The Borderlands are even more perilous than the Driftward Worlds. The Pact only welcomes those who wish to join its war machine. And the Yarasi do not welcome anyone at all.

	“Captain Ellis and I have been working together for many years now,” Saleya went on, her lips getting even closer to mine, her words fanning my face. “We’ve been trying to cleanse this rot from the inside, and we’ve made a great deal of progress. But we need allies—allies we can trust. Allies who share our vision of the future.”

	“And what vision is that?” I asked. 

	“A vision where that girl of yours gets a fair shot—and where my girls here have opportunities beyond shaking their asses at every man who walks through that door.”

	I nodded slowly, finally beginning to grasp why Ellis had sent me to meet this woman here in the Pink Harlequin. He hadn’t wanted me to get seduced by all the naked alien flesh surrounding me; he had wanted me to understand it. 

	And perhaps to recognize how easy it would have been for Ash to end up in a place like this. 

	“I’m sure we’d all like to live in a world like that,” I said. “But it’s not like we can snap our fingers and make it happen.”

	“Who said we could?” Saleya asked. “I’m not talking about magic, darling—I’m talking about hard work. The trouble is finding people willing to do it.”

	“Do you often meet them here?”

	She smiled, and without warning, her left leg was sliding over my waist and across my body until she was straddling me. 

	“No,” she answered. “Now put your hands on my thighs.”

	I blinked. “What?”

	With a sultry snicker, she took my hands and drew them beneath the high slit of her dress and onto her red thighs. They were soft and warm, the kind you wanted to stroke and kiss and have wrapped around you while she was calling out your name. 

	“Isn’t this against the rules?” I asked, drowning the urge to explore even farther up her thighs.

	“Only if you aren’t invited,” Saleya said. “But the boys at the door know that the only way anyone here would put their hands on me is if I told them to. You have nothing to worry about…not that their fists would do much good against a man with your talents.” She shifted her weight, and her barely clothed sex settled upon my lap.  

	“Ngn,” I grunted, my head swimming with a heady mix of confusion and desire. There was no way in hell I could possibly disguise my arousal at this point; my manhood was practically splitting through my uniform pants. And the problem quickly got worse when she began actively grinding against me. 

	I was no stranger to this particular grift. The strippers on Nirivarr would do a lot more than this to try to part a man from his credits. But Saleya wasn’t doing this with any expectation that I would slip a few chits into her panties. 

	Her very sheer, very thin panties…

	“Many things seem impossible until the day they aren’t,” she said. “Do you know much about Dominion history? Before the fleet, I mean.”

	It was such a non sequitur that it drew me out of the haze of lust, at least enough to remember who I was and why I was here. Which was likely the intent. 

	“Uh…no,” I breathed, mustering every scrap of willpower I possessed to stay focused on her words and not the motion of her cleavage. 

	“I don’t blame you—not many people do.” Her tail squeezed my leg tighter, and her tendrils began to slowly stroke my chin. “There was a time when the Seraph’s followers welcomed everyone to the cause. After the Unification Wars, before the foundation of the Dominion and long before the Expansionary Fleet ventured beyond the Terminus Reach.”

	I wondered what she was getting at—and how she expected me to concentrate under these circumstances. Though even if we’d been sitting at a tram station, I doubted I would have had much to contribute. Most of what I’d learned about Dominion history had come from the Holosphere, which probably meant that almost all of it was bullshit. 

	“After the defeat of the Tarreen, every species who fought against them was united,” Saleya went on, slowing her subtle grind as she placed her hands behind my neck. “They tried to form a new government, a broad coalition, to be as different from the Tarreen as possible.”

	Despite the fact that my head was still swimming with desire, something clicked in the back of my mind—a stray memory about something I’d read a long time ago. “You mean the Seraphim Union.”

	Saleya smiled. “Ellis told me that you were a smart boy. It seems he was right.”

	“Maybe. But what does this have to do with anything?”

	“I wanted you to understand my vision—our vision,” she said. “There’s a sickness all around us, one that’s getting worse every year. It’s been over twenty years since the last war, and it is long past time for the Admiralty and Fleet Command to accept that things need to change.” 

	Her hips abruptly stopped churning, and she slowly leaned away from me. “I know you want to leave,” she said. “Half the people in this club feel exactly the same way. But if no one is willing to stand up and fight, then things are only going to get worse.”

	I held her glowing pink gaze. “But what if the Dominion isn’t worth fighting for?”

	“It isn’t,” she conceded. “At least, not today. But it can be tomorrow. It can be a place where my girls are safe…and where no one stops your friend from sitting in the cockpit of a Valkyrie.”

	I swallowed heavily and glanced around us, realizing that her spell was suddenly broken—and, perhaps more importantly, that she had intentionally allowed it to break. Not because she didn’t want my help, but because she did. 

	“I owe Ellis a debt I can never repay,” I said. “But—”

	“But you don’t want to abandon your friend,” Saleya said. “I know. When Jarod told me that, I was more convinced than ever that you were the right man for this job.”

	“I don’t understand.”

	“What if I told you that you don’t have to abandon her? What if I told you that there’s a way you can both make a difference, not only in the Dominion but in the Borderlands?”

	“How?”

	“Not here,” she said, rising off of me and picking up my glass with the device still at the bottom. “There are some things that need to be discussed in private. Head upstairs in about ten minutes. The guards will let you pass.”

	I shook my head. “And then what?”

	“And then,” Saleya said, “we see if you’re the man I hope you are.”

	 

	
8 
Unto the Breach

	 

	Takanis System

	Present Day

	 

	“Just in the nick of time,” Ash commented as two repair tugs en route from Takanis appeared on the tac-holo. “Can slip out before anyone even knows we were here.”

	I eased into my chair as she activated the Wildcat’s cloaking device, then rapidly accelerated away from the Stormrider. I couldn’t help but stare at the battered ship on my display as it faded into the distance, wondering if the captain really would be able to get her moving again within the next few days. It seemed almost impossible…until I thought about Miranda and smiled. I wouldn’t put it past her to figure out a way to repair the whole ship through sheer force of willpower alone. 

	I hadn’t told Ash about the fun she’d missed quite yet, and I was strongly considering keeping it a surprise until I kissed her. It would be worth it to see the look on her face when the memories suddenly triggered her psychometry. She’d probably be all over me for hours trying to relive them. 

	“Can’t believe I’m sayin’ this,” Ash added. “But it almost feels weird not havin’ the jenny aboard.”

	“You two definitely seemed to be getting along better,” I said as innocently as I could manage while remembering Miranda’s growing eagerness to join Ash and me. The fifty hours between here and Rividian would pass a hell of a lot quicker with all three of us sharing the same bed…

	“She has her moments,” Ash said. “Haven’t had a workout partner in a long time.”

	I felt my eyebrows lift even though she wasn’t looking at me. “What, I don’t count?”

	“It’s not the same tryin’ to lift weights around a man. At least I can keep up with her…unless she cheats and uses that psychic jenny brain of hers.”

	“Well, you could always ask Velarys,” I suggested. “She could probably teach you some—”

	“I’ll pass, thanks,” Ash muttered as she touched her console and powered up the hyperdrive. Outside the canopy, the stars streaked into lines and then vanished into the flickering blue mass of a hyperspace bubble. “She’ll probably spend the whole time trying to get me to give up my ship…or my bow.”

	Frowning, I thought back to how much time she’d spent in her youth obsessing over Yarasi culture. The girl who’d grown up dreaming about becoming one of the elegant, fey-like warriors had finally had a chance to meet one…but so far, it hadn’t worked out like anyone had expected. 

	Still, things certainly could have been a lot worse. Velarys had ultimately been more accommodating than any of us had any right to expect, and I held out hope that she would even let go of her obsession with “Yarasi property” before this was all over. If she didn’t…

	“We should hit the Rividian corridor in a few hours,” Ash said. “But I don’t think there’s any way I’m going to be able to stay awake that long.”

	She swiveled around in her chair to face me. She looked exhausted, which wasn’t the least bit surprising considering that she and Miranda had insisted on staying awake to watch Velarys until we got back to the Stormrider. Frankly, I was a little surprised she hadn’t put up more of a fight when the captain had ordered Miranda to stay behind. Perhaps she had finally accepted that the Yarasi didn’t mean us any direct harm…or perhaps she’d just realized that arguing with Ellis wouldn’t have accomplished anything. 

	Either way, the shift in her demeanor since we’d returned to the Wildcat was striking. She was so much more comfortable here away from all those jennies, even while sleep deprived. 

	“I can handle things if you want to lie down for a bit,” I offered. 

	“And leave you alone with Velarys?” Ash asked. “Not sure that’s a great idea.”

	“Unless you plan on staying up for two more days, I don’t think there’s much choice. She said she’d be meditating for the next few hours anyway.”

	Ash looked mutinous, but she clearly didn’t have the energy left to fight about it. I almost suggested that I could go to bed with her, mostly so I could share Miranda’s surprise with her like I’d promised, but she genuinely needed sleep. It would be more fun if she was rested, anyway. 

	“Fine,” she said, toggling on the autopilot. “If you get bored, you could always brush up on your Krosian. I’m sure Gor will appreciate it.”

	I rolled my eyes, which at least drew a smile from her as we headed into the lounge. Velarys was in the same cross-legged pose in front of the couch as when we’d left her, but she wasn’t meditating. 

	She was staring intently at the black cat perched on top of the projector. 

	My stride faltered when I stepped through the hatch, and I had to do a double take to convince myself of what I was seeing. Little Kal didn’t even acknowledge our presence; his eyes stayed locked on the Yarasi, his tail swishing ever so slightly behind him. 

	“Looks like you got a new meditation partner,” Ash commented with a snicker. 

	“In a manner of speaking,” Velarys said. “Like all beasts, he has an enviable clarity of mind. No dithering, no doubt…just instinct and action toward a singular goal.”

	“Like staring creepily?” I said, cocking an eyebrow. “Because trust me, he does that a lot.”

	“I believe he is trying to ascertain why I am not feeding him. Thus far, my verbal explanations have been insufficient.”

	“He’ll get the hint eventually,” Ash said. “Though if you give him treats even once, he’ll never leave you alone.”

	Velarys continued studying the cat for a few more seconds. “Perhaps later, little one,” she said as if responding to an unspoken request. “But for now, my attention is required elsewhere.” Gracefully bringing herself back to her feet, she turned her gaze to us. “We are away?”

	“Yeah,” I nodded. “Everything’s on schedule. In a couple of days, we might finally get some real answers. Or at least a decent lead.”

	“Two more days,” Velarys whispered. The corners of her mouth tightened. “Of all the challenges I have faced after leaving home, these long periods of travel are by far the most taxing.”

	I recalled Ellis’s speculation that this may have been her first deployment outside the Empire. “You aren’t used to long trips, then,” I said in a tone that made it as much of a statement as a question. 

	“I am not,” Velarys admitted. “Before my assignment to the listening post, I had never spent more than a single kalatra in transit at one time. But I am under the impression that both of you travel a great deal more.”

	“You don’t know the half of it,” Ash said, reaching down to pick up Kalycos and cradle him to her chest. He placed his paw on her cheek as if to object, though the immediate and familiar thrum of his purr suggested otherwise. “I would’a gone crazy without this fella to keep me company.”

	I winced at the implication, even though I didn’t think she’d meant it as a slight against me. Not at this particular moment, anyway.

	“Every warrior requires companionship,” Velarys said, eyes fastened on the cat. “It has only been a short time since I regained consciousness, yet I already miss the presence of my sisters.”

	A shadow seemed to fall over her face, and I realized how different she looked than even just a few hours ago. The proud, defiant warrioress who had been sitting at the Stormrider’s conference table was gone, replaced by a forlorn doppelganger. I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen such a stark transition in a person without an obvious triggering event in between. 

	But then it occurred to me that Yarasi probably wore all their emotions on their sleeves. She hadn’t suppressed her anger or confusion or frustration on the trip here; why would she hold back her vulnerability now?

	“With any luck, you’ll return to your people soon,” I said. “Once we find out exactly who’s responsible.”

	“Perhaps,” Velarys replied quietly. “In the meantime, I shall endure.”

	Ash was frowning at the other woman. “You know, if you’re bored, I got plenty of holo-vids you can watch…”

	“It is not boredom. It is…” Velarys looked away. “It is not something that should be discussed with outsiders.”

	I shared a quick glance with Ash, but she merely shrugged. 

	“Well, that’s up to you, of course,” I said. “But if there’s something we can get for you…?”

	The Yarasi closed her eyes and sighed. “My people do not function well in isolation, especially females.”

	Ash arched a golden eyebrow. “You’ve been on a ship with us ever since you woke up.”

	“We are in close proximity, but we are not connected.” Velarys reopened her eyes. “I have never gone this long without freely sharing the thoughts of others around me. It is…disconcerting.”

	If she were anyone else, I might have assumed that this was some kind of sob story to trick us into letting her read our minds again. But that obviously wasn’t the case; I could see the truth in the strained expression on her face. And more to the point, it wasn’t as if she needed our permission to use her powers. Without Miranda here, we couldn’t stop her. We probably wouldn’t even notice she was doing it. 

	“I suppose it’s like if we were asked to wear a blindfold for days at a time,” Ash said, shifting Kalycos in her grip when he started squirming. “Don’t think we’d enjoy that, either.”

	“The only Yarasi who venture beyond the boundaries of the Empire are the Andara Falkyr,” Velarys said. “They train for many cycles to endure the isolation.”

	“You mean the Huntresses?” I asked, recognizing the phrase. 

	“Yes. They travel the stars punishing those who have wronged our people. Such hunts can last many solar cycles; only a few can tolerate the stresses it places upon their minds and bodies. Most are…changed…when they return.”

	I shared another glance with Ash, wondering what Velarys meant. But before we could ask her to elaborate, the Yarasi woman abruptly straightened her back. 

	“You carry the weapon of a Huntress,” Velarys said. “And travel in one of their vessels as you cross the stars.”

	“I suppose so,” Ash replied warily, probably wondering if she was about to be accused of stealing again. 

	The Yarasi swept her gaze across the lounge. “Soon, we shall see if you deserve this honor. Prove yourself worthy on this hunt—prove yourself worthy of wielding a falkyr—and I shall recognize you a sister.”

	I turned to Ash and saw my own surprise mirrored in her face. After days of stubborn insistence about Yarasi property, was Velarys suddenly coming around? If so, what had changed?

	“Uh…okay,” Ash managed. “What does that mean?”

	“Everything,” Velarys said flatly. She approached within a few centimeters of the other woman, making their height difference that much more apparent. “Are you prepared for this challenge?”

	“I’m up for any challenge,” Ash said, setting her jaw. Her cat-like pupils narrowed as she unflinchingly met the other woman’s glowing gaze. I watched tensely, debating whether or not I should try to play diplomat again. 

	But before I could intervene, Kalycos reached out and placed his paw on Velarys’s chest. He was still purring, but his tail had begun swishing restlessly. 

	“He wishes you to release him,” Velarys said. 

	“He’s wanted that for a while,” Ash said with a snort as she set the cat down. After a casual stretch, he licked at the bottom of his paw, shook his ears, and then bunted Velarys’s shin before sauntering off through the hatch and out of the lounge. 

	“A worthy companion,” the Yarasi said. “He embarks now upon his own hunt.”

	“For the food dish?” I muttered. 

	“Not all hunts are difficult.” She shifted her gaze to Ash. “You mentioned some form of treats earlier. May I give him one?” 

	“Sure, why not?” Ash said with a shrug. “Come on, I keep ’em in back.”

	 

	***

	 

	All in all, the fifty-hour trip to Rividian passed much more quickly than I’d anticipated. Not getting chased by an insurrectionist cruiser was a big part of it, though it helped that all of us seemed determined to catch up on sleep to be ready for whatever awaited at our destination. The result was an ad hoc watch rotation where all three of us were only awake at the same time for a few hours here and there. And with Kalycos as the new cultural ambassador to our trifecta, there wasn’t a single argument to be had. 

	The biggest factor of all, though, was simply that I was able spend more time alone with Ash. The moment I fed her psychometry, it was like I flipped a switch in her brain. She’d always had a strong sex drive, perhaps due to her Kreen hormones, but sharing my twelve-minute fuck with Miranda made Ash act like she was eighteen and constantly horny again. 

	And stars, it was fantastic. 

	I waited about eight hours before sharing, enough to ensure she had a full night of urgently needed rest. I then slipped into her room and crawled into her toasty warm bed alongside her, grateful that she had stripped all the way down to her undies rather than sleep in one of my oversized shirts. I kissed my way around her tummy for almost a minute before she stirred, and she sighed contentedly when I slowly kissed a trail up between her breasts, across her neck, and ended at her waiting mouth.

	The instant our tongues touched, her breath caught in her throat. Her pupils dilated to the point her eyes went almost completely black, and her body began to convulse almost like she was having a seizure as she relived my memories. And at that point, the switch was officially flipped. 

	She didn’t speak a single word as she tore off her panties, clamped her legs around my waist, and begged me to fuck the memories right into her—which I happily did, ruthless thrust after ruthless thrust. She got off twice before I finished even once, but it didn’t even come close to sating her. She only gave me a minute to recover with the icepack before her lips were around my cock, searching for even more memories with her agile tongue and scalding throat. 

	Miranda had definitely winnowed the skill gap between them in a remarkably short period of time, but Ash was still the queen. She coaxed another load out of me in what couldn’t have been more than a minute, and then another ten minutes after that. All I could think of while I recovered, a wet towel draped over my forehead and an icepack on my chest, was how magical it was going to be when she and Miranda were finally back together. I had a feeling I would need to be very, very well rested beforehand. 

	In the meantime, though, Ash and I spent a frankly embarrassing amount of time fucking over the next two days, not just in her bed but all over the ship. Whenever Velarys retired to the crew quarters, Ash hunted me down and threw herself upon me. In the lounge, in the cockpit, in the gym…it was almost like she was trying to put her scent on everything to ward off competitors. 

	Perhaps she was. Velarys didn’t say anything either way, though I did feel a twinge of guilt whenever I remembered her comments about Yarasi and telepathic isolation. I just wasn’t really sure what I could do to help. 

	I ended up taking the last watch at the helm before we arrived, mostly because I wanted a bit of time alone to mentally prepare myself for whatever we encountered on the planet. Our odds of actually shooting anyone seemed low, but dealing with Ash’s contact, Gor, would likely end up being far more annoying than a gunfight. In fact, by the time this meeting was over, I would probably be champing at the bit to fight someone, if only to let off some steam. 

	We exited the jump corridor right on schedule, along with about twenty other ships who had entered at the same time as us at New Praxius. Most of them were independent freighters hauling goods back and forth from the Golden Worlds to the border, with a handful of passenger liners mixed in. None of them seemed remotely suspicious. Nevertheless, I punched the throttle just to get a little distance between us and the informal convoy, then signaled the girls to come up and join me. 

	Ash was in the pilot’s seat moments later, while Velarys and I took the stations behind her. And about a million kilometers afterward, Rividian II—the impregnable Dominion border stronghold—expanded into view. 

	By nearly every conceivable metric, Rividian was the complete opposite of the last planet we’d set foot on, Sykaris. The air was perfectly breathable, the biosphere was diverse and lush, and the planet’s population was spread nearly evenly across the major landmasses rather than all being cooped up in a single megalopolis. If not for the system’s location at the edge of the Borderlands, it could have easily been classified as one of the Golden Worlds by the Expansionary Fleet during the earliest years of Dominion colonization. But Rividian hadn’t been discovered until about fifty years ago, and astropolitical calculations had ended up driving nearly every early decision.

	In other words, a world that could have been another civilian paradise like Eladrell or New Keledon had become a bastion of Dominion military power instead. 

	I could feel the tension rise in the cockpit, mostly from Ash but some from Velarys as well. And it wasn’t as if I could blame them. Anyone without a favorable view of the Dominion would surely balk at the sight of the 4th Fleet in all its glory. 

	“Are you certain it is wise to land on this world in an uncloaked Yarasi vessel?” Velarys asked as we approached the imposing armada of ships hanging in both low and high orbit over the planet. 

	“We’ll be fine,” I soothed, my eyes focused on the tac-holo as the sensors continually updated with new information on other ships. “Rividian may be a massive military hub, but all the major ports are still run by the civilian authorities. They don’t have the time or resources or competence to flag small incoming ships unless there’s a specific bounty or DID bulletin out for it.”

	“Besides,” Ash added, “one of the nice things about your people never leavin’ Yarasi space is that most folks don’t even know what your ships look like. It’s saved my ass countless times.”

	“Surely you jest,” Velarys said. “Your computer systems cannot possibly be so incomplete that they do not include entries on Vanu’ryth-class interceptor vessels. The Empire has been using ships of this design for hundreds of years.”

	I suppressed a sigh. I liked a lot of things about this girl, but there were times when it felt like I was talking to a child. 

	“I don’t doubt that someone could identify us if they really wanted to,” I said, reasonably sure I caught Ash snickering out of the corner of my eye, “but despite the presence of the 4th Fleet, Rividian is still an open port. It might be different if we showed up in a Pact destroyer or something, but nobody cares about a random starship that could be some rich asshole’s customized yacht.”

	Velarys cast her gaze out the canopy. “Even on Oscura, local authorities are careful to identify and inspect any vessel attempting to land.”

	“At a cost that would drive most ports into bankruptcy overnight,” Ash said. “Last time I spoke with Lovar Dyss, he said his people would happily triple their investments on Oscura if you relaxed your security.”

	I grinned. I had no particular affection for greedy Rakashi sleazebags like Dyss, but I could easily envision him using much more colorful terms to describe how much he and his fellow merchants resented the Yarasi for making it so difficult to do business. The man had a rare talent for slurs and epithets, some of which would probably make Velarys even madder than I had been when he’d tried to slice my holopad. And unlike me, she wouldn’t have settled for knocking out a tooth when she could melt his brain instead. 

	“Anyway,” I said, waving a hand, “the point is that we’ll be fine. And if by some chance we aren’t, I have all the codes we need to get the authorities off our back. Trust me, this place looks worse than it is. Ash has taken the Wildcat here plenty of times.”

	“True,” Ash said. “Though never when it was like this.”

	She had a point. While Rividian always had plenty of ships in the system, this type of buildup probably hadn’t been seen since…well, since before I was born. Normally, the bulk of the 4th Fleet was stationed in a defensive posture near New Praxius, but with recent tensions—and evidence that the Pact had moved its own ships to the edge of the Borderlands—Command had obviously decided to show the flag. There were almost fifty warships out there, including the Spearhead. The newest and most advanced dreadnought in our fearsome armada commanded the two battleships, eight cruisers, and dozens of smaller escort vessels that made up the rest of the fleet.

	“Those jenny labs must be working overtime to crew all these ships,” Ash added quietly. “No wonder they started giving points for poppin’ out babies.”

	I watched the Spearhead grow large enough outside the canopy that we could see a squadron of Valkyries flying up into its massive underbelly. To call them insects would have been a gross overstatement; they were more like a school of harmless phelk getting casually swallowed up by a krim whale. The twenty-five-hundred-meter-long dreadnought was, from a certain angle, a relatively similar shape to the Stormrider, with the same seashell bow design as most of the new vessels constructed here in Tartarus Cluster. The similarities ended there, of course; the Spearhead was over fifteen times the size, its profile resembling an upside-down garden trowel with two nacelles married to the handle. It had a cavernous underbelly hangar and an armament of heavy psi-cannons that could rip apart entire enemy fleets like so much tissue paper. 

	“Such a needless show of aggression,” Velarys said with obvious contempt. “Do your leaders earnestly believe that mirroring the barbarism of the Pact will promote a lasting peace?”

	“Do your leaders believe that deploying a cloaked armada across half the Cluster will make everyone less paranoid?” I countered. 

	I felt her glowing glare settle upon me. “Our forces are defensive in nature. The Executrix has made it abundantly clear that we have no intention of expansionist behavior. We merely protect what is ours.”

	“It’s a nice theory,” I said, echoing the contempt in her voice. Standing up to this girl seemed to be the only way to get through to her. “In practice, all it really accomplishes is keeping everyone on edge all the time. If the Pact had an armada of cloaked ships, every planet in the Cluster would demand its own fleet for protection.”

	“We would never allow such technology to fall into the hands of the Sillibar,” Velarys hissed. “But even if it did, they could not use it. Without psionic abilities, they—”

	“That’s really not the point,” I said, turning to face her. As expected, those blue-violet orbs of hers were glaring right back at me. “All I’m saying is that while I appreciate your people’s commitment to never initiating hostilities, the way you conduct yourselves is every bit as responsible for this escalation as the Pact cranking out more ships every year.”

	“That is a foolish assessment. And a highly insulting one.”

	“If you two are finished,” Ash interrupted as she locked the ship into a course along one of the civilian approach lanes, “we should probably figure out exactly how we’re goin’ to handle this. I could send a message to Gor and let him know that we’re comin’.”

	“Don’t,” I said, shaking my head. “I’d rather not give him the chance to make any special preparations.”

	She snickered. “Aw, but he’d probably make me somethin’ special for dinner. Maybe even buy me a present.”

	I sighed. Oh, that was definitely what he would do, all right—anything to try and crawl under my skin like the oversized vermin he was. 

	“The more surprised he is to see us, the fewer of his goons he’ll have around,” I added. “And the better the bargaining position we’ll be in.”

	“Hmm,” Ash hummed with mock disappointment. “I guess that brings me to my questions. One, what exactly are you plannin’ to offer him?”

	I shrugged. “Ellis opened that discretionary fund for you.”

	“Haw-haw,” she grumbled. “That money is mine. This girl’s got bills to pay and a ship to fuel. Not that I’d expect you soldiers to understand.”

	“You are planning to pay this Krosian in exchange for information?” Velarys asked, not bothering to hide her disgust. Which wasn’t surprising, considering she never bothered to hide anything. 

	“That’s typically how it works, yeah,” I said. “Men like him don’t cough up secrets for free.”

	“Secrets,” she scoffed as if the very word left a bad taste in her mouth. “They are poison, and yet your societies all seem to cherish them.”

	“Well, we are all primitives, as you’re fond of pointing out,” I replied tartly. “Information is the lifeblood of the galaxy. He has it; we need it. It’s not complicated.” I paused and drew in a deep breath as the Spearhead and its destroyer screen continued to slide past the canopy. “I plan to trade information for information. Remember, we didn’t dump everything we had onto the Holosphere. We can offer some additional context, maybe even tell him a bit about the first freighter we found.”

	“Not sure that’ll be enough,” Ash said, “but I suppose it’s a place to start.”

	“This entire trade seems unnecessary,” Velarys said. “You said that this man is Krosian, yes? That means he does not possess psionic abilities. I could easily take the information we require from his mind.”

	“This is why your people don’t get invited to the good parties,” I grumbled. 

	She arched a white eyebrow. “I beg your pardon?”

	“He’s an information broker on a Dominion planet filled with Seraphim,” I said, ignoring the question. “He’ll have protection, don’t worry.”

	“Protection? You mean other telepaths?”

	“Absolutely,” Ash put in. “No casino in the Cluster’s gonna risk lettin’ some mind scramblers fess out all their secrets. Or manipulate the gamblin’ tables.”

	“I see,” she murmured, chewing it over. “Still, their powers are likely inferior to mine. I may yet be able to gather the information we need.”

	I smiled crookedly. Her Yarasi arrogance may have been chafing at times, but the soldier in me respected her casual swagger—especially since it wasn’t intended to be swagger. She was just speaking her mind and laying out the truth as she saw it. 

	“Maybe,” I said, “but it’s not worth the risk. At least, not as long as he’s cooperative. If he isn’t…we’ll see.”

	Velarys studied me for a few heartbeats, then nodded. “As you wish.”

	“This is a great segue to my second big question,” Ash said, turning around in her chair. “Before we land, we’re gonna have to do somethin’ about those pretty eyes of yours, honey.”

	“Meaning what?” 

	“Meanin’ that you’re gonna stick out down there. There aren’t exactly a lotta your people struttin’ around here in Dominion space.”

	“I imagine there are almost none.”

	“Exactly my point. But we don’t wanna draw that much attention to us. You’re going to need somethin’ to help you blend in a little bit.”

	I nodded my agreement as I looked the Yarasi woman up and down. Her purple-gray armor, like any combat armor, would stand out even if she’d been a Kreen or Neyris or any of the other more common species here in Dominion space. We couldn’t just waltz around a Dominion stronghold lugging around heavy weapons and clad in full combat gear. 

	Well, I could. But doing so would require contact with the local authorities, something I wanted to avoid on a sensitive fact-finding mission like this. The smaller the footprint we created here, the better—especially if Gor miraculously was able to point us in the direction of who was responsible for this. The last thing we needed to do was flush our quarry before we were ready to shoot. 

	“It shouldn’t be difficult to find her clothes once we’re planetside,” I said.

	“Clothes are good, but she can’t just walk around with a helmet coverin’ her face and expect people not to stare,” Ash said. “I think it’s best if I get the hologuise matrix ready. It won’t trick any serious security system, but it should at least keep the locals from gawkin’ at ya too much.”

	“A holographic disguise?” Velarys breathed, disgust plain on her face. “I am a Yarasi warrior, not a Sillibar spy. I do not deceive my enemies—I confront them!”

	“Unless you’re in a cloaked ship,” I muttered quietly. 

	Her eyes blazed. “That is completely different!”

	“We’re talkin’ about a bunch of drunk idiots at a casino, honey, not a ship full of Pact soldiers,” Ash put in before we could argue. “But like you said, there aren’t exactly a lot of your kind around here. If a Yarasi girl shows up at the port, people are gonna notice.”

	“I know it’s not your preferred battleground,” I said. “Believe me, it’s not mine, either. We’re soldiers, not spies. But this is our best chance of learning what these insurrectionists are up to, and if you want to come with us, a disguise is the only option.”

	“I will not wait idly on this vessel,” Velarys said firmly. “This information could be vital to the interests of the Empire.” Chin lowering, she pondered for several seconds. “If you believe that a disguise is absolutely necessary, then I will defer to your judgment. But I will not skulk in the shadows like a Rakashi or lie like a Sillibar.”

	“No one’s asking you to,” I said. “Honestly, you shouldn’t even need to interact with anyone until we reach the casino.”

	“Gor’s security people will definitely see through the ’guise,” Ash said. “And I’m not sure how he’ll feel about inviting a Yarasi to a business meeting.”

