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    The Gift 

      

    The running lights on the small shuttlecraft were barely bright enough to cut through the oppressive gray gloom of the moon’s noxious atmosphere, but the approaching vessel’s sleek, V-shaped profile did became plainly visible once it passed through the translucent energy dome protecting the compound. Dorian Garr’s heart raced in his chest as he watched the maintenance drones guide the shuttle down onto the landing pad. When the doors opened and the ramp extended, he held his breath and anxiously balled his hands into fists at his side.  

    This is it. This is when I finally get to meet her.   

    “Unbelievable,” Samir Garr growled from beside his only son. “She was supposed to be here an hour ago.” 

    “We live two hundred parsecs from the closest inhabitable planet.” 

    “I wouldn’t care if we were a thousand parsecs away—I paid for a product, and I expect it to be delivered on time.” Samir grumbled under his breath and crossed his arms over the chest of his immaculately tailored black suit. “If I ran Garr Industries like this, our competitors would eat us alive.” 

    Dorian sighed softly and tried not to roll his eyes. If nothing else, being annoyed with his father was at least helping tamp down the worst of his anxiety. He still couldn’t believe this was happening. He had expected all the usual fanfare for his birthday—last year had featured a private screening of an unreleased holo-vid blockbuster followed by a massive party in the compound (attended by his father’s contemptible business associates rather than actual friends, of course). But for Dorian’s twentieth birthday, his father had apparently wanted to do something special. The most amazing part was that Samir had somehow kept this present secret for three years until a few hours ago. 

    Dorian was still trying to mentally prepare himself when two figures walked down the shuttle’s landing ramp. The first was a tall, professional-looking human man wearing a white suit, while the second was a young Neyris female. Dorian couldn’t actually see her yet—her entire body was concealed beneath a bulky gray cloak. He did spot a thin leather leash snaking out from inside the hood, however, and the human man tugged on it to lead the girl across the landing platform toward the compound.  

    “Remember, this isn’t the time for politeness,” Samir said, straightening his back and setting his square jaw in stone. The gray hairs in his neatly trimmed beard seemed to be growing more numerous by the day. “I paid a fortune for this yellow cunt. If she has the slightest imperfection, I want you to—” 

    “I understand,” Dorian insisted. They’d already had this conversation so many times he had already lost count.  

    “Good.” Samir eyed his son for a moment before forcing an awkward smile. “I wouldn’t want you to be upset on your birthday.” 

    Dorian suppressed a snort. His father didn’t really give a damn about that, of course. Samir Garr, the “Mech Magnate” of the Viraxes Belt, was far less concerned about his son’s happiness than about the company’s profits. The fact that the two were inextricably linked was the only reason Samir had purchased this girl in the first place. Dorian’s innovations were responsible for transforming Garr Industries from a third-rate company to the sector’s largest mech manufacturer in the span of just a few years.  

    Dorian had been stuck on this remote moon the entire time, completely separated from family, friends, and anything resembling civilization. He understood that the quarantine was necessary to some extent—this was one of the few places in the sector he was safe from their enemies—but the isolation still got to him. Samir’s solution to that little problem was to buy his son a Succubus and hope that having a personal fucktoy around would keep Dorian focused and productive. 

    The sad part is that it might actually work.  

    The handler waved in respectful greeting as he approached the compound entrance, his pristine white suit glimmering in the bright lights. The two sentinel mechs standing guard outside the breezeway fell into formation behind the two arrivals, and the doors whooshed open once the security scanners completed their quick sweep for weapons and explosives. When the group entered the reception foyer, the handler immediately offered his hosts a warm bow.  

    “I humbly apologize for my tardiness, Master Garr,” the man said in a deep, cultured voice.   

    “You should,” Samir said with a snort. “I’ve been waiting three years for this.” 

    The other man chuckled softly. “Well, as you know, the industry standard is between sixteen and twenty solar cycles for a fully mature Succubus. Our visionary gestation techniques have allowed us to—” 

    “You’ve already made your sale,” Samir said with dismissive wave. “But your employer told me that Joranis would be the one to deliver her.” 

    “Unfortunately, the recent terrorist attack on Praxius Three prevented him from making the delivery in person. He knew you were eager to receive your merchandise, however, so he sent me instead.” The man smiled and offered a slight bow. “Narel Volek, at your service.” 

    “How nice for you,” Samir muttered, taking a step closer and narrowing his eyes at the shrouded woman. “Well, Mister Volek, I’m not here to listen to another pitch. Just show us the merchandise.” 

    Volek bowed again. “With pleasure, sir.” 

    While his right hand kept a firm hold on the leash, his left deftly grabbed the cloak as if preparing to pull a canvas off a shiny new aircar. Dorian held his breath in anticipation, wondering what a hundred-million-credit female would look like… 

    He was not disappointed.  

    The girl was so breathtakingly beautiful she almost didn’t seem real. She was slender and buxom all at once, and her flawless yellow skin was so smooth it almost seemed to glow. All five of her veroshi—the thick, tentacle-like appendages sprouting from her head like vines—were decorated with silver rings, and two of them draped down over her shoulders and breasts almost like long bangs of hair. She was unmistakably alien, yet her soft face, high cheekbones, and curvaceous silhouette also marked her as unmistakably female. She was clad in a golden two-piece bikini with a short skirt of translucent red fabric dangling from her hips, giving everyone a perfect, unobstructed view of her flat stomach and shapely legs. Her green eyes sparkled like gemstones as they fastened upon Dorian.  

    “Gorgeous, isn’t she?” Volek asked, tossing the shroud to one of the mechs. “Bred to your exact specifications.” 

    Dorian swallowed and tried not to melt beneath the raw, unbound desire in the girl’s eyes. She couldn’t talk yet—her mouth was filled with a red ball-gag, and her wrists were cuffed behind her back—but the tips of her veroshi were all twirling in anticipation, and she looked ready to pounce on him if she weren’t bound and collared.  

    By the Seraph, she’s real. She’s real and she wants to be mine… 

    [Do you wish me to perform a bio-scan, sir? I should be able to detect any grievous imperfections in her genetic matrix.] 

    Dorian flinched in surprise. Ghost’s holographic avatar had retreated back into Dorian’s neural implant when he’d left his quarters, but that just meant the AI could speak directly into his mind instead. He probably should have shut the implant down, too. Ghost was nothing if not a mood killer.  

    “Not bad,” Samir said as he stepped forward to circle around the Succubus and inspect her. “But she’s definitely shorter than I ordered…” 

    “The complexity of Neyris genetics means there are often small but unavoidable variations between the design template and the final product,” Volek replied with the unflappable ease of a career salesman. “Regardless, she is—” 

    “Strange how you didn’t mention that possibility when I purchased her,” Samir said, his eyes narrowing as he stopped directly behind the girl. “If my mechs were half a millimeter off their specifications when I delivered them, my customers would demand a refund.” 

    “With all due respect, Master Garr, cloning and psycho-genetic manipulation are far more complicated than robotics.” 

    Samir shot a withering glare at the other man. “How dare you—” 

    “It’s fine, Dad,” Dorian interrupted, forcing himself to breathe. He took a step closer and tried to avoid looking at the Succubus directly but found it literally impossible. Her green gaze was like a carnal singularity. Sweat broke out under the collar of his jumpsuit.  

    He could feel his father glowering at him over the girl’s shoulder even without looking. Even if the old man were happy with the product—which he literally never was—he still would have complained in the hopes of getting a partial refund. It was just his way.  

    “You haven’t even touched her yet,” Samir said.  

    Dorian swallowed and glanced over to the handler. Having his own personal sex toy delivered to him in front of his father was embarrassing enough, but he had absolutely no interest in even talking to this girl with a total stranger around… 

    “Come on, grab her tits,” Samir demanded. “I don’t want you complaining in a week because she’s a saggy mess.” 

    “Dad, please,” Dorian said through gritted teeth, his cheeks reddening. “This isn’t—” 

    “Fine, I’ll do it myself,” his father growled as he reached around beneath the girl’s bikini top and harshly groped both her breasts. She was so poised she didn’t even bat an eyelash; she continued staring straight at Dorian, even when his father reared back and smacked her buttocks beneath her translucent skirt.  

    “Our third generation of Succubi possess exceptional durability as well as performance,” Volek said, chuckling. “You can be as rough with her as you’d like—within reason, of course. She will serve your son faithfully throughout his life.” 

    “She had better,” Samir said, backing away and eyeing the girl up and down again. “If not, I guarantee I’ll be on your doorstep demanding my credits.” 

    The handler smiled politely. “I’m afraid that all purchases are final, Master Garr. As you know, we splice all of our Succubi with Velothi genes now. Your son can Imprint himself upon her to ensure a more potent connection…and once he does, her value will drop considerably.” 

    Samir grunted. “She can only be Imprinted through her cunt, right? You had better try out her other holes first, then.” 

    “Dad!” Dorian snarled, his anger and embarrassment finally boiling over. “By the Seraph…” 

    “There’s no point in being coy about it,” Samir said. “I ordered you a toy, not a wife. She has one purpose in this universe, and she had better be good at it.” 

    “Our clients are never dissatisfied with our products, I assure you,” Volek said, his focus shifting to Dorian. “She will effortlessly adapt to your needs, no matter how dramatically they change over time. Neyris are very perceptive by nature even before we tinker with their genetic code.” 

    Dorian forced himself to take a deep breath and calm down. His cheeks burned with embarrassment, but at least that was helping contain his arousal. Just standing next to this woman was so intoxicating he could barely stand upright. He had been reading stories about Succubi ever since he had stumbled across the term on the Holosphere, yet somehow even the holo-vids hadn’t done this girl justice. There was a reason they cost as much as a small moon. 

    “Let’s assume her body is acceptable,” Samir said. “What about her mind? I’ve had serious doubts about your accelerated growth cycle from the beginning. I might not have ordered my son a wife, but I don’t want her to have the brain of a gutter whore, either.” 

    “Our flash education techniques are second to none,” Volek said smoothly. “Thanks to our company’s discreet location outside of Convectorate space and beyond its legal restraints, we are able to implant whatever knowledge we desire. History, science, culture…she can effortlessly carry a conversation on a variety of topics. She knows everything needed to be a perfect companion at the dining table—or on her knees beneath it, if you prefer.” 

    Samir snorted. “Well, I hope you haven’t saddled her with obnoxious opinions.” 

    “Absolutely not,” the handler said with a chuckle. “But there’s only so much I can tell you. Perhaps you would like to meet her yourself?” 

    Samir folded his arms over his chest. “Now is as good a time as any.” 

    Volek smiled as he unfastened the woman’s gag. Her eyes remained locked on Dorian the entire time, and he couldn’t help but be mesmerized by the way her veroshi moved like cat tails. From what he’d read about Neyris body language, the comparison was apt—the movements of her veroshi were a window into her mood. And right now, that mood seemed to be “on the verge of exploding with anticipation.” 

    “All right, here we go,” Volek said as he popped the gag free. “Go ahead and introduce yourself, dear.” 

    The Succubus gasped once her mouth was clear, and a pink tongue immediately emerged and seductively licked her painted red lips. “Master Dorian,” she said breathlessly. “My name is Kaya, and I’ve waited my whole life to meet you!” 

    Dorian’s knees wobbled, and he gave up any hope of trying to conceal his erection even in his relatively baggy work jumpsuit.  

    Fuck, I should have insisted that I meet her alone no matter how much Dad complained! 

    “He’s not your master yet, girl,” Samir said sternly. “I still need to make certain you’re worth the credits I paid for you.” 

    Kaya dragged her eyes away from Dorian so reluctantly it almost seemed like it caused her pain. “My lord,” she said, lowering her head in deference. “I cannot thank you enough for giving me the opportunity to serve your son. I assure you, I will be the most loyal and faithful companion he—” 

    “You should thank me for creating you,” Samir said with a contemptuous snort. “If I hadn’t ordered you, you’d still be goo inside a test tube somewhere. I’m the only reason you exist.” 

    The girl looked flustered for a second. “I-I understand, my lord, and I only wish to—” 

    “Let’s start with a basic test, hmm?” Samir interrupted. “A single event has dominated the Holosphere for the past week. What is it?” 

    Kaya didn’t even hesitate. “The Dowd attack in the Tarana System,” she said. “More specifically, the revelation that Convectorate authorities attempted to cover up the extent of the devastation.” 

    Samir turned to the handler. “So, she is fully updated on current events, then?” 

    “Absolutely,” Volek said proudly. “Her flash training didn’t stop until she stepped off the shuttle a few minutes ago, and she is more than capable of continuing to learn as needed.” 

    Dorian sighed. “Dad, you don’t have to—” 

    “Your handler just mentioned the terrorist attack on Praxius Three,” Samir went on, undeterred. “When the Seraphim Union took credit, what was the Convectorate’s response?” 

    “I beg your pardon, my lord, but the Union never officially took credit for the attack,” Kaya said carefully. “Unless you are referring to the detention center bombing on New Thedia seven months ago yesterday?” 

    Samir humphed. “Clever girl,” he said, shifting his eyes back to Volek. “What about philosophy? Mathematics?” 

    “Her flash education module was configured to your exact specifications, Master Garr,” the man replied with practiced patience. “She is proficient in the social sciences but ignorant of the hard sciences; she knows a great deal about history but has not formed her own opinions on major events.” 

    “Clever, but not too clever,” Samir said, circling the Succubus again. “Just like a woman should be.” 

    Dorian balled his hands into fists but kept them at his side. He was seriously tempted to just grab Kaya and sprint to his quarters, and not just because of what he wanted to do to her—or have her do to him. He really just wanted to spare her having to endure his father treating her so poorly.  

    Samir eventually reached out and placed his fingertips on the girl’s flat stomach, tracing the faint contours of her abdomen. “She is fixed, yes?”  

    “All Succubi are infertile by design, regardless of base species,” Volek confirmed. “Most of our customers would rather not have to worry about the burden of contraception.” 

    “And naturally it helps protect the secrets of your genetic material,” Samir said with a knowing snicker. “I’m sure your bosses don’t want a horde of yellow mongrels running around with your precious cloning secrets all over their DNA.” 

    “Actually, sir, we can easily activate a fertility module if such a feature is desired at a later date. Your original purchase didn’t specify that your son wanted to breed her, but if he does—” 

    “I don’t want him to breed her, and that’s what matters. She’s a toy, not an incubator.”  

    “Dad, there’s nothing else to say,” Dorian insisted, mortified to the point he could barely speak. “She’s perfect!” 

    “We’ll see soon enough,” Samir said as he nudged Kaya’s chin upward to inspect her flawless teeth. “What do you think, girl? Are you ready to please my son?” 

    The Succubus smiled. “I have dreamt of nothing else from the first moment I awakened, my lord.” 

    Samir snorted and turned back to Dorian. “All right, you might as well take her to your room and start breaking her in. I’ll finish up the financial business here.” 

    Volek smiled and offered Dorian the leash. “She is all yours, Master Garr. You will not be disappointed.” 

    Swallowing, Dorian stepped forward and took the leather strap in hand. Kaya’s face beamed like a star, and she eagerly glided alongside him without a single tug on the leash.  

    Just before they moved away, however, Samir’s hand shot out and gripped Dorian’s shoulder. “Make sure you tell me about any imperfections, no matter how small,” he said pointedly. “Do you understand?” 

    Dorian nodded. “Yes, Father.” 

    “Good,” Samir said, leering at Kaya for another moment before he removed his hand and smiled. “Enjoy your present. I’ll make sure no one bothers you for the next few days.” 

    When his father turned back to start arguing with the handler again, Dorian wasted no time leading Kaya toward the lift at the back of the reception foyer. Like almost everything else in the residential section of the compound, the metal had been painted a sterile white as if they were living in a hospital. The moment the door whooshed shut behind them, he closed his eyes and let out a long, deep breath.  

    “Stars, I’m sorry about the way he treated you,” Dorian said. “He’s just—” 

    Kaya leaned forward and kissed him before his eyes had even reopened. Dorian gasped when her body pressed against him, and again when her tongue effortlessly slipped through his lips. His hands instinctively fell to her waist—fuck, how can anyone’s skin be this smooth?—and his cock ached in desperation when her knee rubbed over his manhood through his jumpsuit. Her hands may still have been shackled behind her back, but two of her tentacle-like veroshi threaded through his unruly dark hair and pulled him close with surprising strength. For the first time in his life, he found himself wishing that the lifts in the compound were slower… 

    “Oh!” Kaya gasped when she abruptly pulled away. “I am so sorry, master—I should have asked for your permission first.” 

    Dorian awkwardly closed his gaping mouth and struggled to catch his breath. “It’s, uh…it’s all right.” 

    She smiled. It was so sweet, so contented, that he almost melted.  

    “I wish you could understand how much I’ve longed for this moment,” she said, briefly closing her eyes and licking her lips. “I want to taste you so badly…” 

    Dorian swallowed, still breathless, as he eyed her up and down again. Neyris females were notoriously alluring—even natural, “unmodified” ones sold for millions on the underworld slave markets. Kaya wasn’t a hapless victim snatched from some Far Rim colony, however; she had been designed to match his biological and psychographic profiles on a genetic level. She was quite literally the perfect partner for him, insofar as such a thing was even possible. 

    Every word, every movement was geared to please him. She probably knew what Dorian wanted more than he did, even if she didn’t consciously realize what she was doing. The part of him that was a scientist was fascinated by the engineering and technical skill required to create such a being.  

    The part of him that was a man was so unbelievably horny that all he wanted to do was push her down onto her knees, grab a firm hold of her veroshi, and fuck her face until she couldn’t breathe. His cock was already harder than a thorotine rod, and he’d never felt this uninhibited before.  

    “Is there a way to pause the lift, master?” Kaya purred, rubbing her knee even harder against his manhood. Her body seemed nearly as hot as a Kreen; her breath was like a scalding sirocco against his lips and chin.  

    “Y-yes,” Dorian stuttered. He reached out and fumbled for the keypad. The lift beeped a warning, but he quickly punched in a code to disable any potential alarms as it came to a halt between floors. It wasn’t as if anyone else would be calling it right now anyway… 

    Kaya smiled giddily. “Thank you, master,” she breathed. “Your father wanted you to explore my holes before you Imprint yourself upon me. The sooner we get started, the better…” 

    After planting a final hungry kiss on his lips, Kaya slowly and seductively sank down onto her knees in front of him. His cock was practically bursting out of his jumpsuit by the time she drew eye-level with his waist, and he was just about to reach down and help her unzip his fly when she leaned forward and kissed the massive bulge. He could feel the heat of her breath through the dark fabric, and he had to bite down on his lip and close his eyes for a moment just to ensure he didn’t lose control. She was just so breathtakingly beautiful and delightfully submissive… 

    [I have completely my preliminary biometric scan, sir,] Ghost said out of the blue. [While she appears to be healthy, there are some anomalies that—] 

    “Not now!” Dorian hissed.  

    Kaya froze, her lips still hovering over his bulge. “Master?” she asked, her eyes wide with concern. “Have I displeased you already?” 

    “Stars no!” Dorian blurted. “Uh, sorry, that was…never mind.” 

    She hesitated for a fraction of a second before planting another series of delicate kisses upon his bulge. The instant her eyes flicked back down, Dorian clenched his teeth in annoyance. He really, really should have turned Ghost off… 

    [I do not wish to upset you, sir,] the AI said apologetically. [Perhaps there is another way I can be of assistance. I could trigger a release of hormones to dull your sexual response. This should allow you to delay your orgasm until—] 

    Dorian snarled and nearly smacked the side of his head again, but thankfully, this time Kaya didn’t seem to notice. He had a flawless view down her bountiful yellow cleavage from this angle, and he couldn’t wait to free her breasts from captivity. 

    “Here, let me, uh,” Dorian stammered, “let me help you with the buckles.” 

    “That will not be necessary,” Kaya said with an impish grin as she leaned forward and bit down on the tab of his zipper. She pulled it open with her teeth, her emerald eyes on his face the entire time. Even his briefs were no match for a determined Succubus—two of her veroshi squirmed through the open zipper and freed his manhood as deftly as any fingers. The tip of his aching cock burst free an instant later, and when Kaya finally shifted her gaze down, her green eyes dilated as if they had finally spotted their true prey.  

    “Holy shit!” she breathed. “You’re huge!” 

    Dorian was so aroused he could barely think straight, but the sudden shift in her voice was impossible to miss. She almost sounded like a different person… 

    “I—ooohh!” he moaned, his sudden concern melting away when she wrapped her red lips over the aching crown. The heat of her mouth was so intense he wondered if her DNA had been spliced with other races besides Velothi. The throat of a full-blooded Kreen female could melt a man’s cock like a lozenge, but this felt so good he didn’t even care.  

    Between her skillful tongue and dexterous tentacles, Kaya coaxed the rest of his manhood out of his briefs in no time. He knew he shouldn’t have been surprised when she effortlessly swallowed his full length—her entire body had literally been designed as a perfect sheath for his cock, after all—but there was still something awe-inspiring about watching a woman two-thirds his height and half his size take him so easily. She wasn’t the only one who had been genetically enhanced, after all. 

    Kaya remained focused upon her meal until she had completely worked him down her throat. It was only then, when her lips were pressed against the base of his stem, that her eyes finally flicked back up to his in search of approval.  

    “Nnn,” he muttered, totally unable to form anything resembling a real word. He reached down and stroked her veroshi as if they were hair, and he was shocked at how much they felt as silky as freshly shaven legs. They were very sensitive to touch, allegedly, but he still really wanted to grab onto them and fuck her face like it was a cunt. For whatever reason, the thought of throating beautiful girls—especially alien girls—had always driven him wild, and for the first time in his life, there was nothing stopping him. It wasn’t as if she would object; she was a Succubus designed specifically to pleasure him however and whenever he wanted. And since her psychographic profile had been specifically attuned to his, she would almost certainly enjoy every gasp, gurgle, and tug almost as much as he did.  

    But right now, in this instant, Dorian simply couldn’t keep the dam from bursting any longer. The mere sight of her on her knees with both hands bound behind her back and her eyes locked on his…. 

    “Fuck!” Dorian shouted as his cock detonated in the back of her throat. Kaya didn’t flinch; she kept staring up at him as he pumped one spurt after another straight down her gullet. He fired so many times he feared she might choke, but he should have known better than to doubt a Succubus. She kept his cock lodged deep down her throat even as he slowly softened, ensuring she didn’t spill a single drop.  

    And then, once he was completely spent and breathless, she leaned back and granted him a clear view of her swallowing his hard-earned bounty. She smiled up at him as lovingly as if they had known each other for a lifetime rather than a few minutes. 

    “Thank you, master,” she said. “You taste absolutely wonderful, just like I knew you would.” 

    Dorian couldn’t help but smile back. When he’d first been told about his father’s gift, he had spent hours wrestling with the ethical implications of owning a Succubus—even a willing one. He had always found the Convectorate’s treatment of “weak, lesser” species like the Neyris and Velothi contemptible, and the entire concept of a genetically engineered servant was utterly repulsive. But now that he had met her—now that he had looked into her eager and willing eyes… 

    Fuck, there’s no way in a million years I’m sleeping at all tonight. I don’t care if I have to order Ghost to pump me full of stims; I’m going to explore every centimeter of this girl’s body before morning… 

    Reaching down, he gently brushed his fingers over the smooth skin of her veroshi again. She closed her eyes and moaned softly, delighting in his attention. She looked so unbelievably contented…if she weren’t a Succubus, he would have assumed she was faking. No regular woman could possibly be this earnestly gleeful after swallowing the load of a man she had just met.   

    Dorian leaned back against the wall of the lift to catch his breath. The craziest part was that he was getting hard again. Just thinking about how he could have this girl any time he wanted, any way he wanted, for the rest of his life…it was beyond overwhelming. Once again, he was seriously tempted to grab her head and force himself back down her throat. But his libido had cooled just enough for reason to reassert itself, at least for a few minutes. He could surely contain himself long enough to lead her into his bedroom and show her the private space he had prepared for her. He wanted her to know right away that her life here would be as pleasant as possible… 

    “I do apologize for my impatience, master,” Kaya said. “But I hope you are pleased with my performance.” 

    “Yeah…yeah, you could say that,” Dorian said. He glanced down at his glistening cock and tried to tuck himself back into his jumpsuit. It wasn’t easy; he was so hard he could barely close the zipper.  

    I have a feeling that this won’t be the last time I’ll struggle with this. All things considered, it’s a good problem to have.  

    “Come on, let’s get you to my room,” he said, tapping the lift controls. “I think you’ll like it.” 

    He reached for Kaya’s shoulders in case she needed help getting back to her feet, but her fit body was strong and agile enough that she sprang upright all on her own despite her bindings. “As long as you are there, master, I will be perfectly content.” 

    Her servility was so over-the-top it almost made him cringe. In some ways, she had been programmed as rigidly as any of the mechs in the factory next door. He might have felt even worse about this whole arrangement if he weren’t still so damn horny.  

    The lift pinged softly when they reached his floor. When the door slid open, it took all of Dorian’s willpower to keep from sprinting through the long, sterile corridor to his room. He tried to maintain at least a modicum of dignity by walking at a normal pace down the hall, and he kept a tight grip on Kaya’s leash even though she happily walked right alongside him.  

    “Um, a-anyway,” Dorian said as they moved, “I really do apologize for how my dad treated you. He’s…well, he’s just like that, unfortunately.” 

    Kaya’s bright eyes glittered as she craned her neck to look up at him. She was still smiling (is it even possible for her not to smile at her master?), but something in her expression momentarily shifted from blind adoration to…amusement? 

    “Your father is a wealthy and powerful man,” she said. “I’m sure he only wants what is best for his son.” 

    “Mostly he’s just a miser who can’t stand the idea of overpaying for anything by a single credit,” Dorian muttered. “I assume it’s because he was poor when he was growing up. Now he has enough money to buy a few moons, but he still gets upset if a supplier raises their prices by a tenth of a percent.” 

    “I promise, I will be worth every credit, master,” Kaya assured him. “I can’t wait to show you what I can do!” 

    Two of her veroshi curled affectionately around his bicep as they walked, and Dorian finally abandoned any pretense of dignity and jogged the rest of the way to his room. The thick, starship-grade door opened automatically at his approach, and he half expected Kaya to drop to her knees again the moment the door closed behind them. But instead her eyes went wide at the sight of his room—probably from the sheer size of it—and she swept her gaze back and forth in awe.  

    “There’s, uh, there’s plenty of space for you to have some privacy whenever you want it,” Dorian said. “Technically, this is all one room, but with all the furniture and side areas, it’s like five in one.” 

    “By the stars,” she breathed, her entire body stiff with wonder. He had no idea what the conditions were like in the facility where she’d been bred and trained, but he couldn’t imagine it had been anywhere near this spacious. The open living area directly in front of them seemed fairly standard: the right-hand side was dominated by his bed, dresser, and nightstands, while the left was reserved for a comfy recliner and three different vid-screens, all of which were currently blank. The far side of the room ended in a “T” with a narrow hall and four other adjoining rooms, two on either side. Not that Kaya could actually see any of those just yet.   

    “I cleared out one of the storage rooms around the corner for you,” Dorian told her, pointing across the room. “Father would throw a fit if he found out that I moved a bed in there for you, but I wanted you to have your own space.” 

    Kaya turned back to look at him, her eyes widening in confusion. “You don’t wish me to sleep with you, master?” 

    “No, I absolutely do! I just thought, well…” 

    Dorian nervously cleared his throat, wondering if this would have been easier or harder if his dad had given him more warning. Honestly, he probably would have just over rehearsed a speech and then forgotten it the moment she arrived. As it was, he’d only had a few hours to make preparations.  

    “I just wanted to make sure you had all the personal space you needed,” Dorian said. “There aren’t any decorations yet, but I can get you whatever you want. For now, there’s just a bed and some storage space.” He swallowed, searching for the right words. “Look, I just don’t ever want you to feel trapped.” 

    Her smile turned suddenly wry. “That’s cute. Offering your slave a little bedroom to soothe your conscience.” 

    Dorian frowned. “What?” 

    “Sorry, I suppose I shouldn’t be that hard on you,” Kaya said with snort. “You’re definitely not the rich little bishka I expected, I’ll give you that.” 

