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The Tartarus Cluster


For a more detailed map beyond what I could include for Kindle, head over to the new and improved  website! You’ll find detailed histories of the major species as well as some awesome new concept art from the Seraph Universe!
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Prologue


“I will not sit here and allow you to lecture  me about patience!” the Dominion admiral snarled, his face twisted into the furious scowl of a man who was used to getting precisely what he wanted—and being obeyed without question. “Not now, not when I’m the one taking all the risks!”
“You’re right, of course,” the Master replied smoothly. Somehow, he always managed to sound completely sincere without projecting even a hint of weakness. “You’ll forgive my clumsy choice of words. What I meant to say was that despite this unfortunate setback, our overall plan remains intact. All we require is a few minor adjustments.” 
The admiral’s full-sized hologram reared back in disgust, his blue-gold uniform a stark contrast to the kaleidoscopic swirls of the nebula surrounding him. The shimmering nimbus of the projection almost made him seem like an irate ghost floating in space, as did his echoing, booming voice whenever he opened his mouth to yell at the man seated at the center of the chamber. 
“An unfortunate setback? Are you mad? Those traitors are about to expose us to the entire Cluster!”
The Master smiled. His face and posture presented the cool, collected demeanor of someone engaged in a polite dinner conversation, not a heated debate about the future of the Cluster, the Seraphim, and quite possibly the galaxy. 
“The Dowd will be exposed, yes,” he conceded with a fractional shrug of the shoulders within his preposterously expensive suit. “And while that outcome is far from ideal, it is also not the catastrophe you’re describing. You have nothing to fear, Admiral, nor do any of your allies.” 
Standing in the back of the Master’s chamber, deliberately out of sight of the hologram, Leenam couldn’t help but smile. He wasn’t happy about the news from Nirivarr, either—the Dominion’s premature discovery of their training facility and the information contained therein was a significant problem, no matter how much the Master wished to downplay it. But he was absolutely right to call out the admiral for overreacting, and Leenam derived an undeniable satisfaction from watching one of the most powerful military leaders in the Cluster squirm while the Master remained utterly calm. 
The admiral, like the rest of the current Dominion leadership, was a product of the most advanced genetic cultivation techniques in the Cluster. Men like him absolutely deserved to be in charge of the lesser beings around him. But no amount of engineering or applied technology could ever truly replicate the Master’s power and wisdom. 
Like the Seraph who had anointed him as her champion, the Master was more than human. More than mortal. He had transcended time, space, and even the specter of death itself. There was only one term Leenam could think of to describe such a being. 
Divine. 
“For all we know, they got away with the facility’s logs!” the admiral snarled again. “I don’t care how good you think your encryption is. Sooner or later, they will—”
“It isn’t a matter of encryption, Admiral,” the Master interrupted, the faintest hint of annoyance finally seeping into his voice. “The Nirivarr facility was on temporary hold while we redeployed our forces. All vital operational data had already been moved. There was nothing there to implicate us or expose our long-term plans.”
“So you say,” the admiral grumbled. “But you also said that no one would ever find it in the first place. Just like you said there was no feasible way that anyone would discover what those faceless freaks were up to before it was too late!”
“I said it was highly unlikely,” the Master corrected. “Not impossible. But I assure you, Admiral, we will—”
“I’m not interested in assurances, Foln! What I want—what we need—is a new strategy.”
“And you shall have one,” the Master said. With a casual flick of his slender wrist, he produced an equally slender cigarra from somewhere inside his vest. Probably one of the Kreen brands from Sotule. The red-skinned aliens loved the damn things, but then, their metabolism and immune systems were more than capable of neutralizing the toxins within the smoke. Human lungs were not. In fact, the chemicals were so carcinogenic that the Science Directorate had banned their export off-world. 
It was a self-destructive vice that could only truly be enjoyed by a doomed man. Or, in the case of Soren Foln, a man whose physical body was little more than a temporary vessel for the mind within. 
“Feel free to enlighten me at any time,” the admiral replied bitterly. 
There was the faintest snap in the chamber—like the sound of a static discharge—before the tip of Foln’s cigarra ignited in a brilliant orange spark. No lighter, no open flame, just molecules pyrokinetically excited to the point of spontaneous combustion. The Master took a draw of the smoke, allowing it to simmer in his lungs for several seconds as if tempting fate to strike him dead, then slowly breathed it out again. 
“When the Assembly learns what has happened, several things will occur in short order,” he went on, ignoring the venom in the other man’s voice as effortlessly as the toxins in the cigarra. “First, the Yarasi will panic and withdraw their cloaked fleets to protect their precious Empire. And since they insist upon treating all their colonies equally, they will spread their ships so thin defending each and every world that they will have none left to consider mounting an offensive of any kind.”
He tapped the smoldering ashes into the tray on his armrest. “The Sillibar will do the same,” he went on, “though with several critical differences. The Patheon Genocide may not have destroyed their race, but it did irrevocably break their resolve. Fear will compel them to defend their new homeworld at any cost. Meanwhile, the Angoth will feel betrayed when their own colonies are bled of ships and resources. They will find that even their most important worlds are suddenly not worth the protection of the Pact fleet. And all the while, the Krosian clans will clamor for blood and war…only to discover that their god-like overlords are paralyzed by fear of an old enemy.”
The Master lifted the cigarra to his lips and took another draw. The flickering embers cast his surprisingly youthful face in an eerie orange glow. 
“As for the Dominion,” he said, “you know as well as I do that we’ve spent many decades and many millions of credits inserting the right people in the right positions. But even if we hadn’t, do you seriously believe that your colleagues in the Admiralty will be eager to deploy their fleets across the Borderlands in search of a new enemy they know virtually nothing about? All while the other great powers withdraw and retreat?”
“Some will see it as an opportunity,” the admiral countered. “A chance to prove to the unaligned races that the Dominion is the only power in the Cluster with the strength and will to enforce order. It might cause neutral systems in the Borderlands and Traverse to willingly join us.”
“A few, perhaps,” the Master conceded with the slightest nod. “But surely not enough to risk loyal officers and valuable ships. Besides, it’s not as if the Assembly would reward the Dominion for its efforts. Even if your fleets discovered and annihilated every Dowd ship, it isn’t like the Pact or Yarasi would surrender and put the Dominion in charge.”
“Maybe not, but we still have to do something,” the admiral said pointedly. “The Pact and the Yarasi may fall back, but they aren’t going to be fighting each other—and that was the whole damn point! The Dowd don’t have nearly enough ships to seriously threaten one of them, let alone both.”
“I agree. Our plans have to change—they already have, in fact. I sent the orders an hour ago.”
“Orders?” the admiral asked, face twisting into a wary frown. “What orders?”
“Recalling the rest of the Dowd armada from their other engagements.”
The pause was long, stunned, and completely understandable. Leenam wouldn’t have believed it himself if the Master hadn’t informed him of it earlier. The Dowd armada had been fighting another war on their behalf for years—one the people of the Cluster knew nothing about. Pulling it would back would significantly slow their plans, no matter how much the Master insisted otherwise. 
But then, it wasn’t as if they had any other choice. If the Pact and Yarasi weren’t going to cripple each other, the Dowd would have to do it themselves.
“I know how it sounds,” the Master said, waving the glowing stick in front of his face. “And yes, it will delay our original timetable, but it will not prevent us from accomplishing our goals. The ships will take time to reach us, but the Dowd we have available now can easily buy us the breathing room we need. They have more than enough ships to inflict serious damage—and not merely to infrastructure, but to morale as well. Fear will keep our enemies off-balance long enough for us to muster the forces we require.”
“Perhaps,” the admiral murmured. “But you’ve said yourself that the monsters are becoming more and more difficult to control.”
“Only because we’ve forced them to exercise restraint. You cannot bottle a tempest forever. Once we pop the cork, all we’ll need to do is sit back and wait.”
The admiral’s eyes glimmered thoughtfully. “If we want to undermine the Pact, then one of the Angoth colonies is likely the best target. Perhaps Sindade or Choth—their garrisons are relatively weak and unlikely to be reinforced.”
“The perfect targets to convince them that their Sillibar masters do not care about their safety or prosperity,” the Master agreed in that carefully metered tone he used when he wanted his servants to believe they were charting their own destiny rather than having it neatly laid out before them. 
“Striking the Yarasi will be more difficult, but the best targets will be strategically irrelevant worlds, just to convince their leaders that they are right to spread their forces so thin.”
The Master took another long, slow draw from his cigarra. “Perhaps Valtanis?”
“Tadryn would be better. It has never been attacked before, and its total isolation will make a raid that much more shocking.”
“I defer to your expertise, of course,” the Master said. “Get me a detailed battleplan, and I will ensure that our bottled tempest is ready to be unleashed. The sooner, the better.”
The admiral nodded slowly, most of the earlier fear and frustration having drained away. Watching the Master work was always fascinating to behold. 
“Our information on the Tadryn defenses is badly outdated, but I’ll do what I can,” the admiral said. 
“Even if the attack fails and all our forces are lost, it won’t make a difference,” the Master said. “It might sow more fear when the Yarasi elders are reminded of just how far their old enemies are willing to go.”
The admiral nodded. “Give me twenty-four hours and I’ll have something for you.”
“Excellent. I’ll begin moving some preliminary forces so that they’ll be ready to strike. We don’t want to let the Assembly stew too long without another demonstration—just in case they have stiffer spines than we think.”
“They don’t,” the admiral said with bizarre self-assurance, as if he hadn’t been paranoid about the opposite a few minutes earlier. “But there is one more variable to consider: I’m sure you’ll agree that Captain Ellis has gone from an annoying nuisance to a genuine problem. The plan to discredit him is taking longer than anticipated, and I’m loath to wait any longer before—”
“He is a problem, no doubt. But the plan to discredit him—and the movement he represents—is far too important to abandon now. If anything, exposing his Unionist allies is more vital than ever. It could pull more of your colleagues to our side.”
“Probably. But we can’t keep allowing him to act independently. I still don’t understand how he managed to find our base on Nirivarr.”
“Neither do I, but I do have a theory—one I plan to test before long. Ellis’s accomplices are more dangerous than the man himself. But thankfully for us, they are also easier to deal with.”
The hologram’s eyes narrowed. “His pet Immortal?”
“And his various associates, yes,” the Master said. “I’ve planted another seed to discredit Ellis, and without his support structure, he’s not a threat to us.”
The admiral’s cheek twitched. “I hope you’re right, Foln. Personally, I think we should kill them all and be done with it.”
The Master smiled. “The Unionists are a far greater threat than one isolated Dominion captain on a ship with an inexperienced crew. Don’t worry, Admiral. Everything will be made clear in time.”
“Then I will contact you again when I have the battleplan,” the admiral said. “Glory to the Dominion.”
The man’s face disappeared as the projection vanished. 
“And honor to the Seraph,” the Master added into the silence before returning his cigarra to his lips. 
Leenam allowed him to smoke in peace for almost a whole minute before he finally crept forward from the shadows. He had to fight off a wave of vertigo as he walked across the translucent floor of the chamber; it always felt like his next step would send him plummeting into the depths of the nebula surrounding them. Experience had taught to him to focus on the click of his boots instead. The sound was a necessary reminder that the ground beneath his feet was solid after all.
“Thoughts?” the Master asked. 
Leenam came to a halt a meter to his left, his nose wrinkling at the acrid wisps of smoke rising from the chair. “He’s lost his nerve.”
The Master chuckled. “Complacency is a virus. Crippling, virulent…and if not treated, quite deadly. The admiral and his colleagues have forgotten their purpose. And soon, we will see if they have lost their will to fight as well.”
“And if they have?” Leenam asked. “We’re at a critical point in our plans. If our allies are not up to their task, then—”
“We will know shortly,” the Master interrupted. “And we will react accordingly. The admiral is not our only asset, nor our most vital.”
Leenam paused for a moment, wondering how hard he should press the matter. For most of the other Seraphim here on this ship, arguing with the Master would be an unthinkable proposition. The Hand of the Seraph was far more than their leader; he was a symbol of what the Dominion had once been. 
And what it would soon be again. 
Thankfully, the Master possessed the temperance and wisdom to balance his awesome power. He was more than willing to listen to his loyal servants, so long as they were thinking clearly. He never would have invited Leenam to witness this little exchange if he hadn’t wanted an honest opinion. Leenam had no reason to hold back. 
“Calculated strikes against the Pact and Yarasi seem wise. And I agree with you that they should buy us more than enough time to recall the rest of the Dowd.”
“But?” 
“But,” Leenam said, choosing his words carefully, “the admiral isn’t wrong to be concerned. Fleet Command is already looking into Draven and his men more closely than I’d like, and they won’t be able to ignore the sight of a Dominion cruiser fighting alongside the Dowd. If this triggers a full-scale investigation, it will make it nearly impossible for us to—”
“As I explained to the admiral,” the Master said coolly, “we have spent a great deal of time and care placing people in important positions throughout the fleet. They can slow or terminate any potentially compromising inquiries easily enough. We have prepared for this.”
His voice carried more menace than sympathy, and Leenam knew that continuing to push this particular point was not without risk. But it needed to be said…and he needed to hear the Master’s assurances. 
“How do we plan to deal with Ellis, my lord?” he asked. “His vessel will arrive at Kenabrius later today, and none of our assets are in a position to intercept. There’s no way we can prevent him from sharing his findings with the Assembly.”
“We wouldn’t want to even if we could,” the Master said, tapping the ashes from the tip of his cigarra again. “Ellis is about to deliver something of immense value to us: fear. The more he tells them, the more afraid they will become. And the more horror stories of the Dowd spread across the Holosphere, the less interested anyone will be in their human co-conspirators. For a time, at least.”
“Perhaps,” Leenam replied, not entirely convinced. “You truly believe that the Dominion will follow the lead of the aliens and pull back to a defensive posture?”
The Master chuckled softly, probably hearing the disgust in his associate’s voice. “We don’t want them to attack. Our goal is to cripple the enemies of the Dominion, not the Dominion itself. In time, the rest of the Admiralty will fall into line of their own volition.”
“Yes, my lord,” Leenam said. He understood the plan; he had been helping to implement it for five years now. But while they had prepared for all sorts of contingencies, having the role of the Dowd exposed this early wasn’t one of them. It had all happened so suddenly and unexpectedly that it felt like everything was collapsing around them. The fact that Captain Ellis had stumbled upon the freighter in the Drift was bad enough, but discovering the Yarasi outpost and the base on Nirivarr…
It was bad. Potentially even catastrophic. And it was made worse by the fact that, despite what they’d told the admiral, they were fully aware of how Ellis and his allies had uncovered their secrets. 
The same way, Leenam thought, that I’ve been able to discover so many valuable secrets myself.
“As I told the admiral, our plan to discredit Ellis is already in motion,” the Master said. “Our DID allies have provided me with some intelligence to help the matter along, but there’s no need for drastic change. As for the captain’s associates…well, I’m sure you recognize the heart of the problem.”
It wasn’t a question or a statement. It was, in a way, a threat—or perhaps merely a test. Regardless, there was only one way for Leenam to respond. 
“The major’s half-Kreen lover,” he said, his lip curling at the words. “Her psychometry could have revealed the base’s location. Our operative on Rividian had been there before.”
“Something we’ll need to be far more careful about in the future,” the Master agreed, continuing to stare into the slow, breathtaking swirl of the nebula. “But in the meantime, she needs to be dealt with. We have several Shadows in the Borderlands…we could have one on Kenabrius in fifteen hours, twenty at the most.”
“Zeris won’t let her out of his sight,” Leenam said, “and the Shadows have already failed to kill him once. Twice, if you count Rividian. I’m not confident they can handle him.”
“He only defeated a Nine, and a particularly reckless one at that. But we have plenty of other options. Perhaps one of the Sevens could—”
“Let me handle him, sir,” Leenam said. “I can eliminate him with ease.”
The Master’s dark eyes swiveled to face him, and for a brief moment, Leenam wondered if his eagerness might have doomed him. The Master may have been willing to hear the opinions of his servants, but interrupting him was something else entirely…
“I have other plans for you,” the Master said, the tip of his cigarra snuffing out and going cold in his hand. “Our operatives on Kenabrius have identified a Union agent on the station. I want you to meet up with them and see what you can learn. Finding their leader remains our top priority.”
“I can do both, sir,” Leenam insisted. “One might lead me to the other. Zeris will likely make contact with the Unionists once he arrives, and the more proof we have of his entanglement with these traitors, the easier it will be to discredit Ellis.”
The Master studied him again, longer than before. Leenam couldn’t shake the feeling that those black eyes were looking through him rather than at him. Surely the Master wasn’t doubting his devotion or skills; he had proven himself time and again, especially over the past couple years. Immortals were dangerous, to be sure, and Dominion SpecOps training was the best in the galaxy, but Zeris wasn’t any more invincible than the Nines. A clever operative could find a way past the tightest defenses.
The man’s allies were even less impressive. A single Yarasi warrior wouldn’t be a problem, nor would the young fleet officer he worked with. And as for his half-Kreen lover…
Well, that would be a little more difficult. But if the Master or anyone one else here had any lingering doubts about Leenam’s loyalty, eliminating the so-called “bounty huntress” would put those concerns to rest for good. 
“Very well,” the Master said at last. “I will entrust you to deal with it.”
“Thank you, my lord,” Leenam said. “You won’t be disappointed.”
“I certainly hope not. The support team will be on the station waiting for you. Just remember that your priority is to expose the Unionist, then eliminate Zeris and the girl. Everything else is secondary.”
“I understand, sir. They won’t threaten our plans again.”
“See that they don’t,” the Master said, the tip of the cigarra flashing again as it spontaneously reignited. “We wouldn’t want to disappoint the admiral, would we?”
“No, sir,” he said. “Glory to the Dominion, and honor to the Seraph.”
Leenam turned on a heel and strode across the chamber. This time, he wasn’t the least bit disoriented by the invisible floors or walls. His mind was completely focused on the task in front of him. Once Zeris and his psychometric huntress had been neutralized, there would be no one left in a position to stop them, especially if he could finally unravel this mysterious Unionist organization that had been working behind the scenes all these years. There was even a chance that Zeris would help lead him to them…
The thought brought yet another smile to his lips as he touched the hidden panel at the edge of the chamber. A door suddenly appeared in front of him, its white frame shattering the illusion of the nebula. Leenam was about to walk through it when he caught a glimpse of his reflection in the glossy metal—not his whole reflection, just the only part of him that anyone here seemed to notice. 
His green eyes and the vertical, cat-like pupils at their center. 
Deep down, Leenam knew he could never truly purge the alien weakness from his blood, but he held out hope that the Seraph would one day accept him into Her infinite light regardless. She had freed many species from the yoke of the Tarreen. She had endeavored to save everyone, not merely humans. But the aliens had repaid Her mercy with betrayal…and damned themselves forever. 
But perhaps, just perhaps, the Seraph would be able to look past the impurities in his body and see the virtue within his mind. He had spent the last five years proving his loyalty to the Master, and he was willing to spend a lifetime proving it to the Seraph. And if the price of salvation was the death of his own sister…so be it.
Turning away from the reflection, his hands balled into fists at his side, Leenam left the room. 




1
The Looming Dark


Two days after our escape from the Dowd at Nirivarr, the  Stormrider remained as quiet as a tomb. Strolling down any random corridor, one might have assumed that Captain Ellis had called for momentary silence out of respect for the dead…and then forgotten to rescind the order after the customary ten-second pause. Engineering teams remained busy throughout the ship, but even their background conversations seemed more muted than normal. 
It had nothing to do with them being focused on their work, either. This wasn’t an example of stoic professionalism; it was fear and uncertainty, two of the most powerful and destructive forces in the galaxy. 
And, I mused darkly, the two things the sheltered jenny officers around me were the least prepared to deal with.
“Still nothing on sensors?” I asked from the captain’s chair at the center of the bridge. 
“No, sir,” Olshenko reported from behind me. “No traces of pursuit. No traces of anything.”
“Good,” I said, once again resisting the urge to stand up and pace around the bridge. My temporary position as XO for this mission granted me the right and duty to sit here whenever the captain was indisposed, but I still felt strange to be sitting here in his chair. I could only imagine the scornful looks I would have drawn on any other ship in the fleet; natty ’pounders weren’t exactly common sights on any starship bridge, let alone commanding them.
Thankfully, no one here on the Stormrider thought twice about it. It was a stark change from when I’d first come aboard, not to mention all the other ships I’d served on.
For the first time in my career, I felt a genuine sense of camaraderie with the jennies on this ship. Their low morale was my problem to fix, and I discovered I truly did want to fix it. I had been trying to come up with something to say for hours now. Not idle chatter, but something…inspiring. Comforting words to help them take their minds off the Yarasi battleship we’d watched get pummeled into oblivion by suicidal Dowd swarm ships. Seraph knew that I hadn’t been able to get that image out of my head. Every time I closed my eyes, the twisting, dying mass of the Kasathra was there waiting for me.
Thousands of Yarasi warriors vaporized in a heartbeat. And their sacrifice was the only reason we had escaped. 
“Where do you think they’ll send us, sir?” Ensign Reyes asked from the helm. The young man glanced back over his shoulder to look at me, a solemn shadow behind his dark eyes. 
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Probably depends what Ensign Pierce and Specialist Vrisk are able to pry out the data we recovered.”
Lieutenant Karas stirred at the com station back and to my right. “You think the Assembly will send a fleet to wipe the faceless bastards out?” 
“What fleet?” Olshenko asked sourly from tactical. “The Assembly doesn’t have any ships.”
“And there’s no way in hell they’ll give anyone else permission to send warships into the DMZ,” Reyes added. “Once the Pact have a fleet stationed in the Borderlands, they’ll never leave.”
“The Yarasi won’t wait for permission,” Nohani piped in from the science station. “They’ll have a cloaked fleet out here in no time. Probably scour the whole Borderlands in search of vengeance.”
I winced when my mind shifted to the Yarasi woman here on the ship with us. Velarys had spent the better part of an hour after the attack in what I could only describe as telepathic shock, and I’d helped her into my quarters just so she’d have some privacy. 
“I’m more inclined to think they’ll fall back,” I said soberly. “But I suppose we’ll know soon.”
“Glad I’m not the one who’ll have to explain all this to the Assembly,” Olshenko muttered. “Aliens and diplomats and politicians running around with their hair on fire…you might want to keep your armor on, sir. Maybe bring a grenade launcher, too.”
The other men chuckled softly. “Hey, if any of you want to give testimony in my place, you’re more than welcome. I’ll buy you a drink.”
“Just one?” Reyes asked with a snort. 
“I’ll throw in dinner and a holo-vid if you spare me having to meet with a bunch of angry diplomats afterward,” I said. “Best I can do on a major’s salary.”
“I think I’ll have to pass, then, thanks.”
I smiled thinly, and I felt some of the lingering tension on the bridge drain away. Not much—certainly nowhere near what I’d hoped from the nonexistent inspirational speech I’d been trying to draft in my head—but it was better than nothing. 
I leaned back in my chair and pulled up some diagnostic reports to try and keep my mind occupied while we continued through the astral void toward Kenabrius Station. With Velarys in my quarters, Miranda busy helping Vrisk in engineering, and Ash hiding out on the Wildcat in the hangar, there wasn’t a whole lot for me to do right now besides wait and prepare myself for the circus we were about to fly into. And this wasn’t something I would be able to let Ellis handle for me, either—the Assembly would want to interview the man who had seen the facility on Nirivarr firsthand. 
They were going to ask questions. Intrusive ones. The kind that would make me wish I was in the middle of a warzone getting shot rather than a forum being grilled by a diplomat with an overinflated sense of self-importance.
The com on my armrest pinged about an hour later, and I glanced down to see a summons from Captain Ellis. He hadn’t said what he’d been working on in his office these past few hours, but I held out hope that he’d been secretly writing up an interview script for me—something I could read to the diplomats before getting the hell out of there. 
If only. 
With a restrained sigh born of far too much sitting and far too little sleep, I strode across the bridge to the captain’s door and touched the panel. “Sir?” 
“Come in.”
I stepped inside. The captain was standing at the narrow viewport behind his desk, his dark gaze fastened upon the endless crimson mist enveloping the ship. He gestured to the open guest chair without turning, one of the telltale signs that he had probably been glued to that window for quite some time. “Stellar brooding,” I’d called it, though only once to his face. His decidedly frosty reaction had muzzled any future such wittiness on my part. 
“Still no signs of pursuit?” he asked. 
“Nothing,” I said as I took a seat. “Not even from the buoys we dropped in our wake. Looks like they’re not going to bother chasing us after all.”
“Which doesn’t necessarily mean that they won’t come to Kenabrius eventually. Though openly attacking the Assembly now is probably the stupidest move they could possibly make.”
I shrugged. “I know the station has all those fancy new gun emplacements, but there was a whole armada of swarm ships back there. And if they’re willing to suicide, they could overwhelm the station in no time.”
“I didn’t mean a tactical mistake—I meant a strategic one,” Ellis clarified. “I can’t imagine a faster way to get the great powers working together than by destroying the only communal station in the Cluster.”
“Maybe,” I replied noncommittally. “You don’t think our sensor logs showing a Dowd armada will galvanize them into action all on its own?”
“Not the action we want.” The captain paused for a second, a shadow crossing his features as if he were physically pulling himself out of a dark place. “How is our guest?”
“Resting in my quarters,” I told him. “The last time I checked in on her, she wasn’t in the mood for company. But I figured I should try again soon.”
“The Yarasi are good at many things, but grieving is not one of them,” Ellis said. “Their telepathic intimacy, especially among females, makes it particularly difficult for them to cope with loss. But then, you already know this.”
“Yes, sir.”
I knew it all too well, in fact. Before we’d arrived on Nirivarr, Velarys had explained how a week-long absence of telepathic connection to her sisters had left her profoundly unsettled. And then, mere minutes after she had finally reestablished contact, the Kasathra had been annihilated right before our eyes. I couldn’t even begin to fathom what it must have felt like to be connected to so many other minds only to have them suddenly go silent…
She had been in my quarters ever since, demanding to be left alone so she could perform a proper mourning ritual…whatever that meant. But I’d obeyed her wishes, and so had everyone else. 
“I’ve been trying to predict how her people will react to the news,” Ellis said, turning to face me. “Aside from the obvious rage and disbelief.”
“We just had a conversation about that on the bridge. Opinions varied, as usual.”
Ellis grunted softly. “The Sillibar and the Yarasi are the only species in the Cluster with a living memory of the last war—the Executrix and most of her advisors were all there to witness it. They could be cautious to a fault. You have to remember, Oscura has protected them for thousands of years; no ship traveling in hyperspace could sneak into the Empire without getting blown to bits.”
“But now the Dowd have astral drives,” I reasoned. “Which they didn’t two hundred years ago.”
“Exactly. They could never threaten more than a handful of Yarasi colonies at a time. But with astral drives, the technological edge that has protected the Empire for so long is effectively gone.”
“The Dowd could theoretically strike any colony at any time with almost no warning,” I said, having already spent a fair amount of time thinking about this myself over the past day. The military ramifications were harrowing, to say the least. 
Ellis nodded. “Technically, we could have done the same over the past two centuries, but if one of our fleets unexpectedly disappeared, the Yarasi would have known about it thanks to their spies and listening posts. With the Dowd, we don’t even know where they’re coming from, let alone where they might have bases or shipyards.”
“Or how many ships or soldiers they have after a few hundred years,” I added grimly. The part I’d been trying hard not to think about was Vrisk’s estimate about the number of Dowd psychics who had been trained in that creepy mountain laboratory on Nirivarr. We’d included that information in our transmission to the Assembly, along with all of our battle and sensor data. I shuddered to imagine the uproar—and outright horror—it had triggered among the diplomats and envoys on the station. 
The optimistic part of me held out hope that by the time we arrived, the Assembly would have developed a plan to deal with this sudden invasion from an old and supposedly long-defeated foe. The realistic part of me—which was to say, me—harbored no such illusions about the effectiveness of politicians in a time of genuine crisis. 
We were about to fly into a shitshow of generational proportions. There was no way around it. 
Ellis rubbed at his eyes. His entire face had the drawn, harried look of a man who had been replaying the same events over and over in his mind for too many hours. He probably hadn’t slept a wink since the battle…though it wasn’t as if I had, either. I was tired and increasingly cranky, but I didn’t have any particular interest in staring at the back of my eyelids when I already knew the haunting video clip they’d have queued up for me. 
“What do you think the Assembly’s response should be, sir?” I asked, breaking the silence. 
“In a perfect galaxy, the Security Council puts together some kind of joint task force to figure out what’s going on,” Ellis said. “We’ve obviously disrupted the enemy’s plans—they’re not going to get that Pact-Yarasi war they were hoping for. Now we need to hunt them down before they have a chance to regroup.”
“That’s the perfect galaxy,” I said. “What about the one we actually live in?”
The captain scratched at his increasingly gray beard. “I don’t have a good answer for you, Kal, I really don’t. But frankly, worrying about the reaction of the Assembly isn’t our job. They’ll do what they want, and that’s that.”
I raised a curious eyebrow. He wasn’t normally the fatalistic type, though in this case, I couldn’t argue the point. All we could realistically do was present our case and hope for the best. 
“So, what are we going to do?” I asked solemnly. 
“We’re going to give our presentation,” he said. “And then we’re going to get poked and prodded for details until we both want to walk out an airlock.”
“I mean after that. You’ve surely been planning our next move.”
“Plans are fragile things,” Ellis murmured, finally leaving the window and sitting behind his desk. “Especially when there are so many unknown variables.”
“That’s never stopped you from making them before. And it’s never stopped me from being glad you did.”
He smiled tightly. “We need to stay focused on rooting out these traitors—and finding out where they’re hiding. I think our best bet is to follow the leads we already have and see if we can put together any more pieces of this puzzle before things get even worse.”
“Vrisk and his team are doing their best,” I said. “Miranda, too. But decrypting that information could take days or weeks. All we’ve got is this vague mention about Gen-63 Gammas from that corrupted packet Gor gave us.”
“And the woman who attacked you,” Ellis said. “This ‘Shadow of the Seraph.’”
“Yeah,” I grumbled. “I don’t know what to make of that.”
“Nor do I. I don’t know where Command will want to send the Stormrider next, but I’m going to push for letting us do what this ship was designed to do in the first place—dive as far as we can into the Veil and try to figure out what’s inside. Finding a Dowd base and giving the Assembly a tangible target might be the only realistic chance we have of springing everyone into action.”
“Maybe, but there’s a lot of Veil and only one Stormrider,” I pointed out. I cocked my head conspiratorially. “Unless this is one of those hunches of yours…” 
“No,” Ellis said definitively. “Not precognition, just analysis. But I wasn’t planning on taking a tour of the Veil and hoping we get lucky. We need to lean on our resources and narrow the field.”
“Meaning what?”
“Meaning we need to get back in contact with Saleya,” Ellis said. “She’s had almost a month to put out feelers—I’d bet one of the Stormrider’s fancy new science consoles that she has at least one promising lead for us by now.”
“It’s possible,” I said, not nearly as convinced. Saleya’s sources were used to tracking pirates and slavers, not faceless horrors from within the Veil. But then again, the entire purpose of her organization was to counteract the anti-alien bias of the Dominion, especially on the outer colonies. There was a decent enough chance that one of her people could have a worthwhile lead on the Rividian Column and similar organizations. 
“We can reconnect with her network at Kenabrius,” Ellis said, “and pass along what we’ve learned. Later, she might be able to dig up some information for us from the Science Directorate. She has some important contacts—contacts even I can’t reach out to, not about classified projects. But Saleya can probably squeeze them for some intel on this Gen-63 Gamma stuff, whatever it is.”
I eyed him for a long moment, studying his expression. If anyone else on the Stormrider looked at him, they would have seen the same calm, collected captain as always. But I knew him well enough to notice the subtle tension in his eyes and jawline, not to mention the faint but discernible hint of desperation in his voice.
Yes, he had definitely been sitting here thinking about this too long. And the conclusions he’d reached hadn’t filled him with comfort. 
“In other words, we need to fire the scattergun at the wall and hope something gets through,” I said. “Not exactly our preferred strategy.”
“You wanted a plan,” Ellis reminded me. “It’s the best we’ve got. I’m just hoping we don’t have to stick around Kenabrius for long. Ideally, I want to be heading to the mothership within the next couple days. This situation is going to develop far too quickly for anyone to dawdle.”
“Right,” I said. “Well, I’ll go and check in on our Yarasi guest and see how she’s doing. I’m hopeful she’ll at least be able to convince her people that the Dominion isn’t responsible for all of this.”
“Indeed.”
I stood, preparing to leave, but I stopped and pivoted around before I reached the door. “One last thing, sir. These ‘Veilborn’ Dowd…when people hear about them, the news will confirm what a lot of people are already thinking about the other aliens in the Traverse and Driftward Colonies—the ones who’ve also spontaneously developed psionic abilities.”
“You mean because the Dominion won’t be able to ignore that the phenomenon is real?”
“That, but also the reaction it’s going to produce,” I said. “If I were a recruiter for the Column or the Mire or one of the other groups, this is the best tool I could ever hope for. Nothing is going to scare people like the idea that their once helpless, servile alien neighbors might suddenly be able to snoop in on their thoughts. It’s going to change everything.”
“I know,” Ellis said. “Saleya is going to have her work cut out for her.”
I nodded solemnly. “It could just be the weight of recent events, but it’s starting to feel like everything we’ve been working for is about to come to a head.”
“Yes,” he agreed. “It does.”
I studied him again, trying to gauge his reaction. The hint of forlorn fatalism was still there, but there was something else, too…something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Perhaps the weight of his responsibilities and the secrets he’d been keeping was finally starting to get to him. Or perhaps he really had seen something with one of his clairvoyant hunches—something he wasn’t willing to share for one reason or another. 
“You should try and get a little sleep before we arrive, sir,” I said. “I’ll hold down the fort.”
Ellis smiled, but there was no emotion behind it. “Dismissed, Major.”
Offering him a final, crisp nod, I stepped out the door. 
[image: image-placeholder]The Stormrider’s corridors were as eerily quiet as the rest of the ship. I only passed a handful of crewers on the way, none of whom did anything more than acknowledge my presence, and I didn’t notice a single maintenance crew, either. They were probably busy trying to repair the battle damage from Nirivarr, since fixing nonessential systems was much lower priority. But it still felt strange, and I found myself looking forward to reaching our destination despite the interrogation that awaited me. The “fresh” air would be nice for everyone, including the crew. I made a mental note to write up a list of bar and restaurant recommendations, since most of the jennies had probably never been to Kenabrius before. 
They were in for a treat…as long as they could handle some spicy Rakashi cuisine. The kajniv wings on the mothership just weren’t the same. 
I was about ten steps away from the door to my quarters when I felt a strange tingle in the back of my mind, like something was trying to tickle my brain. 
[I await your presence.]
Velarys’s mental voice was clear, smooth, and more than a little jarring. But she didn’t mean any harm by it, and it wasn’t as if she could stop herself from sensing my approach. Besides, her mental contact could have meant she was in a better mood than the last time I’d come by. Perhaps she’d finally gotten some sleep…or meditated or whatever it was Yarasi did. 
I touched the panel and opened the newly repaired door. Military priorities being what they were, the inside of my quarters still wasn’t in great shape. The carpet and furniture had yet to be replaced; and the maintenance drones hadn’t even scrubbed the carbon scoring from my desk by the window. I did have a new bed, at least, and Velarys was sitting cross-legged at its center, exactly as I had left her many hours ago. 
“I wanted to come check on you,” I said, stepping to the foot of the bed. “See how you were doing.”
Velarys remained still and silent, as if she were deep in meditation and hadn’t heard me. Between her relaxed posture and lack of expression, she looked quite serene…but I knew the anger and loss were roiling inside her. Not because of her body language or because I’d spontaneously developed telepathy.
But because if she were actually feeling centered, she almost certainly would have been naked.
“I feel the tremors of their deaths,” she whispered so softly her dark lips barely moved. “Shuddering through the astral winds.”
I grimaced. Watching friends die was bad enough when you just had to see their bodies stop moving. I couldn’t imagine feeling it…
“I’m sorry,” I said, hating how lame and inadequate the words sounded. “I…I don’t know what to say.”
“There is nothing to be said,” Velarys replied. “Only a pledge of vengeance to be written in blood.”
I pursed my lips. One woman vowing to extract vengeance against a fleet of enemy ships, perhaps even an entire species, would have seemed ridiculous to some people. But not me. The Holosphere was filled with idiots who enjoyed mocking the entire concept of a warrior’s code, but I always assumed they were bored Golden World jennies whose idea of communal sacrifice was passing up a third glass of wine at dinner. They would never understand what it meant to serve…or what it was like to lose a brother-in-arms. 
But I did. And if anything, it made me respect Velarys and her people more. 
“I have been unable to rest,” she said, eyes remaining closed. “Yet I have occupied your quarters for many hours. For that, I apologize.”
“There’s nothing to apologize for,” I insisted quietly. “I just wish there was something I could do to help.”
My hands curled and uncurled at my sides in frustration. If I had been in here with Ash, I would have immediately climbed onto the bed to hug and soothe her as best I could. But with Velarys, an alien woman whose culture I still didn’t completely understand, I found myself at a loss. Even something as simple as sitting down next to her might not have been the correct response…
But I decided to take a chance and do it anyway. I didn’t go so far as to sidle up against her, but I did sit down and get close to see how—or if—she would react. It only took a moment for her lids to flutter open, and suddenly those beautiful, glowing blue-violet eyes of hers were fastened upon me. 
“I am pleased that you have returned, Kaldor Zeris,” she said.
“I’m pleased to be here,” I replied. “But you know you can call me ‘Kal,’ right?”
“Kal,” she said experimentally. “I have observed the human fondness for shortening names. Or using the wrong ones altogether.”
“You mean Ash?”
“Her name is Nashira, is it not?”
“Yeah, it’s a nickname. Shorter and easier to say.” I arched an eyebrow. “You telling me no one has ever called you ‘Vel’ or something?”
“No,” she said flatly. “That is not my name.”
“Yeah, but…never mind,” I muttered, deciding to cut my losses before diving into that particular cultural rabbit hole. “Point is, you don’t have to say my full name every time.”
“If that is your wish, I shall respect it.” Velarys paused a moment, then smiled faintly. “I am pleased that you have returned…Kal.”
I smiled back. For all her alien eccentricities, there was something irresistibly charming about her, and it wasn’t merely the fact she was so attractive…though that certainly didn’t hurt. While I felt I’d gotten to know her reasonably well in the short time we’d spent together, there were still a lot of mysteries behind that deceptively human-looking face of hers. I really hoped I’d have time to solve them.
“Is there anything I can get you?” I asked. “Food, water, music…?”
“Your presence is sufficient,” Velarys said. “I no longer wish to be alone.”
Experimentally, I tilted my forehead down and pressed it against hers, hoping I wasn’t overstepping my bounds. She mimicked the gesture, and it wasn’t long before I felt the smooth skin of her gray hand slide along my cheek. 
“Most of the other males on this ship groom their facial hair,” she said. “Yet you only seem to do so…inconsistently.”
I snorted. “Is that your way of saying I need to shave?”
“No. Merely an observation.”
“Military regs aren’t too strict as long as it’s tidy. I’m just bad about keeping up with it sometimes. Ash likes to tease me about it.”
Her fingertips gently dragged against the grain on my jawbone. “Does she not appreciate the reminder of your masculinity?”
“Uh…mostly she just likes giving me a hard time. About everything.”
Velarys raised a white eyebrow. “I do not understand.”
“Love is strange,” I replied dryly. “But if it bothers you, I can—”
“It does not. I simply wish to understand the behavior.” Her fingers came to a halt beside my lips. “Yarasi males do not grow facial hair.”
“Really? Their loss, I guess.”
“Ours as well,” Velarys said. “I believe it makes you more physically attractive.”
I felt a rush of heat in my cheeks. If she were Ash, I would have assumed she was having fun at my expense, but Yarasi didn’t play verbal games. They said what they meant, and that was all there was to it. 
“Then I guess I’ll have to keep it,” I said. “Maybe grow it out a little.”
“Because I have expressed interest?”
“Well, you are the female,” I reminded her with a hint of playful challenge. “Means you’re in charge, right?”
“Not from what I have witnessed in your culture,” she said, apparently not picking up on the humor. “But if you are trying to impress me in order to increase your odds of mating with me again, you needn’t bother. I am eager to do so regardless of minor changes to your appearance.”
I pressed my tongue against the back of my teeth. The things that came out of this girl’s mouth sometimes…and how they made me want to fill it with something else. 
“I’m, uh, I’m glad to hear it,” I managed. “It was…special.”
“At no point in my life did I ever anticipate that I would mate with a human,” she said. “Nor did it ever occur to me that it would be enjoyable to do so.”
“Well, I’ve definitely thought about mating with a Yarasi female,” I admitted. “Often.”
“Yes, I know. I felt the truth in your mind during our coupling.” She pulled her forehead back a few centimeters, her eyes twinkling. “I am pleased that my beauty and skill exceeded the expectations of your fantasies.”
I paused again, struggling to conjure a response. The Yarasi reputation for arrogance was well-earned, but that didn’t always mean it was unfounded. She was easily one of the most beautiful creatures I’d ever seen, and I had no doubt that I would remember our first coupling—and the many that had followed afterward—for the rest of my days. 
“It definitely did,” I said, settling on honest flattery as a safe bet when talking with a woman of any species. “The sparring was fun, too.”
“There is a great deal more I wish to learn from you,” Velarys said. “But I have been attempting to prepare myself for the gravity of the duty before us…before me.”
I nodded gravely, the sudden shift in her tone slicing through the sexual tension like a psi-blade. I knew from experience that it was never easy to be the bearer of bad news, let alone catastrophe. She would probably end up getting mind-scanned by her fellow Yarasi on Kenabrius rather than delivering a verbal report, which seemed quicker but not necessarily any easier. With the telepathic intimacy Yarasi females seemed to share with one another, she would probably have to feel their grief mingling with hers in a horrifying crescendo of despair.
Suddenly, the thought of droning out answers to a few bureaucrats alongside the captain didn’t seem so bad. 
“I guess all we can really do is hope the news spurs everyone into some kind of joint action,” I said. “Though Captain Ellis has his doubts.”
“As well he should,” Velarys murmured, leaning away and unfolding her legs as she glanced at the bare bulkhead. “I do not know what will happen, but the mystics on Draconis will have already felt the Kasathra’s destruction. Fear and rage and pain will ripple through the Empire. I dread to imagine what the future will hold.”
“We prevented one war only to fall into another,” I lamented. “Unless you think your people will still be focused on vengeance over what happened at the outpost.”
She remained motionless for several heartbeats before her gaze finally returned to me. “I do not know. The destruction of the Kasathra and the threat posed by the Dowd are far more pressing, but my people have long memories. We do not forgive easily, and while justice can be delayed, it can never be denied.”
In other words, I thought darkly, someone is still going to have to answer for the carnage at that outpost eventually. 
It wasn’t the answer I’d been hoping for, but it was more or less what I’d expected. Like the captain had said, even a common enemy couldn’t undo decades or centuries of distrust overnight. It almost made me appreciate humanity’s comparatively short lifespan. When we died off, old grudges could fade into generational history. Neither the Sillibar nor the Yarasi had that same luxury. 
“I will do what I can to convey your willingness to help find these murderers,” she said. “And when I share my experiences, I believe they will understand. But in the future…I cannot say what will happen.”
“No one can,” I said. 
Velarys nodded solemnly. “I can only hope that the visions of the mystics grant the Executrix clarity in the days ahead. But one thing I have learned during our brief time together is that my people do not understand yours as well as they believe. I fear they may not be receptive to the experiences I will bring to them. Some will no doubt brand my actions…improper.”
“Because you agreed to work with us and didn’t send your report right away?”
“Because I mated with you,” Velarys said flatly. “An alien male. And before completing my first jahumir.”
I remembered the word. “One of the motherhood cycles you talked about?”
“Yes. Once a warrior has provided the Empire with children, she is often granted certain…indulgences. By allowing an alien to claim me first, I have violated a long-standing tradition. There are those in the Empire who will consider me…contaminated. Perhaps to the point that they will not wish to peer into my thoughts, lest the sickness spread.”
I felt my stomach twist. My kneejerk response was anger at the flagrant stupidity…but it wasn’t as if they were the only ones who thought that way about alien relationships. Even before my time with Saleya’s organization, I’d understood the xenophobic impulse. With the possible exception of the Velothi, there wasn’t a single species in the Cluster who eagerly embraced alien romances, especially when their daughters were the ones involved. 
“I wasn’t aware you’d have to deal with anything like that,” I said quietly. 
“Do not mistake me, Kaldor—Kal,” she corrected herself. “I do not regret my decision. You earned the right to mate with me through skill and combat. I may have undermined tradition, but the proper rituals were observed—the Code was not broken.”
“That’s something, I suppose,” I said, feeling more than a little sour. I didn’t like the idea that I might have unintentionally harmed her career prospects or social standing. But I also wasn’t overly keen on the idea of her sharing the details of our time together with every Yarasi she came across—even if the memories were pleasant. It felt entirely too…public. And if the other females would consider our coupling “unclean” since I was an alien, that made the whole thing even worse. 
I suddenly had a mental picture of the Executrix being briefed about the human who’d fucked one of her warriors and then sending a kill squad of Huntresses after me…
“There is nothing to fear,” Velarys said, her hand reaching out to grasp my wrist. “And nothing to be ashamed of. Your performance and stamina will be met with high praise.”
I blinked, wondering again if she was poking fun at me somehow. But no, the same earnestness was there in her face. She was going to broadcast my sexual prowess to the entire Yarasi Empire, and she didn’t think there was anything strange about that whatsoever. 
The teenage version of myself would have thought this was the best thing that had ever happened. The me of today…well, he couldn’t deny that it was kind of funny, even if it did seem more than a tad absurd. 
“However they choose to judge my behavior, they will not be able to ignore the reality of the situation,” Velarys went on. “Upon my report, the Empire will begin preparations for war against the Dowd…and anyone or anything that stands with them.”
I nodded, dragging my thoughts back from the ridiculous to the severe. “The threat of Dowd psychics is something no people in the Cluster have ever faced. And we still don’t understand what they’re capable of.”
“For many thousands of years, my people believed we were the only species to possess the ability to channel the power of the astral winds. The arrival of your people changed that…and now, the Dowd will change it again.”
Velarys drew in a deep breath, then seemed to push the thought away. “But that is the future, and I am happy for your company in the present. Will you stay with me until we reach Kenabrius?”
“Of course,” I said. “I figured we could maybe do something to help take your mind off everything. We could watch a vid or listen to music or—”
“I would prefer to spar with you again,” Velarys interrupted. “Proper training is vital for all warriors.”
“Or we could do that,” I said, throwing my gaze across the bedroom. “Though I’m not sure there’s enough space in here, and the main room is still a bit of a disaster.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Perhaps that is for the best. Sparring would likely only lead to more mating.”
An eager thrill raced through me. “You make it sound like that would be a bad thing.”
“Not at all. I would greatly enjoy it, as would you.” She shook her head. “But now is not the proper time for physical engagement, not when I can still feel the echo of death upon the astral winds.”
I bit my lip. I knew she wasn’t doing it intentionally, but the rollercoaster of emotion this girl could put a man through was genuinely shocking sometimes. 
“How about we just spend some time together?” I suggested. “The view in the lounge is pretty incredible, and the bartender makes a decent Talumi sunrise.”
“Humans are obsessed with verbal communication,” Velarys said. “And with consuming alcohol.”
I shrugged. “It’s a good way to get to know someone. And there have to be plenty of things about you I still don’t know. Favorite holo-vids, favorite music, what it was like growing up in the Empire…”
“I could share those answers with you telepathically,” she pointed out. “It would save a great deal of time.”
“Saving time isn’t really the point,” I said. “If anything, conversations are best when time isn’t a factor.”
Velarys seemed to mull it over. “Will we be alone?”
“I doubt there will be many other people in there. But if there are, I can clear them out. I could even give the bartender something else to do if you want the whole place to ourselves. Might as well throw around my weight as XO while I can. So what do you say?”
She smiled. “Very well. Let us have a conversation and imbibe one of your drinks.”
“Maybe even two,” I teased. “Or three?”
“We shall see,” Velarys said, her glowing eyes brightening ever so slightly. “Lead on.”
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Velarys ended up having five drinks when all was said and done. Given the alcohol content of the ones I’d whipped up for us to try, I was initially hesitant to give her so many. I didn’t know a lot about Yarasi physiology, but I was reasonably sure that alcohol affected them the same way as humans… 
It was only after the fourth drink—and after my head had started to spin—that I realized her psychometabolic abilities probably allowed her to cleanse her bloodstream on command. She likely couldn’t get drunk unless she wanted to, and I made a mental note to never organize a drinking game on the Wildcat. Ash and her Kreen metabolism had already humiliated me dozens of times over the years; I really didn’t need her and Velarys to team up. 
But the good news was that I was able to get her mind off the Kasathra for a few hours, and we talked about a dozen different things at the bar while I tried to remember how to properly mix a Talumi sunrise. Idle conversation may not have come naturally to her, but she proved to be a quick learner. I made her smile frequently, which was all I needed to consider this excursion a success, and she even showed me a few Yarasi warrior games that were mostly variations on arm wrestling. We almost graduated to full sparring at one point, but I ultimately decided it was a bad idea. The Kreen bartender, Zorec, had very graciously agreed to give us a bit of time alone, and it didn’t seem like a good idea to repay his generosity by smashing up some tables. 
Or, just as likely, by fucking our alien guest on top of them. Because from the challenging glint in Velarys’s eyes every time we wrestled, I knew it wouldn’t take much to push her—or me—right over the edge. 
We returned to my quarters about an hour before we were due to arrive, and I left her there to relax for the remainder of the journey before I reported to the bridge. I informed Captain Ellis that she was doing better, and he didn’t press for details. 
About an hour later, we finally shifted out of astral space. And there in front of us was Kenabrius Station, the great hope for peace after centuries of endless war. The undisputed hub of Cluster politics and trade.
And one of the ugliest installations I had ever seen. 
“What a monstrosity,” I muttered, staring at the magnified image overlaid across the viewport. “I’ll never understand how anyone agreed on that design.”
“I imagine it’s like anything else designed by committee,” Captain Ellis said, cracking a faint smile as he shrugged. “A jumbled mess of incongruent nonsense so desperate to please everyone that it ultimately satisfies no one.”
I grunted. “Sounds about right.”
Three decades earlier, when the newly founded Assembly had been desperate to choose a neutral location for a base of operations, precious few colonies in the Borderlands had put themselves up for consideration. When I’d first read that surprising factoid, it hadn’t made any sense—surely the new hub of regional politics would bring in virtually unlimited new business, trade, and tourism opportunities, not to mention less tangible but equally important benefits like prestige and respect. Growing up on a world that had none of those things, I couldn’t imagine why anyone would pass up such an opportunity. 
But later, after I had met more aliens, traveled to more worlds, and learned more about the realities of politics, the reasoning became clear: no one living in the Borderlands wanted anything to do with the major powers of the Cluster, not after the better part of two centuries trying to survive the constant clashes and satellite wars between them. Any planet that tied its fate to the Assembly risked being the first target when the peace broke down. And even in the best-case scenarios where that never happened, the world in question would still inevitably become a hotbed of corruption and espionage. 
The eventual compromise had been Kenabrius, an uninhabited, resource-poor system whose sole virtue was being almost perfectly equidistant from the border of every major power. As part of the grand bargain for peace, the four most influential governments had participated jointly in the construction of a massive space station as well as all the communications relays, defense systems, and supply lines required to support it. All told, the project had taken five years to finish. And the result…
The result was a colossal, unwieldy mass of metal and forcefields that looked like the rotting corpse of an interstellar starfish floating precariously above a ruddy yellow gas giant. A gas giant that, so far, had demonstrated the good sense not to reach out and eat it. 
“You think the architects ever secretly wished that a Pact war fleet would show up and blast it to scrap just so they could start over?” I asked. 
“Ugly or not, it’s fostered three decades of peace,” Ellis said. “At the time, no one believed the ceasefire would last one.”
I nodded silently. It was a perfectly valid point, but I still didn’t understand why no one had at least painted the damn thing a more soothing color than its oddly desaturated orange-brown. Vibrant Yarasi purple or steely Dominion gray would have looked a hell of a lot more dignified. I would even have settled for the matte black of the ugliest Krosian bulk cruiser. 
Thankfully, up close the view wasn’t quite as bad. The pustule-like nubs on the outstretched arms of the starfish eventually resolved into sensor and weapon blisters, while the central “body” became a massive, shielded biodome that contained an entire city, complete with streets and towering buildings but without the obnoxious stacked columns of aerial traffic. Many other smaller domes were scattered across the top of the arms, most holding distinct biospheres with their own ecosystems. Some grew food, others supported artificial lakes, and a handful were specifically designed for species who didn’t breathe oxygen at all. 
Looks aside, the station was a genuine marvel of collaborative engineering, with clear Angoth, Kali, and even Yarasi influences all over the place. I had no doubt that many of the people who had worked on it had genuinely believed it would be the first of many such projects across the Cluster. 
But if so, they were still waiting. 
“Incoming message from the station, Captain,” Lieutenant Karas announced. “Councilor Xeng wants to speak with you.”
“Put him on,” Ellis said, standing from his seat and straightening his blue-gold uniform jacket. 
The viewscreen flickered as the magnified image of the station was replaced by the head and shoulders of a middle-aged human man with the round face, cherubic cheeks, and black, angular eyes that were common across most of New Regdar.
“Captain, thank the Seraph you’re here,” Xeng said, his brow creased with tension despite the relief in his voice. “The Assembly is eagerly awaiting your report.”
“I’ll bet they are,” Ellis replied mildly. “You must have received our initial transmission at least eight hours ago. I assume the panic fires are still spreading?”
Xeng sighed. “So quickly I’m starting to wonder if we’ll ever be able to put them out. The news should be hitting the Pact and Yarasi relays soon, despite my attempts to keep this information contained here until we had your full report. I wish I could tell you that I knew what was going to happen, but I fear anything seems possible right now.”
“Well, I wish I could tell you that our full report would make things better, but I’m afraid the opposite might be true.” The captain paused to let Xeng process that unpleasant revelation. “And unfortunately, we don’t have any new leads on where else the Column might have built bases, so we can’t even offer any potential targets.”
“To be honest, I’m not sure how much that would help,” Xeng said gravely. “The last thing we want to do right now is remind everyone of human involvement. We’re lucky that the Dowd are drawing the bulk of public attention, but it won’t last forever.”
“I understand. Anything else we need to know?”
“A great deal, but I want you here in person—you and your man on the ground. I trust you’ve prepared him for the questions he’s going to receive?”
Translation: do you have your meat-headed natty ’pounder on a tight leash?
I felt a very old, very familiar urge to roll my eyes. I was tempted to assure the man that my simple natty brain was more than capable of handling a few bureaucrats, but it wouldn’t have looked good for me to be that openly bitter in front of the rest of the bridge crew. And besides, annoying the only person who would be on our side at this upcoming meeting wasn’t a smart strategy. So instead, I bit my tongue and let the chip on my shoulder get a little bit sharper. 
“The Major is prepared,” Ellis said. “We’ll be docking and unloading in about an hour. Stormrider out.”
The image of the councilor vanished, and we were once again looking at Kenabrius Station as we finally entered its defense grid. There were probably two hundred civilian vessels of various kinds on the tac-holo, but no military vessels other than us. That wouldn’t last, of course—with a Dowd armada potentially right behind us, there was no way the Pact and Yarasi hadn’t already called for reinforcements, treaty be damned. This system would be filled with warships within the next twenty-four hours, I had no doubt about it. 
“Is there a psionic power that makes you immune to the stupid questions of professional bureaucrats?” I asked. “Because if so, I wouldn’t mind a crash course before we land.”
“Neither would I,” Ellis said, returning to his seat. “But we know what needs to be done. Go ahead and get a copy of all the files the tech team has been able to decrypt so far. We’ll want to bring it with us.”
“Yes, sir,” I said. “I’ll meet you at the airlock in an hour.”
[image: image-placeholder]With a whole hour to kill, I decided to head to the Wildcat first. Miranda would undoubtedly be trying to squeeze every extra minute she could into her ongoing slicing efforts with Vrisk and his team, but I had no idea what Ash had been up to other than staying away from the jennies. 
The hangar was all but deserted when I arrived, since most of the tech teams were handling repairs elsewhere on the ship. The only other person within sight was a single engineering crewer running checks on the drop shuttle with a quartet of spherical maintenance drones. The Rakashi freighter we’d used on Sykaris was still tucked against the port wall, while the sleeker, blade-edged hull of the Wildcat was on the starboard side, farthest from where I’d come in. As I crossed the spotless deck, I half expected to find that Ash had set up a sentry turret at the foot of the ramp to make certain no one came aboard.
I passed beneath the silver underside and headed up the landing ramp, surprised at how much more noticeable the temperature drop was in the hangar when I was wearing my regular uniform jacket instead of my armor. It was rare for me to come down here when I wasn’t fully suited up. But the warmer air of the Wildcat washed over me as I moved into the actual ship, and I found Ash waiting for me in the lounge.
She was dressed in one of her cropped green t-shirts and a pair of casual pants rather than her hunting garb, and she was staring intently at a Holosphere newscast on the projector while leisurely stroking the black cat nestled in her lap. 
“Hey, baby,” she said, flashing me a smile. “Thought I’d sync up and see what the locals were sayin’. So far, seems about as panicky as you’d expect.”
I joined her on the couch, watching as Kalycos turned his green eyes to look at me as if he were staring straight into my soul. Or perhaps he was just wondering if I’d brought him a treat.
“With good reason,” I said. “How much does the public actually know?”
“Not too many details,” Ash said. “Mostly confirmation of Dowd sightings and the ‘alleged’ destruction of a Yarasi battleship. No actual footage of anythin’ yet.”
“Sooner or later some Assemblyman’s aide is going to leak our sensor logs and vid footage. And once people can see it for themselves…”
“It’s gonna cause riots,” Ash finished. “Stores gettin’ ransacked, supplies gettin’ stolen, migrations from unprotected colonies…you name it.”
I nodded soberly as she turned down the volume, muting the dulcet tones of the winged Angoth newscaster and his furry Rakashi partner. The media personalities here were as much of a joint effort as the station itself, but that wouldn’t be the case after the news hit the local relays throughout the Cluster. Once the usual demagogues and showmen had the chance to add their own personal spin, the situation would go from panic to scapegoating in about ten seconds flat.
“How’s our new friend holdin’ up?” Ash asked. 
“As well as anyone could be, given the circumstances,” I said. “Velarys is tough.”
“I kinda figured she might make her way back here rather than stayin’ in the Stormrider. Ya know, just to be on a Yarasi ship.”
“She spent most of the trip meditating in my quarters.”
“And you left her alone?”
I raised an eyebrow at her borderline accusatory tone. “She wanted to be alone.”
“I’m sure that’s what she told you, but you should know by now that girls say a lotta things we don’t mean.”
I grunted softly. “You sound pretty concerned.”
“Why wouldn’t I be?” Ash asked, the defensiveness in her voice as much of a tipoff as the way her eyes were suddenly avoiding me to focus on Kalycos. “After what she went through.”
“Right. It’s just that only a few days ago, you weren’t that thrilled about being alone in the ship with her without Miranda to protect us. And before that, you weren’t all that thrilled about having Miranda around…”
“I’m allowed to change my mind,” Ash protested, lifting her gaze back to me. “Besides, this was all before you shared both of them with me. I know ’em a lot better now.”
“I see,” I said, crossing my arms and trying hard not to grin. “I should’ve known that was all it’d take to win you over.”
“Don’t get smug,” she scoffed, gently smacking my bicep. “You know I can’t help it. The way I see it, your cock’s basically a seal of approval.”
I snorted. “Now, that’s an interesting mental picture.”
She cracked another smile, then shooed Kalycos off her lap as she stood upright in front of me. The cat didn’t look nearly as amused as she did; he gave her a huffy-sounding trill, then sauntered away as if getting up had been his idea all along. 
“Speakin’ of,” she said, voice turning husky as she reached out to fondle the buckle of my uniform belt, “I need to taste some of those memories again before they fade. Didn’t have nearly enough time to savor them all properly before you passed out.”
My eyes were instantly drawn downward. Not to her busy fingers, but to the way her shirt was just tight enough—and cut just low enough—to give me an impressive view of her cleavage…and the lack of bra supporting it. Below that, the tasteful gap between the bottom of her shirt and the buckle of her own belt gave me a tantalizing glimpse of the hottest, fittest midriff in the galaxy. 
“I’ve got a few minutes to kill,” I said, my pulse rapidly quickening. 
“I said savor it,” Ash reminded me with a smirk. “I’ll need a few hours at least.”
I swallowed heavily when she “inadvertently” brushed a hand over the rising tent below my belt. After spending the entire last leg of the trip drinking and flirting with a beautiful Yarasi woman, it didn’t take much to make my manhood snap to attention. 
A beautiful Yarasi woman…
“I guess we’ll have to be patient,” I said, belatedly realizing I had all the bait I needed already on the hook. “And I’ll have some new experiences for you, too.”
Ash raised a golden eyebrow. “New ones? I thought you said you left her alone?”
“I did, up until a few hours ago. Then I paid her a visit.”
“And somethin’ happened?”
“I’ll tell you about it later,” I said, casting the line and waiting for her to bite. “No point in spoiling the surprise.”
Ash bit down on her lower lip, and I could see the curious—and hungry—flash in her feline eyes when she considered the possibilities. There was no way in hell she’d be able to resist…
“Damn you,” she hissed before abruptly dropping to her knees. Her fingers, despite their earlier fiddling, skipped right over my belt buckle and attacked the fly of my black uniform pants instead. Her brow furrowed in impatience when she struggled to liberate her prize from my underwear, as if every second was too precious to waste. But a few heartbeats later, I was groaning in satisfaction as my swollen tip sprang free in front of her waiting lips. 
“Show me, baby,” she pleaded, angling the shaft upward as she slowly dragged her tongue from my base all the way to the tip. “Show me everythin’…”
Ash went rigid as the fresh sensations washed over her. I smiled down at the sight of her fluttering eyelids, eager to see her reaction…
“Wait,” she breathed. “You liar! You didn’t fuck her!”
“Never said I did,” I replied innocently, my heart pounding in anticipation from having her molten lips so close to my shaft. “Just some teasing and cuddling and casual romance…nothing you’d be interested in.”
Ash scowled up at me, her grip around my shaft tightening. “But you knew that once you had me on my knees, I wouldn’t get back up until I ate my fill.”
“Nirivian girls are taught to clean their plates,” I said, threading my fingers through her long, silky golden hair. “And like you said, you want to make sure you taste the memories again before they start to fade…”
She growled under her breath as she dragged her tongue along my shaft again. The stripe of sweltering heat she drew upon my flesh made me shiver. I didn’t feel the least bit guilty for teasing her since, despite her protests, this was what she’d been planning all along anyway. Her sex drive had always been as strong as mine, maybe even stronger. 
“Ooh, there it is,” Ash said, freezing mid-lick. “First time you slipped into her…oooh!”
I expected her to remain there trembling for a while as she glutted herself on the memories, but she must have been too hot to take it slow. Pulling back, she opened her mouth and swallowed my entire length in a single ravenous gulp. I cried out as the molten fury of her Kreen heat enveloped me, scrambling to focus on my powers and fortify my skin before she burned me to cinders…
Ash, for her part, went straight to throating me for all she was worth. I groaned anew as her tight, soft velvety mouth engulfed over a third of my length. It was the psychometric equivalent of gorging oneself, she’d explained—the more of her was touching me, the more intense and overwhelming the stream of memories became. It was why she carefully used her tongue to seek out very specific memories…and why she completely lost her mind when I was fucking her.
Deep throating me was something of a compromise that maintained full contact while still ceding her control. She pulled away for air and slammed back down at her leisure, like a deep-water diver seeing how much treasure she could retrieve in a single plunge. I was a little tempted to grab the back of her skull hold her in place. Between the heat, the suction, and the amazing view of a beautiful woman on her knees with my cock rammed down her throat, it wouldn’t take me long to fire a flood past her tonsils.
But today, I was more than happy to let her choose the pace while I watched, felt, and listened to her work. I could tell that the memories of my coupling with Velarys were still driving her crazy, not solely because of the constant tremors shuddering through her, but because of how hard she was struggling to keep eye contact. Her lids kept fluttering uncontrollably as tides of ecstasy repeatedly crashed over her.
I tried to hold out as long as could, but it was a lost cause and I knew it. Just as she came down from her second (or third?) psychometric climax, I finally grabbed her hair and took command. She reflexively went limp, allowing me to use her however I wanted to finish, and her green eyes finally focused enough to peer up and stare into mine…
“Oh!”
I shot at least five salvos right into her waiting mouth and halfway down her throat before my knees went weak. And after going two days with virtually no sleep, the boneless lethargy that followed nearly made me collapse altogether. But Ash’s hands gripped the back of my thighs, holding me firm and upright until she was absolutely sure I’d given her every drop. Then, and only then, did she pull away. 
“Damn, baby,” she gasped. “You gonna have any left for tonight?”
“You know me,” I replied, catching my breath. “I always find a way.”
“You’d better. Because I talked to the captain, and he’s already arranged a place for us to stay on the station.”
I paused mid-pant. “He what?”
“Probably thought I’d stay on the ship forever if he didn’t bribe me,” she said, licking her fingers clean. “But he doesn’t understand how much I’ve been looking forward to eatin’ at the Quintillion again.”
I felt my mood sour even as hers became borderline giddy. “I doubt we’ll be on the station long. With any luck, we’ll give our report and then—”
“I’m sure we’ll be here for at least one night, and that means you have to take me out to dinner,” Ash said, snickering as she effortlessly bounced back to her feet. “But don’t worry—while you’re talkin’ it up with those diplomats, I’ll be out on the town findin’ us both somethin’ nice to wear.”
I wanted to argue. I really did. While the Quintillion might have been marginally less odious than the Sapphire Star on Rividian, it was still fundamentally a place by rich assholes, for rich assholes. And the thought of eating dinner around a bunch of preening, self-righteous jackholes who believed they were personally responsible for holding the Cluster together didn’t exactly fill me with joy. 
But then again, seeing Ash in a new outfit was always worth the price of admission. And more to the point, I’d never been particularly good at telling her no, especially when all she wanted was the chance to dress up and look pretty…and then beg me to fuck the living hell out of her afterward. I wasn’t getting a raw deal here. 
“Just please make sure you get me a suit with fabric that can actually breathe,” I told her. 
“Who said anythin’ about a suit?” she asked slyly. “Was thinkin’ maybe one of those fancy kilt things the natives wear on Rylax. You know, the ones with no shirt? Figured I could show off my trophy boy a little. And the people on Kenabrius are so worried about bein’ polite they’ll never have the guts to call out a half-naked man.”
I groaned. “You’re lucky you’re so hot.”
“And smart and sweet,” she added, snickering as she reached up to adjust my jacket collar. “And clever and funny. And damn good on my knees.”
I couldn’t help but smile back. I had plenty of legitimate things to dread on Kenabrius, but a night out with my girl definitely wasn’t one of them. 
“I’ll look so pretty you won’t be able to think straight,” Ash said. “And when we get back to our room, you can mess me up however you want. Deal?”
I let my smile turn hungry. “Deal.”
“Good. Then get movin’, soldier!” she said, smacking me playfully on the hip. “And try not to get in any fistfights with bureaucrats this time, all right?”
I brushed my hand across her cheek. “No promises.”
[image: image-placeholder]The Stormrider wasn’t a large enough ship to justify housing its own specialized decryption section like cruisers and battleships, but Vrisk and his team had set up shop in engineering to do the best they could while en route. The captain had made it abundantly clear that any information gleaned from the data we’d recovered could be invaluable, and I had no doubt that the Kali man and his team had made good use of the available tools. It honestly wouldn’t have surprised me if Vrisk eventually cracked open the recovered files with his own holopad. He was personally responsible for half the encryption schemes used by Saleya’s organization, and she’d never had a data breach.
That said, it was readily apparent that the Stormrider’s engineers weren’t happy with how the newcomers had commandeered the circular array of status and diagnostic terminals on the port side—nearly a third of their already cramped workspace. Vrisk’s team was surrounded by a seemingly endless sprawl of clutter, from holopads to the data drives they’d pried out of the base on Nirivarr.
And there with them, sitting at a console with her legs crossed and her eyes focused on the display in front of her, was Ensign Miranda Pierce. 
“Major!” she called out, probably sensing me approach. She practically leapt out of her chair and hurried toward me. Between the hum of the engines and the background chatter of engineers and technicians, I could barely even hear the heels of her boots hitting the deck. 
Despite the fact that she had probably slept even less than I had since Nirivarr, her perfect jenny face didn’t show the slightest sign of fatigue. Her blue eyes were as sharp as ever, and her lipstick and eyeshadow looked as pristine as if they’d just been applied. Even her straight black hair and blue-gold uniform didn’t appear the least bit disheveled. 
“Got something for us, Ensign?” I asked, stiffening my posture to try and look as professional as possible in front of the others. 
“Several things, in fact,” she replied, though she wasn’t smiling. In fact, she seemed almost…nervous. 
“You can give me the quick version,” I told her. “Though the captain will need a full brief before he speaks with the Assembly.”
“We’re writing one up now. But I’m not certain how much of this he’ll want to share with foreign officials.”
She made a subtle gesture with her head toward the chief engineer’s office a few meters away. Since he wasn’t around at the moment, I followed her lead and shuffled inside to give us a tad more privacy. 
“What’s the big news?” I asked, tapping the door control to shut us in. “You find another base?”
“Nothing quite that direct,” Miranda said, lowering her prim voice. “But we did partially decrypt some command logs, and they explained why the base was so lightly defended. The previous batch of Dowd were picked up a few weeks ago, and they weren’t expecting another for some time.”
I frowned and scratched at the stubble on my chin. “Other than however many were hiding in the mountain to ambush us,” I muttered. “But the power was off, which didn’t make a lot of sense.”
“There were concerns about the locals potentially detecting the base’s power signatures during an unexpected mineralogical survey in the mountains. So rather than take the risk, they decided to lie low for a while.”
“Seems plausible enough, I suppose,” I said. Nirivarr was still lightly settled, and scouting expeditions into the wilderness hadn’t been uncommon. “Doesn’t matter much at this point, though. Anything else?”
“Thankfully, yes,” Miranda said, tapping the screen of her holopad. “We were able to open two files, the first of which concerned this Gen-63 Gamma entry.”
I raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “Have you figured out what it means?”
“More or less. We found some project codes I was able to cross-reference with Science Directorate files. And with the captain’s clearance, we uncovered a few connections we never would have considered otherwise.”
I resisted the urge to smile. I had suspected that Vrisk and Miranda would make a pretty good team, and it would seem that I’d been right. Her jenny brain was like a force multiplier to his slicing ability.
“Go on,” I prompted.
“The Gen-63 Gamma Program refers to an official DSD project drafted over fifty years ago, but it wasn’t implemented until somewhat recently—about a decade.”
“Okay,” I mused. “But what’s it about?”
Miranda paused for a moment, and her face gave me the distinct impression of a teacher trying to dumb down a lesson for her student without him realizing it. “I suppose the best way to describe it is a specialized program designed to accelerate the growth of generations on the mothership. The Gammas were embryos isolated within Gen-63 that were subjected to this process.” 
I pursed my lips, unable to completely suppress the reflexive disgust I felt anytime this topic came up. There was just something so…unnatural about discussing human beings like they were objects coming out of a fabricator. The reaction was probably a bit hypocritical, given that I’d recently and rather eagerly contributed to the genetic pool via Miranda…and that I hoped to keep doing so with her for years to come. 
Life was complicated. 
“Just how accelerated is this growth?” I asked when I rediscovered my voice.
“That’s not entirely clear yet,” she conceded, “but the project’s initial projections were targeting roughly double the normal speed. Essentially, producing fully grown and mature fleet officers within eight or nine years instead of eighteen.”
My insides went cold. Only nine years to produce a fully trained jenny. And here I thought the program was already stealing their childhoods by never letting them leave the mothership until they earned their commission…
“The benefits of such a project are obvious, though perhaps not as pronounced as one might initially think,” Miranda said. “It’s not as if the labs have ever had a shortage of viable embryos. If the goal was simply to shore up numbers, the DSD could have been breeding larger generations at shorter intervals. The current system of a new gen every three years has allowed a more meticulous screening process and a much higher success rate of psionically gifted children. And naturally, there are also space and resource concerns.”
“Naturally,” I murmured, feeling another wave of disgust. “Has this project actually produced results?” 
“I’m afraid I don’t know that, either. I had never heard of the project before, and there’s nothing about it in the files we have available here on the Stormrider. But the rest of the Gen-63s are about nine years old. I would think that someone would have noticed their peers growing twice as fast, but it’s possible that a second group has been sequestered somewhere. The mothership is quite large.”
I took a deep breath, my mind scrambling to figure out how this could possibly be relevant to anything. The thought of a bunch of nine-year-old adults wandering around the mothership was creepy, certainly, but so were the labs in general. And it didn’t have any obvious connection to Dowd or the insurrectionists I could see. 
“No indication at all why the Column had this information?” I asked. 
“None that we’ve found so far. My only thought was to wonder if it had something to do with this ‘Shadow of the Seraph’ woman you fought on Nirivarr and Rividian.”
I winced. “You’re saying you think I killed a nine-year-old?”
“Well, no,” she stammered. “I’m not really saying anything; I just wonder if perhaps there’s a connection.”
“Who knows at this point,” I said with a frustrated sigh. “All she told me on that mountain was that we couldn’t stop the ‘Eclipse,’ whatever that is, and that she is ‘easily forgotten and instantly replaced.’ Oh, and a casual assertion that aliens betrayed the Seraph somehow. I don’t know what to make of any of that.”
“Nor do I,” Miranda replied quietly. “But we will keep looking. And in the meantime, perhaps Captain Ellis can make some official inquiries with the Intelligence and Science Directorates.”
“I’m sure he will,” I said, despite knowing the captain would do no such thing until he had exhausted all other avenues and spoken with people he absolutely knew he could trust. If there was any information to be discovered through official channels—or hard evidence we could locate on the mothership—then tipping off any Column assets in the DID or DSD was the worst thing we could possibly do. 
The person we needed most right now was Saleya. Vrisk had prepared an encrypted data packet to send along to the organization, so she would know what was going on soon enough. But Kenabrius was a long way from the mothership, and even with the state-of-the-art relays here at the Assembly, it was unlikely we’d get a response for at least a day. We would have to rely on whatever local sources or operatives she had on the station. 
“You’re right that we shouldn’t share any of this with the Assembly,” I added. “We don’t know what it means, and there’s no reason to air the Dominion’s dirty laundry to the whole Cluster just yet.”
“A curious phrase,” Miranda said, raising a black eyebrow. “But I agree. This isn’t their business.”
“Not yet, anyway,” I muttered. “But you said earlier that you’d decrypted two files. What was the second one?”
She paused, a hint of the same nervousness I’d sensed when I’d first come in here flashing across her face. “The second file also contained bio-genetic research data,” she said. “But it was not related to the Gen-63 Gammas.”
“Go on…” I pressed. 
“The data involved cross-species gene-splicing techniques. Specifically, human and Kreen.”
A fist of ice clutched at my heart. “What?”
“The file was in an archival section of the data cluster under old encryption protocols,” she went on. “And the information itself is quite old as well—several decades, with no new addenda or modifications we could detect. The file had not been accessed in some time.”
“Then why was it there?” I asked, my voice so hoarse it barely sounded like mine. 
“We don’t know,” Miranda admitted, blue eyes studying me. “Are you all right, Major?”
I swallowed and tried to center myself, but it didn’t help. The mere mention of spliced DNA had already unearthed dozens of painful memories about the murder of Ash’s parents, and it was going to take time and probably a lot of alcohol to bury them again. 
“I’m fine,” I lied. “What else did you learn?”
“Nothing. But I remembered what you told me about Ash’s father back on Sykaris—that he’s the only scientist who ever successfully spliced human and Kreen DNA.” She paused. “And that the Mire killed him for it.”
I grimaced, unable to suppress the memory of the day we’d gone to her family’s home only to find her parents murdered, her siblings gone, and the entire property ransacked. I could still hear the inhuman shriek she’d let out when she’d seen the bodies…
“After what Gor told us about their funding, it seemed pretty clear that the various anti-alien groups had finally unified under a single banner,” I said. “I suppose this just proves it. The Mire stole the data from her dad’s lab and archived it, and now their operation has been absorbed by the Column.”
“That would also explain why the data was tucked away in an archival file section.”
I rubbed my fingers across my forehead. “We don’t need to tell Ash about this,” I whispered. “Not unless there’s more to it.”
“I understand,” Miranda replied. “I knew it wouldn’t be pleasant for you to hear, but…well, you needed to know what we found.”
“Yes, I did,” I said, still reeling. “I just hope there’s something else in there we can use.” 
“If there is, we’ll find it.”
She offered me a reassuring smile, and I could tell that she would have leaned forward to give me a kiss if we weren’t in public. Everyone outside could see us talking through the window. 
“First, you need some rest,” I told her. “Vrisk can keep going all the way to his next hibernation cycle, but you and the others need some sleep.”
“We will soon,” Miranda said. “The captain has arranged for the bridge crew to spend a few days on the station. Not shore leave, but a welcome change of scenery nonetheless.”
“Sounds like a good idea to me. Though I’m not sure how relaxing it’s going to be down there if everyone starts to panic.”
“I don’t know, but I am looking forward to seeing the station up close. I’ve viewed all the holos and read all about it, but this will be my first visit in person.”
The same as everywhere else, I thought dryly. She was getting more experience on her first mission than most jennies got in their first decade of service. 
“It’s an interesting place,” I said. “Filled with a lot of people trying really hard to get along even if they hate each other’s guts. But there are also more spies per capita than anywhere else in the Cluster, not to mention a massive underground smuggling ring. The sheer volume of credits passing through Kenabrius on a daily basis probably eclipses the income of almost every other planet in the Borderlands.”
She frowned. “How is that possible? Why don’t the local authorities try to stop it?”
“Because they want their illegal imports as much as the next person. You can get things there you’d never find anywhere else in the Cluster. Wine from Draconis, power cells from the Spiral, fresh gorgath tongue from New Krosis…you name it.”
I had to keep myself from smiling at the sudden look of horror on her face, and I found myself wondering how she’d respond if and when I took her to the Second Wind on the mothership. Despite all the new experiences she’d had in the past month—despite all those genetically engineered neurons firing in her brain—she had no idea how the galaxy actually worked. In some ways, she was even more naïve than Velarys.
“Anyway, there’s a lot of good food and music,” I said. “If we have time, there are a couple of places I could show you.”
“I would enjoy that,” Miranda beamed. “Very much.”
I once again resisted the urge to reach out and give her a kiss. “I’ll let you know how things go with the Assembly. Assuming I survive, we’ll figure it out then.”
“Good luck, sir,” she said. “I have to admit, the thought of being interrogated by a chamber full of aliens does not sound like a pleasant experience.”
“No,” I said darkly. “It most certainly does not.”