	“His feelings are irrelevant,” Velarys said. “We require this information, and he will provide it.”

	Ash and I exchanged a wary glance. We had both known from the beginning that having Velarys along would make an already delicate mission that much more difficult, but it wasn’t as if we had any choice in the matter. With any luck, we could still avert an interstellar war…hopefully without starting one in the underworld. 

	“Go ahead and prep the hologuise,” I said, my eyes flicking back to the canopy and the massive dreadnought lurking outside of it. “And let’s get this over with.”
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	With all the fuss over getting a proper disguise for Velarys—and keeping her from raging about the dishonorable nature of the whole plan—I fully expected us to also have a hard time wrangling with starport control over berths and fees and all that nonsense. Misery was contagious, the old saying went, and I had mentally prepared myself to chew out as many mid-level bureaucrats as necessary to get us a pad in the heart of Melandis City. 

	But miraculously, we didn’t have any trouble whatsoever. It only took two hours from the time we entered the system until we were setting down in the city’s major starport, which was almost certainly a personal record. If we were in the Borderlands on a place like Sykaris, the convenience probably would have made me suspicious. But here on a Dominion world, I was willing to chalk it up to a little overdue serendipity from an all-too-frequently malicious galaxy. 

	Velarys watched in apparent fascination as we began our descent beneath the clouds to the starport, her eyes widening at the sight of the sprawling metropolis and the seemingly endless expanse of lush green hills surrounding it. The view was damn impressive; I could remember being wide-eyed when I had first seen it through the viewport of a drop shuttle. And having grown up on a nearly defenseless world, I could also appreciate the shield generators and defense towers scattered across those same verdant hills. 

	Plenty of idiots on the Holosphere called for their removal, of course, arguing that the enormous projector dishes and barnacle-like turret emplacements marred Rividian’s natural beauty. They weren’t wrong; in a perfect galaxy, the installations wouldn’t have been necessary. But here in the real one, where the strong were all too willing to terrorize the weak, a few weapons in the hills were a small price to pay for security. There were colonies filled with aliens in the Driftward Worlds who would kill for a tiny fraction of this protection. 

	The automated tractor beams eventually pulled us in and set us down in one of the most isolated bays on the periphery of the crescent-shaped starport. It was a little annoying for how it would force us to walk that much farther to get into the city proper. I didn’t mind the exercise—in fact, I was looking forward to the fresh air—but the fewer cameras and people we exposed Velarys’s hologuise to, the better.

	Still, there was nothing for it, and a couple minutes after we touched down, the three of us were strolling down the landing ramp into a cool, stormy Rividian day. I felt oddly exposed being outside again, though most of that was probably just the fact that I was wearing normal civvie clothing with a long black coat rather than my armor. We didn’t even need a rebreather here; the air was fresh and clean, even in the starport. It was invigorating as hell after spending the better part of two weeks cooped up on relatively small ships with only Sykaris as a reprieve. 

	Ash was back in her green huntress gear, though she’d thrown on her dark cloak to conceal the light armor plates and gear pouches. Among the pouches on her hip was a holstered pulse pistol, but her bow was stored in a thin, meter-long, cylindrical bag slung over her shoulder. The collapsible nature of the weapon was one of the many reasons she preferred hunting with it. Weapon scanners couldn’t detect it, and I’d seen her reassemble it in twenty seconds flat.

	As for Velarys, I found myself doing a double take every time I looked at her and saw brown human eyes instead of glowing Yarasi ones staring back at me. Though really, the matching brown hair and pinkened shade of her normally gray skin were almost as jarring. The hologuise was projecting a long black jacket like mine over her armor, which would probably be enough to keep a low profile until we reached the casino. 

	“I hate not leavin’ him cloaked,” Ash fretted as the ramp slowly lifted and latched shut. “Really need to teach Little Kal how to hold a pulse pistol…”

	“That’s a terrifying thought,” I muttered. “You know he’d just use it to get into the treat bag and then yowl all night when he realized they were burnt to a crisp.”

	Velarys frowned at us both. “How would such a creature even fire a weapon?”

	“It was a joke, honey,” Ash said. “I just don’t like parkin’ in public ports, that’s all.”

	“Cloaking would only end up causing us more problems,” I said, glancing around as casually as I could while searching for surveillance equipment. The bay had two cameras placed in opposite corners, which was fairly standard for an urban starport. In all likelihood, the individuals monitoring them would be bored and underpaid. “We’d end up trying to fight off every ship thief in the sector.”

	“I assure you: no mere ship thief will be able to bypass the psionic locks,” Velarys said. “Your vessel and your pet are secure.”

	“I’ll hold ya to that,” Ash said as she turned toward the door leading out onto the tarmac. “Shall we?”

	“Yeah,” I said, sighing as I imagined the fraudulent smile and feigned civility of the man we were about to meet. “I can’t wait.”

	The rest of the starport was actually less busy than the last time I was here, which assuredly was related to all the Dominion ships currently in orbit. There was nothing quite like a sudden military buildup on the border to scare away business, especially tourism. The planetary governor was probably dealing with a steady stream of hateful complaints—complaints that were almost certainly getting redirected to the Admiralty. And probably ignored. 

	The relatively light crowds made me a bit more self-conscious about the appearance of our Yarasi companion, though her hologuise matrix seemed equal to the challenge so far. The bigger issue was her mannerisms—no disguise could make them any less obvious. 

	“I need you to do something for me,” I said, trying to keep my voice low as we followed the flow of foot traffic across the large, open mezzanine between the docking area and the exits leading out to the city streets.

	“Yes?” she asked, arching a human-looking eyebrow at me. 

	“Is there any way you can look around a bit less? It’s very noticeable.”

	“I am surveilling the area. There are potential threats in every direction.” Her brow furrowed. “You are a soldier. How are you not aware of this?”

	“I’m aware of it, believe me,” I said. “But this is a city, not a battlefield. There’s nothing wrong with being vigilant, but constantly looking around makes you look suspicious.”

	“I am suspicious.”

	Ash sighed. “Can we trade her back for the jenny yet?”

	“Just try to relax for me, all right?” I said, ignoring the comment and staying focused on Velarys. “I guarantee there’s nothing here that the two of us can’t handle.”

	“Of that, I have no doubt,” Velarys said. 

	Her posture visibly relaxed. Evidently, appealing to her pride was the way to go after all. I made a mental note to remember that for the future. 

	“Also,” I added, “it’s probably best if you don’t make eye contact with absolutely everyone we walk past. It’s—”

	“Creepy,” Ash put in. “And impolite.”

	Velarys stopped moving, which forced the quartet of Yol’teesh traders behind us swerve to avoid crashing into her. They cawed in annoyance as they walked past, the lone male ruffling his black feathers in the equivalent of giving her the finger. 

	“You would prefer that I not acknowledge their existence?” Velarys asked. “How is this not more disrespectful?”

	“I’m not saying to ignore them completely, but humans don’t usually stare quite as intently as you do,” I said, gently taking her arm and tugging her along. “It’s not a big deal. I just don’t want to draw any unnecessary attention to you.”

	She glared at my hand in annoyance, and if not for the disguise, I had no doubt that her eyes would have been flaring indignantly. But, as usually seemed to be the case with her, the more forthright approach was also the more effective one. 

	“If you insist,” Velarys grumbled, pulling free of my grip but continuing to walk. “I was not aware that human society had so many unspoken rules.”

	“There are more where those came from, trust me,” Ash said, chuckling. “But we’ll show you the ropes, don’t worry.”

	“Ropes?”

	“Never mind.”

	I chuckled, though it only lasted until we reached the exit. We had been inside just long enough that I had almost forgotten the storm, but the sheets of rain pummeling the streets outside had created quite the backlog of passengers waiting for a taxi. I might have been tempted to head outside anyway, downpour be damned, but there were two problems with that idea. 

	First, Velarys’s hologuise wasn’t designed to endure inclement weather—every water droplet that struck the image would create a visible ripple effect that anyone could see. And second…well, the entrance to the Sapphire Star was about two hundred meters straight up. Without jetpacks, there was no way to reach it. 

	When Ash and I had first visited the club years ago, the location had seemed like a major oversight. On top of the enormous investment to purchase and then secure the permits for a massive hover barge, it seemed idiotic to intentionally make a business difficult for customers to reach. But eventually, I’d realized that the “hassle” was a minor benefit. Only people with disposable income—in other words, the only worthwhile customers—could afford the taxis to reach it. The bouncers wouldn’t have to waste their precious attention dealing with random riffraff trying to come in off the street. 

	Later, I’d learned that Gor also slipped a few credits to any driver that delivered customers to his establishment, especially chatty ones who might accidentally cough up a valuable secret or two about local businesses or the underworld or anything else. The result was that every driver in town had a pretty powerful incentive to prioritize potential customers of the Sapphire Star whenever possible, sometimes at the expense of making other fares wait. It was one of those small but ubiquitous grifts upon which all cities of sufficient size were built. 

	Thankfully, the wait today didn’t end up being as long as I’d feared. We caught a ride about ten minutes later, the three of us cramming into the backseat of a car that was clearly designed for two. Ash crawled onto my lap while Velarys gawked out the window as if she had never seen a city before. The images I’d seen on the Holosphere of Oscura were so breathtaking that I couldn’t imagine she’d find Rividian all that impressive, though perhaps I was mistaking her awe for horror. If I had actually tried to explain to her that corruption was a vital currency in cities, her poor Yarasi brain probably would have had an aneurysm. To spare her—and to quell my own growing impatience to get this over with—I offered the six-eyed Crotarian driver a few extra credit chits if we made good time despite the rain and traffic.

	It was, quite possibly, the biggest mistake I’d ever made.

	The alien slammed the throttle and took off at a speed that broke local traffic laws, exceeded the car’s safety specifications, and possibly even violated the laws of relativity. We were only inside the taxi for a few minutes, but they may have been the most stressful of my life—up to and including the time I’d been psychically blasted by a Dowd and set on fire. 

	Every few heartbeats, I was tempted to ask Velarys to melt the driver’s brain with her telepathic powers, just on the off chance that his sudden death might trigger the autopilot. But then it occurred to me that no autopilot failsafe in the galaxy would ever let a madman drive a vehicle this way in the open on a clear day, let alone in a city in the middle of a thunderstorm, which meant that the car probably didn’t have one. We were in the hands of the Seraph now, and there was nothing we could do but hold our breath and pray. 

	Mercifully, she had apparently blessed this idiot with the greatest reflexes in galactic history. Despite a hundred close calls with other cars, a few skyscrapers, and one very irate freight hauler, we arrived at the taxi pad at the edge of the Sapphire Star in one piece. I ended up tipping him an extra chit beyond what I’d promised, if only because I assumed we must have been kindred spirits. Only another Immortal could have had so little concern for his own health. 

	“Next time, I’m landin’ the Wildcat on the damn roof!” Ash grumbled as the taxi blasted away like a starfighter chasing an enemy drone. “I don’t care how many ships are in orbit!”

	“Agreed,” I said, straightening my jacket as I looked into the building in front of us, grateful for the overhang to block out the rain. The Sapphire Star was essentially a starship-sized aircar hovering above the city’s skyline like a neon cloud. The egg-shaped “building” was probably a bit larger than the Stormrider, though it could easily support several thousand customers at a time. The entrance about twenty meters ahead of us had a giant, one-way window that offered new arrivals a pleasant view of the gambling machines and game tables just inside. All of the more impressive—and presumably less legal—activities were buried deeper within. 

	“Let’s hope the rain keeps the crowds to a minimum,” I said, sweeping my eyes across the landing platform. “Especially since it’s the middle of the afternoon.”

	A small group of patrons had arrived about the same time we did, and there was also a short line on the far side of the pad for others trying to catch a taxi to leave. None of them were gawking at us, exactly, but we had definitely drawn some attention with the way we were dressed. To the rich assholes up here, we looked like we belonged in one of the street-level clubs, not in this palace in the sky. 

	I scoffed at the thought. Since Ash and I had never had the money to gamble when we were younger, places like the Sapphire Star had always seemed like alien embassies where we barely spoke the language. And personally, I’d never had any interest in the culture it represented. As annoying as I found the average fleet jenny, at least they were fellow soldiers with a purpose beyond themselves and their own gratification. The people here—the ones who had so much money they could literally throw it away—were just about the most useless dregs I could imagine. Their decadent, comfortable lives were made possible by the blood, sweat, and sacrifice of people like me. 

	Not that I was bitter about it or anything. 

	Ash had never shared my disgust for high-class living. If we’d been on Kenabrius or Bas Garopa or any other world in the Borderlands rather than the Dominion, she would have been begging me to let us dress up so we could roll some dice with money we didn’t have. Never mind the fact that plenty of folks in the Borderlands still would have balked at the sight of her Kreen eyes; never mind that a lot of people there sympathized with groups like the Column and the Mire and other idiots. She would have gladly ignored everything just to have some fun pretending to be “normal.” 

	And no matter how much I despised the lifestyle, I would have gone along with it to make her happy. 

	“I have heard of such venues on other depraved worlds,” Velarys said, having already reverted to her creepy habit of staring down everyone who passed us. “People spend currency that is not real upon games over which they have no control.”

	“The currency is real enough to the people who need it to live,” I said grimly. 

	“Does that not make it worse? How do your people justify such waste?”

	“It’s fun,” Ash said, shrugging. “No different than spendin’ money to watch a race or a throw-boxin’ match.”

	“And before you get all uppity,” I added, “I know there’s plenty of gambling on Oscura, too.”

	“If you are referring to the vice districts in Lower Deskaris, they are in no way comparable,” the Yarasi replied with the faintest bit of a huff in her voice. 

	“People play cards, throw dice, use machines…seems pretty much the same to me.”

	“Except the odds of success or failure are stated clearly in advance, and no one is allowed to wager more than a set amount,” Velarys said. “If the point of the activity is entertainment, then people should be entertained, not left in despair.”

	I started to protest before I caught myself. Why in the Seraph’s name was I standing here defending this gaudy shithole filled with useless, preening idiots? Was I really that desperate to score some imaginary points over the “superior race” just because she was a little annoyingly self-righteous at times?

	“You know what, you have a point,” I admitted. “Now let’s get in there and get this over with, shall we?”

	I started forward before the girls could answer, a little embarrassed at how jagged the chip on my shoulder could be sometimes. 

	As we approached the entrance, it became clear that the bouncers weren’t any more impressed by our outfits than the patrons. One of them—a two-meter-tall brick of a man who was probably a Golden World jenny and therefore almost certainly an asshole—stepped forward to intercept us before we reached the door. 

	“Good evening,” he said in a voice that was an octave higher than seemed normal for a man his size. Maybe the lab he’d been cooked up in had taken his balls out of the oven before they were ready. “I apologize for the inconvenience, but I’m afraid that our dress code here is quite…specific.”

	“Oh, that’s all right, we aren’t here to hit the tables,” Ash said in a sweet, innocent, colonial girl tone. “Tell Gor that a few of his business associates are here to see him. I’m sure he’ll invite us right in.”

	I had seen plenty of bewildered looks in my days, usually in the eyes of men who’d just witnessed my body’s indifference to pulsefire. And the bouncer’s stunned disbelief at our casual gall rivaled any of them. This was not the type of place—and Gor was not the type of person—that people just walked up and demanded an audience. 

	“We have an appointment,” Ash lied, sensing the man’s hesitation. “It’s all right, honey, we’re old friends.”

	The bouncer’s disbelief hardened into a sneer. “I’m afraid that Mister Xal’Gor does not take appointments.”

	“He’ll make an exception for us,” I said, taking a menacing step closer. “Now scurry along and fetch him before I get annoyed.”

	The man glowered at me. “Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to—”

	“Actually, do you think he’s watching the cameras?” I interrupted. “Because if it makes it easier, there’s an old hand signal we came up with the last time we spoke. Just so he knows it’s me and not an imposter.”

	I looked up into one of the tiny security cams above the door and raised my middle finger in its direction. 

	“Old Krosian tradition,” I said. “Helps recognize friends from foes.”

	I heard more than saw Ash slam her face into her palm. The bouncer, unsurprisingly, was far less amused. 

	“Sir!” he snapped, reaching out and grabbing my arm. “If you don’t—”

	“That’s enough.”

	The deep, cultured voice boomed from a hidden speaker somewhere above us. Both bouncers immediately froze at the sound, though mine didn’t stop glaring at me. 

	“Escort them upstairs,” the voice continued. “Don’t bother searching them. As the lady said, they’re old business associates.”

	I shot the bouncer in front of me my best “I told you so” smirk before I yanked my arm out of his grip. He had no idea how lucky he was that his boss had been watching. Most men who laid hands on me got a broken nose for their trouble…or worse. 

	“You heard the boss,” he said, gesturing toward his partner. “Take them inside.”

	“We appreciate the hospitality,” I said genially. Ash’s expression looked about equally split between amusement, embarrassment, and frustration, while Velarys looked icily determined. Her hologuise made her appear pretty much defenseless, but I had a feeling that her glowing eyes were currently shooting laser bolts at the bouncers. Distantly, I wondered how long she would have waited to get involved if there had been a confrontation. 

	Probably not very. 

	“This way,” the second bouncer said, opening the door for us. “Welcome to the Sapphire Star.”

	 

	***

	 

	Our little scuffle had caused quite a stir outside the casino. Inside, however, no one appeared the wiser. The one-way darkened glass obscured the view of the landing pad, and the customers on the main gaming floor had better things to do anyway. It was probably for the best: the bouncers were undoubtedly happy to have their egos protected, and Gor would feel the same way about the reputation of his establishment. 

	The entrance foyer was open and spacious, with plush red carpeting and several dozen holographic adverts on the walls pointing guests to the various amenities of the Sapphire Star. The gaming floor was hardly the only draw here; a sloping ramp beyond it led to a full-sized theater, several private lounges, and a massive bar with a wall-length viewport that looked out over the city below. The last one was probably my favorite place in the whole casino, if for no other reason than I liked to imagine that one day I’d get the chance to throw some rich asshole out of it. 

	From the sheer volume of the noise reaching us from the gaming floor, I had apparently underestimated how busy the place was this afternoon. Conversation and laughter carried over pleasant, relaxing background music, which meant that business must have been good. But our escort steered us to the left of the foyer toward an old-fashioned, sweeping staircase, which we ascended to the second floor where Gor did most of his real business. 

	Two more guards awaited us at the top of the stairs, one who fit the big, brawny enforcer stereotype to perfection and another who was so thin and pallid he almost looked like a walking corpse wrapped in a black jumpsuit. Despite the pistol at his belt, he looked remarkably non-threatening, which probably meant he was the far more dangerous of the two men. As Saleya so often reminded me, the underworld was all about misdirection. 

	The security checkpoint behind the two men was every bit as sophisticated as the ones at Rividian’s many military bases, if a touch less sterile. Rather than using one of the full-body scanners that seemed designed as much for intimidation as function, the casino had a single humanoid sentry mech with an omnitool attached to its left arm. The wall panel behind it projected the results of its scan, which in our case was a warning about the sidearms Ash and I were wearing. When it got to Velarys, however, the entire panel flashed red. 

	“It’s all right,” I interceded before any of the guards flipped out. “Just a little disguise to make moving around the starport a bit easier.”

	I nodded to Ash, who tapped a button on the inside of her green bracer and deactivated the hologuise. The illusion of the human brunette faded, revealing the armored Yarasi warrior beneath. The bouncer who had escorted us up gasped and reached for his weapon—

	“Intriguing,” the same deep, cultured voice we’d heard over the loudspeaker said from further down the hall. “And here I was about to be cross with you, Nashira. I had no idea you were about to deliver me such a rare prize.”

	The speaker strode across the crimson carpet into the brighter lights of the security area. No matter how many times I encountered Tagrath Xal’Gor, his appearance was always jarring. Before him, I hadn’t even been aware that Krosians could wear a suit, let alone look comfortable in one. But Gor had the traditional businessman aesthetic down pat, from his dark gray jacket and white undershirt to the polished black shoes that likely cost more than my weapons. His black, rope-thick dreadlocks were bound back in neat rows over his green head. It all looked so patently ridiculous on his muscular frame that I was almost surprised he didn’t wear glasses just to complete the absurdity. 

	His red eyes weren’t quite glowing thanks to the well-lit hallway, but they glimmered with interest at the Yarasi woman standing beside me. 

	“I am not a prize,” Velarys said defiantly. “I am here to acquire information that my companions assure me you can provide.”

	The Krosian smiled. It made his nightmarish face even more horrifying to look at, mostly because his species didn’t have conventional lips, so the expression only made his wall of sharp, jagged teeth grow larger. And there was something about the giant tusks jutting from his jawbone that made everything he did seem more sinister. 

	Or perhaps, I thought sourly, I’m just prejudiced against his big, stupid, ugly species. 

	Deep down, I knew my hatred didn’t make a lot of sense, given all the blood and sweat I’d contributed to Saleya’s pro-alien organization over the years. But something made Krosians different than Crotarians or Merzeg or even V’rath. I had fought too many of them, killed too many of them…and all too often seen the aftermath of their raids on undefended worlds in the Traverse and the Borderlands. Besides, it wasn’t my fault that there were billions of them out there just waiting for an excuse to burn and pillage every planet in the Cluster. 

	“My heartfelt apologies if I offended you, my dear,” Gor replied with a half bow. “But you are the first of your kind to ever walk through those doors. It is a great honor to have one of the noble Yarasi in my establishment. I only wish that Nashira here had contacted me earlier so that I could have made more elaborate preparations for the occasion. Perhaps dinner or a dance…”

	“We ate before we got here,” I muttered. “Now, can we go sit down and get started? There’s a lot to talk about.”

	Gor’s low, rumbling chuckle sounded like rasping metal. “I see you haven’t changed, Zeris. All the social grace of a—”

	“Krosian?” I interjected.

	His smile slowly faded, and his molten eyes eventually shifted to Ash. “Look at the hatred in that face. The barbarism, the savagery…what is it you see in him, Nashira?”

	“What he lacks in manners, he makes up for in other areas,” Ash said as she stepped between us. “But Kal is right—this is important. And you may be the only one who can help us out.”

	Gor chuckled again. “An appeal to my vanity from a beautiful woman. How could I refuse?”

	He reached out to squeeze Ash’s shoulder. I bristled, wondering if there was some way I could plant a microscopic bomb on him before we left, but I told myself to keep a lid on it and be patient. I already pushed our luck with our dramatic entrance, and even Gor would only tolerate so much insolence on his own turf. 

	Still, if he got too handsy with those enormous green mitts of his, I was fully prepared to break them off. 

	“We can speak in the back,” the Krosian said after a brief pause. “But first, there is one issue we need to address.” He turned to Velarys. “As intriguing as it is to finally meet one of your people face to face, my customers and associates here all expect a certain degree of discretion. I’m afraid they would not be happy if I told them that I allowed a Yarasi and her wondrous telepathic brain to wander the casino unattended.”

	“My companions anticipated your concern,” Velarys said. “They suggested that you would have a telepath in your employ.”

	I favored her with a glance, impressed at how well she was handling all of this. So far, I was the one who had made the biggest scene, not her. She hadn’t even made a derisive comment to his face yet. 

	But I wondered if she understood the true purpose of Gor’s probe. He obviously had another telepath here; he had only brought up the topic to see how she would react. It was an easy way to judge her intentions…and, it belatedly occurred to me, a chance to reveal whether or not she could detect his mental guardian on her own.

	Gor was cunning, I couldn’t deny that.

	“I only wanted to ensure that you were amicable to this arrangement,” Gor said, eyes leading to one of the guards. “Dumas takes his job here very seriously.”

	Velarys looked at the thin, pallid man, and I realized my earlier estimation of his heightened threat level had been justified. Later, I planned to ask our Yarasi friend if she had sensed the truth right away. 

	“The terms are acceptable,” she said. 

	“Excellent,” Gor replied. “I very much look forward to the opportunity to speak with a Yarasi…on even terms.”

	“Then let’s go,” I prompted. 

	He waited a solid three seconds before looking back at me. “In a moment. But first, you will need to leave your weapons here. I hope you understand.”

	“Aw, you don’t trust me?” Ash asked, sliding her pistol from its holster. “I’m a little offended.”

	“You may bring the bow, if it makes you feel better,” Gor said with another of his terrifying grins. “Though I can’t imagine anything would make you part with it.”

	“You’re right about that.”

	I grunted as I removed my own pistol and handed it over to one of the guards. My skin crawled at the prospect of being unarmed, and I probably wouldn’t have gone along with it if my skin weren’t impregnable. But as much I disliked this haughty green swindler, I often had to remind myself that he had slipped Saleya’s group a lot of vital information over the years. He had his uses, and I didn’t actually believe he would try to murder us. 

	“Wonderful,” he said, clapping his huge hands together. “Now, if you’ll follow me…”

	He led us down the hall and around the corner to a private office we had used before. I had no doubt that the place was bugged to hell and back, but there wasn’t much we could do about it. So, rather than make a fuss, I sat down at the opposite side of the oval table from Gor, with Velarys on my left and Ash on my right. The bouncer who’d escorted us up the stairs was long gone, but the other oversized thug took up a position right in front of the door. The pallid man moved to a far corner of the room several meters behind his boss where he could see everyone and everything.  

	“I must admit, I was quite surprised when you showed up on my landing pad unannounced,” Gor said, dropping into a chair that was twice the size of ours. “I can only assume it means the nature of your inquiry is particularly sensitive.”

	“You could say that,” Ash replied. “Tryin’a prevent a war and all.”

	His nostrils flared slightly, the rough Krosian equivalent of raised eyebrows. “You’re referring to all this drama about missing freighters and Dowd marauders striking from within the Veil? The Assembly is certainly up in arms about it.”

	“That’s part of it,” Ash said. 

	“Well, if you’re seeking information on the Dowd, I’m afraid I can’t be of much use. I’ve seen the same Holosphere videos as everyone else, nothing more.”

	“We’re not here for the Dowd,” I told him, though internally I was hoping that his ignorance on the matter would make the information we did possess a bit more valuable in trade. “We’re more interested in local matters.”

	“You mean the immense military buildup that has half the city in a panic?”

	“No. I mean the Rividian Column.”

	Gor’s nostrils flared again. “Is that so? Not a name I’ve heard much about recently. And I admit, I’m not sure what they have to do with a war.”

	“It’s complicated,” I said. “And classified.”

	“I see,” Gor replied with dry amusement. “How tantalizingly vague.”

	“We need to know if you’ve heard anything about what they may be up to,” Ash said. “Same with the Mire and other anti-alien groups. And if you know where they happen to be plantin’ their flag these days, even better.”

	“I’m sure I have some information you’d find useful. The more pertinent question is how you intend to pay for it.”

	Ash smiled sweetly. “A trade, like usual. Secrets for secrets.”

	“Ah. Secrets like why you are investigating the Column in the first place? Or why you have a Yarasi warrior accompanying you?”

	“Among others. But yeah, that’s the gist of it.”

	“Mm,” Gor murmured, stroking his right tusk. “I suppose that could be valuable, though I reserve the right to renegotiate once you’ve given me specifics.”

	I shook my head. “No deal.” 

	“Kal…” Ash warned, shooting me a glare. “We’ve always come to a fair arrangement with him before. No reason to think this will be any different.”

	“There are some other ways you could make up the difference to me,” Gor said mildly. “Your powers have proven quite useful in the past.”

	“Worth considerin’,” Ash said diplomatically. “But let’s start with you telling us what you know about the Column.”

	“Before we come to any arrangement,” Velarys interrupted, “there is a critical matter we must resolve.”

	Everyone turned to look at her. While her posture was still perfectly relaxed, her eyes seemed to be glowing more brightly than normal. 

	“Of course—whatever my valued guest desires,” Gor said. “What is on your mind?”

	“I wish to know how long you have been a Pact operative,” she said. “And how you have convinced my companions that this is not the case.”

	The accusation hung in the air like a toxic cloud, and I had to stop myself from swearing under my breath. We had gotten all this way without her Yarasi-ness mucking things up, but she’d apparently been biding her time until we started the negotiation. I should have known better… 

	“He’s not a Pact spy, honey,” Ash said, glancing apologetically at Gor. “We’ve been over this. Do you really think we’d trust him if—?”

	“It’s all right, my dear,” Gor soothed, seeming more amused than irate. “Her people live very sheltered lives. You can hardly blame her for falling back on her preconceptions. She sees a Krosian and assumes I’m working for the Pact. Never mind that I clearly wasn’t born in a brood pit with a rifle in my hand.”

	He leaned his elbows on the table as he looked at Velarys. “Perhaps Nashira didn’t tell you, but my family never left Dominion space. Not all of the clans did, you understand. Some of us chose to remain loyal.”

	“I am aware of these facts,” Velarys said. “They do not change the nature of the situation. Any information that is exchanged here will inevitably end up in the hands of the Sillibar.”

	Gor eyed her intently, as if trying to figure out what in the hell she was talking about. For once, he and I were on the same page. 

	“You seem…confused,” Gor said, a hint of irritation finally cracking through his calm veneer. “Unless you’re going to accuse me of being a shapeshifter. You certainly wouldn’t be the first.”

	Velarys shook her head. “No. You are Krosian, just as you appear.”

	“I’m so glad to have your validation,” he replied dryly. “As I’ve told your companions before, no Sillibar would be so foolish as to assume the form of a Krosian businessman. Spies, even well-hidden ones, are not in the habit of needlessly drawing attention to themselves.”

	“But there are many advantages to lurking in the shadow of one who does draw a great deal of attention,” Velarys said. “I assume that is why they chose to replace a member of your inner circle rather than you.”

	Gor’s red eyes narrowed dangerously. “I beg your pardon?”

	“Initially, I assumed that you were part of the ruse,” she went on, uncrossing her legs and leaning forward in her chair. “But it is now clear that you are merely an unwitting pawn feeding the Sillibar valuable information without even realizing it.”

	The Krosian’s jaw muscle twitched, moving the entire wall of jagged teeth that formed his mouth. “If this is what passes for Yarasi humor,” he said, his cultured voice dropping two octaves, “then perhaps your people’s self-imposed cultural isolation is best for everyone.”

	“I don’t know what you’re tryin’ to do here, honey,” Ash said anxiously, “but this ain’t helpin’.”