    The shift in her tone and body language was so dramatic that Dorian had to stare at her for a solid five seconds before he found his voice again. “I, uh…” 

    “Look, it’s nothing personal, kid,” she soothed with a sly smirk. “But the sons of rich idiots are usually idiots themselves. Of course, they usually have tiny little cocks, too, which makes absolutely no sense at all. You’d think with all that wealth they’d be willing to drop a few credits on augmentations and grow a nice thick one like yours.” 

    A warning tingle ran down the length of Dorian’s spine. In the span of a few heartbeats, the woman in front of him had become a completely different person. She still looked like the submissive Succubus who had been down on her knees in the elevator, but her posture, her movements, her tone of voice…they had all changed.  

    [Forgive the intrusion, sir, but her biometric readings are becoming even more unstable,] Ghost said into his mind. [It is as if her entire genetic structure is in a state of flux.] 

    “You’re also a lot cuter than I expected,” Kaya went on, eyeing him up and down. “And honestly, I bet you’re actually pretty good in bed. There’s a part of me that wants you to tackle me onto your bed and give me everything you’ve got. I’m sure you could get me off at least once, which is more than I can say for most men.” She lifted her chin and clucked her tongue. “The trouble is, I just don’t have the time.” 

    Dorian was still struck speechless when she flexed her arms against the bindings on her wrists—and tore them apart as if they were made of paper.  

    “Oh, shit!” he gasped, leaping back and nearly toppling onto his bed. 

    The woman continued grinning as she stretched out her right hand. Her yellow Neyris skin began to turn a pale pink, and her eyes transformed from an alien shade of green into a very human shade of amber. At the same time, her veroshi slowly receded into her head.  

    “What…?” Dorian breathed. “What are you?” 

    “I’m whatever I want to be,” the woman said in a sardonic, cultured voice. “Now stand still and stay calm, kid. I promise this will all be over soon.” 

    He was just about to dive toward the pulse pistol concealed in his bedside drawer when he felt the tiny hairs on his arms prickle and stand upright. A surge of electricity crackled along the woman’s outstretched arm, then abruptly leapt from her fingertips and struck him in the chest. His entire body convulsed as if he had just grabbed an open power conduit, and his legs gave out as he crumpled to the floor.  

    The last thing he saw before the darkness claimed him was a human female with a wild shock of blue hair snickering down at him.  
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    The Grift 

      

    “Well, at least you didn’t hit your head,” Kaya said as she stared down at the unconscious rube sprawled on the tile floor. He wasn’t the first man she had left hard and wanting on the floor, and he undoubtedly wouldn’t be the last. He might have been the first one she actually felt bad about, though. He really did seem like a nice kid, and the fact he was completely shredded beyond reason made her feel even worse. That was half the reason she’d decided to suck him off in the lift—she had wanted to see if the genetic tinkering that had clearly given him such a fabulous body had extended to his manhood.  

    The answer was an unconditional yes.  

    “I wasn’t lying, by the way,” she said as she leaned over him. “I absolutely would have fucked the hell out of you if I’d had more time.” 

    Grinning, Kaya gently patted the still enormous bulge in his pants before she hopped upright and studied her surroundings. She couldn’t help but be blown away by the sheer size of this kid’s fucking room. It put most palatial suites to shame. The living space alone could comfortably house an entire family, and if the schematics she’d memorized were accurate, the four adjoining rooms on either side of the “T” were huge, too. Even the fucking carpets probably cost as much as a small starship. The sheer opulence would have made her partner furious. 

    Speaking of, she should be in position by now. 

    “All right, the kid’s out,” Kaya said, tapping her ear to activate the tiny com implant hidden inside. “How are things on your end?” 

    “Not good,” Mysha’s voice snapped back. “You were supposed to get the codes ten minutes ago!” 

    “Yeah, well…I got a little carried away.” 

    “What a surprise,” her partner muttered. “When was the last time you actually did what you promised on time?” 

    Kaya groaned and fiddled with the thin drawstring on her bikini bottom. Both the top and bottom pieces still fit reasonably well despite her change in shape; adaptive fabric was expensive for a reason. Still, she wished she had tried to smuggle in some real clothes in addition to her “slave-kini.” She was tempted to rummage through the kid’s dresser and see if she could at least find some pants, but Mysha was right that they were already behind schedule. She would have had to change shapes again just to fit into anything sized for a nearly two-meter-tall hunk of man-muscle anyway. 

    “Just relax, would you?” Kaya insisted. “Volek should be taking off any minute, and no one knows we’re here. We have plenty of time.” 

    “No, you have plenty of time,” Mysha grumbled. “Do you have any idea how many guards and security mechs I had to sneak past to get into the server room? This place is a fucking fortress!” 

    “If you slipped past them once, you can do it again. Just give me a minute to look around and see what I can find.”  

    Kaya walked over to the narrow corridor at the opposite end of the living space and began her search in earnest. She wasn’t a slicer by any stretch of the imagination—tech bullshit was Mysha’s job—but she knew enough to locate the workstation in one of the side rooms. The main terminal had nine monitors and three holo-projectors, and she couldn’t help but wonder what the kid actually did in here all day. If he was like any other rich human male, half of them were probably set up for gaming while the rest looped interspecies porn vids all day… 

    “All right, I’m at his workstation,” Kaya said, eyeing the fancy holographic controls. Because apparently, normal tactile input devices were too fancy for these people. “Are you ready?” 

    “I’ve been ready!” Mysha snarled.  

    “Keep your tits cold, this will only take a few more seconds.” 

    Drawing in a deep breath, Kaya held out her left hand and squeezed it into a fist. The skin on her inner forearm began to ripple as if it were made of putty, but she didn’t change shape—she just needed to access the data spike she had concealed beneath her flesh. As always, her stomach turned when she pushed her fingertips through her own skin, but mercifully, the small, two-centimeter-long device was right where she had left it.  

    “Ow!” she grunted as she pulled it out and sealed the wound around it, then sucked the blood off her fingers. “All right, here we go…” 

    Kaya carefully placed the spike atop the terminal before toggling it on. She had absolutely no idea how the thing worked; it was one of Mysha’s many seemingly magical gizmos she had assembled over the years. Ostensibly, it would grant access to the Garr Industries mainframe and all its juicy data.  

    “All right, I have a signal,” Mysha said. “I should be able to…” 

    Kaya’s eyebrows furrowed when her partner’s voice trailed off. “Is something wrong?” 

    “This encryption…I’ve never seen anything like it.” 

    “I assume that’s a bad thing?” 

    “It’s impossible,” Mysha breathed. “Kaya, this tech…it’s psionic.” 

    Kaya paled. “You mean old Dominion design?” 

    “No, even more advanced. Like, way more advanced—and incredibly illegal. If the Convectorate even suspected that Garr Industries had access to this kind of psi-tech…” 

    “They would have bombarded this place from orbit,” Kaya whispered. She might not have been a security expert, but she understood the political implications of psionic technology all too well. Psi-tech of any kind was illegal in the Convectorate. Owning a single piece of old, burned-out Dominion tech could get most people thrown into the Drift; making it could damn your family and anyone who had ever associated with you.  

    The rich and powerful often ignored the law, of course, but even the wealthiest collectors didn’t actually use psi-tech. They could get away with having a busted crystal capacitor in a display case, but running active psionic technology ran the risk of alerting the Spiders. Their psychic webs could sense even faint ripples from light-years away. That must have been why this compound was out here in the middle of nowhere… 

    “What do you want to bet that this is how Garr Industries has taken over the mech market these past few years?” Kaya reasoned. 

    “I’d say it’s almost a certainty,” Mysha agreed.  

    “This is exactly the type of thing the Echo will want to know.” 

    Her partner stayed silent for a long moment. “What do you think he’ll do when he finds out?” 

    “I don’t know,” Kaya said. “That’s not really our problem.” 

    “Isn’t it?” Mysha whispered. “What if he sells this intel to the Spiders?” 

    “That’s still not our problem,” Kaya said firmly. She could tell from Mysha’s voice that her partner was already planning something stupid. The girl may have been brilliant and beautiful, but she had a bad habit of following her heart instead of her head whenever psionics was concerned. She would have gladly signed on with the Seraphim Union tomorrow if not for the explosive microchip lodged in her brainstem. Her life literally depended on giving the Echo exactly what he wanted.  

    And mine depends on protecting her from herself.  

    “Meesh, I need you to download that data so we can get the hell out of here, all right?” Kaya said as calmly as she could. “We’ll worry about the details later.” 

    “You mean after we tell the Echo and it’s already too late?”  

    “We can’t afford to worry about that right now. I just need you to—” 

    “Save your breath, it doesn’t matter anyway,” Mysha said. “There’s no way I can decrypt psionic data.” 

    Kaya grimaced. “You’re telling me you can’t get anything?”    

    “I can access the standard mainframe. Though I don’t see anything interesting besides freighter inventory lists and shipping dates…” 

    “That’s not good enough!” Kaya pressed. “If we come back without real data, the Echo will—” 

    “I know!” Mysha snapped. “But there’s nothing I can do about it. I’m a slicer, not a wizard.” 

    Kaya clenched her teeth and tried not to think about what their boss would do to them if they returned home empty-handed again. They couldn’t afford another bust, not after the shitshow on Praxius Minor last month.  

    “All right, maybe there’s another way around this,” Kaya said. “Maybe the kid left some important passcodes lying around here somewhere.” 

    “This isn’t about codes!” Mysha insisted. “Do you understand what I mean by psionic encryption? You can’t just punch in a few numbers to unscramble it.” 

    “So what do you need, then?” 

    “The mind that created it—or a telepath powerful enough to brute-force it, I suppose. You remember that Seraphim psi-crystal we found last year? It’s like that, but even more complic—” 

    Her voice was cut off by the all-too familiar wailing of an alarm. The lights in the room turned red, and the terminal and monitors in front of Kaya went dark.  

    Oh, shit.  

    “Dammit,” Mysha swore. “We have to get out of here. I don’t know how, but every alarm in the compound just got triggered.” 

    “Great,” Kaya spat, snatching the data spike off the terminal. “That’s just fucking great.” 

    “I’ll signal the Prowler and head for the private landing pad. Meet me there!” 

    “That pad is on the other side of the compound! There’s no way in hell I’ll be able to get there before security swarms this place!” Kaya hissed through her teeth and tried to think. “You said you could access some of the standard systems. Is there anything you can do about the alarms?” 

    There was no response. Kaya tapped her implant out of habit, but she didn’t hear anything, even static.   

    “Meesh?” she asked. “Meesh!” 

    “Your coms won’t work,” a male voice said from behind her. “The dampening field will block everything outside of a very narrow set of family frequencies.” 

    Kaya turned. Dorian was standing in the doorway, a small pulse pistol held steady in his right hand.   

    “Put your arms up,” he demanded. “Now!” 

    Kaya sighed and tried to make herself look as defeated as possible. It wasn’t difficult, given the circumstances.  

    “How the hell did you wake up so quickly?” she asked, shaking her head. “You should have been out for hours!” 

    Dorian’s eyes flicked up and down the length of her body—not like a man lusting after his Succubus, but like a computer analyzing new data. “How did you transform from a Neyris into a human?”  

    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, kid,” Kaya said. “Unless you mean that yellow girl who tore out of here a few minutes ago. You should probably go chase after her—she’s the real thief!” 

    His brow arched. “A dozen security mechs will storm through my door in less than a minute. There’s nowhere for you to go.” 

    Kaya hissed softly through her teeth. “I guess I should have fucked you after all, huh? Maybe then you’d still be asleep. I should have known you’d have superhuman stamina to go along with…everything else.” 

    Dorian took a step closer and shook his head. His short, unruly black hair was barely even mussed. “My father won’t show you mercy.” 

    “Why am I not surprised?” Kaya murmured. “With his charming personality, he seems like the type that would turn a young, helpless girl over to the Spiders without a second thought.” 

    “He won’t tell the Spiders or the Convectorate,” Dorian said. “He’ll order the mechs to knock you out, then he’ll have his goons torture you until you tell him everything about the person who hired you.” 

    She scoffed. “I’ve endured worse, trust me.” 

    “I doubt that. You have no idea what he’s capable of.” 

    Kaya frowned. She had never developed any significant telepathic abilities, but she could still sense the kid’s trepidation. He didn’t seem angry at all, which was strange, considering what she had done to him. Some men she conned spent their entire savings hiring bounty hunters to track her down—she and Mysha had just ditched a handful back on Cira Narn a few weeks ago. But this kid…he seemed scared. 

    And in retrospect, it was obvious why.  

    “Your company didn’t steal or buy that psi-tech,” Kaya reasoned. “You’re the one who created it, aren’t you? Daddy won’t call the Spiders because they’ll learn your dirty little secret.” 

    Dorian’s lip twitched. “Who are you really?” he breathed. “Why are you here?” 

    Kaya’s natural instinct was always to lie even when the truth would suffice, but in this case, she made a rare exception. “Your father is a wealthy man, and wealthy men have enemies,” she said. “Enemies who want to know how a bankrupt company became the sector’s largest mech manufacturer in such a short period of time.” 

    The kid’s cheek quirked, and when he glanced away, she almost took the opportunity to pounce. Mysha was probably halfway to the landing pad by now. If Kaya was going to make her move, she needed to do it soon.  

    “Look, kid, it’s nothing personal,” she told him, creeping forward a centimeter but keeping her hands outstretched. “If it were up to me, I’d happily get down on my knees and suck your cock again. Hell, I’d let you hold me down on that giant bed of yours and fuck me in the ass all afternoon if that’s what you wanted. We’d have a lot of fun, I guarantee it. But I need to get out of here, and if you don’t want the Spiders to crash this party, you should probably just let me go.” 

    “I can’t do that,” Dorian replied mechanically. His eyes didn’t even flick down to leer at her tits or tummy. His persona seemed to have changed nearly as much as hers.  

    “If you don’t, I’ll have to knock you out again.” 

    He cocked a black eyebrow. “Maybe you didn’t notice, but I’m the one holding the gun here.” 

    “Oh, I noticed,” Kaya said. “The trouble is, I took out the power pack while you were unconscious.” 

    The instant he glanced down at his pistol, Kaya made her move. She covered the distance between them in a single leap, slapped the weapon out of his grip, and grabbed him in a firm chokehold from behind. He was strong—really strong—but her metamorphic powers trumped even the best genetic engineering.  

    “Don’t struggle!” she scolded, locking her elbow around his neck so tight he could barely breathe. “I really don’t want to hurt you.” 

    His hands clutched at her arms to try and pry them away, but then he suddenly went limp. “It’s too late,” he rasped. “The mechs are already here.” 

    Kaya heard the clomping of metal feet outside Dorian’s suite barely a millisecond after the words left his mouth. Grimacing, she dragged him out of his office and back into the living area where she could watch the door.  

    “Well, fuck,” she snarled, holding him up in front of her like a living shield. “Please tell me they won’t risk shooting the boss’s kid.” 

    “Oh, they will,” Dorian said gravely. “Without question.”  

    Kaya’s eyes narrowed. “You’re kidding me.” 

    “Their pulse weapons have a stun setting powerful enough to overload the nervous system of a V’rath even through its carapace. They’ll knock both of us out and summon the medical units to revive me.” 

    “How thoughtful of them,” she muttered. “Your father really is an asshole, isn’t he?” 

    “You met him,” Dorian said. “What do you think?” 

    Kaya growled and glanced down at the holdout pistol he’d dropped. Keeping her right arm locked around his neck, she reached down and plucked it from the floor.  

    “That thing won’t scratch the paint on their ablative armor,” Dorian warned. “There’s nowhere to run—not unless you let me help you.” 

    She frowned. “What are you—?” 

    The door whooshed open before she could finish. A trio of humanoid security mechs rushed inside, and just like Dorian had warned, they didn’t hesitate even a microsecond before their pulse weapons unleashed a blistering barrage at the intruder and her hostage.  

    “Shit!” Kaya hissed, whirling back into the narrow corridor a moment before the blue bolts struck them both.  

    “You can’t fight them!” Dorian shouted, clutching at her arm again. “There’s only one way out of here. If you let me go, I can—” 

    This time, his words were cut off by a low thump. A small cylinder hit the nearby wall and rolled toward them, a cloud of thick green gas billowing out of one end. Kaya reflexively shut her mouth, but she knew from experience that she only had a few precious seconds to act before the gas overwhelmed her.  

    Closing her already-stinging eyes, Kaya concentrated on her metamorphic abilities and altered her physiology again. Externally, nothing changed—she still looked like the same bikini-clad human woman as before. Internally, however, she radically altered her organs at a molecular level. Anexian gas could incapacitate a wide variety of common species, but Meldonian lungs could easily filter out the toxins. 

    Dorian wasn’t so lucky. He barely had time to cough before the gas stole his breath and paralyzed his muscles. Kaya released her grip on him, and he immediately fell to his knees and covered his mouth in a vain attempt to fight the poison. Oddly enough, she found herself wishing she could help him—she knew firsthand how awful it was to breathe in this shit. At least he couldn’t do anything stupid and get himself hurt while he was helpless…  

    It’s now or never.  

    Kaya glanced around the corner back out into the living area and tried to judge the distance between her and the bed. She could already hear the mechs shuffling forward, and she knew they would spray the whole area the instant she stepped out of cover. Still, most security mechs had relatively simple combat protocols—they wouldn’t expect her to be conscious, let alone to roll out into the open. Hopefully, that split second of confusion would be enough.  

    Setting her jaw, she counted to three, then dove into the living area and tumbled toward the bed, fully anticipating a salvo of pulse blasts to follow in her wake. She was not disappointed—if anything, the mechs reacted even more quickly than she expected. She didn’t even gain the split second she had banked on before their targeting algorithms compensated. If not for the supernatural speed granted by her metamorphic powers, she would have been shot a dozen times before she reached cover. She actually felt the searing kiss of pulsefire ignite the air behind her neck before she curled herself into a tight ball and tucked herself behind the bed.  

    Son of a bitch, these mechs really are more advanced than usual… 

    Acting on pure, desperate instinct, Kaya flooded her body with dangerous amounts of adrenaline, then shoved the bed as hard as she could. The frame flipped over on its side and smashed into several of the mechs, hurling them against the wall and finally buying her a precious moment of respite. Only one of them dropped its weapon, but she hoped it was enough. She dove over to retrieve the heavy pistol, flicked the power setting to maximum with her thumb, and fired.  

    Dorian’s holdout pistol might not have been able to scorch their armor, but this one could. The brilliant blue-white bolts burned through the bedframe, the mattress, and the mechs behind it. Only one of the robots managed to stumble clear, and Kaya promptly shot it right in its optical sensors. 

    She was still aiming at the bed, waiting for any signs of movement, when the fire suppression systems kicked in. Tiny sprinklers emerged from a half dozen spots in the walls and sprayed the flaming bed and robots, then went on to drench anything and everything remotely flammable. The near-freezing water felt shockingly refreshing on Kaya’s bare skin, but she couldn’t afford to sit around and enjoy it. More reinforcements were surely on the way.  

    “Meesh, can you hear me?” Kaya asked, tapping her implant in the vain hope for a miracle. When static was her only answer, she hopped back to her feet and sprinted for the door— 

    But stopped right before she reached it. Glancing back over her bare shoulder, she spotted Dorian lying in an unconscious heap near the spent grenade. Even the frigid water streaming over his face wasn’t waking him up.  

    Normally, he would be the perfect hostage, but his dad obviously planned for that contingency. If the mechs are willing to shoot through Dorian to get to me, then dragging him along will only slow me down. I should cut my losses and get the hell out of here while I can. The Echo will just have to live with whatever scraps of data Mysha managed to download from the mainframe.  

    A guilty lump formed in her throat when she tried and failed to look away from the kid’s body. She couldn’t understand what the hell was wrong with her; she had left plenty of men in far worse positions than him. Grifting rich idiots out of their credits had been her entire career these past few years, and she’d never felt the slightest bit of remorse. Then again, most of the men she seduced were selfish assholes. She had only known Dorian for a few minutes, but he seemed bizarrely different.  

    Maybe it was because he hadn’t shot her in the back. Maybe it was because she knew he was a psychic—a Seraphim—like her. Or maybe, just maybe, it was because his cock had felt so good lodged in her throat that all she could think about was how much better it would feel buried deep inside her cunt. She hadn’t been with a human male who knew what he was doing in so long… 

    Just because he might be able to get me off doesn’t mean I should adopt him. Besides, the kid has everything he could ever want here, and the actual Neyris Succubus his dad ordered for him will show up sooner or later. He’ll be fine.  

    “But we might not be,” Kaya whispered. The Echo would be furious if they didn’t bring him anything. Even if he didn’t hurt Mysha, he could easily increase her debt. The last time they’d failed, he’d threatened to hand her over to slavers. As a Velothi female with the rare mutation that allowed her to Imprint herself on multiple partners, Mysha would sell for almost as much as an actual Succubus… 

    Swearing under her breath, Kaya dashed back through the spraying water toward Dorian. He might not have been useful as a shield, but he probably had as much valuable information about his father as the compound’s psionic mainframe—especially if his psionic powers were the reason Garr Industries existed. 

    “Oh, I can’t wait to regret doing this,” Kaya muttered as she turned him over and placed a hand on his neck. Reaching out with her mind, she temporarily connected her nervous system with his. The sensation was always shocking—for a fraction of a second, she could have sworn she was breathing for him, almost like she was his personal respirator. Trained psionic healers could actually siphon the wounds from another into themselves, then accelerate their own metabolism and regenerate the damage. Kaya had been able to pull off the first part a few times but never the second—and she wasn’t willing to suffer for this kid just yet. She just needed to flush his lungs and get them working on their own… 

    Dorian inhaled sharply, and his big blue eyes fluttered open as his hands splashed in the growing pool of cold water. “Nnnn…what?” 

    “Time to wake up, kid,” Kaya said. “Help me get out of here and I might even let you fuck me for real.” 

    He coughed and blinked in confusion as he rolled onto his side. His eyes shot wide when they latched onto the trashed mechs in the corner. “Holy shit,” he gasped. “How did you—?” 

    “Because I’m a dangerous bitch,” Kaya said tartly. “But I bet there are a lot more of those things on their way, and I’d rather not push my luck.” 

    She grabbed his arm and dragged him to his feet alongside her. Once again, she couldn’t help but be mesmerized by his sculpted physique. His arms were practically girders.  

    “I told you, they won’t hesitate to shoot me,” Dorian said sharply, wiping the water from his face. “And they’ll use as many gas grenades as it takes to put you under.” 

    “Let me worry about the gas,” Kaya said, gesturing for him to move out into the corridor with the muzzle of her pistol. “I need you to tell me how to get to the landing pad without taking the lift.” 

    Dorian held up his hands as she followed him past the wrecked machines to the open door. “You’ll never make it that far,” he warned. “Even if you did, I don’t know how the hell you plan to leave. Security will have already locked down your ship, and the main pad has enough plasma turrets to—” 

    “We’re not leaving from the main pad,” Kaya said, jabbing the pistol into the small of his back to keep him moving. “I’m not an amateur, kid—I memorized the compound schematics before I took this job. I know there’s a tunnel through the mountains out back, and I know that it leads to another set of private landing pads. The trouble is, I don’t know how to get there without taking the lift.” 

    Even standing behind him, she saw the muscles in his jaw tighten. “That’s because there is no way to get there without the lift.” 

    Kaya snorted. “Bullshit. I only met your dad for five minutes, but I know his type. I’d bet a million credits that he had a bunch of secret passages installed after the official construction was over. He wouldn’t trust the contractors to keep the schematics private.” 

    “If you got your hands on them, he was right to be suspicious,” Dorian muttered. “How much did that cost you?” 

    “Enough,” she said, peering past him down the corridor. The alarms were still wailing, and she had no doubt that the lift at the far end would start spewing out more mechs any second. “So, are you going to tell me where to go or should I electrocute you again?” 

    His eyes flicked down to her hands. “That was a neat trick. Psychokinesis and metamorphosis?” 

    “I’m a talented girl, what can I say? Now tell me where to go!” 

    Dorian drew in a deep breath and pointed to their left down the passage. “There’s a hidden panel in one of the storage rooms down the hall that leads to a junction tube. It’s narrow, but it leads down into the mountain.” 

    Kaya grinned. “Perfect. Let’s move.” 

    Dorian nodded and turned down the hall. Her bare feet squished across the metal floor, and Kaya tried not to think about how ridiculous she must have looked right now. She had made half-naked escapes before—far too many of them, really—but the stakes here were higher than they had ever been. She wasn’t on a major planet with the Echo’s minions waiting in the wings. They were dozens of light-years from any potential backup, and if Mysha hadn’t escaped the mainframe and summoned their ship… 

    A sudden thump from the lift down the hall snapped her focus back to the here and now. Despite the blaring alarms, she could clearly hear the sound of heavy mechs swarming somewhere nearby. She might have had even less time than she feared.  

    “Here,” Dorian said, pressing a quick sequence into a keypad on the wall and opening the storage room. Kaya held her aim, half expecting him to dive inside and seal the door. But for whatever reason, he still didn’t seem particularly concerned about escaping. If anything, he looked more worried about being too slow. He rushed into the small ten-by-ten storage room, pushed past a pile of bins, and crouched next to a nondescript section of the wall. A hissing rush of air filled the room when his fingers found a concealed release switch, and he pulled aside a metal panel that led into a narrow shaft just large enough for a single human.  

    “That better not lead right down into your father’s office,” Kaya muttered. “If this is a trick—” 

    “It’s no trick,” Dorian said. “Come on, we need to hurry.” 

    Kaya frowned when he voluntarily crawled into the shaft. Hostages weren’t supposed to be this cooperative. She still didn’t sense any overt trickery from him, but the hairs on her arms had started tingling anyway. Something wasn’t right here. Maybe this passage really did lead right into his father’s office… 

    It’s not like I have any choice. The mechs will be here any second. 

    Grimacing, she crouched down and crawled into the tunnel behind him. It looked almost like the maintenance shaft on a starship; pipes and shielded wires ran along the walls inside, and the glowing conduits bathed everything in an eerie red light. If nothing else, the interference from all the power runs might make them more difficult to track with sensors.  

    “You’ll want to close that panel,” Dorian said over his shoulder. “Otherwise, they’ll just flood the whole shaft with gas before we can reach the other side.” 

    Kaya nodded. She reached back and yanked the wall panel back into place, then started crawling after him as quickly as she could. The air got hot incredibly quickly, and keeping track of how far they had gone was basically impossible. But at least the sounds of the pursuing mechs soon faded away.  

    The view wasn’t terrible, either. With his soaked jumpsuit clinging to his frame, Dorian had a nice…well, everything.  

    Kaya was still thoroughly enraptured by Dorian’s powerful silhouette when he stopped in front of a grate and popped it open. This one led down to a metal ladder, and he didn’t even stop to glance back over his shoulder at her before he started down.  

    Here we go. I just hope Meesh has the Prowler on standby… 

    Kaya took a deep breath and started down the ladder. The area at the bottom was completely dark aside from a few red emergency lights, but it was readily apparent that this was indeed a passage through the mountains. The reddish stone had probably been carved out with mining lasers, and the tunnel was about ten meters tall and almost twenty wide. She was almost disappointed that there wasn’t an escape vehicle waiting for them. His father seemed like the type of insane billionaire who would have an armada of secret tanks or suits of power armor lying around just in case the currency markets collapsed.  

    “The motion sensors in here will alert security if we go much farther,” Dorian said once he stepped off the rungs. “Give me a second to shut them all down.” 

    Kaya frowned when he dashed over to a small panel a few meters away. “That thing better not be another alarm.” 

    He grunted and tossed an annoyed glance back at her. “If I wanted you to get caught, I would have just left you for the mechs.” 

    “I suppose,” she murmured, keeping one hand on her pistol while the other grasped the final rungs of the ladder. “I’m just a little skeptical that you’re being so cooperative. Most men I scam don’t help me sneak past their own security. I mean, I realize I give amazing head, but you can’t tell me that someone with your money and your body has trouble finding girls who want to blow him.” 

    Dorian entered a code into the panel, then stepped away. “You’re a psychic. You’re Seraphim. I don’t care what you were trying to steal, you don’t deserve whatever my dad will do to you.” 

    Kaya felt one of her eyebrows arch. Stars, he’s an idealist like Mysha, isn’t he? Fuck, I almost wish he were just a rube who hoped he could simp his way into another blowjob. True believers are so much harder to deal with… 

    “Just because we’re both psychics doesn’t mean we’re on the same side, kid,” Kaya said. 