3
The Assembly


The delegation waiting for us at the end of the docking umbilical was smaller than I’d expected, albeit considerably better armed. Councilor Xeng was there, of course, along with six black-armored Dominion troopers and a tall, ginger-haired sergeant wearing the same black-red uniform as me.  
I had to admit that I was surprised to see a full squad of ’pounders acting as an escort. Every government in the Cluster was allowed a small garrison here, both to aid in the station’s joint defense and to provide protection for diplomatic personnel, but I found it hard to believe that the councilor regularly traveled around the station with this much firepower. That, plus the fact that the rest of the T-junction corridor around us had been completely cleared of civilian traffic, put me on alert.
Perhaps even more strangely, a single Yarasi warrior was there with them, the bluish psionic crystal in her tiara-like helmet glowing as brilliantly as her eyes. She had a falquan strapped to her back, the staff-like weapon as polished as her armor, and her attention was entirely focused upon Velarys. 
“Gentlemen,” Xeng said, giving us a cordial bow. “I hope you’ll forgive the lack of ceremony, but your presence is requested in the Assembly right away.”
“We understand,” Ellis said, offering a quick glance to me and Velarys. “We have a great deal to talk about, and time is obviously a factor.”
“Yes, it is,” Xeng said in a grave tone bordering on outright dread before his dark eyes flicked over to our companion. “Kethron Velarys—it is an honor to make your acquaintance.”
“Thank you, Councilor,” she replied evenly, her glowing eyes casually taking in the soldiers and the empty corridor before settling upon the other Yarasi woman. 
“Councilor Naralys has requested your presence at the Yarasi embassy immediately,” Xeng said, placing his hands together over his chest in a common Regdaran gesture of respect. “Zaikron Ysel will escort you.”
“I know,” Velarys said. Her eyes stayed on her fellow Yarasi for several more seconds before they briefly returned to me. “I will speak with you again shortly, Major; Captain. Thank you again for your hospitality.”
“It was our privilege,” I told her, wishing I could say more but knowing it wasn’t necessary. She knew how I felt even if she wasn’t actively reading my mind. 
The two women silently disappeared down the corridor, their conversation undoubtedly taking place in their minds rather than aloud. For whatever reason, I felt a strange tightness blossom deep inside my chest, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong…and that I might not be seeing her again for quite some time. 
“Now that that’s over with,” Xeng muttered, “I need to inform you that the rest of your crew is to remain on your ship until further notice.”
Ellis frowned. “And why is that?”
“Fleet Command has expressed concerns about mission security. The Stormrider and the Firehawk are the only ships with direct knowledge of what happened. And since Commander Masuda is already on her way back to Dominion space, well…”
“You’re worried about someone running their mouth and spreading gossip?” I asked. 
The man turned and fixed me with a dark glare that managed to convey his contempt for my phrasing, my choice of profession, and my natty heritage all at once. 
“Command is concerned about information control,” he said stiffly. “And as the highest-ranking Dominion official on this station, their concerns are my concerns.”
“We understand,” Ellis said, giving me a warning look of his own, “though I’m not sure the caution is warranted. If we’re going to testify before the Assembly, none of this is going to remain secret for long.”
“Yes…well, our plans have changed slightly,” Xeng said. “I will explain on the way.”
Ellis raised a graying eyebrow. “I see,” he murmured. “I had already planned to keep most of the crew aboard to continue working on repairs, but my senior staff will be spending the rest of the day enjoying the station’s amenities.”
I didn’t know Xeng personally, but I had always assumed that professional diplomats would be skilled at controlling their body language. Yet I had no trouble spotting the visible twitch in his cheeks or the growing tightness in his jawline, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he might not have been the right man for this post. 
Or perhaps recent events had everyone closer to full-blown panic than I realized. It would certainly explain the empty corridor and additional protection. 
“That is ultimately your prerogative, of course, Captain,” Xeng said. “But I’ll warn you right now, Command will not be pleased by the decision.”
“Maybe not,” Ellis said with a shrug. “But after what my people have been through, they’ve earned a break. And unless Admiral DeGale gave you direct orders for a full containment protocol, my officers will be along shortly.”
“If that’s what you think is best,” Xeng grumbled. “I just hope they know how to keep their mouths shut.”
“I trust my crew,” Ellis said flatly. “Now, what’s this about a change of plans?”
“As I said, I will explain on the way,” Xeng told us. “Please, follow me…”
He and his trooper contingent escorted us down the opposite direction the Yarasi had gone, and even though none of the soldiers had their rifles trained on us, this seemed more like a prisoner transfer than an escort. My mind flashed back to the betrayal on the Yarasi outpost where Draven and his men had tried to kill me and Miranda…
But I reminded myself that this was different. Xeng definitely seemed like an asshole, but that didn’t mean he was a Column sympathizer. The simplest explanation was often the correct one, the old saying went, and he was probably just cracking under the pressure of the job. Humans may not have had a living memory of the Dowd like the Sillibar and the Yarasi, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t grasp the scope of the calamity before us. 
It wasn’t long before we had left the docking ring and were staring out at the city-like expanse filling the central hub. The view was undeniably breathtaking, like a surrealist painting of a fantastical alien metropolis imagined by an artist who’d never actually left his home planet. The clash of architectural styles which looked so appalling on the outside had the complete opposite effect inside. I didn’t quite understand how, but the combination of curvaceous, sloping purple Yarasi buildings and angular, orange-brown Kali ones just…worked.
And above it all was the massive transparent dome shimmering with the orange light of the distant Kenabrian sun. The whole thing made me feel like I was trapped inside a snowglobe looking out in wonder at the stars. 
The idea of a city crammed inside a space station reminded me of the Wards on the mothership, albeit far more extensive and far less sleazy. The streets were kept absolutely pristine, and the towering buildings were so shiny they looked like they could have been erected mere hours before. Mixed-species security forces were abundant to the point of bordering on oppressive, though as I’d explained to Miranda, there was just as much crime here as on Sykaris if you knew where to look. 
An official-looking taxi was waiting for us—one of those long, black numbers with an enormous rear compartment and upholstered seats made out of some rare hide that was worth a small fortune. None of the councilor’s trooper contingent joined us; soon the three of us were alone in the back seat as the vehicle sped away. 
I didn’t expect the trip to take long, since we could see the Assembly in all its glory from here. The wide, pyramid-shaped building was the centerpiece of the entire city, with lights and statues surrounding it on all sides. The designers had definitely gone all out to make it look and feel important, which seemed like a good decision considering how often the building appeared on newscasts throughout the Cluster. 
Everyone had seen the holo-vids of the most famous Assembly hearings, even on backwater planets like Nirivarr. The place was practically built for such theatrics. Witnesses were forced to float out on a hovering disk right in the center of the sprawling, stadium-like chamber, and while they were practically blinded by the many spotlights, the representatives could bombard them with questions from all angles. I could still remember my dad watching the famous Tol’Drak hearings where that proud Krosian commander had stood defiant against accusations of war crimes he had committed on Talumi. 
I wasn’t thrilled about the prospect of standing beneath those lights myself, and not only because I didn’t trust myself not to snap at people who asked stupid questions…though that was, admittedly, a big factor. I resented the average politician even more than the average jenny. At least the latter served an actual purpose. 
“I assume the chamber has been in session nonstop since the news came in,” I said. “With a lot of arguing and maybe some screaming for good measure.”
Councilor Xeng grunted softly. “You would be correct. Though the Speaker has called for a temporary recess.”
“Until we’re up there getting grilled. Are the lights as bright in person as they are in the vids?”
“Brighter. But you won’t have to worry about that, at least not yet.”
Captain Ellis raised an eyebrow. “The change in plans you mentioned?”
“Yes,” Xeng said. “The Security Council wished to meet with you both in private first.”
I shared a surprised glance with the captain. The news probably should have come as a welcome relief, given how little I wanted to stand on that illuminated podium, yet it still made the hairs on the back of my neck tingle. Not because I was worried about being shepherded into a trap, but because it made me realize that the political situation here must have been even more frayed than we’d expected. 
“And you didn’t feel like you could mention this earlier?” Ellis asked.
“I wanted more privacy,” Xeng said. “As I told you, we’re all concerned about the spread of information.”
Because, I thought dryly, every meeting in the Assembly chamber is recorded, while private Security Council ones are not. 
In retrospect, it was a predictable enough twist. The Security Council was effectively the governing body of the Assembly, with one councilor for each of the four independent powers in the Cluster. While every independent world had the right to join and add their voices to the chorus of Assembly, the councilors were the only ones who made any real decisions. 
“You’ve all read my report by now,” Ellis said. “Didn’t you share it with the Speaker and the Assembly?”
“Not all of it,” Xeng said. “They know about Dowd ships and the destruction of the Kasathra. We have not yet informed anyone about the psionically gifted Dowd or the Rividian Column’s alleged involvement with them.”
“You don’t seriously believe you’re going to keep all of that under wraps for long, do you?” I asked. 
“Probably not,” Xeng admitted. “But the more time we have to plan a response, the better. I’m not sure that the two of you understand the bomb we’re standing on here. If the Pact or Yarasi become convinced that we are somehow behind this insanity, the ramifications would be disastrous. It could lead to war. In the worst-case scenario, it could lead to them allying against us.”
I throttled the urge to scowl. Welcome to our lives for the past few weeks, I thought sardonically. 
“I hope no one in Command earnestly believes that,” Ellis said. “For one, the Sillibar and the Yarasi have a millennium of bad blood between them. If our arrival two hundred years ago didn’t compel them to create an alliance, nothing will. And for two, they’ll be far too worried about the Dowd to do anything in the near-term besides fortify their borders.”
“I agree that it’s unlikely, but we can’t completely rule out the possibility,” Xeng said. “And Fleet Command wants to play this as safely as possible.”
“That’s all well and good,” Ellis said, “but I think it’s time you told us what this is really about.”
The two men eyed each other for a long moment, almost like a staring contest to see who would flinch first. I still had no idea what Xeng was up to, but I got the feeling it didn’t have anything to do with the Assembly or the Security Council—a feeling that got stronger when I tossed a quick glance out the window and realized we were only moving at half the speed of the regular traffic flow.
“The Admiralty is deeply concerned about the situation,” Xeng said. “In particular, our seemingly complete lack of warning about any of this.”
“As well they should be,” Ellis said coolly. “Getting blindsided by the Dowd is bad enough, but our lack of intelligence on the activities of terrorists groups like the Column is unforgivable.”
“I agree,” the councilor replied. “And Command does as well. But Admiral Lochlan was finally able to pry some secrets out of the DID director, and she shared them with me just a few hours ago.”
A cold tingle raced down my spine. “What kind of secrets?”
“An ongoing investigation into a threat brewing right under our noses,” Xeng said, retrieving a datapad from the inside pocket of his white coat. “The DID isn’t yet certain if it’s connected to these insurrectionists you’ve clashed with in the Borderlands, but we can’t ignore the possibility.”
“Some details would be nice,” Ellis pressed.
“The short version is that the DID has found evidence of terrorist activity on the mothership,” Xeng said. “So far, the details are relatively light—encrypted communications to the Driftward Worlds piggybacking on official com channels, suspicious fund transfers to numerous front organizations and temporary holding accounts, even security breaches in Science Directorate and military files. Nothing in the highest security areas yet, but obviously still a cause for deep concern.”
The tingle in my back turned in a chill. “That’s all pretty vague stuff,” I said, trying to keep my voice even and hoping I was wrong about where he was going with this. “What does it have to do with what’s going on right now?”
“We aren’t sure—yet,” Xeng said. “Honestly, I wouldn’t have even brought it up—and I doubt the admiral would have shared it with me—if not for a particular connection I wanted to bring to your attention. Evidently, the DID hasn’t had much luck with decrypting any of the transmissions they’ve intercepted, but one of their assets filed a strange report about two weeks ago.”
He handed the datapad to Ellis. There wasn’t much on it—just a few paragraphs written in the crisp, no-nonsense language of a professional operative. The problem was the subject matter: Secunda Minor, the nowhere planet where I had single-handedly taken out an entire base of slavers. 
Not on behalf of the Dominion…but on behalf of Saleya and her organization. 
“What is this?” Ellis asked, his voice much calmer than mine would have been.
“We were hoping you could tell us,” Xeng said. “According to your official logs, you dispatched Major Zeris to Secunda Minor. He was meant to follow up on a DID lead about pirates from the Traverse relocating to a different trade corridor. In his personal report, he claimed that the planet had been abandoned some time ago.”
“Because it had been,” I replied, perhaps a bit too quickly. “There was nothing there.”
“You mean other than a recently used base filled with dead bodies,” the councilor said pointedly. “The DID agent’s report was quite specific. He discovered dozens of Nazuri Geld slavers gunned down and left to rot. Are you saying you never encountered them, Major?”
It was a trap, of course, and one without any obvious escape routes. If I denied having any knowledge of the slavers, then it would make me look incompetent for not finding the base…or worse, expose me as a liar. But if I fessed up to it, I would be admitting to falsifying an official report—an offense that, at the very least, would eventually put me in front of a military judge on the way to being court-martialed. And no matter which response I chose, the result would draw more attention to Saleya and her people.
In other words, Xeng had given me the rope to hang myself with. And there seemed to be no way out of the noose.
“You don’t think we have better things to worry about right now than a random intelligence report about pirates in the Traverse?” Ellis asked. “Perhaps you weren’t paying attention, but there’s an armada of Dowd ships out there right now, and they could be headed this way!”
“We’re all quite aware of the threat, Captain,” Xeng said flatly. “And I’m sure you would agree that it’s precisely why we need to root out and destroy these terrorists as quickly as possible. The Dominion cannot be seen as an active co-conspirator with the Dowd.”
“Now you’re accusing us of helping the Dowd?” Ellis snarled. “We’re the ones who discovered them in the first place! We’re the ones who exposed the Column and these traitors while the DID was doing Seraph knows what for the past ten years!”
The air in the taxi suddenly felt as cold as a New Praxian winter. I had only rarely seen the captain lose his temper, and never like this. He wasn’t just trying to cover for me, either. He was genuinely infuriated by the implication…and undoubtedly rattled that the veil of secrecy he had worked so tirelessly to draw around Saleya’s organization might have finally lifted. 
“No one is accusing you of anything,” Xeng insisted, his tone softening the slightest bit. “But there are questions that need to be answered. Admiral Lochlan agrees with you that the DID response has been utterly insufficient, and she is determined to pursue every lead.”
“Then pursue them,” Ellis growled. “Find these traitors so we can destroy them before it’s too late. But I’m not going to sit here and let you impugn the major’s integrity while he has been risking his ass on the front lines. You read his report; there’s nothing more to it.”
I sat up a bit straighter. Ellis might not have cut the noose off me, but he’d certainly helped give it some slack—and hopefully bought us a little bit of time to figure out just what the hell was going on here and why the DID had suddenly been pointed in Saleya’s direction. 
It was the height of irony that the organization Lochlan was pushing to investigate was the exact ideological opposite of the Column and other human supremacy groups. Saleya wanted to mold the Dominion into something closer to the Seraphim Union that had originally governed in the wake of the Seraph’s triumphant victory over the Tarreen four hundred years ago; the Column wanted to resurrect the warlike attitude of the Expansionary Fleet which had come here to conquer unknown space.
“If that’s your official response, it’s all I wanted to know,” Xeng said, taking the datapad back and sliding it into his jacket. “The admiral was hoping you could shed light on the situation. As you said, we need to destroy these traitors before it’s too late.”
“And figure out how to handle the Dowd,” Ellis added, gesturing out the window of the taxi. “Because if the Assembly doesn’t offer a strong, united response soon, we’re going to have a big problem on our hands. The Dominion isn’t unique—there are rebellious elements in the Pact, too, and probably among the Yarasi. And the more frightened people get, the more they’ll flock to the ones offering the easiest explanation and simplest solution.”
Xeng nodded. “That’s another reason this meeting is so important—and why we need to be careful about what we say. I have some suggestions, if you’re willing to listen.”
Ellis grunted. “Your driver isn’t in any hurry, so we seem to have plenty of time.”
The two of them launched into an agreeable if slightly awkward conversation about how to approach this meeting with the Security Council. I tried to listen and absorb the political nuances, but I had trouble giving them much more than cursory attention. All I could think about was the hammer that had just fallen…and how we desperately needed to figure out why it had fallen now.
The fact that the DID had sent an operative to check my word on Secunda was disturbing enough on its own. The entire purpose of my report had been to label it as a dead end. Then again, Admiral Lochlan had grilled me about it back on the mothership, and she had very clearly sent the Firehawk to Nirivarr because she didn’t trust Ellis…
Or because she’s an insurrectionist and set this whole thing in motion.
I chewed on that dark thought for a second, but it didn’t stand up to even a cursory analysis. If Lochlan was a Column operative, she could have done a million other things to sabotage our mission by this point. Besides, Arneson and his team had beaten us to Nirivarr, and it wasn’t as if they had covered up the evidence. His men had been trying to get answers just like we were…and he had died protecting them. 
I winced at the memory. For all our differences, I had felt Arneson’s earnest dedication to duty on full display during that mission. He may have been a jenny asshole, but he’d also been a loyal soldier of the Dominion. If Lochlan had wanted to sabotage us somehow, she wouldn’t have sent a man like that—or a man like Vrisk, for that matter. 
So then what in the name of the Seraph is she up to?
I chewed on that thought the entire rest of the trip. But I was no closer to an answer by the time we arrived. 
[image: image-placeholder]Since the alleged goal of our meeting with the Security Council was to contain the spread of rumors across the station, I wasn’t the least bit surprised when we landed on Councilor Xeng’s personal landing pad. Nor was I surprised to find that our escort was small—just two men, both soldier-looking types wearing civilian suits rather than army or fleet uniforms. The logic was simple enough: the more this looked like a routine visit, the less attention it would draw from the local media.
I wasn’t convinced that it would work in practice. The Stormrider’s arrival wasn’t exactly a secret, and sooner or later the local reporters would track us down. Though if one of them tried to ambush me tonight while I was out with Ash, it would be a hell of a struggle to keep myself from knocking them out cold. 
The pad was about fifty meters off the ground, and we crossed the short walkway connecting it to the pyramid-shaped building as a group. There was a suspicious lack of drones floating around the area, security or otherwise. Probably another precaution to prevent anyone from slicing into the camera feeds to snoop on us…or perhaps the whole building was a no-fly zone. If so, it was a smart policy. 
Xeng’s codes got us through the security door, and our new escorts shepherded us down a long, polished hall of glossy white stone. Having never been inside the Assembly before, I was surprised at just how anachronistic it looked. There were no display monitors on the walls, no holo-photography of any kind…just a few paintings and plants for decoration. From what I’d seen on the Holosphere, the more public areas of the building weren’t like this, but it probably made sense for a more secure corridor. My opinion of the architects—and the policymakers who had commissioned the thing all those years ago—ticked up a few notches.
Eventually, we reached a small lift where two other guards were waiting, and after another quick exchanges of codes and credentials, we were riding down into the heart of the building. And then, finally, we arrived at our destination. 
The audience chamber was essentially a small courtroom, with half a dozen chairs on either side near the door and a tall, imperious-looking bench nestled against the far wall. Four beings were currently seated in semicircular booths, all partially cordoned off from the others by circular dividers that came up about five meters off the floor. I had seen a similar design before—the dividers doubled as privacy screens, allowing the person seated inside to activate a sound-proofing field so he or she could have a conversation with aides without broadcasting it to anyone outside their booth.
Right now, though, only one of the councilors had an aide with them—Vokal, the Sillibar councilor. The gray-skinned, mouthless alien watched our arrival with huge, milky white eyes that made him seem blind as well as mute. His aide—a tall, elderly Angoth man with parched brown scales and withered wings, always spoke on his behalf, at least in the videos I’d seen. 
“Captain Ellis, welcome,” the Yarasi councilor, Naralys, said in a calm, cool voice. She was probably ten times older than the elderly Angoth one booth over, yet she looked like she could have been in her mid-thirties. “We have been eagerly awaiting your testimony.”
“It is my pleasure to be here, Councilors,” Ellis said, offering a half bow to each of the others in turn. “And allow me to introduce—”
“Kaldor Zeris, rank of army major, member of Dominion Special Forces Vanguard Unit KL-23,” Golma, the old Angoth advisor, interrupted. “Currently on special detachment under your command, Captain. Is that correct, Major?”
“Yes,” I confirmed as calmly as I could. 
“Good,” Golma said, glancing to the silent Sillibar on his right and nodding as if acknowledging an order. “Councilor Vokal has many questions to ask you about recent events, Major. But first, perhaps you can explain your captain’s justification for violating the terms of the Tripartite Accords. The treaty is quite clear and specific regarding the prohibition against military vessels within the demilitarized border zone.”
Well, I mused darkly, that certainly didn’t take long…
“Councilor, we agreed to postpone that line of questioning,” Naralys said with an air of strained patience. “There are more important—”
“The question has been asked,” Solkresh, the Rakashi councilor, insisted in his scratchy voice. “An answer is now required.”
“You read our initial report,” Ellis replied. “You know that—”
“The question was directed at Major Zeris,” Golma interjected. “Councilor Xeng, you assured me that you explained the rules of the Council to your underlings. Is this yet another Dominion falsehood?”
I shared a look with the captain. Ten seconds. We’d been in here for a whopping ten seconds and I could already feel my patience peeling like cheap veneer. I should have come in here with a grenade strapped to my chest to make sure they focused on what was actually important.
“I’ll answer your question,” I put in before Xeng could respond. “Though before we start down that line of inquiry, you might want to wait until you’ve explained to your peers why there was a Pact destroyer in the Ketule Nebula.” I shifted my eyes to Naralys. “Or why the Yarasi Empire thought it was a good idea to build a listening post there.” 
I swept my gaze across both representatives, hoping that the message would sink in. There was plenty of guilt to go around here; I saw little point in pretending otherwise. 
“Or we could just put all those concerns aside for now,” I added, “and focus on the matter at hand. The Dowd are back, and they’re coming for all of us. All of us.”
There was another pause, this one as pregnant as a jenny girl at graduation, before the Yarasi councilor nodded. 
“Indeed,” Naralys said, her glowing violet eyes glittering. “We can address less critical concerns later. Major Zeris is here because he is one of the only individuals who have seen the Dowd and survived the encounter. Now, if you gentlemen would please take your seats, we shall begin.”
Taking a deep breath, bracing myself like I was about to have my teeth drilled, I sat down at the lone table opposite the bench alongside Ellis. Councilor Xeng tossed me a look—and a faint, approving smile—then entered his booth alongside his fellow councilors. 
“First, allow me to express this Council’s gratitude for your discovery of the Dowd threat,” Naralys said. “Whatever treaty stipulations may or may not have been violated, the fact of the matter is that without your perseverance, their presence may have not been exposed until it was too late.”
She paused for a moment and inclined her head slightly. “The Yarasi Empire also wishes to express our gratitude for your rescue of Kethron Velarys. She has given us her full account of events, and she spoke highly of your honor and integrity, Major.”
“Thank you, Councilor. I’m glad we were able to save her, too.” 
I tossed a glance at Xeng, wondering what precisely Velarys had said to her people. Or rather, what she had telepathically shared, since I doubted much actual speech had been involved. While we had been lazily heading over to the Assembly, she had been communicating with all her sisters on the station. It was like they were all plugged into their own private Holosphere. 
“And yet she is not here to participate in this inquiry,” Golma pointed out, firing a heated glare at the Yarasi councilor in the booth next to him. “The Pact Worlds once again protest this decision.”
“I shared the information she provided,” Naralys told him. “Her presence is not required at this hearing.”
She glared past him at his Sillibar master with the kind of raw animus I had only seen in bitter rivals…or couples who’d been married a few decades. The aide, Golma, almost seemed like he was hoping for Solkresh or Xeng to bail him out, but the other councilors remained silent. 
“I also made sure that our report was quite thorough,” Ellis added, perhaps as a bit of grease to get the gears moving again. “But we are eager to clarify anything you wish.”
“You can start by telling us everything you know about these Dowd warriors with psionic gifts,” Solkresh said, his spindly, cat-like body straightening in his booth beside Golma. “Your description of events is quite…disturbing.”
“Believe me, Councilor, being there was even worse,” I said. “All I can add is my assurance that this situation is every bit as bad as it looks. I’ve personally fought Dowd with telepathic and psychoportive abilities. But for all we know, that’s just the beginning.”
The four councilors all shared concerned glances, and Golma turned to look at his Sillibar master. Councilor Vokal was staring right at me with his milky eyes, and he held his gaze for several long moments before he tapped the pad in his lap and showed it to his aide.
“And you have no further explanation of how the Dowd developed these abilities?” Golma asked. 
“None so far,” I said. “Only theories.”
Xeng leaned his arms across the bench. “Since this committee is interested in facts, not speculation, we thought it best to focus on—”
“I wish to hear these theories,” Solkresh said, his claws scratching at his bristly orange mane. 
“As does Councilor Vokal,” Golma agreed. “Major?”
My eyes flicked to Naralys, which I belatedly realized was probably a mistake. The Security Council didn’t have a leader, so looking at her as if I was asking permission was probably a faux pas. But I tried to cover it up as best I could by glancing at the others in turn. 
“There was a reference in the files on Nirivarr that spoke of ‘Veilborn Dowd,’” I said. “The implication being that long-term exposure to the Veil might have caused them to develop psionic abilities.”
“A hypothesis with no evidence whatsoever,” Naralys said. “Since the Veil’s appearance thousands of years ago, no other species has ever experienced such a mutation.”
I shared a quick glance with Ellis, who merely nodded his approval. 
“There are numerous confirmed reports of non-human species on the outskirts of Dominion space who have begun to demonstrate psionic abilities as well,” I said. “There could be a connection.”
“We’ve no doubt there is,” Golma said, his voice suddenly dripping with venom. “Your Science Directorate has undoubtedly experimented on both!”
I blinked. “Excuse me?”
“You discovered Dominion technology in the Nirivarr base, did you not?” the Angoth pressed, the bony tips of his wings lifting like hackles. “Equipment that was being used to telepathically instruct these abominations?”
“Stolen equipment,” Xeng put in. “These Column terrorists must have—”
“Science Directorate equipment being used to train an army of psychic Dowd,” Golma snarled. “And by your own report, Major, hundreds of thousands of these creatures have passed through that facility.”
“Potentially,” I corrected, though it sounded rather feeble. “There’s no way for us to know the exact number. Our technician was speculating.”
“But there could be other facilities,” Solkresh said. “Potentially many other facilities.” 
“Precisely,” Golma replied quickly—too quickly, as if he and the Rakashi had been ready and waiting to launch this simultaneous attack. “Is the Dominion willing to provide us with an accurate list of its ‘missing’ technology? Perhaps then we could get a better assessment of how many of these abominations we’re dealing with.”
Xeng blanched. Whatever demands he’d been braced for plainly hadn’t included that. 
I was suddenly reminded of how he’d trapped us in the taxi on the way over, and if the situation had been different, I might have found it amusing to watch him squirm in a similar ambush. They were waiting for him to slip and string himself up. 
“We don’t know where the tech came from, but a lot of it had been heavily modified,” I said. “And regardless, it had nothing to do with giving these Dowd any abilities—they already possessed them.”
“Perhaps a different facility handled that transformation,” Golma suggested. “Perhaps even in Dominion space under Science Directorate supervision.”
Xeng’s face went as hard as ferrocrete. “I resent that implication!”
“You may resent it all you like. That does not change the fundamental truth that humans are responsible for this calamity,” Golma pressed. “The Dowd were raiding our freighters, not yours. If their deception had not been exposed, then the Pact and Yarasi may have already been at war—a war that would benefit your people above all!”
“The Rividian Column is a terrorist organization,” Xeng shot back. “The Dominion does not support or condone their actions.”
“Of course you don’t condone them,” Naralys put in, a steely edge creeping into a voice that had been remarkably collected until this moment. “You merely stay out of their way while they plot our destruction.”
A warning bell rang in the back of my mind when I saw all three councilors converge on Xeng. Naralys’s response hadn’t seemed scripted like Solkresh’s, but that made it all the more impactful. If even the Yarasi weren’t willing to listen to reason here…
“I wish to remind this council that the Dowd deception was exposed,” Ellis put in, his voice still calm. “By humans.”
“For which this Council is eternally thankful,” Solkresh put in, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “But the heroic actions of a small handful of Dominion officers does not excuse the greater crime committed here. The Rividian Column is made up of your people, and their power has grown within your jurisdiction. This is no accident. Unless you wish us to believe that your Intelligence Directorate is so incompetent that they could not even recognize a threat brewing right before their eyes.”
“The DID has promised its full cooperation with this Council, as you well know,” Xeng said. “The Dominion government is committed to locating and destroying these terrorists as soon as possible.”
“Which is already too late,” Naralys said icily. “Yarasi warriors were massacred by human soldiers—human soldiers that are in league with the Dowd. And now they threaten to destroy everything this Assembly has attempted to build over the past thirty years.”
“And they will succeed, if we cannot muster an effective joint response,” Captain Ellis said. “The terrorist base on Nirivarr remains intact, and it is highly likely that many of their vessels remain there as well. I strongly recommend the creation of a joint task force. As many ships as our governments can realistically scramble within the next few days. Together, we might be able to—”
“A joint task force?” Golma blurted out. “To attack an enemy we know virtually nothing about?”
“An enemy whose plans have been disrupted, and who were clearly not anticipating offensive action,” Ellis replied. “All the information we’ve recovered creates a clear and disturbing picture of a false flag operation designed to shatter the Accords and plunge the Cluster into war. But exposing the enemy has given us the advantage. We cannot afford to waste it by allowing them to react.”
It was, I mused, the best argument we could possibly make, both tactically and politically, given the realities of the situation. And while I didn’t hold out much hope for its effectiveness in front of a hostile audience, it didn’t take me long to realize that for once in my life, I hadn’t been nearly cynical enough. Because after the Council exploded into another argument—mostly with Xeng and not us—it became abundantly clear that the captain and I were little more than spectators here. None of them had ever cared what we planned to say, and they had never intended to do anything no matter what we had told them.
Once that fact crystallized in my mind, I also realized that my latent fears about being hauled in front of the Assembly and enduring a long, arduous interrogation beneath those bright lights had been laughably unfounded. If we had escaped Nirivarr cleanly, things might have played out differently. But the shockwaves from the destruction of the Kasathra, one of the most powerful ships in the Cluster, had been felt here a thousand light-years away. And while those tremors may not have literally destroyed the Assembly, they had clearly ripped apart the fragile webbing that was holding it all together. It was only a matter of time now before the whole thing came apart. 
Captain Ellis didn’t give up easily, of course; he fought to the bitter end. Appeals to peace, appeals to mutual danger, appeals to the basic triumph of rationality over fear when the enemy was at the gates. And there were a handful of moments over the next hour of vitriol and bloodletting where I thought he might have charted a way through. But even that corridor inevitably collapsed around us, and when Councilor Vokal turned and stormed out of the chamber in the middle of Ellis’s final pitch, I knew it was over. 
But the devastation, I feared, had only just begun. 




Interlude


The orange liquid was dry, bubbly, and sweet, a perky combination Leenam usually despised in his drinks. Yet amazingly, this Ongoolian sludge was so good it was addictive. He’d had to pace himself lest he end up drinking an entire case in one afternoon. The squat little aliens were practically waddling mushrooms, and they reeked like overcooked garlic, but Leenam couldn’t deny that they made a damn good drink. Whenever the Dominion got around to conquering their pathetic world, maybe someone in Fleet Logistics could figure out a way to mass-produce the stuff. 
“Looks like they’re coming out,” Firth said through Leenam’s com implant. “Seem pretty somber—sounds like they didn’t get the news they wanted.”
“Of course they didn’t,” Leenam replied, keeping the half-empty glass near his lips. “The Master knows how these alien wretches think. It’s only a matter of time before there’s a full-blown panic.”
He took another sip and tossed a casual glance around the mostly empty café. Between the station’s giant fans simulating a gentle breeze and the Kenabrian sun blasting through the transparent shield dome overhead, this was a remarkable simulation of a true outdoor dining experience, minus the chance of bird shit ruining your meal. 
There remained far too many aliens here for his taste, thanks in large part to the incredible Sillibar bio-technology inoculating everyone from the worst cross-species pathogens. There wasn’t a single planet in the Cluster—not Nirule or Rakshan or even Oscura—with this many different species mingling together in one place. 
And thank the Seraph for that. 
“You still want me to follow them?” Firth asked. 
“No,” Leenam said, repressing the urge to shake his head. “There’s no point. Keep your eyes on that Neyris waiter and let me know if there are any changes.”
“Right.”
Leenam finished the rest of his glass. While the fizz tingled his tongue, he looked out across the station at the Assembly a few hundred meters away. He could barely make out the vehicle departing from one of the upper pads, but he found himself smiling anyway. So far, the Master’s predictions had been as prescient as always, and in the few minor cases where the aliens had needed a nudge in the right direction, he and his team had been in a position to give them one.
He would have traded almost anything to sit in on the conversation where Councilor Xeng confronted Ellis and his lapdog about their unsanctioned raid on Secunda. It probably wouldn’t be enough to destroy the captain outright just yet, but it had at least eroded his position. If they really got lucky, Ellis might even panic and inadvertently expose his Unionist allies. The sooner they got those alien-loving wretches out of the game, the better. 
His waitress came by to take his plate a moment later, and Leenam gave her his best impersonation of a warm smile. Normally, he was quite good with females, even alien ones like this Angoth girl, but she hardly paid him any attention. The screens inside the café building were busy looping the local newscasts, and the bombardment of fearmongering and speculation was clearly getting to the locals. Leenam was honestly surprised that so many of them had even shown up to work. 
That thought brought another smile to his lips even as he stood and put on his jacket. Despite the sudden and annoying disruption of their plans—despite the very real threat it posed to the future of the Dominion—it increasingly seemed like the Master’s confidence was justified. Fear was already starting to disrupt life here, and after a few choice tactical strikes, the Assembly and the cold peace would hopefully be dead and buried.
And while it was rather annoying that they would be forced to commit and lose more Dowd ships than anticipated, what with the Pact and Yarasi not annihilating themselves, it was conceivable that even that twist of fate might prove to be an advantage in the long run. The Dowd were merely tools, after all, and there would come a time when they would no longer be necessary. The fewer of them remained to be culled after the Eclipse, the better. 
“You sure you don’t want any backup tonight?” Firth asked. “Rumor has it that Kreen mutt is pretty tough.”
Leenam winced. Kreen mutt. He should have taken it as a compliment; Firth’s willingness to casually throw out the term meant that he and the rest of his team didn’t see Leenam as an alien anymore. But for whatever reason, it still burned in the back of his throat. 
“I can handle one little girl,” Leenam said. “Just make sure you’re careful with the Yarasi. She might be able to sense you coming, and we can’t afford for you or your team to get caught. The blame needs to fall squarely on the Dowd.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Firth said. “After tonight, the Yarasi will have one more reason to pull their forces off this station and hide under the Executrix’s skirt.”
“Good,” Leenam replied, glancing up to watch the taxi fly overhead. “Then it’s time we all got started.”




4
A Night Out


Councilor Xeng didn’t accompany us back to his landing pad, and the lone guard he sent to escort us to the taxi only came halfway before he turned around. We lifted off toward the docking ring, but neither Ellis nor I broke the silence until I ran a quick bug sweep with one of the sensors Saleya’s techs had installed in my holopad. When the scan came back clean, I groaned and let out a long, weary sigh.  
“I suppose that could have gone worse,” I said. “No one pulled out a pistol.”
“Words are just as deadly,” Ellis replied pensively, his dark eyes looking at nothing in particular as we soared over the city. “That’s more or less how we expected them to react. The only major point of surprise is how little they seemed to care about us.”
“Like the battle lines had been drawn before we showed up,” I agreed. “Though as you said, our initial report was reasonably thorough. Other than listening to me personally recount everything that happened, there wasn’t all that much for us to tell. Seems like everyone already made the decision to run home, crawl into their shells, and wait to see what happens next. That’s not a strategy to win a war.”
“No, but it’s the only path forward any of them can see. And unless or until something changes…” 
I nodded solemnly. “So I suppose the question is, what the hell are we going to do about it?”
“Right now, I’m more concerned about Xeng’s ambush before the meeting. I assume you have some thoughts on that.”
“Only that we need to get a message to Saleya ASAP. Maybe have her shut down operations and go underground for a while.”
The captain’s lips formed a line between his salt-and-pepper beard. “I’m not sure that will be necessary. Not yet, anyway.”
“Why not? If they figured out what really happened at Secunda, it could open up—”
“Because the DID doesn’t actually know anything. If they did, they would have acted on that intel. This is…something else.”
I frowned. “Like what?”
“I’m not sure yet,” Ellis conceded. “But think it through, Kal. My rivalry with Admiral Lochlan isn’t new. She’s been annoyed about the leeway the rest of the Admiralty has been granting me for years, and she’s especially pissed that SpecOps assigned you to my ship. And given how irritated she was the last time we were on the mothership, it’s not unreasonable to imagine that she had an operative sent to Secunda.”
“So you think it’s all a coincidence? An old grudge combined with bad timing?”
“I think that’s a strong possibility. Maybe even the most likely one…though definitely not the only one.” He paused for a moment, his dark eyes shadowed in thought. “It could also be bait.”
“Bait? Meaning…?”
“Like I said, if the DID or the Column or anyone else knew specifics about Saleya’s organization, they would have already acted. But someone could have learned about Secunda and decided to let that secret out to see what happened.” 
“Spooking us into making a mistake,” I reasoned. “And accidentally giving them more clues to follow.”
“Exactly,” Ellis said. “Not a new technique, by any means, but it has always been an effective one. And from their perspective, it has the added bonus of making it more difficult for us to perform our own investigation now. With this fact hanging over our heads, everything we do from here on out will be met with more skepticism.”
“Tarnishing any accusations we make or clues we uncover.” I groaned in disgust. “Have I ever mentioned how much I hate cloak and blade bullshit?”
The captain smiled thinly. “On occasion. But Saleya’s taught you to be pretty good at it.”
“That doesn’t mean I can’t resent it. Anyway, speculation aside, we’re back to our original problem: what do we do next?”
“I don’t see any reason to change the original plan. We head back to the mothership, consult with Saleya, and hope that Vrisk’s team can get us some better leads. If we can track down another Column base—or figure out where the Dowd are hiding—then there’s still a chance we can put an end to this before it gets any worse.”
“Maybe,” I said, not bothering to try and conceal my doubts.
“For the immediate future, I need to get in contact with Command and try to convince them there’s little point in us sticking around here,” Ellis added. “You need to get some sleep.”
I grunted softly. “Ash told me that you’d arranged a hotel for us on the station.”
“She’ll be happier there than cooped up in the Wildcat or on the Stormrider. Besides, she’d never forgive me if I didn’t let you go out on the town for at least one night.”
“You’re right about that. Every time she sees this kind of glitz and glamor, she starts making plans. You know how it is.”
“Yes,” Ellis chuckled. “I also know that she’s the only reason we’re here. Without her powers, we never would have found that Yarasi outpost or discovered the base on Nirivarr. That girl might have saved billions of lives, so I suggest you sand down that chip on your shoulder for one evening and show her a good time.”
I arched an eyebrow at him. It certainly wasn’t the first time he’d assumed an almost fatherly demeanor where Ash was concerned—or me, for that matter—but there was something else there in his voice I couldn’t quite place. Maybe he was just mentally shadowboxing against the idiots in Command who had rejected her application all those years ago. 
“I’ll take care of her,” I promised. “But out of curiosity, how are you expecting Command to react?”
“Honestly? The same as everyone else.” Ellis shrugged. “The Dominion can’t order the 4th Fleet into the Borderlands without permission. But even if we had an open invitation from the Security Council, Command would still never authorize it. We don’t know enough about the Dowd and their capabilities to go in blind, Kal, the Council was right about that. Their shields and weapons seem to have caught up, and now they have astral drives—not to mention the ability to communicate with their ships in astral space. Seraph knows how they figured that one out.”
My thoughts flicked back to our escape from Nirivarr. The insurrectionist cruiser had seemingly been capable of coordinating with ships in astral space—our sensors had picked up their transmissions as they shifted over. No one had a clue how that was possible, but such an ability would be a tremendous advantage in a serious fleet engagement. Possibly even a decisive one. 
“Someone in Command is also bound to point out that the Dominion is probably safe from a direct attack,” I said. “Everything we’ve learned so far suggests that the Column’s overarching plan here was to manipulate the Pact and Yarasi into killing each other so the Dominion could swoop in and take over. If that’s true, having the Dowd attack us doesn’t make sense.”
Ellis nodded. “I know. And if they do start attacking the others, there’s a real danger the Admiralty will want to sit back and stay out of it.”
“A plan that any insurrectionist sympathizer will absolutely support,” I said sourly. “What a fucking mess…”
We sat in silence for the last few minutes of the trip. It was much quicker this time, since the driver wasn’t intentionally lollygagging, but it was still long enough for me to imagine about ten different worst-case scenarios for how things would play out over the next few days.
“Get some rest, then try to enjoy dinner,” Ellis said as we stepped out of the cab by the docking ring. “But plan to report for duty tomorrow morning at oh-six…ah, make it oh-nine hundred. The crew could use some sleep, too.”
“Yes, sir. And if the Dowd launch a full-scale invasion in the meantime?”
He flinched behind his beard. “Oh-nine hundred, Major,” he said. “I’ll see you then.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Would you please stop squirmin’? It’s not that bad!”
“It’s bad enough,” I muttered as Ash tried to fasten the high collar of my stiff shirt for the third time. “Why can’t I just put on my dress uniform again?”
“Because it’s ugly as hell,” she said. “And you hate wearin’ that every bit as much!”
I smiled despite myself as I peered into the washroom mirror of our hotel room. The four hours of sleep I’d snagged this afternoon had lifted the bags from my eyes, but it hadn’t done anything to cure my sour mood. Thankfully, I had Ash for that. 
“Besides,” she added as the last button finally snapped into place, “tonight, you aren’t a soldier—you’re the man with the hottest girlfriend in the whole station.”
She was half-right. Over time, I had become a firm believer in the old axiom that a man didn’t stop being a soldier just because he took off his uniform. And as for her second assertion…
Well, that wasn’t even debatable. She had done that thing with her makeup that took her from a 10/10 to breaking the scale completely, mostly thanks to her ruby lipstick and dark eyeshadow, and her backless silver dress and twelve-centimeter heels had been driving me crazy before she’d even put them on. I suspected that half the reason she had insisted on dinner was to force me to wait at least a couple of hours before I tore open the former and braced the latter atop my shoulders. I had a history of ruining her outfits—and often her makeup—long before we ever made it out the door. Though it wasn’t as if she ever complained…
“There,” she said, retreating a step to inspect her handiwork. “You look positively dapper.”
“I look like a useless fop,” I said. I had never been fond of my dress uniform, nor the occasions that required wearing it, but civilian attire was even worse. While the black jacket and white undershirt fit perfectly fine, the pants were both too tight and too stiff. And the shoes just felt…weird. I had probably been wearing boots too long. 
“I promise, every girl in the restaurant is gonna be jealous of me,” Ash said, sliding her hand through my arm and admiring our reflection. Her blond hair looked especially cute pinned up with a set of long, decorative needles. “Not as jealous as the men will be of you, a’course, but that’s how it goes.”
I grunted, regretting that I hadn’t shaved now that my stubble was bristling against the tight collar. But Ash agreed with Velarys that the trim beard looked good on me, and at the end of the day, she always got what she wanted. 
“I figured out why I hate it,” I said. 
“Because you’re naturally grumpy?”
“Yeah, but it’s more than that—it makes me look like Gor.”
For some reason, I had expected her to be supportive, perhaps with a comforting squeeze on the arm or maybe some basic verbal soothing. But instead, she laughed so hard she nearly fell over.
“You’re not helping,” I muttered.
“I’m sorry, it’s just…” She laughed again and braced herself against the counter. “I didn’t even think it before you mentioned it, but now it’s all I can see! You two would look adorable in the same room together.”
I groaned, half tempted to rip off the collar and abort the whole evening. But my sleep-deprived grumpiness was no match for the sound of her laughter or the amused sparkle in her green eyes. Especially when I remembered that a few hours from now, I would be buried deep inside her until the wee hours of the morning. A little discomfort now was a small price to pay. 
“We should probably be moving,” I said, straightening my tie. “Seraph knows how crowded this place is going to be.”
“Very,” Ash said giddily. “I can’t wait!”
She clung tightly to my arm as we moved through the hotel at a leisurely stroll, and she insisted we head through the main lobby rather than take the sky bridge to the landing pad. I didn’t bother protesting; this night was for her, after all, and if she wanted to show off for as many people as possible, so be it. 
The cab ride to the restaurant only took a few minutes, during which it was a supreme challenge to keep my hands off of her when she was snuggled so tightly against me. But her body heat was already starting to bake me inside my suit, and I had to rub the cold towel I’d stuffed in my pocket across my forehead to mop up the sweat. I would have forgiven a lot about the suit’s uncomfortable design if someone would have figured out a way to install a cooling system in the jacket. 
It had been a while since we’d eaten at the Quintillion—closing in on three years—and the last time had only happened because Saleya had called in a favor for me. There were probably a hundred other restaurants here in the commercial district of the station, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if most of them had better food. But no one else had the prestige or name recognition of the first multi-species venue ever opened on the station, and that alone made the Quintillion unique. 
I got out first when we arrived, and I did my best impression of a real gentleman by walking around to open her door and offer her my hand. Ash beamed as I helped her up, then hooked her arm in mine as we sauntered forward, basking in the opulence and grandeur. It was like one of those insipid film specials where celebrities from across the Dominion would gather beneath the cameras to promote their newest holo-vid and fake charities. We weren’t surrounded by a flock of paparazzi and sycophants the moment we emerged from the taxi, thank the stars, but the neon lights and purple-gold carpet were clearly designed to make patrons feel big and important. Most of my attention focused on the two statues flanking the entryway, one an elegant Yarasi female and the other a winged Angoth male. 
Dimly, I imagined the conversation the original architects must have had when they were trying to decide which Pact species to immortalize in stone. A statue of a Sillibar probably hadn’t been on the table, given the inherent formlessness of their species, while a statue of a Krosian was an obvious no-go for a business establishment that didn’t want to scare away customers. And since none of the other species in the Pact had nearly as much influence as the “big three,” the Angoth must have won by default. 
Unlike our visit to the Sapphire Star, our reservation got us inside without me having to flip off any of the cameras, and before long we were staring at the Quintillion in all its glory. Saleya had once described it to me as “three fancy dinner plates stacked atop one another,” and the image had stuck in my head ever since. The lowest plate was the gaming room, which could have easily been plucked out of Gor’s casino on Rividian. The middle plate was the actual restaurant, capable of seating perhaps two hundred sentients at any given time. The top plate was something of an observatory/gathering room, where guests who didn’t want to gamble while awaiting their table could look out upon the glory of Kenabrius’s magnificent cream-colored rings through a magnified viewport. The stunning optical illusion made it seem like you were right on top of them rather than hundreds of thousands of kilometers away. 
I half expected Ash to drag me to one of the gaming tables, but to my surprise, she led me straight to the spiraling stairs heading up to the restaurant. Perhaps she, too, was looking forward to having me tear that dress off her the instant we were out of here. Or perhaps she could just sense that I wanted nothing to do with the people down here and was humoring me. 
Either way, I could tell she was enjoying herself as she glided across the carpet in her towering heels with a grace and poise that would rival any dancer in the Second Wind, perhaps even Saleya herself. In my younger and stupider years, I would have been tempted to run over and threaten every man who tossed an admiring glance in her direction, especially if their eyes lingered. But the more refined and mature person I’d become contented himself with knowing that she was enjoying the attention…and that I was the one whose name she would be crying out in a few hours when I fucked her out of her mind.
Perhaps I hadn’t really matured that much after all. 
The guests in the restaurant were as diverse a group as one could have imagined, with virtually every major species in the Cluster represented at one if not multiple tables. All in all, little had changed from the last time we’d been here, though the mood was clearly different. Even the soft music and softer lighting couldn’t mask the tension lurking behind the hushed conversations. A lot of these people had probably come here in an effort to forget the looming crisis, though it didn’t seem like all that many had succeeded. 
The only real surprise was the group of Dominion fleet officers gathered around a table near the currently empty music stage on our left. They were all still wearing their blue-gold uniforms, and I belatedly realized they were all from the Stormrider—including the raven-haired ensign at the edge of the table. 
“What the hell’s she doing here?” Ash asked when she noticed Miranda. 
“Ellis probably got some other people invitations, too,” I said, smiling. Nohani, Reyes, Olshenko…most of the bridge crew was there, all right, along with some other officers from engineering I didn’t know by name. 
Miranda smiled when she saw us, though her blue eyes widened slightly and seemed to linger on Ash, but she quickly returned her attention to the ongoing conversation. 
“Wild,” Ash breathed. “Should we go over and say hello?”
I pursed my lips, wondering the same thing. But there was something in Miranda’s expression that warned me away. It wasn’t concern or anxiety or anything bad; it was more like…subtle amusement? I didn’t know what it meant, but I decided to give it a minute and see what she was up to.
“Later,” I said, gesturing toward a table about ten meters away from the bar. “Let’s order first.”
An usher rushed over to show us to our seats. The scrawny but well-dressed Neyris man’s scarred veroshi tendrils suggested a previous life of violence, either as a slave or perhaps a goon in one of the family syndicates. He was pretty much the exact type of person Saleya’s group spent so much effort trying to save…and when he handed us our old-fashioned paper menus, I saw the glint of a familiar ruby wristband beneath his shirt. 
“Can I get you something to drink, noble patrons?” he asked.
“Any Oscuran port from 1052 or earlier?” Ash inquired. I pulled out a chair for her on the same side of the table as me, mostly so we could be close enough to touch each other but also because it put both our backs to the nearest wall.
“Absolutely—an excellent choice,” he said, shifting his gaze to me and flashing a knowing smile. “Your server will be along shortly.”
He gestured toward a feathery Yol’teesh currently drifting between tables. The waddling walk of his species seemed like it would pose a major challenge for keeping trays flat, but he seemed to be managing. 
“Before you depart this evening,” the Neyris added, “I highly recommend sampling the tralasca mint sundae.”
“Sounds good,” I said, smiling back as I mentally translated the innuendo.
Ash put her hand on my leg and leaned in close the moment he was gone. “A data packet that quickly?”
“Faster than I expected,” I said, nodding. “Vrisk mentioned he’d made contact, and he said someone would reach out by tomorrow. Wasn’t expecting it here, but it makes sense.”
Ash whistled softly and shook her head. “This girl really does have people everywhere, doesn’t she?”
“Yes, though half the folks on this station are spies. I’m sure Gor has someone here, and the big information brokers like Quill and Cordasco, too.”
“Still hard not to be impressed.” Ash shrugged. “I gotta meet her someday.”
You might get your chance sooner than you think, I thought, though I kept it to myself. If everything went as planned, I might finally be able to get Ash to the mothership…but I didn’t want to sour the evening by potentially starting an argument. No matter what happened, convincing her to board the jenny flagship was going to be a monumental task. 
As I examined the menu, idly curious how many copies they kept in the back with different languages, I found myself wondering what information the organization might have put together for me. Probably just local news, though that would have to include everyone’s reaction in the wake of the revelations from Nirivarr. It was hard to know if that would do us any good at this point, but if nothing else, it would certainly be interesting. And just as importantly, it would give me a chance to send a warning Saleya’s way as well. 
Pushing aside the thought, I focused on the menu. My decision was made the moment I saw that they had charred kelock steak, and while Ash continued to browse, I took another visual survey of the room to see if anyone was paying attention to us. They weren’t, as far as I could tell, though that didn’t necessarily mean anything. Mostly, I noticed the lingering aura of anxiety hanging in the air. The Quintillion—and the entire station, for that matter—had always felt a little bit like a hermetically sealed bubble, an eye in the storm of political chaos. 
But not tonight. It wasn’t easy to quantify, but I could see the fear and concern lurking behind every smile and every laugh. Like everyone wanted to pretend that life would go on as normal even while they knew it wouldn’t.
“Pretty impressive, huh?”
I blinked and turned back to Ash. “What’s that?”
“All the different types of folks sitting in one place without shootin’ each other,” she said. “Never seen anythin’ like it elsewhere.”
I smiled despite myself. Here I was, out for a fancy dinner in a nice suit, and all I could do was look around and see how nervous everyone was. But as usual, Ash had a completely different—and refreshing—perspective. 
“There are times I remember exactly why I love you,” I said. 
She raised a blond eyebrow. “You sayin’ you sometimes forget?”
“No,” I assured her. “Never.”
“Good answer,” she said, smiling as she threaded her arm through mine. “Because I am easily the hottest girl in this room, and you better appreciate it!”
“I do. And I’m going to show you how much the moment we get out of here.”
“Promises, promises,” she teased, a lascivious glint in her cat-like eyes. She tilted her head up as if she were about to kiss me, but she must have realized how dangerous that would be and stopped herself at the last second. My pants already felt tight. “Guess we better eat fast.”
“Very fast,” I said, my eyes drifting down to her crossed legs and the high heels dangling from her feet. Sitting this close to her was going to make it incredibly difficult not to imagine how good it was going to feel when they were wrapped around me later…
Ash shifted her gaze to the table with Miranda and the other bridge officers. “Wanna say hello after we order?”
“Probably should,” I said. “I’m just surprised they’re…ahh!”
I broke off when I felt a sudden pressure on my belt. When I glanced down, I expected to see Ash’s hand teasingly gliding over the buckle despite the fact we were in public…but there was nothing there.
“Somethin’ wrong?” she asked.
“No, I just thought—hnn!”
I felt the pressure again, but this time the mysterious force was pushing down against my entire crotch at the same time. I froze, wondering what in the hell was wrong with me, when the pressure shifted from atop my pants to inside them. If I didn’t know better, I would have sworn that an invisible hand had suddenly grasped my cock. 
“What’s gotten into you, baby?” Ash asked, face creasing with concern when I abruptly pushed my legs together. “You in some kinda pain?”
“N-no, it’s…” I trailed off again when the pressure began tugging at my shaft. I blinked, wondering if I was even more sleep-deprived than I realized, before I glanced up—
And spotted Miranda looking back at me with the most devilish grin I’d ever seen on her lips. 
No, I thought to myself. No, she can’t be…
But she was. Her right hand was propping up her chin as she leaned across the table, feigning interest in whatever war story Olshenko was going on about, but her left was dangling down by her thighs making small stroking motions perfectly aligned with the pressure on my cock.
“Oh my stars,” Ash breathed, face lighting up in recognition as she realized what was happening. “There’s no way…”
She turned and locked eyes with Miranda, and I got the distinct impression that the two women were silently planning my downfall. Especially when the former winked and the latter smirked. 
“That jenny slut,” Ash said, but this time there was no mistaking the delight—or arousal—in her voice. “She’s cheatin’!”
Miranda turned back to pay attention to the conversation at her table, but it only took a moment before her telekinetic fingers picked up the pace, sliding up and down my shaft in a full pumping motion. 
Fuck!
I squeezed the tablecloth, crumpling it up beneath my hands and trying desperately to keep the tent in my pants out of sight. They had been a little tight in the crotch before, but now there was a very real chance I could split the seams wide open. And even if I didn’t, the best-case scenario was that I would end up stumbling into the washroom to try and clean myself up…
“She won’t stop ’til you pop, baby,” Ash said, snickering and leaning her elbow on the table to help shield me from view. “You’re gonna have a big mess on your hands in no time.”
“Glad you’re so…ngn!…amused,” I growled, pulse racing and breath quickening despite my best efforts to resist. I couldn’t believe Miranda was doing this—or that she was even able to do this. The amount of fine control required was incredible. It felt precisely like those slender fingers of hers were milking me for all I was worth. 
But then, for seemingly no reason at all, the motion stopped. I moaned as I looked back over at her, noticing that her hand had frozen in place beneath the table. She just squeezed me more tightly instead, and I wondered if her intention all along had been to tease me to the brink but then leave me hanging. If so, I couldn’t decide if that was better or worse than having to conceal the mess.
“Are you ready to order, kind patrons?”
I yelped and practically jumped out of my seat when the screechy voice of our Yol’teesh waiter sounded right behind my ear. Between the tapping of their taloned feet and the near-constant ruffling of their feathers, the species wasn’t known for their stalking skills, yet I still hadn’t detected his approach. Ash clearly had, though, as evidenced by her desperate struggle to keep from bursting out laughing.
“Oh, we’re ready,” she said, holding out our menus. “I’d like to try the spiced Niskarian soup—isn’t that the kind that starts bubblin’ when you add spice and stir it too hard?”
“Yes, the crotanga causes a chemical reaction,” the Yol’teesh said, hopefully not noticing the scowl I was throwing at my date. “If you are not careful, it can make quite a mess of the table…and your clothing.”
“Well, I’d hate to ruin my new dress,” Ash said, and I suddenly felt her bare foot pressing against my shin and sliding up my leg beneath the table. “But I bet if I stir it nice and slow it won’t pop until it’s ready.”
“Excellent, madam,” the alien said, tapping the note on his datapad. “I have been told it is quite delicious.”
“Oh, I know,” she said, her pupils narrowing to gleeful slits as she looked at me. “Especially if you get it when it’s right out of the oven.”
It was then, right when the Yol’teesh focused his beady black eyes upon me, that Miranda’s invisible hand resumed slowly tugging at my shaft. 
“And for you, sir?”
“I’m not hungry,” I gasped, praying he didn’t notice the sweat beading on my brow…or how hard I was trying to resist the urge to grab the tablecloth again. 
“Oh, come on, the captain said he was payin’!” Ash teased as she slid her foot back down my leg. “He’ll take one of those charred kelock steaks with the tabarra grisco sauce. Little on the rare side.”
“Of course,” the waiter said, sounding polite and utterly oblivious to what was happening. “Will that be all, treasured patrons?”
“I think so,” Ash said, smiling and lifting her glass to her lips. “Actually, could we get a few more napkins? Ya know, just in case I end up stirring the soup too hard and make a mess.”
The Yol’teesh cooed pleasantly. “Absolutely, madam. It shall be ready in about ten minutes, perhaps a bit sooner.”
“Definitely sooner,” she murmured once the alien had turned and walked away. “Prolly less than a minute, right?”
“This isn’t—ngnnn!” I stifled a groan as Miranda began pumping my shaft for all it was worth. “This isn’t funny!”
“No, it’s hilarious,” she giggled, nibbling at her lower lip as she tossed a glance back at Miranda. “And pretty hot. Gotta give the jenny credit—didn’t know they made ’em this mischievous.”
Continuing to snicker, Ash scooted her chair a few centimeters closer and leaned her head against my shoulder, then surreptitiously drew one of the long, decorative needles out of her hair. 
“I’ll take care of you, baby, don’t worry. Just warn me a few seconds before you’re gonna pop, okay?”
I looked down at her smiling face, but it didn’t bring any relief—on the contrary, the sight of her glittering green eyes, ruby lipstick, and smoky eye shadow almost made me burst on the spot. And shifting my attention to Miranda didn’t help, either. She was squeezing her crossed legs together as if she were trying to quench the fire in her own quim while trying to pay attention to the conversation. And looking at her jenny body in that uniform just made me think about how badly I was going to reprimand her the next time we were alone on the ship…
“Shit,” I hissed, squeezing the tablecloth again. “Here it comes!”
But Ash was already moving. With a sudden flick of her wrist, she sent the tiny hair needle flying across the restaurant toward the empty stage. The high-pitched ring when it struck an ornate brass gong drew everyone’s attention…
And in that instant, she leaned down, unzipped my fly, and took my cock into her mouth.
I exploded instantly. There was so much she couldn’t possibly contain it all, but Ash knew how hard I could burst and had prepared appropriately. I felt her swallowing even before I’d finished, ensuring that there would be no overflow. And within moments of me firing my last shot, she abruptly straightened up in her seat as if nothing strange had happened at all. 
“Not quite the same when you don’t do your own cookin’,” she said, tongue flashing across her lips as she gave Miranda an impish wink. “But still…a meal’s a meal, ya know?”
Groaning, I stuffed myself back into my pants as quickly and subtly as I could, then tossed a few surreptitious looks around the restaurant to see if anyone had noticed. But while everyone’s interest in the gong had started to wane, no one seemed to be paying attention to us at all. I didn’t even spot anyone gawking or smiling coyly. 
“Fuck,” I swore, struggling to catch my breath. Miranda had shifted a bit to appear like she was even more focused on whatever the other officers were saying, though I could see the corner of her lips curving upward. “When we get back to the ship, I am going to destroy her.”
“Damn right you are,” Ash said, taking another sip from her glass. “And afterward, you’re gonna march your ass onto the Wildcat and share it with me.”
I snorted softly, the post-climax haze of fatigue-laced contentment washing over me. At the same time, I felt as exhilarated as if I’d come out of a firefight. “You don’t have to wait,” I told her. “You could just come with me and join us.”
A flash of red splashed across her cheeks. “Oh, I don’t know about that,” she mumbled. “Wouldn’t wanna make her uncomfortable or anythin.’”
I cocked an eyebrow at her. Apparently, after all our years together, she could still manage to surprise me. Her embarrassment was absurd on its face for about a dozen different reasons, not the least of which was that she had been bold enough to dive beneath the tablecloth and suck me off in public a minute ago. But no matter how much she liked the girls I brought back to her, she’d still never had a chance to be with one. 
That needed to change. That was going to change, and soon. 
But right as I opened my mouth to say something, I heard the rustling feathers of a Yol’teesh behind us, and the spicy scent of tabarra grisco sauce assaulted my nostrils.
“Well, that was quick,” Ash commented as he set her bubbling green soup down in front of her. 
The alien puffed out his chest with pride. “You indicated that you desired haste for your meal.”
I frowned as he laid the charred steak in front of me before I remembered that his species had excellent hearing. He had probably heard Ash teasing me and taken it the wrong way…
“It looks amazin’, thanks,” she said. “I think we have a dessert comin’, too…but, um, can we get something simple to go instead? We’re kinda in a rush.”
The alien’s feathers ruffled. “Is your partner ill?”
“What?” I asked. 
“You are perspiring,” the waiter said. “Profusely.”
“He gets like that when he’s horn—erm, hungry,” Ash said. “But he’s fine, don’t you worry.”
“As you wish, noble patrons. If you require anything else, please let me know.”
I threw her a glare once the waiter was gone. “You’re in a spicy mood tonight, aren’t you?”
“Just havin’ fun bein’ out,” she said innocently as she grabbed her fork and eyed my steak. “You gonna cut that or what?”
“What about your soup?”
“Oh, Niskarian soup is kinda gross.”
I frowned. “Did you seriously order it just to make that bubbling-over joke?”
“Maybe,” Ash said with a giggle. “Besides, I figure you’ll eat anything, so I can take half your steak. Now, cut it up for me, would ya? It’s gettin’ cold.”