	“It will,” Velarys said, glancing over his shoulder across the room. “Once I have exposed our enemy.”

	We all followed her gaze to the slender, pallid man standing in the shadows by the corner. He remained as stiff and expressionless as a gargoyle even when we looked at him—not exactly the dramatic reaction one might expect from an operative who had just been exposed. 

	“Dumas?” Gor asked with a dark chuckle. “I admit, he’s not much fun at parties, but he’s been working here for almost two years now.” He turned back to Velarys, any trace of amusement gone. “I’m afraid you’ll have to do better than that.”

	Velarys didn’t reply. Her eyes stayed locked on the other telepath, and I wondered if they were engaged in some kind of mental battle that none of us could perceive. 

	“I have made every attempt to be a gracious host, Nashira,” Gor said with an air of strained patience, “and I was willing to humor your new friend’s eccentricities as long as they didn’t interfere with our negotiations. But I’m afraid they are growing rather tiresome. I have no intention of sitting here and allowing her to insult me or impugn the integrity of my associates. And I certainly won’t be manipulated into asking my telepath to leave the roo—”

	“He’s not a telepath,” I whispered, the truth belatedly striking me like a bucket of cold water splashed across my face. “That’s the whole problem.”

	Ash and Gor both looked at me like I’d lost my mind, but I could feel the pieces sliding into place. We had expected Gor to have protection on staff, and as a result, we hadn’t questioned him when he had credited the pallid man with telepathic abilities. There was no way for either of us to really know for certain if it was true, the same way we couldn’t know if Miranda or any other Seraphim had such abilities until they tried to fry your brain. 

	Velarys, on the other hand, did have the ability to make that determination. She had probably known the truth right away, and she’d then spent the next ten minutes trying to discern what it meant. 

	Gor’s eyes flashed angrily, and even his cultured voice and fancy clothes couldn’t conceal the Krosian monster hidden beneath. “I expected better from you, Zeris,” he snarled. “But if you’re here to waste my time rather than strike a deal—”

	Velarys exploded out of her chair. 

	She was halfway across the room before I even realized what was happening, and the bodyguard by the door was caught just as flat-footed. She reached the big man before his hand found his holster, striking him with a blindingly quick chop to the throat that dropped him to the floor in a gasping heap. His pallid partner, carefully positioned about ten meters away, should have had ample time to draw and fire his own weapon before Ash or I could do anything about it…

	And he absolutely would have, if Velarys hadn’t picked up his choking companion and hurled him like a human missile. 

	Such a feat of unbridled speed and strength should have been impossible for a woman her size—I had clearly underestimated the potential of her psychometabolic abilities. But I didn’t have time to think about it before Gor finally sprang into action, vaulting out of his chair and snarling at the perceived betrayal as his hand flashed beneath the table to retrieve his own sidearm. 

	He never had a chance to aim it. I dove across the table and tackled the larger man, sending his pistol skittering away as our bodies rolled across the carpet. I knew from experience that he had a massive edge in upper body strength, and if I’d hesitated the slightest bit, he probably could have thrown me off of him or outright pinned me. 

	But even though I had no idea what Velarys was doing—even though it was entirely possible that she was about to make a fool of herself—I couldn’t deny that I was enjoying the opportunity to tackle this smarmy Krosian.

	And so, using an old throw-boxing technique I’d dubbed “punching your enemy in the face as hard as you can,” I slammed my fist into Gor’s forehead, stunning him just long enough for me to get a firm hold on his left arm and wrench it behind his back. He snarled in protest as I pinned him face-down on the carpet, leverage and adrenaline helping me overcome his superior strength and reach. 

	“What is the—argh!” Gor growled, only to break off when I twisted his arm harder. 

	“Don’t move,” I ordered, enjoying the sight of his ugly tusks smushed against the carpet a little too much. “Let’s all relax while the good lady explains herself.”

	“She damn well better!” Ash snapped. She was standing upright, a look of shock and horror on her face. “It wasn’t supposed to go down like this!”

	“You will understand shortly,” Velarys said as she stepped toward the pair of bodies. The pallid man wormed himself free of his still-wheezing companion, though his weapon had slid several meters out of reach. He tried to slug the Yarasi woman with a wild cross, but she effortlessly caught his fist in midair, locking it in place, while her other hand grabbed his throat. 

	And then she proved that she had not, in fact, lost her mind.

	It started with a gasp of pain from the guard’s mouth, followed by a look of unblinking horror in his dark eyes. But then his pale human face began to slowly transform into glossy, membranous gray skin.

	“What?” Gor gasped, his body going rigid in my grip. 

	Ash didn’t say anything; she just cupped her hands over her mouth in disbelief as the true nature of the guard was revealed. It only took another few moments before his entire body reverted to its true form, an alien with two large, milky white eyes, an oddly bulbous forehead, and no discernable nose or mouth.

	The face of a Sillibar. 

	But whatever psionic power Velarys had used to force him into his true form hadn’t completely incapacitated him. He suddenly and violently wrenched his fist from her grip, then smacked away the arm clutching his throat. The Yarasi stumbled for a precious half-second, as if her efforts had left her drained, and the lapse nearly cost her life. The Sillibar’s left hand transformed into cat-like Rakashi claws, and he took a vicious swipe at her throat that she only narrowly dodged. 

	Having witnessed her hand-to-hand skills in action, I would have given her pretty good odds in nearly any melee, but when I saw the shapeshifting alien’s other hand sprout even larger Thursk claws, my combat instincts took over. Releasing my grip on Gor, I dove toward his fallen pistol, snatching it up from the carpet as I rolled…

	And shot the Sillibar in the chest. His body sank to the floor, both claws reverting into elongated gray fingers. The still-gasping guard next to the sizzling corpse turned pure white, and not due to lack of air. 

	“Now,” Velarys said, and there was no mistaking the satisfaction in her voice. “We may return to the matter at hand.”
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	Under different circumstances, I might have enjoyed watching Gor’s world implode right before his eyes. In fact, if someone had told me yesterday that I would get to watch him have a meltdown, I would have been in a much better mood for this visit. He was a pretentious asshole running a pretentious casino while dressed in a pretentious suit. I didn’t like him or his clients or his stupid, smiling face. 

	But it was one thing to imagine a rival getting what was coming to them and quite another to witness their pain and rage and confusion in real-time. Against all odds, I found myself empathizing with him, which was incredibly annoying. It would have been so much more fun if I could stand back and gloat. But I couldn’t, and I didn’t. We still needed his help, and it wasn’t as though I had any reason to celebrate a Sillibar spy infiltrating his organization. He sold secrets to Saleya, after all, and if I didn’t want the Dominion to know what she was up to, I sure as hell didn’t want the Pact to know, either. 

	“It’s not possible,” Gor said for probably the tenth time since he had been staring down at the corpse of the shapeshifting alien on his carpeted floor. “Klo’bak!”

	He had already warned off the flood of guards who’d reacted to the sound of gunfire and come storming down the corridor. None of them had actually seen the body yet, and I had a feeling that none of them ever would. The damage this revelation could cause to his organization was incalculable. His customers, his contacts, his associates…it could all fall apart if any of them realized that their trusted broker had been unwittingly feeding information to the Pact. And if this news reached the Dominion…

	Well, the DID would have no choice but to get involved. They might even send a Silencer to clean up the mess. 

	“You said he’d been working here for two years?” I asked, finally breaking into the silence we’d granted him. 

	“Yes,” Gor seethed. “Two years of looking over my shoulder, two years of pretending he could protect us from…”

	He trailed off, his red eyes blazing with naked fury. Since I had never seen him on the defensive before, I had no idea how or if he would be able to pull himself together. Then again, I doubted he would have made it this far in the underworld if he’d never learned how to cope with the unexpected. 

	“It is highly unlikely that the Sillibar has been here that long,” Velarys said. “He would not be able to hide his lack of telepathic ability forever.”

	“Maybe not forever, but probably for a while,” I told her. “I doubt any other telepath who came in here would be so eager to expose the truth.”

	I saw Gor’s face twitch, and it wasn’t difficult to imagine exactly what was going through his mind. He was probably remembering every meeting he’d had with an associate or client recently—clients who’d likely had their own telepath capable of reading his unprotected mind. No, they definitely wouldn’t have been eager to tell him that his supposed “protector” was a fraud. 

	I felt another pang of sympathy, but I pushed it away by reminding myself that this gave us another point of leverage. We had saved his organization and exposed a traitor. He quite literally owed us everything.

	“The most likely scenario is that the Pact identified a weakness in your organization and decided to replace a member of your inner circle,” Velarys said.

	I glanced over at the Yarasi. She had taken a few steps away from the body, though she hadn’t stopped looking at it. I had about a thousand questions I wanted to ask her about her people’s millennia-long feud with the Sillibar, but those would obviously have to wait until later. Right now, she had a point. 

	“And chose this guy so that his telepathy wouldn’t be able to expose their agent,” I agreed. “Which probably meant it was designed as a short-term mission to recover a particular set of secrets. Or maybe they knew you’d be meeting with a certain individual in the near future.”

	“Yes. Unfortunately, that means it is also likely the individual it replaced is dead.”

	Gor flinched once again, and just like before, it wasn’t hard to imagine what he was thinking. He was probably mentally sifting through every meeting he’d had in the last couple weeks and trying to judge the damage that had been done…

	I shared a concerned look with Ash. She would undoubtedly feel more sympathy for him than I did, given that she didn’t hate him nearly as much, but I knew she also understood that we couldn’t afford to pass up this opportunity. He was still the only one who might have the information we needed, and time was a major factor. 

	“I’m sorry about all this,” she said in her most charming, supportive voice. “I really am. I wasn’t expectin’ to show up at your door and drop this in your lap.”

	“If you hadn’t, things would be even worse,” Gor said, straightening up and finally dragging his eyes from the body. He turned to his remaining guard and pointed. “Go get Rotek and Vance. Tell them to bring the cleaning kit, and do not speak to anyone else. Do you understand?”

	“Yes, sir!” the big man said hoarsely. His throat had a nice welt where Velarys had chopped him, but his shock appeared to have numbed the pain. 

	Once he was gone, Gor grumbled under his breath. “This is a calamity. We have to learn how he was sending messages. If we can figure that out, then maybe there’s some way to mitigate this…”

	He trailed off again, his wall of teeth locked in a grimace. I eyed Ash meaningfully again, hoping she would know what I was thinking. 

	“Hold on,” she said, stepping over to the body and leaning down. “Just gimme a sec…”

	Closing her eyes, she touched the Sillibar corpse, and it wasn’t long before I saw them fluttering beneath her lids. There was never any guarantee that her psychometry would learn anything, but if it did…

	“It’s…difficult to read,” she said, voice strained. “I gotta lock onto strong, recent emotions, and I barely feel any.”

	“Kaori Tash agents are difficult to interrogate,” Velarys said. “Even in the rare cases our mystics have caught them, they have rarely learned anything of use.”

	I hissed softly through my teeth. I knew more about the Pact spy agency than the vast majority of ’pounders and probably even SpecOps soldiers. The Kaori Tash were notoriously ruthless, and whatever comparative disadvantages they faced by lacking psionic abilities, they more than made up for with their natural shapeshifting abilities. Even the best bio-scanners on the market couldn’t tell the difference between a human and a Sillibar posing as one. I had no clue what evolutionary necessity had created such an astonishing ability, but even the most powerful Seraphim metamorphs couldn’t replicate the form of another living being so precisely. 

	“There is somethin’,” Ash said eventually. “A flash…maybe a few weeks ago. Looks like a struggle, probably attackin’ your man…”

	She inhaled sharply and pulled away, her green eyes reopening as she looked up at Gor. “You on Talumi recently?”

	“Yes,” Gor said. “About three weeks ago.”

	Ash swallowed as she composed herself. “Well, I think that’s where it happened. Like I said, he’s kinda hard to read, but I thought I recognized the smell. Ain’t no industrial backwash quite like the Varaben starport, ya know?”

	“We were there,” the Krosian confirmed, his jaw tightening. “Klo’bak. I need to make some calls before—”

	“Hold on a second,” I said, stepping into his path. “We aren’t done here.”

	“What Kal is tryin’ to say,” Ash interjected in a more polite tone than I was even capable of, “is that I don’t think there’s anything else we can really do for you besides get outta your hair. But we still need your help, and seein’ as we did just do you a big favor here…”

	Gor’s eyes flashed again, and from the way he suddenly tensed, I thought he might refuse. I would have been pissed beyond words…but I would have understood the impulse. If my entire life had felt like it was collapsing around me, I doubted I would have wanted to stand around chatting, either. 

	But then he sighed. “The Column is gone. You’re too late.”

	“Gone?” I asked. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

	“It means exactly what it sounds like. Their forces began pulling out almost four months ago—slowly at first but quicker as the weeks passed. I’ve no doubt that they left a few eyes and ears behind, but the last of their equipment and important personnel departed just after the news broke about Harkaeon about…oh, ninety days ago.” 

	Three months, I thought bitterly. The Column has been off Rividian for three months and the DID didn’t even know it?

	I choked back a flood of anger, remembering Velarys’s words about the leadership of the Dominion sympathizing with the goals of anti-alien organizations. I understood the truth of her sentiment better than anyone; I’d spent the better part of the past six years doing everything in my power to fight against it. But now, staring into the barrel of what could easily turn into an interstellar war, it was really starting to feel like everything was all coming to a head. 

	“Do you know where they went?” I asked, voice rigidly controlled. 

	“No,” Gor admitted, shaking his head. “I’ve had people trying to find out, but whatever hole they crawled into, it’s apparently pretty deep.”

	I swore under my breath. “Can you hazard a guess?”

	“My people tracked several of the freighters they were using to move heavy equipment halfway across Dominion space before we lost them in the Drift. They could have a base there, for all I know, but that doesn’t exactly narrow things down.”

	“No, it doesn’t,” I agreed. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

	“I can’t do better, Zeris,” Gor growled. “I told you, we lost them. And no one has been able to pick up the scent since.”

	I paced away, fuming, trying to ignore the stench of burnt flesh that had spread throughout the room. Without specific coordinates, it would be impossible to locate a single installation across an area that spanned thousands of light-years of deep space, let alone the gravimetric disturbances of the Drift. There was a reason that region had become a haven for pirates, smugglers, terrorists, and anyone else who was willing to put up with the added hassle in exchange for even more isolation than they could get in the lawless Traverse.

	“Do you at least know what they were up to?” Ash asked. “And why they blasted outta here in such a hurry?”

	“Not specifically,” Gor said. “But they moved a lot of hardware, and not just the military kind. According to my sources, they’ve spent a veritable fortune acquiring scientific equipment. And their operatives inside the Science Directorate have apparently been feeding them a steady stream of data and research.”

	My eyes narrowed. “What kind of research?”

	“I’m afraid I don’t know that, either.” He paused briefly, a full range of emotions flickering across his brutish green face. Perhaps trying to decide just how much he wanted to tell us. 

	“But you do know something,” I pressed. “So tell us!”

	Sighing, he grabbed his holopad from his belt and gestured for Ash to grab hers as well. “My people were able to recover a few fragments of data from one of their abandoned bases, but not much. They were pretty damn thorough about deleting everything when they left. I had to pay a hefty price to hire a slicer capable of reconstructing this, and so far, it wasn’t worth the investment.”

	He transferred some files to her pad, and I crossed the room to join her, trying to read over her shoulder. It mostly looked like gibberish to me. 

	“Is that code?” I asked.

	“Yeah,” Ash whispered. “Genetic code. Badly fragmented, probably thanks to whatever recovery technique your slicer tried to use.”

	I was about to ask her how she would even recognize that kind of data, given that we were both products of Nirivian public education. But then I remembered that while she might not have been a scientist, she was the daughter of one. She could have seen something similar back in his lab as a child. 

	A sudden wave of nausea crashed over me. The Mire—another insane xenophobic group—had murdered her family just to prevent her father from teaching the galaxy how to splice human and Kreen DNA. And if Gor had found this in a Column base…

	“My people assure me that it’s too incomplete to have any value,” Gor said, sauntering over to us. “But their best guess is that it was related to Dominion psio-genetic engineering.”

	“Based on what?” I asked. 

	Gor tapped the pad and searched for a particular string. “Based on this.”

	I looked down at the highlighted text. “Gen-63 Gamma. What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

	“I was hoping you could tell me.”

	I stared at the entry, wishing that Miranda were here with us. I knew precious little about the labs on the mothership, but I was aware that the various generations of activated embryos were all labeled and numbered. Captain Ellis, if I recalled, belonged to Gen-43, the forty-third generation activated since the Expansionary Fleet had been trapped here in the Tartarus Cluster. Miranda was probably around Gen-59, give or take, which meant that Gen-63 would have been activated about twelve years ago. They would still be children on the mothership…

	“I have no idea,” I murmured. “But I might be able to find out.”

	“If you do, feel free to let me know,” Gor replied. 

	I grunted. There was no way in hell I was going to share this with him, but he probably already knew that. 

	“There is one other thing, another partially restored segment that’s virtually unreadable.” He touched her pad again and highlighted a section from a different file. “This was a transmission stored in the cache of their com system. All they could clean up was a very short clip.”

	“Activation co—” a female voice said before being cut off by static. “Last…coord…dow of the Seraph.”

	I frowned. “That’s it?”

	“They assure me it was a miracle that they were even able to recover this much,” Gor said. “But you’re more than welcome to see if your Dominion technicians can do any better.”

	I glanced down at the pad screen again, a cold shiver racing down my spine. “Of the Seraph,” I echoed. “Didn’t sound like Blades or Wings.”

	“Shadow?” Ash asked. “Does that ring any bells to you?”

	“No,” I said, shaking my head. “But that might not mean anything. We should get it back to the captain right away.”

	“I wish I could do more, but right now I have bigger problems on my hands,” Gor said. “But I will tell you this, Zeris: the Column is definitely up to something. They have more weapons than most planetary militias, and they aren’t just going to sit around polishing those rifles forever. Groups like that have a habit of striking at the worst possible moment.”

	“Like when the Assembly is trying to prevent another war,” I said. 

	He nodded. “For what it’s worth, I hope you’re able to stop them.”

	Ash arched an eyebrow. “I would’a thought war would be good for business.”

	“It is,” Gor said. “But humans who want me in chains are not. Whatever they’re up to, they need to fail.”

	“For once,” I told him, “you and I are in complete agreement.”

	 

	***

	 

	Leaving the casino proved far less complicated than getting inside, and a few minutes later, we were all riding another taxi on our way to the starport. This particular car was about twice the size of the previous one, giving the three of us ample room in the rear seat. And as an added bonus, the driver was also markedly less insane. Though admittedly, that was only because we had chosen one of the automated services. 

	“Ya know, normally I’d say that exposing an enemy spy would make for a pretty good day,” Ash said, resting her head against my left shoulder. “But now…”

	“Yeah,” I murmured. I had known all along that coming to Gor was something of a longshot; I had seriously doubted that he would be able to provide us the exact clue we needed to figure out the link between the Dowd, the traitors, the stolen cruiser, and everything else. Nothing was ever that simple. 

	But just because I had doubted that it would pay off didn’t mean I was happy to be proven right. At the very least, I had hoped for something we could give to Velarys to placate her people, but a few recovered data fragments with cryptic phrases weren’t going to cut it. 

	I drew in a deep breath as I tilted to my right to face her, only to find that her glowing blue-violet eyes were gazing right back at me. They looked more pensive than normal, though perhaps that was just a trick of the lighting in the car. 

	“I have given you the time you asked for, Kaldor Zeris,” she said. “I cannot wait any longer to report to the Executrix.”

	I sighed softly as a flash of lightning lit up the window behind her. The rain was coming down so hard that most of the buildings outside were little more than a neon smear. 

	“What are you going to tell her?” I asked.

	“The truth. Nothing more, nothing less.”

	I pursed my lips and glanced at the two empty seats in the front of the taxi. Just because we didn’t have a driver didn’t mean that this was a good place to have a sensitive conversation—Seraph knew what kind of surveillance equipment might be installed in this thing. Yet despite that, I found myself wanting to plead with her to give us a little more time. The limited information Gor had given us was certainly interesting, and I couldn’t wait to get back to the Stormrider to try and figure out what this Gen-63 Gamma stuff was all about. 

	The problem was that none of this would matter to the Yarasi. All they would hear was that Dominion soldiers were responsible for massacring their outpost, and their code of honor would demand swift and brutal vengeance. And then, on top of everything else, I would probably never see Velarys again. Or if I did, it would be as enemies on a battlefield. 

	I winced at the thought, wondering why and how it had even popped in there along with far more grandiose concerns. My growing but awkward relationship with a single Yarasi warrior was hardly even worth considering in the context of a looming interstellar war, even if we had saved each other’s lives. But the feeling was rattling around my head nonetheless, and I couldn’t seem to ignore it.

	I liked her. She may have been frustrating and ignorant and more than a little haughty at times, but there was also an openness and purity to her that was deeply charming. She was mysterious and exotic and intelligent. 

	And really, really hot. 

	“We can talk once we’re in the ship,” I said quietly. “In the meantime—”

	We had just curved around a large high rise and merged into the third tier of aerial traffic when the taxi suddenly lurched as if the autopilot had slammed on the airbrakes. All three of us snapped stiff when the invisible seat restraints activated to pin us in place, and I glanced out the window in search of anything that might have triggered the vehicle’s safety systems. The rainfall had diminished enough that I could finally see the forest of buildings around us reasonably well, but there didn’t seem to be anything in our way—no unexpected traffic clogs or police drones or even a rare collision of some kind. We had just come to a halt right next to a mid-sized building for seemingly no reason at all. 

	“What the hell?” Ash griped. “Stupid robot. Told you we should’a gotten a real driver!”

	“We tried that the first time,” I muttered. It was only then, when I shifted my gaze to study the display on the back of the empty driver’s seat, that I realized the autopilot had not, in fact, activated the airbrakes. 

	The engines were still on. We just weren’t going anywhere. 

	“We’re caught in an emergency tractor,” I said. I glanced out the window in search of the device that was holding onto us, wondering if a mechanical error had triggered the field. It happened now and then; the emergency tractors were a marvel of engineering that made aerial traffic schemes quite safe despite the visual chaos, but they weren’t infallible. Every once in a while, they would activate for no reason and freeze traffic in place, especially during storms. Though a wealthy planet like Rividian should have had a pretty aggressive maintenance schedule to counter the frequent inclement weather…

	The taxi lurched again, this time to the side. It took a second before I realized we were now being pulled toward the roof of the building beside us, as if we’d been in a wreck and the city traffic controllers wanted to get us out of the way. The taxi’s engines kicked off when the failsafe triggered a heartbeat later, and we slowly but surely began drifting to the side like a piece of cargo being eased into a hauler. 

	“Great,” I muttered. “Just great.”

	“Must be a system malfunction,” Ash said, craning her neck to try to see past me and Velarys. “They’d better not expect us to get out and stand around in the rain.”

	The hairs on the back of my neck started tingling as I examined the rooftop we were heading toward. There was nothing particularly strange about it; other than the satellite dish, a few boxy environmental units, and the pylon-shaped tractor projector itself, it was pretty much just a flat square of ferrocrete. There was a reason city traffic control had mounted the projector here and dubbed it a safe emergency landing zone in the rare cases where such a thing was required. It all seemed reasonable enough. 

	And yet…

	“Somethin’s wrong,” Ash whispered, the annoyance in her voice replaced by a grim anxiety as our car slowly dropped onto the edge of the roof. “Why are we gettin’ pulled off to the side when there aren’t any cars comin’ behind us? Actually…why aren’t there any cars comin’ behind us?”

	She made an excellent point. Most of the city had four aerial traffic layers all stacked one on top of the other with about fifty meters between them. On his particular street, however, there were only three, with us on the top level. Before we had turned, we had been part of a steady flow, like a school of fish all moving in near unison. But now, we appeared to be the only car on this level, as if the other traffic had just vanished. 

	Or been diverted. 

	“Shit,” I hissed. “Get on your holopad and try to—”

	I never finished the sentence. Without warning, Velarys’s window shattered inward, spraying the inside of the taxi with tiny glass shards. I didn’t see or even hear the shot, but I felt the heat singe the tiny hairs on my neck—and then saw the burning hole in the back of the driver’s seat.

	“Get down!” I cried out, grabbing one girl in either arm and trying my best to shove them protectively beneath me. They barely moved; the grav restraints were seriously restricting our movement, ostensibly to protect us from a collision. Right now, however, we were as helpless as a flock of wingless gernors caught in a hunter’s scope. 

	Which was, in hindsight, the whole point of this carefully constructed trap. 

	A second shot burned through the now-shattered window, several centimeters lower than the first. If I hadn’t pulled Velarys down, it would have blown her head clear off, but thanks to my awkward body shield, it struck my right shoulder instead. The flash of heat was intense and searing, and a surge of tingling pain shot through my arm like I had just bashed my elbow into a rock. Even a direct hit from a sniper rifle probably couldn’t breach my psionic fortification, but it was right on the damn edge. They were the most powerful personal arms in the galaxy, with high intensity beams capable of melting through the armor of some tanks. Even if I weren’t worried about a shot hitting one of the girls, I couldn’t stay here forever. 

	And I didn’t plan to. Wrenching my pistol from its holster, counting on the fact that even the best rifle on the market had a three-second cooling window, I unloaded two quick shots into the taxi’s passenger-side dashboard. The panel exploded in a flash of melted plastic and sparking electronics, and both girls slumped all the way to the floor as the invisible pressure against our bodies abruptly released. 

	“Stay down!” I ordered, trying to crawl over Velarys to the door. “I’ll try to—argh!”

	Another shot burned through the window, this one hitting me square in the chest. Rivers of molten pain flowed across my skin as if the beam had activated a volcano. I was positive I had suffered some burns, but I didn’t have time to stop and check. If there was any chance of us surviving this, I needed to get out of here and draw that sniper away from the girls…

	[Wait!]

	Velarys voice seemed amazingly crisp and clear for a woman tucked into an awkward ball with a man crawling over her, at least until I realized she had spoken directly into my head. And just before I tried to smash open the door to get outside, I felt her hand flash out and grab my leg. The pain in my chest vanished…and was replaced by a pulse-pounding surge of energy unlike anything I had ever experienced. 

	[Go. Quickly!]

	Roaring like a caged beast, I lashed out with my foot and kicked the door right off its hinges. I exploded out of the car to land on the rooftop, my heart thumping so loudly it drowned out everything—the storm, the traffic below us, even the sparking remnants of the taxi’s control console. My own limited psychometabolic abilities allowed me to release adrenaline on command, and Velarys had clearly used the same basic technique. But this…this was far beyond anything I’d ever done. Beyond anything I’d thought was even possible. It was like she had injected an entire case of stims directly into my heart.

	And it felt incredible. 

	Another shot lanced toward me, but I was so fucking amped I barely even felt the blast when it pelted me in the chest. I did finally spot the muzzle flash, though, coming from the rooftop of the building right beyond this one. 

	The shooter had a respectable perch—his building was several meters taller than this one and separated by a fifteen-meter gap. Not exactly the kilometer-plus ranges most sniper units preferred to operate from, but still insurmountable. With his quarry trapped inside the car, it should have been a trivial matter to pump a few shots through the door and kill everyone inside, all without the messiness of an explosion or the difficulty of getting that kind of heavy ordnance into the city in the first place. And the weapon he was using—probably an RPX-4 or even 5—was quiet enough that it wasn’t as if the shots would ring out across the city and bring police drones to investigate. 

	He’d had a pretty good plan, all right, even against an Immortal who might survive the initial barrage. There was no realistic way for anyone to get close enough to threaten him with mere sidearms, at least not before their heads got blown off. And even if his plan completely failed, physically reaching his position would be impossible for any human. For all my gifts, there was no way I could possibly jump a fifteen-meter chasm between buildings. 

	Not without help, anyway. Gritting my teeth, I sprinted across the rooftop, the rain lashing my face and my boots sloshing in the water. My heart was still hammering away in my chest, but I had never found it easier to breathe; it was like Velarys had somehow increased my lung capacity along with everything else.

	A third shot narrowly missed me when I’d made it halfway across the roof, and then a fourth missed when I neared the edge. From this range, I was even less certain that my powers could fully absorb the blast, but I was still a little surprised that the shooter didn’t abandon his position now that I’d gotten so close. Then again, had I been in his position, I would have assumed that no one would possibly be crazy enough to try and jump between a pair of buildings. I probably wouldn’t have been crazy enough to try it ten seconds ago, but with the girls pinned and Velarys’s power coursing through me…

	I jumped. The air howled in my ears and the rain battered my face, and somehow it didn’t even occur to me to look down. Thank the Seraph for that. I remained focused on the shooter lying prone at the lip of the other roof, holding my breath as I drew closer and closer, racing not only against my own momentum but against the barrel of the gun tracking me—

	I slammed into the shooter with the full force of my jump, throwing us both into a wild, violent tumble across the rain-soaked roof. One of my elbows cracked down hard enough on the ferrocrete to leave a dent, and my skull bashed into it a millisecond later. But my powers spared my bones and my brain from the full force of the impact. 

	I would have kept rolling for several more meters if I hadn’t slammed into a boxy cooling vent, but after shaking the stars from my vision, I got my first look at the attacker. He was wearing a long, dark coat over street clothes not all that different than mine, though he had a tactical mask on beneath the drawn hood—a Talidrex “Eagle Eye” model with full thermal imaging and targeting assistance, at that. 

	Despite his pained groans, he had already retrieved his rifle. In another second, perhaps two, he would have it aimed right at me. 

	I never gave him the chance. With my heart still drumming against my ribs, I lunged at him with supernatural speed, grabbing his rifle and wrenching it from his grip. He froze in place, probably as stunned as I was at how easily I had taken away his toy. His confusion was short-lived, however, because I smashed his head with the stock so hard his skull shattered like an overly ripe melon.

	I stood there stunned, panting heavily, my body twitching with unspent energy. I had no idea how long this surge of power Velarys had given me would last, but I had a feeling that the inevitable crash was going to be worse than any hangover. My heart felt like it was ready to burst in my chest, and I clearly wasn’t thinking straight. If I had been, I probably wouldn’t have attempted that jump in the first place. 

	But I had, and now it was over. Unfortunately, this shooter wouldn’t be answering any questions about where in the hell he had come from or who had hired him.