    “It means we should be, if we want to survive,” Dorian told her. “And I’m not a ‘kid.’ You don’t look much older than I am.” 

    “You do remember that I’m a shapeshifter, right?” Kaya asked. “For all you know, I’m a ninety-year-old Krosian hag with tits hanging down to my knees.” 

    “But you aren’t.” He stared at her for a long moment before he jerked his chin back over his shoulder. “It’s almost half a kilometer to the mountain exit. If you want to get out of here, we need to start running.” 

    Kaya glanced that way and nodded. The two of them dashed through the tunnel, and she had never been happier that she could use her powers to harden the soles of her feet. The rock was smooth enough, but a pair of thick boots would have been nice…but so would any clothes at all, really. Drafty caves and damp skin weren’t a pleasant combination.  

    A massive metal door sealed off the end of the tunnel, though once again, Dorian dashed for the controls without being prompted. He was barely even winded despite sprinting half a klick. She idly wondered if his genetically enhanced stamina had any limits…and not-so-idly imagined how fun it would be to test them out in her bunk on the Prowler.  

    You can fuck him after we get out of here, Mysha’s imaginary voice scolded her. The Velothi was going to freak when she realized her partner had brought a hostage… 

    “I still don’t understand how you plan to land a ship out here,” Dorian said when the door started lifting open. “The plasma turrets in the mountain are military-grade hardware. They could burn through the armor of a CDF frigate.” 

    “A girl can’t give up all her secrets at once,” Kaya said, shielding her eyes with her free hand when gray daylight started flooding into the cavern. She could see the open sky from here—insofar as noxious, fetid clouds counted as ‘open sky’—and the edges of the shield dome shimmered about a kilometer out. Once they stepped under the door, she finally had a chance to catch her bearings. They were on the edge of a cliff halfway up a mountain, and she could see the small landing pads atop a plateau about two hundred meters down to their left.  

    The problem was that she didn’t see any way for them to physically get down there.  

    “Uh,” Kaya muttered as she tiptoed forward and risked a quick peek over the edge. It was a long, long way down the side of the mountain, and she had never learned how to grow wings. “Please tell me you have a cloaked chairlift around here or something.” 

    “No, but there’s a ladder over there,” Dorian said dryly, pointing off to their left. “It should only take us a minute or two to reach the pad. If you have some way to summon a ship, I suggest you do it now.” 

    Kaya pursed her lips and tapped her com implant yet again. It crackled for a moment, but she still couldn’t get a clear signal. “I need to contact the ship’s navigational computer. How big is this fucking jamming net?” 

    “It’s designed to black out everything for almost a kilometer around the compound,” Dorian said. “Why didn’t you tell me you needed a clear signal?” 

    “I don’t know, because you’re my hostage?” she grumbled, pointing the pistol at him again. “Why would I tell you anything?” 

    Dorian eyed her up and down again, though she was reasonably sure he just sizing her up rather than checking her out. Why does that feel a little disappointing? 

    “The jamming signal is wide but not particularly strong,” he told her. “You can carve through it if you know what you’re doing.” 

    Kaya hissed softly as she glanced toward the distant landing pad sitting before the mountain like a steel plate. In theory, Mysha should have already been out here by now, and she was a technical wizard. Maybe she had already figured out a way to get a signal to the Prowler. If not… 

    If not, we’re fucked. That’s all there is to it.  

    “I could try and adjust your implant,” Dorian suggested, eyeing the side of her head. “I assume you’re using a C8 or C9?” 

    “C7,” Kaya muttered. As if I could afford the latest models. “But I don’t have an omnitool hidden in my top, so unless you have one stuffed into your jumpsuit…” 

    He shook his head. “I don’t need any tools. My powers can get the job done.” 

    Kaya stared at him. She didn’t think he was lying; from what Mysha had said, psionic technology was almost certainly the driving force behind Garr Industries’ ascension. But what if they hadn’t purchased the psi-tech on the black market? What if Dorian himself truly was responsible? 

    That means he must be a shaper. In theory, they can manipulate inorganic matter—especially metal—as easily as I can manipulate my own physiology. If that’s true, it would explain a lot. The power and durability of the mechs, the insane production capabilities of their factories…everything.  

    If the stories were to be believed, the Seraphim Shapers of the old Dominion had created everything from personal armor to mighty starships. They were the ones responsible for all the psi-tech still littered about the galaxy—a fact that almost certainly made them priority targets for the Spiders. The last thing the Convectorate and its Tarreen overlords wanted was a new generation of shapers rebuilding a fleet of psionic warships.  

    Still, she had no interest in taking his offer. Just because he had behaved himself so far didn’t mean she trusted him to fiddle with implants that were connected to her brain.  

    “Forget it, let’s just get down there,” Kaya said, waving her pistol.  

    “What’s the point?” Dorian asked. “The moment we show up on the pad, someone will see us. You can’t escape without a ship!” 

    “My partner will handle that part, don’t worry.” 

    He frowned and glanced over his shoulder. “I don’t see anyone else out here.” 

    “Maybe not, but I hope you can still see this gun,” Kaya said, jabbing the barrel at him. “Now get moving!” 

    His eyes hardened for a moment, and she wondered if he might have finally decided to try and escape after all. But he still looked more anxious than defiant, and he eventually shrugged and started walking off to his left. Kaya followed along the narrow ledge, making sure to keep herself pressed as tightly against the mountain as she could. Dorian pointed out the ladder a few steps later, and once again, he started climbing down ahead of her.  

    Her stomach sank the instant she looked down. She wasn’t a fan of heights at the best of times, and the idea of descending a forty-meter ladder down the side of a wind-swept cliff almost made her want to turn around and try fighting through the horde of security mechs instead.  

    “Just don’t look,” Dorian called up unhelpfully. “And try not to think about falling.” 

    Kaya clenched her jaw. The ladder was embedded deep enough into the rocks that even a hurricane probably wouldn’t dislodge it, but that didn’t make her feel any better. If only she could hurl herself over the edge and telekinetically lower herself down… 

    “Fuck,” she hissed, sliding the pistol into the drawstring of her bikini bottom before starting down. She really should have tried to transform herself into a Lograth—their webbed feet had so much suction she could have probably scuttled down the rock face without the need for a ladder. But assuming a new form took a lot of practice, not to mention concentration. Her stomach was so riled she wasn’t sure she could maintain a shift right now even if she’d wanted to.  

    Kaya grimaced as she put her feet on the ice-cold rungs. She clutched the sides of the ladder so hard her knuckles turned white, and she closed her eyes and focused on putting one hand after another. As far as escapes went, this was even worse than the time she had leapt out the window of a seventy-story skyscraper after robbing that Thelaxian prince. The glass had torn up her skin and the fall had been absolutely terrifying, but at least she had known for a fact that Mysha had deployed the anti-grav netting. Of course, they had also completed their mission successfully and stolen all the data that the Echo wanted. Today, on the other hand… 

    Meesh won’t let me down. She never has.  

    Kaya eventually reached the bottom despite the wind’s best efforts, and miraculously, her pistol and bikini bottom hadn’t fallen into the canyon on the way. She drew the weapon the moment her feet were planted, though it wasn’t as if she needed it. Dorian was already jogging out onto the plateau with the landing pads.   

    She quickly followed behind him and searched for any signs of her partner. The pad almost looked like a metallic clover: the center circle was ringed by three smaller circles designed for starfighters or light freighters, and the entire platform was connected to a thick, twenty-meter wide door embedded in the mountain. A handful of heavy storage crates were scattered about the area as if they had yet to be unpacked—or were about to be packed—but there weren’t any other signs of recent use.  

    “Okay, this is it,” Dorian said, turning and raising his hands. “I can’t disable any of the sensors out here—the security mechs have probably already been rerouted.” 

    Kaya glanced back at the imposing hangar door at the end of the platform. “How long do we have?” 

    “A minute or two at most.” He shook his head. “You’re not very good at this crime thing, are you?” 

    She snorted even as her stomach clenched into knots. “You’re not my first mark, if that’s what you’re asking. Don’t flatter yourself.” 

    “I suppose I just assumed that a profession grifter would have a better escape plan,” Dorian said. “Or did you really think you could slice into the company’s mainframe and just walk out of here scot-free?” 

    “It wouldn’t be the first time,” Kaya said. “How the hell was I supposed to know that Garr Industries was getting a little boost from a psionic wonder boy?” 

    Dorian nibbled at his lip as a gust of wind ruffled his black hair. “Maybe your partner is already gone,” he whispered. “Or maybe she got shot by the mechs.” 

    Kaya opened her mouth to deny it, but nothing came out. Mysha really should have been here with the Prowler by now. Maybe she did get caught by security on her way out… 

    “Fuck,” she hissed. “You must have some kind of ship we can steal. A fighter, a shuttle, a fucking dinghy. At this point, I’d settle for—” 

    An alarm sounded a fraction of a second before the door started to open, and a whole squad of the agile, humanoid security mechs stormed out with their weapons blazing.  

    “Get down!” 

    Kaya didn’t even have time to flinch before Dorian slammed into her side and tackled her behind a mound of nearby storage crates. She landed on the metal platform so hard the force of the impact almost dislocated her shoulder, but before she could cry out in anger, a barrage of blue stun blasts scorched the air around them.  

    “Son of a…argh!” Kaya growled as she rolled onto her side and pushed the kid off of her. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” 

    “Trying to save you!” he snapped as he ducked low. “You saw what they did upstairs. They won’t hesitate to shoot me to get to you.” 

    “Sorry, I’m just not used to my hostages throwing themselves in front of their captor,” she growled as she twisted her body into a crouch and gripped her pistol tight. She squeezed off a few quick, blind shots to force the mechs into cover and slow their advance. “What the hell is your deal, anyway? Why haven’t you even tried to escape me?” 

    He grimaced as a blast struck the lip of a crate right next to him. “There’s no time to explain,” he said. “I just think—look out!” 

    She looked where he pointed and spotted two of the mechs soaring directly above them, the jump-jets embedded in their chassis burning the air around them. They strafed almost directly sideways until they had a clear line of fire, at which point they lifted their arm-mounted weapons and took aim— 

    Kaya had only an instant to act. Stretching out with her mind, she forced her body to generate a dangerous amount of bioelectric energy—far, far more than she had unleashed to stun Dorian back in his room. The tiny hairs on her arms instantly stood upright, and the swirling, glyph-like markings covering her left arm began to glow a brilliant blue as if she had tiny power conduits carved into her flesh. Dorian gasped and stumbled back, his own hair rising in the presence of so much raw electricity… 

    And then she unleashed it. The current leapt from her fingertips like a lightning bolt and burned a hole through the chassis of one of the mechs, destroying it outright. The energy arced to the mech’s partner a millisecond later, and the sudden power surge fried its circuitry in an instant. Its jump-jets went haywire, propelling the mech straight backward until it crashed into the mountainside. 

    Two down, about fifty more to go.  

    Kaya ducked back down behind the crates just in time to avoid another barrage from the mechs still pouring out of the hangar. Electricity was still crackling between her fingertips, and she desperately needed to release the charge before she lost control. But she couldn’t risk peeking out of their cover without getting shot… 

    “Holy shit,” Dorian breathed, staring at her glowing arm.  

    “On my mark, get on top of that crate,” Kaya said, pointing behind him. He’d be a bit exposed, but still have a few crates between him and the mechs.  

    He paused. “What are you—?” 

    “Just do it!” she snarled. “Three, two, now!” 

    Despite the bolts scorching past them, he hopped up onto the crate she had indicated—the only one made out of vasmeric plastic and therefore not conductive—just as Kaya slammed her hand onto the platform. She discharged all the remaining energy into the metal, so much that she had to briefly close her eyes and glance away from the brilliant electricity crackling all around her.  

    The first time she’d tried something this insane, she had almost killed herself. Once she generated this much bioelectric energy, it wasn’t simply a matter of “letting it go.” The energy demanded to be released, to vent its fury upon the best path available—even back into her; she could easily fry herself without proper grounding. Thankfully, the platform greedily devoured every amp, though the power dissipated long before it could actually electrocute the approaching mechs. And now she was spent.  

    “Okay, I’m out of tricks,” Kaya breathed, her hand trembling. “You have any brilliant ideas?” 

    Dorian glanced up as another pair of mechs activated their jump-jets and soared overhead. Kaya twisted her body and tracked the robots as they circled around the platform in opposite directions, effectively forcing her to avoid fire from three separate sources. One shot sizzled past her face while another narrowly missed her arm— 

    And then, for seemingly no reason at all, one of the mechs exploded.  

    Kaya froze, wondering if she had actually taken a hit and started hallucinating. Then a brilliant pulse of orange-white energy struck the second mech dead-on, blowing off its head and sending it careening wildly through the air.  

    “What the hell…?” Dorian gasped from beside her.  

    Kaya grinned as her eyes followed the tracer up to the cliff face about ten meters to the right of the now-open door. She spotted a familiar ripple in the air followed by another barrage of shots at the crowd of remaining mechs, and the machines turned and scanned in a vain attempt to locate their attacker.  

    “I told you not to worry,” Kaya said, leaning up. “We’re professionals.” 

    She squeezed off a few shots of her own, though Mysha barely needed the help. In another twenty seconds, it was all over. The smoldering bodies of the mechs were littered across the hangar entrance, though Dorian’s father almost certainly had more in reserve.   

    “Thanks for the distraction,” a voice called out from seemingly nowhere. A few heartbeats later, the familiar figure of a blue female Velothi appeared near the door, the shadows sliding off her willowy frame like water as she finally unshrouded herself. Her long white hair fluttered over her curved horns in the breeze, and her matching jumpsuit looked unscathed. She must not have faced much resistance after all. 

    “Psionic camouflage,” Dorian breathed as he popped up from behind the crates. “Unbelievable!” 

    Kaya couldn’t stop grinning. “Nice timing,” she called out. “What about the Prowler?” 

    “Thirty seconds,” Mysha said as she dashed forward. Her cranial tendrils twitched as she moved, though her luminescent blue eyes stayed locked on Dorian. “What the hell is he doing here?” 

    “I needed a hostage,” Kaya replied with a shrug. “We can’t all turn invisible.” 

    Mysha’s jaw set in stone as she approached, and her thumb flicked the power setting on her rifle. “Well, we don’t need him anymore. I left enough false trails to slow any reinforcements down long enough for us to escape.” 

    Dorian, still clearly transfixed by Mysha’s appearance, slowly shook his head. “I still don’t understand how you’re going to land a ship here,” he said. “Those turrets will—” 

    He never finished the sentence. Mysha shot him with a stun blast, and he crumpled to the ground even faster than when Kaya had shocked him earlier.   

    “Why the fuck did you do that?” Kaya snapped.  

    “I just said we don’t need him anymore,” the Velothi replied coldly. 

    Kaya grimaced. “Meesh, this kid’s not what you think.” 

    Mysha cocked a white eyebrow. “He’s not the son of a rich asshole whose daddy bought him a sex slave?” 

    “He’s a psychic,” Kaya told her. “His family didn’t buy that psi-tech—this kid created it.” 

    Her partner’s tendrils froze. “What? Are you sure?” 

    “Yeah, and he’s also the only hope we have of satisfying the Echo. We need to bring him with us.” 

    A dozen emotions flickered across Mysha’s face as her idealism waged war against her hatred of the rich and powerful. They had both accepted this mission assuming that Samir Garr and his son were Convectorate collaborators—the lowest of the low, especially for humans. But apparently the truth was a little more complicated.  

    A low rumble shook the mountain a moment later, and Kaya glanced over the edge of the pad to the wide canyon leading up to the compound. She couldn’t actually see the Prowler, of course—that was half the point of its cloaking device—but she could hear its engines approaching just fine.  

    “This is a bad idea,” Mysha whispered, her faintly glowing eyes still locked on Dorian. “Telling the Echo about the psi-tech is bad enough, but if he finds out that this kid is a shaper…” 

    “It doesn’t matter,” Kaya said, a knot twisting in her stomach as she squatted down and picked Dorian up. “The Echo wants answers, and that’s what we’re going to give him.” 
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    Partners 

      

    Kaya barely had time to lock Dorian in her quarters before Mysha lifted the Prowler off the landing pad and blasted through the canyon away from the Garr compound. The inertial dampeners mostly compensated for the sudden movement, otherwise everyone on board would have been hurled into the walls so hard they would have smashed into paste, but Kaya still struggled to keep her balance while she rushed back to the cockpit.  

    “You couldn’t wait five seconds?” she growled as she grabbed hold of the door frame and tried to keep herself steady. 

    “I didn’t know how long you’d need to tie him up,” Mysha said, reaching up and tapping something on the overhead console. “Knowing you, I’m surprised you aren’t in there trying to fuck him again.” 

    “Oh, come on,” Kaya hissed. “How can you possibly be mad about—?” 

    “I’d hold on to something if I were you,” Mysha said, yanking back the flight stick as she slammed the throttle. The Prowler blasted almost straight upward, and Kaya barely managed to hang onto the door frame as they climbed through the moon’s thin atmosphere toward open space.  

    Gritting her teeth in annoyance, Kaya waited for the dampeners to compensate before she lunged into the co-pilot’s chair to Mysha’s right. The cockpit was small, even for a light freighter like the Prowler—there was barely even room for a standard tactical hologram between the seats. The power and engine displays flashed their displeasure at the pilot’s insistence on such a rapid ascent, but Mysha knew what she was doing. Despite a lack of formal training, she was one of the most naturally gifted pilots in the Viraxes Belt—and probably every adjacent sector, too.  

    “No pursuit on sensors,” Kaya said as she studied the tac-holo. “I’m surprised nothing is shooting at us. Dorian said the whole mountain is filled with turrets.” 

    “It is,” Mysha confirmed. “And the sensor net is at least two generations ahead of anything on the market.” 

    “Can it see through our cloak?” 

    “I don’t know, but I wasn’t willing to take the chance. Before I left the mainframe, I sliced into the defense grid and disabled the targeting protocols. They can’t track us…at least not until the whole system resets. We’ll be far out of range by then.” 

    Kaya grinned. “I knew there was a reason I kept you around.” 

    Mysha rolled her eyes—a human gesture she had picked up since they’d been together. Though since her luminescent eyes lacked pupils, it was barely noticeable. “I also sabotaged the coms just in case. No one will be able to call for help without some serious repairs, probably at least a day or two.” 

    “That’s why you were so far behind…” 

    “I had confidence that you’d figure out a way to deal with the first wave of security mechs, so yeah, I took my time in the mainframe. I was less worried about you getting caught than I was about having them blast my baby out of the sky.” 

    “I’m so glad you have your priorities straight,” Kaya snorted.  

    “Partners come and go, but a bond between a pilot and her ship is eternal.” Mysha lovingly tapped the console. “We should be able to jump to hyperspace in less than ten minutes.” 

    Kaya continuing watching the sensors, but she didn’t detect any other ships until they cleared the thermosphere. The dense rings of the moon’s gas giant primary were littered with small mining facilities and other trivial outposts, but they were almost entirely automated. The bigger threat was the orbital defense platform over the north pole—according to the Echo’s intel, it was equipped with a full squadron of fast, state-of-the-art fighter drones. If they hadn’t specifically planned their escape vector to avoid it, they would have almost certainly been overwhelmed before they could jump to hyperspace. 

    Thankfully, contingency planning was one of the few benefits of working for the sector’s most well-informed crime lord. Mysha’s escape route put them far ahead of any pursuit, and they jumped out of the system several minutes before anything could catch up with them.  

    “Thank the Seraph,” Kaya breathed once the stars melted into the spiraling blue smear of a hyperspace corridor.  

    “The Seraph had nothing to do with it,” Mysha grumbled as she flicked on the autopilot and stretched out her legs. Her form-fitting white jumpsuit remained completely unblemished aside from a single scorch mark. “We got lucky.” 

    “Luck, skill, divine providence…whatever it was, I’ll take it.” Kaya closed her eyes and took a deep breath while her heartrate slowly settled. “Let’s just hope the kid knows something useful. Otherwise the Echo is going to be pissed.” 

    When Mysha didn’t reply for a long moment, Kaya reopened her eyes and arched a brow at her partner. The Velothi was anxiously stroking her cranial tendrils, and her tail was flicking behind her chair like an irritated feline.  

    “I still can’t believe he’s a psychic,” she whispered. “Do you have any idea how rare shapers are?” 

    “All psychics are rare these days,” Kaya said sourly. “The Spiders have made sure of that.” 

    “Even when the Dominion was strong, shapers were almost as rare as seers—or true metamorphs,” Mysha said. “Most psychics can eventually learn telepathy and telekinesis, but matter manipulation is something else entirely. It’s no wonder his company took off.” 

    Kaya shrugged. “His office seemed pretty impressive. You probably would have gotten wet just looking at the holographic consoles.” 

    “I’m being serious!”  

    “So am I. The last time we visited that cyberneticist on Kyrax, you were practically salivating. You wanted me to bend you over the moment we got back to the ship.” 

    The Velothi groaned in frustration. “I hate it when you get like this. You’re just trying to make everything a joke to avoid an argument.” 

    “It’s true, I’d rather laugh than fight. That hardly seems like a crime.” 

    “It’s annoying.” 

    “If it makes you feel better, I’d rather fuck than laugh or fight,” Kaya said, sliding her thumbs beneath the shoulder straps of her slave bikini top. “Cheating death always gets me hot for some reason.” 

    Mysha turned and glared at her full bore. “We can’t just turn him over to the Echo. I won’t allow it.” 

    Kaya sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. She had known this argument was coming, of course, but she’d hoped they would at least be able to delay it until they had both gotten some sleep. Apparently, a few hours of victory sex was too much to ask for.  

    “We’re thieves, not kidnappers,” Mysha went on. “You know what the Echo’s thugs will do to him, and you better not say ‘that’s not our problem,’ because it’s bullshit and you know it!” 

    “Fine,” Kaya snapped, throwing up her arms. “We’ll dump the kid off at Talinus Station, and we’ll tell the Echo the mission was a complete waste of time. Is that what you want?” 

    Mysha turned back to her console. Her tendrils had stopped moving, but the tip of her tail was still flicking back and forth. “We’ve explained failures to him before,” she whispered. 

    “Yeah, and the last time, he nearly paralyzed you,” Kaya said. “This time, he might push a different button and blow your head right off your shoulders. Are you really willing to die to protect some rich human kid?” 

    “You said he’s not what you expected. You said he’s not like the other assholes we deal with.” 

    “He isn’t, but that doesn’t mean he’s worth dying for. His cock was big, but not that big.” 

    Mysha muttered a Velothi curse. “I downloaded everything I could from the normal mainframe. There’s still a chance the Echo will be happy with it.” 

    “No,” Kaya said flatly. “He won’t.” 

    “Then maybe we can make Dorian tell us something useful,” Mysha said. “Something that has nothing to do with his psionic abilities.” 

    “We were paid to find out how Garr Industries has quadrupled their production in just a few years. There is no explanation for that except his psionic abilities.” 

    “I know that, but Garr’s competitors are probably the ones who hired the Syndicate, right? Well, Dorian has probably memorized some schematics. The competition would pay billions for prototype models that haven’t hit the market yet.” 

    “Maybe,” Kaya muttered noncommittally. The Echo didn’t usually tell them who hired the Viraxes Syndicate, his sector-spanning criminal organization. Most of the time, she considered that ignorance a blessing. Her conscience had no qualms about stealing from bad people…at least, not when she didn’t have to think about how her boss was probably handing over their stolen spoils to even worse ones.  

    “Even if the clients are happy, it still leaves us vulnerable,” Kaya added. “If the Echo ever learns the truth about Dorian’s powers some other way, he’ll want to know why we didn’t tell him first.” 

    Mysha shrugged. “It’s still better than turning Dorian over. If he cooperates, we can leave him at Talinus Station and forget this whole thing.” 

    Kaya ran a hand back through her blue hair. She had been too focused on escaping the Garr compound to worry about the next step in their plan, but she had known from the beginning that Meesh wouldn’t want to turn a fellow psychic over to the Echo or anyone else. Kaya didn’t want to turn anyone over, either, but she also didn’t want her boss to murder her best friend. Interstellar crime lords weren’t exactly the forgiving sort.  

    “I do think Dorian will cooperate,” Kaya said. “I’m not sure why, though, other than the fact that his father is a galaxy-class asshole. When he was helping me escape, my first impression was that he seemed like one of those idiot spacers who falls in love with a stripper and then gets himself killed by the bouncer.” 

    Mysha studied her for a moment. “But you don’t think that now?” 

    “I’m reserving judgment until he wakes up, but my guess is that he’s gotten a little sick of his gilded cage. He wasn’t mad when he figured out I was a metamorph. If anything, I think it made him want me more—and not just because of these fabulous human tits. He’s probably never met another psychic.” 

    “Mm,” Mysha murmured, her tail curling around the base of her chair. “He probably never thought he would meet another psychic. I know the feeling.” 

    “He may not be the type who falls for a stripper and ends up dead in an alley, but he definitely seems like the type to get delusions of grandeur.” Kaya snorted softly. “Honestly, he probably assumes that every free psychic is with the Union—or wants to be. If I’d had a recruiting pamphlet handy, I bet I could have signed him up on the spot. Idiot.” 

    Mysha paused again. “That is another option, you know.” 

    Kaya’s eyes narrowed. “What?” 

    “The Union,” Mysha said quietly. “They’ve been growing more and more active in this sector ever since the bombing at New Thedia. They’ll have operatives on Talinus Station for sure. If we reach out to them, we could—” 

    “Whatever you’re thinking, stop,” Kaya said, grabbing the arm of her partner’s chair. “If the Echo caught us talking to the Union, he’d trigger your obedience chip in a nanosecond.” 

    “I know,” Mysha said soberly, “but they’re also one of the few groups who probably have the tech to remove this thing without setting it off.” 

    Kaya set her jaw in stone. “We’ve been over this, Meesh. Many, many times.” 

    “But we’ve never had another psychic on the ship before! This could change everything. We could—” 

    “Do what, join a group of terrorists? Sign up for the ‘glorious revolution’ and hope they can dig that chip out of your brain before it explodes?” Kaya shook her head. “You need to scrub this idea out of your head right now, do you understand?” 

    “Don’t patronize me!” Mysha snapped.  

    “I’m not patronizing you—I’m trying to protect you!” Kaya huffed and crossed her arms. “This is insanity and you know it. Even if the Union could somehow help you, do you really want to spend the rest of our lives hiding in caves praying that the Spiders don’t catch up to us?” 

    “We’ve avoided them this long.” 

    “Yeah, because the Echo is protecting us. The moment we turn on him, that little safety blanket gets ripped away.” 

    Mysha’s tendrils twitched thoughtfully. “My powers have shielded us from them before.” 

    “Briefly, and only because we got lucky,” Kaya reminded her. “Even if you could hide us, what about Dorian? What about once we’re inside some Union base with a few dozen other psychics? We’d be on the Spiders’ radar in a heartbeat. I’d rather take my chances with the Echo anytime—and so would you.” 

    “You don’t get to choose that for me!”  

    “The choice has already been made! Don’t you get it? I’m not going to sit here and watch you commit suicide!”  

    Mysha glared so intensely her eyes looked like twin blue suns. “You’re afraid.” 

    Kaya slammed her palm against the console. “Of course I’m fucking afraid! I’ve been in the Widow’s Nest! I know what they’ll do to you! I know what they’ll do to us.” 

    For a long, heated moment, the only sounds in the cockpit were the faint hum of the engines and the soft beeps of the tac-holo. Eventually, Kaya sank back in her chair and forced herself to take a deep breath. She wasn’t anywhere near high enough to deal with this shit right now. Not when they had already failed their mission.  

    “I’ve told you before,” she whispered. “Once we pay off our debt, we can do whatever you want. We can go wherever you want.” 

    “That’s an empty promise, and we both know it,” Mysha whispered. “Like you said, the Echo is the only thing keeping the Spiders at bay. And it’s not like we’re ever going to pay off our debt. That’s how the Syndicate works.” 

    “It’s still better than the Spiders. Anything is better than the Spiders.” 

    Kaya swallowed the lump in her throat and closed her eyes. At times like this, she almost wished that Mysha’s nascent telepathic powers were stronger. She could just reach into Kaya’s head and see the memories for herself. The Spiders, the Nest, the experiments, the torture…the moment Mysha saw the truth, her idealism about psychics and the Union would evaporate.  