Interlude


The observatory on the uppermost level of the Quintillion offered an undeniably stunning view of the Kenabrius’s icy rings, and the two dozen patrons milling about its black parquet floor were all thoroughly enthralled by the magnification filters that made it look they were standing a few meters from the rings rather than hundreds of thousands of kilometers away. Leenam had taken a moment to appreciate the view when he’d first come up to this level as well, though after spending so much time in the master’s observation chamber, everything else seemed almost quaint by comparison.  
“Zeris just arrived,” Firth’s voice came over Leenam’s com implant. “He has the girl with him.”
“As expected,” Leenam replied, lifting his glass to his lips. Businessmen on Kenabrius often looked like they were talking to themselves while on calls, but he still preferred to conceal his conversations whenever possible. “How about the officers?”
“No changes. Give it a minute and we’ll make our move.”
A Meldonian server came by to pick up drinks and offer more, and Leenam placed his empty glass on the man’s tray, snatched up a new one, and then made his way to one of the balconies where he could look down on the dining area through the octagonal gap in the floor. Allowing people to loom over your customers while they ate dinner seemed like a rather strange breach of privacy, but it was probably the inevitable result of the observatory needing to be constructed on the top floor. And the unusual design did have the benefit of forcing everyone up here to smell the food and whet their appetites.
Regardless, the layout was ideal for tonight’s purposes. Leenam had a perfect vantage point to keep an eye on the Neyris waiter they’d been tracking all day—as well as Major Zeris. 
And there Zeris was now, entering the dining area with the half-Kreen girl on his arm. Her alien eyes weren’t visible from this distance, but her long blond hair and athletic body sheathed in Denebrian silk certainly made a statement. She moved on her heels with effortless grace, and her iridescent silver dress was cut high enough to show off an impressive expanse of toned thigh and low enough to display a tasteful glimpse of cleavage.
Leenam lips thinned when he saw her. The vault of memories in the back of his mind—the vault the Master had spent a great deal of time helping him seal away—rumbled as if it were about to crack open. He remembered being close to her…he remembered caring about her…
But that was a different lifetime, and he was a different man now. His salvation lay ahead of him, not behind him. The Seraph and Her glorious light were waiting to cleanse his impurities if he could just prove his worth.
Clearing his mind, he focused his attention on Zeris. The man moved with the unmistakably purposeful gait of a soldier…and the unmistakable discomfort of man who loathed the suit he’d been stuffed into. Which wasn’t to say he didn’t wear it well; a young, undeniably handsome man of his impressive height and musculature could probably wear anything well. He had already drawn the gazes of more than a few female patrons, much to the chagrin of the men they were currently with. 
Zeris’s other female companion—a young fleet ensign—had been here for about half an hour, and she was engaged in a conversation with several other Dominion fleet officers, all wearing the same blue-gold uniform. She was the only member of his little cadre that Leenam had any interest in protecting; her scores in the Academy placed her at the top of her entire Gen-58 class, and the Dominion couldn’t afford to squander once-in-a-generation talent like hers. 
But then, her records also showed that she had allowed Zeris to breed her, which was so revolting that Leenam couldn’t help but scowl. To waste her incredible genetics on a mere natty ’pounder was a crime against the Seraph’s legacy. 
“They’re here,” he said, taking a sip of his wine. “The server is making his play.”
He watched as the Neyris man escorted Zeris and his date to their table. He departed after they’d exchanged a few words, and he didn’t pass along anything besides the menus. Probably waiting until later, Leenam reasoned, which would work just fine. He was willing to be patient. 
“Would you like another round of drinks?”
Leenam turned to see the Meldonian server standing at his elbow, the tiny gills on his green neck opening ever so slightly as he flashed his guest an affable smile. 
“I’m quite all right,” he said as politely as he could manage. “But thank you.”
“Are you certain?” the server pressed. “The line is quite long tonight without a reservation. It may be some time before your name is called.”
“I’m fine,” Leenam insisted, wondering why in the hell the fool had taken an interest in him of all people. There were dozens of other patrons up here, and he had just refreshed his drink. “But I appreciate the concern.”
“It is my duty to ensure that the needs of all the Quintillion’s customers are met,” the Meldonian said. “But in this case, I am afraid I must insist.”
There was a whisper of movement behind Leenam’s left shoulder, and he suddenly felt the unmistakable pressure of a pistol muzzle against his back. Years of intense training kept him from visibly startling, and he only had to shift his gaze a few centimeters to catch a reflection in the polished brass railing. A female Kali—a woman in a sea-green wrap who he had mistaken for another guest—was standing right behind him with a pistol in hand. 
“I see,” Leenam muttered, not bothering to resist. Of all the alien filth on this station, the Kali may have been the most vile; their innate resistance to telepathy was incredibly obnoxious. He had always thought that they could have been molded into superb spies if they weren’t so obsessed with technology…and apparently someone else had realized that as well. 
No, not someone—the Unionist sympathizers. Leenam knew it in his bones. It seemed Firth’s surveillance team hadn’t gone undetected after all. 
“This way, please,” the Meldonian said. “We have a much larger selection for you to sample downstairs.”
Leenam could have resisted. In five seconds flat, he could have had the Kali flying over the balcony and the Meldonian gasping for breath through a crushed trachea on the observatory floor. But as interesting as it would have been to learn if his species could wheeze out of their gills as well as their mouth, Leenam knew this wasn’t the time or the place for such an experiment. Losing his ability to observe Zeris was annoying, but if he played his hand right, this might net him something equally valuable. 
“Lead on,” he said. “I can’t wait to see what you have.”
The Meldonian led them across the observatory with the Kali tucked behind them. She stayed closed enough to deter him from trying anything, but not so close that it looked suspicious. All in all, he had to admit that this was a far more professional operation than he’d anticipated. For these Unionists to have not one, but three or potentially even more agents working in or observing the Quintillion…
Well, it made perfect sense. Kenabrius was a haven for spies, and every organization with the means had a presence here. Their enemy was more resourceful than they had anticipated. Which meant it was all the more critical for him to identify and eliminate their leader as quickly as possible. 
Leenam was herded through a door to the employees’ stairwell, and the moment they were out of sight of the other guests, he felt the Kali’s pistol push into his spine again. He briefly considered taking them both out now, if only to prevent them from getting additional backup, but he was curious to see how this played out. These Unionists clearly didn’t know who he was or what he was capable of. If they did, they would have already shot him…or been smart enough to never approach him in the first place. 
The stairwell descended past the restaurant’s other two floors to a sublevel that was sealed off by a security door. The Meldonian keyed in the code, then led the group into a spacious stockroom filled to the brim with crates and shelves. Nearly all of them were empty, however, which made Leenam assume it was secondary rather than primary storage for the restaurant. Regardless, the thick thorotine walls seemed reasonably soundproof. 
“Hands up,” the Meldonian demanded the instant the door closed. He reached over to one of the shelves, and when his hand reappeared, it was holding a pulse pistol. “And stay very still.”
Leenam did as the alien asked. The Kali began patting him down with her clawed, ruddy brown hands, and it didn’t take her long to locate the small gun nestled on the inner sleeve of his jacket or the spare clip of slugs in the opposite sleeve. She snatched them away, and he could imagine the ripple of surprised blue flashing across her scales when she studied them. 
“Ballistic pistol?” the Meldonian asked. 
“Yes,” the Kali said in a flat voice. “Though unlike any model I am familiar with.”
“Interesting weapon for a dinner guest,” the Meldonian murmured. “The Quintillion’s management would love to know how you slipped that past the scanners.”
“Invite them in and I’ll be happy to tell them,” Leenam said conversationally. “Security is something of a passion of mine.”
The green alien smiled thinly. “I must admit, it’s refreshing to find a professional who doesn’t bother forcing the charade when he knows he’s been caught. Now then, I suggest you continue to impress me by telling us what you’re doing here and who you’re working for.”
“I was about to ask you the same question,” Leenam said, keeping his hands raised and his voice calm. “The last time I visited, the Quintillion’s staff was more hospitable and less well armed.”
The Kali made a strange, vaguely hissing noise behind him. “You will provide answers to his inquiries, or you will die,” she said. “Choose wisely.”
Leenam grunted. She had set his gun and the slugs down on one of the shelves next to her—at least three meters away, well out of easy reach unless he wanted to get shot while lunging for them. But then, he didn’t really need the weapon; the slugs would do just fine on their own. He only needed to buy himself a moment to concentrate and mentally focus on the spare clip…
“Well, my employer won’t be happy if I talk, but I suppose you are the ones holding weapons,” he said. “I’m investigating a traitor to the Dominion—Major Kaldor Zeris. Perhaps you’ve heard of him?”
From the way the Meldonian’s gills flared, it was clear that he hadn’t expected Leenam to cooperate so easily. And from the way his black eyes flicked with alarm to look at the Kali behind him, it was equally clear they knew who he was talking about. 
Leenam’s intuition hardened into absolute certainty. He’d found what he sought.
“You are not DID,” the green alien said. “Their spotters wouldn’t have been caught following Torel, and a Silencer wouldn’t have bothered trying to blend in.”
“True,” Leenam said. “A Silencer would have cloaked himself, and even your Kali friend here wouldn’t have seen him. I guess that makes you unlucky.”
The Meldonian’s eyes narrowed. “What?”
“If you hadn’t noticed him, he wouldn’t have had to kill you,” Leenam said. “Me, on the other hand…”
There was a faint hum in the room when he mentally created the magnokinetic field, and the micro-railgun slug he’d finally freed from the clip shot across the room as if he’d fired the pistol. The bullet ripped right through the back of the Kali’s scaled head, and before her snake-like body even hit the ground, Leenam adjusted the field and arced the bullet back toward the Meldonian. It tore through his gills like a knife slashed across his throat, and he dropped his weapon and collapsed with his partner. 
“I can’t afford loose ends,” Leenam finished, adjusting the magnetic field a final time and calmly pulling the bullet back to his hand. 
While the green alien gurgled and clutched at his torn-open throat in a vain attempt to stem the bleeding, Leenam performed a search of the Kali. She didn’t have anything useful on her, and a quick perusal with the microscanner in his wristband confirmed she didn’t have any implants, either. But with any luck, the Meldonian could give him all he needed. 
The alien had stilled by the time Leenam got back to him. The stench of its brackish blood was particularly pungent, but he did his best to ignore it as he repeated his quick search and scan. Once again, he found nothing—the Unionists definitely weren’t fools, he had to give them that. 
But it didn’t really matter. The Seraph’s power could uncover secrets that mere technology never could. 
Taking a deep breath, Leenam reached out a hand and placed it upon the Meldonian’s face. The clammy flesh was still warm. 
A few short years ago, the deluge of memories would have been immediate and overwhelming. But he’d trained hard to master his psychometric abilities, and he had learned how to meticulously separate the individual streams from the flood. Strong emotional reactions were the key; they were like anchors holding the mind together, and as long as he tethered himself to the right ones, he had all the time in the world to look around. 
Most Seraphim Seers considering psychometric readings a lesser form of clairsentience, and Leenam was more than willing to admit that it did pose some unique challenges. But as he searched the Meldonian’s recent experiences, he realized he had found a trove beyond his wildest expectations. He would have settled for something simple, like the name of another contact here on the station his team could investigate on the long trail to the Unionist leader. But this alien…he had actually met that leader. Not recently enough to get a clear reading or a precise identity, but Leenam could visualize the silhouette of a tall alien woman with horns, a tail, and bright red skin…
He inhaled sharply and pulled away, a smile tugging at his mouth.
“Firth, you copy?”
“Still here. Was starting to wonder if something had gone wrong.”
“Quite the opposite,” Leenam said, standing upright and retrieving his gun from the shelf. “We can call off the investigation. I found her.”
“You…you what?”
“I found the Unionist leader. On the mothership, hiding right under the nose of the DID.”
Leenam didn’t have any trouble imagining the stunned, breathless look on the other man’s face. It was the same one he’d made himself a moment earlier.”
“You can’t be serious,” Firth said. “How…?”
“It doesn’t matter. The point is that we’ve found her. Send out the order and get a ship ready for us. We need to leave as soon as possible.”
Another pause. “What about tonight? Are we cancelling the attack?”
Leenam considered. While it was tempting to get off this station and head for the mothership as quickly as possible, realistically they wouldn’t be able to arrange transport for at least a few hours. Besides, there was no good reason to abandon their current plans. They were here to sow chaos…and deal with the Kreen girl who shared his psychic gift. 
“No,” Leenam said, tossing a final glance down at the bodies at his feet. “We go forward as planned.”




5
Midnight Summons


Ash and I demolished my steak so quickly that we were done eating before anyone at Miranda’s table. I had walked in here resigned to the fact that Ash would want to get dessert and probably waste at least a little money gambling before we left, but Miranda’s gambit seemed to have altered her priorities for the evening. She was so turned on she couldn’t keep her hands to herself; every few seconds, the fingers of her left hand would graze my crotch. It only took a few passes before my manhood was practically splitting through my pants again, and when she eventually let her palm rest upon the bulging mound, the heat radiating from her skin made it impossible to think about anything else. 
She kept tossing furtive glances at Miranda, as if trying to bait the other woman into giving me another telekinetic handjob, and they made eye contact so many times I was a little surprised no one else at the officer table seemed to notice. I wondered if it was some kind of nonverbal female competition thing; I had the distinct impression that if we weren’t sitting in the middle of a crowded restaurant, they would have both been down on their knees seeing who could get me off first. 
Or perhaps that was just my own imagination running wild, since I had fantasized about that exact thing on more than one occasion since they’d met…
Just before we paid, the Neyris greeter stopped by our table to slip us a complimentary “mint,” which I promptly tucked into my jacket for later perusal. Before I could even start thinking about what data might be on it, though, Ash hauled me out of the chair and started for the exit, shooting Miranda a decidedly smug look along the way. Ash also seemed to put an extra sway into her hips as she walked, though that could have been a result of her heels…or another figment of my increasingly horny imagination. 
I concerned myself with hunching enough that my arousal wouldn’t be as obvious, though I couldn’t do anything about the perspiration gathering on my collar or forehead. Perhaps this was another advantage of being in such mixed-species company—the random alien patrons might not notice the obvious signs of a human man desperately trying to conceal his raging hard-on.
We had to wait less than a minute for one of the station’s automated taxis to swoop by and pick us up, but every second felt like an epoch. Ash wasn’t making it any easier. She knew better than to aggressively paw at me in public, but she was standing so close that the heat of her body was practically melting me inside my suit. That, plus the unmistakable “I want you to fuck me” look in her eyes almost made me want to drag her behind one of the impressive statues and rail her against the ferrocrete just to let off of some steam. 
But this wasn’t a traditional city, and there weren’t any convenient alleyways without cameras or foot traffic. I also didn’t have any ice packs with me, though I had a feeling that wasn’t going to stop her from swallowing me the moment we were in the back seat of the taxi. It was a short trip—only about three minutes—but her lips wouldn’t need nearly that long to finish the job. Not unless she wanted to toy with me…
When the cab arrived, I opened the door for her like a proper gentleman, trying to act as casually as a man could when he knew that a set of soft, warm, passionate Kreen lips would be wrapped around his cock ten seconds into the future. But Ash surprised me—she didn’t lean over in the seat and unzip my pants to start cooking her dessert. Instead, she pushed her panties down over her heels right after I closed the door, and I barely had a chance to punch our destination into the control pad before she swung her leg over my waist and straddled me. 
“Fuck me, baby!” she pleaded, her hands sliding between us to try and liberate my manhood. “Come on!”
Between the two of us, we had my belt unbuckled and pants unzipped in record time. My cock was only visible for a fraction of a second before she directed the tip inside. I moaned as the scalding heat of her Kreen cunt enveloped me, and even with the protection of my powers, I still felt like I was fucking a piece of the sun. 
And it was incredible. I moaned, low and guttural, as the grasping silk of her walls squeezed me within her. Ash’s answering mewl of pleasure fell sweetly upon my ears as I stretched her open.
She didn’t waste any time before she began grinding against me, her hips and abdominal muscles milking me for all I was worth. I let my hands settle on her waist, content to let her take control for a change. Her painted eyelids fluttered shut as she threw back her head in ecstasy, her long blond mane spilling in a golden river past her shoulders.
“Hnngn…” she moaned. “Show me more of that jenny slut!”
Hooking her hands around the back of my neck, Ash pulled me in for a long, deep kiss even as her hips continued churning. Her tongue was a scorching serpent slithering through my lips and into my mouth, and I swore I could actually taste her need. This was going to be one of those nights where she’d demand I finish inside her over and over until I was completely drained. 
“You’re gonna give it to her hard the next time you see her, right?” she breathed when she pulled back.
“So hard she might break,” I panted. 
A shudder rippled through her body as she began to churn even harder, her wet, blistering lips nibbling from my mouth to my ear. “You better. And when you’re done, you’re gonna come share with me, okay? Don’t even wait to clean up. I want it right away.”
“You’ll get it,” I promised. 
“Mmmgh. Oh, baby…I wanna feel it. I wanna feel her. I wanna…I wanna…oh, stars!”
Her arms squeezed me against her as she climaxed, holding me so tightly I could barely breathe. The frantic tremors rippling through her pushed me over the edge alongside her, and I squeezed back as I drove my hips upward and fired salvo after salvo inside her…
I was a hot, sweaty mess when our taxi pulled up to the curb of our hotel, worse than if I’d played a krekball tourney all afternoon. Ash was only slightly less disheveled with her rumpled dress and tousled hair, but she didn’t try to hide it. She didn’t even put her panties back on; she just stuffed them into her purse as we got out of the vehicle. 
I knew we’d draw plenty of attention as we moved through the hotel back to our room, but I honestly didn’t care. All I could think about was getting out of this suit and back into Ash as quickly as possible. I didn’t even realize how swiftly I was moving until I saw her start to teeter on her heels while trying to keep up out of the elevator, but I refused to slow down. Hoisting her up into my arms, I carried her the rest of the way down the hall while she kissed, licked, and nibbled at my earlobe, all while quietly begging me to fuck her again and again. 
And that was exactly what I did. 
[image: image-placeholder]Standing on the balcony of our hotel room, an ice pack in one hand and a cold bottle of Drellian beer in the other, I couldn’t help but savor how good it felt to be alive. Sure, the fabric of interstellar society was fraying at the seams, and sure, a genocidal enemy with a lethal armada was out there waiting to strike, but things still could have been a lot worse. At least I wouldn’t die lonely and horny. 
Snorting softly, I downed a gulp of the bitter brew, took another long look at the sparkling lights of the city and the shimmering expanse of stars beyond the overhead dome, and then glanced back over my shoulder to the naked woman on my bed. Ash was only about half covered by the sheets, and her blond hair was spilled across the bed where she’d finally passed out after our third bout. Her dress—and the pieces of my suit—were scattered about the floor. 
We’d made a mess like this in so many places it was getting difficult to keep count. I’d railed her in the jungles of Dormire, on the wasteland flats of Chophus, and even once in a cramped submersible on Baz Garopa. Long-distance relationships may have been terrible, but they taught you how to fuck like animals in every conceivable environment—and at every possible opportunity. The fact that she was also desperate for me to “upload” new girls into her mind during our reunions made it all the more intense. 
But no reunion sex, no matter how good, could make up for how bad it felt whenever I had to leave her behind. 
I sighed and took another sip. We had been so deep in the thick of things the last few weeks that I hadn’t taken the time to appreciate how wonderful it was to be together continuously. And with everything that was happening—and our unique position at the center of it—it seemed like we weren’t going to be forced to separate anytime soon. Though that development would have been more heartening if it didn’t feel like the galaxy was about to fall apart around us. 
Still, I knew it was something I shouldn’t take for granted. We were together, and that was what counted. Now if Ellis could only convince Command to send us back to the mothership—and if I could convince Ash to finally come aboard and meet Saleya in person…
Grinning at the thought, my endurance restored at the mere thought of seeing Ash’s face when she entered the Second Wind, I turned to crawl back into bed beside her. But just as I braced my knee on the mattress, my holopad began vibrating somewhere on the floor. 
I almost ignored it. I definitely wanted to—I hadn’t even been willing to read over the data packet we’d gotten from the Neyris server yet. This was supposed to be a night off. 
But two seconds later, I was rifling through my rumpled pants until I located the device and saw Vrisk’s frequency—not his standard one, but one of the encrypted lines he’d set up for emergencies. With a grimace, I stepped into the washroom, quietly closed the door, and flicked it on. 
“Zeris.”
“Major,” the Kali’s cool voice came back. “I apologize for the interruption, but there is something we must discuss.”
A warning klaxon sounded in the back of my mind. For Vrisk to reach out to me at this hour on this frequency in the middle of Kenabrius Station…
“What is it?” I asked.
“A problem. Two employees of the Quintillion were murdered.”
I blinked. “What? When?”
“The report came in recently. The bodies were discovered in one of the restaurant’s stockrooms approximately an hour ago.”
A sudden tightness gripped my chest. Violent crime was pretty rare on the station, and a double homicide in its most famous restaurant was the kind of news that would make headlines across the Cluster. 
And if Vrisk was calling me about it… 
“Do you know what happened?” 
“Not specifically, but both individuals—a Meldonian male and a Kali female—appear to have been killed by a ballistic round.”
“They were shot? Right when we were having dinner?”
“So it would seem.”
“How is that even possible? We didn’t hear anything. No one did.”
“It is difficult to speculate, but the projectile that killed them was not found at the scene. Detailed forensic analysis will be required to learn more.”
I glanced at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. I looked every bit as confused (and tired) as I felt. 
“Such an event would be shocking under any circumstances, but there are additional concerns,” Vrisk went on. “The individuals who were killed were not simply employees. They were agents of the organization.”
My mouth went dry, and the tightness in my chest moved to my throat. I recalled our confrontation with Xeng earlier, and how the DID had discovered my operation on Secunda…
“Oh, shit,” I rasped.
“It is unlikely that we have been compromised,” Vrisk said, perhaps predicting where my thoughts were going. “Neither individual had anything on their person to link them to us or the organization. However, several witnesses on the scene reported the operatives speaking with a human male on the observation deck. They were seen escorting him to the stairwell…and then never again.”
I hissed through my teeth, belatedly remembering the “mint” I’d stashed in the pocket of my blazer. Perhaps it couldn’t wait until morning after all. 
“I got the data packet from the restaurant,” I said, “but I haven’t looked at it yet. Think this has anything to do with it?”
“Unlikely. The agent who passed it to you is still alive—he is the reason I learned about the murders so quickly.”
I pursed my lips. “What kind of operation are we dealing with here? Someone who only identified a few agents but not the others?”
“That is also unclear, but the human male in question was paying you and Nashira undo attention.”
I shivered involuntarily. Someone had been watching us in the restaurant? But who? And why? My sleep-deprived mind raced through the possibilities…
“This station is crawling with informants and spies and Seraph knows what else,” I said. “Any guesses at the identity of this person?”
“None at present,” Vrisk replied. “The organization has not experienced any difficulty in this sector for some time, and the mistress has expended considerable resources to stay in the good graces of other neutral organizations. I find it highly unlikely that any of them would be involved.”
“So not Cordasco or Quill or the Vekachi Sisters,” I murmured. “And if this killer was a human…”
“There is one obvious conclusion, but obvious does not always mean accurate,” Vrisk said, though the reflexive hedging seemed a bit forced. “If the Intelligence Directorate was keeping an eye on you, they could have easily deployed a Silencer.”
“True, but the DID prefers to rely on mundane assets instead of their super assassins whenever possible,” I replied. “And there’s the fact that Councilor Xeng ambushed the captain and I with a few choice questions when we arrived. Evidently, Lochlan had the DID snoop around Secunda, and they didn’t like the mess they found there.”
“Curious,” the Kali mused. “And troubling.”
“That’s putting it mildly,” I muttered. “Someone’s obviously trying to ruffle our feathers. But if they knew enough to fully expose us, you’d think they would have already done so.”
“I agree. Which means it is not yet time to panic. Though I highly recommend we return to the mothership with great haste.”
“The captain’s working on it, but it might take a few days.”
“Then I shall focus my efforts upon the encrypted data. Unfortunately, my hibernation cycle is fast approaching.”
I nodded. This wasn’t the ideal time for a three-day nap, but I knew from experience that his species couldn’t put it off for long without some pretty extreme consequences to their health. 
“Just do what you can beforehand,” I said. “If we can get out of here soon, you can sleep on the way home.”
“That would be ideal,” the Kali replied mildly. “I will stay in touch with any new details, Major. Good luck…and be careful.”
“You, too,” I whispered when the com clicked off. The bottle of beer I’d left on the nightstand suddenly seemed a lot less appetizing, and the galaxy I’d been so fond of five minutes ago didn’t seem nearly as welcoming, either. 
Grimacing, I went back into the main room to find the small mint. It only took a moment to remove the protective case and withdraw the chip stashed inside. Pushing it into the reader on the back of my holopad, I loaded up another of Vrisk’s decryption algorithms, sat down on the couch on the opposite side of the suite, and settled in for a nice, long read. 
[image: image-placeholder]The data packet didn’t contain anything particularly mind-blowing. The vast majority of it focused on general information the organization had picked up over the past few weeks, including reactions to the news of our ongoing adventures against the Dowd. Most of it was quite dull, at least to me, and I didn’t find any miraculous, timely discoveries about secret Rividian Column mobilization or anything else relevant to the situation. 
The only bit that held my interest was a report from inside the Science Directorate. I knew that Saleya had a bunch of her girls working in the top levels of nearly every agency where alien consorts were the norm for powerful men, and one was apparently attached to the junior director of the Terminus Project, the DSD initiative to construct a stable hyperspace corridor through the Veil and back into the rest of the galaxy. The “Straw,” as it had come to be called, was probably the greatest boondoggle in a century; it had received limitless funding yet never produced tangible results. The latest estimate for completion was about a decade, which the DSD had been saying for longer than I’d been alive. 
That was what made this particular report shocking. Saleya’s agent seemed convinced that the project actually was getting somewhere, and the resounding success of the recent simulations was making a lot of senior officers nervous. Not because they didn’t want to succeed, but because they understood the political ramifications. The Straw was the endgame—if the other powers in the Cluster knew that the Dominion was close to reestablishing contact with Keledon and potentially bringing in countless reinforcements from the wider galaxy…
Well, a month ago I would have been concerned about the potential for widespread war. But now, with the Dowd breathing down everyone’s neck, worrying about a science project that might never even work seemed quaint. Successful models were one thing; building a jump gate and putting it into practice was another. People had far more important things to worry about. 
Sighing, I tossed my holopad on the couch and rubbed at my tired eyes. The rest of the report being uninteresting wasn’t really a surprise. After all, it had been almost exactly a month since we’d stumbled on that derelict Pact freighter in the Drift, and about two weeks since our escape from the Yarasi outpost. It felt like a year could have already passed to me, but to the rest of the Cluster, little had changed. There was nothing for our contacts to find, which was precisely why I needed to speak with Saleya in person. 
Everyone who signed up with her organization understood the risks, and this was far from the first time that her operatives had gotten killed. But it was still a stark reminder of how dangerous this game was that we were playing, and how bloody it would be if the organization was exposed before it was ready. 
Assuming it was ever ready. Ellis had always said that transforming the Dominion would be a slow, generational process, and that a lot of us wouldn’t live to see it come to fruition. Dimly, I wondered if he put himself in that category. 
Moving to the bed, I was about to slide beneath the covers for some much-needed sleep when I was interrupted yet again. But this time, it wasn’t the buzz of my holopad—it was a buzzing inside my mind. 
[Kal.]
I inhaled sharply. The mental voice belonged to Velarys. When I closed my eyes, I could feel her mentally reaching out to me…
[Come to me. We must speak.]
I paused, wondering if I could communicate back to her in some way. Then an image forced its way into my mind: the massive arched bridge stretching like a steel rainbow over the station’s famous solarium in the heart of the city. I caught a glimpse of Velarys there waiting for me…and then the connection was gone. 
For a long moment, I just stood there next to the bed, wondering why she had reached out to me in the middle of the night. Perhaps she had also heard about the murders at the restaurant…or perhaps she had something else she needed to tell me. 
Something so important that it couldn’t wait. 
Rubbing at my tired eyes again, I leaned down to place a soft kiss on Ash’s cheek. She didn’t even budge, and waking her up when she was in one of her deep, Kal-just-fucked-the-hell-out-of-me comas was always a bad idea. So instead, I just left a message on her holopad and placed it on the bed where she would hopefully see it. 
“I’ll be back soon,” I whispered. Heading to the closet to collect my uniform, I dressed as quickly as I could, then headed for the door. 




Interlude


The Zyphora was one of about a hundred hotels scattered across the urban sprawl of Kenabrius Station, and based on its appearance and general cleanliness, it was definitely in the upper quintile of quality. The rooms were large, the carpets were clean, and the food was better than average. The air filters pumped in a constant stream of inoffensive scents designed to please but not overwhelm the nostrils, and a friendly, diverse staff saw to the needs of every humanoid species that came through the door.  
But amenities were one thing; security was quite another. Leenam had no issue purchasing a room with his fraudulent credentials, and the lack of internal weapons scanners meant the dampening field inside his equipment bag ended up being overkill. Not that there was any harm in being cautious.
The unexpected Unionist ambush in the restaurant had put him behind schedule, especially when he’d learned that Zeris and his companion had finished their dinner and left while he’d been otherwise occupied. But it didn’t matter. His prey would be here all night, and Leenam still had time before the assault team snapped into action. 
Thirty minutes after he’d checked in, he had his sniper rifle reassembled in the cozy little reading nook kitty-corner to the bed. Ballistic weapons weren’t common in general, what with the inherent danger of puncturing a thin bulkhead and exposing a ship to vacuum, not to mention the wide variance in gravity between planetary theaters. And this Sporoz-Gau design was a true relic from the past, having been instrumental in the Seraph’s rebellion against the Tarreen some four centuries earlier. 
His updated model was quite different, of course, thanks to centuries of refinement to materials and ammunition. But Leenam had made further modifications, transforming most of the firing chamber into an elaborate electromagnetic rail. One of the many advantages of his psionic gifts was that he could completely bypass the normally extreme energy requirements of such tech by charging it himself. The gun carried an ultra-dense capacitor the size of his fist, a five-round magazine, and no power source whatsoever. The result was a personal-scale weapon powerful enough to rip straight through a tank mech. 
Or an Immortal. 
Leenam grinned as he performed a final check on the weapon, then stepped over to the northern wall where he had already erected the tripod. He flicked on the scope after clamping it in place, then gave it a moment to calibrate as he angled the rifle down about fifty degrees toward the floor. 
“Come on,” he whispered as his thumb gradually adjusted the zoom. “I know you’re there somewhere…”
The exographic scope was powerful enough to see through half the walls in the damn hotel, but his targets were only one floor down and two rooms over. He’d run the calculations in his head earlier, but manual adjustments sometimes took longer than expected.
But not today. Viewed through the scope, the target area was a spectral shade of blue, as if Leenam were looking at transparent holograms rather than flesh-and-blood people. The details of the room were perfectly clear despite the distortion, however, including the two people inside it. The half-Kreen psychometric was lying in bed, while Zeris appeared to be on the couch reading something on his holopad. 
Leenam grimaced. Ideally, he’d wanted to catch them in bed where a single well-placed shot could rip them both apart. Firing twice would create one hell of a mess, what with the rail slug tearing through the walls in multiple places and making a terrifying amount of noise in the process. Whoever didn’t die in the first shot would instantly be alerted, and given the nature of this weapon and the concentration required to activate it, the odds of him hitting a running target were virtually zero.
Thankfully, he was a patient man. Waiting a few more minutes wouldn’t be a problem, though he couldn’t help but wonder what the man might be reading at this hour. 
Leenam had just fixed Zeris in his crosshairs and was toying with the idea of charging the weapon and pulling the trigger when his com implant pinged inside his head. 
“Trouble?”
“Potentially,” Firth’s familiar voice came back. “The freighter will be in position in twenty minutes, and everything’s set with the power spike. The gap in the shields should last twice as long as we planned for.”
“Good. So what’s the problem?” 
“Our target didn’t stay at the embassy. She appears to have headed to the solarium.”
Leenam’s black eyebrow rose above the scope. “That should make your job even easier. You don’t have to worry about Yarasi security spotting you.”
“I understand that,” Firth growled. “The problem is that most of the team is already committed. We can’t give the Dowd any support from halfway across the station. And we can’t just sit around and hope that alien bitch comes back in time. Those shields are coming down whether we’re re—”
“The Dowd don’t need support,” Leenam said flatly. “Frankly, they don’t even need to succeed. The goal is to sow fear and chaos. The Yarasi girl is a bonus. Once the rest of the aliens realize how pitiful their defenses are, they’ll shit their collective…”
He abruptly trailed off when he saw Zeris rise from the couch. But strangely, the man didn’t climb beneath the covers—he halted suddenly, then hurriedly donned his uniform and headed straight for the door. 
“Wait a minute,” he muttered, gritting his teeth in frustration. “Zeris is leaving the hotel.”
“At this hour?” Firth asked. “Why?”
Leenam clucked his tongue against his teeth as he pivoted the rifle to watch Zeris lock the door and take off at a brisk jog down the corridor in the direction of the rooftop taxi pad. “I’ll bet half a million chits he’s headed to meet the Yarasi.”
Firth swore under his breath. “The Dowd aren’t equipped to handle an Immortal. And unless he takes the scenic route, there’s no way they’ll be able to strike before he gets there.”
Leenam pulled his eye from the scope and paused to think. This was a rather annoying hiccup, to be sure, but not an insurmountable one. 
“It doesn’t matter,” he decided. “Zeris is a nuisance, but he’s not our priority. Order the Dowd to focus on the Yarasi. Withdraw your team and move to extraction.”
“Even if they manage to kill her, Zeris will rip them apart.”
“Obviously. But as I said, it doesn’t matter. You know how they are—they’ll throw themselves at him and make a mess before they die. We couldn’t ask for a more terrifying demonstration.”
“If you’re sure…”
“I’m sure,” Leenam said. “You have your orders.”
“Yes, sir.”
There was a faint click in Leenam’s head as the com deactivated, and he took a deep breath to try and refocus. 
“No more distractions,” he murmured, pushing his eye back into the scope and bringing the rifle around. His other target was still sound asleep in bed, but he needed to give Zeris a few minutes to get in the taxi and leave. After that, he would take the shot. He didn’t even need to be all that accurate; the nature of the weapon meant that a single round would blow her in half. 
And once she was dead, no one would ever question his loyalty again. 
Fixing the crosshairs on her back, Leenam locked the rifle in the tripod so it couldn’t move, then concentrated on his powers. The Master had honored him by spending a great deal of time and effort helping him develop his magnokinetic gift, but this type of fine manipulation remained taxing. Focusing his mind on the armature within the barrel, Leenam wove a dizzying nest of tightly coiled, rapidly flipping magnetic fields that started to charge the rails with electricity. 
The weapon began to hum with power, and he could feel a tingle racing up and down his scalp. He hadn’t taken a shot in a few weeks, but he knew he could do it. Just a few more seconds to build power…
And then his target rolled over. Leenam froze, the magnetic fields he’d been maintaining fizzling out along with his concentration. In the minutes leading up to this, he had told himself not to look too closely, especially when he was powering up the weapon. But now he couldn’t look away from her face. It was so…peaceful. So gentle. So familiar. 
Not the face of a stranger…but the face of his sister. 
His hand trembled hard enough that his thumb inadvertently flicked the zoom and made her appear even larger. He took another deep breath and tried to swallow, but his mouth was a desert. He could feel the memories stirring in the back of his mind, gnawing at the bars of their prison like rats in a cage. The Master had shown him how to bury them; he had even helped to wipe most of them away altogether. But there were always a few that stubbornly lingered…
Holding her hand as Dad took us into the city for the first time. Laughing at my stupid jokes in front of the campfire at Dules Summit. Warning me not to threaten her boyfriend when she brought him home for the first time…
“Nashira.”
Leenam inhaled sharply and stepped back. His hands were shaking—his entire body was shaking. And there was the gun, sitting on its tripod just waiting for him to pull the trigger and take control of his destiny. 
But he couldn’t touch it. He didn’t want to touch it. And there was no way in hell he would look through that scope again. Not when her face would be there waiting for him…
Biting down on his tongue so hard he tasted blood, Leenam activated his com implant. “There’s…there’s a problem.”
“What is it?” Firth’s voice came back. 
“I have to abort,” Leenam said. “I don’t have a shot.”
“What?”
“Keep coordinating the attack. Zeris should be there soon. I’m going to head for the shuttle early and get out of here before security triggers a lockdown.”
“That wasn’t the plan!”
“Plans change,” Leenam snarled. “Get it done!”
He turned off his implant and stared at the rifle in silence. The Master would be furious, and there would be no way to lie to him. He would see his servant’s weakness. He would see his failure. He might even kill Leenam for it. 
But he might not. If Leenam could find the Unionist leader, if he could break her and expose all her traitorous followers…then perhaps the Master would forgive him. Perhaps he would even help Leenam save his sister by offering her the same chance to purge herself of her alien weakness… 
Still shaking, Leenam reached for the tripod and began to disassemble the gun.