	Before searching the body, I retrieved my fallen pistol and dashed back over to the lip of the roof to check on the girls. They had both gotten out of the taxi and taken cover behind the bulky base of the satellite dish, and I waved a hand to let them know I was all right. When Ash stood, I could see that she had managed to assemble her bow. Frankly, that was probably as miraculous a feat as my jump. 

	I considered calling out to them, but between the storm and the normal ambient noise of a bustling city, there wasn’t much chance they’d be able to understand me. I did need to figure out a way to get them up here, though, if for no other reason than to have Ash use her psychometry on the corpse. She hadn’t gleaned all that much from the Sillibar back in the casino, but her readings with humans were usually a lot more accurate. 

	The trouble was, police drones would probably be here soon, and then we’d quickly end up buried beneath a mound of bureaucracy and datawork. Though if Velarys could grant Ash and herself a psychometabolic boost, the girls could potentially jump from the roof to the fire escape and climb up the rest of the way. Though the less insane method would be to have Ash use one of the grapple arrowheads she kept in her bandoleer and come across that way. 

	I was just about to wave them over and make that suggestion when I heard a metallic bang behind me. I turned around to see the roof access door fling open, and I half expected some local police or perhaps building security guards to come storming out to see what in the hell was going on. 

	Instead, it was a lone human woman. She wasn’t armed or armored; she was wearing a tight-fitting, sleeveless black bodysuit that wouldn’t have looked out of place on any world in the Cluster. The bottom half of her face was concealed behind a respirator, and her shoulder-length black hair seemed like it had been soaked by the rain even before she’d stepped outside. My first thought was that she was a bystander who had been trapped inside the building or perhaps even taken as a hostage by the shooter…but it only took a moment of studying her to realize that I wasn’t looking at a victim or a civilian.

	I was looking at a warrior. 

	Years ago, Captain Ellis had told me that you could often size someone up merely by the way they moved and carried themselves. It was a lesson I had taken to heart. The truth was right there in front of me, from the appraising glint in the woman’s amber eyes to the powerful, precise movements of her body as she began striding toward me. 

	“That’s close enough!” I warned, my hand having reflexively dropped to my pistol. 

	She continued forward as if she hadn’t heard me, apparently unconcerned about the corpse lying between us or the pool of blood spreading on the roof. A sudden anxiety gnawed at my gut. For whatever reason, there was something more unsettling about this unarmed, sixty-five-kilo woman than the man who had been shooting at us with a sniper rifle…

	“Stay back!” I warned more forcefully. 

	This time, amazingly, she halted. The seconds seemed to stretch out for hours as I stared into her eyes, trying to figure out who she was and what she was doing here. But then, with a sharp sizzle as if the air itself had caught on fire, a blue-white blade of pure psionic energy appeared in her right hand.

	Oh, shit.

	I drew and shot her in the chest. The burst burned a hole through her bodysuit…but the pale skin beneath was as unblemished as if someone had shot me. 

	And then she was upon me, her psi-blade scything downward and slashing the barrel of my pistol cleanly in half. Her boot came around in an arc, slamming into my jaw with a whirling kick that nearly knocked me off the edge of the building. 

	But miraculously, thanks in no small part to the psychometabolic surge still coursing through me, I managed to brace my foot on the lip of the roof and keep my balance. I tucked myself into a defensive ball as I dove left into a roll, hoping to gain some precious distance—and give my brain a second to figure out why in the name of the lost emperor a Blade of the Seraph was trying to kill me. 

	I had only encountered one of the legendary warriors once, almost five years ago during a mission to crush some Pact-armed insurgents in the Traverse. I never figured out why he was even there—the Blades weren’t technically a part of the army or even the military. The man had just shown up unexpectedly in the middle of an operation, and after briefly consulting with the captain in charge of our unit, he had stormed into the enemy compound all on his own. When my unit had finally caught up, all we’d found was a trail of bodies—including the insurgent leader’s decapitated corpse. 

	I could still remember the awe I’d felt, having never witnessed such a destructive, seemingly impossible strike before. It had taught me rather emphatically that the reputation of the legendary Blades was more than just apocrypha from the old Keledonian holo-vids. They were real, deadly, and almost completely unaccountable—virtually the same role that Captain Ellis had managed to carve out for me today. 

	But none of that answered the question of why one was trying to kill me here and now—or what in the hell I was going to do about it. 

	She was already charging at me again by the time I’d righted myself, her amber eyes blazing nearly as brightly as the blade in her hand. I dropped into a fighting crouch, a blend between standard Dominion hand-to-hand combat training and a traditional throw-boxing power stance. Neither martial technique was meant to battle people with swords, but it wasn’t as if I had any better options. And besides, she was going to be disappointed if she thought she could cut down an Immortal, fancy psychic blades or not.

	Her first attack was a wide, cross-body slash, forcing me to stretch upright and leap away. The tip of the blade grazed my jacket and burned a thin line through the fabric, but it didn’t quite reach my abdomen beneath. She followed up with a simple lunge, which I once again gave ground to avoid. And by the time the third and then fourth sweep also missed, I had learned everything I’d needed to know about her movements and combat style. 

	Perhaps all those throw-boxing matches were worth something after all. 

	Setting my teeth, keenly aware that I was starting to feel the power of Velarys’s boost starting to wane, I launched my counterattack. After dodging yet another strike, I planted my back foot and reversed direction toward my opponent, slipping beneath her guard and driving my fist hard into her stomach. Unfortunately, her body once again proved as durable as mine; I didn’t even knock the wind out of her. But I did cause her to adjust her movements and attempt a quick backhanded swipe with her blade, which was what I’d been hoping for. Ducking beneath the wild attack, allowing her own momentum to spin her out of position, I grabbed her shoulders and slammed my forehead into hers.

	The crack was like a peal of thunder unleashed by the storm. The woman stumbled away, stunned just long enough for me to haul back and slug her right in the jaw. I may not have had any built-up kinetic energy to unleash, but with the fading remnants of Velarys’s psychometabolic boost coursing through me, my fist still packed the force of a rampaging Krosian high on a steroid stim. My knuckles shattered her respirator like glass, and the blow sent her flying away several meters until she landed flat on her back with a spray of rainwater, some of it hissing into steam as it met her psi-blade. 

	“Well,” I said, breathing as heavily as if I’d just run a few kilometers. I was definitely starting to come down. “That’s enough of that, don’t you think?”

	Snarling, the woman leaned up. She was young—perhaps twenty or so—with the kind of pretty, sculpted face that was either the result of incredible genetic luck or psio-genetic engineering. She, too, was breathing heavily, but not out of exertion; she had started to wheeze as if she really needed that respirator…

	“Who are you?” I demanded. “Who are you working for?”

	She gave no reply as she struggled for breath, the only other sounds the patter of the rain against the ferrocrete and the hissing crackle of the psi-blade clutched in her hand. Despite the unbridled fury in her eyes, there was still a part of me that almost felt sorry for her. 

	Or did, right up until she screamed, vaulted to her feet and threw herself back at me. The blue blade scythed past my face again, driving me to retreat, and I had the sinking suspicion that this was now a race between her gasping lungs and my fading metabolic boost. Knowing that I couldn’t truly harm her until she was exhausted, I fought as defensively as I could, bouncing away and trying to keep my distance. This actually was a time-honored throw-boxing technique to wear out an opponent, though I’d only rarely needed to use it. 

	And my lack of practice was made painfully evident when she finally got me off balance and scored her first hit. The slashing blade burned through my shirt and jacket with the ease of a plasma torch, but I was counting on the fact it wouldn’t be able to pierce my skin so easily…and it didn’t. 

	The problem was that it attacked my mind instead. 

	It didn’t hurt, exactly—not at all like the Dowd’s psionic attack. This was far more subtle, more draining, less like my brain was being boiled inside my skull and more like she had figured out how to use a com jammer on my thoughts. It was as if I was suddenly reeling from a concussion without having hit my head on anything. My vision clouded, my concentration faltered…and then she drove her blade straight through my gut. 

	I screamed in agony, every muscle in my body seizing up as if I’d been struck by a bolt of lightning. I felt a rush of liquid in my throat as blood bubbled up into my mouth and frothed over my lips. 

	“I am the future,” the woman said in a gravelly, wheezing voice. “And you are a relic of a dying past.”

	She slammed her head into mine, but this time I was the one who flew backward. I landed hard in a pool of rainwater, my right hip striking the ferrocrete with a nauseating crack that sent a fresh spike of pain surging through my entire body. Spots flooded my vision as I clutched at my stomach…

	“Kal!”

	Through the haze of pain, I saw Ash standing on the edge of the roof next to the grappler she had used to pull herself up. Her shocked emerald eyes flicked from me to the woman standing nearby, and she immediately plucked the bow from her back and took aim. The glowing green string flashed as she pulled it back, an arrow of pure psionic energy materializing on it a split second before she fired. 

	The Blade tried to dodge, but either due to her missing mask or sheer surprise, she was a hair too slow. The arrow burned through her shoulder…and she cried out in pain and twitched in place. Too late for my own good, I remembered that Ash’s Yarasi bow—like all psionic weapons—was designed to strike at the mind as well as the body. And just like how the psi-blade had breached my defenses, the bow had done the same with our assailant. 

	But she was hardly down for the count. Snarling in rage, she didn’t charge like I anticipated—she threw her psi-blade at Ash instead. 

	I watched with slow, agony-soaked horror as the blazing weapon whirled toward Ash, a scything, scorching beam of death I was helpless to stop.

	But Ash was ready. Reacting instantly, she flattened herself against the roof in a physics-defying maneuver that seemed utterly impossible for any creature with a spine.

	It was not a maneuver she would be able to pull off twice. And I vowed right then and there that she wouldn’t need to. 

	A surge of power welled up within me, fueled by pure grit and determination like when I’d been pinned by the gravity anchor on the Yarasi station. I hauled myself back to my feet, and just as the wheezing woman formed another psi-blade in her hand, I charged right at her with the last of my strength. 

	She saw me coming, naturally, but I was moving far too quickly for her to react. I slammed my full weight into her with a shoulder tackle, lifting her from her feet and carrying her with me in an unstoppable bull rush that took us both right to the edge of the rooftop…where I let her go. 

	I almost couldn’t stop myself in time. My shins slammed into the lip of the roof just hard enough to painfully halt my momentum, but the Blade wasn’t so lucky. Her body flew off the building and began to plummet. She crashed atop a moving taxi some fifty meters down.

	Somewhere in the flurry of alarms, horns, and dodging traffic, she disappeared. 

	 

	***

	 

	I didn’t lose consciousness after the battle, but my mind was so scrambled by an odd, seemingly contradictory morass of numbness and pain that I may as well have. I could hear the sirens of approaching police drones, and I was aware of Velarys leaning over me and placing her gray hands on my body. I could feel the strange sensation of her healing powers coursing through me, a combination of soothing warmth and uncomfortable pressure as she quite literally siphoned the wounds out of me. 

	And harmed herself in the process. As my pain ebbed, her normally measured expression twisted into a hard grimace that showed her teeth, and her glowing blue-violet eyes flickered like lightbulbs connected to a faulty circuit. But after an indeterminate amount of time—seconds? Minutes?—the crippling agony riddling my body and the numbness suffocating my mind both began to recede. Rather than being on the verge of death, I was merely achy, wet, and utterly exhausted. 

	“Well?” Ash hissed. “Is he gonna be—”

	“He will live,” Velarys said, her normally strong, confident voice sounding almost sickly. “Though he will require additional treatment.”

	“I’m fine,” I said, a sentiment instantly betrayed by the way I winced when I coughed a second later. The rain still falling on my face was oddly soothing. “No problem here.”

	“You’re such an idiot sometimes,” Ash breathed, slinging her arm around my neck and giving me the tightest hug possible without squeezing the rest of my body. “What did I tell you about learning to duck!”

	I grunted. “I don’t remember.”

	“Why did you feel the need to kill our assailant?” Velarys asked, now leaning back on her haunches. Her long white hair was plastered across her face, and one arm cradled her abdomen where I had been stabbed. “I could have used my telepathy to interrogate him.”

	“Kal isn’t exactly big on restraint,” Ash snorted, still holding me tight. “If you hand him a club, he’s gonna use it to bash something…or someone.”

	“He was trying to kill us,” I reminded her. “And whatever Velarys did to me…I wasn’t exactly thinking clearly. It was like fight or flight cranked up tenfold.”

	Velarys nodded. “I did not have time to consider all the implications of using the technique on a male. But it is not surprising that it might have made you almost…feral.”

	“Because that’s what Kal needed,” Ash grumbled as she finally leaned back. “What in the Seraph-damned fucking hell was all that about?”

	“I don’t know,” I muttered, shaking my head and glancing down to the scorched hole in my shirt. My skin was cherry-red but intact, while my insides felt worryingly tender. “But we had better find out.”

	She glanced over her shoulder as the multicolored lights of approaching drones continued getting closer. They would probably be here in less than a minute, and a shuttle filled with actual police officers wouldn’t be far behind. I wasn’t worried about legal danger—the military could clear all of that up in time. But the bureaucratic tsunami might tie us up for hours on end, not to mention make it almost impossible for us to perform our own investigation. 

	“Well, thankfully we don’t need him to be alive to give up his secrets,” Ash said, pulling away from me and sloshing over to the body. Averting her gaze from the gore as best she could, she brought her hand to the man’s cheek.

	Her eyelids fluttered as she reached out with her psychometry, and from the way her cheek immediately started twitching, I could tell she was getting a much stronger reading than she had with the Sillibar in the casino. 

	I could also tell that the emotions and images flooding over her weren’t particularly pleasant.

	“I see…all sorts of shit,” she said. “It’s hard to put it all together.”

	I winced as I sat up. She needed to get this over with, but I knew from experience that trying to rush her would just be counterproductive.

	“There’s one answer, at least,” Ash said. “He was definitely working for the Column.”

	My chest tightened, and it had nothing to do with my injuries. “They knew we were here…and that we were looking for them.”

	“Sure seems that way. They set this up in a hurry after they were tipped off.”

	“By who?” I asked. “Can you tell?”

	The muscles in her jaw tightened. “’fraid not. Emotions aren’t strong enough to lock onto. The impressions are jumbled.”

	I held back a curse. This was precisely why the Seraphim weren’t overly fond of psychometry. Unlike telepaths, who could rummage through someone’s memories in search of particular information, Ash’s power relied on psychic tethers like strong emotions and formative experiences that grounded her in particular moments. It wasn’t as if she could search every minute in a person’s otherwise boring life for a single conversation. 

	Still, emotional moments tended to be important, and as long as she could find a recent one to tether her…

	“They only have a few agents left here on Rividian—Gor was right about that,” Ash said. “They’ve moved on.”

	“To where? To what end?”

	“Not sure this idiot even knew.” Ash paused again. “But there is somethin’—a conversation over the holo with…”

	She inhaled sharply and went stiff. Velarys turned to look at her, probably sensing a sudden intense shift in emotions. 

	“Are you all right?” she asked. 

	Ash abruptly broke contact with the man’s cheek and staggered back toward me, her face a ghostly white. 

	I reached out to touch her arm. “What is it?”

	For a few seconds, it didn’t seem like she had even heard me. But then her head abruptly turned, and I saw the shock in her Kreen eyes. 

	“I don’t know why the Column left…but I know exactly where they went.”

	“Where?” I pressed. 

	Ash swallowed. “Nirivarr.” 
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	Dealing with the Rividian authorities proved every bit as annoying as I’d feared. 

	The city police appeared on the scene scant moments after Ash’s revelation, and I had to set aside all my unanswered questions and focus on shielding my two companions from the bureaucratic hellscape of official inquiries. I had to flex my SpecOps status to the officers on hand, then their sergeant, and then eventually the captain of the whole precinct. None of them were happy about having a potential investigation thwarted so bluntly by a soldier, but the Admiralty had worked very hard to ensure that civilian authorities—even those on critically important worlds—had limited oversight over matters involving the military. I had no doubt that I would eventually end up having to sit in Admiral DeGale’s office explaining why his staff was getting inundated with complaints from irritated local officials, but ultimately, it wasn’t as if I had much choice. The last thing I wanted was for our Yarasi accomplice to end up on the news fueling rumors and speculation.

	And so, just before they arrived, I had her reactivate her hologuise and throw on Ash’s cloak and hood to help conceal the ripples from the rain striking the projection. It wouldn’t have stood up to real scrutiny, but after greeting the grim-faced officers and dropping a few terms like “classified Dominion asset” and “need-to-know basis” and “bumbling local fuckwits,” their attention remained squarely on me. 

	Eventually, I got the girls away from the scene entirely while I dove on the bureaucratic grenade, both on the rooftop and then later in the hospital once the medics brought me in for an examination. Velarys’s healing touch had stopped the bleeding, but the medics still jabbed me with several koboro stims and might have even stuck me in a regeneration pod if I hadn’t insisted on getting out of there as soon as possible.

	All told, it took almost six hours before I was finally able to return to the Wildcat, though at least it had given Ash and Velarys a much-needed chance to shop for supplies—including civilian clothing. There were about a million things I wanted to discuss with both of them once we were alone again, but I made sure we stayed focused on lifting off and sending a message to Captain Ellis first. 

	So while Ash brought us into orbit, I assembled a data-packet with everything we’d discovered during our visit, including the partially restored files we’d gotten from Gor and a complete description of our battle. Once I finished, I encrypted the whole thing with one of the newest ciphers Saleya’s group had cooked up—just in case the Column really did have operatives embedded in the DID—and fired it into the relay toward the Stormrider. 

	“It’ll take at least five or six hours before we get a response,” I said, glancing up from my instruments in time to catch a fleeting glimpse of the Spearhead’s majestic, curved prow disappearing past the edge of the canopy. “We could be well on our way to Chophus by then.”

	Ash swiveled her seat around to face me. “You don’t want to meet back up with them at Takanis?”

	I shook my head. “That would waste far too much time. If the repairs are proceeding even close to schedule, they should be able to meet us at Nirivarr by the time we arrive.”

	“Assumin’ Ellis decides to go there.”

	“He will,” I insisted, though I was pretty sure she already knew that, too. We hadn’t expended all that effort to get a lead on the Column just to sit around and twiddle our thumbs. Besides, if we beat the Stormrider there, we could do some recon in the Wildcat and potentially on the ground, too. 

	On the ground…back home. 

	I looked up at Ash, wishing that we’d had more time to talk about all of this before the police had shown up. A part of me still wondered if she could have been mistaken with her psychometric reading—surely the Column had a better place to hide than Nirivarr. But considering what the Mire had done to her family, it wouldn’t have been the first time that anti-alien fanatics had operated from our old backyard. 

	“Yeah, you’re probably right,” Ash admitted quietly. “It’s just been a long time now.”

	I watched her face, looking for traces of the emotions I knew were churning beneath the surface. I wondered how much the planet might have changed in the past five years. Not much, in all likelihood. Thinking about it filled me with sadness and resentment…and yet, for some reason, the thought of a group like the Column defiling it with their presence made me feel physically ill. 

	“The real question,” I said, turning to face the Yarasi woman standing stiffly at the front of the cockpit, staring out the canopy, “is what you plan to do.”

	Velarys stayed silent, her glowing eyes narrowed into slits as she stared out into seemingly nothing. She hadn’t done or said much of anything since we’d all returned to the ship. Having been dragged out shopping with Ash before, I knew how draining it could be after she tried on her 217th pair of shoes, but that didn’t seem to be what was bothering her. 

	“Back in the taxi, you said we were out of time,” I prompted. “Well, we finally have a lead now, if you’re willing to—”

	“You have no proof that these insurrectionists are responsible for the slaughter,” she said brusquely. “Nor do you have any proof that your government is willing to do whatever it takes to stop them.”

	Sighing heavily, she faced me. “The Executrix will demand more. And I will not be able to provide it.”

	I started to argue, to try and make the best case I could that with the lead Ash had gleaned for us, we had a real chance of finally getting to the bottom of all of this. There was no longer a doubt in my mind that the Column was a key player; the only lingering questions revolved around the extent of their plans and operations.

	But if I’d been in her position—let alone in the position of the Executrix and her advisors—I knew nothing I could say would have made a difference. They had every right to demand proof—real, tangible proof—and after almost a week since the attack on their outpost, we still had nothing to provide. 

	“So what are you going to do?” I asked instead.

	Velarys stared at me unblinkingly. “I must inform my people what has transpired,” she said eventually. “But not necessarily all of what has transpired. Not yet.”

	I felt both my eyebrows rise. “Oh?”

	“I will send a message informing them that I am alive, and that I possess critical information about the recent hostilities. I will also inform them that I am heading to Oscura to bring them my report in person.”

	“Nirivarr isn’t exactly on the way to the Empire,” Ash pointed out. 

	“No, it is not,” Velarys said. “But the Executrix is patient; if she is awaiting the arrival of new information, she will not act until it arrives.”

	“Sounds good to me,” I said, an invisible weight lifting from my shoulders. This may not have been the best example of pure Yarasi honesty that we had gotten used to this past week, but I certainly wasn’t going to complain if Velarys was willing to stretch the truth a little more to buy us some extra time. I was just…surprised. 

	She understands what’s at stake. Perhaps something on Rividian drove the point home. 

	“This is the final concession I will make, Kaldor Zeris,” Velarys warned gravely. “If we cannot find proof…”

	“I understand,” I replied with a sober nod. “And I appreciate it. Truly.”

	She held her stare for another long moment before she nodded. “I must prepare my transmission and then meditate. How long will it take for us to reach Nirivarr?”

	Ash turned back to her console. “Taking the Chophus corridor will shave off a bit of time. I’d say about forty-five hours.”

	“Very well,” Velarys said, offering us both a final glance before she strode through the hatch into the lounge behind us. 

	Ash waited a few seconds. “And here I figured she’d be done with us.”

	“We still need each other,” I said. “But this is our last chance and we all know it. If we can’t get answers…”

	“Honestly, I think I might be more scared what those answers will be,” Ash said. “Was bad enough when the Column were just random terrorists tryin’ to torment aliens. Now they got a cruiser and a Blade of the Seraph.”

	“She wasn’t a Blade. Not really.”

	“Why do you say that?”

	I drew in a long, slow breath. “I’m not sure exactly. But I don’t think it’s as simple as a rogue Blade. She told me that she was the future, and that I was a relic of a dying past.”

	Ash’s brow creased. “What the hell does that mean?”

	“I don’t know that, either. Maybe nothing more than crazed revolutionary nonsense.” I pursed my lips. “Or maybe it has something to do with that data fragment we found. A Shadow of the Seraph…”

	I exhaled as I trailed off, then winced at a sudden pain in my side. The bandages wrapped around my chest may not have literally been holding my guts in, but they still didn’t feel great. 

	“Well, whatever’s going on, I figure you should go thank that girl for savin’ your life…again,” Ash said. She gave me a flinty look. “One of these days you’re gonna get blasted to bits and she won’t be around to put you back together.”

	I winced again as I looked at the open hatch. I had to admit, I hadn’t felt this mortal in a very long time. I had gotten used to missions where the only threat was the limitations of my own mental discipline, not the actual weapons being used against me. Yet in the span of a week, I had nearly been killed twice. Dominion soldiers so rarely encountered psychics on the battlefield that mental attacks had never been much of a consideration. But now…

	“At least on Nirivarr, we’ll finally have backup,” I said. “Maybe Ellis can get a trooper detachment on his way.”

	“A loyal one this time,” Ash muttered. 

	I nodded absently. Knowing Ellis, he probably wouldn’t request anything. His natural inclination was always to handle things with as few people as possible to guarantee their loyalty. Whether Command would agree with him or not remained to be seen. 

	“We’ll find out soon enough,” I said. “In the meantime, we could all use some rest.” 

	 

	***

	 

	We were five hours into the trip and barreling hard through the Chophus jump corridor when the response from the Stormrider finally came in. The message wasn’t long—Ellis had never been one to opine over coms unless they were real-time—but the tone of his voice and the subtext of his words made two things abundantly clear: the Stormrider’s repairs were behind schedule, and the conversations he’d had with Fleet Command had been frustrating as hell.

	But the results, thankfully, were pretty good. The Stormrider planned to meet us on Nirivarr as soon as possible, along with another Dominion ship as backup. Admiral Lochlan had apparently insisted on it despite the risk of escalation. Technically, no Dominion warships were supposed to be in the Borderlands, but Command had obviously decided that the potential payoff was too important to pass up.

	I agreed whole-heartedly; in a best-case scenario, we could take down the Column and their allies in one fell swoop. And in the process, we could hopefully get some evidence to bring to the Assembly, too. Instead of starting a war, we might be able to build an interstellar coalition against these terrorists and the Dowd who seemed to be working with them.

	I didn’t expect the universe to play that nicely with us, of course, but I was willing to be surprised. Anything seemed possible these days. 

	I listened to the message twice just to make sure I hadn’t missed anything, then sent our reply with an updated timetable. I didn’t know what ship Command was sending or where it would be coming from, though Rividian seemed like a safe bet—the 4th Fleet could certainly spare another frigate or even destroyer. Regardless, I held out hope that we’d be the first ones on the scene despite the speed limitations of our hyperdrive. A little recon could prove invaluable when the cavalry arrived in force. 

	But there was nothing I could do about it either way. After checking to make sure everything was set up in the cockpit, I left with plans to take a quick shower. I needed to change my bandages anyway, and the hot water usually helped me think almost as well as a long workout. But the latter wasn’t much of an option right now, given how fragile my guts still felt. Besides, I’d had plenty of exercise for one day, what with jumping across a building, beating a man to death with his own weapon, and getting stabbed by a psi-blade. 

	Ash had crashed a few hours ago, but I expected to find Velarys meditating in the lounge. When she wasn’t there, I wondered if she, too, had retired to the crew quarters. I had never seen her sleep—her meditative trance seemed to do the job by itself—and I knew she actively disliked being alone. But it was always possible that she just wanted some privacy for whatever reason…or that she was having another stare down with Kalycos. 

	Grinning at the thought, convinced that I’d solved the mystery, I headed into the back corridor. I was nearly to the shower when I heard a grunt of exertion coming from the gym. I peered inside, both brows lifting curiously when I saw Velarys on a mat in the center of the room, holding her body in a perfectly straight handstand. 

	“New meditation pose?” I asked.

	When she didn’t reply or even acknowledge my presence, I wondered if she might have been in a trance. But then she slowly and carefully lifted her left hand until she was balancing her entire weight on a single palm. I had seen Ash practice the same technique before, though that didn’t make it any less impressive, especially since the Yarasi’s arm wasn’t even quivering with strain. Seraph knew I couldn’t do anything remotely that graceful. 

	“It requires considerable concentration,” Velarys said. “And with another torturously long trip ahead of us, I felt the need to occupy myself.”

	“Makes sense to me,” I said, my eyes drifting up and down her statuesque figure. Thanks to her shopping spree with Ash, she had finally consented to change out of her armor and into something that fit her—in this case, a pair of body-hugging white pants and a matching top. It was basically the same outfit Ash wore when she worked out, and I had always appreciated the way the tight, flexible fabric highlighted the most alluring parts of the female form. 

	“Do you wish to join me?” Velarys asked. “Perhaps prove that you can hold the pose longer than I?”

	“Uh…I think I’ll pass,” I said, my eyes settling on the tantalizing six-centimeter gap between the waistband of her pants and the bottom of her top. It was enough to show off her flat gray stomach from the belly button down, and while Ash may have remained the unquestioned midriff queen, it was abundantly clear that Velarys was not far behind. 

	“Strange,” she commented, her arm finally starting to quiver with exertion. “I was under the impression that human males were highly competitive by nature.”

	“Only when we know we can win,” I replied dryly. “This may surprise you, but gymnastics isn’t really my sport of choice.”

	“Do you not seek to attain mastery in all physical endeavors?”

	“Maybe someday. But we don’t all have centuries to master every possible technique.”

	“An interesting point. I hadn’t considered that rather obvious limitation of your species.”

	I scoffed. Having spent far more time around jennies than I wanted to over the past few years, casual arrogance was not a personality trait I particularly appreciated. But for whatever reason, hers didn’t seem to bother me nearly as much as theirs. It was definitely still annoying, but not in the “I want to slap her” kind of way. 

	On the contrary, I think it was starting to turn me on…

	“Well, I’m good at what I do,” I said. “Especially with you there to give me a boost. That was…I’m not even sure how to describe it. Incredible, but also a little terrifying.”

	Velarys took a long, deep breath, then slowly curved her legs backward and allowed gravity to pull her body toward the mat, though she never ended up horizontal. She snapped herself upright with a spine-bending twist that made me wince just watching it. 

	“I apologize that I was not able to prepare you for the technique, but we didn’t have time to consider strategy,” she said, taking another breath. I didn’t understand how, but her white hair remained as straight and kempt as if she had just brushed it. Maybe Ash needed to borrow some Yarasi conditioner…

	“I’ve given myself boosts of adrenaline before, as you know,” I said, finally drifting into the small room. “But nothing has ever felt like that.”

	“You are only a novice with psychometabolic enhancement, whereas I am an expert,” Velarys said matter-of-factly. “It is not surprising that my abilities far exceed yours.”

	I snorted softly. “Well, again, you’ve had a lot more time to…” I trailed off as something the captain said flashed into my mind. “Actually, I have a question for you.”

	“Yes?”

	“Captain Ellis was convinced that this was your first mission outside the Empire. That you had yet to return home for a motherhood cycle.”

	Her white eyebrows twitched. “He is familiar with the jahumir?”

	“Apparently,” I said with a shrug. “Was he right?”

	It was not a question I would have ever asked a human woman—or any other woman, for that matter. But it somehow seemed less invasive to ask Yarasi personal questions. 

	“He is correct,” Velarys said. “I have not yet completed my first tour of duty or earned the right of motherhood.”

	“I see,” I murmured, another inappropriate question popping into my head. “You don’t have to answer this if you don’t want to, but…how old are you?”

	She hesitated. I couldn’t tell if she was debating whether or not to tell me or why I wanted to know in the first place. “Nine Draconis cycles,” she said. “In your years…twenty-four.”

	“Twenty-four?” I blurted out. “You’re younger than I am?”

	She seemed confused. “Is this cause for concern?”