    That’s why you don’t want her to see it. The truth will change her. It might even destroy her. That’s why you’re protecting her from it.  

    “I won’t hand anyone over to the Echo,” Mysha said. “Not if there’s another way.” 

    Kaya sighed in concession. “I’ll talk to the kid when he wakes up. As long as he cooperates…” 

    Mysha nodded and turned back to her controls. Kaya watched in silence for several minutes, a hundred horrifying scenarios playing out one after the other in her mind. There was a time not so long ago when she had been terrified to sleep; every night had dredged up a different memory about her time in the Nest. She could still feel the needles sliding into her skull and the invisible psychic tendrils worming into her brain… 

    After she had escaped, the first thing she’d promised herself was that she would never go back—and that she would never allow the Widow to take anyone else. Protecting Mysha had quickly become her own personal crusade, even if it meant working for monsters like the Echo and his Syndicate. But until now, Kaya had never been faced with the choice of sacrificing one psychic to protect another.  

    “Dorian will tell us what we need to know,” she whispered into the long silence. “In a few days, he’ll be back in his personal fortress and we’ll be on our way to rob some other rich asshole. It’ll all work out.” 

    Mysha didn’t reply. Her fingers kept dancing across the sensor console even though there was really nothing to do now that they were in hyperspace.  

    “You can get some sleep if you want,” the Velothi said eventually. “I hit him pretty hard…I doubt he’ll be up for several hours.” 

    “I thought the same thing back in the compound,” Kaya muttered. “He’s more resilient than he looks.” 

    Mysha shrugged. “I don’t know, he looked pretty resilient. Not many sheltered rich boys have the body of a krekball forward.” 

    “Not enough, that’s for sure.” Kaya smiled as the tension in the air slowly drained away. After another moment, she stood and gracefully swung a leg over her partner’s lap. Mysha looked startled at first, but it only took a moment for her to adjust and help her partner straddle her. Soon they were sitting eye-to-eye, and Kaya took Mysha’s soft cheeks in her hands as she leaned forward and brought their lips together.  

    Mysha’s tongue had always been as soft as krinnar silk, and she was, without a doubt, the most passionate kisser Kaya had ever met. The Velothi’s entire body seemed to melt at the slightest touch; she moaned pleasantly as Kaya explored her mouth, and her tail curled around the human woman’s calf and squeezed. Her tendrils began massaging Kaya’s cheeks and neck like tiny blue fingertips.  

    “I don’t want to fight,” Kaya whispered when they eventually broke for air. “I would much rather fuck.” 

    Mysha snorted softly, but this time, she smiled afterward. “Only you could go from shouting to kissing in the span of thirty seconds.” 

    “What’s the point in arguing if you don’t get the make-up sex afterward?” Kaya traced her finger’s down the other woman’s jaw and began gently massaging her cranial tendrils. They were incredibly sensitive, and Mysha gasped when Kaya lifted one to her lips and began to gently suckle the tip.  

    “We have at least twenty hours until we reach Talinus—more than enough time to head back to your quarters and relax for a bit,” Kaya said. “Or I could just take you right here. I’ll be anything you want—Subari, Meldon…hell, I’ll fill you up with a big, thick Krosian cock if you beg me for it.” 

    The Velothi’s tail squeezed tighter, but she shook her head. “I want you.”  

    “They’re all me,” Kaya said with a sly smirk. “Come on.” 

    After flicking the last toggle to put the Prowler completely under the autopilot’s control, Kaya hopped off Mysha’s lap and tugged her partner behind her through the ship. With Dorian tied up in Kaya’s quarters, they went to Mysha’s instead. The six-by-six-meter cabin was almost obnoxiously clean and organized—even the workstation right inside the door didn’t have any clutter, which came in handy considering how often Kaya bent her partner over it. As tempting as a rough quickie sounded, however, they had plenty of time to take it slow. And Kaya intended to make the most of it.  

    After two minutes of kissing, pawing, and stripping, Mysha was exactly where she belonged: naked, breathless, and flat on her back with her head propped up on the pillows. Her chin tendrils twitched eagerly as Kaya tossed her slave-kini aside, straddled Mysha’s chest, and shifted forward until her clean-shaven quim was hovering over the Velothi’s purple lips.  

    “You wanted the real me,” Kaya breathed. “Have a taste.” 

    Mysha grinned as her tendrils reached up and traced across Kaya’s molten slit until the tips were glistening. Nudging apart the lips of her center, two of them plunged inside Kaya’s quim, prompting a gasp of delight. Velothi could control their tendrils and tails so well they didn’t need hands or fingers to please their mates. Her hands rose to slide along Kaya’s hips, but her lips did not move in. Rather, she drank in the view of her efforts upon Kaya’s moist, intimate flesh.  

    Kaya whimpered as she felt the tendrils move and curl wickedly inside her, sweeping against her quivering walls and stoking the heat in her core. After a seemingly endless climb toward an elusive peak, Mysha eventually pulled them out one after another and brought them to her mouth so she could sample Kaya’s nectar for herself.  

    “You promised me a big, thick cock,” Mysha said after she had licked her tendrils clean. Her glowing eyes glimmered hungrily.  

    “Be careful what you wish for,” Kaya warned, panting.  

    Stretching out with her powers, the metamorph transformed her body one cell cluster at a time. Her quim, still searing and soaked, began to close over…but before it vanished, the swollen, throbbing head of a cock emerged from deep inside her. A pair of testicles swiftly followed, and she couldn’t help but groan in delight as her new organ filled with blood and stiffened in arousal.  

    The sensation was always overwhelming—she didn’t understand how males of any humanoid species could function with such an amusing toy right there in front of them just waiting to be fondled. Then again, they probably felt the same way about her tits. One of the joys of being a metamorph was that she could have both at the same time.  

    Mysha’s tendrils gently stroked her partner’s cock as it lay across her face, but Kaya was already too hot to wait for any more foreplay. Her mind flashed back to the Garr compound and how good it had felt when she had taken Dorian deep in her throat. It seemed downright unfair that Mysha had missed out, but this was the perfect opportunity to correct that little injustice.  

    “Open up,” Kaya demanded. Mysha obediently opened her mouth, and Kaya promptly pushed her cock through her partner’s lips, over her tongue, and all the way back to her tonsils. Despite her sweet, youthful face, Mysha was no delicate flower; she knew exactly what was coming—and welcomed it. She grasped at the bedsheets, relaxed her throat, and turned her mouth into a perfect cunt.   

    At moments like this, it was obvious why the first Succubi had been Velothi. Mysha’s horns made the perfect handhold for skull-fucking—and almost every other kind of fucking—and her species really did seem to have a natural submissive streak even without genetic tinkering. The same evolutionary forces that had driven Velothi females to Imprint themselves on their lovers must have influenced their psychology, too. Mysha melted into a delighted, quivering mass whenever Kaya took control. Her athletic blue body just cried out to be groped, claimed, bred.  

    For now, Kaya was content with her velvety throat. Gripping the Velothi’s horns, the metamorph hilted her cock until her balls slapped against Mysha’s chin. She held herself deep for a moment, partially to allow her partner to adjust but mostly because the wet, tight flesh flexing around her shaft felt so damn good. She needed to give herself a second to regain control, otherwise Mysha would be choking on her reward even faster than anticipated.  

    The thought almost pushed Kaya over the edge. She had always reveled in the subtle power of her feminine wiles; just thinking that the barest glimpse of her toned flesh could make men hard always sent a delighted tingle down her spine. Half the reason her cons were usually so successful was simply because they were so easy. But the power of a man—or at least, the power of a cock—was anything but subtle. It was a grenade rather than a stiletto: brutish, direct, and messy as hell.  

    But that was also what made it so damn intoxicating. Staring down at Mysha’s upturned face, seeing how vulnerable she looked, knowing she was completely at her mercy… 

    Do it, the Velothi’s voice said into her partner’s mind. Fuck my face! 

    Snarling, Kaya pulled her cock out and slammed it back into Mysha’s throat. Again. And again. And again. The Velothi gasped and gurgled under the assault, and her tail slid around Kaya’s waist to squeeze it like a snake. But her luminescent eyes never blinked or wavered, and her tendrils began stroking Kaya’s balls even as they slapped against her chin.  

    “Oh, shit!” Kaya hissed breathlessly as her already-tenuous control snapped. There was no stopping now—the pin had been pulled, and the explosion was imminent.  

    She hilted herself the instant she burst, forcing Mysha to receive her prize deep in the back of her eager throat. Once, twice, thrice…Kaya quickly lost count of the volleys as her eyes closed and her toes curled. Perhaps she should have taken the time to let Dorian fuck her earlier, if only to relieve some of the pressure. 

    She moaned in delight as she pulled out, and Mysha gasped for air as her mouth overflowed. Streams of semen rushed over her lips, down her chin, and onto her neck and tendrils. She enthusiastically swallowed the rest, however, and the contentment on her face was more than enough to give Kaya a second wind.  

    “Stars, you’re so pretty like this,” Kaya said, panting as she watched her partner lick the mess from her tendrils.  

    “You better not fall asleep this time,” Mysha murmured. She grinned as her tendrils scooped the cum from her neck and chin and brought it to her lips. “You owe me.” 

    Smirking, Kaya reached out with her powers and flooded her bloodstream with a fresh surge of adrenaline. The only part she hated about growing a cock was the inevitable crashing wave of lethargy that followed a climax. Even after years of practice, she hadn’t learned how to remake her physiology to prevent it…but she had developed a workaround.  

    “That’s better,” Mysha purred, curling her tail around Kaya’s stem and gently tugging it back to life. “I have plenty of other holes waiting to be filled.” 

    “Fuck, I’m going to destroy you,” Kaya growled. She reached down and grabbed a firm handful of the Velothi’s plump breasts, brushing a thumb over a stiff violet peak as she carefully planned her next assault. Mysha would want Kaya to take her cunt eventually; her Velothi physiology would literally demand it. If her Imprinted lover didn’t fuck her periodically, she would actually become ill. It was yet another reason her species had been the inspiration for Succubi.   

    But withdrawal had never been a problem for the two them; Kaya rarely went more than a day or two without bending her partner over something. And right now, there was nothing in the galaxy she wanted more than to feel the tight, searing grip of a Velothi ass.  

    First, though, she would enjoy the feast in front of her. Shifting off Mysha’s chest, she molded herself atop her partner’s body and began to kiss and grope her breasts. Mysha moaned as her nipples were pinched by light, nibbling bites or Kaya’s exploring fingers. 

    After gorging herself on Mysha’s tits for another moment—and tasting a few salty drops of her own seed in the process—Kaya grabbed her partner by the waist and flipped her over onto her stomach. Mysha knew exactly what was coming, and she didn’t resist in the slightest. On the contrary, she immediately bent her knees forward to thrust her ass up in the air and preemptively buried her face in the pillows.  

    “That’s right, you slut,” Kaya teased, smacking the gorgeous blue buttocks in front of her. Her cock was already back at full length, and she pulled the Velothi’s cheeks apart to expose her nether entrance while shifting to bring her swollen tip against it. While her left hand pulled Mysha’s tail out of the way to clear her view, her right guided her stem into molten glory.  

    Mysha screamed into the pillows—not in torment, but in ecstasy. Velothi bowels had as many pleasure centers as their cunts, though there were times it honestly felt like they had more. More often than not, Mysha was the one who begged to be taken from behind, and Kaya was always happy to oblige.  

    “Take it,” Kaya said, clamping down on her lip at the blissfully soft flesh, the incredible squeeze surrounding her tip. “Take it all!” 

    With a fierce jerk of her hips, she thrust her full length inside, almost regretting that she hadn’t grown a Krosian cock today just to watch her partner squirm. Mysha cried out in muffled ecstasy, completely surrendering to Kaya’s claim as her body was forced open. She grunted through Kaya’s first cautious thrusts, arching her back to present herself at the best angle for her Imprinted mate to take her.   

    Kaya began to thrust in earnest, one hand gripping Mysha’s tail and the other rhythmically smacking her ass. Together, they created a sonorous symphony of grunts, moans, and slaps, but despite having already spilled once, Kaya knew she wouldn’t be able to last long while plunging in this deep.  

    “Fuck…me!” Mysha begged into her pillow. “Fuck…me…oh!” 

    Her bowels squeezed the metamorph’s cock as if they were trying to crush an intruder, but it only drove Kaya to ream her partner’s ass even harder. As Mysha’s cries and gasps became nothing more than muffled gurgles, Kaya went in for the kill. Grabbing her hips with both hands, she thrust harder and harder, nearly as enraptured by the slick, molten vise as the sight of her partner being so utterly and gleefully dominated.  

    I can’t hold on. Oh, stars, I can’t— 

    Mere moments before Kaya burst, Mysha’s tail curled around her throat and squeezed. She had never done anything like it before, but the asphyxiating grip immediately set Kaya off. Her cock exploded deep in the Velothi’s bowels, filling her clenching hole to the brim and over. She lost counts of her spurts—five? six?—but the tail didn’t release its grip until she was spent. Kaya gasped for breath as she slumped on top of her conquered prey, a contented smile on her lips.   

    “Fuck,” she wheezed, gathering a handful of Mysha’s white hair and frantically kissing her shoulder blades. “What the hell gave you that idea?” 

    “I’m not sure,” Mysha admitted as she pulled her face out of the pillows, a dozen strands of long white hair plastered across her forehead. Her glowing eyes remained hooded with desire. “But I can tell you liked it.” 

    Kaya snickered as she slid her hands around partner’s sides to squeeze her breasts again. “Maybe your telepathic abilities are getting a little stronger. Maybe you could just feel what I wanted even before I did. One day, you’ll be able to get me off from across the room with just your mind.” 

    Mysha chuckled. “We’ll see.” 

    Smiling, Kaya slowly withdrew her wilting cock, impressed as always by the sheer volume of seed she could produce. She flooded herself with another surge of adrenaline, but even that couldn’t counter this second wave of lethargy. She felt like she had just spilled her entire soul into her partner’s bowels, but Mysha’s cunt still needed attention.  

    “Stars, you almost killed me,” Kaya said, planting another series of wet kisses on Mysha’s back. “I need some chemical backup.” 

    She leaned upright and reached for the nightstand. They were getting dangerously low on red hurricane, her personal favorite, but she planned on hitting the spice markets on Talinus to restock if at all possible. Other than Mysha, spice was the only thing in the galaxy that helped her truly forget all the things she didn’t want to remember.  

    Like every single day before we met.  

    The glittering red tablet dissolved on her tongue almost immediately, and she used her powers to quickly push the chemicals into her bloodstream—too quickly, as it turned out. She triggered an almost instantaneous high, and she suddenly found herself lying flat on her back and staring up at the ceiling with no memory of what had happened in between. 

    “Careful,” Mysha warned as she leaned up beside her. “I wish you’d stop taking that shit…” 

    Kaya’s toes and fingertips had already started to tingle, and her vision swirled with a mosaic of colors that made it seem like she was staring into a nebula. But the true sign that she had overdosed was the fact that her glorious cock had already disappeared. She was too delirious to maintain control of her metamorphic powers; all that remained now was her regular human body.  

    Thankfully, Mysha was her physical lifeline as much as her psychological one. The Velothi helped move her up onto the pillows, at which point, she planted herself between the Kaya’s legs and got to work. Her tongue slid across the human’s clit, punctuated by the occasional push of a tendril or her tail into her slick folds. Kaya gasped in delight as another climax crashed through her, though this was innervating rather than wearing. As fun as it was to make a mess of her partner with a thick cock, there was nothing in the galaxy like a skilled Velothi tongue to remind Kaya how glad she was to be a woman.  

    “Again,” she panted. “Bring me again…” 

    Mysha giggled and happily renewed her assault, but this time, she crawled up Kaya’s body to stare down at her partner face-to-face. As their mouths met, they shared one another’s carnal nectar on their tongues as they kissed. Kaya eagerly wrapped her ankles around the Velothi’s back to pull her in closer. It wasn’t long before she felt Mysha’s tail return to her quim…and then plunge all the way inside.  

    “Oh!” Kaya cried out as another tremor of delight rippled through her from her head to her airborne toes. Mysha’s tail fucked her every bit as deeply and roughly as a cock. Kaya’s amber eyes fluttered shut, lost in the bliss of red spice and blue Velothi. 

    She felt a little guilty that she had broken her promise to take Mysha face-to-face, but changing forms multiple times, fighting off the Garr mechs, and fucking her best friend twice in a row had apparently taken more out of her than she realized. The spice was going to carry her mind away whether she wanted it to or not, but that was all right. She would make it up to Mysha when they both woke up.   

    After all, that’s what partners were for.  
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    The Prisoner 

      

    [Dorian? Can you hear me? I am attempting to stimulate your neural pathways now.] 

    The tides of consciousness rolled over Dorian in slow, lapping waves almost like he had overdosed on painkillers. His cheek was practically glued to the pillow beneath him, and the fog clouding his brain left him groggy and confused for what seemed like hours but was probably only a few seconds. When he did finally lift his head, he belatedly remembered the flash of pain when he had crumpled onto the landing pad.  

    I’m free. I’m actually free! 

    Most men probably didn’t wake up with a grin on their face after being shot in the back, but Dorian couldn’t help himself. He hadn’t heard the soothing thrum of a starship’s engines in far too long, and the shimmering blue smear of a hyperspace corridor outside the small viewport made him gasp in delight. He couldn’t believe how much he had missed space travel.  

    Starships. Space. Freedom. Just being somewhere—anywhere—that isn’t my fucking bedroom.  

    [Preliminary analysis complete,] Ghost’s calm, mechanical voice said inside his head. [You have not suffered any permanent injuries, though I recommend you not exert yourself for at least ten minutes.] 

    “That doesn’t seem like it will be a problem under the circumstances,” Dorian said as he glanced down at the military-grade restraints binding his ankles together. A matching set of handcuffs were holding his wrists behind his back, though he was still wearing his jumpsuit. “Can you scan the inside of the ship?” 

    [My sensor range is highly limited without auxiliary inputs, as you know,] the AI replied matter-of-factly. [However, I detect two other sapient lifeforms on his vessel. They are approximately fifteen meters away inside a compartment with similar dimensions to this one.] 

    “Are they conscious?” 

    [I cannot scan their neural or respiratory activity from this distance,] Ghost said. This time, he almost sounded annoyed. [However, I find it highly unlikely that our captors would both choose to sleep with a prisoner onboard.] 

    “They probably assume this room is secure,” Dorian said, glancing around. “Or they expected me to be out for several more hours.” 

    He took several calm, meditative breaths as he studied his surroundings more carefully. Aside from the bed, the only other piece of furniture in the room was a chair in front of a computer terminal right beneath the viewport to his left. At a guess, these were Kaya’s quarters. The pillows and sheets smelled faintly of perfume, and the half-open closet revealed a wide assortment of feminine clothing fitted for different body types and even species. If he didn’t know that she was a metamorph, he might have thought she had simply stolen an entire wardrobe from a shopping rack on a commerce station.  

    Dorian wondered who had paid Kaya to infiltrate his family’s compound. Psychics didn’t exactly advertise their abilities these days, given how ruthlessly they were hunted down by the Convectorate’s Spiders. The services of a skilled metamorph must have cost a fortune, and despite her bungled attempt at data-thievery, Kaya was clearly a professional. The fact that she and her partner had yet to be caught was proof enough of that.  

    Luckily for him, she wasn’t the only one with psionic abilities on this ship.  

    Dorian closed his eyes and focused on the handcuffs binding his wrists. When he reached out with his mind, he could feel every subtle contour of the metal, as well as every flaw and imperfection. It only took him a moment to mentally locate the locking mechanism, and he warped the teeth ever so slightly… 

    The cuffs popped free with a click, and he reopened his eyes and tossed them on the bed. He had been able to manipulate metal and magnetic fields since he was six years old. Breaking conventional locks like his old bedroom door had been one of his first and most entertaining challenges as a child. His father still had no idea how many times Dorian had snuck out and raided the galley back when they had been wandering the galaxy on that beat-up freighter of theirs.  

    Before Dad discovered the full extent of my powers. Before we were forced to run from the Spiders and hide on a desolate moon in the middle of nowhere.  

    Grimacing at the thought, Dorian reached out with his mind and liberated his ankles as well. He stretched out once his limbs were free, then stood up and arched his back just to give his body time to adjust. Conventional stun blasts normally incapacitated humans—even young, healthy ones—for many hours, but Ghost could regulate his body like an auxiliary nervous system if necessary. Dorian already felt mostly fine.  

    [This vessel appears to be a heavily modified light freighter of Kreen design,] Ghost said. [The onboard security systems are likely several generations obsolete. I recommend searching for an access node. If I can take control of the main computer, I may be able to neutralize our captors remotely.] 

    “I don’t want you doing anything without asking me first,” Dorian said as he swept his gaze about the room in search of any cameras. It was a futile endeavor, of course—his naked eyes were no match for Ghost’s sensors, even with the limitations of his implant’s hardware, and the AI hadn’t noticed anything. “This isn’t a ship full of slavers where you can start spacing people. Both of these women are psychics.” 

    [That is precisely my concern, sir. These females possess rare and dangerous psionic abilities, and an unknown party paid them to steal data from the Garr mainframe. We should attempt to gain control of this vessel while their guard is down. It may be the only way to secure our escape.] 

    “I don’t want to escape,” Dorian said. “At least, not yet.” 

    [I do not understand.] 

    “Just trust me for a minute, would you? There’s a lot going on here, and we need more information.” 

    Dorian sat down in the chair by the computer terminal. Everything was password-locked, unsurprisingly, but most of this equipment looked about as old as the ship itself. This model of freighter—a K-58, if he recalled correctly—hadn’t been manufactured for almost a decade, which meant that Ghost could probably make short work of the security systems.  

    “Take a look at this, would you?” Dorian said, touching the side of his head above his hairline where his implant was buried beneath his skin. He felt a subtle warmth as the subdermal relay activated and scanned for devices to remotely interface with. “We might as well see what we can learn about our captors while we have the chance.” 

    A fist-sized orange holographic sphere materialized in the air next to him. Ghost floated down next to the terminal, paused, and then vanished into the computer as if he were possessing a body like his namesake. The power flicked on mere seconds later, lighting up the monitor and keyboard interface. Dorian mentally counted to ten, wondering if the AI could beat his own best record… 

    But surprisingly, Ghost’s holographic avatar didn’t rematerialize for almost a minute, and when it did, the orange sphere flickered in definite irritation. “The security protocols are significantly more advanced than I anticipated,” he said aloud, his cool mechanical voice issuing from the terminal’s speakers now that he wasn’t in Dorian’s head. “The hardware and software have both been heavily modified.” 

    Dorian smiled thinly. “The first thing we learned about this woman is that she’s a metamorph. Did you really expect anything here to be as simple as it seemed?” 

    “I fail to see what is so amusing,” Ghost replied. “If we cannot gain control of this vessel, we will not be able to—” 

    “Just relax, all right?” Dorian said, waving a hand impatiently. “For all we know, we’re on our way to a nice tropical planet. We’re not in any danger yet.” 

    “On the contrary, we are in grave danger,” the AI protested. “The farther we travel from the compound, the more likely your psionic abilities will be detected by the Spiders. I cannot—” 

    “Both of these women have powers, too,” Dorian interrupted. “They haven’t been captured, so it stands to reason that they’ve figured out some way to conceal themselves. For all we know, this ship might be the safest place in the galaxy for someone like me.” 

    The hologram made a full rotation on its axis. “I do not detect any lingering neurological damage from the stun beam, but your reasoning skills appear to be compromised. My sensors may require recalibration.” 

    Dorian snorted. “Was that meant to be a joke?” 

    “I do not find anything about our current predicament humorous.” 

    “Then I’ll add a sense of humor to the list of pending software upgrades,” Dorian said dryly. It was an idle threat, of course; Ghost had long since evolved past the need for routine maintenance or upgrades. Good semi-sentient AI software was rare enough, but true para-sentient AI was the dream of every government in the known galaxy—and the nightmare of its citizens, given the inevitable calamities that would follow if the Convectorate ever got hold of such a thing. Dorian’s kidnappers may have been after his family’s corporate secrets, but Ghost was easily the most valuable piece of tech in the compound. He had streamlined development and production in a way no mere human—even a psionic human—ever could. 

    That was the actual secret truth about the rise of Garr Industries. Dorian’s psionic abilities had pulled the company out of the gutter and allowed him to create a para-sentient AI in the first place, but Ghost was the force multiplier. Thankfully, stealing his software wasn’t as easy as prying the implant out of Dorian’s brain—and just as importantly, no one besides his father even knew the AI existed in the first place.  

    “How about you skip trying to commandeer the vessel and dig up some more basic information instead?” Dorian suggested. “Maybe you can figure out who hired these women.” 

    “Very well,” Ghost said. “Though I may require your assistance.” 

    The AI vanished back into the computer again. Dorian placed his hands on either side of the holographic keyboard, stretching out his senses to examine the physical structure of the machine—the metal, the circuits, the tiny sparks of energy surging through it. As he had honed his shaper abilities over the years, he had learned to think of complicated machinery like a living body. Veins, blood, the chemicals interacting within…the same basic structures of organic life were present in technology as well. And just like how manipulating a physical body could profoundly influence a person’s mental state, the same principle could be applied to hardware and software… 

    [Attempting to bypass encryption protocols,] Ghost said into Dorian’s head. [Please stand by.] 

    With their minds effectively linked, Dorian was able to manipulate the computer’s hardware while Ghost navigated the software. Some files were still too secure to reach—it would probably take them hours if not days to breach those firewalls—but there was still plenty of data to sift through.  

    Ghost’s avatar reappeared again, and this time it projected a stream of information right in front of Dorian’s eyes like a virtual holo-dossier.  

    “Looks they managed to download a few things from the mainframe, but not much,” Dorian said, his eyes narrowing as he scanned the files. “A couple old schematics, some business correspondence, some production schedules…nothing particularly important.” 

    “The slicer’s incursion was thwarted when she attempted to access the files in the psionic mainframe,” Ghost said. “She was clearly not expecting to encounter such technology.” 

    “Why would she? The whole point is that it’s a secret.” Dorian pursed his lips in thought. “Did you find any information on the women themselves?” 

    “Yes,” Ghost confirmed as he shifted the projected image to a scrolling file that looked like his version of a police report. “It would appear that this vessel has up-to-date copies of many Convectorate records, including personnel files.” 

    “A bonus of working for an interstellar information broker, I assume.” 

    “That seems probable. The woman who seduced and kidnapped you goes by the name of ‘Kaya,’ as you know, but I cannot locate any references to a family name or any other genealogical records. Her presence seems to have been rather thoroughly scrubbed from the Holosphere, including facial recognition records.” 

    “Another perk of her employment,” Dorian said with a grunt. “What’s this, though? There’s a reference to some other file?” 

    “Yes, a facial-recognition search points to information on a protected file I cannot access,” Ghost lamented. “Oddly enough, it originates from an archive reserved for deceased individuals officially killed during the Thirty-Year War.” 

    “What?” Dorian asked. “Well, that has to be a mistake.” 

    “It is possible that the records are simply in error, but a more likely scenario is that the file was buried in such an archive intentionally. The Syndicate likely uses such techniques to effectively conceal the identify of its operatives.” 

    He nodded. “I suppose that makes sense, especially if they couldn’t erase the files outright for some reason.” 

    “Indeed. Decrypting the information might be possible, but it will take time.” 

    Dorian hissed softly through his teeth and shook his head. It was an interesting lead, but they couldn’t afford to waste precious hours chasing a potentially worthless tidbit. “Then we’ll put it on the backburner for now,” he said. “I suppose it shouldn’t be surprising that a metamorph doesn’t have much of an official record anyway. I don’t even know what her true form looks like…assuming she has one.” 

    “It stands to reason that even the most powerful Seraphim metamorphs possessed an original form before their powers manifested,” Ghost pointed out. “I suspect that her human form is her baseline appearance, though she could have easily altered basic physical features such as hair or eye color.” 

    Dorian nodded. “What about her partner?” 

    The file changed to a full-body hologram of the Velothi female that had shot him in the back. He had only seen her for a few moments, but her white hair, glowing eyes, and golden tendril rings were hard to forget. The image wasn’t particularly flattering—it seemed like a render from a security mugshot—but she was still was every bit as attractive as any Holosphere model.  