6
Breached


All told, it took me about twenty minutes to reach the solarium, almost half of which was spent making my way up to the bridge. While the massive arch was designed for foot traffic—the view of the arboretum and artificial lake below was stunning—there were no vehicle pads anywhere within several hundred meters.  
I probably could have talked or bribed a real pilot into flying me up there, but the AIs that operated the transportation system here couldn’t be cajoled so easily. That, or the whole system was still holding a grudge at me for fucking my girlfriend in the back of one of their taxis a few hours ago. 
I spent most of the journey speculating about what Velarys wanted to tell me. Had her government decided how to respond after our presentation to the Security Council? It seemed plausible enough. But if that was true, the tension I’d felt from her suggested they hadn’t come to a decision she liked. That line of thought led me down a few darker mental paths until I finally convinced myself to give up the exercise altogether. 
Velarys was waiting about halfway across the bridge, at the apex of the arch. Surprisingly, she wasn’t wearing her combat armor; she was wrapped in a sari-style dress that combined a long, flowing white skirt with a matching halter top. A decorative silver sash draped across her body from her left shoulder to the opposite hip, and several of the gemstones embedded within were glowing the exact same blue-violet shade as her luminescent eyes. 
It was a stunning look I’d only seen before thanks to Ash’s teenage obsession with Yarasi fashion. But that had been a long time ago, and holograms of famous models didn’t look anywhere near as good as Velarys did right now. 
She turned toward me as I approached, her eyes glowing even brighter thanks to the artificially dimmed illumination to simulate nighttime across the station. She was tall and exotic and achingly beautiful. There was no one else up here aside from the occasional patrolling security drone, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she had arranged that somehow.
“I am glad you have come,” she said, gliding toward me with fey-like elegance. 
“You sound surprised,” I commented. 
“Not at all. Merely pleased.”
“That’s a relief. What is it you wanted to—”
She didn’t let me finish. The moment she moved within arm’s reach, she took my face in her hands and pulled me in for a kiss. My lips began to buzz as if hers carried an electric charge, and when her tongue slipped through and swirled together with mine, it was like I had decided to make out with a power conduit. I knew it was just in my head—some kind of resonance between her psionic power and mine—but that didn’t make it any less real. 
Or any less exciting. 
My hands were at her hips in an instant, and given how tightly she held me against her, I half expected her to pull me down on top of her and demand I fuck her right here in the middle of the walkway. I would have been lying if I claimed I’d never thought about having sex up here; the last time Ash and I had been on the station, we had spent half of lunch one day brainstorming ideas for how I could bend her over the railing and take her without anyone being the wiser. 
But while it didn’t seem like Velarys and I would have to worry about getting caught by random pedestrians, there were two other problems we had to deal with. For one, station security would surely catch us on video; for two, I had already finished five times in the past few hours. Even an Immortal had his limits.
Unless my Yarasi lover used her psychometabolic abilities to restore me…
Smiling into our kiss, I was just about to grab her by the thighs and hoist her up into my arms when she abruptly pulled away. Her eyelids fluttered, and she ran her tongue across her lips as she feathered her fingers through my hair. 
“I wish to mate with you again as well,” Velarys whispered. “And I could easily restore you to optimal performance.”
“Sounds like a fun night to me,” I said breathlessly. “Though we might want to find somewhere more private to—”
“But I’m afraid that is not why I asked you to meet with me.”
I blinked, and I swore I could actually hear the faint hiss of my cock deflating. “Um, okay. So…?”
“There is something we need to discuss,” she said, taking a step back. “It is not pleasant.”
If she had been human, I would have assumed we were about to have a dreaded “we need to talk about our relationship” moment. But something in her expression told me that this was even worse. 
“I have received a new assignment,” she said. “The Executrix has ordered me to return to Yarasi space immediately.”
My stomach sank. “What?”
“She is grateful for my service in exposing the Dowd plot, and I am to receive a commendation for my actions following the attack on the outpost. But she believes that my tour of duty is now complete, and she wishes me to return home to begin my first jahumir.”
“You mean…” I paused, trying and failing to pick my stomach off the floor. “You mean a motherhood cycle?”
“It is time,” Velarys confirmed. “Especially if another war is upon us. No warrior in good health can eschew her duty to provide children for the Empire under such circumstances.”
I tried to speak, but nothing came out. I felt sick, and it wasn’t only the reflexive disgust at the thought of another man touching her. That was a big part of it, but not all of it—I also felt kneecapped at the sudden realization that I might never see or talk to her again. 
“But we need you,” I said, and meant it. “If the captain gets his way, we’ll be heading back to Dominion space soon. If we can learn more about the Column’s plans, we might be able to find more bases and—”
“I explained all of this to my superiors,” Velarys interrupted. “They were not swayed. And when I suggested that I could perform my jahumir with you instead, I believe I made the situation worse.”
My jaw sagged open. “With me?”
“Yes. Yarasi and human genetics are normally not compatible, but there is a high probability that my psychometabolic powers could overcome this obstacle.” She paused and stepped over to the railing at the side of the bridge. “I proposed that our child could serve a unique diplomatic role as well. This suggestion was also meant with…resistance.”
I was still struggling to come to terms with it. Of all the things I’d expected her to say tonight…
I mean sure, we’d had sex. A lot of sex. A lot of great sex. And sure, we’d learned to work well together as a team. I’d even admit that my feelings for her were romantic. But being willing to have a child with me was…
Shocking. Thrilling. More thrilling than it had any right to be, if I was honest. And far beyond anything I’d anticipated. 
“Many of the Executrix’s advisors believe that peace with your people is and has always been a mistake,” Velarys said, voice oddly quiet. “They do not believe in the Assembly or the Accords.”
“Maybe they should sit down with the Column,” I said. “Sounds like they have a lot in common.”
Bracing her hands on the railing, she peered down over the side to the sprawling solarium below. Even in the nighttime lighting, the sight of the multicolored flora taken from a hundred different worlds was fascinating to behold. The vibrant splashes of orange and red amongst the green gave me the impression of looking down at the canopy of a thick Nirivian forest in the middle of autumn. The only structure amidst the greenery was the rectangular conservatory. I had only seen it from the streets, but I knew it was where the groundskeepers kept the gardener mechs and the sprinkler control system. 
“I’ve no doubt they will make it difficult for me,” Velarys whispered. “Some will wish to deny me reentry to the Empire altogether. They fear that once I have shared my experiences, the memories will ripple through the minds of countless others, infecting them.”
I pushed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth. “You make it sound like uploading a video onto the Holosphere.”
“It is not entirely dissimilar,” she conceded. “My people share everything. Our deep connection is our strength…but it can also be a vulnerability in ways I had not anticipated. The elders take great care to control the spread of new ideas. Those that carry them are often kept away from Draconis.”
I winced. “If I had known how much trouble this would get you in, I never would have—”
“I told you before that I do not regret my actions,” Velarys said, swiveling her glowing gaze back to me. “You earned the right to mate with me by strength and deed. That has not changed.”
I stared hard into her glowing eyes, wishing I could come up with something to say. I’d had my share of one-night stands over the years, either with one of Saleya’s girls or the occasional female ’pounder, and those couplings had never carried any expectations. My tryst with Velarys should have been the same way…but it wasn’t. We had a real connection. This felt more like saying goodbye to Ash whenever I was forced to leave her behind in the Borderlands…
“I should have known how they would react,” she said, almost as if to herself. “And I should not be surprised by my reassignment. Even if the Executrix did not wish me to begin a jahumir, I would still have been dispatched to a different outpost. Just as you are likely to be dispatched elsewhere as well.”
“I suppose so,” I replied, my voice hollow. She wasn’t wrong; we were both soldiers, and soldiers went where they were sent. This relationship was never going to be…traditional. 
“When do you leave?” I asked quietly. 
“Tomorrow,” she said. “Several Yarasi transports are scheduled to arrive in the morning. Most of my people currently on the station will be returning to the Empire.”
I nodded, a leaden feeling in my gut. “The beginning of the end. You can practically feel this place coming apart.”
Velarys placed a hand on my cheek. “Do not abandon hope. Once the Dowd have been defeated, we can…”
She broke off, stiffening. 
“What is it?” I asked as her hand fell back to her side.
“Something is wrong,” she said, her blue-violet eyes narrowing in concentration. “I sensed a flicker of strong emotion from nearby…and then nothing.”
My body tensed as my survival instincts kicked in. I tossed a glance back and forth toward each end of the bridge, but I didn’t see anything unusual going on. There didn’t appear to be anyone skulking around in the shadows, and we were still alone up here aside from the patrolling security drones overhead—
Except they, too, had vanished. My pulse began to race as I visually scanned the air in search of the tiny devices, but I couldn’t find any trace of them. The solarium had been peaceful before, but now it felt like a damn crypt…
“The drones are gone,” I said, reaching down to confirm that my SP-2 pistol was in my jacket holster. “We need to get out of here.” 
Velarys grimaced and pressed her fingers to her temple. “I cannot sense anything,” she said. “Someone is projecting a catapsi field!”
I reached out to grab her, fully intending to haul her along with me and get the hell out of here. But the instant my fingers curled around her forearm, the long shadows at the end of the bridge to our right seemed to move, and the air sizzled with blue flashes of pulsefire. 
The Dowd had breached Kenabrius. 
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Just me. 
Keeping her tucked tightly behind me, I made myself as large as I could as the blue bolts tracked toward us. The energy blasts burned through my uniform only to dissipate harmlessly against the flesh beneath, and if there had only been one shooter, I might have risked charging his position. But I counted at least six guns out there, possibly more, all coming from slightly different angles… 
[Behind!] she warned, her voice stabbing into my head. 
Twisting my head around as another blast exploded in the center of my chest, I spotted a second group of shadows swarming up the opposite side of the bridge. When their guns joined the chorus in the next few seconds, this would officially be over. I could survive the barrage, but there was no possible way I could shield Velarys from multiple directions at once.
Which left precisely one option. 
“Hold tight!” I cried out. Spinning around, wincing as another barrage broke against my back, I grabbed Velarys by the waist, lifted her up into my arms—
And threw us both over the side of the bridge.
It was a solid fifty-meter plunge down to the solarium, more than enough to shatter every bone in our bodies—which was precisely why tractor nets had been installed beneath every bridge on the station. We had only fallen about ten meters, just enough for my stomach to lurch at the sudden drop, before an invisible tractor field slowed our descent, then stopped us entirely. 
Velarys gasped at the abrupt shift in momentum, though unlike most people who had been tackled off the edge of a bridge, she didn’t scream or panic. As strange and disorienting as it was to be floating in mid-air atop what was essentially an invisible spider web, I couldn’t deny that the net was a truly remarkable device—and a sadly necessary one after a rash of suicides some years ago. 
Normally, I would have been happy to wait for a police skiff to come retrieve us, but the moment the Dowd made it to the railing, they could easily lean over the side and pick us off like fish in the proverbial barrel. 
Which meant it was time for a little collateral damage. 
“Hang on!” I called out through clenched teeth. “Whatever happens, make sure you land on top of me!”
Reaching to my holster concealed beneath what was left of my jacket, I drew my sidearm, distantly grateful that the deaths at the Quintillion had prompted me to grab it as I went out the door. Struggling against the invisible field that made it feel like I was swimming in molasses, I took aim at the tiny projector barely visible beneath the bridge. My first shot wasn’t even close—it spanged harmlessly off the metal several meters away. My second came closer, and my third scored a hit. 
But as powerful as Scorpions were at short range, they weren’t designed for accuracy or power beyond a few meters. The energy had mostly dissipated by the time it reached its target. I still lined up a fourth shot, knowing it would have to be absolutely perfect for this to work…
And just as the first wave of Dowd reached the balcony and began tracking us with their weapons, I pulled the trigger. 
The blue-white blast hit the projector dead on. My stomach dropped as the tractor field abruptly released, and the Dowd opened fire right as we began falling again. It was all I could do to pull Velarys more tightly against me as we plummeted straight down into the green canopy below. 
Gritting my teeth, I focused all my mental energy on fortifying my body and preparing to absorb the kinetic energy from the impact. In theory, I would be able to dampen it enough to save myself while acting as something of a cushion for Velarys; in practice, our bodies might end up splattered across half the solarium. 
It only took a heartbeat to find out. We crashed through layers of branches on the way down, but their angry clawing didn’t slow our fall. I held her as tightly as I could, bracing for the inevitable…
It hurt. A lot. A world-size sledgehammer drove all the wind from my lungs. Every bone in my body threatened to snap in the same instant, but my psionic fortification—and my kinetic absorption—kept me from shattering like so much glass against ferrocrete. I cushioned Velarys as best I could, though my vision went black before I could tell if she was all right. The entire station seemed like it was spinning around me, and I wondered if perhaps I hadn’t escaped as unscathed as I’d hoped…
[Get up!]
The telepathic command was like a splash of cold water across my face. I inhaled sharply, my eyes refocusing enough to see the canopy of trees and the ugly path of snapped branches we’d left in our wake. No more fire was raining down on us from the bridge above. Velarys was crouched next to me, her dress ripped in several places but otherwise seeming no worse for wear. A quick pat-down with my buzzing hands confirmed that I was all there as well, though my body had made one hell of a divot in the pristine lawn. At least I hadn’t lost my pistol.
“Fuck,” I groaned as she took my hand and helped me lean up. It was pretty dark down here, like a forest at midnight, and I fully expected the sprinkler system to kick on just to make this even more miserable. 
“We must move,” Velarys said, her glowing eyes the sole source of light within twenty meters. “Dowd do not relent. They will—”
She didn’t even finish before a salvo of pulse blasts cut downward through the canopy and scorched the ground nearby, leaving rings of ignited grass where they hit. I had no idea whether the Dowd could “see” us with their weird echolocation all the way down here, but it didn’t really matter. They had enough firepower that they could hose the place down and eventually pick us off.
Or at least, pick her off. And I was not about to let that happen.
“Into the conservatory!” I barked. “Now!”
I grabbed a handful of her dress, trying to keep her in front of me where I’d have a greater chance of taking a hit in her place. The blasts weren’t coming particularly close—yet—and if there’d been any solid cover at all, it probably would have been worth staying put for help to arrive. But the statue of whoever had forked over the money to build this place was on the other side of the solarium, and none of the little fences or trellises were sturdy enough to absorb pulsefire, so the only real option was to run into the conservatory and pray that the metal overhang was stronger than it looked. 
We barely made it. Just as the incoming fire tracked closer, with each shot seeming to blow out an even larger chunk of the grass, Velarys dove beneath the transparent steel awning and curled into a ball. I hunched over her, wincing as several shots pelted the structure, and half expecting them to penetrate. But the building was apparently sturdier than it looked, and the odds of a stray shot hitting Velarys became much more remote. 
“Stay down,” I ordered, wincing when another shot struck the awning. With the way the metal was already starting to blister, it might not withstand many more hits—especially when or if the Dowd realized where we’d gone and stopped firing randomly.
“Where is station security?” Velarys asked, hand squeezing my bicep.
“Not here,” I replied bitterly. “The Dowd probably set up a distraction to keep them busy for a while.”
“This structure will not hold. Especially if…”
She broke off when the shooting abruptly stopped. I tried to peer through the tree canopy toward the bridge, but when I couldn’t see a damn thing, I held my breath and tried to listen instead. Despite the sizzle from the burning grass, I was reasonably certain I heard some shuffling boots somewhere high above us… 
“We could make a run for it, but there’s not a lot of cover,” I said, glancing through the conservatory’s open entrance and out the other side. We’d have at least fifty meters in the open until we reached the wall hemming in the solarium from the street. “Can you sense anything?”
Velarys shook her head. “The catapsi field is too strong.”
I smothered a curse. A wisp of smoke from the burning grass tickled my nostrils and stung my eyes. Distantly, I wondered if the irrigation system had any heat sensors. Probably not…and the controls here in the conservatory would assuredly be inaccessible to anyone without the right codes. Normally, I would consider the added concealment from the smoke advantageous, but it wouldn’t do shit against the Dowd and their weird sonar. 
“We’re going to have to move,” I said, coughing and waving my pistol in front of my face to disperse the smoke. “Maybe we can—”
Before I could finish, there was a strange but familiar popping sound to our left. I whipped around just in time to see a squad of Dowd soldiers appear out of nowhere about thirty meters to our left behind a set of arching trellises in one of the flower gardens. 
I froze in the hope that they wouldn’t see us in the veiled darkness…but of course, the faceless monsters didn’t need to see anything. They could sense us fine. 
Grabbing Velarys by the shoulders, I hurled us both into the conservatory and flattened her against the floor as the first barrage of pulsefire tracked toward us. The blue bolts scorched through the building’s skeletal framework with ease, disintegrating or igniting the plants they hit on the way. The fence in front of us—a roughly three-meter-high stretch of thin metal—absorbed a few stray hits, but I had no illusions that it would hold for long. 
We needed to do something. And we needed to do it now. 
“Stay low!” I ordered, crouching up to peer through our disintegrating cover with my pistol still in hand. I squeezed off a couple of quick shots, hoping to at least make them think twice, but the only answer was a return blast that tagged my shoulder. 
Shit. 
The acrid stink of burnt fabric filled my nose, chemical and foul, making me wish for the merely woody aroma of scorched grass. As the flash of heat and dull pain dissipated, I squinted through the smoke in search of inspiration. There had to be something we could do, some way to escape…
But the conservatory held nothing of use. The dormant, ball-shaped gardener mechs in the corner were less than worthless, and I didn’t have the codes for the sprinkler control system even if the Dowd had been allergic to water. Which they weren’t. 
There was nothing in the solarium besides trees, shrubs, flowers, and the various fences and trellises to contain them. There was barely any tech at all besides the irrigation piping tucked neatly within the soil and out of sight. 
The irrigation piping…
The revelation hit me like a cresting wave. I belatedly remembered a seemingly irrelevant factoid about the flying chelgos on Dormire that I’d apparently filed away in the back of my mind for a rainy day. Ash had been forced to study them years ago, back when she had been tracking down some Rakashi nobleman’s son who’d absconded with the family fortune. The bloodthirsty chelgos made entire stretches of the lower wilderness incredibly inhospitable…except during the rainy season when the constant downpours mucked up their echolocation so badly they couldn’t hunt for shit. 
“This is not a well-thought-out plan!” Velarys hissed from below me, plucking the thoughts from my mind. 
“Those are the best kind,” I shot back as I handed her my gun. “Take this.”
She winced as a blast burned another hole in the wall a few meters away. “Why?”
“Because you’re going to need it,” I said. “But first, cover your ears.”
Drawing in a quick breath, focusing my mind on the residual kinetic energy still buzzing through my body after our fall, I prepared to release it all in a single burst. Not a punch, as fun as that would be, but something a bit more…destructive. 
Another barrage burned through the wall, forcing Velarys to roll a half meter to the side. But she kept her hands covering her ears even as she looked up at me in total bewilderment, perhaps rethinking her choice to get involved with this hapless human fool. 
I made my move. Keeping low, I rushed out of the conservatory, around its corner, and across the path surrounding it. I dove headfirst into some azaleas against the fence. By some miracle, the Dowd soldiers on the other side chose not to step closer to the fence and shoot me at point-blank range. 
Standing upright over the fence, knowing full well that I’d eat at least a few shots the moment I did so, I thrust out my hands and then clapped them together as hard as I could. The kinetic energy I’d stored from the fall exploded outward in a rippling shockwave, ripping apart the plants, grass, and topsoil in its path like a fault line had burst open in the station. But the important part was that it hit the irrigation pipes, too, and it only took a heartbeat before I heard the whine of buckling metal followed by a hissing explosion as the pipes ruptured. The cascading pops and creaks were followed by an eruption of pressurized water in a dozen different places, creating an artificial rainfall over half the solarium. 
“I’ll be right back,” I called out, gritting my teeth and leaping over the fence. I legitimately had no idea if the water would refract Dowd sound waves or not, but I knew it was our only chance. And it only took a moment to realize that my distraction was even better than I’d hoped. Whether due to the water or the screeching hiss of the pipes or perhaps even the alarms that had sounded thanks to the pressure loss, the hail of pulse blasts immediately diminished to a few errant shots. And once I was close enough to see one of the Dowd soldiers through the haze and darkness, turning jerkily from side to side as if he didn’t know where to look, it was abundantly clear that he was disoriented as hell.
My insane gambit had actually paid off. 
He managed to squeeze off two shots vaguely in my direction before I slammed into him with all my weight, tackling him to the grass and knocking his rifle from his hands. The tiny holes on the side of his ebon face had flared open as if in protest of the stimuli, but I solved his problem by bashing in his skull with my fortified fist. The spray of greenish blood made me almost thankful for the cold shower. 
Rolling forward, I retrieved his weapon and opened fire at his comrades, dropping two of them before they could even turn in my direction. 
“Now!” I called out, knowing that the vocalization might help them “see” me but also knowing it would keep their fire away from Velarys. Not that she needed an invitation to jump in—she had already rolled out of the conservatory, her pistol spitting fire with impressive aim. 
With time, the Dowd might have been able to recover from the sudden auditory assault the same way that a human would recover from a bright light. But with the two of us spraying the solarium with fire, they didn’t stand a chance. 
Thirty seconds later, it was all over. 
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Ellis’s voice reverberated off the walls of the small recovery room. Were it not for the privacy field covering the door, it probably would have carried halfway across the damn clinic. 
“Security doesn’t have all the answers yet,” Councilor Xeng said, bags of fatigue under his eyes. “Just a preliminary report.”
“And?” Ellis demanded. 
“And it’s not good,” Xeng replied, stepping over to the door and peering into the hall as if he didn’t trust the privacy field. I didn’t blame him. Despite the late hour, the clinic was filled to capacity. A second Dowd strike team—the one who hadn’t psychoported down on top of us—had apparently run rampant through the station, shooting anything that moved before they’d finally been pinned down and killed by station security. I hadn’t been privy to the exact casualty numbers yet, but it seemed bad. Probably dozens, possibly hundreds if you included the wounded as well as the dead. 
Velarys and I shouldn’t have even been in here taking up valuable bed space, but station security had insisted on keeping us here where they could run scans, get our testimony, and constantly badger me about the damage I’d caused to the solarium. I still hadn’t gotten any sleep, and my patience was nonexistent. If Ellis and Xeng hadn’t shown up when they had, I might have ended up putting a few more people in the intensive care unit. 
“Let me guess,” I grumbled, sitting up on the medical bed and looking forlornly at the scorched remnants of my once pristine uniform jacket. I’d opted to go shirtless rather than wear one of the flimsy blue hospital gowns. At least my pants weren’t in tatters, and the dark color hid the stains that would probably never come out. “Some kind of sabotage?”
“Yes,” Xeng said. “There was a power spike in one of the shield emitters, just enough to create a gap in the defense grid for a few seconds. Normally, it wouldn’t be a cause for worry—there’s no structural or radiation damage. But given what you’ve told us about the capabilities of the Dowd, it could mean—”
“The strike team psychoported through the gap,” I reasoned. “And somehow got to the solarium without being spotted.”
The councilor’s face darkened. “Yes.”
“Which means they would have had to be in close proximity to the station,” Velarys said. “Psychoportation is only possible over short distances.”
I turned to look at her. She had been standing upright next to my bed since we’d been brought in here, and she had refused any medical examination aside from a basic scan. She had also stiffly informed the clinic personnel that she had mended my limited wounds and that their aid was not required.
“Perhaps concealed aboard a cargo ship,” I suggested. “They come in all the time. Getting a team aboard one wouldn’t be that difficult.”
She nodded. “I will pass that assessment to my superiors.”
“Security is looking into the possibilities,” Xeng said. “They should be able to narrow down the list of suspects, but I can only assume that the perpetrators are long gone by now. Frankly, the bigger concern is how someone was able to sabotage the shields in the first place. Getting access to the station’s systems is virtually impossible. The security here is tighter than the mothership.”
For all that good that did, I thought darkly, though I kept it to myself. 
“This goes beyond sabotage,” Ellis put in. “The attack obviously wasn’t random. They knew where these two were, and they focused their efforts on them specifically.”
“Meaning that whoever sabotaged the shields clearly had eyes on us as well,” I said. “The question is why. If they were smart enough to pull off something like this, then they’re surely smart enough to know they wouldn’t be able to take out an Immortal without more firepower.”
“You’re assuming that you were the target,” the captain said, his attention shifting to Velarys. “That may not be the case.”
She arched a white eyebrow. “You believe they wished to harm me specifically?”
“You’re the only survivor of the massacre at your outpost, and I’ve learned to never underestimate spite as a motivating influence. But I suspect that the choice may be more tactical. A few dozen soldiers couldn’t threaten the station, but they would be more than enough to wreak havoc—especially if you don’t care whether or not they survive.”
Ellis paused and seemed to chew on something. “The enemy wants to frighten us, to make us feel vulnerable.” He eyed Velarys. “Especially your people.”
Her glowing eyes narrowed slightly. “Why?”
“To drive you off the station,” I said, feeling a knot twist my gut. “To encourage the Yarasi to fall back so there’s even less hope of organizing any kind of joint resistance. They know that your people are cautious, perhaps to a fault. And after what happened at the nebula outpost and to the Kasathra…”
Her gray cheek twitched. “An evacuation plan is in motion. The first transports are scheduled to arrive tomorrow.”
“And the Pact may not be far behind,” Xeng said, scowling down at his datapad as he read something. “A report just came in from the relay at Nirule. Six hours ago, a Dowd strike force attacked the Angoth colony on Choth right across the border of Pact space.”
A cold stillness settled over the room. 
“How bad?” I asked. 
“Bad enough,” Xeng replied darkly. “Knowing the Pact, it’s probably worse than they’ve publicly acknowledged. But early indications suggest twenty ships lost in total, mostly ore freighters and construction vehicles, but also a destroyer and two orbital plasma batteries. The details are a bit sparse, but it looks like a smash and grab. A strike team appeared inside one of the depots, wiped out the guards, and escaped with about a dozen tonnes of ore.”
He handed Ellis the datapad, and I pulled myself up off the bed and peered over his shoulder to read along. I didn’t trust public Pact reports any more than the next person, but even if this was embellishing the details, the damage was still pretty bad. 
And perhaps the worst part was that the defenders had only managed to take out two of the twenty swarm ships in the attack, one of which had made a suicide run on the destroyer to prevent it from withdrawing. 
“Why Choth?” I asked. “It’s lightly defended, but it’s also not particularly important. None of the minerals they export are particularly rare. No thorotine, no pulothium…”
“It’s not about the metals,” Ellis said, his voice so hollow it sounded like someone else. “It’s about the message. The same as the attack here.”
I frowned. “If they’re expecting the Krosians to fall back like the Yarasi, they’re going to be disappointed. The combined clans will be screaming for blood.”
“Yes, but they’re not the ones in charge.” Ellis turned and handed the pad back to Xeng. “Choth is an Angoth colony, and their Intendant will be demanding additional defenses now—defenses that are probably already en route to reinforce other worlds. The Dowd want the Angoth to see just how highly their Sillibar saviors truly value them.”
“Not very much,” Xeng muttered. 
“It won’t take long for the resentment to bubble over, and when that happens, the military and the government will be slower and slower to respond,” Ellis said. “Over time, it could create a cycle that tears their whole alliance apart.”
“Isn’t that being a little overdramatic?” I asked. “It’s one colony, and not an important one at that. Besides, the Pact has endured for over a century. It’s not going to fall apart overnight.”
“No, but it’s not nearly as durable as you think, either.” His umber cheek twitched beneath his beard. “Nothing is.”
I frowned, surprised at the intensity of his reaction. Ellis was normally the opposite of the doom and gloom type.
“But this does tell us one thing,” the captain added, some of the shadow seeming to lift from his expression. “The Column and the Dowd don’t have the firepower to take us on directly.”
“What makes you say that?” Xeng asked. 
“Because if they did, they wouldn’t have bothered with an elaborate ruse to trick the Pact and Yarasi into fighting each other in the first place,” Ellis replied. “But even setting that aside, there would be no reason for them to bother hitting a place like Choth if they possessed a truly overwhelming force, not when they could have demolished a major base or planetary garrison or even launched a full-scale invasion before anyone could muster a proper defense.”
“Same with the attack here,” I agreed, nodding. “Why bother sending in a squad of shock troopers if you could just take it?”
“Exactly. Whatever else may be going on that we can’t see, one thing is for certain: we scrambled their plans, and now they want to keep us on the defensive. That makes it absolutely imperative that we regain the initiative here. We cannot afford to let them dictate the course of the war.”
I smiled slightly. The moment of gloom had clearly passed. I spent so much time with Ellis that it was sometimes easy to forget that he was more than just a mentor or even a starship captain. He was a naval strategist to his core, perhaps the most cunning in the entire Dominion, with more front-line experience than anyone in Fleet Command. 
And now, facing down an old enemy, we were going to need his insights more than ever. 
“So what’s our next move?” I asked. 
“The Assembly has called an emergency session—I’ll be trying to put out fires all afternoon,” Xeng said. “But at least we didn’t find any trace of human involvement. And since one of our people was attacked, they won’t be able to lay this at my—our—feet.”
How nice for us, I thought bitterly. If I’d harbored any doubts about Xeng being a career politician, his dedication to covering his own ass would have cleared them up right away. 
“We’re leaving as soon as possible,” the captain announced. “Ideally within the next few hours.”
I looked at him in surprise. “Did Command respond to your inquiries and call us back?” 
“Not yet, but I’m not going to sit around here and wait. We need to pursue the leads we have. There’s nothing left for us to accomplish here.”
Xeng lowered his chin thoughtfully. “There are some members of the Assembly who probably want to question you directly, especially after last night. And under normal circumstances, I might be willing to humor them. But in this case…” He shook his head. “They can live with the testimony you gave to station security. There’s nothing to be gained by bringing you there.”
“Probably not,” I agreed, hoping he didn’t hear the relief in my voice. The last thing I wanted was to finally get pulled beneath those bright lights. 
“I’ll do my best to get everything cleared with station security on the way out, but I suggest you don’t tarry,” Xeng said, tossing a wary glance over his shoulder to the privacy screen. “The longer you linger here, the more likely someone will rope you into staying.”
“Then we’ll be on our way,” Ellis said, offering the other man his hand. “Good luck, Councilor. I don’t envy your job here.”
“Nor I yours,” Xeng replied dryly as he gave the hand a firm shake. “May the Seraph watch over you both. I only wish we’d met under better circumstances.”
He gave us both a tired but sincere smile as he turned to the door, but stopped just before he left. “Oh, and for what it’s worth, Major,” he said. “I’m glad you were there last night. If you hadn’t taken out that squad, the Dowd would have done even more damage before we put them down. You saved a lot of lives.”
“Feel free to put in a good word with the groundskeeping staff for me,” I told him. “Maybe don’t give them my full name, though, in case I ever come back.”
He snorted softly. Then, with a final nod, he was gone. 
“Think he still distrusts us?” I asked once we were alone. 
“He has bigger problems to worry about right now,” Ellis said. “We all do.”
His expression twisted momentarily; he probably had more to say but wanted to wait until we were back in private again. 
“I’ll do what I can with the bureaucrats downstairs to get you cleared, Major,” he said. “I want you back on the ship.”
“Understood, sir.”
Ellis turned to Velarys. “It has been a great pleasure to work with you. I hope we’ll have an opportunity to do so again in the future.”
“As do I, Captain,” she replied quietly. 
Like the councilor before him, Ellis gave us both a nod before he turned and left the room. And then, finally, we were alone. 
“He is more troubled than I would have anticipated,” she commented. “His thoughts are normally very tightly controlled.”
“He has a lot on his mind,” I said, hoping she hadn’t delved too deeply. No matter how much I trusted her, there were still plenty of things about Ellis she really shouldn’t know. “We all do.”
“Yes.”
I touched her arm and gently pulled her closer. Yielding to an urge, I drew her hand to my lips and kissed it. Her skin smelled of smoke and twilight. “I suppose this wasn’t exactly the midnight date you were hoping for, huh?”
“Date?” Velarys asked, frowning as her hand reluctantly slid from mine. “Ah, you are referring to a human courtship ritual of exchanging food and entertainment for mating privileges.”
“That’s…not how I would describe it,” I managed. “But it doesn’t matter. I just meant that it’s unfortunate our evening was interrupted.”
“Yes, it is.” She traced her fingertips over my bare shoulder where I had taken several hits yet hardly had a scratch. “Strange. Only a few kalatra have passed since we last mated, yet I already yearn to feel you inside me again.”
I bit down on my lip, once again shocked into silence by the things that came out of this girl’s mouth. “Well, you could resign and tag along with us. Ellis has a history of granting battlefield commissions. I’m sure he could squeeze another lieutenant onto the Stormrider.”
Her brow furrowed again in confusion. She stepped away. “You would ask me to abandon my duties and betray my code of honor?”
“It was a joke,” I said. “And obviously not a very good one.”
Her blue-violet eyes stared down at me, and I swore I could see them flickering in thought. “I wish that I could,” she said softly, returning to my bedside. “But my duty to the Empire must come before personal desires. To act otherwise would be dishonorable.”
“I understand,” I said. “I just…I wish we had more time.”
“As do I,” Velarys said. “But my superiors have arrived at the clinic. They expect me to join them.”
I hissed quietly. “And I’ll be out of here as soon as Ellis can arrange it. I suppose…well, I suppose this means goodbye.”
She paused for a moment, then reached down to her silver sash and pulled out one of the bluish-violet gemstones. It was only then that I realized it was slightly different than the others; it was a bit longer and thinner, but still small enough to fit in my palm. 
“Only for now,” Velarys said, handing it to me. “If you learn anything vital, this will allow you to contact me from virtually anywhere.”
I eyed the tiny crystal. “Some type of com?”
“Of a sort. It can store and project telepathic data.”
“Across what kind of range?”
“A few kilometers,” she said. “But the signal can be carried on any standard relay, and our listening posts in the Borderlands are programmed to retrieve and relay the signals back to the Empire.”
I stared at her in astonishment. “I’ve never heard of anything like this.”
“If you had, our operatives would not find them nearly as useful.” Velarys smiled thinly. “It will take time, but the message will reach me eventually.”
She leaned in to give me a kiss. My lips buzzed again the moment our mouths met, and then seemed to crackle when our tongues swirled together. All thought fled from my head but of her. I wanted to reach out and pull her down onto the bed with me and hold her there for hours on end…
But our time, it seemed, had already run out. 
“We will see each other again soon, Kaldor Zeris,” she whispered. “Kal.”
I smiled back at her. “I’ll hold you to that.”
She held her face close to mine for what seemed like a small eternity before she finally pulled away. And then, with a faint whisper of motion, she glided out of the room. 
As I sat there by myself, rolling the crystal between my fingers and waiting for my superiors to arrange my release, I couldn’t help but wonder if Velarys had just told her first lie. 




7
Breakthrough


Three hours, two hasty final interviews, and one hurried mountain of datawork later, I was back at the hotel giving Ash the abbreviated version of my midnight adventures. Amusingly, she had never actually gotten the message I’d left for her on the holopad—she had contentedly slept straight through everything.  
Her reactions started with shock and horror, then quickly moved on to anger at station security for allowing something like this to happen in the first place. But I still managed to catch a quick nap, pack up, and make it back to the Stormrider before most other guests on the station were even awake. 
About half of the officers were already back on board by the time I arrived, and even though a single night of relaxation barely counted as shore leave, their spirits did seem a bit higher. Honestly, they were probably just looking forward to putting as much distance between themselves and this mayhem as possible. 
That, or perhaps they were looking forward to going home. They were jennies, after all. 
Before anyone else showed up—and before I got saddled with any genuine duties—I took Ash to the Wildcat inside the Stormrider’s hangar bay. Now that we were officially getting out of here, it was time to have the conversation I’d been putting off ever since we blasted out of Nirivarr. 
“Well, hello, handsome,” Ash said as Kalycos strolled into the lounge thirty seconds after we’d arrived. He chirped at her once, then set a collision course for her shin before rubbing across her ankles. She picked him up during his second attack run and sat down on the couch with him in her lap. “You want daddy to scratch your chin?”
“Daddy has to get to the bridge soon,” I said. 
“But first, we need to talk.”
I took a deep breath, wishing that my Immortal powers worked half as well against words as they did against pulse blasts. Because arguing with Ash about how she needed to come with me to the mothership was not going to be easy, pleasant, or safe. 
“We should be leaving within the hour,” I began. 
“I know what you’re going to say,” Ash interrupted. “And even though it makes my skin crawl just thinkin’ about it, I know I gotta go with you this time.”
I blinked. “You do?”
“Yep.”
She scratched Kalycos some more, then sighed. “Things are different now. Saleya’s gotta know everythin’ that’s been happenin’ out here, not just with the Dowd but also her people gettin’ killed. And like you keep sayin’, it’s long past time the two of us met in person.” 
I nodded slowly. I was so used to having this argument—and losing—that my brain couldn’t figure out how to react. 
“But they’re still not gettin’ their hands on this ship,” she added tartly. “I don’t care if I have to park it in deep space, there’s no way I’m lettin’ any of them jennies get their paws on my baby.”
“It should be safe here on the Stormrider,” I told her. “We’ll have to take a shuttle onto the mothership, and the captain is pretty choosy about what maintenance crews he lets come over. I’m sure he can work something out.”
“He’d better,” Ash said. “If not, I’m blastin’ outta there. I’d rather get shot down than give this ship up.”
I smiled, and I felt tension I never realized I’d been holding drain out of my shoulders and back. “I’m glad you never had to fight with Velarys about returning Yarasi tech.”
“We worked it out. She told me the ship is only worthy of a Huntress, and that I’ve earned it.”
“Really?” 
“That’s what she said.” Ash shrugged. “I don’t claim to understand how their Code works.”
“I’m mostly surprised her superiors went along with it,” I said. “Assuming she told them.”
“’Course she did—that girl isn’t capable of holdin’ anything back. They must’ve okayed it.”
“Maybe,” I replied noncommittally. 
Ash arched an eyebrow. “Where is she, anyway? I figured Ellis would try to keep her around as a kind of ambassador.”
“Sadly, I don’t think that was ever an option,” I murmured. “She was reassigned. That’s why she invited me out to the solarium in the first place. She wanted to tell me that she was leaving on a transport in the morning.”
“Shit,” Ash whispered. “That’s… Shit.”
“Yeah,” I said, trying to ignore the sudden twist in my gut. “On some level, I think we both knew it was inevitable. But still…I don’t know. We went through a lot together in a short period of time. And it would sure as hell be nice to have a Yarasi liaison with us wherever the hell we end up going.”
Ash sighed. “Would’a been nice if she’d at least said goodbye.”
“I don’t think they gave her a chance. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if they keep her safe in their embassy until the transports arrived.”
“That’s the thanks she gets for riskin’ her ass fightin’ the Dowd? Locked up and shipped off? Unbelievable!”
“Her people didn’t approve of her spending that much time with a human,” I said. “I get the distinct impression that keeping her away from me was the deciding factor in her new assignment.”
Ash’s lip curled. “You’re serious?”
I nodded. “It’s not all that surprising.”
“Maybe it should be,” she muttered. 
I could see the genuine hurt in her face, and it wasn’t just disappointment about not having another chance to share Velarys with me. This went far beyond that, deep down to the core of her being. For a girl who’d spent her life being judged for non-human DNA…
Well, this was personal. Especially since she had idolized the Yarasi from adolescence. 
“We’ll see her again in no time, I’m sure,” I said, though it didn’t sound all that convincing. “In the meantime, I should be getting back to the bridge. The captain will want to set out momentarily.”
Ash nodded distantly, looking off into nothing as she slowly stroked the cat in her lap. “You know where to find me.”
There were a hundred things I wanted to say to her, but I really did need to get back to the bridge. Besides, this was definitely one of those cases where my presence wouldn’t help anything unless I could stick around for a while. She just needed time to process everything. 
And frankly, so did I. 
“I’ll stop by when I’m off duty,” I said. 
“I’ll be here,” she replied, offering me a faint, forced smile. “Like always.”
[image: image-placeholder]We left the station without incident, and I spent the next four hours in the captain’s chair while Ellis closeted himself with the department heads and discussed…whatever. I was half convinced that he just wanted to give me more time on the bridge as some kind of misguided grooming attempt, as if I could ever become a true fleet officer. It was such a patently ridiculous notion that I had trouble taking it seriously, but for some reason it was always there in the back of my mind. Not because I had any interest in it, but because I had no doubt that Ellis could have convinced himself it was possible. I had never met anyone else who could split the difference between realist and optimist so easily.
I managed to pass the time by rotating between idly chatting with the other bridge officers and continuing to familiarize myself with the command console. I had spent enough time on Ellis’s ships over my career to pick up most of the basics, but one of the major lessons my instructors had drilled into me on New Praxius was the importance of knowing my surroundings. It was as true in an alien jungle as it was on a starship, and if Ellis was going to insist on making me take more shifts here, I decided that I might as well fill the hours with something useful. 
That was especially true since Miranda remained absent. Ellis still had her working with Vrisk in engineering, and given that his hibernation cycle was fast approaching, they were probably trying to cram in as much work as they could on decrypting the rest of the data from the base on Nirivarr. Once we got back to the mothership, they’d have to turn it all over to the Intelligence Directorate. It would certainly be nice to get everything we could before then. 
Knowing that was going on, I probably shouldn’t have been surprised when Ellis contacted me from engineering and requested my presence rather than relieving me directly. I gave Olshenko the con, stretched out my legs, and then entered the lift. 
Vrisk, Miranda, and the captain were all waiting for me when I arrived. The Kali looked more than a little woozy, as if he might pass out in the next hour whether he was in his quarters or not. I could relate. I had never seen the color patterns on his scales such a flat brown. Hopefully he’d have a chance to hit the mess hall and slam down a few containers of those awful grub things his species liked to eat before they went under. 
“Breakthrough?” I asked, heading over to the cluster of consoles the decryption team had been using. The rest of his team was absent; they must have already been dismissed. The engineers had been cleaned out for privacy, too. 
“We have done all we can,” Vrisk said with a languid blink. “With time, the Intelligence Directorate might be able to recover or restore more data, but it will take more manpower and equipment than we have available here.”
“Overall, I would say there’s more than we expected but less than we’d hoped,” Miranda added. “We learned a bit more about the Gen-63 Gamma program, and we partially reconstructed a transmission stored in the buffer of their com system.”
I nodded, though I was paying more attention to her body language than what she said. For the first time since we met, she genuinely looked tired, though it was only noticeable in her posture. I still wasn’t convinced that her jenny face could even get bags under the eyes. Even her makeup remained perfect somehow. 
“Go on,” Ellis prompted. He was seated in one of the empty chairs, watching her patiently. 
Miranda exchanged a glance with Vrisk, who gave her a nod. “As we already learned, the Gen-63 Gamma program is being run by the Science Directorate—it uses an experimental growth acceleration technique to double the speed at which new cadets can be produced and trained. We weren’t able to find anything definitive about why the insurrectionists would care about this program, but upon careful analysis, I believe we can draw a few conclusions.”
She called up a display on her holopad with a massive scrawl of text and diagrams I couldn’t even begin to process. But just as she seemed about to launch into a lengthy explanation, she paused and appeared to reconsider. 
“I can provide a detailed explanation of my analysis later, but for now, perhaps I should stick with the conclusions.”
“That’s probably for the best,” Ellis replied mildly. “Proceed, Ensign.”
“We believe the Column has been interested in this program for two major reasons. The first is the telepathic flash-learning techniques. Because the Gen-63 subjects grow at twice the speed of a normal human, they require extensive supplemental education. The Directorate has been using advancements in flash-learning techniques to help bridge that gap. The Column has adapted this tech to teach the Dowd how to use their abilities.”
“Which is what we were seeing on Nirivarr,” I said.
“Precisely. The data we recovered had no baseline for the effectiveness in humans, but given that each Dowd only seemed to spend a brief interval in the learning tubes, it seems reasonable to assume that the Column has advanced this technology even beyond the DSD.”
“Disturbing, if not all that surprising,” Ellis said. “What’s the second reason?”
Miranda swallowed. “I must preface, this discovery is based more on supposition and advanced analysis than hard evidence, but I stand by my conclusion.”
“Noted,” the captain said. 
“Sir…I believe that the Column has been stealing embryos from the labs on the mothership.”
Ellis and I shared a long, disbelieving look before we turned back to Miranda.
“How?” I asked. “Why?”
“The ‘how’ I cannot answer,” Miranda said. “But the ‘why,’ frankly, is because they need people—specifically, crews for starships. I believe they have been using the Gen-63 Gamma accelerated growth techniques to create a new generation of fleet officers outside of Dominion control.”
Ellis leaned forward. “But you don’t have any evidence of this?”
“Again, this isn’t drawn from a single piece of data, sir—there’s no conversation snippet or log entry providing definitive proof. But we found several entries discussing the construction of a large flagship and the need to provide a competent crew. Some of the entries discussing the Gen-63 Gamma techniques also refer to the necessity of acquiring said crew as quickly as possible. The details will all be in my final report.”
I shifted my gaze to Vrisk. “You agree with this assessment?”
“I am an engineer and technician, not a data analyst,” the Kali said. “But I have no reason to doubt Ensign Pierce’s conclusions.”
Ellis scratched his beard for a moment. “Well, we can add ‘checking for missing embryos’ to our list of tasks on the mothership,” he said grimly. “Along with ‘checking for missing cruisers.’”
Miranda nodded. “As you’ll see in my report, I believe that the embryos were taken around the time that the program was officially launched, approximately ten years ago. Since only a fraction of available embryos are ever activated in a given generation, it is not inconceivable that some could be drawn from the lab without anyone noticing, especially if records were properly falsified.”
“Ten years would mean they’re fully grown by now,” I reasoned. “Which means they could already be trained and flying ships like that cruiser we encountered.”
“Before we spend too much time speculating, let’s move on,” Ellis said. “What was this about a partially reconstructed transmission?”
“We managed to restore several com logs, actually,” Miranda said. “Most of them appear inconsequential or incoherent, but one is quite relevant. The quality is poor, and we only have audio. But you’ll want to hear it nevertheless…”
She turned to Vrisk. A black shimmer rippled across the Kali’s neck as he started playback from an audio file on his holopad. There were two voices on the recording, both sounding like human males. The first had a thick old Keledonian accent; the second was more difficult to place. The audio had been scrubbed of fragments, leaving only brief but noticeable pauses between segments. 

“The Dowd are redeploying […] six hundred ships, mostly swarmers but several dozen […].”               
“Are you certain that’s enough? […] aliens don’t take the bait, we’ll—”
“They’ll take the bait. Six hund […] complish our goals. If we […] call in the reserves.”
“But, my lord, they are all busy fighting the […]. If we pull them back—”
“We won’t unless it’s absolutely necessary. But if that time comes, […] still on schedule?”
“Yes, my […] fully constructed and operational by the thirteenth, including weapons. It will have more than enough firepower to lay waste to any ship in the Pact or Yarasi fleet. The […] ready for deployment at Bararra nearly the same time. With the Fist of the Seraph […]”
“And you’re […] the Admiralty will […]?”
“Why wouldn’t they? In a few months, their enemies will […] desperate. The Dominion will be in a perfect position to offer help—and to dictate terms. When the Dowd […] humanity will be cast as heroes, not conquerors. We won’t need to convince anyone to join us—they will do so willingly, without […]. The Dominion—my Dominion—will be re—”

For a long moment, no one moved. The last click of the transmission cutting out seemed to linger in the air, its echo growing stronger with each bounce off the walls. 
“I’m…I’m afraid that’s all, sir,” Miranda said. “I wish there were more.”
“It’s enough,” Ellis replied darkly. 
“Six hundred ships,” I breathed. “That’s about what we saw at Nirivarr. And somehow they still have reserves? How many more can they have?”
Ellis took in a long, slow breath. “During the first war, the Dowd demonstrated a remarkable ability to build and crew warships. At least until the Dominion destroyed their primary shipyards at Maltar. Now they’ve had two hundred years to rebuild that capacity…somewhere.”
I hissed through my teeth and turned to one of the nearby consoles. With a quick query, I called up a projection of the Cluster. “Bararra…that’s barely five light-years from the Veil.”
“Far from any trade lanes and jump corridors,” Ellis said. “And so deep into the Drift that most ships would have trouble navigating without specialized equipment.”
“But not the Stormrider,” Miranda said. “Sir, if we changed course now, we could—”
“We’re not changing course, Ensign,” Ellis replied. “We’re not going to change our plans in the slightest. I still need to meet with Command and discuss the situation.”
“With all due respect, sir,” Miranda pressed, “we don’t know precisely when this transmission was sent, but it was before the destruction of the Yarasi outpost two weeks ago. It is logical to assume that the ‘thirteenth’ would be this month. That’s less than eleven days from now! If they have a weapon powerful enough to challenge the Pact and Yarasi fleets—”
“If they do, the Stormrider can’t stop it alone,” Ellis said, letting his voice cool several degrees. “No more than we could have turned around and taken on their forces at Nirivarr. We’re going to need support. Hopefully, this recording will help me convince Command to take action.”
“Yes, sir,” she said, subsiding with a grimace. 
I held back a skeptical comment about what this “action” could even realistically look like. It would take the entire 4th Fleet and change to handle the Dowd armada we’d found at Nirivarr. And if they had a substantial reserve—plus something capable of destroying the most powerful ships in the Cluster—it might take the entire Dominion war machine to stop them. And that was assuming some hypothetical battle in normal space, not the Drift. 
No, if this recording was true—and if we were interpreting it correctly—this would take a hell of a lot more than just a simple call to action. This would require a multi-species effort the likes of which the Cluster had never seen before, not even during the First Dowd War.
Which, after Kenabrius, seemed less likely than ever.
“What about this ‘Fist of the Seraph,’ sir?” I asked, shifting gears. “Sounded like a name for a ship. Maybe the cruiser we encountered?”
“Or the name of whatever they’re building,” Ellis said. “We don’t have enough information to guess. Even this embryo idea is just a theory.”
“True, but it certainly sounds like a name fanatics would choose for a powerful weapon,” I said. “When I was fighting that Shadow of the Seraph, she babbled something about aliens repaying the Seraph’s mercy with treachery.”
Ellis stroked his beard again. “Something to think about, but nothing we can act on. Not yet.” 
“What about identifying the speakers? From what I’ve heard about the scions of the Great Houses, they would definitely be egotistical enough to see the Dominion as theirs. Is there any way we could run a voice match?”
“Not here, but probably on the mothership,” the captain said. “But let’s assume for a minute that one of the voices is Soren Foln. I’m not certain what the DID or Fleet Command would do with that information. His family disowned their prodigal son a long time ago.”
Standing, Ellis swept his gaze around the room. “We have three days until we’re home. You’ve all done a tremendous job here, but it’s time you get some rest. With any luck, we’ll be on our way again quickly, and I’ll need everyone at their best.”
“Yes, sir,” Miranda said. 
Ellis turned to me. “With me, Major.”
I fell into step alongside him as we headed to the lift, and the instant the door closed, I cursed under my breath. 
“Let’s hope we’re misunderstanding what we heard,” I said. “Because if we didn’t…”
“There’s more going on here than we’re seeing,” Ellis said, his dark eyes unfocused. “A lot more. One voice suggested that the Dowd are busy fighting someone else. But who? And where?”
I shook my head. “I have no idea. But I suppose the Drift and the Traverse are pretty heavily unexplored. Maybe the Dowd discovered someone else out there?”
“Maybe,” the captain murmured, though he didn’t sound any more convinced than I did. “But if they have that many ships and that many psychics, it’s hard to imagine how anyone could control them, let alone a relatively small terrorist group like the Column. They aren’t mercenaries, and they can’t be cowed. During their first invasion, they never even offered to negotiate—there was no dialogue, no diplomacy, just slaughter.”
I studied his profile, wondering what else might be going through his head right now. He knew more about the Dowd than anyone else in the Dominion, and not only because he’d spent so much time studying the videos and tactics from the original war. He probably knew quite a bit about the Foln family, too, though I wasn’t as sure about that. 
“At least we narrowed down a potential location,” I said. “But Miranda is right to be worried about the timeline, sir. Bararra is a long way from Dominion space—at least three days from Betros, which is probably four days from the mothership. And it’s not like the fleet is filled with ships designed to navigate the Drift.”
“I’ll take wrestling with gravimetric currents over fighting the Dowd any day,” Ellis replied, a shadow crossing his features. “But the plan hasn’t changed. You’ll meet with Saleya, and I’ll meet with Command. Seraph willing, we’ll get some good news for once.”
I nodded gravely as the lift pinged, signaling that we’d reached the bridge. “Yes, sir.”
“Get some rest, Kal,” he said when the door opened. “We’re both going to need it.”
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The Voyage Home


I expected the seventy-plus-hour trip back to the mothership to pass slowly, and the first stretch didn’t disappoint. I went back to the  Wildcat that night and crashed hard with Ash, and my next bridge watch seemed to last about a week. I spent some time in the armory afterward, mostly to get some solitude. I had always found equipment maintenance oddly relaxing, and it did help—almost as much as the three Drellian beers I pounded down at the same time. 
That evening, I planned to catch up with Miranda now that she’d finally been relieved from decryption duty. But when I stopped by her quarters, I was surprised to learn that she wasn’t there. When I didn’t find her in the lounge, either, I started to wonder if she was back in engineering working on the decryption scheme again. But before I could investigate, I got a message from Ash on my holopad to meet her in the Wildcat…and an addendum that Miranda was already there.
I paused as I looked down at the message on the screen, surprised and curious. We had been in such a rush since our trip to Rividian that there had been virtually no time for the two of them to relax.
Except, of course, for their little game in the Quintillion. 
I grinned at the thought. Ash had promised to get back at Miranda after that stunt, but she hadn’t had the chance yet. Perhaps she’d decided to change that tonight…
My pulse quickening at the possibilities racing through my head, I promptly pushed my holopad back into my pocket and set off for the hangar. The Wildcat’s ramp was down when I arrived, and I made my way around the curving wrap-around entrance into the lounge. They weren’t there on the couch like I’d expected, but I heard conversation carrying through the hatch leading to the back of the ship. 
Maybe they’re practicing their shared gym routine again. 
Grinning even wider, I headed into the back, wondering if I’d see Ash doing more pull-ups while Miranda held the bar aloft with her telekinesis. But when I heard what sounded like sobbing from inside Ash’s room, I frowned and rushed forward to the door—
To find them both sitting on the end of Ash’s bed, Miranda in uniform and Ash in simple sweatpants and a green tee. My stomach turned to lead when I saw the tears streaking down Ash’s face, but Miranda didn’t look upset at all. On the contrary, she looked…pleased. 
“There you are, baby!” Ash said, turning to me with a smile as bright as a star. “You gotta hear this.”
I stepped into the room, perplexed and more than a little worried. What in the Seraph’s name is going on?
“Hear what?” I asked.
“Tell him,” Ash encouraged Miranda.
“All right,” the other woman said, a flush of red in her cheeks. “I informed her that we discovered some of her father’s research data in the archives of the facility on Nirivarr.”
I winced. I had specifically wanted to avoid that. “Okay.”
“I spent a bit more time reviewing the information after my watch last night,” Miranda went on. “It really is incredible—he solved problems that Dominion geneticists have been struggling with for centuries. But now that I understand the basics, I am reasonably certain I can reproduce his results.”
“You mean…” I trailed off, my heart suddenly pounding against my ribs. Miranda nodded and smiled. “It should be possible to synthesize a fertility agent.”
I stopped breathing. My entire body went stiff with shock, and my eyes flared wide. 
“She can do it,” Ash blurted out, so giddy a fresh wave of tears spilled down her cheeks. “She can help me get pregnant!”
I glanced between the two of them, unable to speak or move or even think. After all this time, after all my fruitless searches…
“You’re…” I rasped, forcing air back into my lungs. “You’re serious?”
“It will take some trial and error,” Miranda said, beaming back at Ash. “But I don’t see any reason it won’t work.”
“We’re gonna have a baby!” Ash practically shouted as she lunged off the bed and into my arms. I caught her mid-leap, mind reeling as she clamped her thighs around my waist and pushed her lips into mine.
As her heat enveloped my body, a rush of excitement and joy and relief crashed over me all at once. When Miranda had discovered her father’s data, it had initially filled me with dread—I had been terrified to bring it up and reopen old wounds—or worse, plant false hope. But this…
A warmth flooded my chest that had nothing to do with Ash’s body heat. It was one that I hadn’t felt in what seemed a lifetime, and now couldn’t fathom how I had lived so long without. Yet live without it I had, ever since that terrible day that Ash’s family had been shattered…along with our dreams of children.
No longer.
Our kiss ended reluctantly, but our mouths didn’t move far. 
“We’ve waited so long…” Ash breathed, cupping my face in both hands. The blaze of her skin seemed almost cool compared to the beaming radiance of her smile. “A family, Kal! It’s finally gonna happen!”
She kissed me again, so hard and deep I could barely breathe. All the years of unfulfilled desire, all the years of disappointment, swelled together in a tidal wave of relief and joy so powerful it nearly knocked me over. 
We were going to have a baby. And it was all thanks to Miranda.
“I, um, I’m glad to have helped,” Miranda said, rising as if to leave. “I’ll head back to sickbay and get started on the—”
“Wait!” Ash gasped, pulling away and twisting around. “You can’t go!”
Miranda paused, her cheeks flushing darker than I’d ever seen. “I don’t understand. I may as well get started, and that way the two of you can—”
“You aren’t goin’ anywhere, jenny,” Ash insisted, her thighs unclamping from my waist as she returned to her feet. “I owe you too much.”
Miranda’s smile reappeared, but she shook her head. “You don’t owe me anything. I’m just glad to help. I know how much you’ve—”
Ash lunged forward and kissed her. And it wasn’t a little peck on the lips—it was a full-body, full-tongue, full-arms-around-the-waist kiss. The kind I gave Ash after we’d been separated for months. 
The kind I gave her right before I fucked her senseless. 
Miranda was surprised. Stunned, even. But it only took a moment before her eyes fluttered shut, and then another after that before her hands were gently falling to the other woman’s sides. A wide, joyous, and undeniably horny smile pulled at my lips. 
It wasn’t as if I’d been dreaming about since they’d first met or anything…
“Oh, sorry!” Ash gasped, abruptly pulling back and sucking in a lungful of air. “The heat…it’s…”
“Incredible,” Miranda breathed, her tongue chasing the fading warmth across her lips. 
“I just don’t wanna hurt you. I know sometimes it can—oomh!”
This time, Miranda was the one who lunged forward, taking the shorter woman by the shoulders and pulling them back together. Ash melted into her in a heartbeat. Miranda’s hands slid along Ash’s back beneath her golden hair, while Ash’s arms encircled Miranda’s waist before roaming south, squeezing her ass through her skirt. Their bodies became a breathless tangle as they devoured one another in a ravenous frenzy. 
“Oh…” Ash gasped when they finally separated again, her eyelids fluttering as she forced herself to take a step away. “I’m gonna burn you up. Kal, you gotta get her outta that thing so she can cool off!”
Taking the cue, I darted forward and took Ash’s place, spinning Miranda around and pulling her in for another kiss. I had never tasted Ash on another woman’s lips before, but it was every bit as amazing as I could have hoped. The echo of her Kreen heat lingered on Miranda’s tongue. I swirled mine together with hers like flint on tinder to keep the spark going. 
I am going to fuck them both so damn hard…
By now, my fingers were well practiced in getting her out of uniform. They didn’t waste any time finding the button at her collar and setting to work. I could hear the frantic rustle of fabric as Ash stripped off her simple t-shirt, and her hands were there to help pull off Miranda’s blue jacket and long gloves and cast them aside. The white bra beneath was usually a bit more of a challenge, but once again, Ash beat me to it. She opened the bewildering clasp with a blinding speed only another woman could manage. 
“Sweet merciful Seraph,” Ash breathed. “They really did enhance everythin’!”
I pulled back just in time to see Ash dive at Miranda’s newly liberated breast, first with her hand and then with her lips. The instant Ash’s molten mouth enveloped her nipple, Miranda cried out so loudly half the ship probably would have heard her if we weren’t tucked away in the back of the Wildcat. 
I forced myself to take a half step back. No matter how quickly my heart was beating, no matter how badly my cock was straining against my pants, I knew I needed to be patient and let Ash explore and play. 
Ash swiftly took advantage of the unfettered access to Miranda’s chest, cupping her remaining breast in a callused palm. Miranda’s sharp gasp devolved into a whimper as Ash’s fingers tweaked one nipple while continuing to lovingly suckle the other.
“Mmm,” she cooed, shifting her mouth from one breast to another. “Get him ready, would ya?”
Miranda, her blue eyes half-rolled back in her head, could barely speak. “W-what?”
“My hands are busy,” Ash said, gently squeezing both of the other woman’s breasts while her tongue flicked across an erect nipple. “So get him ready! You didn’t have any trouble with it at the Quintillion.”
Her jenny brain instantly caught on. Grinning, Miranda turned to look at me…and I suddenly felt a very familiar, very snug pressure curled around my cock. 
“I don’t…oh!” she gasped, biting her lip. “I don’t think he needs any help this time.”
Ash shifted breasts again, doing something with her tongue that made Miranda cry out and her knees buckle. “Then help him come out and play. I’ve always wanted to share.”
Miranda’s grin turned devilish, and I felt the pressure shift from my cock to the pants struggling to contain it. Her telekinetic fingers opened my belt and unzipped my fly with remarkable ease. A single downward thrust yanked them from my waist. 
“Good girl,” Ash said, pulling her mouth and hands away. “Now, you cool off for a sec while I heat him up, all right?”
She was down on her knees with her lips wrapped around my cock in a heartbeat. I gasped as she effortlessly took me into the fiery cauldron of her mouth, and again when her fingernails dug into my thighs. I had wondered how her approach would change if we ever took another woman to bed, and the answer—perhaps unsurprisingly—was that she was even more ravenous than normal. Whether spurred by her own lust or an even more primal desire to compete for the attention of her mate, she didn’t hesitate in the slightest before taking my full length into her throat. 
“Stars…” Miranda breathed, watching in awe as Ash got to work. There was no tugging, no tip-licking, no slow crescendo before eventually choking me down. She instantly had my cock bottoming out in her throat, a feat only one other woman I’d ever met could pull off so effortlessly. And Saleya’s Succubus genes were basically cheating.
My right hand instinctively fell to the back of Ash’s head. It wasn’t as if she needed any guidance, but I was starting to wonder if she planned to drain me right then and there as a show of dominance. If that was her game, I was more than happy to play along; I could already feel the eruption coming, and it wasn’t as if I’d have trouble recovering with the sight of their two naked, nubile bodies to inspire me. Besides, if they started kissing again, I’d have another batch cooked up for Miranda in no time flat…
Ash groaned when she suddenly released me to catch her breath. Her vertical pupils had compressed into tight lines, and the primal glint in her eyes when she examined my throbbing stem would have been terrifying if it weren’t so damn hot. Her Kreen sex drive was as powerful as a predator’s instinct; convincing herself not to go in for the kill clearly took all the willpower she could muster. 
“Your turn,” she said, casting a smoldering glance back over her shoulder. “Come on, show me whatcha got!”
Nodding excitedly, Miranda dropped to her knees. The sight of both of them together in front of me, kneeling as if I were a holy idol, almost broke the dam. Stars, they were so young, so beautiful…
So mine. 
I moaned in delight when Miranda’s fingers slid around my cock, wondering if her jenny pride might compel her to try and outdo Ash by taking me all at once. But I should have known better. Miranda was meticulous, not reckless, and she had spent a lot of time this past month learning what made me tick—and what made me pop. 
Her red lips kissed my swollen head, then lingered there as her fingers started to gently stroke the base. Her tongue began to dance across my tip before sliding down my shaft, and I had no doubt that she could taste Ash upon me as well as feel her residual Kreen heat. She kept her blue eyes locked on my gaze at all times, knowing from experience how much it turned me on. 
“Not bad,” Ash said, feathering her hands through Miranda’s black hair, then bringing her lips against her ear. “Not bad at all…”
She kissed her way down the other woman’s neck, and her hands never stopped cupping and massaging Miranda’s ample breasts. Ash had always been excited but shy whenever I’d brought up the possibility of bringing a girl home with me, and I had assumed she would be a tad subdued when we finally broke that seal. 
Obviously, I had been mistaken. Her inhibitions had been annihilated by Miranda’s beauty, and she was all-in on getting to know every centimeter of the jenny girl’s body. I had a feeling that it was going to be a very long, very sticky, very incredible night. 
And it had only just started. 
“Shit,” I breathed, feeling the floodgates opening. “Here it comes!”
Miranda pulled her lips back even while her fingers continued stroking the base, and she tossed Ash an inquisitive glance as if wondering how to share the spigot. But Ash smiled and shook her head. 
“All yours, honey,” she said.
Miranda barely got her lips back into position before I fired the first volley into the back of her mouth, and she forged a seal just in time to keep the second, third, and fourth from making a glorious mess all over her lips and cheeks. 
“That’s it,” Ash encouraged, hand sliding up to the back of Miranda’s head to hold her against me. “But don’t you dare swallow, ’kay?”
Only a single white stream was trickling over Miranda’s lips by the time I was spent, which was nothing short of a miracle considering how much I’d given her. Ash’s tongue was immediately there on the scene to clean it up, and when I withdrew my cock, her lips instantly covered Miranda’s. 
I stumbled back to the foot of the bed while they shared their prize with a long, deep, and searingly hot kiss. Beads of sweat were gathering on Miranda’s brow when Ash finally pulled away, and she seemed on verge of being overwhelmed by the heat. 
It was a look I knew very well.
“She needs a pack, baby,” Ash said. “And she needs to lie down.”
I went to the minifridge and retrieved one of the ice packs we kept inside, as well as a bottle of water. When I turned back around, Miranda was already lying on the bed, allowing Ash to slide her skirt and panties down her legs. 
Their eyes were locked. Both women might have been the only two people in the room in that moment. Once Miranda was completely bared, Ash shed her sweatpants, leaving them in a pile on the floor. 
Something silent passed between them, as if Ash was waiting for Miranda to say something, perhaps to criticize or find flaw. But Miranda’s face held only awe and excitement. 
Fully naked, Ash joined Miranda on the bed, plainly struggling not to dive on top of her. She hovered close, on her knees on the mattress beside her. Since she’d never had to deal with a lover who didn’t have Immortal powers before, it was going to be one hell of an exercise in personal discipline. 
“Put that on your head,” Ash said as I handed Miranda the pack. “And don’t worry, even Kal can’t endure it forever.”
“I’m all right,” Miranda insisted, though she exhaled in relief when she pressed the cold pack against her forehead. “I’ve studied Kreen biology quite thoroughly. Without active coitus, the risk of sustained contact between two females is less than with a male.”
“We’ll see about that, won’t we?” 
Snickering, Ash crawled around to the foot of the bed and gently pushed Miranda’s knees apart, revealing her pristinely shaven cunt and soaked, swollen labia. Ash’s eyes turned feral again as she practically dove between Miranda’s legs.
I had heard Miranda cry out many times from my cock and my mouth, but the noise she made when Ash’s blazing tongue dragged across her glistening slit was like a squeal and scream at the same time. Her toes curled, her body clenched, and her breath seemed to lodge in her throat. When Ash repeated the motion, Miranda squeemed a second time, even louder than the first.
“Oh, I knew you’d taste good, jenny girl,” Ash breathed as her fingers raked across Miranda’s flexing abdomen. “Now hold that pack tight, okay?”
Ash went in full bore, her tongue lashing across Miranda’s clit while she delicately slipped her left ring finger inside. I couldn’t believe how effective she was for her first time…but then again, I had shared countless memories with her of me doing the same. And Ash wasn’t the type of girl who ever went halfway. If she wasn’t an expert now, she would keep working until she was. 
It was a trait I deeply respected…and one both women had in common. 
I sat on the bed to watch, entranced by the way Miranda’s chest rose and fell with her shallow, rapid breaths. Eventually, Miranda seized up, hands grabbing fistfuls of the sheets as she wailed in climax.
Hearing Miranda cum from Ash’s ministrations wasn’t quite as satisfying as when she was squirming beneath me, but it was closer than I thought. The sound revitalized my cock in an instant, and it was beyond tempting to push Ash out of the way and take her place. I still owed Miranda one hell of a fucking after what she’d done in the Quintillion. 
Though with the way Ash’s tongue kept feasting—and the way her hands kept sliding up Miranda’s silky-smooth thighs—it was clear she had no intention of stopping yet. But that was all right. She had given me another target that was just as tempting. 
Swiveling around behind her, I smacked her hard enough on the ass to trigger a surprised squeak, then forced her stance wider to give me space. Shamelessly, she arched her back to present herself, offering up her parted, sensitive pink lips. I pushed the head of my revitalized cock against her sweltering slit and took a moment to appreciate just how thoroughly soaked she was.
But only a moment. 
“Umpf!” Ash cried out, her face still stuffed with Miranda’s sex as I plunged into her. Normally, my cock made her so delirious she could barely form complete sentences, especially when it carried new memories on the tip. But she was clearly determined to keep feasting on the woman in her bed, and her tongue and fingers continued their work even when I began pumping into her. 
The volcanic vise of her cunt seemed even more intense than normal, though that may have been my own inability to concentrate on my psionic powers. For some reason, Miranda’s naked, writhing body was more than a little distracting, and I started to imagine how much hotter it would look if I pulled out and left a triumphant glaze across her tits and belly. 
A glaze that Ash would instantly clean up. 
“Fuck,” I grunted, grabbing Ash’s slender waist and slamming into her again. Even having burst once, the fiery clutch of her womanhood was already baiting me toward the next abyss. I picked up the pace, pulling her hips toward me with relentless, possessive force that drove me as deep as her body would allow. Every stroke sent waves of pleasure rolling through me, and it only got better as I felt her contractions quicken, her walls tighten. I felt myself bottoming out inside her as I slapped her ass—
“Wait!” she cried out. “Not yet, baby.”
I clenched my teeth and froze mid-thrust, my cock throbbing within her. “What?
Ash looked up, past Miranda’s heaving breasts. “Can you get pregnant again yet?”
Miranda seemed too overwhelmed to speak. 
“Can you get pregnant again?” Ash repeated. “Back at Takanis, you told Kal you’d need a few weeks.”
“It’s, um,” Miranda panted. “Probably not…quite yet, but I suppose it’s possible.”
“Then you’d better give it to her just in case,” Ash said slyly, glancing back at me. “Come on!”
My cock slid out of her when she abruptly rolled to the side, and the rush of cool air on my skin nearly set me off. But Ash practically shoved me forward onto Miranda, and she used her fingers to guide me straight into the jenny’s glistening cunt. 
“Ngn!” I groaned, bracing my arms on the mattress. Her sex may not have been a blazing Kreen inferno, but it was every bit as tight. Wet, soft satin enveloped my shaft, tensing and squeezing as I sank into her. Feeling the differences between their bodies was delicious. She didn’t waste any time wrapping her legs around her back to pull me deeper inside. When my tip nestled into the smooth dome of her cervix, we gasped as one, Miranda following it with a broken whimper and I with a needful grunt.
“Oooh, yeah,” Ash cooed from behind me as her warm hands settled on my back. “What are you waitin’ for? Give it to her! Come on!”
A surge of delight rippled through me at the earnest desire in her voice. She wasn’t playing or talking dirty for the fun of it—she really meant it. She wanted me to fuck another woman.
She wanted me to breed another woman. Right in front of her. 
“Please,” Miranda panted, her blue eyes wide as her forearms wrapped around my neck. “Kal…”
Leaning in, I captured her lips in a brief kiss, then pulled back my hips and thrust into her. She squeemed again, and her heels dug into the small of my back. I reared back and slammed into her again and again until I couldn’t hear anything but her wanton cries and the wild slapping of our flesh. Meanwhile, Ash practically crawled on top onto me; I could feel the heat of her breasts on my back and her breath on my ears.
“Fill her up, baby!” she begged as her teeth grazed my earlobe. “For me!”
I gave them both what they wanted. With a triumphant roar, I pounded into Miranda one last time, rooting myself as I burst. Her thighs clamped even harder as I spasmed inside her, flooding her jenny womb with even more of my natty seed. Ash’s nails dug into my flanks, and I could feel her climaxing against me. It was only later that I realized her psychometry was likely feeding her real-time data from my cock…
We weren’t alone in our finish. Miranda’s body arched beneath us, pressing into me desperately as her lungs released a final, rapturous cry. Her core clenched around me while her spirit met ours at our summit.
“Ohhh…” I moaned once I was spent, fighting back against the cresting wave of exhaustion and heat crashing over me. When my vision refocused and I looked down at Miranda, I saw her beaming up at me. 
“Wow,” Ash wheezed, her arms sliding around my middle. “Baby, that was…
“Perfect,” Miranda finished. 
“Oh, you ain’t off the hook yet, jenny girl. He’s gonna fuck you all night.”
Snickering, she rolled off to my side and slid a hand across the other woman’s chest. “And so am I.”
[image: image-placeholder]My endurance held out far longer than I ever could have hoped, since watching Ash and Miranda continuously go at it proved to be just as powerful a stimulant as any drug or psychometabolic boost. We completely cleaned out the minifridge of ice packs and water, and even when Miranda and I both seemed spent, Ash insisted we move to the shower for a final round beneath a cold stream. 
She also demanded that I finish inside Miranda each time I popped, though every time after the first, she insisted on “sealing the leak” with her tongue. The sight of her mouth on Miranda’s cunt, eagerly delving for my release while Miranda whimpered and twitched, had a lot to do with my short recovery time. With every hour that passed, it became increasingly clear just how badly Ash had been yearning for me to bring a girl back for us to share in person, even if she hadn’t fully admitted it to herself. 
And the promise that she might finally be able to get pregnant certainly hadn’t diminished her libido, either. 
We nearly ended up in a pile on her bed, but after cleaning up, Miranda was firm on getting back to her quarters to grab some sleep for her upcoming shift—and for starting work on that fertility agent in the infirmary whenever she had spare time. That promise almost got Ash going again, but she settled for another long, sweat-soaked kiss before saying goodbye. 
Unsurprisingly, we spent a good chunk of the next two days together, always in the Wildcat but rarely in the bedroom. We worked out and fucked, watched holo-vids and fucked, and even did some ship maintenance and fucked. Ash didn’t badger Miranda for updates even once, choosing instead to continue the jenny’s initiation into our relationship. It was a productive trip. 
But about ten hours before we were due to arrive, I decided it was time to snap back into reality and prepare ourselves for what came next. I couldn’t wait to reconnect with Saleya, and I couldn’t wait for Ash to finally meet her in person after all these years. But there was another big consideration here—one I had been putting off ever since Miranda and I had first gotten together over a month ago. 
If Ash and I were going to bring her into the fold, then we needed to tell her the truth. About everything.
We were already in the Wildcat’s lounge when Miranda came in after her shift. She had a smile on her face and a hungry glint in her eyes, but both faded when she saw our expressions.
“Is something wrong?” she asked. 
“No,” I assured her, waving my hands. “But there are a couple things I wanted to talk about before we arrived, and now seems like as good a time as any.”
“All right,” she replied, black eyebrow cocked. 
I shared a glance with Ash. She was on the couch with Kalycos in her lap, dressed in her huntress gear for the first time in days, while I was standing beside the projector. We’d spent the better part of the last hour going over how to approach this, but we’d ultimately decided to lay it all out and go from there. If she reacted well, there wouldn’t be a problem. And if she didn’t…
Well, we needed to know either way, preferably before we returned to Saleya and set any new plans in motion.
“Ash and I will be heading down to the Alien Wards when we arrive at the mothership,” I said. “We were hoping you’d come with us.”
Miranda frowned. “The captain wanted me to check in with the DSD to follow up on my conclusions about the potential theft of the Gen-63 embryos.”
“I know, and you’ll definitely have time for that. But first, there’s someone I’d like you to meet. And something I’ve been meaning to tell you for a while now.”
Her brow rose another quarter centimeter. “What is that?”
“You might as well have a seat,” I said. “It will take a bit of explaining.”
When she hesitated, I started to wonder if she might stand there waiting for me to explain. But after a few seconds, she finally drifted over to the couch and sat down next to Ash. 
“Back on Sykaris, I told you how Ash and I knew each other,” I said. “But you’re long overdue for an explanation of how a couple of kids from the Borderlands joined up with Ellis and the Dominion.”
“You already told me that the captain recruited you after a Pact raid on Nirivarr.”
“Right. Well, there’s more.”
“Ash informed me how she was later denied by the Wings of the Seraph before she even attempted the screening trials.” 
I blinked in surprise. “When did that happen?”
“A while back,” Ash said. “Needed plenty of girl talk to fill all the down time, ya know?”
“I guess so,” I murmured. She hadn’t mentioned that during our little prep session. It was a bit of personal history she’d never shared with anyone outside of a very select list. Though, considering she’d also never invited another woman into our bed before, perhaps I shouldn’t have been so surprised…
“Her rejection was shameful for everyone involved,” Miranda said. “She clearly has the skill and psionic ability to be a valuable soldier of the Dominion. I cannot believe they would deny her on such petty grounds.”
“Unfortunately, there are plenty of close-minded people who wear that blue uniform,” I said. “Most of them have nothing to do with groups like the Column, and they’d probably consider it an insult to hear you suggest otherwise. But then they act like this. Makes it a little easier to understand how the group has such a wide reach.”
“I suppose. Our goal is to build the most powerful fleet in the Cluster, yet we are weaker for the loss of people like her. It makes little sense.”
“You’re right about that.”
“Thankfully, it worked out all right,” Ash said. “Never would’a found the Wildcat if I’d stayed in uniform.”
I nodded slowly, surprised at how relieved I suddenly felt. Knowing Miranda as well as I did, I knew I shouldn’t have been concerned that she would approve of Ash’s dismissal. But evidently, a subconscious part of me had been worried about it anyway. It wasn’t as unreasonable as it sounded—even the good jennies weren’t known for their love of aliens. Miranda had literally been conditioned from birth to serve as an officer in the fleet, and to perceive said fleet as a righteous force in the galaxy. Her contemporaries believed they were superior to natties like me, so of course they saw themselves as superior to aliens, too. 
“There is a bit more to the story,” I said. “Something no one else on this ship besides the captain is aware of. Something almost no one else in the entire fleet knows, actually. But with the way things are unfolding, it’s important that you understand everything that’s going on here.”
Miranda frowned. “All right.”
Taking a deep breath, I shared another look with Ash. There was the chance that Miranda would resent us for not telling her everything earlier…or even that she would consider our actions treasonous. Plenty of other officers would. 
But I was hopeful that she would understand even if she didn’t approve. And it was time to put that theory to the test. 
We told her everything. About how Ellis had introduced me to Saleya, about her desire to reform the Dominion, about the expansiveness of her organization…and what I had been doing to help protect her people behind the scenes for the better part of the last five years. 
It was a stunning and complicated admission, which I realized all the more after laying it out on the table so bluntly. It had been a long time since we’d brought anyone else into the fold, and the more disturbed her face became, the more I wondered if we had just inadvertently set off a bomb. 
I wasn’t admitting to treason—at least, not as some would define it—but it wasn’t as if all of this was above board, either. At best, we were confessing to the willful and frequent violation of several Dominion regulations. At worst…
Well, at worst I was laying out a case for me and Ellis to get court-martialed. 
But Miranda needed to know the truth, now more than ever. And the only way forward was through. 
“I don’t understand,” she said amidst the spiel. “You and Captain Ellis are taking orders from this woman?”
“Saleya doesn’t give us orders,” I said. “We don’t give her orders, either. It’s more like…well, we help each other out when we can.”
“From what you described, it sounds like you are the ones doing all the helping. And expending Dominion resources on unsanctioned operations.”
I shook my head. “The only resource that gets ‘expended’ is me. We don’t send ships or troop platoons or even military hardware. Ninety percent of what we do is trade information, and most of the time, we benefit more from that exchange than she does. Her people are everywhere—we get intel on groups we wouldn’t even know about otherwise.”
“And you share this information with the Intelligence Directorate?” 
“Sometimes,” I hedged. It was technically true—we did share information with the DID from time to time—but it definitely wasn’t the norm. “But the captain has good reason to go around the DID when we can. He doesn’t always see eye to eye with Directorate leadership.”
“That is not his decision!” Miranda insisted. “Fleet regulations are quite clear that—”
“Oh, come on,” Ash put in with a snort. “Remember Rividian? Remember how the DID didn’t know a damn thing about what the Column was doing there? They’re way too busy worryin’ about the Pact and the Yarasi to spend their precious resources trackin’ groups who only target aliens, even if those aliens are Dominion citizens.”
Miranda’s jaw clenched. “If they are not acting on the information he provides, the captain can file a complaint with the head of the Directorate. Or the Admiralty!”
“He’s tried,” I said. “It never works out the way we hope. And meanwhile, aliens across the Dominion don’t get the protection they deserve. So we step in when we can.”
Miranda’s blue eyes flashed as if she were about to argue another point, but then they cooled. “You aren’t a Dominion soldier,” she said to Ash. “How are you involved in this?”
“Saleya’s people are the ones who trained me,” Ash said. “And hooked me up with my first clients. For a while, most of my business was huntin’ down people who’d been kidnapped or lost in the Borderlands—usually aliens. Over time, that’s expanded to all sorts of things, but the basic principle stays the same. I’m just one of a whole lotta agents she has out there in the Borderlands gatherin’ info and takin’ on jobs no one else will or can do.”
“We’re not acting against the interests of the Dominion,” I added. “The opposite, really. We’re trying to save it from itself. Saleya has been battling groups like the Mire and the Rividian Column for years. And now that they’ve all apparently come together under the same banner…who better to help us fight back?”
Miranda’s cheek twitched, and she stayed silent for maybe half a minute before she finally stirred again. “If the Admiralty knew about this, they would strip Captain Ellis of his command.”
“He knows,” I said quietly. “But he also knows that you sometimes have to break the rules if you want to get anything done. Ash and I would be dead if he hadn’t broken the rules and stopped that Pact raid on Nirivarr seven years ago. And thousands more would have shared the same fate over the years if he hadn’t worked with Saleya and acted on her intelligence. That’s all this has ever been about.”
I let her process that. She turned her gaze upon me, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she was using her telepathy, consciously or otherwise. I almost hoped she was—it would make things clear in a way that mere words never could. 
“How do you think this Saleya will be able to help us now?” Miranda asked. 
“It’s difficult to say without speaking to her directly,” I said. “I doubt she’ll have the locations of any Column bases or anything that convenient, but her people might be able to learn something about this Gen-63 Gamma program and the potential for missing embryos if we get stonewalled by official inquiries.”
I braced myself. “But there’s another reason we need to speak with her. Two of her operatives were murdered back on Kenabrius just before we left.”
Her brow furrowed. “Murdered? But—” She broke off and inhaled softly. “I heard a news report about two Quintillion workers being found dead. They were hers?”
I nodded. “They waylaid someone who was paying Ash and I an undue amount of attention. Then a few hours later, the Dowd attacked me and Velarys on the bridge over the solarium.”
“You think it’s connected?”
“We don’t have proof,” I admitted. “We don’t have much of anything at the moment aside from an educated guess about the Dowd psychoporting in when the shields temporarily failed. But I’d bet my whole pension that Column agents were responsible for sabotaging those shields, and it wouldn’t surprise me in the least if one of their agents was also responsible for killing Saleya’s people.”
“There are two wars goin’ on here, honey,” Ash said. “One in plain sight, and one in the shadows. Your fleet can fight the first one, but not the second. Only Saleya and people like her can help us do that.”
“This is…” Miranda shook her head. 
“A lot to take in,” I said. “And I understand you could take all of this to Command if you really wanted to. But if Ash and I are bringing you into the fold…well, this is part of it. And you deserve to know.”
She fell silent again, a canvas of competing emotions playing across her face. I found myself holding my breath, wondering if we’d just made a huge mistake. But I assured myself once again that there was nothing for it—this conversation was long overdue, and the sooner we got it out of the way, the better for everyone. 
“When we get back to the mothership, I’m going to take Ash to meet Saleya while the captain deals with the brass,” I said. “I’d like you to come with us. When you see how things are in the Wards…well, maybe this will all make a bit more sense.”
“Very well,” Miranda murmured. “I will reserve judgment until I hear what this woman has to say. I admit, I am…curious.”
“If it makes you feel better, I’ve never met her in person yet myself,” Ash said. “Never been on the mothership, either.”
“A month ago, I don’t believe I would have understood why you would be so anxious at the prospect. But now…” Miranda pursed her lips. “There are days I feel like I’ve only begun to understand what I thought I knew…and how much I was mistaken.”
“For those of us without a super brain, that’s an everyday occurrence,” I said with a dry smirk. “But I promise, you’ll understand once you meet her. And I think you’ll agree how important it is to help her people.”
“I suppose we’ll find out,” Miranda replied quietly. “But I need to get back to the ship. I’m on duty again soon.”
“Same here,” I said, standing and tossing a glance back down at Ash. She seemed relatively sanguine about the whole thing—she must have believed that Miranda would in fact agree with us once she’d had time to absorb everything. I wanted to believe it, too, but there was always a chance I was wrong. 
And if I was…
“Come on, we can head back to the bridge together,” I told Miranda. “And maybe have a meeting with the captain to bring him up to speed.”