	My mouth had fallen open. Even after the captain had shared his theory, I hadn’t really processed what it might mean for her age. I just assumed that Yarasi didn’t leave their homeworld for a century or something. It wasn’t as if they needed to rush through life. But she was two years younger than me and one younger than Ash…

	“I’m not concerned,” I managed. “It’s just…well, you like to sit there all high and mighty like you’re more experienced than I am!”

	Her glowing eyes flashed. “I am a Yarasi warrior; I have been trained by the most elite combat instructors since I was a child. But you—”

	“Yeah, yeah, I’m just a human,” I said, snickering. “A human with more combat experience than you, apparently. Interesting.”

	Her eyes flashed again, more violet than blue this time, and I was reasonably sure I saw her gray cheeks darken in embarrassment. “Enough of this! It is time for us to spar again.”

	I paused, my smile fading. “Excuse me?”

	“I desire to spar with you again,” Velarys repeated. “If you are willing to accept the challenge.”

	I couldn’t tell if this was her way of changing the subject or not, but either way, I wasn’t sure it was a good idea. “I would, but the medics said I should take it easy for a few days.”

	“You needn’t worry—I am more than capable of mending any wounds you incur,” Velarys told me. 

	“Good to know,” I said, my hand drifting up to touch the bandages beneath my shirt. “Still…it’s probably not a great idea.”

	“I thought you said you were competitive when you were confident you could win,” she reminded me tartly. “You defeated me quite conclusively before; your physical superiority is undeniable.”

	I blinked. “Then what are you hoping to accomplish?” 

	“That is a strange question. I wish to practice and hone my skills. Do you only spar against opponents you are certain you can defeat?”

	“No,” I said, shaking my head. For someone who was so damn straightforward, she could still be hard to figure out sometimes. “Of course not.”

	“Then I do not understand your confusion. We are both warriors who seek to better ourselves. While there is a great deal I can learn from you, I suspect there are also several techniques you could learn from me.”

	“I’ve no doubt,” I said earnestly, remembering how quickly and precisely she had disabled Gor’s bodyguard. “Though from my understanding, most Yarasi martial techniques focus on redirection—using your foe’s strength against them.”

	“You are correct,” Velarys said. “Such techniques could prove useful for you against Krosians or V’rath, especially with your ability to absorb kinetic energy.”

	“Or that woman I fought on Rividian,” I thought to myself. “Somehow, I have a feeling that we haven’t seen her for the last time.”

	“I am inclined to agree.”

	“All right, fine,” I said, stretching out my arm and trying not to grimace at the painful pull in my stomach muscles—and the bandages yanking the hair on my chest.

	“Remove your shirt,” Velarys commanded. “I will tend to your wounds before we begin.”

	I considered saying no, if only to defy her obnoxiously imperious tone, but ended up stripping off my shirt and throwing it into the corner. White bandages encircled my stomach and lower back, wrapped tightly to restrict my movement so I wouldn’t risk tearing open the barely closed lacerations on my internal organs.

	“You needn’t have wasted time in your rudimentary medical facilities,” she said, stepping up to me and placing her fingers on my sternum. “I just needed more time to complete your regeneration.”

	“The authorities didn’t really give me a choice,” I told her, watching as her eyes went hooded, then closed. A soothing numbness spread through my entire body, and I saw her cheek twitch as she absorbed my discomfort into herself. “Also, it doesn’t hurt them when they bandage me up. I’m not fond of the idea of causing you pain for no reason.”

	“But there is a reason. It is part of the metabolic healing process.”

	I exhaled slowly as the last of the pain drained away. “And then what, you heal yourself?”

	“As long as I am conscious, I am capable of regenerating virtually any wound,” she explained. “A trained Yarasi mind has total control over her body.”

	“I’ll try to remember that.”

	Speaking of her body, it was difficult to not appreciate hers while she was standing this close. Her tight outfit didn’t leave much to the imagination. 

	“There,” she said, her eyes reopening. “You are nearly prepared to spar.”

	“Nearly?”

	“Yes.”

	Velarys reached out, placed her hand on my bandages…

	And then ripped them off with a single, brutal pull. 

	“Ow!” I screeched in the manliest way imaginable. “What the hell was that?”

	“The final step,” she said, bundling up the dressings and tossing them in a clump beside my shirt. I couldn’t be certain, but I was pretty sure I caught the faintest hint of a smile on her lips. 

	“Well, if you wanted me mad before we spar, you got your wish!” I growled, grimacing as I ran my fingers across the hairs she’d just torn out. I may not have been one of those gorilla men with forest-like chest hair, but it wasn’t as if I waxed or anything, either.

	“Excellent.” Velarys took a step back from me, her eyes flicking up and down my body. “Then you may disrobe.”

	My annoyance instantly dissolved into confusion. “What?”

	“You may disrobe,” she repeated. “If we are to spar, then the proper rites must be observed. No clothing; no barriers; no secrets between warriors.”

	My mouth hung open as she swiftly pulled her top over her head, then cast it aside. The sight of her bare breasts sent a fresh shiver of excitement shuddering through me—a shiver that only intensified when she pushed her pants from her hips a moment later. 

	“Why do you delay?” she asked. “Were my instructions unclear?”

	“Clear enough,” I rasped. Just like the first time she had strutted into the lounge naked, I had to spend a few seconds convincing myself that this was not, in fact, an interactive version of a personal fantasy I’d spent far more time jerking off to than I wanted to admit. The most incredible part might have been that thirteen-year-old me had actually underestimated just how beautiful Yarasi women were. 

	Setting my jaw, trying not to be overwhelmed by the rush of giddy eagerness surging through me, I unfastened my belt and removed my own pants, putting the unapologetic, turgid evidence of my arousal on full display. 

	“Satisfied?” I asked. 

	“That remains to be seen,” Velarys said. Even without pupils, I could tell that her eyes lingered on my manhood for several seconds. “Defend yourself!”

	She lunged at me like a cobra, her feet lashing out with a series of agile kicks just like in our first bout when she had awakened. I defended myself more competently this time, though barely—her opening kick probably would have dislocated my jaw if not for my Immortal powers. I was more than a little surprised she didn’t break a toe in the process, but she obviously knew exactly what she was doing. 

	“You are slow and awkward,” she said, pulling away after a hard kick at my cheek that I blocked with a forearm. “As if you are fighting in high gravity.”

	“I was being patient,” I lied. “You’ve never heard of the boxing technique where you let your opponent wear themselves out?”

	“I am familiar with the concept, yes. But it is a foolish tactic to use against me. I will never tire or relent.”

	She began to circle around me, as if sizing me up for another attack. I matched her movements, though it was a continuous struggle to pay attention to her footwork rather than her tits. 

	“That almost sounds like a challenge,” I said.

	“It is a statement of fact,” Velarys said. “Any advantage you may have due to your physical superiority can easily be eclipsed by a disciplined mind. It is why males have no place in the warrior caste.”

	“Is that so?” I asked, filing away the cultural implications of her statement to consider later. I knew almost nothing about Yarasi males other than the fact they almost never left the Empire.

	“Yes. As a perfect example, you are finding it difficult to concentrate due to my physical appearance, while I am totally unaffected by yours.”

	I grunted. “Why do I suddenly feel insulted?”

	“That was not my intention,” Velarys said. “You have clearly spent considerable time forging your body into a weapon, and your appearance is quite pleasing.”

	“Good to know,” I muttered. 

	“The fact that you are so attractive is merely another indication of my superior mental discipline,” she went on. “I am able to control my sexual arousal. You are not.”

	If she were any other woman I’d ever met, I would have assumed that this whole “rite” of hers was an elaborate troll. But no, she clearly meant every word…

	“Maybe,” I said, “but controlling sexual arousal is overrated, if you ask me.”

	“An unsurprising sentiment from a male who seeks to breed every female on his ship.”

	“Uh…what?”

	“I know your desires,” Velarys said. “But I will not submit as easily as they.”

	Her eyes flashed brighter as she lunged forward in another assault, this one even quicker than the first. She scored several punishing hits, including a powerful kick right to my sternum that knocked me back half a meter. But once I finally forced myself to concentrate and began anticipating her attacks rather than merely reacting to them, I managed to catch her smooth gray calf mid-kick. I grinned, rather proud of myself. 

	At which point she threw the rest of her body at me, locked her arms around my neck, and pulled me down to the mat before I even realized what was happening. I reflexively squirmed in an effort to escape, relying on throw-boxing instincts to avoid a pin, but Velarys was simply too fast and too agile. In less than five seconds, she had me in a chokehold with her legs locked around my waist from behind. 

	“Too slow, and far too eager to take the bait,” she hissed into my ear as I yanked futilely at her arms to try and pry them off. “How disappointing.”

	I snarled deep in my my throat, astonished by the raw strength of her grip. She definitely wasn’t holding back. And despite how nice the smooth flesh of her inner thighs felt upon my hips—despite how exciting it was to feel her breasts pressed up against me—I decided it was time for me to stop holding back, too. 

	Flooding my muscles with the surge of adrenaline I’d been banking since our fight began, I pulled as hard as I could on her forearm. But while it moved enough to let me breathe, I wasn’t even close to escape. 

	“Not good enough, male,” Velarys taunted, her lips grazing the back of my ear. “Strength alone will not be enough to defeat me.”

	Her voice was husky and breathless. Not from the strain of exertion…but from excitement. 

	An aroused shiver surged through me as I pulled even harder, more grateful than ever that she had healed my wounded chest. I had no doubt that I was going to ache like hell when this was all over.

	But so would she. 

	“You must be more than a mere brute!” Velarys reproached. This time, I felt her teeth—and then her tongue—graze my ear. “You must be clever.”

	“Fine,” I growled. “How’s this?” 

	I let go, allowing her arm to snap tight against my throat, only my fortification preventing my windpipe from being crushed. But the unexpected release in tension caught her by surprise, as her whole upper body abruptly smacked into the mat. And in that moment of confusion, I shifted my grip from her forearms up to her biceps, then rolled forward as hard as I could in an attempt to throw her entire body up and over me. 

	It shouldn’t have worked. The move didn’t resemble any conventional hold break, either from throw-boxing or any other martial technique. But it jolted her enough that her thighs couldn’t maintain their hold around my waist, and the adrenaline coursing through my muscles did the rest. 

	Velarys went heels over head before landing on her back hard enough that the air wheezed out of her lungs. Getting my own iron grip on her arms, I flipped her over onto her chest and pinned them just like I’d done in the lounge right after we’d first met. 

	“There,” I said, lowering my chest against her back to brush my lips against the tip of her serrated ear. “Happy now?”

	When she squirmed beneath me, I twisted her arms tighter. This girl really didn’t want to give up. 

	“What technique was that?” she demanded. 

	“Something I just made up,” I admitted. “Learn anything new?”

	She winced when I twisted her arm again, and I nearly relaxed my grip…until I heard the soft, almost delicate moan that escaped from her lips. “Yes,” she breathed, voice husky again. “Your footwork is significantly sloppier when you are not wearing your combat boots.”

	I snorted. “That’s it?”

	“Your stance in general was also more reserved, likely out of trepidation that I could more easily strike your genitals.”

	“Yeah, well, a man’s gotta have priorities,” I muttered, keenly aware that, thanks to our height difference, those same genitals were currently wedged right between her upper thighs and only a few scant millimeters away from her alien sex. “Shall we go another round?”

	I felt her breath shudder in her lungs. “That will not be necessary.”

	“No, but it could be fun,” I said, smiling. “Who knows, next time maybe you’ll—”

	“I do not understand your delay,” Velarys snapped. “I am defeated. Why do you not claim your prize?”

	My heart skipped at least two beats. “You mean…?”

	“You have earned the right to my flesh. Is that not what you have desired all along?”

	My mouth went dry even as my cock swelled between her thighs. My thoughts flashed back to our initial confrontation several days ago when she had assumed my challenge of her authority had merely been a male’s attempt to get a female’s attention. Warrior cultures just loved their elaborate rituals, and apparently the Yarasi version extended theirs to the bedroom.

	Pulse racing in anticipation, nearly overwhelmed by the throbbing desperation in my cock, I released my grip on her wrists and roughly flipped her over again onto her back. Her gray cheeks were flushed, and her violet eyes blazed more intensely than I had ever seen. I pushed my knees between hers, ready to force them wider, but there was no need. Her long legs instantly spread, granting my first, enticing look at her sex before they hooked around my waist, pulling me closer. And as for her newly liberated hands…

	They wrapped around my throat and squeezed. 

	“What…?” I gasped, grabbing her wrists.

	“I warned you that I would not easily submit,” she snarled. “I am a Yarasi warrior, not a docile human female!”

	Annoyed, surprised, and turned on at the same time, I once again tried to pry her off me…and once again found her grip virtually unbreakable. Her eyes blazed with psionic fury, making it abundantly clear that I would have to overpower her—not just once, but repeatedly and continuously—to take what I wanted. 

	Challenge accepted. 

	We both grunted and growled like feral beasts as I pushed and she squeezed. But as the seconds ticked by, my increasingly impatient manhood desperate to pierce her feminine flesh, I finally managed to pry her fingers from my throat. She half-growled, half-moaned as I gained the advantage, pinning her wrists at her side. 

	“Better?” I said between heavy breaths.

	While her arms continued struggling against me, her legs pulled me closer. Her eyelids fluttered when my thick crown nudged between her pink folds. 

	“Why do you hesitate?” Velarys said, voice pleading. “You have proven that I cannot stop you. Take me while I am vulnerable!”

	It was, without a doubt, the strangest invitation I’d ever had from a woman…but I was more than happy to oblige. With my hands still occupied pinning hers, I had to rely on the movement of my hips and the sheer stiffness of my cock to properly position myself at her entrance. From the wet, fluttering flesh that enfolded my tip, she was more than ready. I stared into her glowing eyes as I pushed deeper inside her—

	And gasped as if I had just been stabbed by a shock prod. 

	Before this second, I had no basis of comparison for what the embrace of a Yarasi cunt would feel like. But like most human men—or at least, those of us secure enough to admit the truth—I had spent a nontrivial amount of time imagining the possibilities. Were they as hot as a Kreen? As slick as a Neyris? As tight and velvet smooth as a Velothi?

	The answer, it turned out, was no. And yes. And everything in between. 

	The instant I was buried inside her, it was like every synapse in my brain—and every pleasure center in my body—started firing all at once. For the first few breathless seconds, I couldn’t tell if I was having a heart attack or about to detonate in the most explosive orgasm of my life. Or perhaps both at the same time. 

	“Ohhh!” I groaned. “Oh, shit—”

	“No!” Velarys demanded, a quiver in her voice. “You will not release. Not yet.”

	I didn’t understand how, but though I teetered right at the edge, I didn’t fall. It was as if she stopped my climax with the force of her will alone. The pressure was still there, a grenade with the pin already pulled, but she clearly wanted to let it cook until the last second before it exploded. 

	“I can’t…” I stammered, “It’s…”

	“Focus,” she soothed, the fire and fury in her voice replaced by a sweet, sonorous purr. “I will guide you.”

	Our mouths met, and the hands which had been squeezing my throat were now curled lovingly around the nape of my neck. And as our tongues began to dance, her legs pulled me deeper and deeper inside her tight, comforting alien warmth. My cock remained desperate to spill, but as before, it seemed frozen in the moment of its deepest desire where it had reached the edge of the cliff but couldn’t pass beyond. The sensation was as infuriating and frustrating as it was glorious. 

	Slowly but surely, no doubt thanks to her psionic ministrations, I was able to regain control and pull back from the edge. Her carnal heat remained glorious and intoxicating, but not so overpowering I felt like a virgin piercing flesh for the first time. 

	“There,” Velarys breathed, parting our lips. “You have adapted.”

	“Y-yes,” I said, swallowing hard and trying to regain my breath. Even with my renewed control, it was a difficult task with my manhood still buried inside her, feeling every pulse and ripple of her intimate depths. “Yes, I think so.”

	“Forgive me,” she said. “I was unaware of the reaction our fusion would trigger in your species. Your fragile mind was unprepared.”

	“Well…I think it’s prepared now.”

	“Good. For I have greatly anticipated this moment.” Her fingers brushed gently across my cheek. “You should know that if you wish to engage in gentle coitus, I will not be disappointed. The prospect of mating with a human male for the first time—especially one with your obvious physical prowess—is quite pleasing to me.”

	I paused, breaths stilted, as I studied the gorgeous gray face beneath mine. “But that’s not what you want, is it?”

	She swallowed and licked her lips as if searching for the appropriate words. “I will not be disappointed,” she repeated.

	“That’s not what I asked,” I said, withdrawing my manhood a few centimeters before thrusting into her depths again. “I know your people love honesty, so why not just tell me what you really want?”

	“I do not…ooh!” Velarys cooed as I began to settle into a slow but deliberate rhythm, angling my hips a little different each time while listening for her reactions. “I do not wish to deceive you, Kaldor Zeris. It is only that…ngn…I am still more accustomed to conveying my desires with thoughts rather than words.”

	Smiling down at her, I kissed the tip of her nose. “Trust me, words can be sexy,” I assured her. “So tell me what you really want.”

	“Very well,” she said. “I want you to overpower me, to prove…mgh…that despite my obvious mental superiority, I am no match for your brutish human strength.”

	“All right,” I said, still smiling. “And then what?”

	Velarys visibly swallowed. “I want you to take me as hard as I have felt you take your Kreen lover. And…agh…after you have thoroughly used me to sate your savage carnal appetites, I wish you to spill your seed upon my body, as if marking it as yours.”

	My cock throbbed inside her, and despite the fact she had helped me regain control, I nearly lost it again. By the stars, she’s literally asking me to cum all over her…

	“Though,” she added suddenly, nibbling at her lower lip. “There is an equally appealing alternative where you release deep inside me. While our species are not genetically compatible, the thought of your inferior human seed attempting to penetrate my womb is…very arousing.”

	Fuck. Fuck!

	“Yeah,” I said instead. “It sure is.”

	I reached out and grabbed her throat. I’d instinctively assumed that she would try to slap my arms away or at least grab my wrists and try to pry them off as I had done. But I obviously should have known better; she instead reached right for my throat. 

	And squeezed.

	The flare of excitement in her eyes was immediate and unmistakable, and it only intensified the harder I choked her…and the harder I fucked her. With strong, heavy rolls of my hips, I began to pound her tight alien cunt. Her walls were slick and ready but still tight, as if I were the first to plunder their glory. Perhaps I was.

	Velarys fought against me, contesting my grip with her own, challenging me to the last breath. I might have been worried if not for the fact I could already feel a climax coming. There was no way to hold back, not with everything that had happened. Not with the subtle, breathless whimpers escaping her lips or the enthusiastic churn of her hips meeting me thrust for thrust. Not with how unbelievably beautiful she looked beneath me…

	But somehow, I didn’t crest. I just slammed into her again and again, exactly as she’d wanted…but I couldn’t finish. It was maddening—and didn’t make any sense. 

	At least, not until I saw the knowing gleam in her eye. and finally realized the truth: it wasn’t that I couldn’t finish—it was that she wasn’t allowing me to finish.

	I inhaled sharply as the epiphany struck me. So many of the little things she had said since we’d met made a whole lot more sense. Nearly every Yarasi female possessed psychometabolic abilities, and those abilities allowed her to manipulate her own metabolism as well as anyone in physical contact with her. She had used those powers to incapacitate me when she had first awakened, and she was using them now to keep me permanently on edge and deny my release. 

	Unless I broke her concentration. 

	The corners of her mouth lifted into a grin as she sensed my revelation. I had earned the right to fuck her, but not the right to cum. And the only way I could make that happen was to choke her until she couldn’t concentrate on her own powers. It was…

	Well, it was kind of fucked up. And kind of hot. And really damn kinky.

	But there was another solution, one that probably hadn’t even occurred to her. After all, since she hadn’t returned home from her first tour of duty, she had probably never been with a man before. She had no idea what we were capable of. 

	So instead of continuing to play her game, I released my hold on her throat…and reached down to grab her tits instead. 

	Velarys gasped, clearly confused and possibly wondering if I was giving up. But as I brought my thumbs over the stiff, darkened peaks of both her nipples, she seized up in sudden, unexpected delight. I used the opportunity to abruptly smack the inside of her forearms, breaking her grip on my throat. And before she could recover, I leaned down and brought my lips to her breast, triggering a gasp so loud it reverberated off the bulkheads. 

	“Ooh!” she squealed. “What are you…? Nhnnn!”

	While my cock continued slamming into her, trapped on the edge of release, I lathered her nipple with my tongue while my thumb rubbed and massaged the other. And once I rotated and switched my attention between them, I felt her lose control…and knew that victory was finally at hand.

	For while she may have been an elegant, ageless woman with vast mental powers, she climaxed just as wildly and gloriously as any human girl. She cried out, delirious, as an orgasmic shudder reduced her to a trembling, whimpering heap beneath me. Her lips breathed alien words I didn’t recognize, and the light of her eyes flickered as if I had shorted out the power circuit behind them. 

	And then, at long and glorious last, the dam she had placed on my cock crumbled, and I let myself go. Hilting myself with a roar, I erupted deep inside her, despoiling her alien cunt with a deluge of my inferior human seed. Velarys groaned with every burst, walls spasming and clenching, her legs holding me against her until I was finally spent. 

	“Jah lefari,” she stammered, gasping for breath. “All is as it should be.”

	I smiled down at her. At those full lips and high cheeks, at her pristine white hair and pointed ears. And, of course, into her glowing Yarasi eyes. The truth, clearer now than ever before, was that no mere boyhood fantasy even came close to matching her beauty. 

	“I think you’re right,” I whispered, lowering my forehead to rest against hers. 

	She smiled back. Not the occasional subtle grin I’d seen on her lips, but a real, natural smile that lit up her face as brightly as her eyes. 

	“I can use my abilities to restore your endurance,” she told me. “And once I have done so, you shall take me again…but this time you shall spill your seed upon me, marking me as your mate. As we agreed.”

	“As we agreed,” I echoed. “I am, after all, a man of my word.”
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	Velarys proved that her powers could indeed restore me. I felt a surge of energy ripple through me, not altogether unlike when she had boosted me on the rooftops on Rividian. My heart raced and my muscles swelled, but unlike the last time, I didn’t feel an almost animalistic need to attack something. I didn’t want to kill.

	I wanted to fuck. 

	The sensations were probably more similar than they were different. But I could explore whatever deep psychological problem that revealed later. For now, I planned to satisfy my craving by absolutely ravaging the woman beneath me, and what was exactly I did. 

	Not once, after I’d left a sticky mess all over her gray tits and stomach. Not twice, after I’d decorated her back from the nape of her neck all the way down to her pert ass. Not even three times, after I had exploded deep inside her cunt again. Velarys just kept restoring me, and I kept coming back for more. 

	All told, we went at it for almost three straight hours before she claimed she no longer possessed the mental energy to resuscitate me, which I decided was both the best and worst news I’d ever heard in my life. Her powers had given me a taste of what a human male sex drive would be like without the need for rest, and it seemed fair to say that evolution had done the women of my species an enormous favor by wearing us out so quickly. If I’d had this ability as a teenager, Ash and I probably wouldn’t have left my room for days at a time. 

	We ended up stumbling into the shower once we had caught our breath. The warm water was deeply relaxing, and if I hadn’t been in there with a beautiful alien woman, it would have been difficult to stay awake. But Velarys seemed intent on keeping me busy by insisting that I help scrub off the mess I’d made on nearly every millimeter of her smooth gray skin. I happily obliged her decree.

	She made no move to clothe herself once we had dried off, even when I suggested we get something to eat in the lounge. Seeing her disappointment when I reached for my pants on the way, I decided to humor her and eat in the buff as well. It wasn’t something I planned to make a habit of, especially when everyone was awake, but for whatever reason it just felt right in that moment. 

	I could tell she appreciated it, not just because of her almost strangely cheerful demeanor while we ate, but because she flat-out told me so several times. To her, it was clearly more of an act of trust than anything sexual…at least until we’d finished eating and she demanded I mount her right over the holoprojector. After a brief but intense tussle where she forced me to hold her down, I left yet another human load deep inside her alien quim. 

	And then, finally, she was done with me. After a long and intense kiss I thought (hoped?) might end up in yet another tumble, she dismissed me with a flick of her wrist and began to meditate right in the center of the floor. I stood there for longer than I wanted to admit, admiring her body as she sat naked and cross-legged without a care in the galaxy, but eventually I returned to the gym to get my clothes. 

	Not that I ended up needing them all that much. Ash was starting to stir by the time I slipped into her quarters, and I strongly considered sliding beneath the covers without disturbing her to get some rest, too. But I decided that keeping this from her for even another minute would be downright cruel, and so instead of sweetly crawling up her body and kissing her awake like I normally did, I just hopped into her bed, pulled her panties from her hips, and got right to work “uploading” the memories into her. 

	Needless to say, I didn’t end up sleeping much over the next ten hours, either. But I did spend a lot of time buried in ice packs, sometimes while Ash was still riding me. And when I finally pass out from exhaustion, I went under for almost half a day straight. I was so famished when I woke up that I felt like I needed an IV line just to lift my head from the pillow. I killed several thousand calories worth of protein bars before I finally started feeling like myself again. 

	The girls’ relationship started improving a lot over the next day, as strange as that seemed, with them spending a fair amount of time together working on the Wildcat’s systems. Velarys was confident that the ship’s original astral drive could indeed be repaired, but only with some highly specific raw materials to feed into the fabricator. I was pretty pleased about the idea of traveling around at over three times the speed without the need of a jump corridor…but then again, these long trips had certainly given us time to work out some kinks. The bad and good kind. 

	The second day passed smoothly, all things considered, with the tension level slowly rising the closer we got to our destination. Ash’s mood darkened the most, just like I’d expected. I had left plenty of ghosts here, too…but not like her. 

	All three of us were in the cockpit when we finally slowed to sublight speed. The ten minutes between the edge of the system and the planet seemed to pass more slowly than the last two days combined, and it wasn’t until the brownish-green orb appeared on the magnified viewer that it finally felt real. 

	We were back. 

	“Hasn’t changed much, has it?” Ash whispered, her green eyes glossing over as she stared out the canopy. 

	“Not really,” I said. It had been a long time since either of us had returned—five years for me, and probably about the same for her. With her parents dead and mine having moved to Talumi, there wasn’t anything left for either of us here but the memories we’d buried.

	“Travelin’ around the Borderlands, I’ve heard some folks call it the ‘planet the galaxy forgot.’” She snorted contemptuously. “But for that to be true, someone would’a had to notice it in the first place.”

	I nodded absently as the sensor data began to scrawl across my console. Nirivarr looked the same, all right: it was an unremarkable, eminently forgettable place without a single major feature to distinguish it from the thousands of other inhabited worlds in the Borderlands. No major tourist attractions, no rare resources, not even a trade corridor. Just a few million colonists who had pinned their fates to a planet so unimportant they hoped that everyone would leave them alone. 

	In retrospect, the isolation was probably the reason that Ash’s father had come here to pursue his controversial research on splicing Kreen and human genetics. And it was almost certainly the reason the Rividian Column was here now.

	“Any other ships nearby?” I asked, looking across to Velarys at the other console. 

	“Only some commercial traffic near the communications relay,” she replied. “I do not detect any other Dominion vessels.”

	“So we got here first after all,” Ash said. “You must be right about those repairs laggin’ behind.”

	I scratched at the stubble on my chin, wondering why I hadn’t bothered to shave since we’d left Rividian. I guess I’d had more important and entertaining things on my mind. 

	“They’ll be along shortly, don’t worry,” I said. “I just figured that the ship Command dispatched as backup would be here by now.”

	“From this distance, anything smaller than a battleship could conceal its presence quite easily,” Velarys pointed out. “They could be lurking on the other side of the moon or even the planet itself.”

	“Maybe, but since we don’t know where this base is, someone has to head down there and look. If the Column is here, there’s no way they’re hiding in a base someone could detect from orbit.”

	“We could head down to the capital and ask around,” Ash said, though I could tell her heart wasn’t in the suggestion. “I don’t have any contacts here, but someone must know something.”

	“That could take a long time,” I said. “I think we’re better off performing our own recon.”

	“You mean scan the whole planet? That could take days.”

	“We should be able to narrow it down quite a bit. Did you sense any specific details in your reading?”

	“Not really. It was all just…flashes.” Ash pursed her lips in thought. “There was definitely a base, though, and a pretty big one, at that. Most of the walls looked like rock rather than steel…not really sure what that gets us.”

	I shrugged. “If I were building a secret base on a planet like this, I’d make sure no one could find it from orbit. And I’d make sure that any ships delivering supplies would have a convenient approach vector that let them avoid detection, too. So probably a mountainous region several kilometers away from any major settlements, and preferably away from the orbital tracks of the satellite grid and on the far side of the planet from the relays.”

	“That’s still a lot of ground to cover, Kal,” Ash said warily. “You’re basically describin’ half the planet.”

	“I know, but it’s a start,” I said, turning back to Velarys. “This is a Yarasi ship. Any secret tricks you’d like to share?”

	She shook her head. “I’m afraid not. But I can enter the variables you described into the computer and plot a search pattern.”

	“Sounds like a plan to me. We can just stay cloaked and see what we can find while waiting for the cavalry to arrive.”

	“Remember that this vessel’s cloaking device is not nearly as effective while in an atmosphere,” the Yarasi cautioned. “Even a modestly sophisticated sensor array could detect the air disruptions and heat—”

	“I know my own ship,” Ash cut in defensively. “But it’s still better than flyin’ around without it.”

	“There’s also a good chance the Column won’t have any kind of advanced sensor setup,” I added. “The power drain alone would make any base that much easier to find.”

	Velarys arched a brow at me. “What about the local government?”

	“What local government?” I said with disgust. “They won’t be an issue, trust me. Besides, we’ll be scanning places far away from the settlements, anyway.”

	Her eyes lingered on me for a few moments, probably sensing my burning contempt for the local authorities. But thankfully she didn’t press the topic, and she started programming in a search pattern while Ash flew us in closer. A couple minutes later, we were settling into a high orbit over the dark side of the planet. 

	“The search pattern is ready,” Velarys announced. “Depending on the tides of fate, it could take us anywhere from thirty minutes to three days to find what we seek.”

	“Then let’s hope those tides are generous,” I said, whistling softly. “We might as well get started.”

	 

	***

	 

	Velarys’s tides ended up favoring us after all. The first positive sensor readings started coming in from the Logara Mountains a little over an hour after we began our search, and thirty minutes after that, we had located our target.