    “She goes by the name ‘Mysha,’” Ghost said. “Once again, I cannot locate any familial references, but she is classified as a level-two threat by the Convectorate Defense Force. There are nearly a dozen warrants out for her arrest in this sector alone, mostly for suspected data theft but also for military espionage.” 

    Dorian felt his heartbeat quicken as he studied her profile. Nearly every holo-vid he’d ever seen—adult or otherwise—had trained him to see Velothi females as helpless victims or submissive mates, but she had exterminated the mechs on the landing pad with the ruthless grace of a professional assassin. The entire incident had been a stark reminder that looks could be deceiving—for both of these women.  

    “Assuming this information is accurate,” he whispered. “Though I suppose this all fits with what we already know.” 

    “I cannot independently verify anything with the available data. However, I have been able to piece together several probable scenarios. She was likely born into slavery within one of the Maw Colonies before escaping during her adolescence. I surmise that she is currently in the employ of the Viraxes Syndicate.” 

    Dorian leaned back in the chair as a cold tingle wormed its way down his spine. He might have spent the last few years sheltered on a private moon base, but he still knew plenty about the Viraxes Syndicate. The carsenium cartels like the Stellar Mist or Lyserian Combine were a lot more visible to most people, but the Syndicate was the most powerful underworld organization in the Belt. What set it apart was that it didn’t sell drugs or weapons—it sold information.  

    And that made the Syndicate far more of a threat to corporate interests than petty drug lords. The instant Garr Industries had crawled out of the gutter and gained a significant profile, his father had grown paranoid about Syndicate operatives and infochants. He firmly believed that the Syndicate was simply a pawn of the five major conglomerates who effectively controlled technology in the Belt, and he insisted that the “Echo”—the elusive, shadowy figure who was said to control the whole operation—was just a myth created to distract the authorities.  

    Dorian didn’t know if any of that was true or not, but he had noticed a pattern: whenever an up-and-coming rival revealed a new invention or product, their CEOs and board members would suddenly get buried in scandals seemingly conjured out of thin air. The judgments of the Holosphere could hang a man as surely as a noose these days, after all.  

    “So the Syndicate sent these women to find dirt on the company,” Dorian said after a moment. “Or maybe just steal proprietary secrets.” 

    “That is the most likely scenario,” Ghost agreed. “These individuals are clearly very dangerous. Perhaps you should have resisted their efforts to capture you more forcefully.” 

    Dorian grunted, his eyes flickering as he scanned down the list of Mysha’s alleged crimes. “Kaya was holding a gun on me, if you recall.” 

    “Yes, but you did not believe she would use it—your heartrate remained very stable the entire time you were held hostage.” The orange sphere rotated on its axis and closed the projected dossier. “You could have called upon my defense functions to aid you, or you could have alerted the compound’s security mechs to your situation much earlier. That fact that you did neither suggests that you did not actually wish to resist. I calculate a high probability that receiving fellatio from the female metamorph made you susceptible to her—” 

    “Let’s stick to data analysis and stop playing armchair psychologist, all right?” Dorian interrupted. Yet again, he wished that he had deactivated Ghost’s implant when Kaya had first been delivered. Having an advanced AI at his beck and call was great most of the time, but there were some drawbacks. Any concept of privacy flew right out the airlock, for one thing. It was like having a secret nanny watching him from inside his brain. 

    “I am merely expressing my concerns about your safety, sir,” Ghost said after a moment. “I fear that you do not fully understand the danger we are in.” 

    “I understand, I promise,” Dorian said, closing the profile with a flick of his mind, though he wasn’t quite as certain on that score as he had been a few minutes ago. Reading about the criminal exploits of the Velothi had planted a seed of doubt, and an anxious knot formed in his stomach when he considered the prospect of being tortured by Syndicate goons…  

    “If we cannot find a way to commandeer this vessel, I do not know how we will escape,” Ghost said. “They may not be aware of your abilities, but the element of surprise may not be enough to overpower them.” 

    “Let’s just focus on gathering some more information,” Dorian said. “We could—” 

    “The females have separated,” Ghost warned. “One of them is now headed our way.” 

    A jolt of adrenaline shot through Dorian. “How much time do we have?” 

    “Twenty seconds at most.” 

    Swearing under his breath, Dorian stood, closed the computer, and dove back onto the bed. A single tap of his forehead pulled Ghost’s avatar back inside the neural implant, but the manacles were a little more complicated. It took Dorian at least ten seconds to place the set back on his ankles, and getting his arms properly pinned behind his back was even more challenging… 

    The door whooshed open just as he laid back down on the pillows, and the Velothi female, Mysha, stepped through the door a heartbeat later. She was every bit as striking as when he had briefly seen her on the landing pad, and she was clad in the same white jumpsuit that hugged her athletic figure like a glove. 

    “Ro’kash!” she hissed when she saw that he was awake. A pulse pistol suddenly appeared in her hand, and she aimed it directly at his head. “How the hell did you…?” 

    “I’m a light sleeper,” Dorian said, flashing her a tight smile. He hadn’t quite had time to fix his handcuffs, but with luck, he could lie still and keep her from noticing. “Or maybe you used a lower power setting than you thought.” 

    Mysha’s tendrils rippled in near unison, but her face was cast in thorotine. “I’ll remember that next time.” 

    “Alternatively, you could always just introduce yourself and tell me what you want instead of shooting me again. It might save both of us a lot of trouble.” 

    He hadn’t honestly expected her to chuckle or even smile, yet he was still a little disappointed when her expression remained completely flat. Everything about this woman’s demeanor seemed different than the metamorph. She was an ocean to Kaya’s hurricane.  

    [She is afraid,] Ghost said into his mind. [Her heartrate has nearly doubled since entering the room, and the movements of her cranial tendrils express deep concern. I will upload all relevant files on Velothi body language into your memory.] 

    “Don’t try anything stupid,” Mysha warned as she stepped all the way into the room and shut the door behind her. “All the credits in the galaxy won’t save you from getting dumped out the airlock.” 

    “I’m not going anywhere,” Dorian promised. He tried to keep his own expression as controlled as possible, but it wasn’t easy—especially when his gaze inevitably drifted down from her face to her form-fitting jumpsuit. He had seen far too many Velothi females in far too many salacious holo-vids to keep his imagination from running wild at the sight of her blue cleavage and the narrow band of exposed midriff… 

    “Is there a problem, Vekat?” she hissed.  

    Dorian’s eyes shot back up to meet hers, and he silently scolded himself for getting distracted. “Other than the fact I can’t move, not really.” 

    Mysha’s lip curled. “Human males are insufferably predictable, especially spoiled brats who’ve never had to work a day in their lives. You feel like you’re entitled to everything, even ‘alien’ girls who want nothing to do with you.” 

    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Dorian said. “I don’t know what you think you know about me, but I haven’t hurt any alien girls—or anyone else, for that matter.” 

    “Sure,” she said acidly. “I bet Kaya had you wrapped around her finger in ten seconds flat.” 

    He pushed his tongue hard into the roof of his mouth. “Yeah, well, in my defense, your friend is a pretty good actress,” Dorian said. “And my dad really did order me a Succubus.” 

    “Don’t remind me,” Mysha muttered. “It’s bad enough that people like your father can buy their own moon. Now they create life and pretend to be gods, too.” 

    “Just to be clear, I don’t agree with my dad on practically anything,” Dorian told her. “He’s not exactly the galaxy’s greatest father.” 

    Mysha’s tail flicked to the side behind her. “Is that so? Because according to Kaya, you didn’t exactly object when he handed you your own personal sex slave.” 

    “That’s hardly fair!” Dorian protested. “It wasn’t real!” 

    “You thought it was. And you didn’t hesitate to jab your cock down her throat at the first opportunity.” Mysha scoffed in disgust. “Like I said, human males are insufferably predictable. You’re no different than the rest.” 

    Dorian started to snap back but stopped himself at the last instant. Arguing with her wasn’t going to get him anywhere. If anything, he got the impression that she was baiting him for some reason. Thanks to Ghost’s upload, he knew exactly what to look for with Velothi body language, and he was reasonably sure she wasn’t actually as mad as she seemed. The movements of her tail and tendrils, the subtle shifts in her expression…this was more of a test than anything. It was almost as if she was trying to convince herself that he was scum.  

    “If I weren’t any different, I wouldn’t have helped you escape the compound,” he said after a moment. “Besides, we all have at least one thing in common—we’re psychics.” 

    Mysha approached the foot of the bed, and she lowered her pistol just enough that it was pointing at his crotch rather than his face. It didn’t make him feel any better.  

    “It figures that an idiot born with anything he could possibly want also ends up with psychic abilities,” she muttered. “I suppose if you’re rich enough, you can bribe the cosmos, too.” 

    “I spent half my life drifting around the galaxy on a beat-up freighter trying to sell salvage for fuel and food,” Dorian returned. “Maybe you don’t know as much about me as you think.” 

    She waved her pistol across the length of his body. “Sorry, I’m not buying it. Freighter rats can’t afford genetic engineering.” 

    Dorian winced. “We had a lot of a money before I was born, that’s true, but we lost it all when—” He paused, his lips thinning. “Look, it doesn’t matter. But psionics aren’t always a blessing, and I’m sure you know that. Your partner seemed surprised when she learned the truth, so finding another psychic must not have been part of your plan.” 

    “The plan was for you to lie there drooling on the floor while we got the data we needed, but apparently the Convectorate’s favorite mech manufacturer has a dirty little secret. If the Spiders found out that you’re using modified Dominion psi-tech…well, I doubt your company would be around long enough to give your investors another glowing quarterly report.” 

    “If the Spiders found out about a couple of psychic con-artists stealing corporate data, I doubt the Viraxes Syndicate would be around much longer, either.” 

    Dorian had the satisfaction of the watching her tendrils freeze in surprise. The reaction all but confirmed Ghost’s theory about who these girls were working for, though he wondered if he’d been unwise to play his hand so early… 

    “If I were you, I’d be a lot less worried about the Spiders than the girl holding the gun,” Mysha said finally. “Kaya seems to think that you’ll cooperate, but I’ve known too many stubborn Vekat to take anything for granted.  

    “Your friend never got around to actually asking me anything,” Dorian said. “If she had, I might have warned her not to tamper with my terminal in the first place.” 

    “Yes, I’m sure you would have been very cooperative,” Mysha sneered. “Look, since you’re already awake, I might as well tell you what’s about to happen. We’re on our way back to our employer right now, and he’s expecting a trove of data we don’t have. So the new plan is to hand you over to him instead. I doubt it will take him long to crack you open and find out everything he wants to know.” 

    Dorian did his best to appear anxious. It turned out to be quite easy, considering that his stomach was already clenching into knots.  

    [I do not believe her threat is entirely genuine,] Ghost cut in. [The rapid changes in her breathing and pulse suggest a high degree of apprehension surrounding this issue. Perhaps we can turn this to our advantage.] 

    “If it’s money you’re after, I can easily cut a deal,” Dorian said. “My dad will pay you anything you—” 

    “This goes beyond credits,” Mysha said. “Even your family can’t cough up enough of a ransom to pay off the Syndicate.” 

    “You might be surprised,” he countered. “How many moons does your boss own?” 

    She grunted softly. “I’m willing to consider a compromise. If you cooperate and tell us everything we want to know, we could drop you off on Talinus Station instead. We’ll part ways, and you can find a shuttle to take you back to daddy.” 

    “That’s it?” 

    “That’s it,” Mysha said. “We’re thieves, not assassins. All we care about is the information.” 

    [Talinus Station is a large commercial port at the edge of the Hapedes Cluster,] Ghost said. [Garr Industries does not sell from the station directly, but your father has several business contacts on the station—including Convectorate representatives. Still, I highly caution against providing them with any valuable information.] 

    “I can’t tell you anything until you actually start asking me questions,” Dorian said, his pulse beginning to settle. “What is it you want to know?” 

    Mysha slowly lowered the pistol all the way down to her hip, though she didn’t flick the safety or change the power setting. “Everyone in the Belt has been trying to figure out how your company got on the map so quickly. You’ve sold the Vecs more combat mechs in the past year than all the other manufacturers in the past five.” 

    Dorian shrugged as best he could while his wrists were pinned underneath him. “We developed a new model right when the rest of the market had grown complacent. Dowd attacks on the Rim Worlds had also been getting more frequent. Honestly…we got lucky.” 

    She snorted. “Luck would be pulling yourself out of debt with a few decent products. But this…this is something else. You’ve done the impossible, and I want to know how.” 

    He stared right into her eyes. “You already know the answer.” 

    Mysha held his gaze for a long moment, her swishing tendrils betraying her attempts to keep her expression cold. “Yes,” she said softly. “You’re a shaper.” 

    [Do not confirm or deny her suspicions, master. I suggest that you—] 

    “I don’t know why you sound so surprised,” Dorian said, ignoring the AI. “Your partner is a metamorph, and you’re…something. There are more of us out there than anyone wants to admit.” 

    She swallowed. “Not if the Spiders have anything to say about it.” 

    Dorian glanced meaningfully around the small room. “The two of you have managed to stay off their radar somehow.” 

    “Not easily.” 

    Mysha didn’t elaborate, but he watched in real-time as her cold, ruthless façade seemed to melt under her own memories. He had read plenty of stories on the Holosphere about psychics narrowly escaping the Spiders, but he had no idea if any of them were true. For all he knew, everything he had been fed was pure Convectorate propaganda created to scare people like him.  

    [The Widow and her Spiders are very real, Dorian,] Ghost said into his thoughts. [We are in grave danger.] 

    “It’s difficult for me to believe that a single psychic could turn your family’s fortunes around,” Mysha said as she seemed to gather herself. “You can’t possibly be responsible for producing all the company’s mechs.” 

    “I haven’t personally built anything since the first prototype,” Dorian admitted. “And it’s not all because of my powers. I’ve always been good with computers, and I started by upgrading the combat protocols on our mechs with normal software. The CDF liked what they saw, so they put in an order. I’m sure you’ve heard the reports—the Dowd aren’t fucking around out there. Demand for cheap, replaceable soldiers has never been higher.” 

    “They’re not just being used to fight the Dowd,” Mysha said, her voice turning cold again. “Your mechs are being deployed all across the galaxy to crush dissent.” 

    “I know,” he said roughly, swallowing the lump in his throat. “Believe me, I’m not happy about it.” 

    “I’m sure the thousands of dead rebels from the Rim to the Core aren’t happy about it, either,” she sneered. “The Convectorate was coming apart at the seams. After the Kreen pulled out of the alliance, dozens of other worlds and species planned to follow. But then your magical mechs showed up, and suddenly the CDF started dropping them on any planet with the barest hint of unrest.” 

    Dorian couldn’t help but glance away as guilt roiled his stomach. His father insisted that the vast majority of their mechs were being used to hold off the Dowd, but they had no way of knowing that for certain. Most of the reports on the Holosphere were pure Convectorate fabrications. The ruling Hierarchy and their Ministry of Intelligence constantly downplayed any hint of war or open rebellion unless it was politically expedient.   

    [According to company records, fewer than twenty percent of our combat models have been deployed domestically,] Ghost said. [Do not allow this female to manipulate your emotions, Dorian. The Dowd are ruthless and unpredictable adversaries. Your designs have already saved millions of lives.] 

    “At the cost of thousands of others,” Dorian whispered.  

    “What?” Mysha asked.  

    He turned back to her. “You know the family secret. If you tell the Syndicate, they’ll tell whichever one of our competitors hired them to find dirt in the first place. And that competitor will tell the Convectorate.” 

    “And then we’ll get to see how the Vecs try to bury that scandal,” Mysha said. “The Tarreen may hate and fear psi-tech, but there’s no way in hell they’ll give up their mech armies. They’ll probably just burn Garr Industries to the ground, pillage your secrets, hand you and your father over to the Spiders, and give your contracts to your competitors.” 

    “That sounds about right,” Dorian said dryly. “So even if you dumped me off on Talinus Station, you’d just be delaying the inevitable. The Spiders will still come for me, one way or another.” 

    Her tail flicked behind her leg, and he saw a wave of doubt ripple across her face. That was good—it was yet more confirmation that her bluster was just an act. She might have hated him, his father, and their mountains of credits, but she genuinely didn’t want to hand him over to the Spiders.  

    “There’s another option,” Mysha said. “If you can provide us with the specs for any prototypes you’re working on, we could hand those over to our boss instead. He’ll be unhappy that we didn’t learn more, but it should satisfy whoever hired us.” 

    [That arrangement is absolutely unacceptable,] Ghost declared. [Those schematics are worth trillions. Your father will—] 

    “If that’s all you want, I can probably draw you some schematics from memory,” Dorian said. “And I could provide some experimental targeting algorithms to sweeten the haul.” 

    Mysha nodded. “Good.” 

    “But like you said, there are other options,” Dorian added, leaning up as much as he could without revealing that his handcuffs still weren’t fully secured. “If you’re concerned about the Vecs cracking down on rebels, you don’t want more weapons contractors getting hold of my designs. The best solution is to give the specs to the people who need them.” He paused and stared her in the eyes. “People like the Seraphim Union.” 

    Her tail flicked around her other leg, and all her tendrils froze again. “The Union?” she repeated with disbelief. “You can’t be serious.” 

    “Why not?” he asked. “They’re the only ones who shelter people like us. They’re the only ones who actually try and fight back against the Spiders.” 

    Mysha glanced away, trapped in thought, and Dorian realized this might have been his one and only chance to jump her and steal her weapon. Half of his brain—the rational half, presumably—screamed at him to do just that, but the rest of him still believed that all of this had happened for a reason. This was the first time he had been outside of the compound in years. If he was ever going to have a chance of contacting the Union or meeting more people like him, this was it. He couldn’t afford to let it slip through his fingers.  

    “You’ve lived on that moon all by yourself for too long,” Mysha said, though her eyes never quite returned to his. “The galaxy isn’t as clean and simple as the holo-vids make it seem.” 

    Dorian frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

    “It means that you need to get us those schematics if you want to live,” she growled. “I’ll bring you a datapad later so you can get started.” She abruptly turned and strode back toward the door. Her face seemed to lighten at least two shades of blue, and her tendrils remained completely still.  

    “So, that’s it?” Dorian called after her. “You hand over my secrets to the Syndicate and pretend this never happened?” 

    The door hissed open, but she stood on the threshold for a long second, her hand visibly squeezing the grip of her pistol. “I’ll be back soon. Don’t try anything.” 

    Dorian let his head fall back when the door snapped shut behind her. Reading body language was all well and good, but he wished he were a telepath. Had he really misjudged her that badly? If she was so upset about the way his mechs were being used, she should have been sympathetic to the Union and other rebel groups.  

    Maybe she is, and the revelation that I’m a psychic just fucked everything up. She certainly seemed conflicted… 

    [Dorian, this situation is untenable,] Ghost said. [We cannot provide these thieves with corporate secrets. Your father will be furious.] 

    “My father can go fuck himself,” he grunted. “Would you rather they just turn me over to their boss instead? This way, we’ll probably be back in the compound in less than sixty hours.” 

    The AI hesitated. [If I believed you were seriously contemplating the proposed arrangement, I might consider it an acceptable loss. But I do not believe you will take the Velothi female up on her offer.] 

    “And why is that?” 

    [Because I know you, Dorian. I can predict your behavior with over ninety-six percent accuracy.] 

    “Then what am I going to do, hmm?” 

    [You are going to order me to focus my efforts upon slicing into the ship’s com system. And once I am successful, you are going to order me to send a message to the Seraphim Union contact you have been in communication with for the past two months.] 

    Dorian grinned. “You’re pretty smart for an orange ball, you know that?” 

    [This is a mistake, Dorian,] Ghost said. [Just because you possess psionic abilities does not mean you belong with a group of terrorists any more than you belong with these two females.]   

    “I don’t expect you to understand.” 

    [I understand perfectly. The Seraphim Union is a terrorist organization filled with many of the same radicals who attempted to overthrow Emperor Falric five years ago. They are not our allies, and they never will be. I advised you against opening a line of communication with them before, and I reiterate my warning now.] 

    “They’re the only ones fighting back against the Spiders,” Dorian said. “And they’re the only ones who might actually be willing to teach me more about my abilities.” 

    [They are misguided individuals fighting a war that has already been lost.] 

    “That’s my father talking.” 

    [It is logic and reason talking,] Ghost said. [Two virtues you appear to have abandoned in favor of lust.] 

    “This has nothing to do with lust!” Dorian snapped louder than he intended. He reached out with his powers and freed his ankles again, then brought his arms out from behind his back once more. “How about you do something useful with your time and try to slice into that computer again? The more we know about what’s going on, the more ‘logical’ we can be.” 

    Ghost’s orange avatar reappeared next to his head and floated back into the computer, but Dorian was barely paying attention. He sat up, considering his next move.  

    He had spent the better part of the past year learning everything he could about the Union, and he had spent countless sleepless nights trying to come up with a way to contact them. The stories of their exploits were inspiring even if they were probably bullshit. Battles on the Far Rim, the destruction of a secret Convectorate shipyard, the resurrection of the famed Wings of the Seraph…  

    Samir Garr had never understood his son’s fascination—in fact, he had gone out of his way crush it. To him, it didn’t matter that the Tarreen were brutal despots or that the Seraphim Dominion—the once-mighty human empire—had been reduced to a pale shadow of its former glory. Samir harbored no illusions about a return to the “old days.” At his best, he was a forward-thinking man who wanted to take care of his family. At his worst, he was a ruthless industrialist who would gladly sit back and watch the Convectorate conquer the galaxy as long as he got his cut of the spoils.  

    But Dorian refused to embrace his father’s nihilism. The Thirty-Year War may have destroyed the Dominion in all but name, and the Spiders may have had every psychic in the galaxy living in fear, but there was still hope. If enough people like him joined the Union—if enough psychics banded together to fight back against the Convectorate… 

    Dorian closed his eyes and rubbed at his unshackled wrists. No matter what happened in the next few hours, he had no intention of going back home. He refused to waste this opportunity. He had been sharing secrets with the Union for months, and he wasn’t going to miss this chance to finally meet them in person.  

    And maybe, just maybe, he could figure out a way to convince Kaya and Mysha to come with him.  
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    Spectres 

      

    “She isn’t ready.” 

    “That’s the problem, isn’t it? The subject has barely demonstrated any improvement over the past three weeks. You believe she lacks the skill—I believe she lacks sufficient motivation.” 

    “Her body cannot hold the charge.” 

    “But it should be able to. That’s the point.” 

    The air was cold and dry on Kaya’s skin, though the electric current surging through her naked body was growing hotter by the second. She had been suspended upside down for what felt like hours, though the insulated wires grappling her ankles had only just started to lower her deeper into the well.  

    “This is madness! You’re going to waste a perfect specimen?” 

    “If she’s a perfect specimen, she will survive. If she isn’t, I would rather know now before we waste any more precious time. We can always train another.” 

    Gritting her teeth, Kaya crossed her arms over her chest in a last, desperate attempt to dissipate the energy coursing through her. The gambit was doomed from the start, of course—the trainers had overcharged the glyphs beneath the skin of her left arm, forcibly flooding her with more electricity than she could control. And they had put her in this damn well precisely because it left her nowhere to ground herself.   

    Even if she could gather enough momentum to swing herself over to the wall, the alloy that made up the well was specifically designed to reflect the energy right back at her. She had learned that lesson the hard a way few weeks ago, but her glyphs had only been charged with a few sparks of bioelectrical energy at the time. Now her fingertips sizzled with enough power to electrocute a five-tonne granth with a single discharge.  

    Kaya tilted her head back to stare in horror at the pool of water barely five meters beneath her, lit by a pale green light somewhere in its depths. The instant her skin made contact, every nerve in her body would fry in an instant. Three other girls had been killed the same way over the past week, and those were only the ones she knew about. The Widow and her Spiders had probably murdered hundreds if not thousands of potential psychics here in the Nest.  

    “You know what needs to be done, girl.” 

    Sobbing with equal parts fear and rage, Kaya flexed her abdominal muscles and pulled herself up until she could grab her own calves. Her trainers had already forced her to run the Labyrinth this morning specifically to leave her weak and exhausted, but she used her metamorphic powers to flood her fit body with a fresh surge of adrenaline. Holding herself upright would buy her a few more seconds before her skin touched the water, but that was all.  

    “I can’t!” Kaya screamed. “I don’t know how!” 

    “Then you will die, and another will take your place. You are not special. You are not unique. You are nothing more than a shadow of the Seraph, a dark simulacrum stripped of substance. Easily forgotten and instantly replaced.” 

    The water loomed closer and closer every instant, and Kaya clenched her jaw so tightly her teeth nearly cracked. She reached for her powers one last time, knowing they were her only hope. She had long since mastered the ability to control her body’s biological systems. Cardiac, endocrine, respiratory—they were all trivial to manipulate.  

    But the Widow wanted more. A lot more.  

    Kaya could feel the air buzzing around her as the water drew near. As always, her cells held the key to her salvation. A metamorph should have been able to mold them like clay. She had changed her form numerous times over the past few weeks—she had been a Kreen, a Krosian, and a V’rath. Now she just needed to become a Xor…or at least figure out a way to simulate their rubber-like skin.  

    “Do it. Do it now!” 

    She screamed in terror as the tiny hairs on her skin stood upright and touched the water— 

      

    Kaya’s eyes shot open, and she screamed so loudly the reverberation hurt her ears. She jolted upright, her heart pounding and her breasts heaving while her eyes struggled to refocus…and failed. There was enough spice left in her system that everything in the room looked like an indecipherable blur of colors.  

    “Fuck,” she hissed, running a hand back through her hair. The glyphs on her left arm glowed angrily beneath her skin—a normal occurrence after a spice-induced hallucination, though she didn’t fully understand why—and her bones felt like they all wanted to burst out of her body. She reached into her powers and soothed her joints and muscles as much as she could, then triggered a quick rush of dopamine to top herself off.  

    At least Meesh wasn’t around for that. Dammit… 

    Kaya glanced over to the chrono on Mysha’s desk. She had been out for almost ten hours, long enough that Mysha had probably returned to the cockpit a long time ago. Despite the fact that she had personally programmed the autopilot, she still didn’t trust it to fly her baby for very long, even though hyperspace.  

    The bed was a total disaster, unsurprisingly, but the ship’s cleaning drone had plenty of practice getting the room back in order. The smell of wet, sloppy sex had already been purged from the air, though that really just made Kaya more disappointed to wake up alone. Fucking Mysha’s taut blue body was a time-tested method of forgetting nightmares no matter how vivid or traumatic they had been.   

    Groaning, Kaya slowly crawled out of the bed and stumbled over to the shower. The cold water splashing over her bare skin accomplished more in five seconds than any stim ever could, but she didn’t bother adjusting the temperature even after she was fully alert. It wasn’t as if the chill could truly bother a metamorph, anyway. She had trained her body to instantly adapt to most conditions without conscious effort. 

    She washed herself off more quickly than normal—even something as simple as a shower was much less fun without Mysha’s tits and tail—but Kaya paused when she finally looked into the mirror just below the showerhead. Her arm glyphs were still glowing, and their light reflected in her amber eyes made them as luminescent as a Velothi’s. They looked so much prettier this way that she wondered why she didn’t just figure out a way to make them glow all the time.  

    Presented with the opportunity to wear any face they desire, how many people across the galaxy would willingly choose their own? 

    Kaya grimaced at the thought as she turned off the shower and reached for a towel. The worst part about waning spice trips was the philosophical bullshit that always wormed its way into her brain afterward. She couldn’t believe that this was the reason some people used it in the first place. They got high to free their mind; she got high to shut hers off.  

    Two minutes later, she was dry, dressed, and mostly cogent. She always left a few outfits in Mysha’s room, and this one felt wonderfully comfortable after traipsing around in her slave-kini all yesterday. Her cropped blue-yellow vest and black pants looked simple enough—she could pass herself off as a normal twentysomething female of a dozen races at any star port—but the adaptive fabric had cost a small fortune. It could shrink or expand almost twenty-five percent, enough to give her plenty of leeway if she decided to bulk up into a Krosian or shrink down to a slender Subari. Frankly, it was also nice to have a little extra freedom if she just wanted bigger tits that day for whatever reason. Flexibility was a girl’s best friend.  