Interlude


The  Pride of Keledon was, without a doubt, one of the greatest technological achievements in the history of the galaxy. The enormous vessel was more than merely a colony ship; it was more than merely a mobile base of operations for the fleet. In a very real, tangible sense, it was the beating heart of the entire Dominion, filled not only with the best and brightest Seraphim, but also the embryos of future generations. Two centuries ago, the Emperor and his Seraphim Council had envisioned the mothership seeding dozens of new worlds in the farthest reaches of the galaxy, and despite the Expansionary Fleet’s ensnarement in the Tartaran Veil, the Pride of Keledon had still accomplished its mission. 
And so much more. 
Leenam spent the first several minutes after his transport’s arrival in-system trying to shake off the awe and wonder of finally seeing the mothership in person. He had been surrounded by Dowd swarm ships so often these past few months that it was invigorating to see human-made vessels again. There were over fifty of them in the mothership defense fleet, from the frigates and destroyers at the perimeter to the ring of cruisers and battleships running direct escort. He could feel the power here.
But somewhere inside this great whale of a ship was an alien cancer that he was about to carve out before it spread. 
Assuming he could beat Captain Ellis and his Immortal lapdog to the punch. Leenam knew that his lead was precariously short, perhaps even just a few scant hours. His transport from Kenabrius, a nondescript light freighter, had taken longer to depart than he’d liked, and his meeting with the Column’s contacts upon crossing into Dominion space had consumed precious time.
Not that there had been any choice. One couldn’t simply fly onto the mothership without proper credentials, after all. He had needed to acquire a uniform, and one of the state-of-the-art hologuises their operatives had liberated from the Intelligence Directorate. The full-body projection was overkill—a simple set of lenses could, and often did, disguise his eyes with a much smaller risk of detection. But the sensor dampening field would ensure that the checkpoint scanners wouldn’t detect his high body heat and recognize him as a Kreen. 
Getting transferred to an incoming troop transport had eaten up even more time. But at least now he was finally here, and he didn’t see the Stormrider waiting in queue to shuttle its crew over to the mothership. He still had time…and he intended to make the most of it. 
Leenam stepped off the transport into the enormous hangar along with the rest of the incoming soldiers. The sea of red-black uniforms was genuinely impressive—the Admiralty was clearing mobilizing the fleet for a full-scale war if such a thing became necessary—but he personally found himself enthralled by the sheer scale of the hardware on display here. Dozens of Valkyries, troop transports, and Banshee bombers filled the bay, even more than were on the Master’s command ship. It was almost a shame that the arsenal wouldn’t be needed for some time yet. The Dowd would have to do their work softening up the rest of the Cluster first. 
As expected, his credentials passed the security checkpoint in the hangar as easily as they had passed when boarding the troop transport, and he received his orders to report to one of the lower decks for evaluation and eventual assignment. They estimated that his stay would be a few weeks…but Leenam planned to finish his job here today. 
Separating himself from the flow of soldiers without being noticed required patience and a bit of tactical loitering, but it wasn’t long before he found himself on one of the trams traveling through the bowels of the mothership. The ride to the Alien Wards was surprisingly and irritatingly long, mostly because there were so many stops along the way, but Leenam used the delay to focus his mind on the task before him. 
He couldn’t afford to be sloppy here. The Unionist leader had managed to conceal her operation from the Intelligence Directorate while operating right under their nose. It wasn’t just impressive—it was downright miraculous. And it meant she obviously knew what she was doing. But thanks to the psychometric memory he’d unearthed from her agents on Kenabrius, he at least knew where she was and what she looked like, and he’d used that information to probe some of the ’pounders during the trip. Most of them had never been to the mothership before, but it hadn’t taken much to convince the few exceptions to tell him all about their adventures with the alien girls of the Second Wind. 
And about the mistress of the establishment, a red-skinned Velothi Succubus named Lady Saleya. 
Leenam got off the tram at the end of the line. He ambled forward, amazed and sickened at the sights and scenes in front of him. He might have stepped off a Dominion warship into the back alleys of Sykaris. What had once surely been an enclosed deck on a starship had been hollowed out and rearranged into something closer to a city ghetto, with scores of stacked, prefabricated structures arranged like buildings with narrow alleyways snaking between them. Holographic signs advertising sex, music, and food were everywhere, and the smell of all that alien cuisine assaulting his nostrils nearly made him gag in disgust. 
It appalled him that a place like this could exist on the mothership. It was as if one of the seediest red-light districts on Kenabrius Station had been absorbed by the Pride of Keledon…and then multiplied in size threefold. 
A score of scantily clad alien women accosted some of the other soldiers almost the instant they disembarked, promising drugs and pleasure and stars knew what else in exchange for the men’s currency. The ’pounders seemed to enjoy it; one even flipped a few credit chits at a perilously thin Neyris woman, who instantly attached herself to his arm. They continued into the district as a group and soon disappeared beneath a flashing neon sign. 
Leenam drew attention, too, but his unpleasant scowl combined with his purposeful stride kept most of them at bay. His research during the trip had at least explained to him where he needed to go, which turned out to be critically important given the sheer number of bars and clubs here. 
First, though, he needed to put on his new face. And for that, he needed a bit of privacy. 
He found it inside one of the prefabricated buildings that seemed to have once been a business of some sort judging by the way the interior was arranged. The shelves and counters had long since been picked clean, though from the shattered glass and plastic strewn about the floor, no one had bothered to send in a janitorial drone to clean up the mess. 
Always the same wherever aliens gather, he mused bitterly. Filth and decay. Pestilence and squalor. How can the Admiralty possibly tolerate this in the heart of the Dominion?
Burying his disgust, Leenam opened his duffel and started to quickly change from his ground pounder uniform into a rugged jacket and pants more befitting an alien vagrant. In theory, he could have his hologuise change his outfit as well as his appearance, but a DID instructor who was loyal to the Master had taught him to always keep things as basic as possible. Relying on technology was necessary sometimes, but it could also be a crutch. Despite how advanced this particular hologuise matrix was, someone could simply pat him down and realize his clothing felt strange to the touch. 
It was only once he’d finished changing outfits that he finally activated the device. The projection didn’t change his physical features, only his skin color. Rather than the pinkish hue of a human, he assumed the crimson red of a full-blooded Kreen. Luckily, the raven-black hair he’d inherited from his accursed father was a natural Kreen color, if a bit uncommon. 
After that, there was only one final adjustment—he removed the fake lenses from his green eyes and revealed the shameful evidence of his alien heritage. His vertically slit pupils would have stood out amongst the Dominion soldiers, but they were necessary if he wanted to pass as a down-on-his-luck Kreen with nowhere else to turn.
With that settled, he left the building and resumed his brisk walk through the carnival of depravity. A minute later, he was standing in front of the gyrating holograms that marked the entrance to the Second Wind.
As luck would have it, the hour was early enough that the line to get in was nonexistent. The bouncers didn’t run a scan or even pat him down, which may have ultimately been the biggest difference between the Wards and a true metropolis. The nature of the mothership meant that the aliens here didn’t have access to the weaponry one would find on the streets of a slum. At least, so he hoped. 
Inside, the lights and music were both at a reasonable, pre-crowd level. While Leenam had been to his fair share of clubs across the Cluster, from the highest-class to the lowest-brow, he wasn’t sure he’d ever visited one that split the difference so effortlessly. The natty men in here—genetic trash and cannon fodder both—could have easily fit into the seediest dive bar in the Borderlands, yet the alien girls working the tables seemed like they were three tiers above their customers. Their outfits weren’t cheap scraps they had thrown together in a fabricator; they were very clearly well designed and hand tailored. And every woman in sight had an ethereal quality to her, as if they had been taught to emulate the elegant mannerisms of the professional courtesans on Ramanis, not the two-chit whores of a Sykaris back alley.
A Neyris woman immediately caught Leenam’s eye, and she glided across the club’s clean, glossy floor on a pair of heels that were so high she probably needed every bit of her species’ legendary agility to move without stumbling. She was undeniably beautiful, and not merely because her skimpy, two-piece outfit of black mesh showed off more yellow skin than it concealed. 
“Welcome to the Wind, honey,” she said, a twinkle in her eyes and a sway in her hips. “Don’t see many Kreen boys around here these days. Can I get you a drink?”
“N-no, thank you,” Leenam replied, putting a touch of nervous uncertainty into his voice. He didn’t want to come off as a complete greenhorn, but he did want to make it seem like this place was a major step up from wherever he’d worked before. “But I was told the lady of the house was on the lookout for some more muscle?”
The Neyris woman smiled warmly. “You must be one of the newcomers from Verlos, then, huh?”
“Sotule, actually,” Leenam said, opting to stick to his cover. He didn’t know all that much about the current situation in the Dominion’s far-flung Kreen colonies, but he knew the potential for a lure when he heard one. “But I’ve worked on Panaldi and Rividian, too.”
“You certainly get around,” she said, sounding impressed but also a touch wary. 
“It’s not what you think,” he insisted with an anxious chuckle. “Just getting harder and harder these days, you know?”
“Especially on the border—people trying to get as far as possible the last few weeks. Probably killing business.”
“Like you wouldn’t believe,” Leenam agreed. 
“Sadly, it’s true here, too,” she said, glancing around at all the empty tables. “Trouble is, most of our clients are getting sent in the opposite direction. More transports leaving every day.”
“Ah,” he murmured, wondering if he might have to change strategy here. He didn’t see his target anywhere. There were other Velothi working, but her rare red skin was hard to miss. At a guess, she was either up the winding staircase or perhaps in the ground-level office he spotted in the shadows behind it. The bouncer standing outside the door made him put his money on the latter. “Well…okay.”
“Don’t worry, though, she might be able to help you out,” the Neyris woman said, her smile returning. “But you’ll have to ask her yourself.”
She gestured to the bouncer, a massive Crotarian man who had all six of his eyes focused on Leenam. He whispered something into the com on his wrist, then made a beckoning motion with his hand. 
“Good luck,” the woman said with another smile. 
“Thanks,” Leenam replied with a sheepish grin. 
The bouncer silently looked him over as he approached, his dubious expression suggesting he wasn’t particularly impressed by the newcomer’s potential as hired muscle. Then again, it was hard to imagine any muscle the man would be impressed by compared to himself. 
“Don’t do anything stupid,” the bouncer said gruffly as he opened the door. 
Sitting inside behind a surprisingly opulent desk, her long red legs casually crossed beneath a glossy black dress with high slits and a plunging neckline, was the woman Leenam had come here to find. 
“Hello, my dear,” she said in a rich, sultry, and sophisticated voice. “Please, come in and have a seat.”
“Thank you,” Leenam said, doing his best to seem a little intimidated and more than a little aroused. The latter wasn’t remotely difficult. Velothi were already one of the most attractive species in the whole Cluster, and she was clearly at the top of that impressive distribution. Succubi like herself were every bit as meticulously engineered as the fleet officers on this ship, just for a much more primal purpose. 
He sat down in the chair opposite her, making sure to evaluate the room as he did. Comfortable furnishings of metal and wood, some tasteful hanging artwork, no obvious weapons. Good. 
More important, however, was the direction the room was facing. He had memorized the layout of the Wards before coming here—or at least, memorized the pattern of the outer bulkheads that enclosed the vast space—and by his quick mental calculations, he should be able to get her out of here without any trouble. 
“Tolgas mentioned you’re looking for work,” she said, offering him a pleasant smile as she flicked off the datapad she had been reading. “We might have an opportunity for you. But first, why don’t you tell me who else you’ve worked for?”
“Just a few club owners on Panaldi,” he said. “Nothing fancy. But I had a—”
“Oh, I don’t mean the employers for your cover story,” she interrupted, her smooth voice turning cool. “I mean your real employer.”
Leenam hesitated. “Excuse me?”
“Let’s save us both the trouble and cut right to it, shall we?” the woman said. “You might as well tell me what you’re up to—and who put you up to it—before I have one of the big, strong men outside take matters into their own hands.”
Leenam couldn’t help but smile. So, this woman wasn’t a fool, after all. That was good—he would have been disappointed if this had been too easy. 
“I’m here on behalf of someone who is very interested in getting to know the leader of one of the most secretive organizations in the Cluster,” he said. “A leader so clever and skilled that she has managed to hide right under the noses of the Intelligence Directorate for many years.”
“I see,” the woman replied, her voice betraying no sign of concern whatsoever. “Well, then I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed, dear. The Second Wind is hardly a secret from anybody, let alone the DID.”
Grinning, Leenam reached out his powers to the office door behind him, and with a practiced flex of magnokinetic force, he snapped the locking mechanism to ensure that no one would be able to get in and interfere. 
“Perhaps not,” he said. “But as you said, we might as well cut right to it, yes?”
Leenam held out his hand. The armrests of the woman’s chair groaned with strain as they suddenly twisted around to lock her forearms in place like manacles. Then, with a surge of magnetic force, he sent her chair flying backward across the office until it slammed into the rear wall. 
The pounding crash drew the attention of her guard—Leenam could already hear him trying to open the door. But by the time he or anyone else got through, it would be far too late. 
“My master is very interested in the details about your organization. And you, ‘my dear,’” Leenam sneered as he brought himself to his feet, “are going to tell me all about it.”
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Taken


I was on the bridge with Captain Ellis when the  Stormrider shifted out of astral space and began its approach toward the mothership and its accompanying defense fleet. My thoughts were usually conflicted when I saw the big white whale slowly filling up the viewscreen, since it so often meant that I was returning from a mission after leaving Ash behind. 
Today, though, I was mostly just impatient. I had rarely gone this long without reconnecting with Saleya before, and never while sitting on such a massive trove of information to give her. I couldn’t wait to find out what her organization might have learned about the Column in the meantime. 
And I really couldn’t wait to finally introduce her to Ash. Though hopefully meeting Miranda at the same time didn’t throw a wrench into the gears…
“We’ve received permission to approach, sir,” Karas said. “Shuttles will be waiting, and Admiral Lochlan wishes to speak with you on the command deck as soon as possible.”
“I’ll bet she does,” Ellis replied with a grunt. “Any news from the Holosphere sync?”
“Checking now, sir.”
I leaned forward in my chair as we sped through the sentry line toward the mothership, though I was focused more on the tac-holo than the viewscreen. Unsurprisingly, Fleet Command had increased the size of the defense fleet here by twenty percent, and I couldn’t help but wonder where those ships had been pulled from. Probably the farthest-flung colonies with alien majority populations—the kind that were already so vulnerable to pirate and slaver attacks from the Traverse.
“There are preliminary reports of several more Dowd attacks, including one in Yarasi space,” Karas said after a brief delay. “No official confirmations yet.”
“Probably won’t have any for a few days,” Ellis mused. “Anything else from Kenabrius?”
“Nothing I can find, sir.”
Ellis nodded as he turned to face me. “Well, it’s time to see if Command is willing to listen. With any luck, we’ll be out of here soon, too.”
“You’re sure you don’t want me to accompany you, sir?” I asked. 
“Is that a genuine offer?”
“Only if you say no.”
Ellis chuckled, then promptly sobered. “Your presence won’t help anything, at least not initially. But I’ll contact you tonight to exchange notes.”
“I appreciate the sacrifice, sir.”
Prostrating myself in front of the Admiralty sounded about as fun as standing beneath the lights of the Assembly, so I wasn’t going to lose any sleep by missing out. 
Yet for once, there was a part of me that wanted to see firsthand what was going on behind the scenes there. DeGale had authorized our initial run into the Borderlands against the objections of others, and Lochlan had trusted us so little she’d sent the Firehawk to Nirivarr and snooped around Secunda. Ellis was going to have a lot on his plate. 
But maybe the data we had uncovered at Nirivarr would finally make a difference. If the Column had stolen a bunch of embryos to crew its own ships—and if the Dowd were mobilizing their forces somewhere near Bararra in the Drift—then we needed to get some firepower out there and figure out what the hell was going on. Soon. 
I headed down to the Wildcat before the shuttles arrived to ferry the crew over. I wasn’t surprised to find that Ash had sealed her baby up like a fortress in case any fleet engineers tried to snoop around. After making one last check, the two of us joined the bridge officers on the first drop shuttle. 
To say that she looked out of place amongst the blue-gold uniforms would been a wild understatement, but at this point, the senior crew no longer questioned the presence of the “strange mercenary” who had been helping us out for a month by now. I didn’t know specifically what Ellis had told them about her, but they obviously knew that the two of us were together—and that she was apparently on good terms with Miranda. 
If only they knew just how good those terms were…
I smirked at the thought as we flew over, watching Ash’s reaction as she got closer and closer to the one place in the galaxy she had sworn she’d never visit. I was belatedly relieved that we were being dropped off in one of the smaller auxiliary hangars, otherwise she would have had to walk past the lines of the Valkyries and pilots. She had never truly gotten over the alternate future that had been denied to her, so seeing a bunch of Wings of the Seraph strutting around would make an already difficult process that much tougher. 
This particular hangar was set up exclusively for ground personnel. There were drop shuttles, tank mechs, and a whole array of light infantry vehicles. It was stocked full at the moment, another sign of the fleet’s increased readiness—the engineers and shapers on the mothership were probably working overtime these days. In all likelihood, these vehicles would soon be moved onto heavy transports and warships on their way to fortify the border. 
The thought of a full-scale war still filled me with dread…but I couldn’t deny that there was a part of me which couldn’t help but be impressed and even a little proud at the efficiency on display here. Intellectually, I understood that the Dominion had an awesome war machine, but it was a new experience to watch it all coming online in person. 
“Stars,” Ash breathed as we stepped down the shuttle’s landing ramp. “This is just one of the hangars?”
“The scale boggles the mind sometimes,” I said, resisting the urge to take her hand. Being here with an outsider, it was more important than ever to stay and look professional. “Let’s keep moving.”
Motioning to Miranda, I opted to walk to the back of the hangar rather than take one of the trams with the other officers, the better to give Ash a chance to drink it all in. We followed lanes painted into the burnished deck, past loud maintenance bays and serried rows of tank mechs, before reaching armored doors that led into the ship.
Ash trailed Miranda and I as if in a trance. The engineers and techs were so busy that no one seemed to pay her much attention, and the orders Captain Ellis had drafted for us got us through the checkpoint without any trouble. As expected, the scanners didn’t register her disassembled bow, stored in its cylinder slung across her back. And while I could have cleared her to take it through regardless, I still filed that tidbit away in the recesses of my mind. 
After crossing the hangar and passing through the armored doors, the three of us boarded one of the trams leading through the ship, which was only about half full. Ash seemed to unconsciously sidle up against me as we started moving, her eyes locking on the curving tunnel walls around us as the tram zoomed along. 
I could understand why. The first time I’d ridden one, it had seemed unthinkably dangerous to ride an open-bed conveyance whose only concession to safety was an invisible tensor field that encapsulated it like a bubble. The handrails spaced around the edges wouldn’t save anyone if the power failed and their flesh touched the walls at this speed. 
“Doing all right?” I asked. 
She blinked, then looked up at me, her face bathed in the soft blue light of the tunnel. “Huh? Yeah, why?”
“Just making sure,” I soothed, keeping my voice low. “This can’t be that different from riding the subway on Rividian or Bas Garopa.”
“I suppose not,” she said, flicking a glance at the group of ’pounders chatting amongst themselves on the other side of the tram car. “Not as many fancy jenny uniforms and smug attitudes as I expected. Erm, no offense.”
Miranda smiled. “It’s all right. But truly, you have nothing to worry about. The Pride of Keledon is the safest place in the entire Cluster.”
I had about a hundred sarcastic responses to that one cocked and loaded, but I managed to stifle them. There was no point in telling her what the Wards would show her in a few minutes. 
“If you want to see more jennies, we could always go join Captain Ellis on the Command Deck,” I suggested to Ash instead.
She snorted softly, but the tension in her shoulders seemed to ease slightly. “I’m good, thanks. Just keep me away from that and these ‘lab’ things and I’m sure I’ll be fine.”
“You don’t have to worry about that,” I assured her. “Honestly, the Wards might feel like home. You’ll think we’re strolling around Aruuna on Sykaris.”
“I’ll believe that when I see it,” she murmured. 
Dimly, I wondered how many times I’d tried to explain the mothership to her over the years…and how many times she’d told me she didn’t want to hear anything about it. I could talk about Saleya or her girls, but that was it. Ash had so thoroughly distanced herself from my daily reality here that at times it had felt like I was living a double life. Perhaps taking her to the Second Wind would be another step in putting those days behind us for good. 
The tram came to a halt about half a minute later, and the guard-rails swung open. Ash inhaled sharply, a whirlwind of emotions crossing her face as she took in the Alien Wards in all their bizarre squalor. Miranda did the same, aghast, though for entirely different reasons. 
The ’pounders on the other side of the car didn’t hesitate; they barreled forward into the neon lights and happily met up with a quartet of young alien girls who could have been waiting specifically for them. Beyond them was a veritable gauntlet of hustlers, mostly men, who watched the ’pounders but decided not to try their luck. 
“Come on,” I said, gently taking Ash’s arm and leading her out of the tram. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t been in far seedier or more dangerous places before—quite the opposite, given how often she had to track her quarries through the underworld—but expectations were everything. 
“It really is like Aruuna,” she said as we started down the street, Miranda following closely as if afraid to touch anything. “Or the nightside strip on Rylax.”
“It’s not quite that bad,” I said, sweeping my gaze around and making eye contact with anyone who looked like they might want to approach us. “It’s more like one of the redlight districts on Talumi. Weapons are highly restricted, and no cartels run the place. At least, not like any of the ones you’d find on Sykaris.”
“I’ll take your word for it,” Ash mumbled. 
“I don’t understand,” Miranda breathed, starting to look more disgusted than stunned. “How…how is this place on the mothership? I-I don’t…”
She trailed off when a pair of scrawny, spice-addled Rakashi noticed her blue-gold uniform and darted away down an alley. No one else nearby was being that obvious about it, but her presence was a stone skipping across a still lake. The ripples were spreading quickly throughout the Wards. I almost needn’t have bothered to look intimidating: Miranda was proving far more effective without even meaning to. 
“We have to inform security about this,” she said. “They’ll want to—”
“They know,” I said flatly.
She fastened her blue eyes on me. “That’s impossible. The Admiralty would never tolerate—”
“It’s complicated, all right?” I said, trying to calm her ire lest the ripples spread even faster. “I can explain it all later, but that’s where we’re headed.”
I gestured down the street toward the Second Wind…and then froze in place. At this time of night, Saleya’s bouncers should have been standing guard in front of a long line of drunk and horny men waiting to get inside, and there should have also been a couple of flashing holograms highlighting the featured dancers of the evening. But the doors were closed, the street was empty, and the pounding music was notably absent.
“Oh, no,” I swore. 
“What is it?” Ash asked. 
“Something’s wrong,” I said, my hands tightening into fists at my sides. “Come on!”
I took off at a brisk jog, her discomfort and Miranda’s shock suddenly forgotten as my eyes feverishly scanned the area for any clue about what might have happened. All the other nearby businesses—bars, clubs, diners, shops—seemed open for business, so it wasn’t as if someone in Command had finally dropped the hammer on the Wards. Only the Second Wind was closed. 
My mind flashed back to Kenabrius and the apparent murder of two of Saleya’s people in the Quintillion. We had never learned who or what was responsible, but if they had managed to expose the organization…
My jog turned into a sprint before I reached the door. It was closed, and I was half tempted to draw my pistol and shoot it just to get inside as quickly as possible. But the door opened a split second before I arrived, and a familiar yellow face peeked out. 
“Kal!” Astra gasped. “Oh, thank the stars…”
I stopped and gave her a once-over. Clad in what was essentially a mesh bikini and wearing a pair of impossibly high heels, the Neyris woman looked like she had been in the middle of a routine. 
“What the hell is going on?” I demanded.
“She’s gone,” Astra breathed. “Saleya’s gone.”
A mantle of cold dread fell across my shoulders. I felt paralyzed, yet somehow my body rushed past her through the security corridor and into the club. The lights were on at full luminosity—a rarity even during the daytime—and none of the employees inside were working. From the haunted looks on their faces to the way they were standing around in hushed silence, it felt like I’d walked into a crime scene.
With a better view of the main floor, I spotted one of the bouncers—an ugly but fanatically loyal Crotarian named Tolgas—loitering just outside the first-floor office underneath the spiraling stairs. He didn’t look hurt, but he did look pissed. His orange, pumpkin-like face was squashed in frustration, and all six of his eyes were glaring at his boots. 
“A Kreen man came into the club looking for work,” Astra explained as she caught up, the words coming out in a hurry. I wasn’t even sure she noticed Ash or Miranda rushing up behind me. “She took him in back, then there was this horrible, loud noise…”
A wave of fury propelled me the rest of the way through the club. Several of the girls gasped when they spotted me—and the fleet jenny behind me—but I didn’t stop until I reached the office. Tolgas didn’t try to stop me. There was nothing inside besides shards of splintered wood on the floor…and a large hole of twisted metal in the back wall that looked like a massive beast had gone on a rampage and punched its way out of its cage. 
“He was gone before we could follow,” Tolgas said in a low rumble. “The boys and I went outside to see if anyone spotted where they went, but nobody’s talking. It’s like they just…disappeared.”
“And you stopped looking?” I snarled.
“Gamik and Jorf are still out there,” the big man said. “And we sent word across the Wards. But it’s not like we can call up the jennies and ask for help!”
I conjured up about a dozen insults regarding the job performance of him and the other men Saleya had hired to protect her, but I managed to choke them down before I said anything I’d regret. 
“How long ago?” I bit out instead. 
“About an hour,” Astra said from behind me, hugging her arms about herself. “Why would someone do this? Where would they take her? What if she—?”
“She’s alive,” I interrupted. “Whoever it is, if they wanted her dead, they would have killed her. And this isn’t a commercial space station where someone could sneak off without anyone knowing. He took her somewhere, probably here in the Wards.”
I turned back to Ash, knowing that she would see the desperation behind my wrath. This was the exact opposite of what I’d envisioned for her first visit to the Second Wind. No smiles, no flirting, no dancing…
But if my life in the military had prepared me to keep my shit together in a crisis, her life in the Borderlands underworld had done the same for her. Her face was all-business, and I didn’t even need to ask before she dashed into the office, taking off her gloves and starting to look around. Miranda, spurred by her psio-genetically engineered poise and mental discipline, did the same. 
Tolgas moved to stop them. “Hey, what are—?”
I snatched his beefy hand. “They’re with me,” I growled. “Stay out of their way.”
Ash was already crouched down over the floor, her hands tracing across the tiles and her eyes flicking around the room. Miranda had activated her omnitool, though if Saleya had been gone for a whole hour, someone else would have surely run a scan by now. Without some highly specialized forensic equipment, technology probably wouldn’t be able to help us. 
But Ash hadn’t become one of the highest-profile bounty hunters in the Borderlands by relying on gadgets alone. Her psychometry would surely find something, especially since Saleya had been taken so recently…
“Stars,” she gasped, seizing up when she touched the jagged edges of the hole in the opposite wall. “The man who grabbed her did this.”
“How?” I asked, stepping in behind her. “Some kind of weapon?”
“No. With his mind.”
A chill ran through me. “You’re sure?”
“I’m sure,” Ash said, her eyelids fluttering. “A powerful magnetic field ripped the metal apart.”
“Magnokinesis,” Miranda breathed. “You mean we’re dealing with a Seraphim?”
“A psychic, anyway. Whatever ya want to call him.”
I grimaced. Magnokinesis was a relatively rare gift, just like all matter manipulation abilities. It was a particularly terrifying power on starships where everyone’s lives were dependent upon the metal barriers separating them from raw vacuum. But it definitely explained the hole—and possibly how those operatives had been killed by a bullet in the Quintillion’s basement without anyone hearing a shot.
The media report from Kenabrius had suggested that the killer was a human, however, and while the memory of witnesses was often poor even at the best of times, it was pretty difficult to miss the bright red skin of a Kreen. Something wasn’t adding up. 
“You said it was a Kreen man?” I asked Astra. 
“Y-yes,” she said, though she remained fixated on Ash. 
“Could it have been a hologuise?” 
“No,” Tolgas said with a huff. “You know Lady Saleya doesn’t let people back here without an active scan.”
“Scanners can be fooled,” I reminded him. “How accurate are the ones you have?”
“Accurate enough. His thermal signature was over sixty degrees—a hologuise throwing off that much heat would have made him sweat buckets.”
That wasn’t strictly true, of course, though arguing seemed pointless. In general, hologuise tech sophisticated enough to fool scanners was ludicrously expensive, the type of thing that only governments and massive organizations could afford. It seemed far more likely that the Kreen had disguised himself as a human at the Quintillion. 
But that just opened up a different set of questions. The only aliens with psionic abilities were Yarasi…or, more recently, one of the rare ‘Veilborn’ individuals who had appeared at the edge of Dominion space near the Traverse. But Saleya and her organization were probably their biggest allies—why would one of them kill her people and then kidnap her? 
“Anything else?” I prompted Ash, hoping she might still provide inspiration. 
“It’s strange,” she said, now touching the desk. “It’s hard to see much…the emotions weren’t strong enough.”
“How is that possible? She was being kidnapped!”
“Yeah, but she was remarkably calm. I can barely even pick up her presence…she’s like a shadow in the background.”
I pushed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth. Saleya was probably the most poised individual I’d ever met, a trait that had served her well during the long, methodical construction of her underworld empire. But surely even she would have panicked if someone grabbed her and ripped a wall apart with his mind…
“The attacker was angry,” Ash said, eyes still fluttering as she continued her psychometric search of the room. “Latchin’ onto him is tough, though. I’m not sure why. But whenever I do, it’s…well, it’s oddly familiar.”
I frowned. “You think you know this person?”
“Don’t see how,” she said. “Never met a Kreen who could rip open a wall with his mind. There’s just somethin’ about the emotions…and I can almost hear a voice…”
I stayed silent for a moment, not wanting to distract her. Despite how incredibly useful her power could be—as she had proven time and again these past few weeks—the Seraphim and the Yarasi both considered psychometry unreliable for a good reason. There were times when I’d watched her relive events as if they had been recorded, but then there were others when she struggled to get much of anything at all. I didn’t claim to understand the how or why of it any better than I understood clairvoyant powers in general, but I had learned to be patient and give her the time she needed. 
“The attacker was determined to get Saleya out of here,” Ash said eventually. “He wanted time to interrogate her, not kill her…”
Stomach clenched, I glanced back to Astra and Tolgas. They were both watching Ash with wide-eyed fascination, probably wondering who she was and where I’d found her. Or perhaps Saleya had let them know about the Borderlands huntress before. Astra may have been new, but Tolgas had been with the organization for years at this point. 
“That’s good news,” I said as much to them as Ash. “Means we still have time to find her.”
“She could be anywhere, Kal,” Ash burst, whirling to glare at me. “There’s no trail to follow!”
“You’ve tracked more difficult targets before,” I countered. I hadn’t seen her this nervous and flustered while doing her job since…well, since back when she’d started this five years ago. Perhaps it was the strangers watching, or perhaps she knew how important Saleya was. 
Not only to me, but to the organization. And to the very future of the Dominion.
“I know the Wards backward and forward,” I told her. “And there’s no way he could have taken her out of here without being spotted. If you can find anything, we can use it. A landmark, a smell, a particular language being spoken nearby…”
Ash looked into my eyes…and it was then, in that moment, that I realized I had it all wrong. She wasn’t suffering performance anxiety; she had sensed something truly disturbing in her scan. Something that had left her more rattled than I’d seen in a very long time. 
And one glance at Miranda confirmed it. She must have detected something with her telepathy—perhaps a shift in the other woman’s emotions. Either way, she looked pretty damn concerned. 
“Right,” Ash whispered, swallowing heavily and striding back to the hole in the wall. She put her fingers to the twisted metal and gently dragged the tips along the jagged edges like a craftsman searching for imperfections. She remained silent for what had to be a full minute before she finally turned around, a hand still touching the hole. 
“There’s a flash,” she said. “Something in his mind as he was leaving. But…it’s not much.”
“Anything will help narrow it down,” I said. 
“There’s a small alcove, like a maintenance area…and a giant tube filled with energy.”
I frowned. Unfortunately, that was not the tip I’d been hoping for. There were a couple of equipment shops in the Wards that would probably satisfy the first point, but giant tubes filled with energy? I had no idea what that could mean. 
“A tube filled with energy?” Miranda asked. “You mean a power conduit? Those are buried deep. There’s no way to even get near them.”
“I don’t know,” Ash said, pulling away and shaking her head. “But that’s all I got.”
“We’ll make do,” I said, turning back to Tolgas. “Get a message out to Gamik and Jorf to check out the chop shops. It’s worth a shot.”
The orange giant glanced between me and Ash a few times, probably trying to decide how much weight he should place on guesses from a woman he’d never met. But then he nodded. 
“We can go, too,” Ash said, voice suddenly distant as she looked out through the gap. “I think…I think if we head out through here, I might be able to track his psychic footprint.”
I raised an eyebrow. “It’s been a long time since you’ve pulled off that stunt. You always told me it’s pretty hard unless you know exactly who you’re chasing.”
“I know,” she whispered. “But I think I can do it.”
I eyed her for a long moment, wondering if she was going to elaborate on whatever was bothering her. But when she didn’t, I knew there wasn’t much I could do besides wait and see what happened. 
“That’s all I needed to hear,” I said. “Let’s get moving.”
[image: image-placeholder]The instant Astra had told me that Saleya was missing, I had been fully prepared to rip apart the Wards—perhaps even the whole damn ship—if that was what it took to find her. The mere thought of someone hurting her awakened something wild and primal inside me, even beyond my normal healthy (and occasionally unhealthy) sense of protectiveness. I wanted to hold her and tell her she was safe. I wanted to apologize for not being there when she needed me. 
And I wanted to rip apart the bastard that had done this to her. Slowly and painfully, if possible. 
But I knew that particular line of thought wasn’t going to help us find her, so I harnessed my self-control, quelled my darker thoughts, and focused on my surroundings as Miranda and I followed Ash across the Wards. Sadly, forcing myself not to think about Saleya just made me think about Ash instead, and I couldn’t stop myself from imagining what I would have done if something had happened to her when we’d been separated.
Forget destroying a ship—I would rip apart half the damn galaxy if she disappeared.
“You’re sure they went through here?” I asked when she dipped into a dark alleyway between two residential buildings-turned-tenements, each for a different species. The run-down exteriors and the trash scattered in front made it virtually indistinguishable from the all-too-common alien ghettos in the Driftward Worlds. 
“Positive,” Ash said, holding up her bow and using the eerie green glow of the bowstring as a makeshift light. She’d assembled it on the way, which had drawn plenty of wary glances from the locals. Without me standing here in my black-red army uniform—and Miranda in her blue-gold fleet uniform—someone probably would have confronted her about it.
“Doesn’t exactly look like a mechanic’s shop,” I commented, squinting at the apparent dead-end at the far side of the alley. We were right on the edge of the Wards, where thick metal walls marked the border with the rest of the mothership. “This leads right into a bulkhead.”
“It’s where he went!” she snapped. “I can feel it. I’m not makin’ this up.”
“I know,” I said, putting an apologetic note into my voice. She had been on edge since she’d studied the crime scene. I had wondered if she might calm down once we got away from the club, but if anything, her anxiety seemed to be ramping up.
Ash hissed softly when we reached the end of the alley. She moved her bow around to cast light on the solid barrier, and the blue of Miranda’s omnitool soon joined in. I didn’t spot anything out of the ordinary. If anything, the bulkhead dead-end may have been the biggest reminder that we were on a starship rather than a real city. Behind the grime that had built-up over the white metal, I could make out some of the tiny, scuffed-up serial numbers. It was crazy to imagine that this thing had been designed by engineers on Keledon over two hundred years ago, before the Expansionary Fleet had set off for the Terminus Reach.
“There has to be somethin’ here,” she breathed, placing her hands against the bulkhead and closing her eyes. “This is where the trail ends.”
Rather than point out the obvious about this being a dead-end, I stayed quiet and let her concentrate. And when Miranda glanced at her omnitool and shook her head, I signaled for her to give Ash a few moments of peace as well. Her psychometric tracking had led us on some pretty wild chases years ago, but it usually gave us something. And she seemed damn sure that our quarry had been here. I found myself wishing yet again that she and Saleya had met before. Not just because I wanted the two of them to meet, but because it would probably make her easier to track.
“I wonder,” I whispered, placing my own hand against the bulkhead. “We’ve seen the Dowd use psychoportation several times now. If this person possessed that power, he could have easily gone somewhere else from here. But I still don’t understand where he could hope to hide on this ship. Between DID surveillance and the Synesthetes, it would be almost impossible to—”
“They didn’t teleport,” Ash interrupted, her eyes shooting back open. “But they went right through this bulkhead.”
“What?”
She continued dragging her fingers along the grimy metal for several seconds before she abruptly stopped. “There’s a pressure plate behind the bulkhead. If you touch the right spots, it should…there!”
There was an unexpected click, and then, exactly like one of those spy thriller vids we used to watch together, the bulkhead recessed inward before sliding upward a full meter, a soft blue glow spilling out into the alley.
For about a split second, I thought Ash might have been mistaken in her earlier reading—that the giant tube filled with energy was simply a tram tunnel. 
I was dead wrong. 
We stood before an opening in the curving wall of a five-meter-diameter cylinder of spotless metal. Threading through it, trapped at the very center by bonds of invisible force, was a furiously pulsating ribbon of blue plasma hotter than a star. 
We were staring into one of the massive power conduits that ran through the mothership.
“Why aren’t we dead right now?” Ash asked in a hushed, horrified voice.
“Th-the conduit walls are a backup in case of power failure,” Miranda managed, sounding equally stunned. “The confinement field traps all but the tiniest amount of light and heat.”
My eyes lowered from the coruscating flow to notice the lip that projected from the tunnel wall just beyond the still-open hatch. It continued off to the right, leading further down the conduit like a maintenance walkway in a subway tunnel.
Except there weren’t supposed to be walkways in plasma conduits, because being inside one while it was active was absolute insanity.
“Son of a bitch,” I swore. “What do you want to bet this doesn’t show up on any of the ship’s schematics?”
“Nothing,” Miranda said, consulting a diagram on her omnitool. “Because it definitely does not.”
“I bet the DID knows about it,” Ash said.
“Maybe. But maybe not.” I pursed my lips, remembering something Ellis had found in the DID files about the Rividian Column. Their alleged leader was a man named Soren Foln, a scion of one of the Great Houses from Keledon back in the old Dominion. I didn’t know much about that particular family, but Saleya had told me all kinds of juicy tidbits about the Great Houses, none of which were particularly flattering. Their descendants remained the biggest movers and shakers on the Golden Worlds today, and I found myself wondering how influential they had been in the original decision to send the Expansionary Fleet out here. Could they have had secret tunnels built into the mothership that even Fleet Command, the DID, and the Synesthetes who ran the ship didn’t know about?
It seemed crazy. It probably was crazy. But if Saleya’s kidnapper was working for the Column, and if the Column was tied to the oldest blood in the Dominion…
“Let’s keep moving,” I said, glancing back over my shoulder to the street. No one had noticed the impossible spectacle, which was probably for the best. The flickering blue light from the conduit didn’t even reach to the mouth of the alley. “I’ll take point, just in case. I wouldn’t be surprised if whoever has been using this tunnel to move around left a few surprises behind.”
Ash and Miranda both nodded and let me advance through the opening first, pistol drawn and ready. It really was like a subway tunnel on the other side, with a two-meter-wide walkway against the wall and the rest taken up by the enormous river of plasma. I didn’t particularly love the idea of standing this close to an energy source of that magnitude, but as Miranda had said, the stream was heavily shielded. And since this seemed like the most likely place for our kidnapper to be hiding, I doubted they could pull off any serious sabotage in here without vaporizing themselves in the process. 
That was my going theory, at least. But there wasn’t much point in speculating. All that mattered was finding Saleya. Once we did, we wouldn’t need to worry about finding answers. 
Because I planned to beat them out of the man who was holding her. 




Interlude 


The Velothi Succubus awakened with a start, her pink, luminescent eyes fluttering open and immediately taking in her surroundings. To her credit, she didn’t visibly panic. Her delicate face remained expressionless, and neither her tail nor her cranial tendrils swished or twitched or gave any other indication of the fear she must have been feeling. Then again, if this woman truly was the leader of a vast, interstellar organization that had managed to avoid being destroyed by the DID, Leenam shouldn’t have expected anything less. 
“Good evening,” Leenam said, offering her a thin and decidedly smug smile. “My apologies if the restraints are too tight. Though with your choice of profession, I imagine you’re quite used to them.”
Her eyes continued to look around rather than at him, though the metal band pinning her head to the chair prevented her from craning her neck more than a few degrees in any direction. Not that there was much to see—they were alone in the small, five-by-five side chamber. The only equipment he’d left in her line of sight was the tray of needles and other varied interrogation tools the Master’s agents kept in here. 
“Still, you have to admit that the view is rather impressive,” Leenam said with an exaggerated shrug. “Without the heat shields, you and I would be vaporized in a matter of microseconds.”
Another knot of blue-green energy abruptly rocketed down the power conduit at the back of the room where her chair was currently facing. Once again, she gave no physical indication of fear or even surprise. The first time Leenam had come down here, he’d practically jumped out of his boots when the chamber had filled with plasma. Though in his defense, his ankles and wrists hadn’t been bound to a chair at the time. 
He had to give credit to the minds that had designed this place. Hiding it here had been genius enough. Incorporating the fact that the plasma conduit forked just beyond the hideout was inspired.
“Before you get ideas, no one on this ship even knows about this place,” Leenam said. “The Master made certain to include at least one private area like it on every major ship in the Expansionary Fleet—a place where his followers could gather in secret, if necessary. Even the Synesthetes have no presence here.”
“What did you do to my people?” the Succubus asked, her sultry voice suddenly hard. 
“Your alien whores are unharmed,” Leenam assured her. “So are your guards, other than perhaps their pride.”
“Good.”
He smiled. “You should—”
“For you,” she added harshly. “If you had harmed them in any way, he would rip you apart. You just saved your life.”
Leenam blinked. Bravado was a fairly common reaction in these situations, at least during the initial interrogation. But it was almost always undermined by the nervous trembling and wavering voice that betrayed the creeping dread beneath the surface. 
Yet in this woman’s case, there was nothing of the sort. 
“Is that so?” he asked with a dry snort. “I assume you’re referring to Major Zeris.”
“Yes.”
“Ah, of course.” Leenam took a step closer to her. “And what makes you think I’m afraid of an Immortal?”
“I’m not talking about Immortals,” she replied. “I’m talking about Kaldor Zeris. If you aren’t afraid of him, then you’re a fool.”
Leenam scoffed. “You truly believe that, don’t you?”
“Yes.”
Once again, he couldn’t help but be impressed by her composure. Her words weren’t filled with defiant bravado, but rather ironclad conviction in the man she was absolutely confident would come to save her. 
“Well, unfortunately for you, Zeris isn’t here right now,” Leenam said. “And since he has no way of finding you, I wouldn’t bother holding out hope for a rescue.”
Grabbing the only other chair in the room, Leenam pulled it in front of her and took a seat. Her legs had been forced apart, her ankles secured to the chair to keep them that way, though he’d allowed her to keep her dress for now. A fresh wave of her perfume washed over him, and just like when he’d entered her office, the gravimetric pull of her Succubus charm threatened to overwhelm him. He wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if she had been designed to emit some kind of pheromones, and if not for his Kreen blood, he probably would have found them irresistible. 
Perhaps his alien blood did have its uses from time to time. 
“Since you’re so worried about the safety of your employees, you should recognize how much danger they’re in,” Leenam said. “I wouldn’t even need to go back. With a single whisper into the ears of the DID, every one of them would be on their way to an interrogation chamber.”
“I’ve avoided their wrath for a long time now,” she replied evenly. “You’ll forgive me if I’m not impressed.”
He grunted. “Fair enough. I would prefer not to involve the Directorate anyway. And if you tell me what I want to know, most of your associates will be left alone.”
Smiling darkly, he held his right palm upward about half a meter away from her head. An instant later, one of the laser scalpels leapt out of the implement tray only to stop a centimeter above his outstretched hand. He allowed the magnetic field to hold it there, spinning slowly in place like an underpowered wind turbine. 
“Or,” he went on, “we can make this difficult, for you and for them. All I have do is—”
“You look like her.”
Leenam felt the corner of his mouth twitch. “What?”
“Your sister,” the Velothi said, her glowing eyes studying his face. “We’ve never met in person, but I’ve seen images. She’s quite lovely. And you have her eyes.”
The whirling scalpel froze as he nearly lost his mental grip. A barrage of images flowed over him from back at the hotel on Kenabrius Station. She was lying there in bed, totally helpless, her blond hair splayed across the sheets. All he’d needed to do was pull the trigger, and no one in the Dominion would ever doubt his loyalty again…
Nashira. 
“It’s remarkable that no one else has figured out the secret to splicing human and Kreen DNA,” the Velothi went on. “Your father must have been a truly brilliant man.”
“Enough!” Leenam snarled, using his magnokinesis to toggle on the scalpel’s laser and point it right at her. The red beam was short—only about half a centimeter—yet the fact it could cut through nearly anything should have at least made this bitch flinch. 
But she didn’t.
“You’re going to start by telling me everything about your operations on this ship,” he said, putting venom into every word. “I’d hate for you to have to lose those last two tendrils of yours before you cooperate.”
Her brow furrowed. “Put it down.”
The power conduit flashed with another surge of energy, and Leenam felt his incredulous anger stir with it. “I’m the one in charge here. I will—”
“Whatever ideas he’s put into your head, you know they aren’t right,” she interrupted, her words turning dulcet and almost…sweet. “This isn’t you.”
Leenam’s jaw tightened. He let the scalpel drop into his palm, then brought it within a millimeter of her right tendril. “I will happily cut that pretty red skin of yours to ribbons if I have to. Or maybe I’ll just bring you to the Master instead. He won’t bother asking questions; he will simply rip the truth out of your head. And by the time he’s finished, there won’t be anything left of your mind but—”
“I was created to serve a man more ruthless than this Master of yours could ever dream,” she said, a dark and callously cold edge creeping into her voice. “If you had any idea what I’ve seen, what I’ve endured, then you wouldn’t have even bothered with this…whatever this is supposed to be.”
Another surge of plasma rushed through the conduit, and Leenam nearly slashed the scalpel across her tendril. He couldn’t explain why he didn’t. It made no sense. He knew how important this was; he knew what he had to do. Was he really going to sit here and get talked down to by an alien whore?
“But it’s not too late,” she said. “We can still return to the club, and I can get you the help you need. No one will harm you. But you need to release me now, before it’s too late.”
Leenam’s hand quivered on the scalpel. It would be so easy to teach this bitch a lesson, and no matter how loudly she screamed, no one on this ship would hear her. All he needed to do was flick his hand the slightest bit…
But no. If she wouldn’t bend to fear, there was no point in trying to make her bend to pain, either. Not when he had a far simpler, far cleaner method at his disposal. 
“I was trying to make this easy for you,” Leenam said, deactivating the scalpel and placing it back upon the tray. “But your cooperation isn’t required. I can get what I need from you another way.”
Stretching out with his powers, he brought his hand to her soft scarlet cheek. A woman in her position would surely carry the psychometric imprint of a thousand powerful memories. He could learn about her allies, her plans, and the scope of her Unionist network. And then he and the Column could unravel it all piece by piece. All he needed to do was concentrate…
Yet somehow, there was nothing there to find. 
Leenam grimaced. He had failed to capture a strong reading before, of course; the lives of some people were so boring, so inconsequential, that they had little to show him beyond the most basic banalities of their menial existence. But this woman may have been one of the most consequential people in the entire Dominion. There had to be something here for him to find…
Yet it was as if those memories didn’t exist. As if she didn’t exist. 
“You can still end this,” the Velothi said, her pink eyes blazing. “Let me go, and I will get you the help you need.”
“I don’t need your help!” Leenam snarled as he pulled back. “You are going to—”
His com implant suddenly pinged inside his head. Gritting his teeth, he spun away and touched his ear to activate it.
“I told you not to interrupt me,” he growled. “What is it?”
“We have a problem,” Firth replied, his voice grave. “Someone just broke the perimeter.”
“What? How is that even possible?”
“We don’t know. But it’s the Immortal, sir. He’ll be here soon.”
Leenam hissed through clenched teeth. This “deck between decks” hadn’t been discovered by anyone, not even the DID, in over two hundred years. Only people who already knew it existed could possibly…
“Is he alone?” Leenam asked hoarsely as a dark suspicion washed over him. 
“No,” Firth said. “The half-Kreen girl is with him.”
Leenam felt the color drain from his face. And when he looked back down at the Velothi, she was no longer expressionless. 
She was smiling. 