	To my surprise, the base wasn’t particularly well concealed. Even from several kilometers away, I could make out two distinct landing pads along the slope of the mountains. The slope split into two terraces, the lower linked to the upper by a steep, rocky trail that reached it just before the giant, gaping mouth of a natural-looking cave. 

	The pads lay at the far end of each terrace, their white metal and gray ferrocrete standing out against the bleached orange rocks almost like pustules on flesh. The larger pad—clearly meant for cargo and supply haulers—was about a hundred meters down from the top of an otherwise barren plateau. The smaller pad—just as clearly designed for shuttles and other personal vehicles—was about fifty meters below that. 

	Like we expected, the base was inside the mountain, shielding it not only from the view of satellites and aircraft but from ground-penetrating radar as well. The peldricite deposits in the rocks weren’t valuable enough for anyone to mine, but they broke up scans more than twenty or thirty meters deep. 

	Not that we needed scans to notice the giant anti-aircraft turret bulging from the sheer rock face beyond the two landing pads. 

	“Good thing we’re cloaked,” Ash said as she eyed the readings. “’Cause that turret looks like it was ripped off the side of a Pact battleship.”

	“There could be others concealed nearby,” I warned. “Though from these readings, it doesn’t look like that one has fired in a while. It might not even have power…”

	“It does not,” Velarys confirmed, her hands dancing across the glyphs on her console. “There are minimal power readings within the mountain, likely generators for basic equipment and life support. But nothing sufficient to power defensive emplacements.”

	“Strange,” Ash murmured. I could almost see her hackles rise. “Maybe we stopped by while they’re all on vacation.”

	“Or maybe they’ve already abandoned the facility,” I whispered. 

	“That fast? But they only moved here a couple months ago.”

	“We don’t know that for certain,” I pointed out. “They could have been using this base for years in addition to Rividian. It would explain why that sniper knew about it, but it doesn’t mean this is their only rabbit hole.”

	I could hear the frustration in my voice, and I forced myself to take a deep breath and swallow. I wasn’t normally this pessimistic, but there was so much at stake here. If we found an empty base without any clues or leads, our grace period with the Yarasi would officially be over…

	“If they’d really moved on, don’t you think they would have buried this place behind them?” Ash asked. 

	“It’s difficult to say. Depends on if they planned to move or were flushed out. Though, since Gor hadn’t heard anything about them getting caught, it is strange that they’d leave anything behind during a planned evac.”

	“Your analysis is premature,” Velarys said. “We are not the only ones at this facility.”

	I glanced from her to my console to the canopy. We were still about a kilometer away, too far for my naked eyes to discern much of anything, but with the magnification overlay, I could see another ship about the size of the Wildcat on the lower pad.

	“It’s a D-4 drop shuttle,” I whispered. “Looks like our reinforcements may have beaten us here after all.”

	My insides twisted, torn between annoyance and excitement. The first because the lack of coordination could have ended up costing us valuable time; the latter because I’d feel a hell of a lot better storming a terrorist base with some real backup. 

	“Wouldn’t be too sure about that,” Ash warned. “If the Column stole a cruiser, it’s not hard to believe they snagged some shuttles, too.”

	I hissed. She was right, naturally; something as simple as a D-4 falling into the hands of a terrorist group was barely even news. The Dominion and the Pact had both fought enough satellite wars—and abandoned enough bases—that all kinds of old equipment could be found on practically every planet in the Borderlands, from ordnance to vehicles and everything in between.

	“The vessel landed recently,” Velarys said, studying the clustered glyphs on her display. “The engines are still on.”

	I scrutinized the detailed tac-holo projection of the craft. “Can we tell if they just arrived or are planning to leave?”

	“There are no residual disturbances in the atmosphere.”

	“So either they’ve been here for a couple hours, or they’re plannin’ to leave,” Ash reasoned. “We could wait around a bit and see what happens. It’s not like they can look out the window and spot us.”

	My eyes narrowed. “Can we get a magnified shot of the registry number from this distance? There should be a small marking right next to the port thruster.”

	“Yes,” Velarys said, touching a sequence of glyphs and sharpening the resolution of the image on the tac-holo. It only took a few seconds to clean up the image before the small cluster of numbers became visible, and it only took me another few seconds after that to punch the info into my holopad and confirm what I already suspected. 

	“That shuttle wasn’t stolen—it’s from the Firehawk,” I said. 

	My fingers drummed idly upon my console as I chewed over the implications. The Firehawk was a quick, maneuverable corvette about half the size of the Stormrider. Not a true ship-of-the-line by any stretch of the imagination, but a perfect fit for recon missions. They had probably shown up a few hours ago and done exactly what we did, and whoever was in charge had decided to send in a squad to investigate firsthand. 

	It was a big risk sending troopers blind into an enemy base, and not one that most starship captains would take without extenuating circumstances—like, for example, explicit orders to get answers before anyone else showed up. I recalled the captain’s obvious frustration about his conversation with Command, and it wasn’t difficult to fill in the blanks from there. 

	“Admiral Lochlan doesn’t trust the captain,” I said, lip curling. “So she sent her fastest ship ahead to beat us to the punch.”

	I felt more than saw Velarys looking at me curiously, but there was really no point in trying to explain it to her. For one, her people didn’t need to know about all the little political factions in the fleet. And for two…well, knowing wouldn’t change anything right now regardless. 

	“Would’a been nice if they left us a message,” Ash said sourly. “And here I thought the vaunted Dominion military was supposed to be coordinated.”

	“They probably left a sensor buoy somewhere in orbit, but since we were cloaked, they had no way of knowing we’d arrived,” I said. “Hopefully, it means the Stormrider isn’t far behind.”

	“If this team has entered the facility, it stands to reason that they have engaged the enemy,” Velarys said. 

	“If there was an enemy to engage. The bottom line is that we need to land. We can try to make contact with the other team once we’re down.”

	Ash gave me a quizzical look. “Sure you don’t wanna wait for the captain?”

	“Not anymore. If there’s another squad here, they might need our help.”

	On its face, the statement was true enough, though my true motivation was to get in there to make sure that Ellis and I stayed in the loop. I didn’t particularly like the idea of anyone else butting into our investigation, far less the captain’s biggest detractor among the Admiralty. For all I knew, this could have been a political stunt to claim all the credit for wiping out the Column. And the poor saps she’d sent in there probably hadn’t even realized it. 

	Or perhaps I was just being needlessly uncharitable. It had happened a lot recently.

	“Take us in,” I told Ash. “Stay cloaked, maybe try and find us a place to land on the mountain rather than the pads. We’ll head in on foot and see what we’re up against.”

	“You’re the boss,” she murmured, swiveling back to her controls. “But I’ll tell you right now, Kal—I don’t like this. I don’t like it at all.”

	“Believe me,” I said. “Neither do I.”

	 

	***

	 

	Ash took us in low and quiet as she put us down atop the plateau. We kept the ship cloaked, though if there were any cameras or other surveillance devices up here, anyone monitoring them could have easily noticed the whirlwind of dust kicked up by our thrusters as we touched down. 

	I didn’t love the idea of sneaking up on another Dominion commando team like this, even one sent by Lochlan, but it still seemed like the safer bet until we knew exactly what we were in for. Our scanners didn’t pick up any sign of com activity, though realistically there was almost no chance we’d pick up any background traces with all the peldricite around. There just wasn’t any way for us to get answers without dropping down and having a look for ourselves. 

	We were all suited up within a few minutes, and I made sure to kit myself out with everything I could possibly need, including some of the specialized explosive ammunition I’d taken from the Stormrider. With my helmet back on and my TAC-6 in hand, I already felt more at ease than I had on Rividian with only a paltry sidearm on my hip. If the Column did have something nasty in store for us, at least we’d be ready. 

	Velarys looked more comfortable, too, with her own body encased in her purple-gray armor. She was also holding her falquan for the first time since I’d watched her stab that Dowd with the psionic bayonet, which unfortunately triggered a flood of memories of all the dead Yarasi women we’d found. 

	I won’t let that happen to her. 

	“Whatever we find down there, make sure to stay behind me,” I told her as I hit the panel and extended the landing ramp. 

	“I understand,” she replied evenly. If she was at all annoyed by my sudden overprotectiveness, she didn’t show it. “But I do not sense any ongoing hostilities.”

	“What do you sense?” Ash asked as if she’d just remembered that our companion possessed that ability. 

	“There are numerous living beings in the cavern beneath us, though I cannot discern much else about them from this range.” Velarys’s cheek twitched slightly. “But I do not sense any of the extreme emotions I would expect during combat. They appear largely…sedate.”

	“But not dead,” I reasoned. “And probably not wounded, either. Maybe they did find an abandoned base.”

	I tried to mentally sort through the possibilities, but once the ramp had fully lowered, I decided there was no point in speculation when we could get the answers ourselves. Toggling my helmet sensors to maximum, I walked down onto the rocky plateau. There wasn’t a damn thing up here as far as I could tell—no surveillance devices, no hidden turrets, no physical spotters lurking around. So, after half a minute of sweeping around the ship, I led the three of us to the edge of the plateau where we could look down upon the landing pad beneath us. 

	“Knew I should’a invested in a jetpack,” Ash mumbled. “I guess we slide down?”

	I nodded. “Can you get us a decent zip line?”

	“What do you think?” she said with a sly wink. Pulling one of the grapnel arrowheads from her bandoleer, she attached it to an arrow. She had planned ahead for this moment, having preemptively coiled together a long enough cable to reach all the way down, which she attached below the grapnel.  

	“If only the jenny were here,” she mused, touching the Yarasi glyph at the center of the bow’s grip and activating the glowing green string. “She could probably lower us all down with her mind.”

	“Maybe,” I said as she nocked the arrow and took aim. 

	I kept waiting for Velarys to launch into a know-it-all lecture about her people’s technology and how Ash was doing something wrong, but she stayed quiet and watched coolly. Perhaps the prospect of looming combat had helped focus her on the matter at hand…or perhaps Ash was simply doing everything right. 

	She fired. Between the distance and the rushing wind, I couldn’t actually hear the grapple make impact, but her shot was right on the money. The grapple latched perfectly into place against one of the large, rectangular tractor projectors on the pad. After that, it only took a minute for us to lock down the cable to a boulder on our end and ensure that everything was steady. 

	I went first, attaching an ascender to the line and sliding down at only a moderately suicidal speed. I tried not to think about what would have happened to a normal person’s legs when I landed, by my powers absorbed the impact. I probably should have just gone slower, but I wanted to scout ahead as soon as possible and confirm whether or not a Dominion team really was here. 

	I had my answer in about ten seconds. After dashing to the edge of the wide cargo pad, I looked down over the edge to the smaller pad with the D-4 drop shuttle. Neither my eyes nor my helmet sensors spotted anyone, though they could have been aboard. Either way, there was one sure way to know if another team was here and whether or not they were in trouble. Wheeling right in a crouch, I panned my gaze up the path leading to the opening of the cave mouth, then flipped through the vision modes on my helmet’s overlay until I found what I was looking for: 

	Thermal imprints of the two rear guards the squad’s commander had posted right inside the entrance. 

	“There’s definitely a team here,” I said over my helmet com, a wave of relief crashing over me. “I’ll make contact and—”

	“Zeris?”

	I froze when a familiar male voice broke in over a different com channel. A black shadow emerged from inside the cave—one without any thermal imprint whatsoever. 

	“Arneson?”

	“Son of a bitch,” the other Immortal said, stepping all the way into view on the dusty terrace and lowering his rifle. “Techs swore they picked up something. Where the hell did you come from? And why didn’t you signal?”

	I grunted and lowered mine. Of all the fucking teams that could have possibly been assigned here…

	“We came in completely blind,” I said. “Didn’t want to give away our position with a transmission.”

	“Blind?” Arneson asked. “What are you talking about? We left a buoy in orbit.”

	I sighed as I started jogging to meet him. My armor’s HUD still wasn’t registering his presence. If nothing else, it was a pretty good demonstration of how effective the sensor-shielding and optical camo modules on my own NF-X armor could be in a pinch.

	“And if we’d come in on the Stormrider, it probably would have hit us with a data packet,” I told him once I’d crossed the thirty-odd-meter gap between us. “But we were in a cloaked Yarasi ship.”

	I couldn’t see his jenny face behind his red visor—something I would normally be quite happy about—but I could imagine his frown quite well. “What?”

	I suppressed another sigh. I wouldn’t have been surprised if Ellis hadn’t shared all the details with Command, but I also wouldn’t be surprised if Lochlan hadn’t shared everything with her team on the Firehawk, either. Their rivalry was usually merely annoying, but now that people’s lives were on the line, it had the potential to be a real problem. 

	“Long story we can cover later,” I said. “But you were told about our Yarasi guest, right?”

	Arneson nodded. “Yeah, but no one said anything about having one of their ships.”

	I glanced up the cliff face and signaled to the girls to come down. “A small one. Anyway, it’s doesn’t matter. How long have you been here? What the fuck is going on?”

	“We got in the system almost six hours ago and touched down about three later,” he said. “I went in solo to see what we were up against, but it didn’t take long to figure out there was no one here.”

	“No one?” I asked, my heart sinking. “You mean they abandoned it?”

	“No, that’s the weird thing. There is a metric shit-ton of scientific equipment in this place. It’s like a DSD lab in the middle of a mountain.”

	A warning tingle crawled down the back of my neck. “They have Science Directorate equipment?”

	“You’ll have to see it to believe it. We locked the place down, and I have the techs trying to pull any data they can find.” His head turned to watch as Ash zipped down the line only slightly slower than I had. “But I’ll tell you this, Zeris: I’ve seen terrorist bases before, and none of them were like this. Place gives me the fuckin’ creeps.”

	I turned as Velarys slid down in Ash’s wake. The girls then headed to join us. weapons in hand and eyes on Arneson.

	“You know Nashira,” I said, wincing as I said the words. I could practically feel the old wounds reopening from our time on New Praxius all those years ago. “This is Velarys.”

	I genuinely had no idea how Arneson would respond. He had made his feelings about Ash and her “mutt blood” quite clear in the past, and Velarys was an alien soldier of a hostile empire. There was a genuine risk that this could get real nasty, real quick. 

	“I’m glad you’re here,” Arneson said instead, unlocking his helmet and taking it off. He wiped the sweat from his brow and focused on Ash. “Captain Ellis said you’re pretty good at that psychometry stuff—that you’re the one who found this place.”

	“Uh…yeah,” Ash managed, clearly surprised at this attitude—or lack thereof. “That’s right.”

	Arneson nodded and glanced at the cave mouth. “Then maybe you can get another reading inside. Figure out where the hell the Column went or why they left in the first place.”

	“I…I can try.”

	She looked at me questioningly with her green eyes, but I didn’t have an answer for her. At least, not one that I could properly vocalize. It wasn’t until Arneson turned to look at us, his gaze hard and his jaw set in stone, that I belatedly understood. This was the same man I had physically and verbally battled more times than I could count over the past six years, but here, in this moment, none of the petty bickering made a difference. We weren’t old rivals; we weren’t a jenny and natty. 

	We were soldiers on a mission, and we had a job to do. 

	“Ellis said you’re here as a liaison for your government,” Arneson said, now looking at Velarys. “Well, they only gave us a single trooper squad and one tech team—no Seraphim support at all. A telepath might be able to sense something we can’t.”

	“Very likely,” Velarys said matter-of-factly, her eyes narrowing slightly as she gazed into the cavern. “I sense many lifeforms within. Most of them…are not human.” 

	“No, they aren’t,” Arneson said grimly. “Come on inside—this will be a lot easier if I just show you what we’re dealing with.”

	 

	***

	 

	The cavern ran deeper than I expected; the base lay at least forty meters down a wide passage. Arneson had disabled the static defenses about as gracefully as I would have, which was to say that he’d shot out both of the autocannons concealed within the walls and the laser tripwire grid on the floor. Of course, the lack of scorch marks suggested they hadn’t been powered when he’d come through, but he’d still blasted them just in case. 

	I approved. 

	The interior chamber was beyond an open set of thick, starship-grade doors, almost like someone had dragged part of a bulkhead down here and welded it into the rock. I could already hear the echoing voices of the technicians on the other side, and I cautiously stepped through…into a cavernous chamber so large it felt like we had walked into the heart of a volcano. 

	“You see what I mean,” Arneson murmured. 

	I nodded in quiet amazement. The giant, cylindrical facility was about a hundred meters across and probably double that straight down, as if a frigate-sized mining drone had speared its conical drill into the mountain and burrowed out a place for it to land. But it wasn’t just the size that was so awe-inspiring; there may have been more equipment in here than in the jenny labs back on the mothership. 

	The walls of the chamber were packed with human-sized stasis tubes arrayed in concentric circles spiraling all the way down. Each circle had its own narrow walkway, with an open lift car directly across from us that could be used to move up and down. The control center, consisting of a large, centralized computer with half a dozen smaller terminals and workstations, was directly to our left in a cleared space here on the uppermost level. 

	Arneson had been right. This wasn’t a terrorist base—it was a research facility. 

	“Those almost look like the flash-learning tubes from the labs on the mothership,” I breathed, taking off my own helmet as I moved to the railing and peered over the side. The sheer size combined with the spiraling design were a dangerous vertigo trigger, and the dim lighting certainly wasn’t helping. “What’s inside them?”

	Arneson’s face tightened. “Dowd.”

	My stomach folded in half. I swept my gaze up and down the levels, noting the scattered tech teams below who appeared to be examining individual tubes. It would have been disturbing enough if they’d been filled with human beings, though it would at least have made a degree of sense considering the ideology of the Column. 

	“What the fuck?” Ash breathed, moving to the edge next to me. “You’re telling me that these psychopaths are growing Dowd?”

	“Not growing—holding,” Arneson said. “The equipment isn’t configured for cloning or genetic alteration or anything like that. The techs only just started their analysis, but the pods seem designed for long-term life support. Only about ten percent of them are full right now, and the Dowd inside are—”

	“Trapped,” Velarys put in. Her eyes were closed, and she was gripping the rail so tightly I could see her hand shaking. “Caught between slumber and consciousness while their minds are assailed…”

	Arneson eyed her curiously, and I half-expected him to fire off a sarcastic quip about alien soldiers. “They’re in some kind of chemical stasis,” he said instead. “But like I said, the techs are still trying to learn the details.”

	Velarys inhaled sharply and leaned away, her eyes fluttering back open. “It is abominable. This facility must be annihilated—now.”

	I reached out and placed a steadying hand on her arm. She shot me an angry look—probably reflexive annoyance at a male trying to soothe her—but it faded as she recomposed herself. 

	“I apologize,” she whispered. “But touching their minds is…disturbing. It is difficult to ignore.”

	“I can only imagine,” I said, wondering if Miranda would feel the same way when she finally arrived. This was one of those times when I wasn’t at all envious of telepaths.

	“If it helps, I know how you feel,” Arneson said. “A part of me wanted to signal the Firehawk and have them come in and vape the whole mountain. But we can’t trash this equipment until we’ve studied it. We have a lot of work ahead of us before we can figure out what’s going on. And I’m sure your government will want the information.”

	“Yes, they will,” Velarys said. 

	Arneson seemed to size her up, his dark eyes lingering on the falquan on her back. “Ellis briefed us on what happened out there in the nebula. For what it’s worth, I want to find and punish the bastards responsible as much as you do. Murdering civilians, working with the Dowd…”

	He trailed off in disgust. 

	I gave him a wary, measuring look. I probably shouldn’t have been so surprised that a jenny would find treason unthinkable, given the indoctrination they all went through, but I wondered if it had even occurred to him that he hadn’t exactly treated aliens well over the years. Maybe he’d had an epiphany recently…or maybe people just saw what they wanted to see. 

	“Is this the whole facility?” I asked, turning to the railing. I gestured down about four levels to one of the catwalks where there appeared to be another bulkhead-style door.

	“Most of it,” Arneson said. “We haven’t been able to get that door open—probably going to take some explosives, since there doesn’t seem to be any keypad or access panel. The mineral deposits make it hard to get accurate readings, but as far as we can tell, it leads to another passage heading deeper into the mountain.” 

	“You mean there could be more of these tube things somewhere?” Ash asked, her face almost ghostly. 

	“It’s possible, but I doubt it. If I had to guess, I’d say it probably leads to the living quarters of the researchers and whoever else was staffed here. There’s nowhere for them to stay out here.”

	My jaw clenched. “So we don’t know if we’re alone.”

	“No, but we haven’t exactly been quiet—if someone was back there, you’d think they’d come out and say hello.” Arneson pointed to the six soldiers near the door and the sentry gun emplacement they had set up nearby. “If anyone does come through, they’ll get a nasty surprise.”

	I nodded. Without blasting open the door, it was probably the best we could do with the forces we had available. And if the Column did have an army somewhere in the mountain, it didn’t make any sense that they would allow a Dominion team to work in here for hours unopposed. 

	Still…

	“Do you sense anything back there?” I asked Velarys.

	“No,” she said, rubbing at her temples. “But it is difficult to concentrate. The minds of these Dowd are…alien.”

	I wasn’t sure I even wanted to know what she meant. But the thoughts and emotions of any species as misanthropic as theirs must have been nightmarish to behold. 

	“Let me show you the control area,” Arneson said. “The techs are trying their best to pull whatever data they can, but the encryption is pretty sophisticated. I have a feeling we’re going to need a whole lot more equipment.”

	We followed him across the walkway to the control center. The area was arrayed more or less like the science lab on the Stormrider. And every piece of equipment, from the consoles to the projectors to the padded chairs, could have been ripped right off the bridge of a Dominion cruiser. Perhaps they had been.

	A team of seven technicians was currently trying to access the computers. Six of them were human, but the seventh was a Kali man I hadn’t seen in almost two years. 

	“Vrisk?” I asked, smiling as I approached the spindly serpentine man. “It’s been a while, buddy.”

	“So it has, Major Zeris,” he replied in his typical modulated voice, though a faint shimmer of pleased purple rippled across his neck scales. “I am pleased to see that you are well, despite the unpleasant circumstances.”

	I resisted the urge to give him a handshake. His people weren’t big on that particular gesture for whatever reason. Of course, they weren’t big on hugs, either, but that didn’t stop Ash from giving him one. 

	“Vrisk!” she said, rushing past me and wrapping her arms around his slender body. “How in the Seraph’s name did you end up here?”

	He awkwardly placed his hands on her back and patted her gently, a brief flash of embarrassed red mixing with the purple. “A temporary assignment,” he told her. “I was on New Praxius when the Firehawk received special orders, and I volunteered to serve as chief technician for the mission.”

	I grinned knowingly. The truth, I imagined, was probably a lot more complicated. Vrisk had long been a member of Saleya’s organization, and I had a feeling that she had been working hard behind the scenes these last few weeks shuffling her people around to places where they would be more useful in a crisis—and where they could gather more information about whatever was really going on. 

	“This is Velarys, our Yarasi representative,” I said. “I assume you were briefed.”

	“Yes,” Vrisk replied, eyeing the woman behind me. “I offer you greetings.”

	She had an odd expression on her face, which I initially assumed was a lingering discomfort at the sensations she was feeling from the Dowd. But then I belatedly remembered that Kali were one of the only species in the Cluster with a natural resistance to psionic attacks—his mind was probably an empty void to her.

	“The Executrix will be eager to analyze any data you are able to recover,” she said. 

	“How is that going?” I asked, glancing between the workstations. 

	“Slowly,” Vrisk said. “We will not be able to decipher most of the data without additional equipment.”

	“Right,” I said, looking over the workstations again. If a tech team could get into those files, it would hopefully be exactly what we needed to get the Assembly on our side.

	“We are attempting to download the data as well as remove the physical drives, but the process could take several hours,” Vrisk added. “In the meantime, I was able to isolate some of the most frequently accessed files stored in the data cache. My personal decryption algorithm has had some success deciphering them.”

	I smiled. I had met plenty of people over the years who assumed that the Kali reputation for technical brilliance was exaggerated. They were very mistaken. 

	“What have you found?” Arneson asked. 

	Vrisk called up a display on his holopad. “This facility has been in operation for some time—at least five years.”

	“Five years?” I breathed, sharing a stunned look with Ash. But as strange and haunting as it was to think of our homeworld as a terrorist base of operations, the proof was all around us. A facility this vast couldn’t be built overnight. 

	“During that time, the researchers here have been storing numerous Dowd subjects,” the Kali said. “And using flash-learning modules to train them while they are in stasis.” 

	“Train them?” Velarys asked. “For what?” 

	“That remains unclear,” Vrisk replied, a shimmer of apologetic red rippling down his scales. “However, the learning modules have been connected to Seraphim data crystals rather than traditional, neural implant-based uploading hardware, suggesting that the information is psionic in origin.”

	A pit opened in my chest. “Psionic information…you mean like teaching someone how to use their powers?”

	A cautious orange ripple cascaded down his neck. “I reiterate that this is currently pure speculation,” he hedged. “We do not yet have sufficient data for a complete analysis.”

	“I understand,” I told him. “But I trust your speculation more than most people’s conclusions.”

	The shimmer faded. “I believe your supposition is correct, Major. The pods have been used to rapidly educate the specimens in the use of psionic abilities.”

	“That cannot be possible,” Velarys said firmly. “The Dowd never demonstrated psionic potential in the past. How could so many of them have developed the gift now?”

	“I do not know,” Vrisk admitted. “But the files I accessed contain numerous references to ‘Veilborn Dowd.’ Taken in the context of recent reports of non-human species developing psionic gifts in the Lethian Traverse—”

	“Exposure to the Veil,” I finished, the pit in my chest becoming a black hole. “Everyone thought the survivors retreated into it after the war. It must have…changed them.”

	His neck rippled with a yellowish splash. “That is a plausible theory.”

	I glanced over my shoulder to the vast facility behind us. Storing a bunch of Dowd in creepy pods was bad enough, but teaching them psionic abilities…that was the stuff of nightmares.

	“Seraph save us,” Arneson breathed. “Do you have any idea how many of them have passed through here?”

	“Once again, there is no way to know for certain without additional information,” Vrisk hedged. He swiveled his slender neck to look around, thoughts moving behind his amber reptilian eyes. “But based on the wear of the equipment, the standard time frame for telepathic flash-learning techniques, and the size of the facility, I would hazard a guess that the number could be anywhere between fifty and two hundred thousand.”

	The cavern went completely silent. The hum of the equipment, the chatter of the other technicians, even the echoing voices from the teams below were all sucked into a soundless abyss as the implications of the Kali’s words crashed over us. 

	“Two hundred thousand?” I exclaimed. “You’re telling me they’ve trained an entire legion of psychics in here?”

	His scales flashed yellow. “As I said, Major, it is still speculation. But it is within the realm of possibility.”

	I flicked my eyes between Arneson and the girls. Every face wore the same mask of unbridled horror. 

	“Command has no idea,” Arneson said. “The Fleet isn’t prepared for this.”

	“No one is prepared for this,” Velarys put in, her voice little more than a rasp. “We must learn where they’ve gone and where they are hiding!”

	I bit down on my lower lip and forced my pulse to settle. If the Assembly on Kenabrius needed any more proof of the threat posed by the Dowd, this was it. The fact that they had ostensibly been trained and organized by humans was still a big problem, but I had a feeling that particular detail would be overshadowed by the hard numbers. A stolen Dominion cruiser was bad; a legion of psionic Dowd was about a thousand times worse. 

	“There’s no reason to stop trying to recover as much information as you can,” I said when I finally found my voice. “The Stormrider should be here soon, though it might be worth contacting the Firehawk to—”

	As if on cue, the com in Arneson’s helmet beeped. Rather than putting it on and blocking us out of the conversation, he just toggled it while holding the helmet in front of him. 

	“Arneson.”

	“Major, thank the Seraph,” a crisp female voice I didn’t recognize came back. “Three Dowd swarm ships just shifted in from astral space. They don’t appear to have spotted us yet, but it’s only a matter of time.”

	Arneson swore under his breath. “Any sign of the Stormrider, Commander?”

	“Not yet, but one of the ships is heading into the atmosphere toward your position. They may try to—”

	The transmission broke off in a burst of static, then went silent. 

	“Shit!” Arneson hissed. “Anything you can do to get them back?”

	Vrisk consulted his holopad, then the omnitool flashing on his left arm. “No, Major. The signal is being jammed at the source.”

	“We’re sittin’ ducks down here!” Ash said. “If that ship decides to level the mountain—”

	“They won’t bury all their precious equipment,” I countered. “But they might try to land ground troops.”

	Arneson’s face tightened. “Ellis is your man, Zeris. Do you think he’ll get here in time?”

	“He will,” I said, wishing I felt half as confident as I sounded. “He has to.”

	 

	
13 
Fight or Flight

	 

	Nirivarr, the Borderlands

	Present Day

	 

	I had been on assignments with science and tech teams plenty of times before, and despite the rudimentary combat training most of them were given in the service, they almost never responded well when the shooting started. Grown men who could repair circuit boards and energy conduits with their eyes closed were reduced to blubbering idiots; grown women who could calculate hyperspace vectors in their sleep turned into screaming, hysterical little girls. I never blamed them—they weren’t soldiers, and men like me existed so they would never have to be. They just had a bad tendency of getting in the way and making our job a lot more difficult. 

	But here, today, it was readily apparent that would not be the case. Neither Vrisk nor any of his techs went into a panic at the news, and from the determined look in all their faces, I got the distinct impression that Admiral Lochlan hadn’t assigned a green squad to the Firehawk. These were seasoned veterans who had learned how to keep their heads in a crisis. 

	Thank the Seraph for that. 

	“We need to fortify our position,” I said, sweeping my eyes around the team. “There’s a giant AA gun embedded on the mountain. Vrisk, is there any way you can get it online?”

	“Not without power,” the Kali replied. “But we have not yet been able to locate the primary generator. It must be deeper inside the mountain behind the bulkhead below.”

	I grimaced and glanced over the railing to the spiraling circle of walkways below us. A dozen other techs remained scattered down there examining different stasis pods, while the soldiers were still parked at the closed bulkhead. 

	“What do you think?” Arneson asked. “Pull everyone up here to the control center?”

	I nodded and looked toward the rocky passage that led outside. “There’s only one place they can land troops. We can bottleneck them in the passage if we have to, especially if we pull up the sentry gun.”

	“Leavin’ that door unguarded seems like a real bad idea,” Ash pointed out. 