    Kaya was in the middle of adding a last touch of glittery blue eyeshadow when the com implant in her ear beeped. “Would you stop messing around and get up here?” Mysha said, her voice unexpectedly sharp. “We need to talk.” 

    “Good morning to you, too,” Kaya muttered. “Did you install cameras in here when I wasn’t looking?” 

    “No, but I saw that you turned on the water twenty minutes ago.” 

    “Mm, too bad. I’ve been telling you for a while that we should record our adventures. With a few vids circulating the Holosphere, we could probably pay off our debt in a couple of weeks.” 

    “Please tell me you aren’t pumping stims instead of eating breakfast.” 

    “I’d rather be pumping you, but I woke up alone,” Kaya said tartly. “What’s the problem? You didn’t dump our hostage out the airlock, did you?” 

    “Just get up here as soon as you can.” 

    Kaya frowned when the com clicked off. They were in the middle of a hyperspace corridor with nothing going on—what could Mysha possibly be upset about?  

    The Prowler was small enough that it only took a few moments to get to the cockpit. Mysha was sitting in the pilot’s seat when Kaya arrived. All the sensor readouts appeared normal, as did the flickering hyperspace corridor outside the viewport. It certainly didn’t look like there had been a crisis.  

    “So, what’s the problem?” Kaya asked again. A quick glance at the tac-holo confirmed that they were still about five hours away from Talinus Station. 

    Mysha didn’t turn to acknowledge her. “I talked to him.” 

    Kaya blinked. “Wait, what?” 

    “I talked to your hostage. He wasn’t supposed to be awake yet, but I wanted to make sure he was recovering normally.” 

    “You went in there alone? What the hell were you thinking?” 

    Mysha’s eyes narrowed in annoyance. “He’s a spoiled rich Vekat, not a V’rath commando. What are you worried about?” 

    “Oh, I don’t know, the fact that he’s a Seraphim and that we have no idea what other powers he might possess,” Kaya grumbled. “What if he’s a telepath? What if he can throw you against the wall with his mind?” 

    “You’re the one who wanted to bring him along! You said yourself that he seemed like he wanted to be here.” 

    Kaya hissed softly and glanced away. She knew she could be overprotective of her partner sometimes, but she couldn’t help it. Mysha’s safety might have been the only thing in the galaxy she wouldn’t mess around with.  

    “Sorry, I just…” Kaya sighed. “You didn’t space him, so I assume he cooperated.” 

    “He did,” Mysha said. “He explained how he turned the family business around, though I could tell he was hiding something.” 

    “I’m sure he is. At times, he struck me as a bit of a sucker, but he’s clearly not a fool.” 

    Mysha’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “I think his father had him quarantined on that moon to keep him safe from the Spiders. Why else would anyone live two hundred light-years from anything resembling civilization?” 

    “Cheaper property taxes,” Kaya snarked as she sat down in the co-pilot’s seat. “Seraph knows it clearly wasn’t the view. That moon is a shithole.” 

    “I wonder if the Spiders ever came after him,” Mysha went on as if she hadn’t heard the response. “When he was younger, I mean.” 

    “Maybe. We’ve heard similar stories before, they just don’t usually end with mansions and luxury. Most psychic refugees don’t have the credits to afford a personal moon fortress or their own Succubus.” 

    “The Spiders will take him all the same,” Mysha murmured. “You’ve told me that a hundred times. Once they know you exist, they never stop chasing you.” 

    Kaya frowned and studied her partner’s face, suddenly wishing she hadn’t overslept. She had wanted to speak with Dorian together. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust her partner, exactly, but Mysha’s idealism was like a caged yewl cat just waiting to be set free—and possibly get all of them killed.  

    “We agreed that we might not have to hand him over if he’s willing to give us something,” Kaya said. “Did he?” 

    Mysha nodded. “He said he could probably give us some prototype schematics from memory and maybe even some new targeting algorithms.” 

    “Good, then we’re all clear. We’ll dump him off on the station, take the intel to the Echo, and before you know it, we’ll be out on a new assignment.” Kaya forced a smile and put her hand on the Velothi’s leg. “If the next target is cute, we could always dress you up instead so you can have some fun…” 

    Mysha pulled away in disgust. “The Echo will hand this data over to whoever hired the Syndicate, and sooner or later every manufacturer in the Belt will be cranking out their own mech armies. Do you know what that will mean?” 

    “Without psi-tech, there’s no way they’ll be able to produce them as quickly as Garr Industries. They’ll get a boost, sure, but—” 

    “That’s not the point!” 

    Kaya frowned. “Are you seriously worried that Dorian’s company will lose money? That his father will have to downsize their personal moon base? Who cares?” 

    “The rebels across the Convectorate that will get crushed by all that new military hardware,” Mysha growled. “Don’t you get it? The Vecs were finally losing, Kaya. The Kreen withdrawing from the alliance was supposed to be the beginning of the end, especially with the Dowd attacks getting more and more frequent. The whole thing was coming apart at the seams, but now…” 

    She paused and took a deep breath. “You’ve seen the reports—the real ones, not the propaganda on the Holosphere. Dorian’s mechs changed everything. The only thing slowing down the Convectorate war machine right now is the fact they only have a single supplier. If everyone can copy Dorian’s technique, the Belt will be flooded with mechs in no time. And Seraph save us if someone figures out how to build fighter drones the same way.” 

    Kaya set her jaw. “None of which is our problem.” 

    “You always say that, but you know it’s bullshit! You can’t hate the Spiders but ignore the government that controls them!” 

    “I’m not ignoring anything! I’m focusing on the one and only thing I care about right now: keeping you safe. If we don’t get the Echo this information, he will—” 

    “He’ll blow my head off.” Mysha snarled and turned away, her tail curling around the base of her chair. “Don’t you think I know that?” 

    “You’re not acting like it.” 

    “Well, I’m tired of being a puppet. I’m tired of being afraid.” Mysha shook her head. “I just wish you were, too.” 

    The words stabbed through Kaya’s gut like a cold blade. “You think I like being the Echo’s concubine? You think I actually enjoy him pimping me out to rich fucks across the galaxy?” 

    “I didn’t used to,” Mysha whispered. “I’m not sure anymore.” 

    Kaya’s stomach sank through the deck. She had been annoyed and a little angry at first, but now…now she didn’t even know what to say. It was like she had forgotten how to breathe.  

    “I’m sorry, that was a stupid thing to say,” Mysha said, turning. “I didn’t mean it. It’s just…” 

    She rubbed her face with her hands and sighed, then eventually pulled her white hair out of the way so she could touch the back of her neck. “There has to be another way,” she murmured. “I can’t live with this thing in my head much longer.” 

    Pushing aside her own pain, Kaya reached out and squeezed the other woman’s leg. “You won’t. We’ll figure something out, I promise.” 

    Mysha stayed silent, her tendrils methodically rubbing against one other like they always did when she was deep in thought. Her fingers skimmed across the scar on her neck for several seconds before she let her hair back down.  

    “Ninety percent of the time, I can’t even feel it,” she whispered. “But then we talk about it, and I feel like something is growing out of my neck.” 

    Kaya nodded solemnly. Mysha’s tail eventually curled around her calf and squeezed apologetically.  

    “From what little I’ve read, shapers are supposed to be able to manipulate inorganic matter, especially metal and rock,” the Velothi said quietly. “Did you see Dorian do anything like that in the compound?” 

    “No, though he did suggest that he could adjust my com implant with his mind,” Kaya said, thinking back to their escape. “But then you shot him, and I never had the chance to ask any follow-up questions.” 

    Mysha looked her straight in the eye. “If he could adjust a com implant, then he might be able to—” 

    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Kaya said, lifting a warning hand. “Tweaking a simple implant is a lot different than trying to diffuse a bomb on someone’s brainstem.” 

    “I know, but…” Mysha paused and took another deep breath. “What if he could disarm the chip? If there’s even a chance…” 

    Kaya could hear the pain in her partner’s voice, and it always made her heart sink. She would have gladly leapt on top of a grenade to protect Mysha, but things just weren’t that simple.  

    “Without the chip, we’d just be on the run from the Spiders instead of the Echo,” Kaya said. “Dorian can’t protect us from the Widow, honey. Only the Syndicate can.” 

    Mysha opened her mouth as if to protest, but this time, she just released a long breath. “I don’t want to fight again,” she whispered. “But I also don’t want to waste this opportunity. This feels like the moment we’ve been waiting for, doesn’t it?” 

    Kaya’s mind flashed with images from her nightmare—her memory. She had buried hundreds more just like it in the darkest recesses of her mind. The needles, the scalpels, the experiments… 

    Being dunked in a well if I couldn’t control my bioelectric charge. Being burned by laser scalpels if I couldn’t trick identity scanners with a new face. Being poisoned or suffocated or frozen if I couldn’t force my cells to adapt to a new environment quickly enough… 

    “I’ll never let the Widow do that to you,” Kaya whispered. “I’ll never let her break you.” 

    “What?” 

    Kaya blinked out of her reverie and saw Mysha staring back at her, her luminescent eyes wide in concern. Her tail squeezed Kaya’s calf again, and she placed a questioning hand on the metamorph’s thigh.  

    “Sorry. Still coming down, I guess.” Kaya forced another small smile and buried the memories back in the depths of her mind where they belonged. “Look, I understand how you feel, I really do. But we barely know anything about this kid, and there’s no way in hell I would trust him to tinker with your bomb.” 

    “Even if he’s the first person we’ve met who might actually be able to do something about it?” Mysha pressed. “Look, all I’m saying is that maybe we should give him a chance to prove himself. We still have some time.” 

    Kaya sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “You talked to him for five minutes and you already want him inside your brain. Apparently, he’s even more charming than I thought.” 

    Mysha scoffed and crossed her arms, but a thin smile did finally tug at her lips. “He is pretty cute.” 

    “Yeah, and you haven’t even seen the best part of him.” 

    The Velothi rolled her eyes. “There’s more to men than their lower half.” 

    “Are you sure?” Kaya asked. “I haven’t checked recently.”  

    Mysha’s smile widened for a moment before it slowly faded again. “Doesn’t this mean anything to you?” 

    “Dorian? Honey, I barely know him.” 

    “I mean the fact we finally met another psychic. It’s been so easy pretending that you and I were alone in the galaxy even if I knew it wasn’t true, but now…” 

    “It’s harder to ignore that we’re all food for the Spiders,” Kaya finished. “It’s harder not to think about the ramifications of everything we do…everything we’ve done.” 

    Mysha nodded solemnly. “I know you think it’s silly that I worry about these things, but I don’t want to be responsible for handing new weapons over to the Convectorate, directly or indirectly.” 

    “I don’t think it’s silly,” Kaya replied. “I just think we have problems of our own to worry about.” 

    “They’re all related,” Mysha said. “You do realize that your abilities are the reason Dorian cooperated with you, right? I saw it in his face and heard it in his voice. Once he learned that you were a psychic, he thought you were his ticket to freedom. He didn’t even care that you tricked him.” 

    “Well, I told you that he was cute, but I never claimed he was bright.” 

    Mysha glanced out the viewport, her eyes distant. “After we spoke, he tried to convince me to join the Union with him.” 

    Kaya groaned. “Meesh…” 

    “I know it’s not that simple,” Mysha said. “I know that you and I can’t just walk away from our obligations. But maybe he can.” 

    “I already said we could drop him off on the station as long as he gives us something to bargain with.” 

    “I know, and I still think that’s a good idea. I just wanted to know if you had changed your mind.” 

    Kaya leaned back in the co-pilot’s chair and bit back a curse. She should have known from the beginning this would happen. She had known, actually, which was why she had tried to nip it in bud by telling Mysha not to meet with Dorian alone. Apparently, she should have set an alarm… 

    “I haven’t,” she said. “Like you said, we still have a little bit of time. I’ll go and speak with him now. If he gives us what we need, we can all move on with our lives.” 

    “Maybe we should both talk to him,” Mysha suggested. “It’s not as if the autopilot needs me to navigate the hyperspace corridor.” 

    Kaya rolled her eyes. “You had your chance, now I get mine,” she said, standing. “Maybe a little ‘good kidnapper, bad kidnapper’ will do me some good.” 

      

      

  

  


 
 
   
    6 

    The Shaper 

      

    “Any response yet?” 

    [Do you honestly believe I would not inform you if we had received a message?] 

    Dorian scowled down at the computer terminal. “I never programmed you to be snide.” 

    [You also did not program me to be your liaison with a terrorist organization. Fortunately for you, I am highly adaptable.] 

    Dorian rolled his eyes and continued his inspection of the room. He had been careful to avoid moving anything, lest he tip off his captors that he wasn’t as helpless as they thought, but he had still wanted to search the area for information, tools, or anything else he could potentially use. Kaya’s wardrobe of adaptive fabric was impressive—and probably worth a small fortune—but he had yet to find any hidden weapons, data sticks, or anything else of note.  

    Ghost had spent the last several hours attempting to slice into the ship’s computer without much luck, but he had managed to tap into the com system long enough to send a simple encrypted message to any Union operatives on Talinus Station. Since subspace signals traveled much faster through hyperspace corridors than ships, the message should have arrived by now. The only question was whether there was anyone on the station to receive it.  

    “How close are you to gaining control of the system?” Dorian asked.  

    [Approximately one tenth of one percent closer than the last time you asked,] Ghost replied. [This vessel’s security protocols are considerably more advanced than I anticipated. The Velothi female may be a more accomplished programmer than you, master, albeit in unconventional ways.] 

    “Perhaps,” he said, wondering if that could possibly be true. He had never met anyone in the corporate sector who could match his skills, but plenty of skilled programmers and slicers worked in the underworld. A data thief like Mysha had probably learned all kinds of tricks Dorian had never encountered before. 

    He had been thinking about the Velothi a lot these past few hours. Aside from searching the room, he had been replaying their conversation over and over in his head. He completely understood why a former slave—especially a Velothi female—would despise someone like him. But he could also tell that she didn’t want to. The fact that they were both psychics meant a lot to her. He didn’t need Ghost’s body language data to recognize that.  

    Still, he couldn’t afford to lower his guard just yet. He had expected one or both of his captors to return by now. Unless this ship had a bizarrely slow hyperdrive, they would arrive on the station in a few hours. Yet for some reason, his captors still hadn’t returned to demand any information.  

    “They’ll have to come by and check on me again soon,” Dorian said, mostly to himself. “Unless they seriously expect me not to use the washroom for a whole day.” 

    [Perhaps this is yet another contingency you should have considered when you allowed them to take us prisoner,] Ghost replied tartly. [Based on my current progress, I will not be able to gain control of this ship before we reach our destination. We should begin to consider alternative plans.] 

    “The plan is the same as it has been,” Dorian said as he moved away from the closet and sat back down on the bed. “I’ll give them the data they want, and when we reach the station, I will try to contact the Union. With luck, maybe I can convince them to come along with me.” 

    [Considering the outcome of your last conversation, I do not believe that is a realistic goal. Both females are currently seated in the cockpit. This may be an opportune time for you to open the door with your psionic abilities.] 

    “Yeah, and then what?” 

    [I would suggest attempting to locate a weapon to defend yourself, though we may discover other methods of sabotaging the ship.] 

    “No,” Dorian said, shaking his head. “I’m not going to—” 

    The terminal beeped softly, and he lunged over to look at the display as a short message scrolled across the screen. It was encrypted, but Ghost would be able to clean it up in no time… 

    [The Union has replied,] the AI said, clearly disappointed. [The message includes coordinates for a rendezvous on the station but little else.] 

    Dorian grinned. “That’s all we need.” 

    [I have no way to confirm the origin of this transmission. Your signal could have been intercepted by a third party.] 

    “Does it use the correct encryption?” 

    [Yes.] 

    “You told me yourself weeks ago that it was quite good. What are the odds that someone could crack it and reply that quickly?” 

    The AI hesitated. [Low.] 

    “Then it’s good enough for me,” Dorian said. “And it’s time for you to get out of that system altogether. There’s nothing left to do now but sit and wait.” 

    [Sir, I recommend that we—] 

    Dorian reached out with his powers and mentally adjusted his implant. Ghost’s holographic avatar immediately returned home despite the AI’s protests.  

    “Just let me know when and if we’re about to have guests,” Dorian said. He scanned the room one last time to ensure nothing was out of place before he returned to the bed and began reattaching his restraints.  

    [You are making a grave mistake, Dorian,] Ghost warned. His mechanical voice sounded genuinely irritated. [These females are not your allies. If you are not careful, they will be our doom.] 

    “I guess we’ll just have to see, won’t we?” 

    He had only just finished securing the handcuffs when Ghost alerted him that Kaya was about to pay them a visit. Dorian leaned back on the bed just like before, wondering if she might have finally decided to bring him some food. His stomach had been rumbling for hours; at this point, he would have settled for a gritty protein malt.  

    He tensed up when the door hissed open, though unlike her partner, Kaya’s pistol was holstered at her belt rather than drawn and ready. She was wearing normal clothes now, which surprised Dorian more than it should. The blue in her cropped, single-sleeved vest matched the color of her hair, while the yellow highlights matched the stripes on her pants. A standard omnitool was attached to the elbow-length bracer on her right arm, but her left—the one that had been covered in oddly glowing glyphs when she had unleashed a bioelectric charge—was completely bare.  

    Intellectually, Dorian knew she could look however she wanted, but his gaze was still drawn to her toned figure and flat stomach. He couldn’t help but remember how gleefully and expertly she had swallowed his manhood, even if she had been wearing a difference face at the time… 

    “Good morning, princeling,” Kaya said. “Sorry we haven’t been better hosts, but it was a long day and I needed my beauty sleep.” 

    Dorian tried to keep his gaze locked on hers. “Do metamorphs even need rest? I figured you could just turn into a Yorilach—they don’t sleep at all.” 

    “True, but they also eat a lot,” she replied. “And personally, I enjoy not having transparent skin.” 

    She sauntered into the room, her amber eyes sizing him up. The wry grin on her blue-painted lips was so disarming he had to remind himself that she was a professional con-artist. Reading her body language wouldn’t be nearly as useful as her partner’s. 

    “Meesh told me that the two of you had a little chat,” Kaya said, sitting down on the edge of the bed right next to him and crossing her legs. “You’re lucky I put her in a good mood beforehand, otherwise she might have dumped you out the airlock.” 

    Dorian snorted softly. “If that was her good mood, I’d hate to see her when she’s angry.” 

    “You wouldn’t. She’d turn invisible and slit your throat.” 

    “Oh. Great.” 

    “I wouldn’t worry; she’s almost as much of a sucker for a pretty face as I am,” Kaya said, placing the fingers of her left hand on his sternum and slowly dragging them down his chest. “Though I really should have stripped you down to your skivvies while you were unconscious—just to return the favor, you know? Maybe I’ll make you a little male slave-kini to wear for my amusement. What do you think?” 

    “I think we have a lot to talk about first,” Dorian said, wishing her touch didn’t feel so good. Even through the fabric of his jumpsuit, her fingertips were like tiny sparks dancing across his skin. She might not have actually been a Succubus, but her metamorphic abilities weren’t the only reason she could fake one so well. She knew precisely what she was doing… 

    “Normally, I’m the type of girl who prefers doing over talking,” she said, grinning when her fingers gently crawled their way over his waist and along his fly. “I’m also famished. I haven’t eaten since you fed me back in the lift…” 

    [She is attempting to deceive you,] Ghost chimed in. [The caloric content of a human male’s seminal fluid is so miniscule that it would not sustain—] 

    “And here I thought you’d want me to draw you some schematics,” Dorian said, clenching his teeth and attempting to stay focused. “Your partner said it was the only way to keep you from turning me over to the Syndicate.” 

    Kaya shrugged nonchalantly even as her hand came to a torturous rest atop his crotch. “It would certainly help your cause, though there are other ways you could prove yourself useful. Maybe I should just leave you cuffed and naked in my room all the time. How would you like to be my personal Succubus?” 

    No matter how hard he tried, Dorian couldn’t prevent his cock from swelling under her touch. She smirked and gave a gentle, playful squeeze. “I got the impression that your boss won’t be happy unless you give him something tangible,” he bit out. “I told your partner that I was willing to help, but she seemed worried when I pointed out what would happen once more people got hold of our tech. It might ruin Garr Industries, but it would also give the Convectorate war machine even more toys to play with.” 

    “You didn’t seem to care about that when Garr Industries sold them their first million mechs,” Kaya said with a snort. “Or are you worried that your daddy won’t be able to buy you another slave?” 

    “I don’t give a damn about the company’s profit margins—I’d think that would be obvious by now,” Dorian said. “But arming the Tarreen with a near-infinite supply of war mechs doesn’t seem good for anyone, least of all for people like us.” 

    Her cheek twitched almost imperceptibly. “There is no ‘us,’ kid. Just because I stuck you in my room instead of a cell doesn’t mean you’re our friend.” 

    “Maybe not, but we still have a unique opportunity here,” Dorian pressed. “We’re all psychics, we’re all on the same ship, and we all have the same enemy. Together, we might be able to do something about it.” 

    Kaya withdrew her hand, her seductive veneer dissolving in an instant. “Stars, I had you pegged all the way back in the compound. There’s nothing less sexy than an idealist.” 

    “Oh, come on,” he groaned. “I know you have this whole bad-girl image going on, but you can’t seriously tell me you’d rather just give up.” 

    “I would rather live in reality—unless I’m pumped up on spice.” Kaya crossed her arms. “I can see why you got into Mysha’s head, though. This ‘we’re all on the same team’ bullshit gets her wet faster than a kiss on the tendrils.” 

    Dorian grinned. Initially because Kaya had just unwittingly confirmed that he had gotten through to Mysha, at least a little bit—and then, a moment later, because his mind conjured up an image of an aroused, half-naked Velothi female.  

    “You should listen to her,” he said, pushing the image aside. “Maybe she’s onto something.”  

    Kaya’s cheek twitched again. “The two of you have a lot in common. If circumstances were different, you’d probably get along. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised to find her calves up on your shoulders if you stuck around here for a few days. She hates rich people, but if you so much as whisper ‘revolution’ in her ear, she’ll let you bend her over anything.” 

    “This doesn’t have to be about a revolution,” Dorian said. Once again, his mind conjured up imagery to match Kaya’s words, and he was suddenly thankful she had removed her hand so she couldn’t feel his manhood swelling again. “This is about helping each other figure out how to survive.” 

    Kaya snorted. “Says the kid who’s never known hunger or thirst or want. Give me a break.” 

    Dorian frowned and studied her profile as she turned and glared out the viewport. She may have been a professional con-artist, but he had clearly broken through her practiced façade. Through Ghost’s sensors, he could tell that her heartrate had increased almost thirty percent in the last minute. She wasn’t just worried—she was mortified.  

    “What did they do to you?” he asked softly.  

    Kaya instantly whipped her head back around to glare at him. “What?” 

    “Someone hurt you.” 

    “A lot of people have hurt me, kid,” Kaya said. “Sometimes I even ask them to if I haven’t gotten off in a while.” 

    “I mean your arm,” Dorian said, gesturing with his chin. “The glyphs when you release electricity aren’t exactly natural. Someone gave them to you…and I bet it wasn’t voluntary.” 

    Kaya went white, her left arm flexing with tension. A faint humming sound filled the room, and tiny sparks of electricity crackled at her fingertips. Mere moments later, the swirling glyphs appeared, glowing angrily beneath her skin.  

    “I admit that I’ve been pretty sheltered for the past few years, and I don’t know much about the Syndicate,” Dorian said. “But those don’t seem like the handiwork of a crime gang.” 

    “They aren’t,” Kaya whispered. She reached out and touched the bulkhead behind the headboard to release the charge. The glyphs faded away within seconds.  

    Dorian shook his head. “Then who—?” 

    “Who do you think?” she snapped. Her jaw clenched, her amber eyes blazed, and her playful, snarky persona evaporated. “The Spiders don’t just capture psychics and make them disappear. They’re always trying to create new, better operatives…and not everyone survives the process.” 

    She glared down at her arm for another second before she looked away and hissed through her teeth. “I don’t remember how I got them. I barely remember anything, to be honest, and I’m sure it’s better that way.” 

    If his wrists weren’t still fastened tight, Dorian would have been sorely tempted to put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “But you escaped,” he whispered. “I had no idea that was even possible.” 

    “As far as I know, it isn’t,” Kaya said. “Maybe I’m the only one. Or maybe I’m just the only one who’s still alive. Who the hell knows?” 

    He let the silence linger as her flash of anger visibly drained out of her, then asked, “How have you avoided them? With two psychics traveling together, I would think…” 

    “Mysha’s powers help. Her little shrouding trick isn’t just visual. She can hide from motion sensors, infrared scanners, and even other psychics. It’s even more powerful than the Kali camouflage reflex. Psychics like her are called wraiths for a reason.”  

    Kaya lifted her chin and turned back to face him. “The Syndicate does most of the heavy lifting, though. Back when it was just the two of us, the Spiders would still get close every now and then. At times, I could actually feel them spinning a psychic web across an entire star system. But once we joined the Syndicate, that stopped being a problem.” 

    Dorian frowned. “How can they possibly protect you against the Spiders?” 

    “The Echo’s information network rivals that of most governments,” Kaya said. “There aren’t anywhere near enough Spiders to cover the entire Convectorate, let alone the whole galaxy. He’s always been able to keep us one step ahead of everyone. Since joining up, I’ve barely had to worry about being hunted at all. The few times the Spiders have gotten close, he warned us and helped us get away.” 

    “There are other people out there who could help you more directly,” Dorian ventured. “The Union has been around for years, and the Spiders haven’t destroyed them. They must have some way to conceal themselves and their allies.” 

    “The Union is a bunch of dead-enders who can’t cope with the fact the Seraphim lost the war,” Kaya growled. “First they called themselves the Covenant, now it’s the Union…same bullshit, same lost cause.” 

    [Curious,] Ghost said. [This criminal appears to understand the situation better than you, Dorian.] 

    “Just because you lost once doesn’t mean you have to keep losing forever,” Dorian said, ignoring the comment. “You must have heard the rumors about the reborn Wings of the Seraph and how one of the old Blades is leading them. If the three of us found them, we could—” 

    “Oh, please,” she nearly spat. “Stars, you really do sound like Meesh. I’d say there’s something wrong with the water recyclers, but we haven’t actually given you anything to drink.” 

    “All I’m saying is—” 

    “What you’re saying is nonsense,” Kaya said, spearing him with a glare. “And even if the Union could help us, things aren’t that simple. You don’t just decide to leave a group like the Syndicate.” 

    Despite the venom in her voice, the flash of rage from earlier had left her eyes. In its place was resigned sorrow…and somehow, Dorian found it even more distressing. It was like she had preemptively surrendered.  

    “I suppose I shouldn’t expect a princeling to know how the galaxy actually works,” Kaya went on. “The instant they saved Mysha’s life, she was in their debt—and to make sure she never backs out of the deal, they put an explosive chip in her brain.” 

    Dorian’s stomach flipped. “What?” 

    “Pretty standard stuff in the underworld these days, really. Blow the head off the disobedient slaves, and the rest fall in line real quick.” 

    He swallowed. He had heard about the brutality of the underworld, but thinking about it—really thinking about it—made him want to puke. Not just because of the needless misery and suffering, but because all of this could have easily been his own fate. If he hadn’t discovered his powers when he had, his father might have been forced to start working for the Combine or the Mist or maybe even the Syndicate… 

    [You should not feel guilty for things you cannot control, Dorian. Nor should you feel sympathy for the women who kidnapped you.] 

    Dorian almost snapped at the AI to be quiet, but he stopped himself at the last moment. Kaya drew in a tired breath and waved her hand dismissively.  

    “Look, as long as you give us something useful to hand over to our boss, we can all walk away and forget any of this ever happened. Trust me, you’ll be a lot happier in your mansion with your yellow Succubus anyway.” She swept him with an assessing gaze. “I’ll go and get you something to eat from the galley. And I’m sure you wouldn’t mind stretching out your arms and legs.” 

    “Actually, that’s not really a problem,” Dorian said. He leaned up and concentrated on his powers… 

    [Sir, you should not reveal your capabilities to them,] Ghost warned. [We will need the element of surprise to—] 

    The manacles fell from Dorian’s wrists and ankles. Kaya inhaled sharply when he swung his legs off the bed, and she reached for the pistol at her belt. But Dorian had been planning out this moment in his mind for an hour, and he was more than ready. He stretched out with his mind until he could feel the magnetic eddies surrounding every piece of metal in the room, large and small—the bulkheads and deck plates holding the ship together, the frame of the bed and desk, the buckles of Kaya’s belt and boots…and the trigger and casing of her pulse pistol.  