10
Between Worlds


We only had to follow the power conduit for about a minute before the strange walkway ended abruptly. The conduit itself split just beyond it, the plasma stream dividing and vanishing in opposite directions, leaving nowhere else for us to go. The whole thing would have seemed like another dead-end if not for the suspicious-as-hell security door built into the conduit wall to our right.  
“Almost looks like a standard maintenance entrance,” I commented, eyeing the door and the control panel attached to it. Though the air had gotten warmer the further we’d traveled in, I wasn’t even sweating. “But I’m going to guess that it’s not on the official schematics, either.”
“It is not,” Miranda confirmed. She’d had the projection up on her omnitool the entire time we’d been moving, and she kept panning her left arm around in an effort to find out where in the hell we were. “This is all supposed to be sealed tightly around the plasma flow.”
I nodded. “What’s supposed to be behind this wall?”
“Two meters of reinforced thorotine housing, thermal shielding, and a tertiary power redistribution manifold.”
“In other words, an auxiliary backup system someone might not even notice?”
She pressed her lips into a tight, frustrated line. “If someone could spoof the diagnostic scanners somehow, then it’s unlikely anyone would notice an anomaly without the ship suffering damage in highly specific areas. This entire area is meant to be self-cleaning—you’re not even supposed to need to send maintenance drones this way.”
“Sounds like a perfect hiding spot to me. Anything surprising on the door itself?”
Miranda closed the projection and ran a quick scan. “Nothing I can find, other than the fact the security panel appears quite old.”
“Why bother changing the locks when no one even knows you have a door?” I mused as Ash hovered her fingers above the keypad. “Any chance you can get us the code?”
Her forehead creased as she placed her hand against the metal. “No. The kidnapper definitely brought her through here, but I can’t latch onto anything specific.”
“Figures we couldn’t get lucky twice in one day. Anything you can do, Ensign?”
Miranda moved her omnitool closer to the panel. The fingers of her right hand played across the holographic controls as she brought up the results of her scan. “I believe so. The age of the technology should work to our advantage, especially since Specialist Vrisk provided me with several of his security programs while we were working on decrypting the data from Nirivarr.”
“He’s a cunning little Kali, isn’t he?”
“He is brilliant,” Miranda said. “I’ve never worked with anyone else like him before.”
I was half tempted to point out that the only way to get more Kali into positions in the fleet would be to support Saleya and her people, but I decided against it. Right now, I just wanted to find her and make certain she was all right… 
While Miranda worked, I glanced down at Ash. The shadow hanging over her features had only gotten deeper. 
“Any inklings about who’s behind this?” I asked. 
“No,” she said, her left hand visibly squeezing the grip of her bow. “But they’re close—very close.”
“Let’s assume they know we’re here. Whatever is in there, I want both of you to stay behind me. Understood?”
They nodded. Taking a deep breath, I rechecked the energy cell on my pistol and found myself wishing that I’d come down here in my armor. Realistically, it wouldn’t have been possible—a fully-equipped Dominion trooper storming into the Wards probably would have caused a panic, and it wasn’t like I’d had time to go back and get suited up. Every minute we wasted was another minute Saleya was alone with this murderer. 
Thankfully, Miranda finished even faster than I thought. The panel flashed green after only a few seconds, and she gave me nod as she disconnected her omnitool, drew her pulse pistol, and positioned herself at the right side of the door. Ash instinctively moved to cover the left side, her fingers curling around the glowing green energy string of her bow.
Bracing myself for combat, I touched the panel and stepped through the door…
Into a shockingly cavernous octagonal chamber that looked like it had been ripped right out of a deep-space listening post, complete with a communications console and a decrypt/encrypt module. When nothing shot at me, I took a step forward, trying to stay vigilant for threats despite my surprise and awe. 
The two-meter-wide balcony right inside the door overlooked a chamber below, and a small lift to my right seemed to be the only way down into it without plummeting fifteen meters. There was also a single door in the back. Given that I didn’t see any other exits, Saleya must have been inside. 
“Stay up here,” I said quietly before they could come through, stepping up to the balcony railing. “I’ll head down and—”
A sudden blast of pulsefire from below burned into the balcony railing. I dropped into a crouch, but not before another shot sizzled upward and singed my left arm. The flash of heat passed quickly as my Immortal powers protected me, and I risked peering through the gaps into the rails to get a better look at my assailants. 
I needn’t have bothered. A split second later, three orb-shaped Oculus antipersonnel drones rose into the air, their needle-like pulse cannons spitting fire as they moved. 
Any normal soldier in my position would have been fucked. Now that the drones had elevated themselves to my level, I had no real cover whatsoever. But as irritating and mobile as these things were, they typically only packed the firepower of a heavy pulse pistol. I could probably sit here and let them blast me all day. 
So I decided to leverage my defense for offense. Keeping myself upright on one knee, I took aim at the drone on my right even as the others pelted me with fire. My first shot took out its weapon, and a quick follow-up sent the whole hunk of flying metal careening to the floor below.
Maintaining my poise wasn’t easy with more flashes of heat riddling my torso every second, so I shifted my aim to the next in line in the hopes of ending this as quickly as possible. But before I could pull the trigger, one of the blasts struck my pistol and blasted it out of my hand. 
Shit. 
The ruined remnants of the weapon skittered uselessly across the balcony before flying off the side. A flash of annoyance rose up inside me, and I was seriously considering jumping from the railing and tackling one of the damn things in mid-air when Ash leaned around the corner and unleashed a glowing green arrow from her energy bow. It hit the second drone dead-center, blowing it apart in a flurry of fire and shrapnel. As for the third…
“Get back!” I shouted when the drone abruptly stopped spitting pulsefire and switched to the undermounted micro-rocket launcher that had been concealed in its frame. The regular, explosive variant typically only carried the force of a standard frag grenade—lethal for normal soldiers, but not for Immortals. This one, however, had apparently been packed with a surprise. 
A nerve-killer stun rocket. 
I vaulted to my feet as the drone swiveled to aim at the girls in the doorway instead of the annoying but now unarmed man kneeled on the balcony. But the drone fired before I could take a step, and I watched in horror as its lethal dart streaked to the open door—
And froze in mid-flight. I didn’t have time to react or stop my momentum; my body was already moving to intercept, and a split second later I was in position to take the hit that was no longer coming. But then I heard the faint, almost imperceptible rumble in the air as Miranda used her telekinesis to twist the rocket around and send it right back at the drone. 
The nerve-shock stun effect from the explosion wouldn’t damage its electronics at all, but the kinetic force of the projectile did enough. The missile exploded in a flash of crackling blue lightning, and the drone went soaring across the room like a deflating krekball.
But it wasn’t over.
Before I could peer down over the edge to see if there were any other surprises waiting for us, the entire balcony lurched as if it was about to collapse. I tumbled forward and slammed into the railing, wondering if the drones had accidentally shot out the support struts during their attack. It was only then that I realized that the door on the far side of the chamber was now open, and I could just make out the silhouette of a humanoid man standing there with his hand outstretched. 
“Shit!” I snarled, whipping around to see the girls mercifully safe in the doorway. “It’s a telekinetic!”
I didn’t know if they could hear me over the cacophonous screech of straining metal as the support struts buckled, bent, and then completely collapsed. My stomach dropped as the floor literally fell out from under me, and it was all I could do to grit my teeth and refocus on my powers before I found myself in a freefall. 
Still, at least this time I didn’t have to worry about shielding a woman falling with me. I hit the floor with a bone-cracking crunch, absorbing as much of the kinetic energy as I could. But as the rest of the platform crashed down around me, I unexpectedly found myself pinned—and then immobilized.
I didn’t realize what was happening until it was too late. The platform twisted around me like a metal serpent, crushing my arms against my sides and constricting me until I could barely move. The amount of raw power required to bend and control this much steel with telekinesis seemed unthinkable.
Refusing to concede, I flooded my muscles with a quick burst of psychometabolic adrenaline as I flexed against my new restraints. When they still refused to budge, I focused on the kinetic energy I’d just absorbed from the fall and tried to release that in a wild surge around me instead… 
Nothing. I was pinned, helpless, and slowly being crushed. 
But I hadn’t come down here alone. There was a familiar twang in the air above me, and I caught a glimpse of a green arrow arcing across the chamber at my assailant in the doorway. Even firing from a difficult angle, Ash was an excellent shot—the arrow hit the man right in the chest. But rather than the lethal energy bolt she’d fired at the drone, she had apparently used a stunning version meant to overload the synapses of a living target and render them unconscious. It didn’t quite work; our adversary merely yelped and stumbled backward. But my metal prison did stop constricting me when his concentration faltered. 
“Leenam!” Ash called out. “Stop!”
My breath caught in my throat. 
Leenam.
It was a name I hadn’t heard in a very long time…and one I never thought I would hear again. Not after the Mire had murdered Ash’s parents, stolen her father’s research, and kidnapped her brothers.
I craned my neck to look as I pushed against my metal prison. I still couldn’t see my attacker’s body all that well from this angle while he stood in the doorway, but when I caught a glimpse of his face…
By the Seraph.
Snarling, Ash’s brother thrust out a hand, and an odd humming sound filled the room as a mess of lighter pieces of metal debris—including the smoldering wreckage of the defense drones—abruptly flew toward the doorway where Ash and Miranda were taking cover. The girls hunkered down just in time, and once the barrage stopped, Ash reemerged and loosed another arrow. 
This time, however, her brother was ready for her. A large, circular chunk of the fallen platform peeled away from my prison and intercepted the arrow mid-flight, then with a grunt of exertion, Leenam sent it hurtling toward the girls like a giant sawblade. It moved so quickly and was spinning so rapidly I wasn’t sure they could dive out of the way in time—
But just like with the drones, Miranda stopped it in its tracks with her telekinetic grip. The metal buckled and screeched in mid-air as the two psychics battled for control, and I took the opportunity to try and wriggle free. With some debris gone, my boosted strength was finally enough to start uncoiling myself. If I could only get over there and tackle him…
Before I could free my legs, the sawblade ripped apart from the stress. Ash popped back out, another green arrow blazing on her bow…at which point her brother lunged back into the room. 
“Leenam!” she cried out again. 
But there was no way for her to get down here quickly enough to do anything, which meant that it was all up to me. 
Gritting my teeth and flooding my muscles with another burst of psionic strength, I growled, strained…and finally broke free. Jagged metal tore and shredded my pant legs as I surged to my feet, but didn’t scratch my skin. I dashed toward the door, mind still reeling from the fact that Ash’s brother was the one responsible for this. But I knew better than to let my focus wander in the middle of the fight: I buried my questions, balled my hands into fists, and charged through the door…
There was one person in the small room, but it wasn’t Leenam Telaar. 
“You’re late,” Saleya said, a tight but relieved smile on her face. Her wrists and ankles were bound to a decidedly uncomfortable-looking chair, but she didn’t appear wounded. “Now be a dear and cut me loose, would you?”
[image: image-placeholder]Saleya had been secured to the chair with bands of warped metal, not conventional restraints, and without magnokinesis of my own, there wasn’t much I could do to break her free without a welding torch. Miranda could probably do the trick with her powers, though, and so I quickly called the girls down. The lift had been destroyed during the battle, but Miranda floated herself and Ash down more or less safely with her telekinesis.
While they started their slow descent, I hastily checked Saleya for injuries after looking around for any sign of where her attacker had fled. The only option was the small metal hatch built into the floor.
“He sealed it behind him,” Saleya said. “The others who were with him went that way the moment you tripped their perimeter sensors. I imagine they’ll be long gone by now.”
“Maybe,” I said, gritting my teeth as I strained to pry away the band restraining her head. With Saleya seemingly fine, my combat instincts were screaming at me to try and pursue. Yet there was no obvious control panel anywhere on this side, which meant it was clearly designed as a one-way escape tunnel to Seraph knew where. Perhaps another secret in-between deck…
Leenam. 
The metal yielded with a snap. I bent it away from Saleya’s forehead, mindful of any sharp edges, and she sighed gratefully as she rolled her stiff neck. 
Ash’s brother’s face flashed into my mind again, and I checked and rechecked my memory to make sure I hadn’t been hallucinating. I hadn’t seen him in probably eight years, back when he’d been the imperious elder brother trying to protect his sister from her older boyfriend. We had eventually reached an understanding, until Ash and I had returned that one day to find her house trashed, her father’s lab destroyed, and her parents murdered…
The blood-soaked memory festered in my mind as Miranda and Ash dashed into the room, the latter looking about desperately.
“Run a medical scan, Ensign,” I ordered. “Make sure she’s all right.”
“I’m fine, Kal,” Saleya said, sounding almost amused. “Really.”
For a woman who had been dragged out of her home, strapped to a chair, and presumably interrogated, she seemed impossibly calm. But then, she was the most poised individual I had ever met, even including Captain Ellis. I rarely saw her lose control. 
Unless I was fucking the hell out of her, of course. Her breathless squeals of delight were one of about seven million reasons I found her irresistible. 
“He didn’t drug you?” I asked once her wrists were free, taking her slender arms and checking for bruises. But even her fragile black dress barely seemed worse for wear. 
“Oh, no,” Saleya said. “Despite all the foolish ideas that have been put into his head, he didn’t want to hurt me. Not really.”
“He kidnapped you!” Miranda said, consulting the readouts on her omnitool. “And you don’t think he wanted to hurt you?”
“Not in the way you’re thinking,” Saleya replied. “But I appreciate your timing. He was starting to get frustrated, and he might have done something foolish.”
Shaking my head in disbelief, I finished my quick exam and squeezed her arms supportively. Seeing her alive and unharmed felt like a bigger weight lifted from my body than the hundreds of kilos of twisted metal I’d just crawled out of. 
“She appears healthy,” Miranda announced. “Let me try to get those restraints…”
Her face creased in concentration as she reached out with her telekinesis. Thankfully, the metal bands around her ankles were relatively thin, and she only needed to twist them half a centimeter or so for Saleya to get free. 
“Thank you, Ensign,” the Velothi said, offering Miranda a gentle smile as she rose unsteadily to her feet. “It isn’t often that someone wearing that uniform comes to my aid.”
“Can you get through this as quickly as the lock outside?” Ash interrupted. She was crouched over the small hatch, her hands hovering above the metal. “We have to get to him!”
“I don’t believe so,” Miranda said, shaking her head as she consulted her omnitool again. “There is no release on this side.”
Ash grimaced, and I could see she was on the verge of breaking down into tears…and probably would once the surge of battle adrenaline faded. 
“Can’t you rip it open, then?” she pleaded. 
Miranda pursed her lips. “It is highly magnetized and sealed with bolts of several centimeters of hull-grade thorotine. I don’t think—”
“Well try!” Ash demanded. “We gotta catch up to him!”
Miranda nodded hastily and stretched out her hand, but I knew it was a doomed effort before she even started. I had seen her exert a tremendous amount of force before, like when she had pulled apart the damaged doors on that Pact freighter during our first mission together. But twisting internal doors was one thing; moving bulkhead hatches strong enough to stand against vacuum was quite another. Short of firing up a plasma cutter or detonating a pulothium charge on the hatch, there was no way we were getting through. 
And Ash knew that. 
“Leenam,” she breathed when Miranda finally gave up, lowering her forehead to the hatch and pressing her eyes shut. “I don’t…I don’t understand…”
Leaning down over her, I put a hand on her arm. No matter how much I wanted to help go after Ash’s brother, we couldn’t afford to stay here for long. 
“We need to contact security and have them send a team down here,” I said to Miranda. “But first, check out those computers and see if you can pull anything useful.”
“Yes, sir,” Miranda said nodding. Her gaze lingered on Ash for a moment before flicking to Saleya. But then she moved out of the room into the adjacent compartment and got to work. 
“Definitely not the introduction I was hoping for,” I murmured, squeezing Ash’s arm again but looking at Saleya. “But the formalities will have to wait. We need to get you back before anyone else shows up. And before Tolgas has a nervous breakdown.”
“Yes,” Saleya said, her tendrils both twitching. It was the first crack I’d seen in her otherwise calm veneer. “It won’t be safe for any of us to stay in the Wards much longer.”
I suppressed a grimace. That thought had been shoved to the back of my mind ever since I had learned she was in trouble, and the demands of the moment had kept me from exploring it too deeply. But now…
Saleya had never intended for the Second Wind to remain her base forever. Ever since she’d first moved here from that strip club on New Praxius, I had been dreading when something would happen. For all the inherent advantages of being this close to the action, the risks were obviously high. Yet somehow she had managed, month after month and year after year, until running her organization right beneath the nose of the DID had become oddly normal. 
But that time was officially over. We may have gotten here in time to rescue her, but the scope of the investigation this incident would trigger couldn’t be overstated. Security would probably tear this ship apart looking for other such passages, and half the other directorates would be eager and willing to help. Within a few hours, the “Womb” which the jennies above had been willing to ignore would be the center of attention. 
One way or another, the party was over. 
“Come on,” I said, gently tugging Ash’s arm. “We need to go.”
[image: image-placeholder]We made it back to the Second Wind without incident, though the commotion from her disappearance had clearly started spreading throughout the Wards. I could see it in the eyes of the onlookers across the street. People may not have known exactly what had happened yet, but they would soon enough. And once security got down here to investigate…
We don’t have much time, I thought darkly. And Saleya has the least of all. 
She barked out instructions to her people the moment she was back inside, and the gravity of her tone made it clear that there was no time for any warm reunions. Tolgas sprang into action with almost military efficiency, grabbing various items from the bar and packing them up. The girls weren’t far behind, though they seemed to be focusing their efforts on getting to the changing rooms. 
Once everyone was busy, Saleya signaled for us to follow her up the spiral staircase to her room, where she immediately started opening her drawers and rifling through them. 
“We’ve had contingencies set up ever since we moved in,” she explained as she grabbed several duffels from her closet. “It’s not as bad as it seems. I have a whole host of freighter captains who owe me a favor, and one of them is here making a delivery right now. He has more than enough space to fit everyone who needs to go.”
I glanced around the familiar space, and I couldn’t hold back the wave of sorrow that crashed over me as I thought about what was going to happen. I had a lot of fond memories of this building and this room, and the thought that it was all about to vanish…
I understood why it had to happen. But it still hit me harder than I would have thought. 
“Slipping twenty alien girls past security won’t be easy,” I said, swallowing back the memories. “It’s going to trip about a dozen different alarms at the hangar checkpoints.”
Saleya snickered as she retrieved a box of jewelry from one of the drawers and slipped it into a duffel. “Oh, come on now. Do you really believe I haven’t thought of that?”
I smiled thinly. I should have known by now not to underestimate her. She hadn’t built and maintained this massive network by accident. 
But as cool as she seemed to be playing everything, I knew how badly it must be tearing her up inside, too. She may not have ever intended for the Second Wind to become her home, but that didn’t change the fact that it was in all but name. She had poured her heart and soul into this place, and the girls she had worked so hard to protect and nurture were about to have the rug suddenly and violently yanked out from under them…
“I’ll temporarily move operations to Ramanis,” Saleya added. “And there are some interesting opportunities near the Traverse, despite the risks.”
I nodded soberly and tossed a wary look at my companions. Ash was sitting next to me on Saleya’s bed, while Miranda was standing in the corner, distractedly rummaging through the files she’d downloaded from the Column’s computers. 
“I wish we knew more about how your people got compromised on Kenabrius,” I said. “But we didn’t even realize anything was happening until we were about to leave.”
Her movements faltered the slightest bit when she reached for another drawer. No one else would have noticed it—her tail, tendrils, and general body language didn’t give away anything. But the mention of the people she’d lost had struck home. 
It always did.
“We were expanding operations,” she said, moving some clothes into a different duffel. “They probably didn’t have as much experience as they should have. But we can’t afford to back down. If the Column are getting more organized and aggressive, then we have to be ready.”
I watched her in silence for another minute, wishing there was something else I could do. If Ellis wasn’t up there with Command arguing his case for us to head into the Drift, I would have strongly considered taking a leave of duty to help Saleya and her people get resettled. But with everything that was going on—and with Lochlan and potentially the DID watching the captain and I more closely—that obviously wasn’t an option.
“I assume he didn’t slip up and tell you anything useful,” I said. “Or explain how in the hell he was able to track you down in the first place.”
“I’m afraid not,” Saleya said. “None of the agents on Kenabrius knew who I was, at least not personally. The leak must have come from elsewhere.”
“No.”
We both turned to look at Ash. It was the first thing she’d said since we left the hidden passage. 
“They didn’t need to know you personally,” she went on. “Or even know your name. Not if any of them ever met you or had a strong connection with someone who did.” 
I frowned. “Psychometry?”
“He’s my brother,” Ash said. “We had the same gift. We could both read objects and people from a young age. We didn’t consciously realize what we were doing until much later, but…”
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath to steady herself. I gently squeezed her leg, though the gesture felt wholly inadequate. I had been waiting to say anything about Leenam until we had some privacy. 
Not that there was really anything to say. The shock of her brother being alive would have been cataclysmic enough on its own, but the fact that he was now apparently working for the very people who had slaughtered her parents and kidnapped him was…
Well, sickening didn’t even come close. 
“I’ll bet that’s how he did it,” Ash added after a moment. “A strong enough reading could have easily led him here.”
“That accurately?” I asked. 
She shrugged. “He could have just gotten a clue and combined it with intel they already had. Who knows? But you’ve seen what I can do, and Leenam might be even better at it. Seraph knows what those monsters have been teachin’ him—they’ve obviously been messin’ with his head somehow!”
A wave of nausea stirred deep in my gut. “Some kind of mind control or indoctrination?”
“Definitely not the former,” Saleya said with surprising certainty. “But there are many versions of the latter. It has been what, eight years since you last saw him?”
Ash nodded. “Before Kal and I left Nirivarr. It’s been so long. I thought he was dead…”
Her cheek twitched as she closed her eyes. I could almost feel the emotional walls she’d built up over the years starting to crumble, but there wasn’t a damn thing I could do or say to make it better…
“He didn’t want to hurt me,” Saleya said. “I knew that the moment he grabbed me.”
“Why do you say that?” I asked.
She raised a black eyebrow. “Because it’s what I was designed to do. I could see the conflict behind those green eyes of his. And when he spoke to me…” She turned her luminescent gaze on Ash. “I can’t even imagine what you must be going through, dear. I’m so very sorry.”
“You’re sorry?” Ash croaked. “You’re the one who got captured! You’re the one whose life is bein’ totally upended!”
“I will manage,” Saleya said, shifting another neatly folded dress into a bag. “To be honest, this was a welcome reminder that I can’t afford to grow complacent. Not now, not ever.”
I sighed. “Still, we should—”
I broke off when Miranda suddenly inhaled. 
“Got something?” I asked.
“Maybe,” Miranda said, eyes narrowing as her thumb flicked across the screen of her holopad. “This pad doesn’t have a great deal of processing power.”
“Vrisk should be up soon, and you could use the decryption setup from the Stormrider again.”
“It’s not a matter of decryption this time. There’s little data in these files. The Column was using a self-deletion algorithm to wipe information not long after it came in. If I had to guess, an agent on site probably transferred it to a different storage device, then moved it somewhere else.”
“Nice way to hide a trail,” I said. 
“We use similar techniques,” Saleya said. “But Vrisk has designed several of his own restoration algorithms.”
“Yes, I’ve already loaded the one he shared with me,” Miranda said, not quite tartly. “But the setup they were using here is more thorough than the one at the base at Nirivarr.”
“Makes sense, given the difference in location,” I said. “But if you happen to uncover any little factoids that will solve all our problems, feel free to share.”
“Unfortunately, I don’t think I’ll be able to recover anything. At least, not in terms of intact data. But I do think I know what they were up to…”
I raised an eyebrow as she continued fiddling with the pad. Whatever tangled ball she was trying to unwind, I trusted that jenny brain of hers to figure it out. 
“Yes, as I thought,” she said, a triumphant smile tugging at her lips. “The computer system wasn’t processing information, only gathering it.”
“In other words, it was a listening post,” Saleya reasoned. “Hidden in the innards of the ship.”
“Yes, exactly,” Miranda said, looking up at the Velothi with a fierce glint in her eye. “They had a tap on numerous information subsystems in the ship. As far as I can tell, they were pulling data from almost everywhere.”
“Like the Science Directorate?” I asked. 
“Science, Intelligence, Logistics…maybe even Command.” Her face hardened. “This is an absolutely calamitous breach of security.”
“Apocalyptic is more like it,” I said. “But it does help explain some things, like how they were able to steal DSD data.”
“Yes, but…” Miranda swallowed and lowered the pad. “I can’t understand how any of this was allowed to happen. How could anyone possibly build a secret base in the heart of the mothership without being detected?”
“That little base wasn’t new—I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s been there for a few decades at least, maybe even since the ship was built.”
She shook her head. “But why? The Column didn’t even exist two hundred years ago!”
“No, but their current leader’s family did,” I said darkly. “Someone obviously put it there for a reason. Maybe they didn’t trust the Admiralty to carry out their mission with the Expansionary Fleet. Or maybe they were just paranoid and wanted to surveil their own people.”
I shrugged. “Either way, if a member of one of the Great Keledonian Houses is funding the Column, it’s not that much of a stretch that they would know about that base and use it to their advantage. But I’ll bet a thousand chits the brass upstairs were kept out of the loop. This is certain to trigger a full-scale investigation. Admiral Lochlan in particular will want to tear open the whole damn fleet to look for more.”
“As well she should,” Miranda seethed. “This is absolutely outrageous! To think that these traitors have had access to some of our deepest secrets…”
“They did, but not anymore,” I reminded her. “Now it’s just something else we’ve taken away from them. We’ve exposed the Dowd, shot up one of their bases, and now smoked them out of their hidey-hole on the mothership.”
“We also know where they’re gathering, but we’re sitting here instead!” she snarled. “Command must authorize a response!”
“I’m sure they will. Especially after we take this to them. But in the meantime…”
I turned back to Saleya. “We need to figure out a way to get you onto the Stormrider. Ash’s ship is stashed in the hangar there. You could hide out until—”
“I’ll meet you aboard,” she said, smiling as she slid the last bundle of clothing into one of her duffels. 
I frowned. “How are you going to get past—?”
“You let me worry about the details, dear,” she said, standing upright. “You need to get this information to Ellis as soon as possible.”
“I know,” I said. “But—”
“Go, Kal,” Saleya insisted, gliding forward and placing her delicate red hand on my cheek. “Go help Jarod get his way. I promise, I’ll be there waiting for you when you get back.”
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“A terrorist surveillance post,” Admiral DeGale thundered, his thin face and gaunt cheeks looking even more skeletal—and frankly imperious—than normal. “Right in the heart of the damn mothership?” 
“That’s correct, sir,” I said carefully. “I wouldn’t have believed it if we hadn’t seen it for ourselves, but it’s all there.”
The other two admirals at the conference table were wearing similarly horrified expressions on their faces. Admiral Peligord was so stunned he wasn’t even habitually fidgeting with his black moustache, while Admiral Lochlan looked like her body couldn’t decide if it wanted to leap out of the chair or sink further into it.
“How could there possibly be hidden passages on a two-hundred-year-old ship controlled by Synesthetes?” Lochlan asked, her cheeks turning almost as red as her hair. “This is…”
“Entirely believable, I’m afraid,” Captain Ellis said from the seat at my right. “It’s no secret that the Great Houses have always been at each other’s throats, nor is it unthinkable that one of them could have organized something like this to spy on their family’s enemies. The passage could have been built for many different reasons—what we’ve discovered could merely be the latest evolution.”
“Are you accusing House Foln of sabotaging the mothership’s construction?” Admiral Peligord demanded in his pinched, nasally voice. 
“I’m not accusing anyone of anything,” Ellis replied. “I understand that they have long since disavowed the actions of their prodigal son, and I understand that the other families have allowed them to sweep that embarrassing scandal under the rug. But it doesn’t really matter, does it? Whether it was the Folns or the Trells or the Varladovs or whoever else, what’s done is done. Now it’s up to the Intelligence Directorate to sniff out the rest of these holes, if they exist. Our focus, to be blunt, should be acting on the intelligence about Bararra that Ensign Pierce has provided for us.”
“What would you have us do, Jarod? Send a fleet into the Drift when we don’t have a clue what’s out there?” DeGale scoffed. “We’re not going to mobilize valuable ships and officers based on one garbled transmission.”
“With all due respect, sir, it’s more than a single transmission,” Ellis said. “We know that the Dowd were hoping to start a war between the Yarasi and the Pact. We know that they have an armada sizeable enough to threaten countless systems across the Cluster. And most importantly, we know that the Rividian Column—and some of our own people—are helping them.”
He took a deep breath, and his dark eyes flashed with a fiery resolve that could have melted through a bulkhead. “And now we know that they’re constructing some kind of ship or weapon that will come online as early as eight days from now. This is the best chance we have to attack them before this war gets any further out of hand. It’s also our best chance to bring the other powers into the fold by demonstrating our willingness to stop our own people. With the right back channels, we could get a message to the Sillibar and to the Yarasi inviting them to join us in neutral space and investigate this together.”
“And you think they’d listen?” Lochlan asked.
Ellis shrugged. “I don’t know. But whether they do or not, making the offer gives us firmer diplomatic ground to stand on. And if we are able to locate this Fist of the Seraph…well, destroying it would quell any doubts our detractors might have about our willingness to stamp out this insurrection.”
“But Merrick is right,” Peligord said, nodding to DeGale. “We cannot commit ships and personnel without a firmer idea of what they’ll face. Your report identified over five hundred Dowd vessels at Nirivarr—if even a fraction of them are stationed at Bararra, it would take an entire sector fleet to deal with them.”
“A fleet which we can’t spare,” DeGale put in grimly. “Not with their incursions increasing by the day. Our listening posts on the border just confirmed two more attacks on Angoth colonies in Pact space.”
“Pact space, not Dominion space,” I noted. From the heated glares the admirals shot me, I immediately regretted speaking up in the captain’s stead. 
“Precisely,” Ellis said, giving no indication that he was annoyed by me jumping in. “Our enemy’s goal is to weaken the other powers so that we would have an easier time asserting control over the entire Cluster. The Dominion is not their target.”
“Which gives us even less reason to get involved,” Peligord pointed out. “If this situation were reversed—if it was some rogue Krosian element attacking our ships and our systems—do you honestly believe that the Pact would lift a finger to help us?”
“Probably not. But frankly, I don’t care. We’re not talking about Krosians here, Admiral—we’re talking about the Dowd. They are singularly ruthless—and a threat to everyone. We can’t just sit back and allow them to spread havoc and devastation across the Cluster.”
“On the contrary, that option is very much on the table,” DeGale said flatly. “There isn’t a single planetary governor in the entire Dominion that would encourage us to take ships from their defense fleets to chase down ghosts in the Drift. We’re already spread precariously thin, especially against a foe with astral drive technology.”
“The Great Houses have made it clear that they don’t want us to pursue any direct military action until we have more information,” Peligord added. “And the Lords’ Council on Eladrell was quite adamant that—”
“But thankfully, we don’t take orders from civilians,” Lochlan interrupted. “The Admiralty decides when and where military resources are spent, no matter how much the average Drellian noble wishes otherwise.”
The two men at the table turned to look at her, taken aback by her intervention on Ellis’s behalf. I had to admit that I was a little surprised, too. 
“Be that as it may, the wishes of the Golden Worlds cannot simply be ignored,” Peligord said, choosing his words carefully. “Especially with the increasing pressure from the governors to form their own body. The more we push against them here, the more we could end up compromising our ability to respond to threats in the future.”
“Evidently, they are compromising our ability to respond to a threat right now,” Lochlan countered. “The captain is right—we cannot afford to sit here and wait to see what happens. Especially if these traitors have been stealing embryos from the mothership’s labs.”
“That is pure speculation,” DeGale replied with an air of strained patience. “Based on the analysis of a single inexperienced ensign.”
“Who graduated at the top of her class in the Academy, and whose service record thus far is exemplary,” Ellis said. “I read her full report, and I agree with her conclusions.”
“That’s all well and good, old friend, but surely you understand why the rest of us would prefer to wait for an official DSD analysis,” DeGale said. “They should know the truth within a few days.”
“Personally, I think it sounds immensely far-fetched,” Peligord commented with a grunt. “The amount of secrecy, coordination, and skill to pull off something of this magnitude is frankly impossible to believe.”
My impatience reached a boil. “As hard to believe as a secret surveillance post built into the hull of the mothership?”
This time, the glares that came my way weren’t so much heated as downright nuclear. Peligord in particular looked like he was on the verge of deploying the fleet to bombard my chair. 
“If there’s even a chance this is true, it is beyond disturbing,” Ellis said before anyone else could open fire. “But it’s also independent of this ‘Fist of the Seraph’ the Dowd are creating. Whatever it is, anything that can overpower the strongest warships in the Cluster is an existential threat. Destroying it must be our immediate priority.”
“Yes,” Lochlan agreed, her thin finger tapping absently at the glossy table. “But if an attack is out of the question, we could deploy a small, nimble scouting force to see what we’re dealing with. After they’ve analyzed the threat, we can reconsider.”
“By the time any ships get out there and report back, it may be too late,” Ellis said. “Garbled or not, the transmission was quite clear about the timetable. It will take us at least a week for a strike force to get out there even if it left this moment. We simply don’t have the time to waste.”
“If we can’t send a proper assault force in time, then there’s even less reason to consider it,” Peligord said. “But it’s irrelevant regardless. We can’t afford to pull ships off the front lines, and we certainly can’t afford to send them into a potentially deadly combat zone with zero reconnaissance.”
Ellis mostly stifled a sigh. “Sir, if you would just—”
“The answer is no, Jarod,” DeGale said. “Not until we have more information.”
And that, it seemed, was that. The captain had already been arguing his position for hours before I’d even gotten up here, both to individual admirals and then eventually to the whole group. My revelation in the Wards had bought him another audience, but it hadn’t changed anyone’s mind. 
I bit down on my lip and stayed quiet as the meeting continued for another few minutes. I couldn’t help but remember one of the statements we’d heard in that recovered transmission from Nirivarr. 
We don’t need to convince anyone to join us, the voice had said. They will do so willingly.
I hadn’t thought too much about it at the time, given the other bombshells that had dropped, but I suddenly wondered if it might have been the most important piece of the whole puzzle. Because that was exactly the logic at play here: why should the Dominion take any risks when we weren’t the Dowd’s target? Why not sit back and wait to see what happened to our long-time rivals and occasional enemies?
The rest of Command had surely had that exact conversation in the week since our discovery at Nirivarr. And from a purely self-interested, rational perspective, it was the correct decision. They would undoubtedly want to stop the Column from spying on us or stealing equipment, and I had no doubt that the discovery of this surveillance post on the mothership would be subject of countless investigation and shouting matches. 
But none of that required the fleet itself to actually do anything. Command could content themselves with cleaning our own house while the neighborhood burned down around us. 
I had learned quite a few hard truths in my time in the service, from clichés like how even carefully laid plans rarely survived contact with the enemy, to more banal realities like the importance of bringing more toilet paper on a mission than you thought you’d ever need. But perhaps the most important revelation I’d ever had was to understand the power and inclination to cover one’s ass at any cost. 
In order to send a fleet out into the Drift, someone would have to put their neck on the block. And without a clear payoff, who would be willing to take that kind of risk? From the pure realist perspective, the best possible outcome here wasn’t all that great. Maybe we’d destroy this base or ship or whatever it was, but since the faceless aliens and their Fist of the Seraph weren’t planning to attack us, what would the Dominion gain besides a bit of diplomatic clout with the other major powers?
It just wasn’t enough. And I had no idea what to do to change that calculation.
DeGale and Peligord were gone a minute later, but to my surprise—and creeping dread—Admiral Lochlan stuck around. I recalled our confrontation with Councilor Xeng back on Kenabrius, and I wondered if she had chosen this moment to confront both of us personally about my adventures on Secunda a month and a half ago.
After all, with everything else that was going wrong at the moment, I wouldn’t put it past a capacious galaxy to fling a little more shit at us on the way out the door. 
“The others may not have said anything,” she said, her gray eyes hard as she looked up from her pad, “but you really have done us a great service here today, Major.”
I opened my mouth twice before I managed to respond. “Thank you, Admiral.”
“Incredible to imagine there could be places on our ships we don’t even know about,” she added as she leaned back in her chair. “Or people we don’t know we can trust.”
Ellis sighed. “If this is about—”
“Your discovery raises all kinds of interesting questions,” she went on, “like why you were so concerned about the kidnapping of an alien nightclub owner in the first place. Or where she and most of her staff have disappeared, considering that security has been unable to get interviews with most of them.”
I drew in a deep breath and braced myself. So Saleya was on the menu, but Secunda Minor wasn’t. That may have been an even worse battlefield to fight on. 
Ellis stirred. “Admiral—” 
“These questions need to be answered,” Lochlan said. “And they will be…but not right now. Not if this timetable of yours is to be believed. As you said, the enemy might be on the verge of completing this weapon of theirs at any time. We cannot afford to dawdle.”
I blinked, and it took all my self-control not to glance at Ellis in surprise. 
“I won’t mince words here, gentlemen,” she said. “I know you’re up to something. I’ve known it for a long time. And one day soon, I’m going to figure out what that something is. But right now, all that matters to me is stopping these traitors. And whatever else you may be doing, you obviously aren’t working with them. Whether the others want to admit it or not, you’ve accomplished more in the past month than anyone else in the Dominion. You’ve given us a chance to stop the bleeding. We cannot afford to waste it.”
“No, ma’am,” I agreed, voice hoarse. “If there’s a window of opportunity here, it’s closing as we speak. It will take a week just to get out to Bararra.”
“Then we need to get moving, don’t we?” Her jaw hardened, and her eyes flicked to the captain. “I want the Stormrider on its way to the Drift within the hour. Can it be done?”
My voice crumbled into dust. She couldn’t possibly be suggesting…?
“I can make it happen,” Ellis promised, though even he couldn’t keep the surprise out of his voice. “But we could use some special equipment for—”
“Anything special you need you can pick up at the border depot on Betros before you enter the Drift,” Lochlan said. “That’s also where you’ll be meeting with the rest of your task force.”
“Task force?” I managed. 
“The others are right that we can’t spare many ships, not with planetary governors across the Dominion on the verge of panic. But when we received your initial report from Nirivarr, I started quietly collecting assets to form a small, mobile fleet that could investigate any new intel about potential Dowd bases.”
She met Ellis’s eyes for a moment, datapad in hand, as if arguing with herself one last time about whether this was a good idea. But then, finally, she slid it across the conference table toward him. 
“Five ships, including the Stormrider and the Firehawk,” she said. “It’s the best I can do under the circumstances, especially since they all need shield upgrades to handle the Drift. But they’re all within a few days of Betros, and their engineers assure me they can have the modifications completed in time for your arrival.”
Ellis took the pad and studied the list. And as he scrolled through the names, a faint smile pulled at his lips. 
“That’s not a ship I expected to see on the list,” he murmured. 
“Captain Volja has been quite adamant about her desire to take the fight to the enemy,” Lochlan said. “Your influence, I’m sure.”
“Perhaps,” Ellis mused, offering me a look at the screen. Right there at the top was a name I hadn’t heard for some time.
“The Alaru will take the most refit work, but it’s also already at Betros as part of the sector patrol fleet,” Lochlan said. “I want you to meet up with the task force, take command, and lead them into the Drift.”
I felt a smile of my own tugging at my lips. Five ships—a cruiser, two destroyers, a frigate, and a corvette—was a sizeable peacetime task force, if not exactly impressive compared to the Dowd armada we’d spotted at Nirivarr. But it was still a hell of a lot better than going out there alone. And whatever this Fist of the Seraph was, we might have enough firepower to destroy it if we could get there in time. 
“Any questions, Captain?” Lochlan pressed. 
Ellis glanced up from the pad. “I could ask why.”
“I just told you. There’s no one else who can get the job done.”
They shared a long look, and I could almost hear the silent exchange between them. “Is Falcon Squadron still assigned to the Alaru?”
“For the moment, yes,” Lochlan confirmed. “They should give you a lot more flexibility, since the Valkyries don’t need modifications to handle the gravimetric currents.”
“What are our objectives? Are we authorized to engage the enemy?” 
“Only if you can destroy or disrupt whatever they’re building. Otherwise, your primary mission is reconnaissance. Find out what they’re doing and don’t take any unnecessary risks. We can’t afford to lose any ships on what the others will consider a misadventure.”
Ellis handed the pad back to Lochlan. “DeGale and Peligord will be furious whether we lose ships or not. Aren’t you worried they might—”
“One hour, Captain,” she interrupted. “You need to get moving.”
They shared another silent look. Her implication was clear—the rest of the Admiralty wouldn’t approve, but it was far less likely that they’d do anything to countermand her orders once the Stormrider shifted into astral space and moved out of contact.
Though honestly, I doubted they would do anything at all, simply because they were now personally off the hook. Lochlan was the one whose ass was on the line if anything went wrong. And that, as I noted earlier, was perhaps the purest motivating force in the galaxy. 
“We’ll stop them, Admiral,” Ellis said. “Whatever they’re up to.”
She nodded curtly, jaw remaining fixed in stone. “Then good hunting. Dismissed.”
The captain and I rose from our seats and offered her a crisp salute, then headed to the door. I was just about to key the panel to open it when Lochlan stirred behind us.
“One last thing, Captain,” she said, idly tapping her fingertips on the table. “Do you still have access to any contacts in Pact space?”
Ellis paused, his hands clasped calmly behind his back. “A few.”
“Then I suggest you reach out to them,” Lochlan said. “Share what we know and offer them a chance to participate.”
There was a faint twitch at the corner of his mouth, but he didn’t quite smile. “Of course, Admiral. But I can’t guarantee they’ll take us up on it.”
“No, but it’s still worth a try. And what about that Yarasi soldier from the outpost? Do you have a means of contacting her?”
Ellis turned to me, and I nodded. “I…I think so, Admiral,” I said. “But again, I don’t know if the Yarasi will be willing to help or not.”
“What’s important is that we make the offer,” Lochlan said. “As you said, Captain, this is our best and possibly only chance to bring the others into the fold—and to demonstrate our good will. If the Accords are going to survive this…”
“I understand,” he said solemnly. 
“Good. Then contact me with an update before you leave Betros.”
“Yes, Admiral. And…thank you.”
“Good luck, Captain,” Lochlan said gravely. “To both of us.”
[image: image-placeholder]Ellis and I barely spoke on our way across the Command Deck back to the hangar, though for once it had nothing to do with our concern for privacy. I was too stunned to form words. The absolute last outcome I would have predicted from this meeting was for Admiral Lochlan—Admiral Lochlan—to be the one who green-lit a mission to the Drift. 
I had so many questions, few of which I ever expected to get answered. If anyone had been willing to support the captain’s proposal, I would have assumed it would be Admiral DeGale, the man who had authorized our first mission into the Borderlands and gotten this whole ball rolling in the first place. Perhaps he had taken flak for that decision and backed off…or perhaps the news about the Dowd had simply scared him into a more cautious posture. 
Either way, we had gotten what we wanted, and my stomach was aflutter with a combination of surprise and excitement…and worry, whenever I thought about what was going to happen when all of this was over. Lochlan had very expressly punted on confronting us about Secunda and everything else, but there was no way we could avoid that reckoning forever. 
And when it finally came…
“I’ll contact the department heads and have them rally the troops,” Ellis said once we were inside the tram. “I told everyone to stand by for a quick recall, so it shouldn’t take long.”
“Right,” I murmured, tossing a surreptitious glance at the group of officers chatting a meter away. Even if we’d been alone, there were limits to what we could discuss here. “What about our other passengers?”
“Get them settled in the Wildcat,” he replied without missing a beat. “We’ll worry about logistics once we’ve shifted out of here.”
“Yes, sir.”
I thought about coming up with clever euphemisms for the dozen other things I wanted to ask him but quickly dismissed the exercise as pointless. We’d have some real privacy soon enough, and then plenty of days on the proverbial road to discuss strategy. It could wait. 
“Once that’s settled, go ahead and take the con,” Ellis added. “I have a few more things to arrange here before we depart.”
“Understood. What about Specialist Vrisk and his team?”
“They haven’t been officially reassigned yet, so I’m planning to take them along. It’s one of the orders I need to file before we leave. Otherwise, everything else should be taken care of.”
The tram came to a halt and opened. I flashed Ellis a lopsided smile, then headed out alone.
Olshenko and Reyes were already in the hangar when I arrived, which I assumed meant that they’d been checking out one of the new prototype assault transports and schmoozing with the techs who were working on it. My theory was confirmed when I saw how very cute and very female two of those techs were. I almost felt bad interrupting their conversations, but they both snapped to attention when they saw me. After offering them an apologetic smirk, I waved them over and called the deck officer to detach one of the automated shuttles to take us over to the Stormrider without waiting for the rest of the command crew. Ash and the others should have been aboard by now, and I needed to make sure they—especially Saleya—got settled in the Wildcat as quickly as possible. 
The Rakashi freighter we’d used on Sykaris had been transferred off, thankfully, which gave the Wildcat and the drop shuttle a bit more breathing room in the cramped hangar. Ash had left the landing ramp down for me after I messaged her that I was on my way, and I wasn’t surprised to find her and Saleya waiting for me in the lounge. 
“There you are,” Ash said, bouncing off the couch and racing over to me. “Stars, I half expected you to end up in the brig or somethin’…”
“Not yet,” I replied, giving her a hug. I could feel the relief in her embrace at seeing me…but also the lingering tension from our encounter with her brother. If she hadn’t been shepherding Saleya like I’d asked, she probably would have been in bed crying. Or maybe in the gym shooting targets with her bow. 
“So what happened?” she asked. “They have any idea how someone built secret passages in their precious ship?”
“No, but I wouldn’t be surprised if the Science Directorate engineers start tearing the ship apart looking for more,” I said. “I’ll catch you up on all the details later, but the short version is that we have new orders—we’re heading out to the Drift, and we’re going to meet up with a task force on the way.”
Ash blinked. “You mean Ellis actually got through to them?”
“One of them, anyway. We’ll be on the way to Betros soon. I just wanted to make sure everyone is settled in here.”
Kissing the top of her head, I looked over at Saleya. If not for the small rips in her black dress, I might not have known that anything was amiss. She was sitting on the couch, her long, shapely legs crossed in front of her and a glass of sparkling yellowish liquor in her hand. Kalycos was there on the cushion next to her, his green eyes locked intently on the crimson tail swishing slowly but tantalizingly within his reach. 
“Any problems getting over here?” I asked. 
“None at all,” Saleya said. “Ensign Pierce was concerned about getting me onto one of the shuttles, but I reminded her that Velothi companions are a common sight on the arms of senior officers.”
“She had one of those security guards eating out of her palm in about five seconds flat,” Ash said, sounding genuinely amazed. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“You just have to speak their language, that’s all,” Saleya said with a dismissive wave of her hand. At the same instant, Kalycos finally made his move for her tail, but it flicked away from his paws at the last moment. 
“Tolgas and the others are already moving as well,” she went on as if nothing had happened. “Like I said, we’ve had contingency plans for years. Everything will be all right, in time.”
“I wish there was more we could do,” I said.
“You’ve done more than enough, darling,” Saleya said, rising from the couch. “We’ll be up and running again in no time.”
I forced a smile. While I had no doubt in my mind that she and the organization would recover, that didn’t mean this wasn’t a big deal—or that it hadn’t been traumatic. Once we’d shifted into astral space, I planned to sit down with her and have a long talk about it. 
“Ash and I were finally getting to know each other a bit,” Saleya said, giving Ash a warm look. “Long overdue, and hardly ideal circumstances…but this vessel really is quite wonderful.”
“Plenty of space for you,” Ash said. “And privacy, too. None of the jennies will bug us here.”
“I very much appreciate it. Though I will need to speak with the captain at some point. We have much to discuss.”
“We should get you checked out by the doctor, too,” I said, taking her arm and examining her again. “Just to make certain you’re all right.”
Saleya chuckled, her tail flicking away when Kalycos lunged off the couch and tried to grab the tip in mid-air. “I’m fine, dear,” she soothed, raising a black eyebrow at Ash. “Is he always this much of a worrier?”
“Only when his girls are in trouble,” Ash teased, though her smile remained haunted.
“Do you need to send any transmissions before we shift?” I asked. “If so, we should do that now, before the rest of the crew—”
“Everything is in motion,” Saleya said, placing her hand on my sternum. “I built the organization to be agile, as you know. Now go ahead and get us moving, all right? Ash and I will talk…and we can meet up later.”
I looked deep into her luminescent eyes. I could tell there were plenty of things she wanted to tell me, just like there were plenty of things I wanted to tell Ash. But for now, it would all have to wait. 
“Sure,” I said. “We’ll be on our way shortly. But if you don’t want to leave and see Doctor Trevas, I’m sure I can convince Miranda to come down and give you a quick scan.”
Saleya smiled. “If it would make you feel better, go ahead. I wouldn’t want you to be so distracted you can’t perform your duties.”
I grunted as I glanced between the two of them. No, these definitely weren’t the ideal circumstances for them to finally meet, but I did feel a lot better knowing they were here where I could protect them. Ash wasn’t wrong about that.
“I’ll be back,” I told them. “Hang tight.”
[image: image-placeholder]I stopped by my quarters on the way to the bridge, half because I wanted to quickly shower and shave, and half because there was one last thing I needed to do before we left. I had stashed the strange communicator Velarys had given me in the footlocker beneath my bed, and once I retrieved it, I sat on the edge of the mattress and ran my thumb over the bluish crystal. Just like the Yarasi tech on the Wildcat, it responded to thought more than voice, and when I concentrated on my desire to send a message, the whole thing began to glow. 
I had no idea how the crystal worked, but she had explained that it could generate a telepathic signal capable of piggybacking on standard com relays long enough to reach her. The DSD would probably be tempted to give me a promotion if I handed this thing over to them, but right now I just wanted to let Velarys know what was going on.
I could sense the crystal worming into my mind almost like when I connected myself to the Wildcat, and I got the vague impression that it was waiting for something. Gritting my teeth, I focused on the things I wanted to tell her: that we were on our way to Bararra to confront the Dowd, and that this was an opportunity for our people to work together if she could convince her superiors to send aid. 
The crystal hummed softly when I’d finished my thought, and as the light in the stone slowly dimmed, I felt the psychic tethers in my head vanish. 
“Creepy,” I murmured, as I twirled the device in my hand. All things considered, I would have preferred a regular text message. But hopefully this thing had worked…and hopefully she was right about how fast it could move across space. 
I showered and shaved after I put the crystal away, then slid into a fresh black-red uniform before heading up to the bridge. The next twenty minutes flew by, and amazingly, we didn’t encounter any complications as the crew scrambled to get aboard and shift out of here before any of Lochlan’s peers could do anything about it. The captain came aboard last, and I already had everything on the bridge ready to go by the time he stepped off the lift. 
“Captain on the bridge!” Karas announced. 
“Sir,” I said, standing and relinquishing his chair. “Any troubles on your end?”
Ellis shook his head. “None. The requisitions have been filled and the proper orders have been logged.”
In other words, he had successfully sent the signal to his old Pact contacts. Whether they would respond or not was a different question, but at least we’d done our part. 
The captain stopped in front of his chair but didn’t sit. “Coms, give me a shipwide channel.” 
Karas nodded. “Channel open, sir.”
“All hands, this is the captain,” Ellis said, putting just the right amount of cool confidence into his voice. “After everything we’ve been through these past few weeks, I’ve no doubt you were all hoping for a bit of a reprieve. But Command has recognized that we have a unique opportunity in front of us, and we can’t afford to squander it. We will be heading to Betros, where I will assume command of a five-ship task force. Our mission is to head into the Drift, see what the Dowd are up to at Bararra, and stop them if we can.”
He paused and drew in a heavy breath. “This won’t be easy. We don’t know what we’re going to face out there or how many ships the Dowd will have waiting for us. All we know for certain is that they’re out there, and that they’ll surely have some surprises in store. But I have full confidence in this ship and her crew to get the job done. This may very well prove to be the first engagement of a much larger war, and I’m not exaggerating when I say that our success or failure could very well determine its outcome.”
He swept his eyes around the bridge to all the young officers looking back at him, their faces a mix of anxiety and determination. “We started this fight a month ago on a training mission, and I’m pleased to say that you’ve all come a long way in a very short time. We survived an ambush in the Ketule Nebula and again at Nirivarr. But this time, we’ll be the ones taking the fight to the enemy. And it’s a fight I intend to win.”
He signaled to Karas to close the com, then slowly settled into his seat. “What’s the status of the ship, Major?” 
“All systems are green, sir,” I replied formally, repressing a smile. If I’d had to give a speech like that, I probably would have needed a week to write it. But knowing him, he’d probably come up with it on the spot. “The Stormrider is at your command.”
“Then take us out of here, Helm,” he said, steepling his fingers in his lap and staring straight ahead out the viewport. “One-quarter thrusters.”
“One-quarter thrusters, sir,” Reyes confirmed, hand gliding up his control panel. “Astral drive is powered and ready.”
“Shift us the moment we’re clear of the defense perimeter,” Ellis said. “It’s time to go to war.”
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Two hours after we’d shifted, I finally felt like I could afford to pause and catch my breath. We were officially on our way to Betros, and after handing the con to Olshenko, Ellis called me into his office for a meeting. 
“We’ll pop out near Thandinar for a quick sync-up with the Holosphere,” Ellis said as he sat down behind his desk with a steaming cup of coffee in hand. “Just in case there’s any news.”
“About Dowd attacks or about a mutiny in the Admiralty?” I replied dryly as I dropped into the opposite chair. “Because I’m still not sure I believe Lochlan’s sudden change of heart.”
“Because that’s not what it was. At least, not in the way you’re thinking.”
I frowned. “How do you figure that, sir?”
“Because she’s not a fool, Kal, and she’s not a traitor, either. If anything, she’s the opposite—a true believer.” He took a cautious sip, then leaned back in his seat. “Our little rivalry, if you want to call it that, has never had anything to do with my ideas about the need to reform the Dominion. Lochlan just likes her rules. And she especially likes it when people follow them.”
I thought back to the first time he’d brought me onto his previous command, the Alaru, where he’d had a tense verbal exchange with then-Vice Admiral Lochlan. I had been too overwhelmed to process everything at the time, but their back-and-forth had certainly sounded personal. 
“It’s always seemed like more than that to me, sir,” I said. “Especially where I’m involved.”
“She distrusted you the moment I gave you that commission,” Ellis said. “I set you on a collision course before you even met—you’re welcome.”
I snorted. “Thanks for that.”
The captain smiled thinly. “But in all seriousness, she’s not even wrong. It’s not as if we haven’t been up to something. And I’ve known all along that I couldn’t put off a confrontation with her forever. With any luck, we’ll return as heroes. Perhaps it will be too politically inconvenient to come after us after we’ve slain the dragon and saved the kingdom.”
“Perhaps,” I replied, not believing that for a second. “But I suppose there’s no point in worrying about it right now. I’m more concerned about Saleya and the organization.”
“She’ll manage,” Ellis said. “You and I both know that.”
“Sure, but that doesn’t mean it’s going to be easy. And I can’t believe that Ash’s brother is the one responsible for this…”
“Neither can I.” His dark eyes went distant as he took another sip. “After all these years… How is she holding up?”
“There hasn’t really been any time to figure that out,” I said. “So far, I’d say she’s working through it about as well as you’d expect. But with a lot of downtime ahead to think about it…well, that’s only going to make things worse.”
I sighed and rubbed my temples. “I’m still amazed Leenam is alive. We always assumed that the Mire just killed them. It was easier to cope with than thinking about how they were being experimented on or sold into slavery somewhere.”
“They obviously realized the value of his powers more than the Dominion did with Ash,” Ellis said bitterly. “And they’ve taught him how to use them. The DID has always had an internal debate about whether to cultivate more psychometric talent, given its unpredictability, but the Telaars have a unique gift. I wonder if her other brother has it.”
“If Markael is still alive, too.” I pursed my lips. “Saleya is convinced that Leenam didn’t learn anything from her, but with his powers, I don’t know how she could be sure. With the things she knows and the people she’s met, he could cause a lot of damage.”
“All the more reason to reshuffle the organization,” Ellis said. He stared into nothing for a long moment, the steam from his cup wafting past his nose. “I’ll speak with her later, but for now you should try and get everyone settled. We have a couple days to relax, think, and plan…we should try and use every minute.”
“Right,” I said. “The same goes for you, sir…though I’m not sure how you can craft a battle plan when we don’t even know what we’ll be up against.”
“We keep things simple. When we get near Bararra, we’ll need to have a look around. And the best option for that is a cloaked ship.”
“I see,” I murmured, almost wishing I hadn’t asked. “You get to be the one who pitches that to Ash.”
“I think not,” Ellis said with a smirk. “Delegation—it’s what good captains do.”
I snorted. On the one hand, Ash would undoubtedly be sick of being cooped up in the Stormrider by the time we got to Bararra. But on the other, the Wildcat was the third most important thing in the galaxy to her, behind only the two things named Kal. And since we didn’t even know what we’d be up against…
“The cloak probably won’t work nearly as well in the Drift,” I pointed out. “And we know for a fact they can spot us if we accelerate into hyperspace.”
“Only if they know exactly where to look,” Ellis said. “They were hunting for you before. This time, our arrival will be a complete surprise.”
“I suppose we’ll find out.” I glanced around the office and sighed. “Permission to leave the bridge, sir?”
He waved at the door. “Go ahead. You can take the night shift tonight.”
“By myself?”
“I’m going to make a bridge officer out of you yet, Zeris,” he said, taking another sip. “That includes learning how to sit quietly in a chair all night without going insane.”
I groaned. “Can I clean the armory instead?”
“With great quarters come great responsibility,” he said, waving his hand dramatically. “Go on. I want you back at twenty-one hundred ready to entertain Olshenko with some war stories.”
“Yes, sir,” I grumbled. 
I was standing in the lift a minute later with my hand hesitating over the control panel. I was tempted to head straight down to the Wildcat to check in on Ash, but after everything that had happened today, I decided it wouldn’t hurt to have a few minutes to myself. I hadn’t eaten anything in what felt like forever, and the Stormrider should have downloaded all the recent krekball matches from the Holosphere while we’d parked at the mothership. Just because faceless aliens were rampaging across the Cluster didn’t mean a man couldn’t check up on scores. 
I was a few meters from my door when my stride slowed, and my mind flashed back to when Velarys had mentally summoned me from this hallway. It had only been about four days, yet it already felt strange not having her around. I really hoped that the strange crystal thing she’d given me had sent the message like it was supposed to…
She promised me that the signal would reach her, I reminded myself. She’ll get it. And with any luck, maybe she’ll be able to convince her people to help. 
I chewed on the thought as I opened the door and headed inside—
To see the tall, slender silhouette of a Velothi woman in a black dress standing by the bulkhead viewport directly across from me. 
“I see that Jarod finally gave you some real quarters,” Saleya said, turning her head enough that I could see her smiling. “It must be a pleasant change after all those years being forced to live in a box.”
I paused and glanced around the battle-damaged room. “They don’t seem like my quarters all that often these days.”
“Yes, Ash said you were hosting the Yarasi warrior you rescued. A pity she’s not still here—she sounds like a girl I would absolutely love to meet.”
I stepped inside and let the door shut behind me. “What…how did you get in?”
“That jenny girl of yours gave me the code. Escorted me all the way here, in fact.” Saleya snickered. “Quite a charmer, that one. And utterly smitten with you and Nashira.”
Miranda gave her my door code? I thought. I guess I hadn’t needed to worry about her questioning our relationship with Saleya after all. Perhaps finding her strapped to an interrogation chair helped her understand. 
Or perhaps she just wanted some time alone with Ash. 
I glanced at the door. “Where is she now?”
“She was going to wait here with me for you to get off-duty, but I convinced her that you and I could use some time to ourselves.”
Saleya turned all the way around and glided toward me on her twelve-centimeter stiletto heels that only seemed to make noise when she wanted them to. She had changed into a different dress—still black—with scandalously long slits on either side. 
“You don’t mind, I hope?” she asked, pressing her left hand against my chest. 
It wasn’t a real question. Few things in the galaxy were as irresistible as Velothi females, and nothing in the galaxy was as irresistible as a Velothi Succubus. Especially one I had been desperate to embrace ever since I’d heard she was in trouble. 
“No,” I whispered, feathering my hand through her black hair and then across her left horn. “I don’t mind at all.”
I leaned down and kissed her. Her lips may not have radiated Ash’s heat or carried Velarys’s psionic charge, but they were so soft and moist and hungry that they always made me feel like I was the one being devoured. As my mouth opened to taste her, her tongue surprised me by thrusting deep into my mouth. And when her tail coiled around my leg and her cranial tendrils massaged my clean-shaven chin, I remembered exactly why she was so intoxicating. 
Not that I had ever truly forgotten. 
Her arms slid around my back to draw our bodies together, her soft breasts cushioning our contact. I continued to kiss her deeply, passionately. Her spicy scent filled my nostrils, bringing my blood to a simmer, but I held my lust in check. For now. 
“I didn’t have the chance to thank you for rescuing me,” she purred when our lips finally parted. 
“You don’t need to,” I assured her. “Ever.”
Saleya smiled. “My faithful guardian…I never doubted for a moment that you would come.”
“You didn’t even know where I was.”
“It didn’t matter,” she said, her tail squeezing my calf like a blood pressure cuff. “I knew you’d be there for me. You always have been.”
I smiled back. She was a professional liar—an illusionist who wove delicate deceptions around her customers, her contacts, and sometimes even her operatives. Knowing what I did about her, I could have reasonably discarded her words out of hand. 
But with me, she meant what she said. Within just a few years of meeting her in that nightclub on New Praxius, she had gone from a mysterious underworld figure to one of the most important people in my life. When she’d taken me into her bed for the first time, I had assumed it was a common occurrence, perhaps even a rite of passage among her chosen elite. 
I couldn’t have been more wrong. There was only me, the first person she had ever completely trusted after escaping the brutality of her previous master. Our relationship had blossomed into something different and more powerful than either of us had expected. 
“It’s only been a month, but it feels like it’s been an age,” she breathed. “So much has happened. So much has changed…”
Her normally smooth voice wavered, and I could feel a faint tremble shuddering through her entire body. Normally when I looked into her glowing pink eyes, I saw a woman who carried herself with a calm, unbreakable self-assurance that was almost supernatural. As if she already knew everything that was about to happen, and would always remain in control. 
But that mantle of invincibility seemed to be crumbling by the second. 
“It’s all right,” I soothed, reaching out to cradle her cheeks in my hands. “Like you told me, we’ll find a way to keep it all together.”
“I know, but…” Her eyes fluttered shut even as a trail of tears escaped the lids. “There’s so much at stake, Kal. So many people rely on me. If this doesn’t work, if we can’t rebuild…”
I pulled her forehead to mine. In all the years I’d known Saleya, I had never actually seen her cry. It was so unsettling my heart felt like it was about to burst. 
“I’ll do whatever it takes to help,” I said. “I’ve been debating if I wanted to take a leave of absence when this mission is over. I could—”
“No,” she insisted, pulling away a centimeter and looking me right in the eye. “Jarod will need you more than ever in the days ahead. And so will the Dominion, even if they don’t realize it.”
“Assuming we don’t get court-martialed,” I said. “If Lochlan found out about Secunda…this won’t just go away. Not this time. There are going to be a lot of questions, and we don’t have good answers.”
“I have faith in Jarod to figure it out,” Saleya said. 
“I have faith in you to figure it out,” I echoed. “So where does that leave us?”
She smiled, sadly but warmly, her glowing eyes glossy from the tears. “Right where we belong.”
She kissed me again, even more hungrily this time, and her hands wrapped around my neck while mine fell to her waist. I could taste her fear and uncertainty…but also her unconditional trust. I wasn’t merely the only man she chose to take into her bed—I was the only man who ever saw the true Saleya, weakness and all. 
Our mouths stayed locked together even when she began to steer me toward the bedroom, and it wasn’t long before we were standing beside the bed. By then, her nimble fingers had unbuttoned my uniform jacket, and my hands had slipped beneath the high slits of her skirt to palm her tight, firm ass. She wore no panties, and as my touch grew bold enough to dip between her warm cheeks, I discovered she wore nothing whatsoever. 
Her hands slid beneath my uniform, prompting a moan of delight as her nails raked across my ribcage, and our lips parted just long enough for me to pull off the jacket and toss it to the floor. 
Her dress was even easier; a single tug of the nearly invisible zipper in the back loosened it enough that I could push it from her shoulders. Her smooth, flawless red flesh was all that remained below. 
“No stage, no illusions,” she whispered, raking her nails across my chiseled chest again even while she stretched up on her tiptoes to bring her mouth to mine. “Just us.”
Gently, I laid her down upon the bed beneath me, her legs spreading wide to reveal her ruby labia, sensitive and glistening, the moment her back touched the coverlet. Her chest rose and fell more rapidly, and her smoldering gaze was lidded with desire that prompted me to renew our kiss as I went to my knees on top of her. My fingers slid up her smooth thighs to her taut stomach all the way up to her plump red breasts and burgundy nipples. I gave them both a delicate twist, knowing it would drive her crazy—and it did. She moaned into my mouth as her body convulsed beneath me, and I could already feel her hands working at my belt. 
I couldn’t remember the last time she had exposed me herself. She typically had one of her girls—or occasionally two of even three of them—do it for her to warm me up. But tonight, I was all hers.
As she pushed my pants and underwear down, her tail unwound from my leg to get out of the way…and then promptly found my cock instead. The smooth flesh was like a serpent constricting my shaft to squeeze the life from it.
“You’ve no idea what it’s like,” she rasped, pulling away from my lips and bringing her teeth to my ear. “A hunger I can never sate…”
“I can try,” I said. 
After kissing her neck, I leaned back enough to look down at her as I shifted my hips forward to bring the tip of my manhood up against her tense, warm nether entrance, feeling it flex in anticipation. Saleya looked up at me, her pink eyes beckoning me deeper. But before I could push inside, her tail pulled my throbbing stem upward to her crimson cunt instead.
I looked deep into her eyes, knowing I didn’t need to speak to ask such an important question. Velothi Imprinting wasn’t something to be taken lightly. It was even more sacred than pregnancy in some ways; a man could be separated from his child, but not from his bonded Velothi lover. Not without her withering away.
But there was a reason that Velothi, not humans or Kreen or even Neyris, were the most common species for Succubi. Imprinted Velothi lovers were like a priceless treasure. And having one offer herself to you willingly, eagerly, was something every man fantasized about. Yet when we had approached this particular jump corridor in the past, we had always agreed that it simply wasn’t an option. We both lived dangerous lives in our ways, and we spent most of our time apart. Imprinting myself upon her seemed both risky and foolish. I had my duties, and she had her organization. 
“But we can’t,” I said, moaning when her coiled tail began slowly stroking my shaft. “You know that.”
“Times change,” Saleya breathed. Her hands slid up my sides to cradle my jaw. “There’s no one else, Kal. And there never will be.”
Her legs lifted to squeeze my waist, pulling my swollen tip inside her. The warm, velvety embrace sent a shudder of delight racing through me, and it took all my willpower not to immediately claim her. 
“You need to be sure,” I told her, brushing my nose against hers. “Absolutely sure.”
“I’ve been sure for a long time,” she purred. “You’re the noblest man I’ve ever met. I’m willing to share you, but I’m not willing to go on without you. I want to be yours. I need to be yours.”
She clenched her thighs again, pulling me another half centimeter deeper. The further in I sank—the more of my shaft was caressed by the silky, fluttering muscles of her core—the harder it was to restrain myself. But my self-control was unyielding. 
This was the first cock she’d taken from someone who loved her. She deserved to savor the moment.
Her tail slowly unfurled from my shaft as she read my acceptance, and her eyes flashed with an almost demonic hunger befitting her Succubus namesake. 
“Take me,” Saleya demanded. “Claim me. Now!”
Rolling my hips, I pushed inside her, parting as much of her flesh as I could in a single, fierce stroke. Saleya’s expression contorted as sensations overwhelmed her, yet her eyes stayed locked on mine as she let out a broken wail of rapture. 
Of all the girls I’d been with—of all the alien girls I’d been with—the Velothi cunt was truly the final frontier. Her warm, silky embrace welcomed me as if it was where I had always belonged…and from the way it clenched so tightly around me, it never wanted to let me go. 
“Stars,” I breathed. “It’s…ngn!”
With a sudden, incredible ripple of her inner muscles, Saleya pulled me all the way inside. But the hunger in her gaze only seemed to grow more desperate when I bottomed out against her cervix, and her hips began to churn rhythmically, begging me to let loose and fuck her. 
I did. Overwhelmed by an animalistic lust and spurred by the perfection of the woman beneath me, I pulled back, then slammed into her again, knowing that every thrust crossed another Imprinting threshold from which there was no return. Moving inside her felt so good, so right, so perfect. But from the ravenous lust in her eyes, she needed it as much as I wanted it, and it only took a few more strokes before I began pounding into her with reckless abandon. 
“Yes, yes, yes!” Saleya cried. “More. Mmghh…fuck! Don’t stop. Don’t ever stop! Fill me…fuck me…use me! Just…guhh!” Her words dissolved into incoherent moans and sharp, vulnerable whimpers as she surrendered herself completely.
I slowed my pace, but only enough to stabilize my steep climb to climax. As wonderful as her body felt, and as much as my instincts roared at me to be as rough and selfish as I could, I wanted more from this. 
Shifting my weight onto my forearms flanking her head, I made my thrusts forceful but controlled. I let the steady rhythm of my hips slapping against hers stake my claim in a way that went beyond words. Every deep, full penetration, every slide of my throbbing shaft along her squeezing, quivering walls made it clear: she was mine.
Saleya gazed up at me with lustful adoration, our breaths mingling, our faces still centimeters apart. I wanted so very badly to keep kissing her, but I couldn’t while taking her this hard, this fast. Her arms around my back kept me close, her breasts pressed to my chest where I could feel her heartbeat pounding into me.
The wet sounds of our joining mixed with her gasps and my possessive grunts to form a symphony of sex. It rose around us as her contractions increased, her cries becoming shorter and more frequent when I found an angle that began catching her clit.
Heeding her body’s signs that she was close, I finally let myself run wild, spearing her with quick, punishing thrusts, wanting to push her over the summit even as my own beckoned. 
Her eyes rolled back into her head as her nails clawed into my back; she didn’t whimper or cry out so much as growl, a low, guttural sound of something primitive unleashed. Her tail rubbed at my back while her tendrils reached up to stroke my chin, and when she convulsed beneath me, the brittle dam containing me burst. 
And as wave after wave of my seed flooded into her Velothi womb for the first time, I knew that things would never be the same again.
[image: image-placeholder]“Awake yet?”
I groaned as my eyes fluttered open, feeling like I was trapped in a kind of purgatory between sleep and consciousness. I had no clue what time it was, but I was reasonably sure I hadn’t missed my shift. And if I had…
Well, it had been worth it. There was no doubt about it. 
“Almost,” I groaned as I tried to blink the haze from my vision. I was flat on my back in bed, and Saleya was lying on her side right next to me, the curves of her hips silhouetted in the eerie crimson light of astral space filtering in through the window. 
Despite all the years we had spent working together—and despite all the times I had visited her room in the Second Wind during my stops at the mothership—Saleya had apparently never shown me how ravenous her genetically engineered Succubus genes truly were. Our first bout had been just the beginning. She had drained me over and over until I was firing blanks, something even Ash and her Kreen sex drive hadn’t done in quite some time. 
“Can you recall the last time we woke up together?” Saleya asked as her fingernails trailed down my bare chest. Her tail was coiled around my upper thigh, though the tip was perilously close to my groin. 
“No,” I admitted. “You always run out.”
“That’s hardly fair. You’re the one who leaves the ship.”
I snorted as I tried to lean up, but her hand pushed down to keep me in place. 
“Tsk tsk,” she tutted. “Relax, darling.”
“What time is it?”
“You have another hour before your shift. There’s no need to rush off.”
I allowed myself to lie there and enjoy the softness of her touch. She traced little whorls across my chest with her nails, not quite enough to tickle but definitely enough to titillate. 
Lifting a hand, I cupped one of her shapely breasts to return the favor, tracing her nipple with my thumb and coaxing it to hardness. Her appreciative smile was all the reward I needed. 
After several minutes of play, I let my hand fall. “I suppose we have a lot to talk about,” I said. “Like where we go from here. The captain was pretty insistent that we drop you off before we head into the Drift.”
“He wants me off his ship that quickly? And here I thought I’d make a play to become the new bartender for the lounge.”
“Zorec likes his job too much to give it up,” I replied dryly. “Besides, I don’t think you’d like being cooped up here. And given all the attention we’ll be getting once this mission is over, it would look pretty suspicious.”
“Nonsense. Plenty of important fleet officers have Velothi consorts. There’s no reason I couldn’t be yours…”
For an instant, I thought she was serious. Deep down, there may have even been a part of her that wanted that life. The desire to serve and submit to a master was quite literally coded into her Succubus DNA. And I had to admit, the notion of regularly having the kind of sex we’d just had sent a tremor of lust through me. But then she chuckled softly and laid her face atop my chest. 
“Perhaps in a different life,” she said. 
“Perhaps,” I said, reaching out to run a hand along the side of her horns. “But I have a feeling that things are about to get more complicated, not less. Even if we succeed out there, the captain and I are going to have a lot of explaining to do.”
“You genuinely believe the Admiralty will care about your extracurriculars while the Dowd are running loose?”
“After they’ve torn apart the mothership looking for more secret passages, I think the DID will definitely been in the mood for a witch hunt. Secunda’s not enough by itself, but we’ve always known that a full-bore investigation could leave us pretty exposed. I’m just hopeful that if we succeed, Lochlan might cut us a little slack.”
“She does not strike me as the type to cut anyone slack.”
“No, she doesn’t,” I agreed soberly. “But then again, she didn’t strike me as the type to approve this kind of mission, either, so perhaps we’re not giving her enough credit.”
Saleya made another whorl with her fingernails, this time atop my bicep. “Jarod has always managed before. I’m sure he’ll do so again.”
Unless the Directorate really decides to delve deep, I thought. Ellis had managed to conceal his private thoughts—and his darkest secrets—for many years now, but there was a difference between evading passive telepathy and resisting a determined DID investigator. 
“Either way, we need to drop you off somewhere along the way,” I said. “He wanted to pop out in the Thandinar system to sync with the Holosphere, but I don’t think we’ll get anywhere near the colonies. I know Betros isn’t exactly a resort planet, but it should be easy enough to drop you there.”
“Betros will do fine. The organization has a few people in the mining consortiums there; one of them should be able to arrange transport for me.”
“To where?”
“To be honest, I’m not sure yet,” she said. “Somewhere I can lay low while we reorganize.”
I nodded absently and tried not to think how strange it was going to be without the Second Wind on the mothership. All those memories, all that history…
Saleya leaned back up, naked and breathtakingly beautiful. “We’ll start again, Kal,” she said in that dulcet, soothing voice of hers. Her earlier crisis of confidence seemed forgotten. “It will be even better than before. And this time, you can bring your other girls in for a proper introduction. Especially the Yarasi one, if you can. I would love to meet her.”
I smiled even as a knot twisted in my stomach at the thought of Velarys. The truth was, I still didn’t know if I’d ever see her again, let alone get the chance to take her to a club somewhere in Dominion space…
“In the meantime, I need to clean up and get ready,”I said, trying once again to lean up. 
She didn’t stop me. On the contrary, she rose right alongside me, then followed as I moved toward the washroom. 
“You want to go first?” I asked. 
“There’s no need,” Saleya said, eyebrow arched as if it was preposterous question. “There must be plenty of room for both of us. And if not…”
I grinned. “We’ll just have to make do, won’t we?”
“Yes. Yes, we will.”
[image: image-placeholder]It was surprisingly difficult to get clean when a Succubus wanted so badly to get you dirty, but Saleya and I eventually managed to wash off the filth, both old and new. I left her behind in my quarters once I’d dressed, confident that she’d find a way to occupy herself all day. She might not have been able to send any transmissions in astral space, but I had no doubt that she’d meet with the captain and Vrisk to do some preliminary planning for the future. I also assured her that she was always welcome on the Wildcat. 
That was where I headed first. There was just enough time before my shift that I figured I should stop by to check on Ash. 
To my surprise, the ship was locked up when I got there. I frowned, wondering if someone might have bugged her during the afternoon, and I was about to call her on my holopad when the landing ramp started to descend on its own. I headed inside, but before I even reached the lounge, I nearly bowled over Miranda. 
“Major!” she gasped, hopping a solid two centimeters off the deck when she saw me. She was in uniform, though her collar was still unfastened, which was something I don’t believe I had ever seen before. In fact, her long black hair might even have been slightly mussed. 
“Ensign,” I said, not bothering to hide my smirk. “Aren’t you supposed to be on duty?”
“In-in ten minutes,” she said, straightening her jacket. “I, um, I appear to have lost track of time.”
“It’s been known to happen on this ship,” I replied dryly. I let her fiddle with her collar for another moment before I reached out to cup her cheek and pull her in for a kiss. The moment our mouths touched, she rose up on her tiptoes…and a wave of satisfaction washed over me when I felt the residual heat on her lips and tongue. 
Oh, she had definitely been busy right up until the moment I’d arrived. 
“You’d better get moving, Ensign,” I said. “I’ll see you on the bridge.”
“Yes, sir,” she said, her blue eyes twinkling and her cheeks flushing as she scurried away. 
I continued inside, and I wasn’t the least bit surprised when Ash wasn’t in the lounge. I could hear her in her room the moment I opened the hatch to the wrap-around corridor, and I knocked gently on the wall before I keyed for the door. 
“Oh, hey, baby,” Ash said as she pulled on a t-shirt. “You just missed Miranda.”
“I caught her right before she left, actually,” I said, crossing my arms and holding back a smirk. “Though I was surprised to find her here so close to her shift.”
Ash shrugged innocently. “She stopped by last night. Said you were busy gettin’ Saleya settled, so we decided to have a little girl’s night and watch a vid.”
“Uh-huh. What vid?”
“You know, I can’t seem to remember,” she said as she turned to face me, the corners of her lips curling up in a devilish grin. “It was good, though. Real good.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” I said, reaching out to slide my fingers along either side of her bare midriff. “I was surprised when Saleya told me that Miranda gave her the passcode to my room. Didn’t realize she was trying to get me out of the way so she could have you all to herself.”
“Now you understand what I’ve been sayin’ for years,” Ash said. “Never trust a jenny.”
Snickering, I leaned forward to give her a kiss. There was no residual heat from Miranda’s human lips, but it turned out that she had left behind something even more obvious: the heady taste of her quim.
Ash had her own treasure to find. She seized up the moment we kissed as she got her first taste of my newest adventures with Saleya, and I knew if I let her explore them much longer, she’d insist on dropping to her knees to try and “download” the rest of the night straight from the source. 
Which sounded amazing and wasn’t normally something I’d be worried about in the slightest. But I really did have to get to the bridge, and frankly, I could use a long shift to recharge after today. 
“Ngn…” she gasped when I pulled away. “Hey, bring that back!”
“Just a quick preview,” I told her. “You’ll have to wait for later to get the rest.”
“Are you serious? You can’t do that to me!”
“Patience is a virtue.”
“Oh, hell no!” Ash protested. “You can’t come up here with Succubus all over you and tell me to wait!”
“I just did,” I said, flashing her a wicked smirk. “We still have a long way to go before we reach Betros. We’re going to have to stretch out the entertainment.”
Her pupils narrowed to thin vertical slits. “You bastard. Did you come down here just to tease me?”
“Absolutely,” I said. “I’ll be back later. I guess you’ll have to find a way to entertain yourself until then.”
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Into the Abyss