	“We’ll mine it,” Arneson said. “Couple of M-43s should ruin the day of anyone who tries to come through. And up here, we’ll be in a prime position to pick off any survivors.”

	“The LZ outside is the bigger problem,” I said. “If they just hit atmo, we probably only have a couple minutes before they take a potshot at the landing pads. The D-4 will be a pretty tempting target.”

	“I’ll call the pilot and tell him to bunker in here with us,” Arneson agreed.

	I shared a quick glance with Ash, thankful that we’d left the Wildcat safely cloaked on the plateau where it wouldn’t be a target. At least, not unless the enemy decided to land on top of it, not realizing it was there…

	“There is another option,” I said. “You could have the pilot take off and head north. The nearest settlement is in the Gorodon Valley about two thousand klicks away. They won’t love the sight of a Dominion drop shuttle, but it’ll be safer than sticking around here. And you’d be able to call them back once we’re clear.”

	Arneson considered, and I couldn’t help but imagine how differently this conversation would have played out under any other circumstances. He probably would have disagreed just to spite me. And frankly, I probably would have done the same if I’d been in his boots. 

	“Good idea,” he said. “I’ll send the rearguard with him as an escort in case there’s any trouble.”

	While he opened the com and gave the order, I continued sweeping my gaze over the facility, wondering if there were any other precautions we might want to take, when Velarys let out a piercing shriek. 

	Stumbling backward, she clutched at the sides of her head. Ash and I were the first to reach her, each taking an elbow to steady her even as her short-lived cry continued echoing through the vast cavern.

	“What’s wrong?” I asked.

	“There is…ahh…” Her face scrunched in agony as if someone were driving a spike into her skull. “A catapsi field.”

	“Catapsi field? What the hell is—?”

	“Like a com jammer for telepathy,” Arneson said, eyes sweeping around the cavern. “Shit. There must be someone left here. I’ll get the men to withdraw and—”

	He was cut off when the lights in the chamber suddenly went out, plunging us into pitch-blackness broken only by the blue glow of the tech team’s omnitools. A deluge of curses poured from everyone’s mouth, including mine, and I put my helmet back on and activated the vision enhancement display. My surroundings reappeared, cast in eerie, spectral green.

	Arneson was one step ahead of me. “Graber, you copy? Good. Get the techs up here ASAP, then pick up the gun. We could have hostiles incoming from the pad any minute.”

	I switched channels on my com to hear the acknowledgements even as I squeezed Velarys’s arm again. “Are you going to be all right?”

	Her breathing halted as she looked into my visor. “No. They are coming.”

	Before I could ask what she meant, there was a hellacious screech of metal from below. I darted back to the railing just in time to see the door slide down into a groove and disappear. Blue muzzle flashes lit up half the cavern a second later as a storm of pulsefire poured out at our soldiers, driving them behind the makeshift barricades they’d erected. Mercifully, the gun’s targeting software responded immediately to the threat, hosing down the now-open doorway with its own blistering salvo of blue energy bursts. 

	“Suppressing fire!” I called out, hoisting my rifle up onto the railing and loosing a steady stream of my own fire into the doorway to keep the enemy at bay. My helmet’s HUD had revealed several potential targets on the other side, but not nearly enough to account for the sheer volume of firepower erupting from inside. They were Dowd, however—the sensors could confirm that much. I couldn’t help but remember our first encounter on that Pact freighter and how their jamming equipment and telepathic static had managed to conceal them all until it was almost too late…

	Still, some targets were better than none, and if they were expecting darkness to give them a decisive advantage, perhaps they didn’t know as much about Dominion tech as we thought. 

	Arneson joined me at the edge of the railing and hosed down the doorway. The hundred-meter-plus gap was near the limit of the TAC-6’s effective range, but it wasn’t as if we needed to be particularly accurate. We had a perfect vantage from this kind of suppressive fire; unless the Dowd had a tank mech hidden inside there with them, there was no possible way they could advance without getting ripped to pieces. 

	That was the idea, at least. And when we picked off a few of the faceless monsters and none of the others dared to try to advance, I started to wonder if this had been nothing more than a final act of desperation from a handful of soldiers who’d been trapped here when our team entered the facility. But even as I flicked my rifle’s toggle to full-auto and relentlessly poured fire into the opening, the nagging tingle in the back of my neck just wouldn’t go away…

	Then, in that moment, everything went straight to hell. 

	It started with a pair of flash grenades thrown by one of the Dowd inside. They bounced toward the sentry cannon and exploded in brilliant bursts of light that that would have blinded any soldier without protection. But our helmets were specifically designed to neutralize optical assaults; the dimmers automatically engaged, disabling the thermal imaging and enhancement system for a fraction of a second to save our eyes from the blast.

	But then a third grenade rolled out behind them, slowly enough to be covered by the burst of the flashbangs but quickly enough to roll into position before our helmet sensors could recalibrate and identify the device—or realize that our enemy had come prepared after all. 

	The detonation hit everything within at least thirty meters, far wider than any electro-magnetic pulse I’d ever seen deployed in the field. It fried the sentry gun in a heartbeat, as well as several of the nearby stasis tubes and the gear of the ’pounders pinned down behind them for cover. Theoretically, standard Dominion trooper armor was rated to withstand low-level EMP attacks, but in practice the shielding had never been especially reliable. The entire area was plunged into renewed darkness…right up until the waves of pulsefire from within returned with a vengeance. 

	“Covering fire!” Arneson shouted as he set his own rifle to full-auto and unleashed hell at the doorway below. “Graber, get your men out of there! Now!”

	To their credit—and that of their drill instructors—the men trapped below didn’t panic. Their weapons still worked fine even with their armor systems fried, so they fired and moved in a perfectly executed staggered retreat away from the door and toward the lift car on the far side of the walkway. I had no idea how we were going to get it working with the power dead, but it turned out to be a moot point regardless. 

	[Kal!] Velarys’s voice said into my mind. [Danger!]

	Half-turning to look behind me, wary of shifting my attention away from the open passage below, I caught a glimpse of Velarys on a knee with Ash practically holding her up. The Yarasi’s face was twisted in a brutal grimace as if she was barely keeping it together. But before I could ask her what she meant, she pointed a finger past me to my left. I whipped my head around to look—

	And saw nine Dowd soldiers materialize out of thin air barely ten meters away in an open space right next to the control center. 

	Psychoportation. Just like the attackers who had slaughtered everyone at the Yarasi outpost. 

	The technicians still feverishly pulling data drives out of the nearest consoles never stood a chance. Two of them were cut down without even seeing their attackers, and a third had just enough time to cry out before his head was blown off his shoulders. Vrisk, further away and blessed with an extra split second to react, was already diving for cover behind one of the larger consoles. 

	He didn’t make it. But Arneson did. 

	The other Immortal threw himself in front of the torrent of pulsefire just in time, shielding Vrisk and the other techs with his body. He returned fire even as shots shredded his armor, dropping two of the Dowd assailants with deadly precision. I joined in his counterattack, positioning myself to absorb any fire heading for the girls behind me while I gunned down three more enemy soldiers. 

	And then one of the remaining Dowd screamed. Not an ear-splitting audible cry but a brain-melting psionic one that seemed to rip straight through my skull. Having endured similar mental assaults now twice before, both back at the Yarasi outpost and just days ago when I’d been stabbed by a psi-blade, I was prepared…more or less. I stumbled backward, my vision flickering and my muscles clenching, exhausting every spark of concentration I had to maintain my Immortal powers…

	My defenses held. Several more pulse blasts exploded in my chest, scorching the plates of my armor but barely singing the flesh beneath. 

	Arneson was not so lucky. I heard him cry out as he took multiple hits, and even through my blurred vision I saw his body slam into the console behind him, his gun still firing wildly into the air until he finally collapsed to the floor, silent and unmoving. 

	No one else on our side was returning fire—Ash and Velarys had both crumpled to the ground at my heels, their hands clutching their skulls just like the surviving technicians. 

	Except Vrisk. The Kali had made it to cover; he was wedged tightly behind one of the consoles, his neck and face scales almost completely yellow but his reptilian eyes betraying no signs that he was crippled by the mental attack. 

	And he had a plan. Even while I clenched my teeth and held my ground, dropping another of the attackers with a shot to the chest, Vrisk pulled a plasma grenade from somewhere in his pack and rolled it between the consoles toward the still tightly clustered group of enemies. 

	The Dowd saw it coming, of course—or felt it coming with their bizarre echolocation—and one of the three remaining soldiers dove on top of the rolling grenade before it exploded. The detonation vaporized his body in an instant, but his sacrifice shielded his two remaining companions from the worst of the blast. Rather than being vaporized or immolated themselves, they were merely thrown back a few meters and temporarily stunned. 

	But it was enough. With the Dowd’s own concentration shattered, I was suddenly freed from the relentless psionic attack. I lowered my rifle and fired, taking out both remaining enemies in a single salvo. 

	I paused to catch my breath, still holding my gun on the smoking corpses and half-expecting another squad to teleport in to replace them. But there simply wasn’t any time to waste waiting around. Lunging to my right, trying my best to ignore the lingering ache in my skull, I peered over the railing to see a swarm of Dowd soldiers flooding out of the open passage. Without the suppressive fire from us or the sentry turret, they had finally been able to advance…and the troopers and techs below hadn’t stood a chance. 

	Fuck.

	I leaned away as a barrage of blasts pelted the railing, and after a fast check to confirm that the girls were all right, I dashed over to Arneson. His armor was smoldering in a dozen different places, and I could hear his breath rattling faintly in his chest. 

	“Zeris.”

	“I’m here,” I said, grabbing his arm. “Just hold on and we’ll move you to the—”

	“Get the men out of here, Zeris,” he demanded, his voice the snarling, determined rasp of a man with no breath to spare. “And make these bastards pay. All of them.”

	I stared down into his visor, wishing for the first time in my life that I could actually see his face…and look into his eyes until the end. 

	“I will,” I promised. “You have my word.”

	And then he was gone.

	I clenched my teeth so hard it hurt. Around me, the others were climbing to their feet. The girls had recovered; Ash had drawn her bow, while Velarys had retrieved her falquan. They were scared but determined, and there wasn’t a doubt in my mind that they would hold it together.

	As for the surviving technicians…I could see the horror on their faces. They may have been more poised and experienced than other teams I’d worked with, but that didn’t mean they were used to having their comrades cut down. And they absolutely weren’t used to seeing one of the Dominion’s legendary Immortals—men who were supposed to be able to go into hell and back unscathed—die right in front of them. 

	But I didn’t break my promises, especially to dying men. I was going to get Arneson’s squad out of here, no matter what it took. 

	“What are your orders, sir?” Vrisk asked as he emerged from cover. 

	“Grab everything you can,” I said, standing. “We’re going to fight our way to the pads.”

	A confused shimmer of blue rippled up his scales. “And if the enemy lands soldiers to block our escape?”

	“Then I’m going to kill them. And get you home.”

	 

	***

	 

	I didn’t know how the flood of Dowd below us planned to get up here to the command level, but I had no intention of making it easy for them. While I waved our group toward the exit passage, I popped the power cell of my rifle and replaced it with one of the explosive variants I’d taken from the Stormrider. The cell dramatically increased heat output and severely limited range, but I didn’t need accuracy or longevity right now. 

	And so, bracing myself on the railing as the others rushed past me, I fired three quick shots into the lift just in case these faceless bastards were planning to power it up somehow. The resulting fireballs melted through several of the support cables and vaporized most of the control console, rendering the whole track utterly useless. 

	The Dowd weren’t happy about it; they started firing back at me before I’d finished my assault. But I easily shrugged off the few blasts that slipped past the railing to scorch my armor, and once my work was complete, I turned to catch up with the rest of the group. 

	There were nine of us in total, including Vrisk and the girls, less than half the team Arneson had started with. But as long as I could get them onto the Wildcat, the ship’s cloaking device would allow us to take off and reach orbit unmolested. The true challenge would be getting everyone up the zip line Ash had put down. 

	But for now, I stayed focused on step one: getting us outside. I stayed in front of the group as we jogged through the passage leading out to the landing pads, with Ash and Velarys taking the rear. I kept watching and waiting for another squad of Dowd to teleport in behind or even ahead of us. We just had to hope that only a tiny handful of these monsters possessed that ability. Seraph save us all if that wasn’t the case. 

	We made it about halfway to the cave mouth before the rumble of aircraft became audible, and I called for a halt as I crept ahead to investigate. Since I didn’t trust my Immortal powers to absorb a blast from a dropship’s cannon as easily as from a pulse rifle, I made sure to stay back far enough not to expose myself completely. But once I had a clear view of the split path leading out and down to the different landing pads, I saw the approaching shadow of an incoming vessel. 

	Meaning that our only path of escape was about to get blocked. 

	Swearing under my breath, I rushed back to the group, glad that my helmet was concealing my undoubtedly grim expression. 

	“Looks like we’re going to have to fight our way out of here after all,” I said. “There’s a drop shuttle incoming.”

	“Then we shall deal with them,” Velarys said, the shield of her falquan casting her face in its purplish glow. “And ascend to the ship once the path is clear.”

	I sighed and shook my head as I examined the techs. None of them were injured, but I highly doubted that any of them spent their spare time rappelling or rock climbing. Frankly, it would still have taken too long to get a team of ten experts up onto the plateau. 

	“It’s not realistic to get everyone up there,” I said. “Even if we killed their entire assault team, the shuttle or their swarm ship would eventually realize what we were doing and figure out that we had a ship up there. They could just bombard the whole damn plateau, cloak or not.”

	Ash hissed and squeezed the grip of her bow. The reflection of the green string in her eyes almost made them seem to blaze like a Yarasi’s. “Then what the hell are we gonna do?”

	“I’m going to kill anyone they drop off,” I said bluntly. “And while I have them occupied, you’re going to ascend to the plateau and get the ship.”

	She stared back at me in disbelief. “You can’t be serious.”

	“Once you’re up top, take off in the Wildcat and swing around to the lower pad,” I said. “At that point, everyone runs down the ramp, gets on the ship, and we get the hell out of here.”

	“Kal, that’s crazy!” Ash said. “What if they drop off a whole platoon?”

	“Then I hope the fuckers behind us have enough bags to hold all the extra bodies,” I grumbled. “Look, there aren’t any other options, and this isn’t a debate. Trust me, I can handle them. And they’ll be so focused on the man shooting them in the face that they won’t have time to shoot at you on the line.”

	“The distraction will be more effective with two of us,” Velarys said. “You and I—”

	“No,” I said firmly. “I can’t protect you from a whole squad, not out in the open.”

	“I did not ask for your protection,” she growled defiantly. “I am more than capable of—”

	“I’m the only one who can get shot and live!” I snapped, my patience for her Yarasi pride long since exhausted. “But more importantly, I need you to stay here and defend them.” I said, jabbing a thumb at the techs. “Seraph knows how many of these monsters are back in there, and I guarantee they’ll figure out a way to get up here eventually even if they have to scale the walls.”

	I didn’t particularly enjoy the thought of manipulating her like this, but I didn’t see any other options. I knew her warrior’s code would compel her to stay and protect the defenseless, especially given the lack of alternatives. And the last thing I wanted was to be worrying about protecting her and Ash while we were trapped out in the open. 

	“Then I shall stay and defend them,” Velarys said. 

	“Good,” I replied, releasing the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. Things were always so much simpler on solo ops when the only one I had to worry about was myself. Perhaps this was the burden of command Captain Ellis liked to go on about. 

	“Then let’s do it,” I said, nodding to Ash. But just before I turned and rushed off, Velarys grabbed my shoulder. 

	“You will need my blessing to survive,” she said. 

	I frowned. “What are you—?”

	Reaching out to touch my neck, she wormed her fingers beneath the fabric of my gorget to get at my bare skin. And then, as I felt the surge of energy race through me, I understood. 

	“Now go,” Velarys said. “Quickly.”

	With my heart thundering in my chest thanks to the rush of adrenaline, I turned on a heel and raced ahead to the mouth of the cavern with Ash right behind me. The roar of the incoming shuttle’s engines was almost deafening by now, and the size of its shadow suggested it was directly over the upper landing pad. 

	Grimacing, I crouched down and waited, signaling to Ash to hang behind me. I had absolutely no idea what to expect from this particular enemy. Were they planning to drop off a few soldiers? A full squad? A whole damn legion? Anything seemed possible at this point. 

	But when the shuttle’s shadow stabilized and the rumble of its engines stopped getting louder, I started to wonder if they might be planning on hovering out there instead. It wouldn’t have been the worst strategy; they could just hose down the doorway with turret fire once their soldiers on the inside inevitably flushed us out. 

	And if that was their intention, then we needed another plan. Soon. 

	“Dammit,” I hissed, scrambling to come up with something—anything—we might be able to do against a shuttle. But before my brain could offer a suggestion, there was a faint rumble as if a hatch had opened outside, following by a sharp whistle of air. 

	And then a single figure dropped into view and crashed down atop the landing pad as if some poor fool had been pushed out the side of the shuttle without a parachute. The ferrocrete cracked around the figure upon impact as whoever it was crumpled into a ball, and I had to blink twice before I convinced myself that what I’d seen was real…

	But then the figure unexpectedly stood upright, her arms dropping to her sides as a pair of burning blue psi-blades sprouted from her hands, and I suddenly understood why the Dowd hadn’t bothered to send a legion of soldiers when a single woman would suffice.

	“Oh, no,” Ash breathed into my ear. “It’s—”

	“You need to get up to the Wildcat,” I told her as the shuttle’s engines roared and it began to pull away. “I’ll take care of her.”

	“Kal, she almost killed you!”

	“I know,” I said, rising with my rifle held steady. “But there’s no other way out. Get to the ship and prepare for the pickup. I’m counting on you.”

	I turned and looked at her, wishing that she could see my face through my helmet even if the others couldn’t. My thoughts turned to the Parthax multi-plex years ago when I had rushed into certain death to fend off those Krosian soldiers right here on Nirivarr. If any one of a thousand things had gone differently back then, I would have been killed and she would have ended up as a slave. 

	We had come a long way since then; we were both very different people, with perhaps the only similarity being that we were still together. Nothing had changed that. 

	And nothing ever would. 

	“I’ll get to the ship,” Ash said. “Just do me a favor and don’t get yourself killed, all right? Little Kal needs his daddy.”

	I smiled, wishing I had time to kiss her. 

	“I’ll be fine,” I promised. “Let’s go.” 

	Turning, I leveled my rifle and rushed into the fray.

	 

	***

	 

	The woman on the pad didn’t seem to be in any hurry to come after us. She was still standing out there on the wide cargo platform when we emerged, her blades blazing at her sides. Unlike the last time we’d met, she wasn’t clad in civilian clothes; she wore a suit of black NF-X armor that looked identical to mine, albeit without a helmet. Her shoulder-length black hair ruffled in the wind, and I could hear her raspy breathing through her mask almost the moment I stepped outside. 

	I wondered if she had known that I was here all along; I wondered if this whole thing had been an elaborate trap to draw us in. It didn’t seem likely—there was no plausible way these insurrectionists could have known we’d locate their base with Ash’s psychometry. Whatever their reasons for running this place on a skeleton crew, it probably had nothing to do with us, which meant that they were just reacting the same way we were. And now they were hoping that their invincible enforcer, their Dark Immortal or whatever she was, could stop us before we escaped with any more of their secrets. 

	They were about to be disappointed.

	“Do you have a plan?” Ash asked from behind me.

	“Yeah,” I said. “I’m going to shoot her.”

	I rushed forward, my rifle spewing a steady stream of energy bolts at the other Immortal, not breaking stride as the ground beneath my boots changed from dust to ferrocrete. I heard Ash curse behind me, as underwhelmed by my elaborate strategies as usual, but I didn’t see any point in being cute here. And with Velarys’s power coursing through me, I doubted I could have mustered the patience for something more subtle anyway. She had awakened a beast inside me, and it wanted to rip this masked bitch apart.

	The Dark Immortal didn’t bother trying to dodge my shots; rather, she crossed her double blades in front of her, forming an ad hoc shield of psionic energy to deflect some of the blasts. Not that it really mattered; I wasn’t expecting to do any damage, only to keep her attention while Ash began her ascent behind me. 

	And it worked. Like anyone with a scrap of sense, the woman wasn’t expecting anyone inside to come charging out of the cavern like an enraged kelock, at least not without the Dowd inside flushing us into the open first. Still, I found her stunned response a bit disappointing. I had assumed that anyone who shared my particular gift would appreciate a good, old-fashioned suicidal charge. What was the point in being an Immortal if you couldn’t act like a reckless fool from time to time?

	I was only a few meters across the pad, my rifle still blazing, when the small rear-view projection in my helmet’s HUD showed Ash using the ascender to fly up the zip line. The Dark Immortal seemed too focused on setting herself to receive my charge to notice, though, which was the whole point of this “plan” all along. As for what I was going to do once I got within melee range…

	Well, I hadn’t thought that far ahead yet. But my opponent had: the instant I moved within striking distance, she pivoted to her right and chopped down with one of her blades, slicing my rifle in half while simultaneously trying to spin clear of my bulldozing charge. But thankfully, Velarys’s metabolic boost had given me agility as well as power, and I was able to shift my momentum at the last second and slam my left shoulder into her despite her attempt to evade. She went soaring back at least five meters before skidding to a halt. 

	“Round two,” I said, tossing down the remnants of my weapon and raising my gauntlets like throw-boxing gloves instead. “If you want to tap out, just let me know.”

	“You should not have come here,” she said, voice rattling in her mask. 

	I grunted as I slowly circled to the side, the adrenaline surging through my muscles practically forcing me to keep moving. “Worried that your little secret will get out? Well, it’s a little late for that. Once the Assembly learns what you’ve been doing with the Dowd, there won’t be anywhere left for you to hide. The entire Cluster will be looking for you.”

	“The Master will be disappointed. He would have preferred for the alien filth to kill one another.” I couldn’t see her mouth through her mask, but from the glint in her eyes, I was pretty sure she was smiling. “But I am more than happy to cull them myself. Starting with your Kreen mongrel.”

	She unexpectedly looked at Ash at the top of her ascent. The Dark Immortal didn’t have a gun, but after our encounter on the rooftops in Rividian, I knew she didn’t need one. Her psi-blade blazed in her hand as she twisted her body and drew back her hand in preparation to hurl it toward Ash—

	But I was faster. Exploding forward, propelled by Velarys’s boost of energy, I plowed into the woman’s flank just before the blade left her grip. I drove her backward all the way into the rockface, slamming us both against it so hard the impact caused an avalanche of tiny pebbles around us. 

	Then, using the split second I’d bought myself before she recovered enough to chop me with her sword or jab me with her knees, I got a firm hold on her waist, carried her back toward the edge of the pad behind us, and threw us both over the edge. 

	Ash probably wondered what in the hell I was doing. It was a perfectly legitimate question, considering I hadn’t quite figured out all the details myself. But protecting her from this psychopath was my top priority, and there was no way the Dark Immortal would be able to threaten her from down below on the smaller pad. 

	My stomach leapt into my throat at the abrupt plunge, and the Immortal’s elbow repeatedly drove into it as we jockeyed for position in midair. But as the second landing pad rushed up to meet us, I allowed her to “win” the struggle by positioning myself on bottom where I would absorb most of the impact—

	It hurt. A lot. My shoulder armor crumpled, and I was frankly a little surprised that my bones didn’t crack despite the protection of my powers. A painful vibration rippled through my entire body, rattling my teeth, stealing my breath, and nearly causing me to black out. I felt the weight of the Dark Immortal slide off me, and I instinctively rolled away, fully expecting her to turn around and slash me. 

	I was right. A microsecond after I moved, I heard the buzz of her psi-blade followed by a sparking hiss as it struck the landing pad. My vision had mostly cleared by the time I finished my roll, and I hopped to my feet and dropped into a defensive posture. My opponent was standing there a few meters away, blue blades blazing and yellow eyes locked onto me with murderous fervor.

	She rushed at me again, using her blade to make quick, short arcs and jabs, knowing that she didn’t need to cut me down or skewer me like a traditional opponent. All she needed to do was score a single hit, even a glancing one, to disrupt my concentration long enough to make me vulnerable just like on Rividian. Meanwhile, I could slip beneath her guard and punch her as many times as I wanted without accomplishing a damn thing. 

	It wasn’t a fair fight…but it didn’t need to be. While I had originally planned to keep this pad clear specifically so that Ash could land and pick up the techs, I realized that my little gambit had opened up a much better opportunity. It just relied on Ash being clever…and me surviving the Dark Immortal’s assault long enough to make the whole thing happen. 

	I was a lot more confident about the first part than the second, especially when the woman pressed her attack. Using her main hand to bait my movements with wild slashes, her off-hand continuously lunged toward me, hoping to score a hit the moment I lost my balance. And it worked—when I ducked beneath a deadly swipe for my head, I felt the tip of her other blade stab through my armor and into my thigh. The flash of pain was so intense it was like I had dipped my entire leg in a vat of molten thorotine, and the cascading ripple of psychic energy in my brain splintered my concentration. 

	Without the aid of Velarys’s power, I had no doubt that I would have been doomed. The Dark Immortal immediately went in for the kill, trying to impale me with both blades at once, but despite the haze clouding my mind, I managed to reach out, grab her wrists, and wrench them upward and out of the way. 

	She slammed her forehead into my face in response, knocking me over onto my back and nearly making me lose my grip. But even as she landed on top of me, straddling my waist, I continued holding her arms out away from my head on either side. Through my helmet, I could hear the brimming psionic energy humming mere millimeters from my ears.

	And I could see the cold, relentless fury burning in her amber eyes. 

	“You cannot stop us!” she growled, keeping me pinned while she struggled to push the blades closer as if my head was trapped in a vise with the sides rapidly closing in. “You cannot stop the Eclipse!”

	I had no idea what the fuck she was babbling about, but I couldn’t spare the concentration to care. I only knew two things: one, that I would die if I faltered for even a fraction of a second. And two…

	Ash was on the way.

	The Wildcat’s engines were remarkably quiet for a ship its size, which may or may not have had something to do with its cloaking capability. I had heard the keening, high-pitched whine so many times I would have been able to make it out even over the rushing winds perpetually battering the mountainside, but I had a feeling that this woman wouldn’t. I just needed to stall a little bit longer…

	“You are weak like all the others,” she spat. “Feeble. Impure. Unworthy of the Seraph’s legacy!”

	“Maybe you read the wrong history books,” I shot back, arms shaking with strain, “but the Seraph freed the galaxy from the Tarreen. Not just humans—aliens, too!”

	“And they repaid her mercy with treachery.”

	I frowned. “What?”

	“She offered them glory, and they turned against her. They cast down their own savior. And for that, they will suffer.”

	She headbutted me. Her mask struck my helmet hard enough that my visor cracked, and I heard the sizzle of failing electronics as the visual display flickered, then vanished. But I didn’t allow it to distract me; I kept her arms at bay, and I was sure I heard the Wildcat moving into position…

	“Even if you kill me,” I snarled through clenched teeth, “you’ll never get out of here. Our ship will bombard this place to rubble if it has to.” 

	“My death is meaningless,” she snarled back at me. “I am merely a Shadow of the Seraph. Easily forgotten and instantly replaced.”

	“Good to know,” I said. “Means I don’t have to feel guilty about this.”

	Mustering all my strength, I imitated her headbutt, slamming my helmet into her nose. And as her body jerked backward, opening up a tiny space between us, I abruptly released the kinetic energy I had stored up from our fall. Pulling my knees up and beneath her, I kicked her chest as hard as I could.

	Without any outside help, it wouldn’t have bought me all that much time. She flew backward, spearing her blades down into the pad, allowing the friction of them burning through the ferrocrete to slow her down before she tumbled all the way off the edge. 

	It didn’t put much space between us—only a few meters, really. But it was more than enough room for Ash to get the job done. I rolled to the side, flattening myself against the pad as the Wildcat decloaked just above us.

	And fired.

	Before today, I would have found it difficult enough to imagine a situation where I would ever watch one fellow Immortal die, let alone two. But as the ship’s psionic cannons vaporized my opponent, I once again couldn’t help but appreciate my own sudden sense of mortality. 

	This was no longer a galaxy where I’d spend my time fighting pirates with old pulse pistols on backwater worlds…or even one where I took on squads of Krosian soldiers and their otherwise lethal plasma rifles. 

	No, this was now a galaxy filled with faceless psionic monsters…and dark, twisted Seraphim whose powers were every bit the equal of mine. 

	“Settin’ down,” Ash’s voice said over my helmet com as the ship drifted over the pad. “You wanna get the others?”

	“Yeah,” I said, staring at the burnt streak of ashes on the opposite side of the pad. “It’s time for us to go.”
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	We were airborne in less than two minutes, with Ash reengaging the cloak within seconds of the last person rushing up the landing ramp. I wasn’t particularly thrilled about the idea of having a bunch of strangers onboard what had once been a very private space, but I reminded myself that Ash would like it even less. If one of them even flinched in the direction of her quarters and Kalycos…

	But right now, the techs seemed too terrified to be overly curious, though I had a feeling that would change once their nerves settled and they realized they were standing in a Yarasi ship filled with strange alien technology. But with any luck, we’d have them back on the Firehawk before their curiosity overwhelmed their fear.

	“Strap in and stay put,” I said to Vrisk, pointing to the couch in the lounge and patting him on the shoulder. “You’re in charge.”

	“Of course, Major,” he said, the fearful yellow in his scales having molted to a calmer gray. 

	I rushed up to the cockpit where Ash and Velarys were already at their stations. Outside the canopy, there was nothing but clouds and bluish sky. 

	“What’s our status?” I said, removing my damaged helmet and setting it down on the floor as I slid into my own station. 

	“One enemy swarm ship in low orbit,” Ash said. “Nothin’ else in range, but we can’t get much of a reading until we leave the atmosphere.”

	“Right,” I said, glancing down at my own console and taking a deep beath. I was a little surprised that a wave of fatigue hadn’t crashed over me now that Velarys’s adrenal boost had faded, but my body was probably still riding high on its own supply right now. When I closed my eyes, I could easily imagine the Firehawk getting ripped to shreds by the two swarm ships still up there…

	“Do you really think Vrisk is right about all this, Kal?” Ash asked. “That there could be tens of thousands of psychic Dowd out there right now?”