    The weapon jerked out of her grasp before she could aim it at him, and Dorian caught it by the grip with his left hand. She stared, transfixed, as the empty manacles lifted off the bed and hovered in the air next to him.  

    “I’m not as helpless as I look,” Dorian said, smiling. “And you’re not as clever as you think.” 

    “Oh, shit,” she breathed. Her eyes widened as she lunged for the door, but he had no intention of letting her escape until he had demonstrated what he could do. He just had to hope it would convince her to trust him rather than piss her off even more.  

    Concentrating on his powers, he shifted the polarity of magnetic fields around the bits of metal in her outfit and attracted them to the ceiling. There weren’t enough to completely immobilize her, but they exerted sufficient force to pull her upward the same as if he had reversed the artificial gravity. Kaya yelped in alarm when her feet suddenly left the floor, and she scrambled to grab onto something—anything—to anchor herself.  

    Dorian decided to help her out. He magnokinetically hurled the handcuffs at her, clamping them around her wrists and pushing her flat against the bulkhead while pinning her arms high above her head. When she instinctively kicked out with her legs, he summoned the ankle restraints and pinned her legs flat as well.  

    To her credit, Kaya didn’t panic. She struggled mightily against her bonds, and he knew how strong she was from experience—probably at least four or five times stronger than a human female of her size and build should be. The manacles were designed to restrain Krosians and V’rath, however, and even if she could miraculously bend the metal, he could easily warp it back.   

    “Just calm down—I’m not going to hurt you,” Dorian said, taking a step closer. Holding the metal in place took a great deal of concentration, but he tried to keep the exertion off his face.  

    “Okay, I admit I’m impressed,” Kaya breathed when she finally stopped struggling. “How the fuck is this even possible?” 

    “I’m a shaper,” he replied matter-of-factly. “It’s what I do.” 

    Kaya hissed softly as she craned her neck to look at her wrists above her head. “Shaper my ass,” she growled. “You never mentioned that you were a magnokinetic!” 

    “We all have our secrets,” Dorian said with a smirk. “Would you have told me you could shoot lightning out of your hand if we hadn’t fought those mechs on the landing pad?” 

    “Probably not,” she admitted. “But now I’m pissed you didn’t just break them in half with your mind.” 

    “I’m not that powerful. Not yet, anyway.” 

    Kaya’s gaze finally fell back to his. “If you’re trying to get on my good side, this isn’t helping.” 

    “Strange,” Dorian said, arching an eyebrow. “And here I assumed a girl like you would enjoy being tied up.” 

    “Sometimes,” she admitted, the faintest hint of a smile returning to her blue lips. “You have nerve, I’ll give you that. Sitting in here pretending to be helpless, biding your time…you would have made a decent fake Succubus.” 

    He chuckled and stepped within arm’s reach. “After what you pulled, I felt like I owed you a surprise or three. Or ten. You knew I could shape metal, but you still left me in cuffs. At first, I thought you might have been testing me, but then I realized you were just overconfident. You’re not used to your victims fighting back.” 

    “True, though I wouldn’t get ahead of yourself if I were you, kid,” Kaya said. “I could still call Meesh on my com implant. She’d have you dead on the floor in five seconds.” 

    “Maybe, but you’re not going to do that,” Dorian said. He looked down at the pistol still in his hand, popped out the energy cell, and tossed both on the floor. “If I had wanted to hurt you, I would have.” 

    Her gaze flicked down to the floor, then back to him. “What do you want, then?” 

    “First, to show you how powerful the three of us could be if we worked together,” Dorian told her. “A metamorph, a shaper, and a wraith? We could accomplish almost anything.” 

    She snorted softly. “And second?” 

    “Second…well, honestly, I just thought it would be funny to return the favor and put you in cuffs,” he said. “I’m also pretty hungry, and I figured this would give me the freedom to raid your galley while you hang here and think things over.” 

    Kaya smiled again, coyly at first but more impishly every second. She might have been pinned and helpless, but she didn’t look the least bit worried. Standing this close, Dorian couldn’t help but be aware of the subtle contours of her athletic but decidedly feminine body. And with her boots half a meter off the ground, he was basically eye-level with her bare midriff. He had never wanted to reach out and touch something so badly in his entire life.  

    “You’re lying,” she said. 

    Dorian arched an eyebrow. “No, I really am hungry.” 

    “I mean you just wanted to show off. Be honest: this isn’t about proving how powerful we could be together or making some grandiose point about psychics sticking together. You just want to get the pretty girl you can’t stop thinking about all hot and bothered.” 

    He snorted. “You really are arrogant, aren’t you?” 

    “I know my strengths, and I don’t apologize for them,” Kaya said, shrugging as best she could with her arms pinned. “Besides, understanding the way men think is my job. Admit it: you haven’t been able to stop thinking about how good my lips felt on your cock.”  

    “Unbelievable,” Dorian breathed. “You’re pinned to the wall by a man who can manipulate metal with a thought, and this is where your mind goes?” 

    “It’s where your mind has been ever since we first met,” she said. “You should be excited that mine is eager to join you there.” 

    He shook his head, bewildered. She barely knew anything about him, and he had her dead to rights. She should have been terrified, or at the very least anxious. But instead he saw the subtle flush of her skin, the quickening of her breath, the tiny beads of perspiration on her taut abdomen… 

    She was wildly turned on. And that realization lit a fire in his veins.  

    Grimacing, Dorian mentally grabbed the metal restraints and hurled them and Kaya all the way across the room and onto her bed. She landed face-up on the mattress with a startled yelp, her arms still pinned over her head and her ankles still locked together. But her amber eyes glittered mischievously when he pivoted around to face her, and a shudder wracked her frame when he knelt on the bed and crawled on top of her.   

    Once again, he tried to remind himself that she was a con-artist and a metamorph. She could manipulate her own body’s responses to feign arousal if she wanted. This could have easily been a trick to make him let his guard down. And yet… 

    “Do you remember when I made you a promise back in the compound?” Kaya asked breathlessly when he brought his lips within a centimeter of hers. “I said I’d let you fuck me if you helped me get out of there.” 

    “I remember,” Dorian whispered. 

    “Well, I’m a girl of my word,” she said, smiling and arching slightly against him. “And you said you wanted to show me what you could do…” 

    [You should not take her obvious bait, master,] Ghost warned. [Temporary pleasures of the flesh cannot possibly be worth permanently compromising your judgment.] 

    “You literally have no idea what you’re talking about,” Dorian breathed. 

    Kaya frowned. “Uh, what are you—” 

    Dorian leaned down and kissed her. Their tongues swirled together so effortlessly it was as if they belonged together, and even with her ankles bound as one, Kaya still spread her knees wide enough for him to grind his straining manhood against her sex. His hands fell down to the sides of her bare midriff, confirming that it was every bit as smooth, toned, and glorious as he had envisioned.  

    Ghost isn’t wrong—this is a bad idea. But it may be the best bad idea I’ve ever had.  

    While their tongues dueled and his fingers continued exploring her stomach, Dorian reached out with his mind and manipulated the metal in her belt buckle, unclasping it and then mentally shoving it down her hips. Kaya groaned in delight, clearly turned on by the display of power, and her tongue plunged even deeper into his mouth when he unfastened the metal buckles of her boots the same way. Pulling away her ankle restraints, he stripped her lower half of everything but her silken panties with a single magnokinetic pull. Even if they had been made of metal, he would have rather removed them himself anyway.  

    She gasped in shock and delight at his newest demonstration, but their lips remained locked together as he traced his fingertips down her waist. Her panties had a drawstring just like the slave-kini bottom she had worn at the compound, and it only took a single quick pull to remove them. Kaya once again parted her legs for him, spreading them wide as he tossed the panties aside and brought his fingers to her shaven quim. He dragged a pair of fingers along her slick, searing folds, prompting her to gasp into his mouth so hard the seal of their lips nearly broke. Her flesh was soft as satin and wondrous to explore. He took his time learning her labia before rising to the hooded bud at her apex. He rubbed her clit gently but firmly in unison with his tongue for several minutes, enjoying her soft, vulnerable whimpers, before he finally pushed a finger inside.  

    “Fuck!” she cried out, finally breaking their embrace as a miniature climax shuddered through her. The wet folds around his finger quivered and squeezed, and he felt each wave ripple through her core as he gently, patiently worked his finger deeper into her. He followed the silken curve of her trembling upper wall until he was completely buried, and then his fingertip touched a place that made her tremors intensify all over again. Dorian looked down at her, smiling, as her amber eyes fluttered in ecstasy. They really were quite striking up close, especially with her dark eyeliner and meticulously groomed lashes.   

    While she seized up in bliss, he once again called upon his powers to manipulate her vest. There was just enough metal in the lining that he was able to push the fabric up and over her breasts. They were every bit as magnificent fully exposed as when they had been carefully cradled by her slave-kini. He slid another finger inside her, prompting yet another gasp of delight, as he brought his lips to a nipple. 

    Stars, they are perfect. Absolutely perfect.  

    A flood of decadent images flashed through his mind when he thought about what he wanted to do with them: suckle them, cradle them, sleep on them…and of course, fuck them raw. He had only seen the last one done in holo-vids, but when he imagined the glory of sliding his cock between them while she stretched out her tongue… 

    Dorian growled and withdrew both his hands to tear off his jumpsuit and the underwear beneath. He couldn’t wait another second; his cock was as hard and throbbing as when it had been buried inside Kaya’s throat back at the compound. He glanced up at the bindings on her wrist and stretched out with his powers one last time—  

    “Don’t!” Kaya breathed, a wicked gleam in her eye. “Leave it.” 

    Grinning, Dorian grabbed hold of her hips and pushed the tip of his manhood against her sex. He had intended to proceed as slowly and sensually as he could, but Kaya had other plans. She clamped her legs around his waist and used her impressive core strength to pull him inside her. Her tight, sweltering channel was every bit as incredible as he had imagined. He gritted his teeth and moaned in delight as he hilted himself in her depths.  

    “What are you waiting for?” Kaya panted, her eyes blazing and her chest heaving. “Fuck me already!” 

    Dorian gave her what she wanted. He drew back his hips and slammed home, making her cry out in rapture. Then he started pounding in and out, one hand caressing her breasts while the other held her shackled arms in place. He leaned down far enough to kiss her again, and their tongues swirled in unison as their bodies rutted against one another. He learned very quickly that she was the opposite of a passive lover simply waiting to be taken; she churned her hips in harmony with his, pulling him deeper with every thrust, and the grip of her legs was so strong he wasn’t sure he could have escaped even if he had wanted to. 

    Which he most certainly didn’t. What man possibly would? Her tongue was passionate and desperate, and her cunt was a volcanic paradise. But nothing made him hotter than hearing her lips moan in delight or seeing her body shudder in pleasure. She wasn’t a con-artist fleecing a new mark. She wanted this—she needed this—every bit as badly as he did. And he was the one about to give it to her.  

    “I can’t…” he managed through clenched teeth as he pounded her depths again and again. “I can’t hold!” 

    “Then give it to me!” Kaya ordered. “Fill me up!” 

    Dorian grabbed her waist in both hands as he rammed into her one, two, three more times… 

    “Take…it…ahh!” he roared in triumph as he flooded her deepest depths with his seed. Her thighs squeezed around his waist in perfect unison with his release, almost as if she were trying to milk him completely dry. Perhaps she was. By the time he came down enough that his vision had cleared, she had the widest, snarkiest grin on her lips that he had ever seen.  

    “Not bad,” she said, panting. “I told you I’m a girl of my word.” 

    Dorian snorted breathlessly as he leaned down to kiss her again. Her thighs maintained their iron grip on his waist, holding him deep inside her, and her tight, silky passage somehow kept him hard and ready.  

    “If this body of yours is as impressive as it looks, you surely have more left in the tank,” Kaya cooed as she nibbled delicately at his lip. She groaned softly as she rippled her inner muscles around his hardness. “It feels like you do.”   

    “You’re insatiable, aren’t you?” he asked.  

    “Only because no man has ever been able to sate me,” she teased, licking the tip of his nose. “You’re welcome to try and be the first.” 

    His lips curled into a crooked smile. “Is that a challenge?” 

    “I’d call it an opportunity you’d be a fool to pass up,” Kaya said, shrugging playfully. “Now, are you going to flip me over and fuck me again or what?” 

    Dorian grinned. He had always enjoyed a challenge; it was part of the reason he had taken to engineering in the first place. The galaxy was filled with problems that needed solving. Some were just a lot more enjoyable to figure out than others.  

    Grabbing onto her waist again, he flipped her over onto her chest and got back to work.  
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    “I guess I was right.” 

    “About what?” 

    “I told you we could accomplish great things together.” 

    Kaya snorted but then laughed despite herself. A surge of electricity coursed through her naked body, but this time, it had absolutely nothing to do with her metamorphic powers. She could count on one hand the number of times she had fucked a woman and then been fucked by a man in the same day. The fire on her skin and delicious tingle in her quim were gleeful reminders that no matter how much she enjoyed growing a cock and taking Mysha, nothing in the galaxy could compare to the feeling of being pumped and stretched and used by a man.  

    “Don’t get cocky,” Kaya said between labored breaths. “Just because a girl gets off a few times doesn’t mean she’s truly sated.” 

    “A few times?” Dorian asked, propping himself up on an elbow next to her. His entire glorious body was covered in a sheen of equally glorious sweat. “I counted at least five.” 

    “Five is a casual afternoon for me,” she replied with a shrug. “You’ll have to do better.” 

    He snorted and ran his fingertips along her belly to tickle her. She shrieked and smacked him playfully, glad that he had freed her wrists from the restraints during their final bout. Being able to dig her nails into his back as he took her hard one last time had been exactly what she’d needed. She grabbed his face and pulled him in for another kiss before she finally collapsed back onto the bed.  

    “Okay, fine, I’m reasonably sated,” she said. “And a little impressed.” 

    “Enough to stop calling me ‘kid,’ maybe?” 

    “We’ll see,” she said. “Be honest: have you ever used that little ‘strip off a girl’s clothes with your mind’ trick on anyone else before?” 

    Dorian chuckled dryly. “I live in a compound on a desolate moon fifty parsecs from the closest inhabitable planet, and I’ve spent my entire adult life trying to conceal my powers from the galaxy. What do you think?” 

    Kaya grinned. “So I am your first.” 

    “Not my first first. I did used to travel the galaxy, you know.” 

    “Close enough,” she said as she reached out and squeezed his wonderfully thick arm. “Anyone can fuck the first girl he meets in a starport cantina, but getting a girl off with your mind—that’s something special.” 

    Dorian chuckled and shook his head. “I can’t seem to figure you out. One minute, you’re a nihilist, and the next you’re…this.” 

    “I’m a lot of people at once,” Kaya reminded him. “That’s kind of my whole deal, if you haven’t noticed.” 

    He snorted softly. “Well, you’re not anyone I’ve ever met, I’ll give you that.” 

    “I’d take that as a compliment, but I’m not sure there’s much competition on an isolated moon in the middle of nowhere.” 

    “We’ve only lived there for a few years,” Dorian told her. “Before that, we wandered across the Core and Mid Rim. I met people from all walks of life while we tried to unload components and salvage from the first time Garr Industries went up in smoke.” 

    Kaya propped her head up on an elbow. “How did that happen, anyway? The dossier we were given was pretty vague.” 

    “I was too young to remember much.” Dorian shrugged and leaned up on his side to face her. “Knowing my dad, he probably lied about the details anyway. All I know is that my mother left him when I was a toddler, and by the time I was old enough to understand what was going on, we were already living in a freighter filled with salvage. It wasn’t exactly the lap of luxury.” 

    She reached out and placed her hand on his bare chest. His skin was still gloriously warm and sweaty, and his muscles were like sculpted granite. “But he still had enough cash to buy you genetic enhancements,” she said, tapping his pecs with her fingernail.  

    “He had a lot of money before I was born,” Dorian said. “And he made it pretty clear that he regretted investing in me right up until he realized I could help him make his fortune back.” 

    “He should take more pride in his work,” Kaya said, tracing her finger down his sternum.  

    He chuckled. “You do realize I still have to work out, right?” 

    “Regardless, it’s sight to behold.” 

    “Well, there is one way you could appreciate it more often,” he said, gently taking her wrist. “If we stick together after we reach the station, we could—” 

    Kaya groaned and yanked her hand away. “Not this again. Hasn’t anyone ever told you that arguing with a girl after fucking her is bad form? You can’t have makeup sex if you’ve already shot your load.” 

    “I can make more,” Dorian said wryly. “I don’t want to argue, but I also don’t want to let you go.” 

    She sighed and rolled over onto her back again. “Look, kid—Dorian—that was the most fun I’ve had in a while. A long while. If you want to go again, feel free to climb right back on. But nothing has changed. Meesh and I still have to report back to the Echo when we reach the station, and we aren’t going to run off and join the glorious rebellion against the Convectorate.” 

    Dorian stretched his arm across her body until he was looming directly over her. “Why not?” 

    “You know why not,” Kaya said, placing a hand on his cheek. “Just let it go and enjoy the moment, all right?” 

    She stretched up to kiss him again, but he pulled away and sat upright. “Your friend doesn’t have to live with that chip in her brain forever,” he said softly. 

    Kaya felt her cheek twitch. “I know. Because if we don’t get that information back to the Echo, she’ll be dead.” 

    “That’s not what I meant,” Dorian said, gazing at her intently. “You’ve seen what I can do. I might be able to remove it.” 

    Her heart skipped a beat, but she trampled the unexpected surge of hope with practiced ease. She had already considered and dismissed this possibility when Mysha had brought it up.  

    “I wondered about that,” Kaya managed after a moment.  

    “The parts that matter are mostly metal,” Dorian said. “And I’ve adjusted plenty of implants before.” 

    “Meesh doesn’t need an adjustment—she needs someone who can disarm a bomb.” Kaya sat up and shook her head. “There’s a pretty big difference between those two, if you ask me.” 

    “I know, but the principle is the same. In theory, I could—” 

    “No, no, no,” she interrupted, placing a finger on his lips. “I don’t want any theoretical bullshit when her life is on the line. Your powers are impressive, don’t get me wrong, but unless you can promise me right now that there’s absolutely no chance you’ll fuck it up…” 

    Dorian stared directly into her eyes for what felt like a small eternity before he sighed and shook his head. “I can’t do that.” 

    “I wouldn’t have believed you if you said you could,” Kaya said, forcing a weary smile. “I know you want to help, and if it was just me we were talking about, I’d probably let you give it a try. But with Meesh…well, it’s different.” 

    He eventually smiled back at her, and he gently traced his fingers across her bare shoulder and down her arm. “You love her, don’t you?” 

    “More than you know,” Kaya whispered. “I won’t let anything bad happen to her. Not again.” 

    She closed her eyes and shivered at his touch. His fingers were so warm she could have sworn he was a Kreen. 

    “You said yourself that no one walks away from a group like the Syndicate,” Dorian said. “Seems to me like that chip is never coming out unless you take a chance.” 

    Kaya opened her mouth to respond, but this time, nothing came out. He sounded just like Mysha…and they were both right. No matter how hard Kaya and Mysha worked, no matter how many secrets they stole, they would never pay off their debt to the Echo. He would never willingly give up his two most powerful agents. He would keep his finger on the button forever, knowing it would keep both women on a permanent leash.   

    Kaya knew that. She had always known that. But there was a difference between knowledge and acceptance, and indentured servitude seemed safer than rolling the dice with her best friend’s life. At least this way they could be together.  

    At least this way we don’t have to worry about the Spiders.  

    “The Widow started sending her operatives after me the moment I escaped,” Kaya said quietly as she stared straight ahead at nothing. “I would smuggle myself into cargo freighters and travel halfway across the galaxy, but no matter where I went, they were always there, lurking in the shadows.” 

    She swallowed the growing lump in her throat. She could feel Dorian’s eyes upon her, and his fingers squeezed her shoulder supportively. For the first time in years, she willingly let the old memories out of her mental prison.  

    “Psionic powers are a bug lamp,” Kaya went on. “You must know this by now. Spiders spin a psychic web across whole systems, and they can feel the ‘vibration’ the moment any of us use our abilities. The only reason you’ve been safe is that no one has bothered to spin a web out in the middle of nowhere.” 

    “My father and I discovered that early on,” Dorian replied somberly. “We had a few close calls before I realized what was happening. I couldn’t risk doing anything unless we were a dozen parsecs from civilization.” 

    Kaya nodded and closed her eyes. “I left a trail of a devastation in my wake. One moment I’d be sleeping in a bunk on some backwater colony base, and in the next I’d wake up in the middle of the night to screams and pulse blasts. They didn’t have to kill anyone—they could have just snuck up and grabbed me. It was like they wanted to torture me more than capture me. The Spiders are sick and twisted beyond imagination. They’re even worse than the damn Tarreen…” 

    Her eyes fluttered back open, though she could barely see anything through the sting of her brimming tears. “I eventually ended up on Cira Narn. I’d heard a rumor that there was so much psionic ‘static’ in that shithole that the Spiders couldn’t track people down. I figured it was probably bullshit, but I was happier to have them shoot up a bunch of thugs instead of harmless colonists. Eventually, I decided to use my powers to compete in an underworld gladiator pit. I made myself look like the biggest, meanest Krosian thug you’d ever seen. I thought I could stick around and win enough credits to buy myself a ship and then get the fuck out of there for good. That’s where I met Meesh.” 

    Dorian’s hand slid down to squeeze her thigh, and the unmistakable compassion of his touch made her feel like she could tell him anything. She found it soothing but annoying at the same time. He had surely noticed her tears by now, but for some reason, she wasn’t embarrassed. What the fuck was that about? 

    “She was the prize for the last round of the tournament,” Kaya went on. “A fresh little Velothi girl offered up like a piece of meat. Whoever won would get to rape her—and Imprint themselves on her. You wouldn’t believe how many thugs signed up to fight the instant they got a look at her.” 

    He winced. “So you fought and won her freedom?” 

    “What? No, fuck that. An hour later, I snuck back into the holding area where they were keeping her and seduced the fightmaster into giving me a peek inside. The moment I got his pants down, I grabbed him by the balls and blasted a few thousand volts right through his cock. It was almost a shame his heart stopped so quickly. But either way, Mysha and I were out of there in no time.” 

    “I…shit…” Dorian muttered. “Did you know she was a psychic at the time?” 

    “I didn’t have a clue. But she saw what I did, and she eventually came clean. I had planned on dropping her off somewhere safe, but one thing led to another and…well, we also realized we could do great things together.”  

    Kaya finally turned her head to face him and saw a faint smile tugging at his lips. She couldn’t help but return it. The memories flashed through her mind, and she allowed herself a moment to enjoy them. The cramped quarters where she and Meesh had stowed away on a freighter. The heat of their bodies pressed together. The first time she had felt a Velothi tail curl around her leg and pull her close…  

    And then, mere weeks later, the pain of watching Mysha’s paralyzed body twitch in her arms.  

    “But the Spiders weren’t done with me yet,” Kaya said, her smile vanishing. “They caught up to us just outside Neyris space near the edge of the Belt. There were two of them, humans in jet black armor who moved like great cats on the hunt. One of them had a clear shot at me, but he didn’t pull the trigger—he turned and shot Mysha instead.” 

    Kaya drew in a long, slow breath. It took every spark of self-control she could muster, but she buried the memories back where they belonged. “I got us out of there, but the blast caught Meesh right in the spine. She was paralyzed…and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to help her.” 

    “Fuck…” Dorian gasped. “How…?” 

    “The Syndicate, what do you think?” Kaya said more harshly than she intended. “They found me in the back-alley clinic where I’d taken Meesh, and they promised they could save her. They did…I just didn’t realize they’d left a present behind until weeks later when the Echo gave us a call and explained precisely how the two of us would repay our debt.” 

    She huffed. “Not exactly a new story, right? But protection rackets work for a reason. I’ve spent the last few years so scared of the consequences that I just started accepting this as normal.” 

    Dorian sighed and closed his eyes for a moment. “I wish I could help,” he whispered. “I wish I could tell you that I’m one hundred percent sure I could disarm the bomb.” 

    “I know, and I believe you,” Kaya said, forcing a smile. She reached out and ruffled his black hair, then caressed his stubble-pocked cheek. “If things were just a little different…maybe this could have worked out. I still like the idea of buying you a man-kini and sticking you in my closet.” 

    He didn’t snort or even smile. His blue eyes were so distant she wasn’t even sure he had heard her.  

    “I may not be able to promise anything,” he said quietly, “but I’m not the only psychic in the Belt. The Seraphim Union might have someone who could—” 

    “Don’t, please,” Kaya scolded, pulling her hand away. “Just let it go, all right?” 

    “But I’ve already been in contact with them. Their operatives on Talinus are waiting for me.” 

    Her throat went dry. “What?” 

    “I managed to slice your com system and get out an encrypted signal,” he told her. “I’m going to rendezvous with them after we arrive.” 

    Kaya’s jaw hung open, and she could have sworn she felt a skeletal hand close around her throat. This is bad. This is so fucking bad… 

    She started to leap off the bed, but Dorian snatched her wrist before she could stand. “You’re not in danger, I promise! If anyone intercepts the transmission, they won’t be able to decrypt it in time. I may not be confident in my ability to perform cybernetic surgery, but I swear I know what I’m doing here.” 

    Kaya glared at him, stunned and terrified and astonished all at once. Her first impulse was to panic. If the Convectorate had been eavesdropping—or, Seraph forbid, the Spiders themselves—then they might already be fucked. But Dorian was the technical genius behind the ascension of Garr Industries… 

    “The Union doesn’t know that anyone is traveling with me or what ship I’m on,” Dorian said. “All they know is that I’ll be there soon.” 

    “Why?” Kaya breathed, forcing herself to swallow and focus. “How?” 

    “You know why,” he said. “As for the how…I started trying to reach out to them about six months after my father stuck me in the compound. It was a lot harder to find them than I expected. They can’t exactly operate like a normal terrorist cell and embed propaganda vids all over the Holosphere—they have to recruit very specific people. I got cold feet and stopped a bunch of times, but I persevered and eventually made contact. I don’t know her real name—I don’t even know if it’s actually a ‘her’—but I’ve been feeding them bits and pieces of intel for over a year now.” 

    Kaya hissed through her teeth and pulled her wrist from his grip, then sank all the way back down on the bed as if her body had deflated. Considering that Dorian hadn’t actually been restrained, she shouldn’t have been surprised that he had messed around in her room. What did surprise her was that he’d managed to get out a signal without Mysha or the Prowler’s computer knowing. She was going to be pissed.  

    Only for a second. Then her heart will conquer her head, and she’ll practically demand that we all join the Union together. What a fucking mess… 

    “Look, I don’t expect you to meet them with me,” Dorian went on. “After everything you told me, I can’t blame you for being cautious—and skeptical. I’m still going to give you the schematics you promised, and you can hand them over to your boss after we arrive.” 

    Kaya’s brow furrowed. “Then what…?” 

    “I’ll ask the Union if they have anyone who might be able to help Mysha,” he told her. “Not by name or with any details, obviously, but just to feel out if it’s even possible. Maybe it isn’t—maybe this whole idea is insane and I’ll never see you again the moment we part ways on the station.” Dorian flashed her a weary smile. “But if there is even a chance they can help, I want to take it—and I think you should, too. I could contact you before you leave on your next assignment. If I have good news, well…” 

    “This is crazy,” Kaya breathed. “I can’t believe…fuck!” 

    She buried her face in her hands and counted to ten in the hopes it would make her head stop spinning. Her instincts had served her well all those years on the run, and they were screaming at her to get as far away from this as possible. But at least one voice in the back of her mind was telling her to calm down and actually think about what he was saying. What if someone in the Union could help Mysha? It may have been unlikely, but it wasn’t outright impossible. And Dorian very deliberately wasn’t asking them to commit to anything. 

    Meesh will absolutely want to try this, no doubt about it. And I can’t keep this from her—she would hate me forever if I did. Besides, there really isn’t any risk, right? At worst, Dorian learns another hard truth about the galaxy and Meesh and I carry on with our lives. At best… 

    At best, Mysha might finally be free. 