Stretching out our entertainment didn’t prove to be much of a challenge at all. I “uploaded” my adventures with Saleya to Ash that night, then returned to my quarters to make some new ones for the next day. It was a hell of a cycle, and it would have been even more entertaining if I could have managed to get all three girls together at once.  
But Saleya kept herself surprisingly busy, and Miranda did as well. The former spent a fair amount of time discussing strategy with the captain, while the latter spent a great deal of time in the infirmary working on the fertility agent for Ash. To my amazement, she managed to get the first treatment ready a day before we arrived, and even though Miranda insisted that it was likely to take quite a bit of time before it worked, Ash still insisted on having me make a nightly deposit inside her just in case we got lucky. 
A little over a day later, we dropped out of astral space long enough to sync with the Holosphere relay near Thandinar, but other than a few more unconfirmed reports of Dowd attacks in Pact space, the news wasn’t particularly shocking. The Admiralty hadn’t put a bounty on our heads or even rescinded Lochlan’s orders, which seemed to indicate that her prediction had been right. They were willing to sit back and see what would happen as long as she was willing to put her neck on the line. It was a truly inspiring example of leadership. 
Two days after that, we were finally approaching the last Dominion outpost before the Traverse.
“Entering the Betros System, Captain,” Reyes announced. 
“Good,” Ellis said. “Get us within range of the outpost and then take us out of astral space, Ensign.”
“Yes, sir.”
There was the faintest rumble in the ship’s drive, more felt than heard, and the crimson smear outside the viewport once again became the starry abyss of normal space. A white dwarf lay directly ahead, still so distant it was little more than a glittering pinprick of light without magnification. 
“Systems check?” Ellis asked. 
“All systems green, sir,” Miranda reported from her station at ops. “Full power available to sublight drive.”
“Then take us in. Go ahead and sync us with the relay once we’re in range.”
There were several acknowledgements, and Reyes cranked up the drive as the Stormrider banked slightly to starboard. Seated in my chair beside the captain’s, I watched approvingly as the crew went about their tasks with calm confidence. The viewport flickered as the magnification kicked in, and it wasn’t long before we were staring at the glowing blue halo of Betros III, a planet I’d once heard called “the barely habitable version of New Praxius.” 
If not for the mining consortiums who did business here—and the vast array of surveillance satellites and listening outposts pointed toward the Traverse—the system wouldn’t have been of much value. But the garrison here had steadily grown as pirate activity coming out of the Traverse had increased, until now the personnel on the planetary military base outnumbered the colonists trying to eke out a living in the unterraformed tundra. 
As the range dropped, it only took a few minutes before the tac-holo beeped as the sensors began to register other vessels. The vast majority of the blips were freighters hauling cargo between the various depots in the system, though there were also a handful of starfighter drones running simple escort duty with the more valuable craft. There was only a single genuine Dominion warship in-system at the moment, but it was one that Ellis and I both knew well. 
“Been a long time,” I murmured, unable to suppress a smile when I saw the Alaru. “Let’s hope the old girl still has some fight left in her.”
“I wouldn’t worry about that,” Ellis said, the faintest hint of fatherly pride in his voice. “Coms, open a channel.”
“They’re already hailing us, sir,” Karas reported. “Shall I put them through?”
Ellis brought himself to his feet at the sight of the sleek, six-hundred-meter vessel in orbit of the planet. The engines were mounted higher on the cruiser rather than jutting out like the Stormrider, like a pair of shark fins that could peek above the waterline. But the sloping seashell bow was practically the same as ours, just three times larger and packing five times more power. 
“By all means, Lieutenant,” Ellis said. 
The viewscreen flickered, and the half-body image of a tall human woman with russet skin and short hair took the place of the ship outside. 
“Glad to see you’re still punctual, sir,” Captain Volja said, offering Ellis the faintest of smirks. “I worry sometimes about that little ship of yours getting lost in the astral winds.”
“She manages just fine,” Ellis replied mildly. “And we’re all going to need her sails to guide us through the Drift.” 
The woman’s brown eyes twinkled in amusement for a moment. Volja probably knew him better than anyone in the fleet aside from me, considering that she’d served as his first officer for seven years. 
“I see he dragged you along for the fun, Lieutenant,” she said, eyeing me wryly. 
“It’s Major now, actually,” I said, standing and moving up next to Ellis. “And you know me. I can never stay out of trouble for long.”
“So it would seem.” There was the faintest trace of the old disapproval in her voice—she had never liked the idea of Ellis taking a natty from the Borderlands under his wing—but she had been professional enough about it to respect the captain’s decisions. Hopefully, today wouldn’t be any different. 
“What’s the status of the rest of the task force?” Ellis asked. 
“The Firehawk arrived a few hours ago,” Volja said, her tone turning professional. “We’re still waiting on the destroyers. Our last projection put them about six hours out.”
“But they’ve already made the necessary shield modifications?”
“They’re doing so en route. It’s the only way they could even hope to make your timetable.”
“I’d be happy to give them more time if I could, believe me,” Ellis said. “But the sooner we get out there and see what’s going on, the sooner we can plan a proper response.”
“Assuming there is a proper response,” Volja said grimly. “Unless the admiral left something out of her report, we have no idea what we’re about to fly into. If even a fraction of that armada you faced at Nirivarr is waiting for us…”
“We’ll manage, no matter what happens. We always do.”
“True enough. I don’t suppose you slipped a message to the Pact to see if they have any interest in joining the party.”
“We sent the message, but I don’t expect a response,” Ellis said. “Aside from all the political reasons they might refuse, they’ll have a much harder time navigating the Drift without astral drives. I’m not even sure how many of their ships are set up for it aside from freighters and some basic escort craft.”
“What about the Yarasi? It’s a longer trek, but they certainly have the tech to handle it.”
“We sent that message, too. Nothing yet.”
Volja grunted. “Figures. They throw a fit about us being responsible, but when the time comes to do something about it, they’re about as reliable as a spiced-out Rakashi.”
“I wouldn’t give up hope on them just yet,” I said. “We have a connection now. It could still pay off.”
Ellis tossed me a sideways look. “We’ll find out shortly. What about your Valkyrie pilots?”
“Currently drinking on the station, but they’re scheduled to return in a couple hours.”
Ellis raised an eyebrow. “Getting lax with the reins these days, are we?”
“They’ve been running patrols into the Traverse for the past several weeks,” Volja said. “I figured they could use a break before asking them to try and fly starfighters in the Drift.”
“Good idea.”
She smiled again. “We’re all glad you’re here, Captain. I can’t think of anyone better to take us into uncharted waters.”
“And I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have at my back,” Ellis replied. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to come aboard the old girl for a bit. There are some scenarios I want to hammer out before we leave.”
“Of course,” Volja said. “But I thought you’d want to wait for the destroyers.”
“Not this time. I want to shift once they arrive. We’re on a tight timetable here. Every minute could count.”
“I understand. I’ll have a side party ready for you in the hangar in ten minutes. I assume you remember the way to the bridge?”
Ellis grinned. “I’ll see you there. Stormrider out.”
The com closed, and Volja’s image was replaced by the slowly growing mass of the Alaru.
“Worried she changed the carpet while you were gone, sir?” I asked.
He grunted. “I just want to inspect the modifications myself. And to make certain her engineers understand how to handle the gravimetric currents without accidentally blowing out the inertial stabilizers. Without any other large ships, the Alaru will have to be the anchor for the whole formation.”
He took a deep breath, then gave me a meaningful glance and continued. “I want you to pay a personal visit to the system quartermaster’s office on the main orbital to make sure the supplies we requisitioned are ready. I don’t care how much she protests, we need that delivery on time.”
“Understood,” I said, reading between the lines. I was going to visit the quartermaster, but the solo trip was also a convenient excuse for me to shuttle Saleya over to the station and drop her off.
“Go on,” Ellis said. “We have less than six hours until those destroyers show up, and I intend to be ready.”
[image: image-placeholder]An hour later, Saleya and I were standing in the orbital station on the promenade balcony overlooking the food court below. It was cozy enough place, with seats for perhaps two-dozen people I doubted were ever filled. The whole station had a backwater industrial vibe, which I had to assume was intentional, based on the particular shade of brown the architects had chosen. 
Supposedly, there were only about a hundred people here at any time; the massive cargo bays were managed by a semi-sentient AI that massively cut back on labor costs. There were thousands of other little depots just like this across the Dominion, and they weren’t what I would call tourist attractions. The day-to-day operations of vast interstellar empires weren’t any sexier than those of a random corporation on Keledon, but that didn’t mean they weren’t important. 
“What is it with you and military bases, anyway?” I asked with a smirk. “New Praxius, the mothership, Betros…”
“There’s no better place to open a gentleman’s club,” Saleya replied with a thin smile. Seeing her in unflattering civilian attire with a hooded jacket was still throwing me off. “Though I don’t think this qualifies as a military base. I’ve only seen a handful of soldiers.”
“Not a lot of travelers, either,” I said, peering down over the edge to look at a group of three Yol’teesh traders having a bowl of soup. They and the pair of Kreen on the opposite side of the food court were the only ones here. 
“I won’t have to stay long, and it’s better to keep a low profile.”
“I wish I knew where you were headed.”
“So do I. But as I said, I need to speak with a few people and make some arrangements.” She hesitated for a second. “Though there is a non-trivial chance I’ll end up on Rividian.”
“Rividian? Heading to one of the largest Dominion military outposts in the Cluster isn’t what I would call keeping a low profile.”
“Well, you know how much I enjoy hiding in plain sight.”
My eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Please don’t tell me you’re going to reach out to Gor.”
Saleya gave me an innocent look. “Why would you think that?”
I sighed. “Dammit. Seriously?”
“Still threatened by his charm? Or perhaps it’s his impressive musculature?”
“‘Threatened’ is not the word I’d choose,” I replied grumpily. “The man is a liar and a thief.”
“So am I. That’s never stopped you from liking me.”
I groaned. “That’s different.”
“Because I have a cute tail?”
“Because you actually believe in something,” I told her. “The two of you are nothing alike.”
“We’re both non-humans who use people’s preconceptions of our species to our advantage,” Saleya said. “And we both have a remarkable sense of fashion.”
I rolled my eyes, which only prompted her to laugh.
“One of these days, the two of you will work it out,” she said. “Perhaps sooner rather than later if the chits hit the table just right.”
“So you are going to speak with him.”
“He’s an information broker, darling, and the organization is always in need of secrets.” Her eyes glimmered impishly for a moment. “He’s also in a bit of trouble after recent events, or so I hear, and we might be able to offer him a lifeline in exchange for certain services he may be able to provide.”
My scowl lightened. “You didn’t tell me you’d have him by the balls.”
“I’m a crime lord and a Succubus—I have everyone by the balls.” She wrapped her arms around the back of my neck and pulled me in close. “Yours just happen to be the only ones I want.”
She gave me a long, deep kiss—the kind that made me want to pick her up and carry her back to the ship. 
“I wish you could come along,” I whispered. 
“You want me to fly into combat?”
“No, I want you close so I can protect you.”
Saleya tittered and caressed my cheek. “You know, there are some women who would find that incredibly patronizing.”
“What about you?”
“I think that I’ve spent most of my life in grave danger. And it wasn’t until I met you that I realized how nice it is to feel…safe.”
I took her wrists and gave them a squeeze. “Make sure I know where to find you when I get back.”
“You won’t have any trouble with that,” Saleya assured me. Her glowing eyes twinkled. “But you need to get going.”
“Right,” I said. “Please, be careful—even more than normal.”
“I will,” she promised. “Good luck out there. I know that you and Jarod will get the job done.” 
[image: image-placeholder]As hard as it was to leave Saleya behind, the galaxy at least had the decency to make the rest of my supply run painless. I hit up the quartermaster with the captain’s requisition list right away, and even though Betros was well off the beaten path in terms of Dominion outposts, its commander still ran an efficient operation. They had everything Ellis had requested packed up and ready to go, including the two-dozen heavy pulothium torpedoes. Our engineers hadn’t finished making the necessary modifications to the tubes in order to fire the higher-yield models safely, but Ellis was confident they could figure it out, especially with Vrisk’s help. 
Most of the other crates were stuffed with various spare parts, under the assumption that we were likely to take some serious damage battling whatever was out there. A few minor wounds were left over from the battles at Takanis and Nirivarr. All primary and secondary systems were working fine, but there were some lingering problems with non-essential systems where the teams hadn’t been able to get their hands on the necessary parts. 
As for the two destroyers, the Daradov and the Sirocco showed up on schedule a few hours after I was back aboard. Even better, their commanders both promised that the shield modifications for the Drift were completed and working properly. Commander Masuda and her Firehawk had already joined the Alaru and the Stormrider in formation, and Captain Ellis made me watch the quick briefing he gave all the commanding officers from the projector in the conference room. 
Under normal circumstances, there would have been several face-to-face meetings and probably a joint briefing on the Alaru before setting out, but given the timetable we were working with, Ellis pushed for efficiency and delayed an all-captains meeting until we were in astral space and on our way. He let everyone know what he expected from them and from our enemies, and no one gave him any pushback. The captain’s reputation went a long way, it seemed, and the fact that the task force was anchored by his previous XO, Captain Volja, probably helped calm some nerves as well. There was no doubt in my mind that she had vouched for him behind the scenes. 
We transitioned into astral space the moment Ellis had the rest of the ships in proper formation and synced for astral travel. Miranda calculated the trip at about sixty-eight hours, a bit shorter than distance would suggest since we had no plans to drop out and resync with the Holosphere relays…mostly because there weren’t any such relays in the Drift. There was nothing to see but the strange gravimetric phenomenon that made hyperspace travel difficult, long-range communications messy, and real-space piloting a straight-up pain in the ass. 
Without Saleya to worry about—or entertain—I spent most of my off-duty hours in the Wildcat with Ash and Miranda. We behaved pretty well, except for the first night where I shared the most recent Saleya experience with Ash. It ended up setting off a telepathic cascade where Miranda ended up overwhelmed, too. I limited myself to a single deposit inside each of them every night after that. 
Miranda and I were on the bridge several hours before our planned arrival, and Ellis gave us all some menial tasks to help occupy our minds for the final countdown. Diagnostics, department check-ins, even some simulation analysis—whatever it took to help each bridge member focus. And when the tension really started getting thick, he did that thing where he started casually telling a story from a past engagement—the kind that might have seemed like boasting from a different CO but felt oddly comforting when it came from him.
This particular one featured a standoff with a Pact cruiser about fifteen years ago, not long after he’d been given his first official command. It had long been one of my favorites, due to the repeated dramatic exchanges with an old Krosian commander who couldn’t quite speak the official Dominion dialect but was desperate to try. The captain’s unique impression always brought a smile to my face. 
He finished the tale with a few minutes to spare, which as usual was the perfect delay for everyone to get back to their duties without being long enough for them to start worrying. I needed to remember this technique the next time he sent me out with a platoon on some stars-forsaken planet. 
“Approaching the edge of the Bararra System, sir,” Reyes announced when the timer finally ran down. “All task force ships in position; they’re ready to shift to normal space on your command.”
“Very well,” Ellis said, his posture back to all-business after his little anecdote. “All ships: transition to normal space at time zero-five. Ops, make certain the shields and structural integrity field are ready.”
“Yes, sir,” Miranda acknowledged. “Standing by.”
There was the faintest rumble from the drive, and once more the crimson smear of astral space faded from the viewport. But today, it wasn’t replaced by a star-pocked void. If anything, it looked as if we had just emerged inside a thick gray storm cloud. Every once in a while, I could see a glittering light through the haze, like a distant crackle of lightning flashing through the sky. Mostly, though, it was little more than an endless gray mass. 
The grayness wasn’t gas or any form of physical matter that science could pinpoint. It was an effect on the fabric of space itself, created by the leading edge of the very thing that had given the Tartarus Cluster its name.
The Tartaran Veil. 
“Shields up; structural integrity field holding,” Miranda said. “The Drift shear in this area is only point three.”
“Not too bad,” Ellis said even as the ship rocked ever so slightly as if to protest his remark. Outside, the gravimetric currents were already battering the hull, but the Stormrider’s stabilizers minimized the impact to almost nothing. The Alaru probably wouldn’t be feeling anything either, thanks to its size, but the Daradov, Sirocco, and Firehawk were practically ancient seafaring vessels being crushed by whitecaps in a storm. Their crews might end up a little nauseous after a while, depending how well their modifications held out.
“Task force status?” I asked. 
“All ships have checked in,” Karas said from behind us to our right. “No problems; no contacts.”
“That’s what I like to hear,” Ellis said. “Helm, all ahead one-quarter sublight. Ensign Karas, order the rest of the task force to follow, then get those sensors up to full power.”
There were multiple acknowledgements, and I leaned back in my chair and called up the holographic display board over my left armrest. “No residual hyperspace bubbles or wake trail indicators anywhere,” I said. “Not that it means much out here. Charts say we’re looking at a red dwarf star with one planet right on the outer edge of the habitable zone. It’s a ball of icy rock. But I’m not sure how close you want to get to it. One would assume the Dowd have established some kind of defense perimeter in the area.”
“With the limited sensor range and gravimetric currents, I doubt they’d bother spending resources maintaining a wide net,” Ellis said, folding his hands calmly in his lap. “But I’d still rather keep our distance just to be on the safe side. We’ll move in about halfway to Bararra Prime, then let you take the Wildcat out for a stroll.”
“Understood,” I said, nodding. “Ensign Pierce and I can start prepping now, if you’d like.”
“Go ahead,” Ellis said. “Just make sure to…is something wrong, Ensign?”
I followed his gaze to Miranda, who was staring intently at her instruments. “I’m…I’m not sure, sir. Nohani, are you seeing this?”
“I am now,” the science officer said. “Looks like some kind of mass shadow.”
“Mass shadow?” I repeated. “You mean from an object.”
“Yes.” Miranda’s eyes narrowed. “Sir, I think there’s another ship out there.”
“On viewer,” Ellis said, voice suddenly stern. 
The screen flickered, replacing the formless gray mass directly ahead with a different section of formless gray mass somewhere in the distance. If I hadn’t been watching carefully, I may not have even noticed the switch.
“There’s nothing to see,” Nohani said. “I’m not convinced it’s even real. We encountered a ton of sensor ghosts on the training cruise, too.”
“But none of them were moving toward us,” Miranda countered. 
I frowned as I looked away from the gray nothingness on the viewer down to the tac-holo. Every few seconds, a tiny blip would appear and then vanish. But she was right about its course: it was definitely heading toward us. 
“Recommend we reinforce shields, sir,” Olshenko said from behind us. 
“Do it,” Ellis said. “And signal the rest of the fleet to reinforce theirs and hold position.”
My frown slowly turned into a scowl as I studied the strange readings. “Pretty bold for a single ship to approach a whole task force. Though if that transmission is to be believed, they seemed convinced that this project of theirs could take out any ship in the Cluster.”
“Whatever it is, it’s only about eighty or ninety percent the size of the Alaru,” Miranda said. “It’s impossible to get a precise reading.”
“Here’s a fun idea,” I said, turning to Ellis. “What if the weapon the Dowd were bringing online is a cloaking device?
A dead silence followed the question. Of all the surprises we thought we might find here—a shipyard, another fleet, some kind of superweapon—the idea of a cloaking device hadn’t even been on the table. But it was just as haunting in its own way.
“If they’ve discovered astral drives, maybe they’ve also reverse-engineered Yarasi cloaking tech,” Olshenko rasped. “If that’s true…”
“If that’s true, we’re all in a lot of trouble,” Ellis said flatly. “But let’s not jump to conclusions. We’re not even sure it’s a ship.” 
“The blip has moved within weapons range,” Miranda said. “Should I divert more power to forward shields?”
“Not yet,” Ellis said. “Tie in sensor data with the Alaru. Their Synesthetes should be able to—”
“Power surge!” Olshenko blurted out. “Ship decloaking!”
I braced my hand on the armrest, fully prepared to watch some kind of Dowd warship appear and open fire. But then the vague, formless shimmer transformed into a large purple vessel with a sleek, blade-like bow and a rear quarter that resembled the cross guard of an ancient sword. 
Olshenko stirred. “Sir, it’s—”
“A Yarasi battlecruiser,” I said, smiling. Thank you, Velarys.
“The vessel is hailing us, sir,” Karas announced, not bothering to hide the relief in his voice.
Ellis glanced at me, returning my grin, then stood and nodded. “Put them on screen, Lieutenant.”
The viewer flickered, and the image of the battlecruiser was replaced by that of two Yarasi warriors in full battle armor. I had never seen the woman on the right before, but the one on the left…
“Captain Ellis, this is Prelach Kithra of the Imperial battlecruiser Rusari,” the woman on the right said. “We would like to formally request permission to join your task force in its search for the Dowd.”
“We would be honored to have you join us, Prelach,” Ellis said with a nod. “I am pleased you were willing to come, despite the unusual circumstances.”
“It was not an easy decision,” Kithra said, turning to her right. “But Kethron Velarys argued persuasively on your behalf, and I volunteered my ship for the mission.”
“The Empire must know what the enemy is doing out here,” Velarys said firmly. “And the spirits of our fallen sisters must be avenged.”
“I understand,” Ellis said, signaling for Miranda to stand down from heightened alert. “I apologize for the defensive posture, but we weren’t sure what was out there.”
“I find no fault in your caution, Captain,” Kithra said. “Our cloaking devices appear to be less reliable in the Stygian Drift whenever we are moving. As a result, our ability to surprise the enemy will be limited.”
The captain nodded. “We’ll manage. We were about to deploy our recon team and begin a sweep of the area. If you would like, you are welcome to come aboard for a face-to-face meeting to discuss strategy and capabilities while we await their report.”
Kithra and Velarys shared a glance so brief I doubt it lasted even a second. “I agree to your terms, Captain,” the former said. “However, Kethron Velarys has requested permission to join your reconnaissance team. She has informed me that you are already in possession of a Vanu’ryth interceptor vessel. I would like her to act as my liaison…and as an Imperial steward of the technology you have borrowed.”
It took every kilo of self-control I could muster not to grin like an idiot. After everything that had happened, I had genuinely started to wonder if I would ever see Velarys again. I obviously should have known better than to question the promise of a Yarasi warrior. 
“We would be grateful to have her,” Ellis said. “I will contact Captain Volja and arrange for us all to meet aboard the Alaru. In the meantime, the Stormrider will be ready to receive Kethron Velarys, and our recon team will launch when she arrives. Whatever the Dowd have out there waiting for us, we need to be prepared for it.”
“Yes,” Kithra said. “We do indeed.”
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The Weapon