	“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But even if we can’t decrypt any of the data the techs pulled, there’s no way the Assembly can ignore this.”

	“Including my people,” Velarys said, her eyes meeting mine. 

	I nodded in understanding. Later, once the rush of combat had faded, I would be able to think more clearly about what we’d uncovered here. But right now, it was difficult to think about anything besides the corpses we’d left behind. 

	“One minute until we’re clear of atmo,” Ash announced. “We should be…wait a second.”

	“What is it?” I asked. 

	“That swarm ship,” she said. “It’s headin’ right for us!”

	I glared over at the tac-holo. Sure enough, the Dowd swarm was indeed on an intercept course. I froze, wondering how it could possibly have detected us, when I remembered Velarys’s warning that the cloak wasn’t nearly as reliable in the atmosphere as it was in space. It wasn’t designed to conceal turbulence. 

	“We are nearly within range of their weapons,” Velarys announced. “We will not be able to evade them.”

	I grimaced. There was a chance that they wouldn’t be able to target us; our wake was probably giving our general position, but perhaps not an accurate enough one to shoot. A couple meters of inaccuracy could make all the difference, and in about half a minute our wake should disappear. 

	But as long as the cloak was up, we couldn’t raise our shields. And without shields, even a single hit could prove fatal. 

	“Drop the cloak,” I said. “Raise shields.”

	I half expected Ash to argue, but when I glanced down at my console, I realized she had made the same choice a second before I’d said the words. The lights in the cockpit brightened as the cloak went offline, and the Dowd fired almost immediately. 

	“Hang on!” Ash warned as she wrenched the Wildcat into a hard spin. A beam of green energy shot past the canopy, and another a few seconds later. The third struck our shields, triggering the grav restraints on my seat as the ship shuddered violently. 

	“Starboard shields at half strength,” Velarys said. “I suggest you turn and present them with our port flank instead.”

	“Thanks for that nugget of Yarasi wisdom,” Ash sneered as she twisted the ship into another turn. “Any other great tips?”

	“You could allow me to pilot instead.”

	Ash scoffed. “That’ll be the day. How about you plug yourselves in and give the shields more power instead?”

	Velarys did as she was asked, touching the glyph on her console and allowing the Wildcat to siphon energy directly from her psionic mind. I knew that I needed to do the same, but I found myself hesitating at the unpleasant memories of our encounter against the insurrectionist cruiser. I hadn’t particularly enjoyed the thought of becoming a human battery even before it had almost killed me. But realistically, there wasn’t any other choice. 

	I touched the glyph. The ship’s mental pull was as immediate and jarring as I feared, and I couldn’t shake the feeling of being slowly bled out like a stuck fengol. But the shields stabilized almost instantly, allowing Ash to divert even more power to the thrusters as we pushed hard for space. She managed to pull several maneuvers I didn’t even realize were possible in atmosphere, and in the back of my mind I couldn’t help but wonder if she only tried them to impress upon Velarys that she was the rightful pilot of the ship. 

	Regardless, twists and turns couldn’t keep the Dowd off us forever. Two more blasts hit our rear quarter, the second of which almost certainly would have destroyed our engines if the ship couldn’t draw power from its organic batteries. My console showed our shield strength still above seventy percent, but I didn’t know how much longer it would last. Swarm ships were only about the size of Dominion corvettes, but their plasma cannons packed a wallop—they were probably just as strong as Pact ones, if not a little better. 

	“Just a few more seconds,” Ash said. “If I can pull away while we’re in space, we can cloak and get the hell out of here.”

	It was a big if, though I didn’t dampen the mood by mentioning it. This swarm ship was fast, too—it was easily keeping pace with us despite being well over twice our size. And unlike at the Yarasi outpost, Ash wouldn’t have the wreckage of a Pact vessel for us to use as cover…

	Another hit struck the shields, and another right after. The flash of pain on my neck stung like a hot brand, and I saw Velarys wincing as well. This was going to be damn close…

	And then, out of nowhere, a barrage of blue energy bolts streaked past us and slammed into the swarm ship’s forward shields. My breath froze in my throat as the view outside the canopy transitioned from thick clouds to outer space—

	To reveal the Stormrider screaming right toward us.

	“Hell yeah!” Ash whooped, twisting us onto an intercept course while the frigate’s forward cannons blazed away. Whatever Ellis had done to mask their approach had worked perfectly: the swarm ship, now rising into the exosphere behind us, was caught completely flat-footed. The Stormrider’s psionic cannons ripped through its shields even as it tried to escape, melting armor and the hull plating beneath. Seconds later, the whole ship exploded in a brilliant fireball…and it was over. 

	“They’re hailin’ us,” Ash said, all smiles as she opened the com. 

	“Major,” Captain Ellis greeted us as his image appeared over the left side of the canopy. “Sorry we’re late.”

	“It’s good to see you, sir,” I said, hearing the relief in my voice as I unplugged myself from the Wildcat. “We were starting to worry.”

	He smiled, though it was noticeably tight. “We received a basic brief from the Firehawk on our way in, but they were in pretty bad shape after their skirmish with the swarm ships. I ordered Commander Masuda to pull back to the edge of the system and make repairs while we picked up any survivors.”

	I glanced down at the sensor readings scrolling above the tac-holo. “At least your engagement went better than last time. Taking out three swarm ships without much damage is damn impressive.”

	“We didn’t take them out—we just drove them off.”

	My brow furrowed. “And here I thought the Dowd didn’t retreat.”

	“They don’t, as a rule,” Ellis said grimly. “Which means they probably just withdrew to gather reinforcements. We need to get out of here before they return.”

	“Yes, sir,” I murmured, suddenly wishing that Lochlan had sent along a whole fleet instead of a single corvette. I didn’t much care for the idea of retreating, either, but it was clearly the right move. “If you can clear us some space, we’ll bring the Wildcat into the hangar. There’s a drop shuttle still on the planet, but I doubt you’ll have any room left.”

	“Unfortunately no. But the Firehawk should be able to swing back once they’ve made some repairs.”

	“Good. Their pilot has two troopers with him and should be secure for now. We have the other survivors from their ground team aboard.”

	Ellis’s face tightened. “How bad is it?”

	“Bad enough, sir. Arneson and the rest of his security element are dead. The techs pulled some data, but we couldn’t stay long enough to get everything.” I grimaced. “I don’t like the idea of leaving this base behind. They’ll either move everything or fortify the hell out of it before we can get back. You didn’t happen to bring along a trooper platoon, did you?”

	“I’m afraid not,” the captain said. “But considering what’s happened, I think it’s long past time we bring what we have to the Assembly on Kenabrius.”

	“Agreed,” I said, nodding. “We’ll see you on board in a few minutes.”

	 

	***

	 

	On any other day, I doubt that Ash would have agreed to bring the Wildcat aboard any Dominion ship, even the Stormrider. Given our current circumstances, however, she didn’t even flinch as she tucked the vessel inside the hangar bay next to the crammed-together Foreclaw freighter and drop shuttle. Aside from the fact that we needed to get our passengers to safety, limping along through hyperspace at a measly six light-years per hour must not have sounded particularly appealing when the Dowd might be on our tail. 

	From what I saw of the hangar, it was clear that things were in far better shape here than when we’d left five days ago. The debris had all been swept up, and tech crews were no longer scrambling about trying to hold the hull together with tape and prayers. But I had a feeling the engineers still had a long way to go before the ship was truly back at a full effectiveness. 

	Once the techs were off the ship and situated with the Stormrider’s engineers, I took the girls and headed straight for the bridge. We drew plenty of sideways glances along the way, particularly Velarys, but they weren’t nearly as outright hostile as when she’d been aboard the last time. By now, hopefully, everyone had figured out that the Dowd were the real threat, not the Yarasi warrior who was cooperating with us. 

	Ellis was standing upright and waiting for us when we stepped off the lift and onto the bridge. And so, I couldn’t help but notice, was Miranda.

	“Sir,” I said with a nod as I stepped forward, trying not to let my eyes linger too long on the smiling woman next to him. I could see the questions on her face as well as the desire to run up and embrace me. But she was far too professional—and, frankly, too indoctrinated as a fleet officer—to lose her cool that easily. 

	“Thank the Seraph you all made it,” Ellis said. “After everything we heard from the Firehawk…”

	“It’s bad, sir,” I told him. “But at least you still have good timing.”

	He grunted softly. “You can thank Ensign Pierce for that. She calculated an approach vector to hide us from their sensors until the last moment.”

	“I’m just glad it worked,” Miranda said. She held my gaze for several long seconds before shifting it to Ash. “And that all of you escaped in one piece.”

	“It’s hard to even pick a place to begin,” Ellis said. “But we might as well get started. Helm, take us back to the Firehawk. Shift as soon as the drive is ready.”

	“Yes, sir,” Reyes replied from his console. It was probably my imagination, but he and all the young officers on the bridge seemed like they had aged at least a year in the past month. 

	“Let’s head to the conference room,” Ellis said. “Ensign Pierce can join us to—”

	“Tactical alert, sir!” Olshenko blurted out from his station right next to us. “Sensors are picking up a large astral disturbance, bearing zero-one-zero mark zero-two-one.”

	Ellis tilted his head, concerned but cool. “Our Dowd friends coming back?”

	“No, sir,” the lieutenant replied. “It’s a Dominion signature.”

	My eyes darted over to the viewport as a flicker of movement caught my attention. The tac-holo warbled a warning…

	And then a Conquest-class cruiser blinked into existence directly ahead of us. 

	“Oh, stars,” Ash breathed. “That’s—”

	“The same ship that ambushed us near Sykaris,” I finished. “Sir, we have to—” 

	“Shields up!” Ellis called out. “Battle stations!”

	The words had barely left his mouth before there was a flash of light from the cruiser’s forward batteries, and two beams of energy lanced out from its seashell bow to smash into the Stormrider’s shields. The deck rumbled beneath my feet, nearly knocking me over without the grav restraints of a seat to hold me in place. Ash caught herself against the railing by the lift, while Velarys clutched at the tactical console next to Olshenko. 

	“Evasive maneuvers!” Ellis said, lunging into his chair a split second after Miranda did the same with hers at ops. “Get us out of here!”

	The Stormrider might have been a warship, but the entire purpose of assault frigates in general and this design in particular was to emphasize speed and maneuverability over staying power. The ship rolled to starboard with the grace of a corvette half its size, and we accelerated away as fast as the best engines in the Dominion fleet could manage. 

	Which was not enough to avoid another salvo from the cruiser. This time, I had to drop to a knee to avoid completely losing my balance, and the alarms that followed the shuddering tremor in the hull were all the evidence I needed that we wouldn’t be able to take this kind of punishment for long. The aft shields were down to less than a third of their strength. 

	“Give her everything you have, Ensign,” Ellis called out, his voice forceful but calm. “Set a course bearing one-seven-three mark two-four-two. Get as much distance from them as you can.”

	“Yes, sir!” Reyes acknowledged. The captain had praised the young man’s piloting skills numerous times during our training cruise a month ago, and then again when we had rendezvoused with them at Takanis. Now, the Stormrider’s quick maneuvers made it clear that it hadn’t merely been helpful encouragement of a fresh officer—Reyes knew exactly what he was doing. We started gaining distance almost immediately, with the young ensign perfectly rolling and banking the ship to maximize the protection of the aft shields every time the cruiser fired. 

	“Ventral psi-cannons are online, sir,” Olshenko announced. “Shall we return fire?”

	“Don’t bother—we’re not going to try and slug it out,” Ellis said. “Divert all power from the weapons to the sublight engines. We need more speed.”

	“Diverting power now, sir,” Miranda said, fingers flying over her console. “They are matching course to pursue.”

	“Shouldn’t we shift outta here?” Ash blurted out, still clutching the railing. 

	“Not yet,” Ellis replied. If he was at all annoyed by one of his guests shouting over the bridge, he didn’t show it—probably because some of the other young crewers were thinking the same thing. “Not until we’re far enough away to leave their sensor range. Otherwise, they’ll just pursue us, and we’ll lose the maneuverability and speed advantages we have in normal space.”

	The ship rocked again as another blast struck our rear quarter, but the shields held, barely. 

	“But their starfighters could catch up to us no problem, and we know for a fact they have a squad of Valkyries aboard,” Ash pointed out. “So why the hell aren’t they launchin’ ’em?”

	It was an excellent question, and the moment she voiced it, I swore I could feel the tension on the bridge spike. The Stormrider could probably handle a couple Valkyries, though since the starfighters were as powerful as the psychics flying them, there was no guarantee. But even if they were mediocre pilots, it wasn’t as if they would need to destroy us—they would only need to damage our sublight engines or astral drive so we couldn’t escape. 

	So why weren’t they screaming out of the cruiser’s hangar bay?

	“Perhaps they left their fighters deployed somewhere else,” Miranda suggested. “Or perhaps they’re damaged.”

	“There’s no point in guessing,” Ellis said, his voice carrying the slightest edge. “Just keep us moving, helm. How long until we’re out of their weapons range?”

	“We’re beyond the effective range of their secondary cannons,” Olshenko reported. “We’ll be out of range of their primary guns in…fourteen seconds.”

	Ellis nodded grimly, and everyone seemed to brace for the inevitable tremor of another hit. I finally pulled myself up and dove into the XO seat to the captain’s left, and I gestured for Ash to follow and sit in the seat on his right. It wasn’t exactly protocol, but neither was having guests getting thrown across the bridge.

	But strangely, though the cruiser continued to pursue, it stopped firing altogether. Soon we were out of range…and yet they still didn’t launch their fighters. It should have made me feel better about our odds of getting out of here in one piece, but for whatever reason, the opposite was true: the sinking feeling in my gut kept getting worse and worse. There was no way the insurrectionists would just let us blast out of here uncontested…

	“The enemy cruiser has reached their maximum acceleration, but it is not enough to overtake us,” Miranda reported. “We should be out of their effective sensor range in four minutes.”

	“Prepare to shift the moment we lose them,” Ellis said. “A short shift, just to the edge of the system at the Firehawk’s coordinates. We need to let Commander Masuda know what’s going on. We’ll tow her damn ship out of here if we have to.”

	I grimaced as I studied the tac-holo. As much as I despised plugging myself into the Wildcat, at least it had given me something to do. I hated feeling helpless. I was a soldier, not a fleet officer. It wasn’t as if I could lean out the airlock and start firing at them with my rifle. 

	But I still had my instincts, and they were telling me that something was wrong about this. Very wrong. 

	“Sir, do you think they could be herding us somewhere?” I asked.

	“I don’t see how,” Ellis said. “There’s virtually nothing else in this system, and I picked our heading almost at random to get us away as quickly as possible.” 

	I nodded slowly. It made sense—to lead a quarry into a trap, you needed some degree of precision, especially in the vastness of space. And since weren’t heading toward any landmark in particular, there was no way they could reasonably set up a trap. But no matter how hard I tried to convince myself that we’d slipped out of their net with skilled maneuvers and adroit piloting, my brain refused to buy it. 

	“Captain, the enemy ship appears to be sending out a signal,” Olshenko said. 

	Ellis arched a brow. “To whom?”

	“That’s just it, sir—it doesn’t appear to be going anywhere. It’s like the transmission beam travels a few kilometers and then…disappears.” 

	“What?” I asked, scowling and glancing at him over my left shoulder. 

	“I don’t know, sir, it doesn’t make any sense. Perhaps the sensors are wrong.”

	“No, they’re not,” Miranda said tightly, spinning around in her chair to face the captain. “The transmission is shifting into astral space.”

	Everyone shot her the same blank stare, myself included. 

	“I didn’t think that was possible,” I said. 

	“It is not,” Velarys said, still standing next to Olshenko at tactical. “You must be mistaken.”

	“I am not mistaken,” Miranda replied, shooting the Yarasi an icy glare. “The spatial disruption around the transmission is identical to that during an astral shift, but very small. Almost like the signature created by a starfighter.”

	The bridge went silent. I could tell some of the others were thinking about arguing with her. Frankly, I was tempted to do so myself, and if we had still been back on that original training cruise where I’d first met her, I probably would have. By now, though, I knew Miranda well enough by now to understand that she was rarely wrong…about anything.

	Still, it didn’t make any sense. I may not have been an expert on starship combat, but I understood the technical limitations of communications. Ships in astral space were completely safe from phenomena and celestial bodies in normal space, but they were also blind and deaf to the other side. It was the reason that most Dominion vessels regularly shifted back into normal space long enough to connect with nearby relays during long trips. 

	“The swarm ships,” I said, breaking the silence. “You said they withdrew, sir.”

	Ellis wasn’t looking at me or anyone else. His eyes had gone distant. “If they’ve discovered a way to communicate through astral space, it would give them an enormous tactical advantage,” he rasped. “Perhaps even a decisive one.”

	“Yes, sir,” Miranda said, swallowing. “What should we do?”

	The captain continued staring at nothing for another few seconds before he took in a steadying breath and straightened in his chair. “We speed up our timetable in case you’re right.”

	“Sir?”

	“If they can contact their forces on the other side, then those swarm ships could easily position themselves ahead of us while in astral space and make this gambit pointless,” I reasoned. “We might as well shift now and take our chances before they can adjust.”

	“Exactly,” Ellis said. “Helm, go ahead and—”

	“Tactical alert!” Olshenko interrupted. “Multiple astral signatures directly ahead!”

	My stomach sank as the tac-holo updated with a swarm of new dots directly in our path. A heartbeat later, the now-familiar brown hulls of Dowd swarm ships appeared on the magnified viewscreen. Evidently, the swarm ships had already moved to cut us off.

	And they’d brought some friends with them. 

	“Report,” Ellis said, his voice as hoarse as I’d ever heard. 

	“Ten swarm ships on an intercept course,” Olshenko said. “They will be in weapons range in fifteen seconds.”

	An invisible hand of dread clutched at my throat. We might have been able to outmaneuver the cruiser by itself, but there was no way to escape that many swarm ships. Not in real space, not in astral space. 

	And everyone on the bridge knew it. 

	“Get our weapons back online,” Ellis ordered. “Transfer all available power to forward shields and set a new course bearing zero-nine-zero mark three-one-five. If we can get to the third moon, there are a few tricks we might be able to pull to confuse them.”

	“Yes, sir,” Reyes said, rolling the ship up and hard to starboard. Despite the tension in his voice, I could hear the faint glimmer of hope there as well—hope that Jarod Ellis, one of the most decorated and respected naval tacticians in the Dominion, would be able to pull off yet another miracle. 

	I knew better, of course. But I also knew that Ellis wasn’t the type of man who would let his crew die without a fight. He would do whatever it took to give his crew hope, right up to the bitter end. 

	“Enemy ships are firing!” Olshenko warned. 

	Green plasma beams lanced out from the swarm ships as they flashed by, burning into our forward shields and triggering a flurry of updated status reports across my control console. Miranda was doing her best to continuously rotate our shields to blunt most of the enemy fire, and it worked—for the first volley. But she wouldn’t be able to keep it up once they started striking at us from multiple angles.

	“Minor damage to the forward sensors,” Miranda reported. “But two of the power relays have overloaded. Inertial dampener backups have engaged, but the astral drive is offline.”

	“Get it back up,” Ellis ordered, jaw set as he tapped his console. “Lock weapons on my target and fire at will.”

	I watched the display as the Stormrider’s forward batteries unleashed a barrage at one of the swarm ships, forcing it to veer away at an oblique angle. An instant later, our ventral turret continued the assault, pummeling the enemy ship’s starboard quarter and scorching several black lines across its brown hull. 

	“Direct hit, sir!” Olshenko said. “But they’re coming for another pass.”

	While Ellis barked out new orders, I turned and looked at Ash. She was clutching the armrests of her seat for dear life, probably wondering if she should make a run for the Wildcat. But when we made eye contact, I knew she realized it would be futile. After a lifetime of close calls and narrow escapes, we had finally been pinned down with no way out. And neither of us could do a damn thing about it. 

	I then glanced at Velarys, expecting to see the same terror reflected in her glowing eyes. But all I saw was grim determination. Then, inexplicably, her eyes widened…

	And a smile lit up her face.

	“Energy surge dead ahead!” Olshenko called out. 

	“More swarm ships?” Ellis asked. 

	“No, sir. A ship is decloaking…” He gasped, and now he, too, was staring at Velarys. “It’s the Yarasi.”

	Right in front of us on the viewscreen, a massive, kilometer-long battleship shimmered into existence. The sleek purple vessel looked like a giant sword stabbing through space, sheathed in twilight armor adorned with unimaginably powerful psionic weaponry. 

	And it immediately opened fire. 

	The lead swarm ships didn’t stand a chance. A half dozen brilliant blue beams shot out from the Yarasi ship and carved two of the comparatively tiny corvettes apart with almost casual precision. The other eight, recognizing the danger, turned tail and banked away from their exploding brethren before they, too, were ripped apart. 

	But the insurrectionist cruiser wasn’t nearly as nimble as the smaller ships. The vessel was still barreling toward us, out of range of our weapons but not the heavier psi-cannons of the battleship. Its main guns opened fire, battering the cruiser’s forward shields and drawing two nasty black lines across its seashell bow in its first devastating volley. 

	This time, the silence on the bridge was one of awe, not dread. Even the normally unflappable Captain Ellis seemed at a loss for words.  

	For my part, I just turned around to face Velarys.

	“The message I sent from Rividian,” she said, voice proud and more than a little smug, “was received and acknowledged.”

	I smiled at her as the invisible weight that had been crushing my chest suddenly lifted. Ellis might not have been able to pull off a miracle, but she had. I made a mental note to apologize to her for everything I’d said about her people’s cloaked armada. 

	“The enemy cruiser has suffered significant damage to its forward weapons and sensor array,” Olshenko said. “They are not attempting to retreat.”

	“Their mistake,” Ellis said, standing and smoothing out his jacket. “Open a channel to the Yarasi vessel.”

	“With pleasure, sir,” Lieutenant Karas said from coms. 

	The viewport became overlaid with the image of an imperious-looking Yarasi woman standing in front of an elaborate, glyph-covered console similar to the ones in the Wildcat. 

	“This is Prelach Yeval of the Imperial Battleship Kasathra,” she said in a calm, commanding voice that was even more heavily accented than my companion’s. “We come to offer our assistance.”

	“We welcome it,” Ellis stand. “I’m Captain Jarod Ellis of the Dominion starship Stormrider. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Prelach.”

	Yeval’s chin lowered almost imperceptibly. “Kethron Velarys informed us of the situation. It would seem that we have a great deal to discuss, Captain, but this is not an opportune moment. Is your vessel capable of astral travel?”

	Ellis tossed a glance to Miranda, who promptly sent a report to his console. Engineering teams were already working to replace the overloaded relays.  

	“We should be in a few minutes,” Ellis said. 

	“Good,” Yeval said. “Then I suggest you set course for Kenabrius immediately, Captain. We shall cover your withdrawal and meet you there in approximately three days…at which point the Executrix will expect a detailed report of everything that has transpired here.”

	“She’ll get one.”

	Yeval cocked her head slightly, then closed the transmission. A hushed and disbelieving silence lingered for at least ten seconds before Ellis returned to his seat.

	“Status report?”

	“The Kasathra continues to engage the cruiser,” Olshenko said, unable to completely keep the giddy relief from his voice. “They have inflicted heavy damage on its shields and engines. The swarm ships have regrouped and begun to strike the Yarasi, but they have not been able to penetrate the battleship’s shields.”

	“I don’t understand,” Nohani said from the science station. “They’re no match for that ship. Why don’t they flee?”

	“The Dowd don’t retreat,” Ellis said, voice suddenly dark. “Or surrender. The only real question is whether the insurrectionist will blow up their own cruiser rather than let the Yarasi board it once they’ve been disabled.”

	I pursed my lips, wishing I was on an assault transport filled with a boarding team. “Should we offer to help, sir?” I asked. 

	He tapped a finger against his cheek. I didn’t vocalize the rest of my thoughts because I knew he would read between the lines. 

	“As nice as it would be to get a look at that ship before the Yarasi, there’s nothing we can realistically contribute in our condition…or without a platoon of troopers.” Ellis shifted his gaze to the helm console. “Get some distance between us and the battle.”

	“Yes, sir,” Reyes acknowledged. 

	“What’s the status on the astral drive?”

	Miranda checked her console. “One of the relays has been replaced. We should be able to shift in less than two minutes.”

	“Good. Get us out of here the moment it’s back online.”

	As we pulled away, I kept my eyes locked on the tac-holo to watch the battle unfold. It was, by any objective measure, a slaughter. A Yarasi battleship could probably take on two or even three Conquest-class cruisers all by itself, and neither the Dowd nor the insurrectionists seemed capable of penetrating the Kasathra’s mighty shields. But they were focusing their fire on the battleship’s port side in a desperate attempt to open up a crack in their defenses. It was smart, if ultimately futile. 

	“Sir, I’m detecting another cluster of incoming vessels bearing zero-zero-five mark two-seven-two,” Olshenko said, his giddiness gone. “They’re back near the planet at the edge of our sensor range.”

	Ellis raised an eyebrow. “More enemy reinforcements?”

	“I believe so, sir. Sensors are picking up numerous Dowd swarm ships as well as several other larger vessels of similar design. But they…”

	“But what, Lieutenant?” Ellis pressed. 

	“It appears to be an entire fleet, sir,” Olshenko replied nervously. “There are still more of them incoming.”

	“How many more?” I asked, staring at the tac-holo and waiting for it to update. 

	“It’s difficult to isolate individual signatures from this range. But I think—”

	“Four hundred seventy-three,” Miranda interrupted, her body rigid at her console. “And they are heading this way.”

	“That’s not a fleet,” Ash breathed. “That’s—” 

	“An armada,” I rasped. 

	A fresh wave of dread washed over the bridge, extinguishing every trace of awe and excitement we had all felt just a few seconds ago. Those ships were too far away to engage or pursue us right now, but that wasn’t really the point. Before we’d come to Nirivarr, I had understood that the Dowd were a dire threat, but it had never occurred to me that they might have an entire armada hidden out there.

	With potentially hundreds of thousands of psychics aboard—psychics trained by Seraphim traitors. 

	“Reopen a channel to the Kasathra.” Ellis said. 

	For several heartbeats, Ensign Karas didn’t move. He just kept staring at the tac-holo as if hypnotized. 

	“Ensign!” Ellis snapped. 

	“Y-yes, sir,” he said, hands flicking across his controls. “Reestablishing communication.” 

	Prelach Yeval’s face reappeared over the viewport a fraction of a second later. This time, she didn’t look imperious—she looked shaken to her core. 

	“Prelach,” Ellis said. “You have to get out of here.”

	“We are already moving to withdraw, Captain,” she said. “Do you require more time to make repairs?”

	“Don’t worry about us—we’ll be ready to shift in a minute.”

	“Then we shall attempt to—”

	The projection flickered and vanished. Ellis whipped his head around to glare at the com station. 

	“The swarm ships are generating a jamming field,” Karas said. “But I might be able to punch through.”

	“Don’t worry about it—we’re not sticking around,” Ellis said. “ETA on the drive?”

	“Coming online momentarily, sir,” Miranda said. “We should be able to shift in thirty seconds.”

	“And the Yarasi?” I asked. 

	“They are powering up their drive as well,” Olshenko said. “Two more enemy vessels have been destroyed, and all six of the others have suffered significant damage. They still haven’t been able to penetrate the battleship’s shields.”

	“But they have weakened them significantly, especially in the port quarter,” Miranda pointed out, her voice pinched. “They’re regrouping for a coordinated assault.”

	She was right: a moment ago, all six surviving swarm ships had scattered in seemingly random directions, allowing the battleship to easily absorb their incoming fire. But now they were now forming together into a tight cluster almost like a squadron of starfighters. The formation would allow them to overlap their shields for additional protection, at an extreme cost to their mobility. Since their only hope of surviving an attack run on the battleship was to be fast and evasive, it didn’t make a whole lot of sense. 

	Or it didn’t, until I remembered the old vids Ellis had shown me of the first Dowd War. 

	“Stars,” I breathed. “They never intended to punch all the way through with their cannons. They’ve just been softening up that quarter to—”

	“It’s too late,” Ellis breathed, his face that of a man who had seen his own ghost. 

	The Yarasi weren’t stupid—they had figured out what was happening, too, and their batteries began focusing all their fire in their vulnerable quadrant even as they came about and charged their astral drive. But the Dowd, sensing blood in the water, were not deterred. Their formation charged directly for the battleship, all their weapons pouring fire into the same section of shields. 

	I held my breath, helpless to intervene, hoping that the Yarasi might hold on long enough to escape. And for an instant, it seemed as though they would. Their fearsome psi-cannons eventually ripped through the overlapping Dowd shields, vaporizing one swarm ship outright and cutting another in half. But the other four were now in too close…and there was nothing we or the Yarasi or anyone else could do to stop them. 

	The first ship accelerated right up until the instant it rammed into the battleship, disintegrating in a brilliant flash against the shields. A second ship followed right behind, once again pounding into the shields and exploding…but finally opening the gap the Dowd had been waiting for. 

	The third ship slammed directly into the hull and ripped through the bulkheads like a bullet piercing flesh and tearing apart the organs beneath. The fourth followed suit, burrowing even deeper and bursting out the other end. 

	Even having watched the old vids, I wasn’t mentally prepared for the horror before me. The Kasathra, easily one of the most powerful ships in the entire Cluster, bucked and twisted like a dying animal as a cascading series of explosions riddled its hull. And when the cruiser’s remaining cannons pounded the now-defenseless purple husk, the entire ship exploded in a hellish firestorm of ignited gas and melted thorotine. 

	[No!]

	Velarys’s scream, I later realized, didn’t come from her lips. The psychic shockwave crashed directly into my brain, and I turned just in time to see her collapse to the floor. I was out of my chair and at her side in an instant, but there was nothing I could do to ease the horror frozen on her face…or stop the flood of tears pouring from her glowing eyes. 

	“Is the drive ready, Ensign?” Ellis asked, his voice a brittle whisper.

	Miranda’s hands were shaking so badly she could barely use her console. “Y-yes, sir.”

	“Are any of the other enemy vessels in a position to pursue?”

	“No, sir,” she answered. “The cruiser’s engines are badly damaged, and the incoming swarm ships are too far away.”

	“Then get us out of here,” Ellis said, his hands balling into fists on his armrests. “While we still have time.”
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