“I can’t believe it,” Ash said from the  Wildcat’s landing ramp as the small Yarasi shuttle, a wingless, streamlined craft shaped like the body of a sparrow, flew into the Stormrider’s hangar bay. It extended a trio of delicate landing struts and touched down gracefully. “They actually showed up.”
“Perhaps the recent attacks on Yarasi colonies inspired them to take action,” Miranda suggested. 
“Perhaps,” I said. “But I have a feeling that Velarys wouldn’t take no for an answer.”
I grinned as the shuttle door hissed and began to open, a short ramp extending to the deck. Captain Ellis and a few other officers had already taken the drop shuttle over to the Alaru to meet with the Yarasi commander and the other task force captains.
I had donned my NF-X suit, helmet clipped to my belt, and loaded the Wildcat’s hold with all the weapons, grenades, and detonator charges we’d taken from Betros. This may have been a recon mission, but I didn’t want to rule out the possibility that we would find a ground installation or other base I might need to infiltrate. And blow to high heaven. The Alaru had a full company of troopers aboard if we really needed them, but the whole point of the Vanguard division in SpecOps was to lead the charge and take the big risks whenever we could. 
Miranda had slid into her blue-black skin-suit and packed her modular medkit and omnitool, while Ash was back in her dark green tactical gear. Between the three of us, I was confident we could deal with anything we encountered out there. 
And then Velarys appeared at the top of the ramp. I resisted the urge to run out and pick her up when she stepped off the shuttle, if for no other reason than to try and maintain a shred of my dignity. She was fully armed and equipped, without any battle damage marring her sleek purple armor, and she was even wearing one of those black, tiara-like headpieces I had seen from time-to-time on the Holosphere. The glowing gem at the center was supposed to be some kind of psionic focusing device. 
“Major,” she said, stepping up to stand before me while the shuttle lifted up and away. “I am pleased to see you again.”
“Welcome aboard,” I replied as formally as I could. “And thank the Seraph you’re here.”
“Your messiah has little to do with my presence,” she said matter-of-factly, though her purple lips gradually rose in a smile. “But I appreciate the sentiment nonetheless.”
“Whoever is responsible, I’m just glad to have you back,” Ash said, stepping forward to give the other woman a quick hug. Velarys seemed taken aback by the gesture, but after the slightest hesitation, she returned the embrace. 
“I am pleased to see you as well, Huntress,” Velarys said. “And the rest of your team.”
“Havin’ one of your ships around should make a big difference.”
“Speaking of,” I said, “convincing your superiors had to be a fun conversation. You didn’t seem all that confident back on Kenabrius.”
“I knew that certain Prelachs would be more open to my arguments,” she said. “Kithra is less burdened by certain traditions than others. When I realized that her ship was near Oscura, I reached out as quickly as possible.”
“And the Executrix approved this plan?” I asked.
“The Empire is far too vast for the Executrix to personally approve every military operation. Prelachs are not chosen carelessly; they are given great authority and independence when and where they decide it is necessary.”
“In other words, your leader has no idea you’re here,” Ash replied, flashing the other woman a wry smirk. “Clever girl.”
“The situation is complicated,” Velarys said. “But I’m afraid we don’t have time for lengthy explanations.” 
“You’re right about that,” Miranda said, taking a step forward. A movement, I noticed, that positioned her right between the other two women. “Without precise coordinates, it may take a great deal of time to locate the enemy installation.”
Velarys turned and nodded. If she was annoyed about Miranda’s maneuver—or about being cut off—she didn’t show it. “Agreed. We should begin our search as quickly as possible.”
“Do you have a real helmet hidden in that suit somewhere?” I asked, frowning as I examined the skin-tight fit of her armor. She also carried a good-sized satchel at her side. “Or maybe in your pack? Because there may not be atmosphere where we need to go.”
“The tanu’solah can generate a protective field to repel the void,” she said, touching her headpiece. “And renew my air supply.”
“That’s handy,” Ash said. “Doesn’t even muss up your hair!”
Velarys arched a white eyebrow at her. “I doubt that was a consideration by the artificers who designed them.”
“Just sayin’, wish I had one of those…”
I chuckled and gestured up the Wildcat’s ramp. “Let’s go. We can let the brass chatter away while we do all the hard work.”
“The ’Cat’s prepped and ready,” Ash said. From the way her eyes flicked between the other women—and from the nascent smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth—she had obviously noticed Miranda’s movement as well. “Let’s get movin’.”
[image: image-placeholder]Ash and Miranda headed straight for the cockpit, and I told them to get us moving while I helped Velarys store her gear in the hold. It was pretty flimsy, as far as pretexts went, but I wasn’t sure if the others noticed. And the instant we were alone in the curving passage behind the lounge, I grabbed Velarys by the waist, pushed her against the bulkhead, and dove in for a kiss. 
That strange but titillating psychic energy crackled on her lips and her tongue, buzzing along my jaw as I tasted her. Even when the ship rumbled from Ash firing up the thrusters, I was tempted to hold our embrace as long as possible to make up for lost time. Velarys certainly didn’t seem to be in any rush; she melted into me as effortlessly as when we’d been back on the bridge at Kenabrius, moaning softly as her gloved hand hooked my neck. 
But then I felt the ship start to move, and I forced myself to focus and pull back.
“It’s good to see you,” I told her, brushing at a lock of her white hair. 
“And good to see you, Kaldor Zeris,” she replied. “But this is not the appropriate time for mating.”
I snorted into a chuckle. “Too bad, huh?”
“Once we have achieved victory, there will be ample time for celebration.” Velarys smiled and touched my cheek. “I intend to make wise use of it.”
“I’ll hold you to that,” I said, fighting back against the impulse to devour her again. “We have a lot to talk about.”
“Yes.” Her blue-violet eyes brightened. “I greatly look forward to it.”
We stayed still for a moment, almost as if we were having a standoff to see who would succumb to their desire first and let the other off the hook. But annoyingly, we both also had a sense of duty, and so instead I just gave her one last kiss before pulling away. 
“Let’s go see what the Dowd have waiting for us,” I said. “I can explain everything else on the way.” 
I led her back to the cockpit, though we were nearly thrown off our feet before we could pass through the hatch. Not because Ash did anything wrong, but because the gravimetric currents slammed into us the instant we left the protection of the Stormrider’s shield bubble. I snagged the hatch coaming to arrest my fall, and Velarys grabbed my arm to steady herself. It almost felt like the ship was trying to climb through a turbulent atmosphere, and the Wildcat’s stabilizers weren’t quite up to the challenge.
“Damn it,” Ash hissed as she eased our acceleration. “Are we sure we can actually move around at sublight without gettin’ ripped apart?”
“Yes, but we will need additional shield strength,” Velarys said. She eyed Miranda at the station to Ash’s left, then quickly dashed over to the open one at the right. “I can provide the ship the power it needs.”
Reaching for the console, she placed her hands on the spiraling glyph that controlled the shields and closed her eyes. The turbulence came to a halt almost immediately.
“Not bad,” Ash said. “Now if only there was a way to fix the sluggish handling. Feels like we’re flyin’ through soup.”
“Sadly, there is nothing I can do to improve maneuverability,” Velarys said. “But I have full confidence in your piloting abilities. I suggest we use a yachek search pattern to chart the system in the most efficient way possible. You can pull up the proper guidelines by accessing the ship’s—”
“I have already plotted an optimal search pattern,” Miranda interrupted. “Since there is only one planet, it is logical to begin our search there, then expand to the local comets and asteroids if necessary.”
“If that is your preference,” the Yarasi replied evenly. “I am transferring power to the cloaking device.” 
Miranda almost seemed disappointed that Velarys hadn’t put up a fight. As I released my death-grip on the hatch and moved forward to stand at the front of the cockpit, I wondered if I might need to intervene here just to make sure everyone knew we were on the same team. So far, though, Velarys either didn’t notice the challenge or didn’t care, and Miranda wasn’t the type to let anything get in the way of her duties. 
Ash, for her part, definitely had noticed, and she was having trouble wiping the smirk off her face. “Activatin’ the cloak,” she announced, pressing the glyph and dimming the bridge lights in the process. “Though I’m not sure how well it’s gonna work considerin’ how easily we spotted your ship.”
“We don’t know enough about Dowd sensor technology to hazard a guess,” Miranda said. “However, the Wildcat’s size should work to our advantage. The mass shadow we create in the gravimetric currents will be quite small.”
“Let’s hope you’re right,” Ash murmured. “Settin’ course for Bararra Prime.”
Searching the entire system at sublight speed would have taken forever, especially with the sensor interference from the Drift, so I really hoped that the Dowd hadn’t been clever with this alleged base of theirs. If the Dowd had decided to build this ‘Fist of the Seraph’ somewhere deep in the system, the odds of us ever finding it without specific coordinates were practically zero. 
Thankfully, that didn’t end up being a problem. After a quick sweep past a comet that was along our course, we headed directly for the planet itself. The cloud was a bit thinner here than at the rendezvous point where we’d arrived. The Bararran star was right there off to our left, blazing red through the fog like a lighthouse warning us to keep our distance. Directly ahead was the tiny brown ball called Bararra Prime. 
“Here we go,” I said, crossing my arms and habitually squinting out the canopy even though it couldn’t possibly help from this distance. “Anything?”
“Nothing yet,” Miranda replied, shaking her head. “But the currents are severely limiting our detection range. Can you do anything to increase sensor power?”
Velarys’s cheek twitched, and her eyes became glowing slits. “Yes.”
Her face creased in strain as the ship began to draw more power from her mind, and an involuntary shiver rippled down my spine. She claimed she didn’t mind being a living battery, but all I could think about was how uncomfortable it had been to plug myself in during our escape from the Column cruiser three weeks ago. 
“I’ll take us in slow,” Ash said, adjusting the throttle. “Don’t wanna get spotted rustlin’ the bushes out here if we can avoid it.”
We moved toward the planet, and I could almost feel everyone holding their collective breath in anticipation. 
But the sensors remained dormant, and when nothing had changed by the time the planet had grown from a tiny speck to a clearly visible fist-size orb, the first doubts started to creep into my mind. Had we misinterpreted that transmission somehow? Had we come all the way out here for nothing? Was this all a wild gazack hunt?
Then Miranda stirred at her console, and her fingers flicked across the glowing glyphs. “I am detecting several power signatures and wake trails on the far side of the planet. Bearing two-zero-five mark one-six-four.”
“Let’s sneak up on ’em,” Ash said, twisting the control stick and rolling the ship slightly to starboard. 
Blips began populating the tac-holo long before they became visible over the planetary halo. I once again held my breath, wondering just how large of a quivark’s nest we were about to kick up. If the Dowd had stashed a hundred more ships out here…
But mercifully, the blips stopped appearing at thirteen. Not a force to scoff at, certainly, but not nearly as bad as I’d dreaded. 
“Detecting ten swarm ships, all stationary in high orbit,” Miranda said. “There is another Dowd signature, much larger and more heavily armed.”
The tac-holo flashed with a magnified image of a large, dark brown vessel that looked almost like some kind of beetle with its wings half open. I recalled seeing a similar ship in one of Ellis’s recordings from the First Dowd War.
“It’s a hive ship—a carrier,” I said. “Loaded up with starfighter drones.”
“There is one additional vessel…it has a Dominion signature,” Miranda said. She looked up at me. “A Conquest-class cruiser.”
“How nice to meet our old friend,” I said sourly. The blip was a Dominion cruiser, all right, just like the Alaru. “Can you confirm it’s the same one we fought before?”
“Not from this distance. But it seems likely.”
I hissed softly as I eyed the enemy fleet. They certainly didn’t look like they were expecting any trouble; they were all sitting there doing nothing. 
“Given the size of the carrier, it could easily be hauling an entire wing of starfighter drones,” Miranda said. “Engaging them with the ships we have would be quite deadly.”
“But not suicidal, especially since we have Captain Ellis,” I told her. “But the question is, what the hell are they doing here guarding a dead planet in the Drift? And where’s this thing they are supposedly building?”
“There are no signs of a colony on the planet,” Miranda said. “And no indication of any orbital stations or mining operations of any kind.”
I stared out the canopy. “How about the moons? Anything there?”
“Nothing I can detect from here, though we may need to get closer. There’s—wait.” Miranda’s brow furrowed. “I am getting some readings from the fourth moon.”
“What kind of readings?”
“A substantial power signature,” Velarys whispered. “I am uncertain what to make of it.”
Nibbling at my lip, I glanced out the canopy to the moon in question. Like everything else around Bararra, it seemed utterly unremarkable. “Then let’s get closer and see what’s on the other side.”
“Right,” Ash murmured, voice tight. “Here goes…”
We were still far enough from the enemy fleet that I was reasonably sure they wouldn’t spot us, but I kept glancing at the tac-holo for signs of movement just in case. There were none, mercifully. The flotilla remained as motionless as a slumbering beast, and it only took a minute before we began to wrap around the small moon and catch a glimpse at what was on the other side. 
“Detecting a massive structure,” Miranda said. “Over six kilometers long.”
My hands curled in anticipation. “Some kind of base? A shipyard?”
“I don’t detect any other vessels, not even in dry-dock. Perhaps it’s…oh, stars.”
Slowly, almost theatrically, the object became visible over the glowing edge of the moon, emerging from the gray mist like a forgotten ruin from an ancient, evil past. It was massive, all right, and it definitely wasn’t a shipyard or battle station. From here, it looked like a giant metallic ring floating in space. Spikes of various lengths stuck out of the outer curve, while the panels of the inner ring glowed a brilliant blue. 
And impossibly, I had seen it before. Not in person, but in countless Science Directorate promotional vids. This ring was an exact copy of a project the DSD had been working on almost since the Expansionary Fleet had first gotten trapped here in the Tartarus Cluster. The great boondoggle of our time…and the only conceivable way home to the old Dominion. 
The Straw. 
“It appears to be a massive jump gate,” Velarys breathed. “Similar to the rings used to create stable hyperspace corridors through the Spiral, but those are a fraction this size. Are the Dowd attempting to build a hyperspace lane through the Drift?”
“No,” I said, a mantle of cold dread falling over me like a heavy cloak. “It’s meant to create a hyperspace corridor through the Veil…to connect with the galaxy beyond.”
Her head snapped toward me. “But that is not possible.”
“The Science Directorate believes it is. They’ve been working on constructing an artificial passage for generations.”
I could feel her eyes burning into me, as well as all the confusion and fear they were bringing to bear. “You are planning to summon an invasion fleet to conquer us.”
“I’m not doing anything,” I replied a bit too defensively. “And the DSD hasn’t succeeded—they’ve allegedly made some progress, but the gate is nowhere near completion. This is…”
“Incredible,” Ash breathed. “That transmission you decrypted made mention of callin’ in reserves and pullin’ back additional Dowd forces that were already engaged…you think they could be wagin’ war on the other side of the Veil? Maybe against the old Dominion?”
“I have no idea,” I whispered. “It doesn’t seem possible.”
“It isn’t possible,” Miranda snapped. “Where could these traitors have even gotten the materials to build this gate? And how could they have possibly succeeded when the Science Directorate could not?”
“Maybe they haven’t,” I said, my words little more than a weak croak. “Can we tell if it’s operational?”
Miranda remained frozen at her console, her eyes locked on the massive ring. 
“Ensign?” I prompted.
“Aye, sir,” she managed, swallowing and returning to her controls. She called up the sensor display over the tac-holo. “If the gate was actively creating a hyperspace corridor, it would be obvious to everyone looking at it. But I can’t make a determination if it is operational but currently offline.”
“What would be the reason to turn it off and on?” I asked. 
“Without knowing more about how it works, I can’t say.”
“The power usage even now is immense,” Velarys said, eyes narrowed as she stretched out through the Wildcat’s sensors. “It does not appear to have any defensive systems other than an energy shield, but I don’t detect any conventional emitters on the surface. I’m also not detecting any internal power generators.”
“Because it’s being powered and shielded externally,” Miranda put in. “Look.”
She magnified a section of the display. There, nestled between the moon and giant ring, was a smaller structure about the size of a Dominion frigate, shaped like a studded tube that was the same dark brown as Dowd hulls. 
My brows rose. According to Miranda’s passive scans, the station’s volume was almost entirely given over to an immense reactor. A labyrinth of pipes and fixtures criss-crossed the station’s skin, as if the designers had started by going for the biggest reaction chamber possible, then decided to make the rest work however they had to. Conventional weapons and defensive systems studded the station like cankers. One end of the tube was capped by an emitter that pointed at the jump gate like a giant relay dish. 
“Interesting,” I murmured. “The specifics of the Straw program are highly classified, and I’ve no idea how any of it is supposed to work. But if it’s that complicated, it makes sense the Dowd wouldn’t risk modifying it to make room for defensive systems or onboard power generators.”
“Seems to me like that makes it one hell of a juicy target,” Ash said. “Knock out the power, and we buy ourselves some time before they can use it.”
Miranda nodded. “Enough for the Dominion to send more ships to secure the device for study. We should—”
“It must be destroyed,” Velarys said harshly. “Now, before it can be used.”
“Destroyed?” Miranda gasped. “You can’t be serious! This is the greatest scientific breakthrough in generations!”
“It is a weapon that will be used to subjugate my people. The Empire will not stand by and allow the Dominion to call forth an invasion fleet from beyond the Veil.”
“You won’t allow? You’re not in a position to make that decision.”
Velarys turned to glare at the other woman. “You tamper with forces you do not understand. The barrier you so despise was created by the spirits of our ancestors to protect the Empire from the darkness beyond.”
“That is superstitious nonsense,” Miranda said with a snort. “But it doesn’t matter what you believe. The Dominion will make contact with our—”
“Enough,” I growled. “We’re getting way ahead of ourselves here.”
As I tossed each of them a warning glare, Captain Ellis’s words flashed through my head. Think about it, Kal, he’d said. The moment we can bypass the Veil and summon reinforcements from the rest of the Dominion, it’s all over. The Straw is the endgame, the breakthrough that will change everything. And everyone in the Cluster knows it.
It wasn’t difficult to imagine how events would unfold. Even if we destroyed the power generator and deactivated the gate, the Dominion would scramble to get ships here to recover and study it…while the Pact and the Yarasi would scramble ships to come and destroy it. Instead of being the site of a Dowd invasion, Bararra would become a flashpoint the likes of which the Cluster hadn’t seen since Haskin’s Fall. It might even start the very war we had been trying so hard to prevent ever since we’d discovered the Pact freighter here in the Drift last month. 
“I’m reading a power surge,” Velarys said, turning back to her console. “And a massive disruption in space-time.” 
Miranda had said that it would be obvious if the gate had come online…and she had been right. The interior of the ring began to glow so brightly it was nearly blinding, and suddenly a fiery distortion was birthed at its center, almost like we were staring at a quasar. 
“Oh, shit…” Ash breathed. 
The mantle of dread weighing down my shoulders became a solid mountain. We had known all along that we were potentially on a tight timetable here, but apparently we hadn’t realized just how tight it was. 
“Is there any way to tell if ships have entered the corridor on the other side?” I asked. 
“Not without direct access to the gate’s controls,” Miranda said. “We could be witnessing a test of its capabilities.”
I eyed her hard. “You don’t actually believe that, do you?”
She looked back at me and swallowed. “No.”
“If this thing requires an enormous amount of power, I can’t imagine they’d open it up to bring through one ship,” Ash said. “Or even a dozen.”
“I certainly wouldn’t,” I replied solemnly. “Then there’s only one question left. How wide is the Veil? Do we even know?”
“The phenomenon is impossible to study,” Miranda said. “Ships have never been able to venture more than a light-year inside its threshold without being lost or torn apart.”
I looked over at Velarys. “Your people are native to the Cluster. Do you know how wide it is?”
“Our vessels are no more capable of penetrating the sacred barrier than yours,” she said. “But our scientists estimate that it has been growing slowly over time as more and more of astral space bleeds into our dimension. At present, it is likely at least fifteen light-years wide, possibly twenty.”
“And a normal jump corridor moves ships at about twenty LYPH, right?”
“There is significant variance depending on the integrity of the corridor,” Miranda said. “But that is a reasonable estimate.”
“So we have about an hour before something comes through,” Ash said breathlessly. “What do we do, Kal?”
“Take us a few hundred thousand kilometers away from the moon,” I told her. “Then open a tight-beam channel back to the fleet.”
[image: image-placeholder]“By the Seraph,” Captain Volja rasped. Her half-body image, like those of Captain Ellis and Prelach Kithra, hovered over the center of the Wildcat’s projector in the lounge. “Are we sure it’s functional?”
“Functional, and about to spit out another fleet of Dowd ships,” I said. “In all likelihood, we have less than forty-five minutes to do something about it.”
There was a long pause as the captains muted themselves and spoke to their officers off-com. I understood and appreciated their shock; I’d been feeling the same thing ever since we’d spotted the jump gate. But I was also getting antsy as hell imagining the clock ticking down while we stood around stunned by the revelation. We were two goals behind, and the final period had already started. We simply couldn’t afford to sit back and wait. 
“That power station is the only viable target with the time we have available,” I went on. “Ensign Pierce analyzed the shields—even if we could get our task force into position to bombard it, there’s no way we could punch through before the enemy fleet cut us to ribbons.”
“Agreed,” Ellis said. “We’ll have to be creative. I’m going to send three of the Falcon Squadron Valkyries your way. They’re small enough that they shouldn’t be detectable as long as you wait on the opposite side of the moon. Meanwhile, the task force will move up to engage their flotilla around Bararra Prime. We should be able to pin them down long enough for you take out that station.”
“I don’t think that’s going to be enough, sir,” I told him. “That station has powerful shields of its own. The Wildcat and a few Valkyries won’t be able to punch through, certainly not before that carrier launches drones to intercept us.”
“The Valkyries aren’t going to destroy it—you are.”
I stared blankly at his projection. “Sir?”
“That interceptor of yours is Yarasi by design, which means it has phasic weaponry,” Ellis said. “If the three Valkyries weaken a single spot in the shield grid, the Wildcat should be able to follow them in and punch a hole big enough for you to get through and land on the station. At that point, your team will disembark and plant the explosives you’re carrying. Even if they aren’t enough to destroy the whole station, they should be plenty to knock out the power.”
I glanced at the girls, then back to him. Of all the ideas I thought he might suggest, this one hadn’t even occurred to me. Probably because it sounded completely insane. 
“It might work,” Velarys said as she studied some of the readouts on her holopad. “But I would suggest that your starfighters strike the opposite shield grid from a potential landing zone. If the interceptor remains cloaked until it strikes, it is likely that the enemy will readjust their shields to defend the quarter that is under attack. If only a fraction of the shield power is left to defend their flank, our cannons should be able to punch through long enough for us to land.”
“And if not, we smash into the shields and blow up,” Ash muttered. “This is not what I signed up for.”
“Perhaps not, but it’s our best chance of success,” Ellis told her. “And more to the point, we simply don’t have time for a debate. It will take the task force at least ten minutes to get into position and several more to effectively lock down the enemy. We can’t afford to wait.”
“Once the power station has been crippled, the gate will be defenseless,” Kithra said, her cultured voice sounding oddly brittle. “Our fleet can then disengage from the enemy and attack the gate directly.”
“Attack it?” Volja asked. “We will do no such thing!”
The Yarasi’s eyes narrowed. “This weapon must be destroyed.”
“It’s not a weapon—it’s a passage,” Volja said. “And our way to reestablish contact with the greater galaxy. Once we’ve disabled it, we must get a message back to Command so they can—”
“This point is not open for debate,” Kithra interrupted coldly. “That gate must be destroyed.”
I might not have been standing in the same room as the rest of them, but I swore I could feel the temperature drop a solid twenty degrees. This was it—this was the exact moment Ellis warned me about every time we spoke about the potential of the Straw. What seemed like a way home for our lost fleet would be perceived as an existential threat to every other empire in the Cluster. 
And annoyingly, I understood both perspectives. Because in a way, no one was truly wrong.
“Sir, tell her she’s being unreasonable,” Volja said through clenched teeth. “Explain to her that the Dominion is not going to destroy our way home!”
“A home that none of us have ever known,” Ellis replied quietly. “A home that’s been little more than a myth for dozens of generations. We don’t even know what has happened on the other side. The Dominion may not even exist anymore.”
Volja looked at him like he had gone mad. “You can’t possibly be agreeing with her…”
Ellis took in a long, slow breath. “Our first priority must be to destroy that power station to deactivate the gate. Once we’ve accomplished that, we’ll have bought ourselves the time we need to consider any future actions.”
Kithra went stiff. “Captain, I will not—”
“You wanted to join our task force, and I am delighted to have you fight alongside us,” he interrupted. “But the more we deliberate, the less chance we have of stopping that invasion fleet before it comes through. We’re going to engage their fleet and destroy that power station. After that…we’ll see.”
The Yarasi captain stared at him for a very long, very intense moment, and it wouldn’t have surprised me in the least if she had simply deactivated her com and flown off to try and destroy the gate on her own. But she surprised me for the second time today when she nodded slowly instead. 
“We will aid you in this,” Kithra said. “Do you have a specific plan of engagement?”
“I do,” Ellis said. “And I’ll make it quick.”
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We had the  Wildcat in position on the far side of the moon less than five minutes after Ellis finished relaying his plan. The haste was vital, not just because of the gate but also because it limited the time Ash and Miranda had to complain about my own plan to deal with the power station. I hadn’t considered the potential downsides of their own growing relationship when they were double-teaming me in the bedroom, but now that they were double-teaming me in debates, I started to wonder if I might have made a terrible mistake. 
Thankfully, Velarys took my side.
“This is the best plan to ensure mission success,” she said, cutting into Ash’s angry tirade about my perceived recklessness as we all waited in the cockpit. The girls were at their stations, while I stood beside Ash’s chair. “He is the most powerful warrior among us and should therefore lead the assault.”
“He can lead it all he wants,” Ash growled. “But doin’ it all himself is crazy!”
“We have no idea what kind of anti-personnel defenses they have on that thing,” I said, trying to keep my patience and hoping those Falcon Squad pilots showed up soon. “If we had more information and more time to plan, it might be worth going as a whole squad. But as it stands, the three of you will be more useful staying with the ship.”
“I may not be a trooper, but I am more than capable of defending myself,” Miranda insisted. “You know this!”
“But Kal is correct that we don’t know the nature of the static defenses protecting the platform,” Velarys countered. “He will have a more difficult time neutralizing them if he also has to worry about protecting us. This is the correct tactical decision.”
“I thought you were supposed to be some badass Yarasi warrior,” Ash bit out. “Don’t you want to be down there with him?”
“Part of being a warrior is understanding one’s role in a battle. Staying here on the interceptor gives me the best chance of defending the two of you from harm.” 
Ash and Miranda shared a glance, then turned their glowers back to Velarys. “You’re tryin’ to defend us now, too? We aren’t helpless!”
“Of course you aren’t,” Velarys said. “You are both quite capable, and I am honored to call you my sisters in battle. But you are specialists, not shock troops. I am the second most powerful warrior other than Kal, which means that your safety falls to me.” 
“Second most powerful warrior?” Miranda scoffed. “Yarasi arrogance truly is astounding. Both Ash and I could easily—”
“The decision has been made, Ensign,” I cut in, hoping to nip this in the bud before it became any more embarrassing. “You have your orders.”
“You can boss her around all you like, but that won’t work on me,” Ash protested. “Kal, this is crazy!”
“It is not,” Velarys insisted. She glanced out the canopy and pointed toward the glowing jump gate in the distance. “If our assault on the gate is to be successful, Ensign Pierce and I will need to funnel a considerable amount of our psionic power into the ship’s weapons. It may leave us too drained for battle.”
I hadn’t even considered that last point when I’d come up with the idea—their collective safety had been my overarching concern—but it was an excellent point. And better yet, it meant I had a built-in excuse not to plug myself into the ship for our attack run. I was going to need all my juice to survive whatever defenses were waiting for me on the power station. 
“I still don’t like it,” Ash said. “It’s—”
She was mercifully cut off by a beep from the tac-holo. 
“Astral surge,” Miranda said, her voice only a little sour. “Three Valkyries incoming.”
“Any sign that the enemy has noticed them?” I asked. 
“No, not yet. The task force should be in position to strike in two minutes.”
“Then go ahead and open a channel,” I said. “Narrow band, low power. I can’t imagine the enemy would be able to detect it over here, but there’s no reason to take chances.”
The com crackled, and I reached out to touch a glyph on Ash’s console. “Falcon Leader, this is the Wildcat. Do you copy?”
“We can hear you, Wildcat,” the deep, cool voice of Commander Jinko “Jax” Koshuri came back. “Definitely can’t see you, though. I don’t suppose you have any extra cloaking devices lying around you’d want to spare us.”
“I’m afraid not,” I replied dryly. “Do you understand the mission, Commander? I know we didn’t exactly have a lot of time to go over the details.”
“Don’t worry, Major, we’ll get the job done for you,” Jax said. His voice was filled with the unique brand of swagger all professional pilots seemed to wear on their sleeves. Personally, I’d always found it annoying. 
Right at this second, though, it was oddly comforting. 
“Besides,” he added, “we’re all looking forward to seeing an Immortal in action.”
“Some more than others,” Ash muttered, flashing me an annoyed side-eye. 
“I’ll give the call once the fleet engages,” I said, ignoring the comment. “Good luck, Falcon Leader.”
I closed the channel and watched the tac-holo as the trio of Valkyries moved just ahead of us in a tight triangle formation, the glow of their engines so bright I had to squint. Meanwhile, the mission timer in the corner of the taco-holo continued counting down, and I held my breath for the captain to make his move. 
“All yours, sir,” I whispered. “Don’t let us down.”
As the seconds ticked by, I found myself staring at the distant jump gate on the viewer. It was still hard to believe that Soren Foln and his Column insurrectionists had pulled this off. If Command had lost their shit over secret passages in the mothership, they were going to be apoplectic about a functional Straw. And then there was the problem of what was going to happen if we succeeded and the Yarasi insisted on blasting the whole thing to hell…
But that battle would just have to wait.
“Time,” Miranda announced. “They should arrive any moment.”
I looked back to the tac-holo as the task force—minus the Rusari—suddenly shifted into existence near Bararra Prime on the other side of the moon we were hiding behind. The four small blips and one larger blip began moving straight toward the Dowd fleet lurking in orbit, and after another few seconds, nine tinier blips appeared next to the Alaru as it launched its remaining Valkyries. 
“Seraph protect them,” Miranda whispered. 
“Now we get to test the enemy’s response time,” I said, eyeing the enemy ships and waiting for their reaction. “Who knows? Maybe the Dowd only know how to attack, not defend.”
We only had to wait about twenty seconds before that particular hope was quashed. The fleet of swarm ships all snapped into action at once, firing up their drives and arranging themselves in a loose line formation as they moved to engage the incoming Dominion ships. Their own cruiser promptly joined them, but the carrier did not. Instead, the beetle-like Dowd ship began slowly moving closer to the gate.
“That’s it,” I said, smiling grimly. “Make the smart move, hang back and don’t get baited out of position.”
Ash tossed me a frown. “The closer they are to us, the more fighter drones we’ll have to deal with!”
“But the more exposed they’ll be without those swarm ships for support.” 
I grinned. If nothing else, the lack of prep time and lengthy explanations meant that everyone else in our task force would be nearly as surprised—and hopefully impressed—by the captain’s battle plan as the enemy. 
“Well, I just hope they don’t get close enough to see us comin’,” she added worriedly. 
“They won’t,” I said, putting as much confidence into my tone as I could. “They didn’t pick us up at sublight speed back in the nebula, and they were actively scanning for us at the time. Today we’ve given them something else to worry about.”
Ash didn’t reply, but I could see her fingers clenching and unclenching around the flight stick. As the cliché went, sometimes waiting for the battle to start felt worse than the actual battle itself. That kind of drek was usually only coughed up by people who didn’t have to fight those battles, of course, and I knew it was entirely possible that I would get swarmed by an army of faceless monsters the moment I landed on that power station. That wouldn’t be a lot of fun, either. 
“Enemy carrier is deploying starfighter drones,” Miranda announced. “Ten fighters, two bombers. They are moving toward the task force.”
“So, what, probably about twenty-four left in reserve?” I asked. 
“Assuming they are carrying a full wing, yes.” She paused and frowned. “The enemy cruiser should have launched its own Valkyries by now. Standard doctrine would recommend deploying at least half your available fighters to provide a defensive screen around your line ships.”
“We’ve seen how quick and maneuverable those swarmers are—they’re not ships-of-the-line,” I said. “They’ll be an effective fighter screen on their own, and those drones will fill in the gaps.”
“But why wait to launch Valkyries?”
“Because sometimes you want to see what cards the enemy is holding before you put all your chits on the table.”
I could almost hear the captain’s voice speaking through me. He had tried to teach me about naval tactics over the years, yet I hadn’t realized how much I’d evidently picked up until now. Looking at the blips on the tac-holo, I was pretty sure I understood the how and why of every movement. 
It was ironic, really. Countless jennies in the fleet would have killed for the chance to be mentored in naval tactics by Ellis. Yet he shared most of his strategic acumen with a man who would probably never sit in command of a warship. 
“Our forces are nearly in weapons range,” Miranda said, her brow furrowing. “What is the Stormrider doing?”
I grinned again as the assault frigate slowly but surely retreated from its position at the tip of the V in the task force’s attack formation. The enemy might mistake the movement as a tactical error or perhaps outright cowardice. After all, the whole point of assault frigates in modern naval doctrine was to be at the vanguard of the fleet where they could use their superior speed and maneuverability to harass hostile fighters, intercept incoming warheads, and break off to pursue targets of opportunity. Meanwhile, the slower but heavier destroyers typically stayed at the perimeter of the formation, weathering punishment to screen the core of the battlegroup. 
But Ellis knew when to break the rules—and when to ignore them entirely. 
“The whole point of the attack is to keep their attention focused away from us,” I said. “Step one, commit a tactical error and hope your enemy is so focused on exploiting it they lose their peripheral vision.”
“And step two?” Miranda asked. 
“He’s going to ride the Alaru’s shadow, then make an attack run on the enemy cruiser to draw their attention.”
Ash looked up at me, both golden eyebrows lifting to their limit. “You’re kiddin’, right? The Stormrider’s no match for a cruiser in a straight-up fight!”
“Which is why he’s not going to give them one,” I said. “Be ready: we’ll be going in a moment.”
“Right,” she murmured. “Everything’s plotted on my end. As long as the guns are ready…”
“They are,” Velarys confirmed. “Assuming Ensign Pierce is prepared to connect to the interceptor and feed it additional power.”
“I’m always prepared,” Miranda said tartly. “On your order, Major.”
“Standby,” I said, putting my hands behind my back in my best impression of a calm, poised fleet commander. “Because here they go.”
Without the Stormrider at the tip of the formation to lead the attack, the Alaru’s heavy cannons were the first to fire. Brilliant blue beams of light burned across the tac-holo toward the incoming swarm ships, which had little trouble dodging at such extreme range. The cruiser’s torpedoes tubes fired next, hoping for a lucky hit despite the enemy’s maneuverability. There was a distant flash as the swarmers’ point-defense cannons unleashed a defensive barrage, but their loose line formation made it difficult for them to cover each other. Miraculously, one of torpedoes slipped through and found its mark, detonating at the port quarter of one of the swarmers and nearly blowing it to pieces. An instant later, the Alaru’s cannons finished the job. 
Then came the real flurry. The swarmers finally opened up, concentrating their initial bursts of disruptor fire on the Alaru’s forward shields. But with the Daradov and the Sirocco laying down a deadly wave of suppression fire, the Dowd couldn’t get close enough to inflict much damage without getting blown to pieces themselves. The enemy ships promptly split into two groups and banked away in opposite directions, probably hoping they could bait the destroyers out of position and attempt some kind of flanking maneuver. But while the Daradov and Sirocco stood their ground, the Alaru’s Valkyries accelerated to pursue, flying boldly into the storm of criss-crossing fire. It seemed almost suicidal…
Until Ellis made his move. The Stormrider shot out from beneath the Alaru like a massive torpedo, its shields and weapons at maximum power for an attack run on the enemy cruiser. I wondered if the swarmers might simply come about and pursue, but with the Valkyries now hot on their tail, blazing away with pinpricks of light that still held staggering power, they couldn’t have regrouped on their command ship even if they’d wanted to. They would be too busy just trying to stay alive for the next few minutes while the fighters harassed them into oblivion. 
I nodded in approval. So that was why Ellis had ordered them to pursue so aggressively. The Wings of the Seraph were the best pilots in the galaxy; if they couldn’t survive for a few minutes on their own, no one could. 
“Ready on my mark,” I said, looking at the range tracker on the tac-holo. “The moment they engage…”
Like the Alaru, the enemy cruiser initiated combat with a brilliant volley from its heavy cannons, and like the swarmers, the Stormrider was nimble enough to dodge the opening barrage. But it only took a few seconds before the cruiser’s main guns joined the fray, and I couldn’t stop myself from wincing when a flurry of blasts pounded the Stormrider’s forward shields. 
Reyes didn’t flinch. He twisted the frigate into a tight, rolling maneuver that minimized their profile while simultaneously accelerating for a quick run across the cruiser’s port bow. The shields of both ships flashed from hit after hit, and then the Stormrider streaked away at blinding speed. 
“That’s our cue,” I said, opening the com. “Falcon Leader, execute.”
“Copy that, Wildcat,” Jax replied. “Let’s do this.”
The three Valkyries shot forward, and Ash slammed the throttle to follow them in. Between the shadow of the moon, the miniscule size of the three starfighters, and the distraction of the main battle, the enemy hopefully wouldn’t see Jax’s squadron until they were already firing. 
“The Valkyries have reached the first waypoint,” Miranda said. “They are starting their attack run.”
I nodded. “Get us into position on the opposite side.”
“Yeah, I was payin’ attention,” Ash said sourly. “Here we go.”
Rolling the Wildcat languidly to starboard, she began to line us up for our eventual strike, curving around the oblong power station. First, though, we were about to see what Jax and the other Wings of the Seraph could do. 
Eyes locking on the magnified viewer, I saw the sudden flash of the Valkyries’ drives as they accelerated toward the target. They opened up with their psi-cannons the instant they were within range, raking the station’s shields with bolts of blue-white fire. The station’s point-defense cannons unleashed a blistering barrage in response, but the Valkyries were ready: they split apart in perfect unison, forcing the enemy guns to choose which target to track. 
Falcon Four drew the short stick. Her Valkyrie spun wildly away as the cannon fire chased her, drawing the attention from her wingmen while they curved back together and dove in for the kill. There was another flash as they launched their torpedoes at nearly point-blank range, and I held my breath as they peeled away, hoping that their speed and psionically reinforced shields were a match for the explosion…
But I needn’t have worried. Even as the fiery detonation engulfed the station’s port shields in a furious ball of red plasma, the Valkyries were already soaring away at top speed. In a few moments, they would be out of weapons range and could come about for a repeat run. 
Which meant that it was now our turn in the hot seat.
“Hit it,” I said. 
Ash slammed the throttle and sent the Wildcat barreling toward the station. In theory, they had no way to see us coming…but if they somehow did, our lack of shields while the cloak was active would mean that she’d have to pull off some pretty fancy maneuvers to keep us alive…
“The station has heavily reinforced its port shields,” Miranda said with a satisfied smirk. “Starboard shields are only at twenty percent.”
“Weak enough for us to punch through?” I asked Velarys. 
“I believe so,” she said. “But we will both need to provide as much additional energy as possible.”
Miranda nodded. “Then let’s do it.”
She placed her hand upon her console, and a tremor ran through her body as she allowed the Wildcat to begin siphoning psionic energy from her. When Velarys did the same, I had to repress a shiver. One day, perhaps, I would get used to the idea of living batteries on psionic ships. But not quite yet. 
“Forward weapons at two hundred percent power,” Miranda said, her eyes closed. 
“Moment of truth, then,” Ash said, eyes locked on her own console. “Target area selected…range in ten seconds.” 
“All right,” Ash said. “Droppin’ cloak in three, two, one…”
The lights in the cockpit brightened as the cloak dropped. I could only imagine the alarm klaxons blaring on that station…but it was far too late for them to do anything about it. 
“Fire!” Ash cried out, squeezing the trigger. Blue blasts erupted from the Wildcat’s wingtip psi-cannons and hammered the station’s shields. The first several volleys dissipated harmlessly against the translucent dome, and in the back of my mind, I remembered our failed attempt to punch through the Column cruiser’s shields when it had ambushed us back in the Ketule Nebula. If this thing’s defenses were stronger than we thought, or if the girls couldn’t muster as much power as we’d hoped…
But then, with a blinding flash of light, the shields visibly cracked open. Several of our shots burned through the gap and scorched the hull, and Ash immediately sent us toward the opening. The Wildcat surged forward into the gap…
And made it through. 
“We’re inside!” Miranda called out. “The defensive emplacements no longer have a firing solution, and I don’t detect any other response.”
“That’ll change,” I said. “Any life readings?”
“No, but there is a lot of interference from the power generations and shield emitters at this range. There could be someone inside that structure. It’s the only one on the station.”
I nodded as we decelerated. There wasn’t all that much to see. The station’s surface—or at least the only part that was reasonably traversable aside from what was plainly a landing area—was pretty flat despite a scattering of long pipes, blocky machinery units, and the occasional power conduit. The command hub at the center was the lone exception. Positioned about a hundred meters directly ahead, the vaguely octagonal structure was about two stories tall with a bed of conduits and pipes spewing out of it on all sides almost like the root network of a huge tree.
My plan was straightforward. We had limited explosives, which meant we had to make the most of them. If I viewed this station as one giant reactor, then obliterating its control mechanisms seemed likely to have one of two outcomes: emergency shutdown, or explosive overload. 
I was hoping for the latter.
“Go ahead and put us down,” I said. 
“On it,” Ash confirmed, decelerating and lowering us into the landing zone. At the moment, I didn’t see any ground-based defenses, only the embedded point-defense guns swiveling about in a vain effort to find new targets. But the Valkyries wouldn’t be coming back, and we were too close and too low to target. 
“Falcon Leader, this is the Wildcat,” I said, touching Ash’s console and keying the com. “We’re in position. Thanks for the assist.”
“Any time, Wildcat,” Jax’s voice came back. “We’re off to join the party. Good luck, Major.”
“Same to you,” I said, cracking my neck and knuckles as Ash set us down. “Time to get this done.”
[image: image-placeholder]I was at the landing ramp less than a minute later, my helmet on, my TAC-6 rifle charged, and my belt fitted with a frag grenade and an armor-piercing one in case I needed to blast open a door. Ash was still at the controls in the cockpit in the event something unexpected happened, but Miranda and Velarys were standing behind me with their own weapons—and with the crate of pulothium charges we’d brought along. 
“That carrier is finally spittin’ out drones in our direction,” Ash’s voice came over my helmet com. “Jax and the Valkyries are movin’ to intercept.”
“They’ll give us the time we need,” I said. “Just sit tight.”
“We will be ready if you need us,” Velarys told me, her falquan in hand. The light from the energy shield at the center cast her whole body in a soft violet glow. “You should expect considerable opposition.”
“Oh, I am.” I tossed a glance between her and Miranda. “Wait for my signal. And try to get along while I’m gone.”
I rushed out the moment the ramp touched down, my magnetized boots gripping the gray hull and giving me firm footing despite the lack of localized gravity on the surface. I felt slow and awkward as I moved forward, almost as if I were piloting an assault mech. My helmet’s sensors weren’t detecting any immediate threats. 
I focused on the command hub, assuming that any soldiers garrisoned here would have to come pouring out of it at some point, but there were no conventional doors anywhere I could see. It wasn’t surprising given the lack of gravity and atmosphere out here, and it suggested that Miranda’s scan had been accurate—this platform was entirely automated. 
Which meant that combat mechs were the only realistic means of defense. And unlike organic soldiers, they wouldn’t need to stay huddled inside a command hub with a life support system. They could emerge from basically anywhere. 
And that was exactly what they did. 
My helmet sensors detected the movement a split second before my eyes. On either side of the command hub, large hull plates flipped over to reveal two squads of TarSec sentry mechs. 
The simple but effective humanoid models had been a staple of security forces on the Golden Worlds practically since the Expansionary Fleet had arrived in the Cluster, and this batch looked reasonably up to date—probably Mark VIs and perhaps even Mark VIIs. They were durable, reliable, and competent.
But no match whatsoever for a SpecOps Immortal. 
I opened fire at the right group before their targeting algorithms had a chance to identify me as a threat. My TAC-6, configured to full-auto, unleashed a withering hail of blasts that cut down three of them before they could step off their platform. But I didn’t stay still—I sprinted toward one of the massive pipes coiling around the station and dove behind it for cover just as the left group of mechs started firing back. 
The pipe wasn’t particularly durable. It only took a few hits before a section of the metal ruptured, creating a geyser of green coolant. I continued lengthwise along the pipe, popping up to fire back every few heartbeats. 
Keeping low, I followed the pipe as it turned and twisted along the station’s hull, carrying me closer to the mechs. I had closed within ten meters of the left group when the pipe curved back into the hull. 
I abandoned the pipe altogether and rushed for one of the thicker, blocky machinery units instead. I took down two more of the mechs on the way, one with a clean headshot and another with a direct hit that burned straight through its torso and melted its circuitry. The survivors in the right group were pressing forward, advancing through the maze of fixtures and hoping to catch me in a crossfire. And if they had been living soldiers, they probably would have had the speed and good sense to pull it off. 
But as common and functional as TarSec models may have been, they were ultimately still just cheap replacements for actual troopers with a real brain. But the time they reached an angle where they could shoot me behind the cover I was using, I leapt over the machinery unit and charged the right group head-on. 
They only managed to hit me once before I scrapped them, and despite how intensely the scorch mark on my left shoulder was sizzling, the blast hadn’t seriously damaged my armor, let alone the skin beneath. 
Three left. 
Dropping into a crouch over the blackened chassis of my other victims, I took aim and fired back at the remaining mechs. They had spread out enough I toggled my rifle for single shots and calmly picked them off one by one. 
“Kal?” Ash’s voice entered my helmet. 
“Area looks clear,” I said. “Checking to confirm.” 
Cycling through my armor’s array of powerful sensors, I scanned the platform for any other surprises. I couldn’t fathom why they would have installed any, given how unlikely it was that anyone would ever be foolish enough to try and breach this place like I’d just done. But the station was obviously damn important, and if the Dominion had built this thing, there was no way in hell we would have skimped on defenses. 
On cue, the Column showed that they hadn’t, either. 
Another hull plate near the command hub slid back, and I lunged into cover behind a different pipe fixture and toggled my rifle back to automatic by the time the new threat arrived on its elevator. I almost pulled the trigger without checking my target, but it turned out that it wouldn’t have done much good if I had. My rifle had enough stopping power to punch through the toughest infantry armor, but it would barely scratch the paint of a tank mech. 
“Shit,” I swore. 
The Regdaran-made Titan—an infantry support battloid—was probably the second scariest armored infantry in the Dominion, behind only the massive Arach crawler mechs. Standing ten meters tall, Titans looked more or less like giant, headless humanoid robots. Each arm was equipped with a pulse cannon, and most models had a retractable swivel turret concealed in the torso as well. They were highly configurable, with options for greater offense or defense via internal shield systems, missile launchers, and practically anything else the greediest military contractors could imagine. 
They were tough. They were deadly. And unlike a squad or two of sentry mechs, they were more than a match for a single Immortal. 
“We might have a problem here,” I said. 
Ash swore viciously. “Are you fuckin’ kid—?”
I never heard the rest of the sentence. The Titan whirled around and opened fire with its right plasma cannons, shredding the pipe I was trying to use as cover like tissue paper. I fired back as I rolled away, mostly out of reflex rather than on purpose, and the blasts plinked off its armored chest as harmlessly as a light sidearm would off my skin.
“If you can find a way to shoot this thing for me, that would be great!” I said as I burst into a flat sprint back toward the ship. Not that I had any chance of making it—the landing ramp was a solid fifty meters away by now. 
“The guns don’t move!” Ash shouted back. “Unless you want to ask it to stand still in front of the ship!”
I dove behind another machine unit a split second before the cannon blasts caught up to me. My hope was that the mech might be hesitant to damage the station’s exterior…but apparently not. Bursts of energy pounded the structure until it was slag, forcing me to roll away once again before I got vaporized. 
“Get airborne!” I cried out, sprinting again. “Spin around to get line of fire before—”
The mech, tired of constantly firing behind me, adjusted its aim and shot the power conduit five meters ahead of me instead. I didn’t even have time to brace myself before the shockwave of the explosion slammed into me and hurled me backward. I landed amidst the smoldering debris of my last cover, a burst of hot plasma roaring around me before suffocating.
Lying on my back without any discernable cover, armed with a weapon that may as well have been a paint gun, I didn’t have a lot of options. All the mech needed to do was swivel about and blast me to cinders. 
But then a trio of pulse blasts flashed over me, and I turned my head to see Velarys crouched in the Wildcat’s landing ramp, peppering the mech with shots from her falquan. I had no idea what she was thinking. She had even less chance of inflicting damage from that range, and the Titan easily had the firepower to slag the Wildcat without the shields up. The mech was already swiveling to gun her down—
Rather, it was trying to. Its giant arms were trembling as the hydraulics attempted to move, almost like the whole suit was caught in some kind of tractor beam.
Or telekinetic grip. 
I spotted Miranda lurking behind Velarys farther up the landing ramp, her hand outstretched as she immobilized the mech. It was an incredible feat of psionic might…but also a doomed one. The Titan had to mass at least twenty tonnes, far more than she could possibly move. It would eventually break free, and then it would turn and annihilate them and the Wildcat. 
But before that happened, Miranda’s gambit had bought me a few precious seconds to act. She and Velarys were confident that I wouldn’t let them down. 
And I’m not going to. 
Vaulting back to my feet, teeth clenched from the aftershock of the explosion, I reached down to my belt and unclipped the armor-piercing grenade. It was meant to deal with heavy infantry, particularly Krosian shock troopers and their shellsuits, but the chemical reaction was theoretically powerful enough to damage tank armor as well. Though normally, no trooper would be suicidal enough to get this close to a Titan. 
I took off at another sprint and charged at the mech from behind. I could have easily thrown it from this range, but merely sticking the grenade to the Titan’s side wouldn’t be anywhere near enough to disable it. I needed a perfect shot here to score, and while I preferred to play goalie, there were times when the only defense was a good offense. 
The Titan lurched briefly as it got close, and I was well aware that if Miranda’s grip faltered for even a second, I would be reduced to a smear on the hull. But she held on long enough for me to get right up next to it, until I had a better angle at the tiny gaps in its armor that allowed its arms to move. Then, with a single crisp motion, I primed the grenade with my thumb and hurled it at my target…
And then ran like hell. I made it about ten meters before the charge went off, but AP grenades had a smaller effective blast radius than traditional frags. The blast wave still knocked me off my feet, but I rolled onto my back just in time to see the short-lived plume of flame followed by the coronal flash of frying electronics. The Titan, its back belching black smoke, froze unmoving in place.
It wasn’t destroyed—a good mechanic probably could have had the thing up and running again in a few hours with the right parts. But the blast had at least damaged its innards enough to disable its weaponry and motor functions. For now, that was more than enough for me. 
“By the…” Ash’s voice trailed off. “Is it dead?”
“Dead enough,” I said, rising to my feet. “But I’ll take a few extra shots to be sure. The rest of you can bring out the charges.”
I smiled as I swept my gaze across the blackened carnage between the Wildcat and the command hub. Sometimes, I had to admit, it just felt good to smash things. 
“Let’s blow this thing and go home.”
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“The last charge has been placed,” Velarys’s voice came over my helmet com. “I am on my way back to the ship.” 
“Good,” I replied, setting the remote detonator on my own charge. “I’ll meet you there.”
I took a step back from the command hub to appreciate my handiwork. Unless this station was a lot tougher than it seemed, the charges should reduce it to wreckage without a problem. And once it did, the jump gate would shut down and all would be well in the galaxy. 
Right up until every power in the Cluster sends a fleet to fight over it. 
Grimacing, I buried the dark thought and jogged past the slagged Titan mech back to the Wildcat. The others were already on board, and the timer on my helmet showed that we still had about ten minutes until whatever was in the Straw tunnel emerged. Though since that was purely an estimate, the sooner we took it out, the better. 
“Any fighter drones headed our way?” I asked, tearing off my helmet as I stepped into the cockpit with the girls. All three of them were back at their stations. 
“Not yet,” Miranda said. “The Valkyries and the Firehawk have kept them contained.”
I tossed quick glance down at the tac-holo. “Looks like things are going pretty well out there.”
“Better than expected,” she confirmed. 
“Then let’s get moving. We ready?”
“Sure, except for one big problem,” Ash said. “The shields on this thing are still up. How were you plannin’ on leavin’? We won’t be able to punch through them again on our own.”
“We won’t need to,” I told her. “The shields should drop the moment the charges go off.”
Her green eyes fired lasers at me. “You’re kiddin’, right?”
“It’ll work,” I said. “We just need to reroute everything into our shields instead of the weapons.”
She glared at me for several more seconds before she looked at Velarys. “Is he crazy?”
“In some ways, but not in this particular case,” the Yarasi replied. “Our shields will hold as long as we time our acceleration correctly.”
“See?” I asked. “Nothing to worry about.”
“If this doesn’t work, you owe me three nights in a row at the Sapphire Star,” Ash grumbled as she activated the thrusters. “And since it’s your idea, you should be the one feedin’ the shields.”
She was right, naturally, and I no longer had the excuse of needing to save my strength. “Deal,” I said, stepping over to Miranda’s control console. “Velarys and I can handle it.”
“I am prepared,” the Yarasi said, touching her console and connecting herself to the ship. “Shields at one hundred fifty percent effectiveness.”
Nodding, I touched Miranda’s console. The pull on my mind was instantaneous, and I couldn’t shake the mental image of a swarm of brain parasites burrowing into my skull. I had no idea how in the name of the Seraph Valkyrie pilots did this type of thing every day…
“Shields at triple normal capacity,” Miranda breathed. “Incredible.”
“Let’s get moving,” I said, clenching my teeth. “Give us a timer.”
The Wildcat stirred as Ash fired the maneuvering thrusters and lifted us off. Even though the engines weren’t drawing power from my brain, I still felt a strange tingle through my body when the ship moved, like a restless leg twitching in the middle of the night. 
“Setting the charge timer at ten seconds,” Miranda said. “Mark.”
“Here goes nothing,” Ash muttered. “Three…two…one…going!”
With my mind connected to the shields, I felt the sudden and intense flash of heat as the charges detonated. But Ash slammed on the thrusters a microsecond before the shockwave smashed into us, and the Wildcat surged forward…
And was free. A glance down at the tac-holo showed the detonations riddling the station, and just like I’d hoped, the whole thing came apart in a violent spasm of flame and metal before suffocating in the vacuum. 
“Hell yes!” Ash cried out. “We did it!”
“And to think, you doubted it,” I said as I removed my hand and severed my connection to the ship. 
She made a face, but there was no venom behind it. “Just because the plan worked out doesn’t mean it wasn’t stupid.”
I snickered and squeezed her shoulder, then glanced outside the canopy to the massive jump gate looming nearby. The interior was still glowing ominously, but there was a strange, irregular flicker around it. 
“The gate’s shields have dissipated,” Miranda reported. “And I am detecting significant power drain across all systems.”
I nodded, but my smile slowly melted into a frown when there was no other visible change. “Just a power drain? Not a loss?”
Slowly, grimly, she shook her head. “No. The jump corridor remains stable.”
“How is that possible?” I breathed, a rock sinking in my gut. “Some kind of energy reserves or—”
The answer came to me when my eyes drifted across her console at the control glyph I’d pressed to link my mind with the ship moments earlier. 
“Synesthetes,” Miranda reasoned. “The jump gate must have Synesthetes aboard.”
My stomach sank as I turned back to the glowing ring. The Stormrider had been designed to function without the need for a psionic consciousness to run its systems, but they remained in use on most Dominion ships. They weren’t exclusively a power source—every ship still had a reactor core—but just like how we had boosted the Wildcat, Synesthetes could be used as auxiliary batteries in a pinch. 
Though at a fatal and excruciating cost. 
“Abominations,” Velarys rasped. “There are trapped souls within the gate?”
“There aren’t any other power generation systems on it,” Miranda said. “It’s the only explanation.”
Ash hissed softly. “Surely a few psionic ghosts can’t power something like that for long, can they?”
“They don’t need to,” I said. “Those ships could be coming through in a few minutes.”
I pressed my lips into a tight line. All that cleverness, all that work to destroy the power station, and it had been for naught. The Wildcat didn’t have the firepower to fly over and destroy something that large. But the fleet could, or maybe just the Valkyries…
Grimacing, I shifted my attention to the tac-holo. The rest of the battle appeared to be going better that we could have reasonably hoped. The Firehawk and Jax’s Valkyries were hanging close enough to the Dowd carrier to intercept and harass its fighters while staying clear of its main guns, effectively keeping it out of the fight. Meanwhile, back in the main melee, the task force was holding firm. The Rusari had decloaked and performed a surprise attack on the enemy cruiser, and half the Dowd swarm ships had either been destroyed or disabled. 
Our forces were in much better shape, to the point that Ellis could have easily ordered a full offensive and gone for the throat. But the enemy fleet was no longer our biggest concern. 
We were out of time. 
“Open a channel to the Stormrider,” I said. 
“Too late,” Ash said. “They’re already hailing us.”
The canopy flickered as the view of the Drift was replaced by the captain’s face. “We saw the blast, Major,” he said, smiling. “Excellent work.”
“Not as excellent as we’d hoped, sir,” I told him. “The gate’s shields are down, but it has an auxiliary power supply. Our best guess is that there are enough Synesthetes on board to keep the lights running…and prevent the corridor from collapsing.”
The captain was generally pretty good at controlling his body language, especially in the heat of battle. But when he heard the news, his face twitched like he’d been stabbed. 
“We should have known it wouldn’t be that easy.” 
“The shields are down, so it is vulnerable,” I said. “If we can get the fleet in range…”
He nodded grimly. “Get back here as soon as you can. We’ve beaten them down enough that we might be able to disengage and make a run at the gate.”
“We’re on our way, sir.”
The com clicked off. Ash twisted the flight stick and looped us around, then slammed the throttle and sent us surging back toward the main battle. The hull rumbled as the Drift’s currents battered us, and I realized that Velarys was staring into space rather than plugged into the shields. 
“The gate must be destroyed,” she whispered. 
“We could disable it instead,” Miranda protested. “Technology that sophisticated is never durable. If we only inflict enough damage to disrupt the existing corridor, the Science Ministry could still—”
“Save it,” I interrupted. “We need to stabilize the shields.”
The two women looked at me, then each other, then their instruments again. Velarys pressed her hand against the glyph, and the turbulence dulled to a management rumble. 
Clenching my hands into fists, I forced my eyes away from the gate and toward the battle as Ellis attempted to organize an effective withdrawal. The Firehawk, positioned between us and the fleet to intercept any incoming fighters, didn’t have to adjust at all, and the Stormrider was able to break away quite easily thanks to its speed. The Alaru and the Rusari came about more slowly, and only after unleashing another concentrated barrage to force the damaged enemy cruiser into a full retreat. Meanwhile, the Daradov and Sirocco continued holding the formation’s flanks with concentrated salvos against the surviving swarm ships.
Some of our ships had taken more damage than the others—the destroyers in particular were down to less than half shields, and the Alaru had taken a few nasty hits to its port quarter. But they were all in perfectly fine fighting shape, and the enemy simply didn’t have the firepower to break through our lines without getting ripped apart. Even Dowd suicide attacks wouldn’t work; they’d never survive long enough to get close. 
Still, it was strange that the enemy cruiser had never ended up launching its own Valkyries. What could they possibly be saving them for? Perhaps they’d been assigned elsewhere, though it was hard to imagine them parked in the hangar of a Dowd vessel. Did that mean there were other stolen Dominion ships somewhere?
I chewed on that harrowing prospect and stared at the jump gate while we traveled, fully expecting it belch forth a fleet of Dowd ships at any moment. But nothing emerged by the time we rendezvoused with the Stormrider, and it had gained enough distance from the enemy’s beleaguered forces that it was able to lower the shields and let us dock. 
“Miranda and I will head to the bridge and check in,” I said the moment the ship was settled. “Go ahead and run the post-flight checks—we might have to launch again.”
“Got it,” Ash said, and there was no missing the tension in her voice. 
Miranda and I were on the lift less than a minute later, and we arrived on the bridge thirty seconds after that. It felt strange to be here in my full armor, but I had pulled off my helmet and tucked it beneath my arm just as we exited the lift.
“…cannot allow this,” Captain Volja’s image snarled from the right side of the viewscreen. “It’s far too valuable to destroy!”
“If you will not destroy it, then we will,” Prelach Kithra said from left. “And there is no more time to waste.”
Volja’s eyes narrowed. “If your ship so much as moves in that direction, I will have no choice but to open fire. That gate is a Dominion asset and will be defended as such.”
“A fleet of Dowd ships is about to come through at any moment,” Ellis growled, his voice as cold and commanding as I had ever heard it. “This isn’t up for debate. I want you and your Valkyries to lead the attack. You’ll target the—”
“No!” Volja snapped back. “I will not destroy our only way home. Let the Dowd come through if they want. Once we reestablish contact, we’ll summon an armada that will make every one of those faceless wretches beg for mercy.”
Ellis’s face hardened. “I am giving you a direct order, Captain. You will take the Alaru and you will—”
Her image vanished from the viewer. A moment later, Kithra’s did the same. 
“Get them back,” the captain barked. “Right now!”
“They’re not responding, sir,” Karas stuttered. 
Ellis’s face turned to stone, and he turned and waved me over to my chair. Miranda scurried past me along the way and relieved the other ensign who had taken her position at ops. 
“I’ve always known this could happen one day,” the captain murmured. “But not like this…”
“Sir, the Rusari is breaking away from the task force and accelerating toward the gate,” Olshenko said. “The Alaru is in pursuit.”
I winced as I glanced down at the tac-holo before the captain’s chair. The Firehawk and the destroyers were still holding formation with us, but the Alaru was pushing its engines beyond their normal limits to try and catch the faster Yarasi ship. I didn’t know which one I’d pick in a straight-up fight, but if Jax and his Valkyries followed their captain…
“What are we going to do, sir?” I asked. “If the Alaru opens fire on an Imperial battlecruiser…”
“How long until the Rusari is in weapons range of the jump gate?” he asked. 
“Sixty-three seconds, sir,” Miranda said. “The Alaru is arming torpedoes and locking weapons.”
“Volja won’t let them get any closer,” I warned. “If we’re going to do something, it has to be now.”
Ellis drew in the kind of long, weary breath that aged a man five years in a heartbeat. “Open a channel to the task force. Have all ships…”
His voice trailed off as his expression froze. I turned and looked at him, brow furrowed in concern. His entire body had gone stiff. 
“Sir?” I asked. “Is something wrong?”
“I’m not sure,” he whispered. 
“Astral surge directly ahead!” Nohani called out from the science station. “There’s another—by the stars!”
I whipped my gaze back to the viewscreen just in time to see a massive silver-black shape flash into existence between the task force and the jump gate as if conjured from thin air. At first, I thought it was an entire fleet of Dowd ships appearing from behind us to box us in…but then, as my brain caught up with what I was seeing, I realized it was in fact only one ship. 
One ship that made the Spearhead look miniscule by comparison. It had to be at least three times the size of a Dominion dreadnought—almost as long as the entire diameter of the jump gate. The imposing pillar of its prow was shaped like the muzzle of a rifle, jutting from a black hull that widened toward the stern in a shape that seemed to suggest stubby, forward-swept wings. Each was the size of a mountain, and the ship as a whole was as solid and majestic as a continent.
It was only then, while staring at that massive leviathan bristling with more weaponry than an entire sector defense fleet, that the last pieces of our scrambled transmission finally clicked into place. The stolen embryos, the need for a crew of jennies, the warning about a weapon coming operational…
The Fist of the Seraph. 
They hadn’t been talking about the gate—they had been talking about this ship!
“Evasive maneuvers!” Ellis called out. “Warn the fleet to—”
It was already too late. The Stormrider lurched violently as a blue beam of energy lanced out from the superdreadnought, smashing through the forward shields. My seat’s grav restraints held me in place when the stabilizers overloaded, but it still felt like the ship had suddenly capsized. 
“Forward shields at twenty percent!” Miranda called out.
“Helm, hard to starboard!” Ellis practically shouted over the din. “Get us out of here, bearing zero-one-zero mark zero-nine-seven.”
The ship rumbled again, muffling Reyes’s reply, but I felt the ship pitch and turn. A brilliant blast of energy streaked past the viewport as we narrowly evaded another attack, and I forced myself to calm down, grip the armrests of my chair, and look at the tac-holo. 
It was bad. I didn’t have time to study the readouts on the superdreadnought’s armament in any detail, but the firestorm pouring out of it turned my blood to ice. The Alaru and the Rusari, ahead of the formation en route to the jump gate, had each absorbed a horrific broadside from the shorter-range cannons. The Yarasi ship’s superior shields appeared to be holding for the moment, but flames were pouring out of the Alaru’s port flank as it listed wildly.
The rest of the task force wasn’t any better off. The Firehawk had tried to veer away in the opposite direction we’d chosen, but they’d never stood a chance—the entire ship was practically vaporized by a single beam when it carved through the hull as if it were sheet metal. The destroyers were a hell of a lot more durable than a corvette, but in this close, their larger hulls just meant they were absorbing more hits. They split away on different headings, clawing madly to gain some distance…
But there was nowhere for them to go. Not now, not with the surviving swarm ships accelerating to rejoin the fray. 
“Incoming swarm ship!” Olshenko warned. “They’re going to try and cut us off.”
“We need more speed,” Ellis called out. “We have to get out of weapons range. Order Falcon Squadron to engage those swarmers to—”
“Sir, I can’t get through to anyone!” Karas called out. “There’s a massive jamming signal being focused right on us.”
I clenched my teeth as I saw one of the swarm ships barreling toward us at full bore. “Sir, that ship…”
“I see it,” Ellis said as another blast struck our aft quarter. “Lock weapons. Fire at will!”
The viewport blazed blue as our guns unleashed a salvo at the incoming Dowd vessel. But despite the danger of charging an assault frigate head-on, they weren’t deterred. A yellowish disruptor beam surged toward us from their forward cannon, and with our shields weakened from the superdreadnought…
Something exploded beside me when the blast burned through what was left of our shields, and hot metal sprayed across my face. The alarms nearly blocked out Miranda’s voice altogether. 
“Forward shields are gone!” she cried out. “Trying to compensate.”
Her hands flew across her console, and Olshenko fired another salvo as the Dowd ship streaked past. But then there was an all-too-familiar flicker of movement across the bridge to my right…
And five Dowd soldiers appeared out of nowhere. 
They fired before anyone had the chance to react. Karas, barely three meters away at the com station against the wall, was gunned down before he could swivel his chair, and I heard a shriek from Olshenko behind me even as I slammed my fist into the chair to deactivate my restraining field. 
“Boarders!” I shouted as I lunged forward. 
Everything happened so quickly there was no time to process individual movements. In one second, the Dowd were hosing down the bridge with a relentless stream of pulsefire; in the next, one of them collapsed with a smoking hole in his helmet as someone managed to draw their sidearm to shoot back. 
And then, I was right in their face. One of them shot me in the chest, but even a missile couldn’t have stopped my momentum at that point. I slammed into the cluster of Dowd with a full-on shoulder tackle, knocking two of them flat against the deck and sending the others tumbling to the side. 
The melee was frantic and lethal. In the flurry of arms and legs, I pried away a rifle and bashed in the skull of the Dowd beneath me, then flipped it over in my grip and shot a different one at point-blank range. A friendly pulse blast took out a third, but the fourth—
[Child of the Seraph.]
An alien voice stabbed into my skull, but for once it wasn’t followed with a brutal telepathic assault, only words. 
[The Chorus becomes a Dirge. The traitor falls silent.]
A wave of force slammed into my chest, throwing my body all the way across the bridge until I crashed into a bulkhead. The impact sent the rifle I’d stolen skittering across the deck, and I looked up in horror as the last Dowd lifted his weapon to try and gun down the rest of the crew. He took aim at Miranda, who was crouched beneath her console for cover—
And then a pulse blast struck him in the head. 
As the body clattered to the ground, I saw Captain Ellis half crouching behind his chair, pistol in hand. Once it became clear that the Dowd were no longer moving, he dropped the weapon and slumped over…and it was only then that I noticed the wisp of smoke rising from his chest. 
“Sir!” I called out, dashing forward and taking in the scene around me with a single glance. Karas and Nohani were both dead. Olshenko was clutching at his sizzling shoulder, while both Reyes and Miranda seemed miraculously unhurt. But as for the captain…
He was alive. But he wouldn’t be for long without help. 
“Get our shields back up!” I ordered, pointing a finger at Miranda. “It’s only a matter of time before they realize their boarding party is dead. Then get on the com and find out if we were boarded anywhere else. Reyes! Get back on the helm. Let us drift like we’re dead in space but watch for anything that comes to finish us off. Stay focused on what’s out there, let me worry about what’s in here.”
I didn’t wait for them to reply before I sprinted to the back of the bridge to grab the emergency medkit mounted in the wall. Olshenko looked up at me as I rushed past, his face creased in agony as he clutched at his burns, and I tossed him one of the anesthetizing stims as I raced back to the captain. 
I was no medic, but I knew enough basic first aid to find the koboro stim and jab it into his chest. The wound was bad—almost no one survived a direct hit with a pulse blast at such close range, and while his chair seemed to have absorbed part of the blast, his burns were still severe. If he got lucky, the stim might keep him alive long enough to get to the infirmary…
“Just hold on, sir,” I said, squeezing his forearm before I glanced up to Miranda. “What’s our status?”
Neither she nor Reyes had moved. Her face was frozen as her eyes panned from Karas to Nohani to the captain…
“Ensign Pierce!” I snapped. “Status report!”
This time, it got through. She inhaled sharply, her years of obedience conditioning and officer training finally kicking in. “I…I can’t get the shields back online. There’s no response from engineering.”
Grimacing, I turned to Reyes. “What about the engines?”
Spurring Miranda back into action seemed to have bled over to him. The young man only had to lick his lips once before climbing back into his chair. 
“The sublight drive has suffered moderate damage, but it’s still functional,” he said. “The problem is power. We don’t have enough for anything besides maneuvering thrusters.”
Nodding, I reached out and slapped the com on the captain’s armrest. “Engineering, this is the bridge. What’s going on down there?”
For several aching seconds, the only response was the sizzle from the dead bodies scattered around us. But just before I could repeat the request, the com crackled to life. 
“Bridge, this is engineering,” Vrisk’s voice came back, though it sounded hushed. “Dowd boarders have taken the deck.”
I swore under my breath. “How many hostiles?”
“I am uncertain, perhaps three or four. Chief Engineer Capsun is dead, as are many of the technicians. Three of us managed to escape into one of the maintenance ducts…there is little we can do.”
Cursing viciously, I turned and looked at the tac-holo again. The Fist of the Seraph was eviscerating the rest of the task force rather than us, with the Rusari as the only exception. Somehow, it had managed to get even more distance from the superdreadnought, though it was currently fighting for its life against two swarm ships. 
“We need to get the shields up in case they decide to send any more teleporters,” I said. “Is there any way you can get us auxiliary power?”
“Not without access to the engineering consoles,” Vrisk said. “The automated repair drones are likely attempting to reroute power now, but I cannot track their progress from here.”
“I can’t restore shields, either, sir,” Miranda said. “There’s not enough power left.”
I bit back another curse, wishing desperately that I could somehow face all their insurrectionist traitors on the battlefield. I felt completely and utterly helpless…
“It’s over, Kal,” Ellis croaked from the ground. “You have to…”
I knelt next to him again. “Save your strength, sir. We’ll get you to the infirmary and—”
“No,” he snarled, his jaw clenched as he forced himself up onto an elbow. “Ensign Pierce…put me on shipwide.”
Her expression faltered when she realized what he was about to do. “Yes, sir…”
While she moved to Karas’s console, Ellis’s dark eyes fastened upon me. They were so shiny it looked as if he were crying…but I knew they weren’t tears. 
It was the first sign of a much larger problem.
“Channel open, sir,” Miranda said. 
“All hands, this is the captain,” Ellis said, wincing with every word. “Abandon ship. I repeat: all hands, abandon ship.”
Alarm klaxons punctuated his words even as he slumped back to the floor. Reyes left his console to try and help, but Ellis waved him away. 
“Get to the hangar, Ensign. Forget the pods—the Dowd will just destroy them. Get as many people onto the drop shuttle as you can, then get the hell out of here.”
His expression faltered. “But, sir, what about the Dowd boarders?”
“They’re the only reason we’re still alive,” Ellis said. “But Kal will handle them.”
“Sir—”
“Go!” he snarled. “Now, while you still can.”
“Y-yes, sir,” he acknowledged.
Reyes and Miranda both tossed me a questioning look, but I jabbed my thumb at the lift. 
“Get moving!” I ordered. “If there are too many for the drop shuttle, pile anyone else you need onto the Wildcat. I’ll join you when I can.”
I really thought Miranda was going to argue the point, but mercifully the two of them raced for the lift and helped Olshenko along the way. Ten seconds later, our only company on the bridge was smoke, alarms, and corpses. 
“I can carry you out of here, sir,” I said, gingerly pulling him upright. “Velarys is an incredible healer. Once we get you on board the Wildcat, we can—”
“No,” he managed. “There’s no time. I can’t…I won’t be able to speak much longer.”
I bit my lip so hard I tasted blood. “Sir…”
“You have to do one thing for me, Kal,” he said, shifting his gaze to the viewer. “The gate…you have to destroy the gate.”
I followed his eyes to the massive ring. We had been drifting toward it for several minutes now, and the blazing glow of the interior was even more haunting up close. Our clock had already run out—Dowd reinforcements could come pouring through it at any instant. Not that it would make much difference now…the only ship with a chance in hell of getting out of here was the Rusari with its cloaking device. 
“Today doesn’t matter,” Ellis said, grabbing the rim of my chestplate. “It’s tomorrow I’ve always cared about. If you destroy the gate, there will be an opportunity to unite the Cluster. But if it’s still intact…”
“I understand, sir.”
He smiled. Faint and brittle, but as warm as any star. “Take care of them, Kal,” he rasped. “All of them. Ellis dragged you off that mudball for a reason. He believed in you…and so do I.”
I swallowed. “I won’t let you down, sir. I won’t let any of them down.”
“You never have,” he said, reaching up to squeeze my forearm. “Now go before…arrggg!”
His body convulsed, and it only took another moment before he finally lost control. His beard vanished first, making it look as if he had just shaved, but his umber skin soon melted into a flat silvery gray. His eyes, still watery, became a pupilless milky white. His mouth was the last human feature to go, leaving him as voiceless as every other Sillibar in their true form. 
Jarod Ellis—or rather, the man who had taken the place of Jarod Ellis five years ago, reached up to squeeze my shoulder one last time. I didn’t know how old Razael was, only that he had been there when the Dowd had nearly wiped out his species. And now, two centuries later, that war had finally inflicted its last casualty. 
“Your secret is safe, sir,” I told him. “Go with the Seraph.”
He blinked at me one last time…and then he was gone. 
A knot of rage and sorrow and hate twisted inside me as I held his lifeless body in my arms. But I knew I needed to get down to the hangar to join the others. I had made the captain a promise…and somehow, I was going to find a way to keep it. 
“Kal? Kal, where are you?”
I could hear Ash’s voice through my helmet com lying on the deck behind me. I grabbed it and pulled it onto my head. 
“I’m here,” I said. “Miranda, Reyes, and the others are on their way to the hangar. You need to get everyone loaded up on the drop shuttle and the Wildcat, then get the hell out of here.”
“What?” she stammered. “What the hell is goin’—”
“There’s no time!” I growled, throwing one last look at the corpses around me, then striding for the lift. “Just listen. You have to get them loaded, and you have to launch. Tell Velarys to contact the Rusari and have them come pick you up. It’s the only ship with any chance of getting out of here.”
There was the briefest pause, and I tried to ignore the tide of bitter bile rising up my throat as I entered the lift and looked at the man the galaxy had known as Captain Jarod Ellis one last time. 
A man who had saved my life seven years ago when he made the courageous decision to abandon his home, his family, and his people to warn their enemies of an attack on a small world called Nirivarr. 
“Why are you makin’ it sound like you’re not comin’?”
“There’s something I have to do first,” I said, hitting the panel and closing the door. “But I’m going to need your help. While the drop shuttle heads to the Rusari, I need you to cloak the Wildcat and get close to the jump gate. If this works, I’m going to need a ride.”
“What are you—?”
“Just trust me,” I said. “I owe the captain one last favor.”
This time, the pause was cold and hollow. “Kal…”
“Good luck, baby. I’ll see you soon.”
I switched off the com. Normally, the ride down to engineering was pretty quick, but right now every second was punctuated by the sound of my heart pounding in my ears. If this didn’t work…
I stormed out of the lift the moment it arrived at engineering, rifle in hand and helmet scanners searching for targets. The surviving Dowd boarders must have known that I was coming, because a barrage of pulsefire instantly greeted me when the lift door opened. The three of them were spread out and dug in behind cover, making them harder to hit. I didn’t shoot back out of fear of hitting sensitive equipment, but I didn’t just stand there and take it, either. The shots probably wouldn’t hurt me, but they would damage my armor. And if this insane plan of mine was going to work, I needed it intact. 
So I tucked and rolled, dodging the spray of fire until I reached the door to the chief engineer’s office and took cover in the frame. A pulse blast immediately hit a panel next to me, spraying superheated metal fragments across my helmet, but years of Immortal training—and playing krekball goalie—kept me from flinching away. I methodically fired back at the enemy, taking out one of the warriors with a clean shot to the head and another with a blast to the torso. 
The third was crouching behind the console Vrisk had converted into a decryption station, which gave me a very poor line of fire unless I wanted to charge across the compartment. I almost did just that…but then I reminded myself that I needed to play it safe. 
And that for what I had planned, a decryption console was one thing I definitely wasn’t going to need. 
Flicking my rifle to automatic, I unleashed a firestorm at the console, ripping it apart and forcing the Dowd into the open…where I promptly shot him in the head. 
A haze of smoke filled the compartment, and my nose recoiled at the imaginary stench of ozone even though my helmet’s filters were blocking it out. There were bodies everywhere—the Dowd boarding team had probably cut down half of the technicians before they knew what was happening. Without any troopers down here, they’d been completely massacred. It was a damn miracle that Vrisk had gotten out of here alive, especially since his natural camouflage wouldn’t do a damn thing against their echolocation. But if I’d learned one thing from him, it was to never doubt the resourcefulness of a Kali engineer. 
Stepping over the bodies, I moved into the chief engineer’s office, then called up a damage control report on the main console on his desk. The automated drones were attempting to repair what they could, but the estimates weren’t pretty. That last hit had overloaded half a dozen power conduits that would require hours if not days to replace, and all but one of the shield emitters was fried. 
But the drive and maneuvering thrusters were still functional, as were the weapons. They just needed power…
“Computer, activate secondary command interface mode,” I said. “Voice command authorization Alpha 279, acting first officer Kaldor Zeris.”
“Command authorization confirmed,” the computer’s deep disembodied voice replied.
“Transfer all helm controls to engineering.”
“Transferring control.”
A set of holographic controls appeared over the desk display, but there was no way in hell I was going to try and pilot the ship. Thankfully, with something this straightforward, I shouldn’t need to. 
“Computer, set a course bearing one-nine-three mark two-six-two, maximum available speed.”
“Course engaged. Warning: collision hazard detected.”
“Believe me, I know,” I said, pulling up a tactical display as the ship slowly rolled to port and began moving toward the jump gate. We appeared to be out of range of the superdreadnought’s weapons, though that could change in a heartbeat if it decided to pursue. And the fresh blips all over the sensor display revealed that it had launched its own Valkyries—a full wing, too. Perhaps that was where the renegade cruiser’s fighters had gone…
For the moment, however, I had a clear path to the Straw. The trouble, once again, was the lack of power. Without more power, I couldn’t get more speed. And without more speed, I didn’t have a chance of getting there before the Dowd realized what was happening.
Vrisk might have been able to work some technical magic in time, but I wasn’t Vrisk. I wasn’t Miranda, either. I was just a soldier, and there was only one way for me to give the ship the boost it needed.
“Computer, activate emergency psionic interface,” I said. 
“Warning, psionic interface not recommended without—”
“Just do it!”
The right side of the console suddenly opened, and an orb-like device slid upward through the gap. Unlike the strange glyphs on the Yarasi-designed Wildcat, this psionic interface looked crude by comparison. It was basically a glorified handprint where someone could mentally plug themselves into the Stormrider’s reactor in case of an emergency. Every Dominion ship had one, even larger vessels with Synesthete support. Though I wasn’t sure if this one had ever been used. 
Bracing myself, I placed my hand on the interface. Just like on the Wildcat, the drain on my mind was instantaneous; unlike on the Wildcat, this drain hurt even before our shields were getting hammered. It felt less like brain parasites burrowing into my skull and more like an entire hive of bees was already living in there stinging away. 
One person couldn’t possibly power an entire assault frigate, of course, but all I needed to do was jumpstart the batteries and get enough juice to move…
“Auxiliary power reserves at thirty percent,” the computer said. 
“Transfer all available power to the drive,” I bit out, grabbing my forearm with my free hand to try and steady the tremors shuddering through me. “We need all the speed we can get.”
The drive roared back to life, and one glance down at the tactical display confirmed that the ship was indeed accelerating. In roughly two minutes, it would reach the gate. 
“Computer,” I said through clenched teeth, “how many torpedoes do we have left?”
“Four heavy pulothium warheads remain. None are loaded.”
“Good. I want you to arm them.”
“Warning: arming torpedoes while onboard the ship is not recommended.”
“Command override,” I snarled. “Arm the damn torpedoes. Set for maximum concentrated yield.”
“Command override accepted. Arming remaining torpedoes.”
I held my hand against the console for another ten seconds before I finally pulled away. The resulting power drain was immediate; I could see the levels fall back to critical on the display. But inertia would carry the ship the rest of the way, and in seventy more seconds, I would grant the captain his final wish. 
Assuming the ship survived that long. 
The Rusari was still fighting off two swarm ships while trying to get more distance from the superdreadnought, but now that the Stormrider was accelerating, the jig was up. The swarmers were already veering away from the Yarasi battlecruiser and coming straight for me. 
“Lock in current course,” I said, stepping away and clutching at my hand as a tingle skittered up my forearm. “Prepare escape pod 14-A.”
“Pod prepared.”
After taking one last look at the tactical display, I turned and sprinted across the deck and through the emergency hatch to where the starboard escape pods were waiting. There were five of them in a line, and the closest one slid open at my approach. 
“Wildcat, this is the Stormrider,” I said, activating my helmet com. The swarm ships were far enough way that they shouldn’t be jamming us anymore. “Ash, can you hear me?”
“We can hear you,” her voice came back. “We just launched. What are you doing in there?”
“Giving the Dowd a taste of their own insanity.”
“How—?”
The ship lurched violently around me, throwing me to the deck and sending me skidding several meters before I slammed into a bulkhead. A fresh wave of alert klaxons blared through the ship, and I half-expected the torpedoes I’d armed to go off. But the Seraph had apparently granted me one final act of mercy on my way to oblivion.
“Have Velarys tell the Rusari to hold off those swarm ships as long as possible,” I said as I climbed back to my feet. “I only need about a minute.”
“Kal—”
“There’s no time! Just be ready to pick me up.” Pulling myself back to my feet, I half-lunged, half-dove into the pod and sealed the hatch behind me. “I’ll see you soon.”
Closing the channel, I pulled the release. The pod shot outward like a rocket, and the grav restraints pinned me against the seat as its powerful but short-lived booster flared to life. The viewport panel on this thing was only a half-meter square, but it was more than wide enough to see the massive jump gate looming outside…and the Stormrider trailing flame like a comet as it headed for it. 
Yet my eyes were quickly drawn to the burning, quasar-like effect at the center of the gate. There was a sudden flash…and then one by one, Dowd ships began to appear as they came out of hyperspace. Five. Then ten. Then twenty.
But no more. Even as another yellowish disruptor beam struck the Stormrider’s aft quarter, shearing off one of the rear thrusters and sending the frigate into a listing spiral, it was already too late. The flailing ship careened onward, gas venting from its sides like blood gushing from a mortal wound. And before the swarm ships could finish it off, it crashed into the top section of the great ring…and exploded. 
The detonation was so bright that the dimmers on my helmet could barely compensate, and the flashes didn’t stop there. A cascade of smaller explosions rippled across the entire arm of the ring, consuming everything in its path. The glowing interior of the ring went dark, and the quasar at its center dissipated as the stable corridor collapsed. 
The Dowd ships that had just come through had no chance to react. The explosion swallowed two of the swarm ships, utterly consuming them, and sent a massive hunk of dislodged gate metal hurtling into one of the carriers, cutting it in half. 
“Seraph watch over you, sir,” I breathed, enjoying the view for a last few seconds before the inevitable. I braced myself as the shockwave finally reached me, slamming me back into my seat and sending the tiny pod hurtling end over end through the cold vacuum of space. 
There was fire. There was pain.
And then, as the darkness rolled over me, there was peace.




Epilogue 


There was a flash in the distance as one of the tug haulers moved to recover another piece of shattered jump gate, and Soren Foln, the Hand of the Seraph, took another slow drag from the cigarra at his lips. The noxious gas seared his fragile lungs, yet strangely, there was no pain. The tissue was already so dead he could barely feel anything at all.  
“If you even try to spin this as a victory,” the Dominion admiral screamed from the ghost-like projection at the center of his sanctum, “I will come out there and personally mount your head on a spike!”
Foln chuckled. It was a hollow sound from a dying body. The last breath hissing from a corpse. “It is definitely not a victory, Admiral,” he said. “It is, in fact, a rather humbling defeat.”
“Well, then,” the other man growled, “I’m so glad we finally agree.”
“But that doesn’t mean there aren’t lessons to be learned here. Or that new paths haven’t been opened to us.”
“New paths? The only path I’ve ever cared about is now closed! How long will it take you to rebuild that gate? A decade?” The admiral snarled something profane under his breath. “Not that it matters. Now that everyone knows where it is, they’ll never let it stand.”
“You vastly overestimate the capabilities of our enemies, Admiral,” Foln replied. “With the gate destroyed, they won’t pull ships off their lines to attack us. But if they truly want to come here and try to take it from me, we will be ready for them.”
The admiral’s lip curled in disgust. “Without those reinforcements, you don’t have anywhere near the firepower needed to wage war.”
“On the contrary, the Dowd have all the ships they will require to succeed. They will need to be more careful, especially in their early engagements, but they can still inflict more than enough damage to cripple our enemies.”
The other man’s narrowed. “What are you going on about? You just stranded thousands of ships in the Veil!”
“Not thousands,” Foln corrected. “Dozens.”
The admiral blinked. “Dozens? But you said you were recalling the entire Dowd armada!”
“Yes, I did. And you’ll be pleased to know that more than half of them had already come through.”
Foln had the satisfaction of watching the other man’s fury melt into shock. “What?”
“I would never risk having them all come through at once,” Foln said, allowing his tone to become just patronizing enough to amuse himself. “Their convoys have been arriving for almost a week now. I would have preferred to have their entire armada, of course, but we can make do with what we have.”
The admiral’s face twisted as he chewed over the implications. “This changes everything.”
“As I said, new paths have opened up for us.”
“Such as?”
Foln shrugged as he took a draw from the cigarra. “Just think about what has happened so far, Admiral. Your colleagues are furious. An entire task force of ships has been lost, one of the most noteworthy commanders in the Dominion has been killed, and the only means of reconnecting our people to the rest of the galaxy has been destroyed. You said yourself that nearly all of Fleet Command views this as a calamity.”
“It is a calamity,” the admiral insisted. 
“And one we can use to further entrench your position and those of your supporters,” Foln said. “Do you honestly believe that any of your colleagues will attempt to be so bold again in the future? Especially when the Dowd continue their attacks on the Pact and Yarasi but leave Dominion forces alone?”
“Lochlan won’t let it go that easily,” the other man murmured. “And she still has some support. The surveillance post on the mothership, the theft of the Gen-63 Gammas, the fact that you are out there using our tech to build a superdreadnought…Command can’t ignore this.”
“Nor do I expect them to. And I will make sure to give them small victories when appropriate to appease them as necessary. But in the larger picture, we have blunted the most dangerous elements and convinced many aliens of the Dominion’s good will. After all, we just proved that we were willing to make a great sacrifice in defense of the Tartarus Cluster. I doubt that has gone unnoticed among the diplomats of the Assembly.”
“We’ve proven that we’re willing to shoot ourselves in the foot,” the admiral countered. “That’s hardly a way to appear strong in front of one’s enemies.”
“In this case, it’s not strength we want to project, but credibility. Now when the Dowd score more victories, the other empires will be more willing to ask the Dominion for assistance. The fleet will be invited into positions it could have previously only achieved by slaughter. It will expedite our plans considerably.”
“Perhaps.”
“There’s more,” Foln said. “With Ellis out of the picture and these Unionists going to ground, our plans are no longer threatened from within. Within a year or two, when the Dowd are finally defeated and the other empires lie in ruin, the Dominion will have the only intact fleet and a foothold in every corner of the Cluster. You will offer aid…and they will have no choice but to take it.” 
“You make it sound so easy and inevitable. Yet experience has continuously taught us that it will be anything but.”
“If I ever gave you the impression that you wouldn’t have to work to accomplish our goals, then I very much apologize,” Foln said acidly. “Even when the others are finally brought to heel, we will have a great many more challenges in front of us, Admiral. In case you’ve forgotten, the Dominion we left behind is no longer the power it once was.”
“So you have told us,” the admiral spat. “I’m not sure I’ll believe it until I see it.”
“You will. Perhaps sooner than you think.” Foln brought himself to his feet. “We will need all the resources and technology of the Cluster if we are to restore the Seraph’s vision to its former glory. But make no mistake, the new Dominion—our new Dominion—will not be reborn from the ashes without sacrifice and suffering and death. There is no other way to restore what our ancestors so foolishly squandered.”
“I’m more than ready to fight a war, Foln. Just make sure that your pets do their job. I’m getting tired of cleaning up their mess.”
The projection vanished, leaving only the starry abyss of deep space behind. Foln sat there in place for a long moment, allowing the embers of his cigarra to cool and fade to ash in his hand. 
“He should not speak to you in such a way, my lord,” a female voice said from across the dark, translucent chamber. “None of them should.”
“One day, I’ll let you and your sisters teach him that lesson,” Foln said. “But for the moment, DeGale still serves a purpose. As do the others.”
The woman emerged from the darkness along with two others that shared her face. Each was clad in the same black skin-suit; the only visual difference between them was the color of their hair and eyes. 
“Continue managing our efforts here,” Foln ordered. “Without access to the gate, I will need to leave this body to oversee matters personally on the other side of the Veil. It’s nearly time to deploy the rest of your sisters.”
“What of the deserter, Master?” the black-haired Shadow asked. “The team reported that he vanished after the incident on the mothership. Shall we not attempt to find him?”
Foln grunted softly. The Kreen had been an unexpected disappointment, but at least he had been able to flush the Unionists from hiding. In the long term, that might prove more valuable than anything. 
“There’s no need,” he said, waving a hand. “The mind seed has already been implanted. All we need to do is stand back and allow it to germinate.”
“What of the ones who escaped the Drift?” the blond Shadow said. “What of Major Zeris?”
Foln’s lips twisted into a scowl. Never in a thousand years would he have anticipated that a natural-born charity case from the Borderlands would prove to be such a nuisance. It was frankly infuriating…though perhaps also a reminder of the purity of the Seraph’s will. Her power coursed through him, perhaps stronger than anyone believed, and it would be a mistake to underestimate him again. 
“Don’t worry,” Foln said. “We will deal with him soon enough.” 
[image: image-placeholder]The admiral’s desk was so glossy even a vampire could have seen its reflection in the polished black surface, and the rest of her office was every bit as tidy as the last time I’d been called in here for a verbal flensing. Outside the wall-length viewport behind her left shoulder, I could see the distant bulk of a dreadnought—the Relentless, if I wasn’t mistaken—cruising alongside the mothership as it waited for supplies. Even a few weeks ago, I would have been awed by the sheer size and power of that ship. 
But now, after having seen the Column’s flagship in all its horrific glory, even the Dominion’s largest warship didn’t seem nearly as fearsome. 
“I won’t lie to you, Major,” Admiral Lochlan said as she swept around her desk and stopped beside her chair. “When we received your transmission from the edge of the Drift, I never expected to see you again. It took a brave man to come home after all you’ve done, especially without Captain Ellis here to protect you.”
“I’m just doing my duty, ma’am,” I said, keeping my voice even. “Someone had to come back and tell the Admiralty what happened.”
“But you weren’t the only survivor. Ensigns Pierce or Reyes or even Specialist Vrisk could have delivered your report. And none of them are currently under investigation by the DID.”
“I’m the only one who knew exactly what happened at every phase of the operation. You deserved to know all the details.”
Her steel-gray eyes drilled into me, but I didn’t look away. I had no intention of backing down, nor any reason to apologize for what I’d done. The fact that Science Director Kimiko wanted my head mounted on her wall didn’t faze me, nor did the endless laser-like scowls I’d received from the senior officers on the command deck as I’d made the long trip up here to Lochlan’s office. 
Alone.
I had done what was necessary to keep the peace. And if the Admiralty was going to hang me for it…well, so be it. The man who had recruited me into the Dominion was dead, and it was time to decide whether or not I still wanted to wear this uniform. 
“You aren’t worried that I’ll court-martial you for lying about your mission on Secunda Minor?” Lochlan asked. “Or the countless other unsanctioned misadventures you’ve embarked on over the past several years?”
“No, ma’am, I am not,” I said. “If you’re going to damn me for what I’ve done, so be it. I still don’t regret it. Ellis and I defended a lot of vulnerable people over the years—people the Dominion military left to rot. If a colony waves our flag, it deserves our protection.”
“You are a soldier, Major,” Lochlan said, leaning both hands on her desk. “You don’t choose where or when you fight. You go where you’re sent, and you shoot who you’re told.”
“I’ve never disobeyed an order, ma’am.”
“No. You and Ellis just made up your own whenever it suited you along the way.”
She glared at me for another long moment before she finally sank down into her chair. “I’ll be perfectly blunt with you, Major,” she said. “I like rules. I like order. And I especially like the chain of command. The Dominion fleet is the most organized and powerful force this part of the galaxy has ever seen, and that is no accident. We have enforced smart regs, cultivated strong principles, and preserved discipline.”
Her jaw moved beneath her cheeks. “But times change, and it’s clear we’ve made more than our fair share of mistakes along the way. Jarod understood that. He spent a lot of time and wasted a lot of words trying to convince others—trying to convince me—that we couldn’t afford to stay the course blindly. He wanted to fight for peace in a galaxy that was constantly thirsting for a new war.”
I nodded cautiously, trying to decide if she was about to lure me into a trap. “The captain believed in the Accords and the Assembly,” I said. “But he also believed that the Dominion was the only real hope for the future…if it could ever realize its full potential.”
“I’m not sure if you’re aware of this, but the Yarasi have been singing your praises ever since that battlecruiser of theirs dropped you off on Betros. They are insistent that you averted a catastrophe. To them, the presence of a jump gate penetrating their ‘sacred barrier’ would have been a cause for war.”
“Can you really blame them?” I asked.
“No,” she admitted. “But that doesn’t necessarily mean they’re right. The Dominion wouldn’t attack them just because the Straw was open.”
I didn’t reply. I didn’t need to; I could hear the uncertainty in her words, as if she were trying to convince herself they were true. 
“Whatever else may have happened here,” she went on, “several truths have been made abundantly clear. The Dowd are out there in far greater numbers than we expected, and their insurrectionist allies possess far more of our weapons and technology than anyone could have imagined. One stolen cruiser would be bad enough, but this monstrosity they’ve somehow built…”
“A monstrosity crewed by the Gen-63 Gammas. It has to be.”
Her jaw twitched again. “An entire generation of fleet officers brainwashed to serve the Column…it’s unthinkable.”
“The ship is a big problem, but it’s not the only problem, ma’am,” I told her, leaning forward and deciding to take the offensive. “They don’t even need to win this fight, not if we do their dirty work for them. They’ll keep attacking and weakening the Pact and the Yarasi, paving the way for us to eventually be the sole superpower in the Cluster. And they’re betting on the fact that you and the rest of the Admiralty will let it happen. They don’t need everyone in Fleet Command to be a traitor for this to work. All they need is for us to sit back and do nothing.”
Her eyes returned to mine. “After what happened in the Drift, it will be virtually impossible to muster another task force. The planetary governors expect the fleet to spread out and defend every system. They fear that a foe with astral drive technology could strike anywhere at any moment…and they aren’t wrong.”
“But the Dowd won’t attack us,” I pressed. “Not as the long as the Column is holding their leash.”
“I know that. So do plenty of others, whether or not they’ll admit it publicly. But after what happened, no one else is willing to risk their position. It’s so much easier to dig in and wait.”
An invisible weight pressed down on my shoulders as if I’d suddenly stepped onto a high-grav world. I had come here prepared to defend myself and my record, and frankly, I would have rather had that fight than be told point-blank that the Admiralty was about to play right into the hands of the enemy. 
My grandfather had once told me the great Dominion fleet we saw on newscasts hadn’t been built to protect people like us and our alien neighbors. In his mind, it had been built to keep the people who lived on it in power—nothing more, nothing less. For a long time, I had believed him, until Captain Ellis had changed my mind. 
But Captain Ellis—and the man who had taken up his name and face and cause—was gone. And perhaps the spark he’d represented had died with him. 
“Personally, I’m sick of trying to change minds,” Lochlan said. “That’s why I’m going to do something about it instead. And I’m hoping that you will be willing to help.”
My brow lifted. “Admiral?”
“There is a vessel stationed at the Drellian shipyards that is expected to leave for a shakedown cruise in two weeks. Officially, it’s part of a recon division attached to the 7th Fleet. Unofficially, it’s been a pet project of mine for four years. I’ve been making inroads with the Yarasi and Pact governments behind the scenes, hoping that we might eventually be able to put together a joint security force to patrol systems in the Borderlands. Nothing overly dangerous, but I’d hoped that over time it would evolve into a more meaningful cooperative effort.”
She tapped a button on her desk and called up a holographic projection of a sleek, Fenris-class frigate. The design was a tad smaller than the Stormrider, eschewing the traditional seashell bow for a more triangular profile. With the rear engines tucked in more tightly, the ship looked almost like an arrowhead. 
“After we learned about the Dowd incursion, the whole idea unraveled,” Lochlan went on. “I assumed it was probably dead for the foreseeable future. But after we received your initial report on the destruction of the Straw, I reached out to both governments again. I told them that we had a unique opportunity here, if they were willing to contribute. And once the Yarasi signed on, there was no way the Pact could refuse.”
“What kind of opportunity?” 
“The Dowd have been attacking colonies all over Pact and Yarasi space, and now a Rakashi settlement has been hit as well. You and I both know they’ll only get more destructive as time goes on…but we also know that sustaining an operational tempo like this requires a command structure and supply lines. They must have other bases out there like the one you found on Nirivarr.”
I nodded slowly, my pulse quickening. “I’m sure they do.”
“The point of this ship, quite frankly, is to find and destroy them,” Lochlan said. “To do that, it needs the ability to hunt the Dowd without worrying about borders and bureaucrats and red tape. It needs special authority granted by the Security Council.”
She smiled almost imperceptibly. “And Councilor Xeng informed me that as of this morning, it has exactly that.”
“That’s an…interesting premise,” I said cautiously. “But what does this have to do with me?”
“This ship needs a crew, Major,” Lochlan said. “Lieutenant Vrisk has accepted a position as chief engineer, but there are a lot of posts left to fill.”
I blinked. “Lieutenant? I didn’t think non-humans could receive commissions.”
“There’s no official regulation against it. And I’m sure you can agree that he has proven himself tenfold.”
“More like twenty,” I rasped, my voice oddly hoarse. 
She nodded. “I have also contacted the Yarasi government. They are willing to assign Kethron Velarys as first officer, news which I instructed Xeng to share with the Pact representatives. I’ve no doubt that they will be submitting a few officers for the roster as well.”
My throat had gone so dry I couldn’t have replied even if I’d thought of something to say. 
“Otherwise, I am considering transferring most of the surviving members of the Stormrider’s crew,” Lochlan said, lifting a datapad from her desk and thumbing the screen. “Captain Ellis had many good things to say about Lieutenant Olshenko as well as Ensigns Reyes and Pierce—I see no reason why they can’t assume similar roles, can you?”
“No,” I managed. 
“Good. Then that really only leaves one senior officer position unfilled.” She looked up from the pad. “The person who commands this ship needs to be familiar with all forms of potential combat engagement. He must also understand the importance of attempting to maintain the peace between the great powers—and have working knowledge of the different cultures he’ll undoubtedly be dealing with face-to-face.”
Lochlan slid the datapad across her desk. “As of oh-nine hundred this morning, I have submitted a request to transfer one Major Kaldor Zeris from Special Operations Vanguard Unit KL-23 to naval service under the 7th Fleet. And since Dominion regulations stipulate that any frigate-class vessel must be commanded by a senior officer of rank no less than commander, I have made the appropriate adjustments in your service record.”
I looked down at the pad and the official orders on the screen. If I hadn’t seen them in writing, I wouldn’t have believed it was possible.
“Congratulations, Commander Zeris,” Lochlan said. “That is, assuming you’re willing to accept my offer. If you have any questions, now is the time to ask.”
I didn’t drag you all the way here from that mudball planet just to make you another ’pounder, the captain’s voice echoed in my mind. 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.
“Just one, Admiral,” I said, picking up the pad. “When do we get started?”
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