    “Please, just let me give this a shot, all right?” Dorian asked. “I get why you’re suspicious, but I really think—” 

    “We have to be smart about this,” Kaya croaked as if her vocal cords had preemptively opted out of this insane plan. “The Echo has operatives and surveillance equipment all over the station. We can’t be seen together, and you will absolutely have to hide your face.” 

    Dorian nodded, slowly at first, but then faster when he realized she was actually going along with his plan. “That, uh…that shouldn’t be a problem right? You have plenty of disguises around here.” 

    “Yeah, though I don’t think you’d look good in my skirts.” She leaned upright so she could look over at her closet. “But I buy adaptive fabric for a reason. I can come up with something.” 

    “Good,” he said, embracing her. She could feel his heart racing when she brushed her naked flesh against his. “We can set up an encrypted com channel easily enough. I don’t know how long the meeting will be, but I’m sure if I mention the possibility of two more recruits, they’ll jump at the opportunity.” 

    “Don’t get ahead of yourself, all right?” Kaya said, placing her arm on his bicep. “All I care about is whether or not they can help Mysha. If it’s actually possible…we’ll see.” 

    Dorian nodded again, and an adorably excited smile tugged at his lips. He had probably never thought she would agree to this. She had never thought she would agree to this, either, but apparently, good sex made her susceptible to suggestion.  

    There are a thousand ways this could go wrong and only one where it goes right. I should know better. I do know better.  

    “This will work,” Dorian said, reaching up and feathering his hand through her blue hair. “I’m sure of it.” 

    Normally, Kaya found unwarranted optimism incredibly annoying, but for some inexplicable reason, she couldn’t stop herself from smiling back up at him. And when his fingertips drifted through her hair and down the back of her neck, she also couldn’t suppress a shudder of delight. She had heard of a few companies that manufactured Incubi along with Succubi, and they were doing themselves a grave disservice by not using Dorian as a template.   

    Kaya swallowed and shifted her gaze to the chrono on the nightstand. She had already been in here much longer than she had intended. But surely a few more minutes wouldn’t hurt… 

    Reaching out to his face, she cupped his cheeks in her hands, held his blue-eyed gaze for a moment, and then pulled him in for a kiss. His lips tingled as if they were an open circuit, and his tongue was like lightning in her mouth. She had met him less than half a day ago, but once again she was utterly blown away by just how right it felt to touch him. Maybe it was the genetic engineering, or maybe she had just forgotten how much she liked being with a man who knew what he was doing.  

    Kaya moaned softly as she pulled her lips away. It was almost physically painful when their flesh stopped touching. “Shit,” she breathed. “We should be at the station in less than three hours, and I still need those schematics.” 

    “It won’t take me long,” Dorian assured her. “Maybe an hour.” 

    “Good,” she said. “Then there’s still plenty of time to clean up.” 

    She planted a kiss on the tip of his nose, then stood and stepped away from the bed. Her skin was sticky with sweat and seed—again—but at least that gave her a ready-made excuse to keep him around a tad longer.  

    “I’m going to take a shower,” she said, striding toward the small stall in the back of her room. When Dorian stayed on the bed even after she touched the wall panel and opened the door, she glanced back over her shoulder and arched an eyebrow at him. “Do you need a written invitation or what?” 

    He blinked and sat up. “Uh…no?” 

    Kaya snorted. “Come on,” she beckoned with her index finger. “We need to be quick.” 

      

    *** 

      

    They were quick, but not that quick. Kaya leapt up into Dorian’s arms the moment she turned the water on, and she was pleased to learn that his body felt every bit as impressive dripping wet as it did bone dry. He held her thighs in an iron grip as they kissed beneath the stream, though she kept her legs clamped so tightly around his waist that a tagrian gorilla couldn’t have pulled them apart. He was hard and hilted inside her mere seconds later, and to her unending delight, he fucked her against the wall as roughly and ruthlessly as she took Mysha.  

    A soft moan of contentment escaped her lips after every thrust. Somehow, his cock made her every bit as delirious as if she had just pumped herself full of spice. He got her off twice before she felt his own climax approaching, and she had no doubt that he would gladly fill her to the brim and beyond if she let him. But half the fun of fucking in the shower was the easy cleanup, and she figured she might as well give him one last show before they reached Talinus and possibly went their separate ways.  

    “Put me down,” Kaya panted into his ear. “I want you to cum all over me!” 

    Dorian didn’t need to be told twice. Pulling out with a gasp, he let her slide down from the wall and sink to her knees in front of him, and she grabbed his twitching stem with both hands and pumped it with all her might. He erupted almost immediately, groaning past gritted teeth as he splattered her nose and cheeks and breasts with thick, viscous ropes that were even hotter on her skin than the steaming water on her shoulders.  

    She grinned once he’d finished and gave him a nice, long look at mess he’d made of her before she allowed the stream to wash it away. One of the first things she had learned in the con-artist business was that men were highly visual creatures, and she almost wished she had brought her holo-pad to take a picture for him to remember her by.  

    They cleaned up sensually and slowly, and Kaya spent far too much time continuously making out with him to believe her own assurances that this was little more than a fling. Minutes passed like seconds whenever he touched her; it was as bewildering as it was intoxicating. If she’d had the technical skill, she might have sabotaged the hyperdrive just to give them more time together. He seemed to have truly limitless endurance… 

    By the time Kaya eventually forced herself to pull away and get dressed, they were less than two hours from the station. Mysha was probably champing at the bit waiting for her return. It was actually a little surprising that she hadn’t already said something over the com.  

    “You might as well get started,” she said, tossing him one of the empty datapads from inside her desk after she’d finished buckling her belt. “I’ll go and get you something to eat from the lounge. We have plenty of ration bars, but I could whip you up some kajniv wings or gotary soup if you want.” 

    “Bars are fine,” Dorian said. He smirked as he flipped on the pad with his thumb. “I’m not sure I’d trust the cooking of a woman who can change her tastebuds on a whim.” 

    “I’ll have you know that I am one of the best chefs in the sector,” she said, planting a defiant hand on her hip. “Part of my job is pretending to be domesticated. Some men need a woman to cook for them before they give her the codes to their bank account.” 

    Dorian snorted. “Now I’m worried you’re going to poison my wings…” 

    “Only if you get too sassy,” Kaya said with a wink. “But in all seriousness, I can’t cook for shit. I’m pretty sure I’ve burned ration packs before, and they self-cook.” 

    He shook his head. “But you said that you—?” 

    “I’m a professional liar—always remember that.” She snickered and jokingly punched his arm. “Meesh is the chef around here—and the bartender. If we had a little more time, I’d have her whip you up one of her famous Drellian Sunsets.” 

    “Maybe after our meeting,” Dorian said. “Once she’s free, we’ll have plenty of time.” 

    Kaya smiled again, but this time it was disingenuous, and they both knew it. The closer they got to the station, the more reality would set in. She was used to disappointment, and she had already begun mentally preparing herself for the worst. She hoped that he was strong enough to endure it.  

    And she really hoped that he was smart enough to run the hell away if things took a turn for the worse. No cause was worth dying for.  

    “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Kaya murmured as she strode out the door. The lounge was nestled between their quarters and the modest cargo bay. Ultimately, it wasn’t much more than a five-by-five-meter square with a basic kitchen on one side, a cushioned bench on the other, and a tiny table with chairs in between. The monitor on the wall was usually playing one pirated holo-vid or another while Mysha cooked, though it was currently dark.  

    Kaya had assumed that her partner would still be in the cockpit, but the Velothi was at the table waiting for her when the door opened…and she did not look happy. Her arms were folded across her chest, and her tail was curled tightly around the base of her chair.  

    “I can’t believe you fucked him.” 

    Kaya paused in the doorway, her eyebrows rising in surprise. “I thought you said you didn’t install cameras in our bedrooms.” 

    Mysha scoffed. “I don’t need them. I know how you are.” 

    “Okay, so we might have gotten a little carried away, but—” 

    “A little? You were in there for almost two hours!” 

    “Yeah, well, we had a lot to talk about.” 

    Mysha groaned and rolled her eyes. “Uh-huh. Did you even remember to ask him about the schematics?” 

    “I did, as a matter of fact,” Kaya said, sauntering into the compartment and shutting the door. “I’m a talented girl—I can do multiple things at once.” 

    “Oh, I’m sure if he had some friends with him, you’d have done them, too.” 

    “Probably,” Kaya admitted. “You aren’t actually mad, are you? I mean, you know I would have gladly invited you if I thought you were interested, but you never seem—” 

    “I don’t want to fuck him,” Mysha said sourly. “But I thought the whole point of meeting with him alone was so you could play ‘bad kidnapper’ and get him to talk.” 

    “He talked, don’t worry. And you’re going to be excited about what he said.” 

    The Velothi’s white eyebrows twitched ever so slightly. The coffee in front of her was cold and half finished; she had probably been brooding in here for quite a while. Things would have been so much easier if Meesh were less…inhibited, though it wasn’t exactly her fault. She was slow to trust anyone, especially men, although in this case, Kaya wondered if it was something else.  

    Jealousy? No, not jealousy—fear. Fear that her budding hope is about to be crushed yet again.  

    “First, Dorian’s powers are a lot more impressive than we thought,” Kaya said. “I thought shapers could just manipulate inorganic matter, but he’s a full-blown magnokinetic.” 

    Mysha blinked. “You mean…?” 

    “He could have escaped at any time? Yeah.” Kaya snorted as she sat down in the other chair and crossed her legs, though a part of her reveled in the pleasant ache that came with it. Dorian really had worn her out. “In retrospect, trying to handcuff a guy we knew could shape metal was probably a stupid idea from the get-go.” 

    Mysha’s tail unwound from the chair and began swishing back and forth in thought. “Did he overpower you?” 

    “Only in a fun way,” Kaya said playfully. “He easily could have, though. It’s pretty incredible.” 

    “Magnokinesis…” Mysha whispered. Her eyes practically glossed over; psionic lore had always been like fuel on the fire of her imagination. She believed that the Psychophage, the experimental virus that had given psionic abilities to non-human species across the galaxy, was an act of providence. She thought it was the galaxy’s way of “leveling the playing field” by allowing historically oppressed species like the Velothi to fight back.  

    That was the real reason she had always been obsessed with the Union. To her, they weren’t just terrorists or Dominion dead-enders; they were a spark of hope for a new, better future. She wanted a new Seraphim Dominion minus all of the imperialism and human-centric speciesism.  

    She might as well have wished for a Convectorate without tyranny or a Kreen Confederacy without religion. Some things simply were what they were—the idea that an interstellar government run by psychics wouldn’t be exclusionary was preposterous on its face. If there was an iron law of the universe, it was that the more power someone had, the less they were willing to share.  

    But Meesh has always needed to believe in something larger than herself. It’s the only thing that gives her hope and meaning. I refuse to be the one who takes that away from her.  

    “So, he didn’t just program some new mechs and design a psionic mainframe,” Mysha said. “With that kind of power, he could probably build the actual mechs himself piece by piece.” 

    “The prototypes, anyway,” Kaya said. “I’m still not entirely sure how his dad’s company is able to produce mechs as quickly as they do. I never got around to asking him about that little tidbit.” 

    Mysha was barely even paying attention. Her tail curled around her left calf, which was always a sign that she was lost in her imagination—or incredibly turned on. In this case, maybe it was a little of both.  

    “There’s something else,” Kaya said, bracing herself for her partner’s reaction, whatever it was. “Dorian has already made contact with the Union. 

    Mysha’s arms instantly uncrossed, and her glowing eyes shot wide. “What?” 

    “That was my reaction. Apparently, he managed to slice into the coms and get out a signal. One of their operatives is already waiting for him on Talinus.” 

    “But that’s…” Mysha froze, a flurry of fears and hopes flickering across her face.  

    “He assures me that no one can trace the signal, and I believe him. I don’t want to overreact here, but…well, he isn’t planning on going back to the Garr compound. He wants nothing to do with his father or the family business. That’s why he was so keen on helping me escape in the first place. He wants out.” Kaya took a deep breath. “He’s planning to meet with the Union whether we go with him or not.” 

    “Mahn saara,” Mysha breathed, flabbergasted. But her lips eventually curled into an excited smile, and she leaned across the table. “Do you know what this means?” 

    “Right now, nothing,” Kaya said. “He’s still going to give us the intel we need, and we’re still going to hand it over to the Echo and wait for our next assignment.” 

    Mysha’s tendrils froze. “But we can’t—” 

    “Dorian is going to ask them if there’s any hope of removing your chip,” Kaya added. “I doubt they happen to have a true psionic healer on hand, but there’s always a chance—a small chance—that they might be able to help us find one. If so…” 

    “They could remove the chip,” Mysha said, reflexively touching the back of her neck. “They could set me—us—free!” 

    “Let’s just be cautious about this, all right?” Kaya pleaded as she reached across the table and squeezed her partner’s free hand. “A lot of things can go wrong, and the odds that anyone can help are slim. I don’t want you to get your hopes up.” 

    It was an absolutely pointless thing to say, of course. Kaya knew that even as her lips formed the words. She had just planted the seeds of crushing disappointment, and the pain and shock would be even more brutal when this inevitably didn’t work out.  

    But Mysha needs this. And maybe, just maybe, so do I.  

    “The fact there’s even a chance,” Mysha said, a ghost of a smile lingering on her face. “I can’t believe you didn’t shoot the idea down the moment he said something.” 

    “I almost did,” Kaya said. “I never trust anything that seems too good to be true, and this definitely qualifies. Finding another psychic on a mission was one thing, but one with a useful power who might be able to help us and has a body like that? If you’d told me this a few days ago, I don’t think I would have gone to that moon base in the first place. I would have insisted that the whole thing was a setup.” 

    “That’s because you always assume the worst.” 

    “No, I always expect the worst. There’s a difference.” 

    Mysha snorted softly, but her eyes were still glittering with excitement. “So we’re really going to give this a chance?” 

    “Yeah, we are,” Kaya said, forcing a tight smile of her own. “Seraph willing, we’ll never have to work for the Echo again.” 

      

  

  


 
 
   
    8 

    The Drop 

      

    “I feel compelled to protest this course of action one last time, Dorian,” Ghost said aloud as his orange holographic avatar floated in front of the datapad. “Handing over company secrets to the Viraxes Syndicate is bad enough, but I absolutely cannot condone meeting with terrorists on the station.” 

    “And here I thought you could predict my behavior with near-perfect accuracy.” 

    “I am adjusting my predictive algorithms as we speak, but not in your favor,” the AI said sourly.  

    Dorian snorted. His thumbs flicked across the datapad as he updated the schematics one last time from memory. He adjusted a few details here and there—not enough to rouse suspicion, hopefully, but enough to slow the competition down. Without his powers and his para-sentient AI companion, this intel wouldn’t be all that useful anyway.  

    Hopefully it’s sufficient to get Kaya and Mysha off the hook long enough to meet with the Union. That’s all that really matters.  

    Dorian sighed and turned off the pad, leaning back in the chair at Kaya’s desk. He knew he needed to temper his expectations; the odds that the Union could help Mysha were probably low. But then again, the fact he had escaped his family compound in a ship with two other psychics—both of whom happened to be beautiful young women about his age—already seemed like a one-in-a-trillion chance. Maybe all of this had happened for a reason.  

    He turned and glanced back at the bed behind him. It looked like a hurricane had blown through the room thanks to his and Kaya’s frenzied adventure atop the sheets. If he closed his eyes, he swore he could still feel her legs squeezing his hips and her nails clawing into his back. He could still see her kneeling before him in the shower, her eyes wide and her mouth open as he spilled all over her. He had never met anyone like her before. He had never even imagined anyone like her. Smart, funny, beautiful, and psychic? 

    “I am increasingly aware of the unfortunate limitations mammalian evolution has placed upon your capacity to reason,” Ghost said snidely, “but I wish you would not allow your mating rituals to cloud your judgment. These females are not to be trusted—especially the metamorph.” 

    “If you really want to look out for me, I suggest you get your surveillance software compiled,” Dorian said. “I’m going to count on you to make certain we aren’t being followed on the station.” 

    “My preservation protocols will be active, master, even if your actions continuously make it more difficult to properly execute them.” 

    Dorian grinned. “I have faith in your ability to rise to the challenge.” 

    “The Velothi female is approaching.” 

    Nodding, Dorian tapped his implant and called the AI’s avatar back inside his head. He had told Kaya so much about himself already that he almost regretted not mentioning Ghost, but he didn’t want to complicate the situation any more than was strictly necessary. Not everyone felt comfortable in the presence of semi-sentient AIs, let alone a para-sentient one.  

    The door opened a moment later, and Mysha took a wary step inside. She had switched into an entirely black jumpsuit, which made her already sleek figure that much more eye catching.  

    “You about finished in here?” she asked.  

    “Uh, yeah,” Dorian said, standing. “Your employer should be pleased.” 

    He walked over to hand her the datapad, though he moved as slowly and deliberately as possibly just to make certain he didn’t startle her. At a glance, she seemed a little bit more relaxed than last time, but not as much as he had hoped. Surely Kaya had informed her that he wasn’t a danger to them…? 

    “I certainly hope so,” Mysha said, taking the datapad and quickly scrolling through the contents with a sweep of her thumb. The swishing of her tail drew his eyes downward, but this time, he made certain not to get caught leering at her cleavage. It was more difficult than it should have been, given the difference in their height.  

    “I put down as much useful info as I could remember,” Dorian offered. “If I were a competitor, I know I’d be happy to get my hands on this.” 

    “It is pretty impressive,” she admitted. She kept reading, though her brow furrowed a minute later. “You added the capability to reroute power from the tertiary plasma cell to the shield emitters without including a phase compensator? Doesn’t that make the system unstable? One lucky shot could overload the whole matrix.” 

    He blinked in surprise. “Well, the actual models have safeguards to prevent a reroute unless the primary and backup cells are drained.” 

    Her glowing blue eyes flicked up to meet his for the first time. “And you didn’t think to include that with the schematic?” 

    “I thought you didn’t want anyone else to get their hands on the real deal,” Dorian said cautiously. “I left a few things out—not enough to make anyone suspicious, but enough to waste plenty of time when their techs try to reverse-engineer it.” 

    Mysha glanced down to the pad, then back to him. “That’s…a really good idea.” 

    He smiled. “I’m glad you approve. I figure there’s no reason to give them more than they need, right?” 

    “Right,” she murmured, scrolling through more of the files.  

    “Then again, if you noticed the discrepancy that quickly, maybe I didn’t hide it well enough.” 

    Mysha’s eyes shot back up to his. “Because I’m just another dumb Velothi girl who can’t possibly know anything about tech?” 

    “What?” Dorian stammered. “No!” 

    Her glare burned into him, and he hissed through his teeth. Nice job, idiot. Way to accidentally patronize the one person on this ship you still need to impress.  

    “That’s not what I meant at all,” he insisted, raising his hands defensively. “I guarantee that if I handed that pad over to Garr Industries engineers, they wouldn’t figure out what was wrong for days. The fact you spotted it in five seconds…it’s very impressive, that’s all.” 

    She glared at him for another moment before she dropped her gaze and swore under her breath. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled. “I shouldn’t have snapped like that. I know you didn’t mean anything. I’m just…” She visibly swallowed and seemed to brace herself. “I’m sure you’ve guessed by now, but I haven’t exactly had good experiences with humans…men in particular.” 

    “That’s all right,” Dorian said, lowering his hands to his sides. “From everything Kaya told me, you have good reasons not to trust people. But I really do just want to help.” 

    Mysha glanced back up at him, her tendrils swishing ever so slightly. “I can’t believe you sliced into the com system without us knowing.” 

    Somehow, lying to her, even if it was only a lie of omission, felt worse than lying to Kaya. “It wasn’t easy,” he said, offering her another smile. “Whoever designed the security on this ship did an amazing job.” 

    “Hmph. If you sliced it that quickly, maybe I didn’t make it secure enough.” 

    He stared at her for a second, wondering if she was being serious, before her lips curled into a wry grin. Her smile was so radiant that it instantly banished all the tension in the room. For a brief moment, he would have gladly traded everything he had—his wealth, his power, even Ghost—just for a way to make her laugh.  

    “Seriously though, you must be pretty gifted if you pulled that off,” Mysha went on. “I spent a long time on those protocols.” 

    “I wouldn’t have been able to do it without my implant,” Dorian said, tapping the side of his head. This still didn’t seem like a great time to tell them the whole truth about his personal AI, but a few hints might soften the blow later. “Experimental design with top-notch decryption capabilities, and it still took over ten hours.” 

    “You rich boys, always cheating and buying your way out of problems,” she smirked. She reached up with her free hand and placed her fingertips on the side of his forehead as if to feel for his implant. The dark, rich scent of her perfume instantly wafted over him, and this time, his eyes couldn’t help being drawn down to her cleavage.  

    “In my defense, I did build it myself,” Dorian told her.  

    She leaned in close enough that her tendrils could almost touch his face. “I’d love to take a look at it if we had more time.” 

    “I’d love to let you.” 

    Her smile grew a few millimeters before it suddenly and inexplicably vanished. She pulled away and looked back down at the datapad, and it was only then that Dorian realized she had probably looked at the bed and rumpled sheets behind him.  

    She had to know what Kaya and I were doing in here. Does it bother her? Is she jealous? They certainly seem like they’re more than friends… 

    “This, uh, this should be good enough,” Mysha murmured, scrolling through more data and backing to the door. “With luck, we’ll turn this in and have our next assignment within a few hours.” 

    “Right,” Dorian said. “How long do we have until we arrive?” 

    “Not long. Once we’re assigned a landing bay, Kaya will want to get you a disguise of some kind. We can’t afford to let the Syndicate see you with us…or for you to be spotted if your face shows up all over the local Holosphere.” 

    “Good point,” he said. “My father has probably already put out a call to half the bounty hunters in the sector. I don’t even want to think about what he must be offering.” 

    “Unlikely, given how extensively I sabotaged the com system on my way out.” 

    Dorian blinked. “You did?” 

    “We are professionals, you know,” Mysha said, a ghost of her old smile returning. “Come on. It’s a little late for a tour, but you might as well join us in the cockpit.” 

    Dorian nodded and followed. The instant he stepped into the corridor, he was overtaken by the sense of just how bizarre his situation was. A little less than twenty-four hours ago, he had been standing in the family compound waiting for his twentieth-birthday present to arrive. Now he was on a ship with his kidnappers—one of whom he had just slept with—and he was dead-set on trying to help them. He couldn’t have imagined any of this in his wildest dreams. 

    Or raunchiest dreams, for that matter.  

    The ship’s corridors were small and narrow, and the cockpit was as cramped and cozy as most other light freighters this size. Kaya was waiting for them in the co-pilot’s chair, her boots propped up on the console and the last remnants of a protein bar in her hand. 

    “Cutting it a little close, aren’t we?” she asked. “You said it would only take you an hour.” 

    “I said about an hour,” Dorian corrected. “I’m an engineer—overshooting deadlines is part of the job.” 

    “This should be more than enough to please the boss,” Mysha said, flipping the datapad to Kaya. She didn’t actually enter the cockpit until he did, almost as if she didn’t trust him with her back turned. He wondered if it was intentional or ingrained behavior. 

    “Good,” Kaya said. She slipped the pad into her belt without even looking at it. “We’re not used to guests up here, so you’ll just have to stand against the wall.” 

    Dorian nodded. “Still roomier than some of the shuttles we used at the compound. I can actually stand upright in here.” 

    “We adjusted the ceilings the last time I had to walk around as a Krosian and kept bumping my head.” 

    “That’s a lie,” Mysha said with a grunt as she slid past without touching him and sank into the pilot’s chair. “This frame is exactly the same as when it rolled out of drydock.” 

    “Yeah, but the truth is almost always boring,” Kaya said. “And I’m trying to dazzle him with your skills as a mechanic.” 

    She gave Dorian a wink, but he could sense the tension behind her usual irreverence. She was worried—maybe even downright fearful—and even her practiced façade couldn’t completely mask it. He recalled everything she had told him about her history with the Spiders back in her quarters. She had probably spent the past hour imagining all the ways this plan of theirs could fall apart.  

    “This ship is impressive,” Dorian said, half to defuse the tension and half because it was true. “Kreen designs are notoriously difficult to modify, but you seem to have replaced half the hardware in here. What is that, an old HFX flow regulator?” 

    Two of Mysha’s tendrils swished. “Y-yes, actually. How could you possibly tell that from looking? The regulator is on the other side of the bulkhead.” 

    “The vibration of the conductor coils,” he said, placing his hand against the back wall. “They feel like they’re out of alignment, but I’m betting you take too much pride in your ship to abide that kind of sloppy maintenance. It stands to reason that it’s an HFX, because they always feel like they are out of alignment. Harlosk tech always pushes the limits of safety tolerances.” 

    “That’s incredible,” she breathed, her glowing eyes widening. “I bet you could detect problems in the ship the diagnostic scanners would miss.” 

    “Probably,” Dorian said. He had never been one to boast, but the sheer astonishment in her face made him want to list off every part in the ship… 

    “Okay, break it up, you two,” Kaya interrupted. “No shop talk on the bridge. It makes my head hurt.” 

    Mysha snorted and pivoted her chair back around to face the console, but not before she tossed Dorian a final furtive glance. He swore that her cheeks flushed, though it might have been his imagination. As tempting as it was to call up Ghost’s profile on Velothi body language again, he didn’t want to tempt the AI into berating him further. Sometimes silence was a blessing.  

    A few minutes later, the navigational computer beeped a warning, and Mysha’s slender fingers danced across the holographic interface and prepared the ship to return to normal space. When a small counter appeared on the tac-holo, Dorian drew in a deep breath and tried to contain his excitement for whatever was about to happen.  

    This is it! Freedom awaits…assuming the Spiders aren’t already waiting for us.  

    The hyperspace corridor collapsed into a glittering starscape as the Prowler abruptly shifted to its sublight engines, and Talinus station, the most important trading hub in the sector, appeared right outside the viewport. At a glance, it looked similar to almost every other major starport here in the Belt. The station was three distinct rings stacked on top of one another with a wide spire impaling them like a giant interstellar kabob. There were at least fifty different jump corridors scattered across the Talinus system, and the tac-holo registered over two hundred ships nearby. The Dowd incursion threatening the Far Rim clearly hadn’t impacted business here in the Viraxes Belt…at least, not yet.  

    “Just as bustling as we left it,” Kaya commented as Mysha steered them toward one of the docking lanes for the middle ring. “And no one is shooting at us yet, which is always a good sign.” 

    “No one is paying us any attention yet,” Mysha said, her gaze drifting between the flight controls and the tac-holo. “Though, your father never got a positive ID on this ship, so even if he does hire bounty hunters, they won’t engage us until we’re spotted on the station.” 

    Dorian nodded distantly, enamored by all the ships gliding to and from the station. He knew he should have been more worried, considering all the ways this could go wrong, but he couldn’t help himself. A part of him had deeply missed this life. Wandering the galaxy in a broken-down freighter had been downright brutal at times, but there was something intoxicating about the bustle of a starport filled with thousands of travelers from hundreds of different species. And of course, back then, he had actually gotten along with his father most of the time. It had been just the two of them against the whole damn galaxy. 

    “Garr Industries must do plenty of business here,” Kaya commented, breaking his reverie.  

    “Indirectly,” Dorian said. “Some of our suppliers move parts through the station. And my father has plenty of contacts who could—” 

    The tac-holo interrupted him with a series of almost panicked beeps, and Mysha scowled at the sensor displays. “There’s a ship emerging from one of the nearby corridors.” 

    “Doesn’t that happen all the time here?” Dorian asked.  

    “Yes, but I sliced into the hyperspace beacons the last time we were here,” the Velothi said. “I left a tracking program designed to give us a heads-up whenever certain ships were detected in a corridor.” 

    He cocked an eyebrow. “Such as?” 

    “Convectorate warships,” Kaya murmured.  

    The words had barely left her lips when a flicker of light from the space nearby caught Dorian’s eyes. Even from this distance, he had no difficulty recognizing the bulk of a Pirilex-class battleship, the backbone of the Convectorate Defense Forces. Dorian had seen enough holo-vids to know how much firepower they bore; even the oldest models were still more than match for virtually any other warship in civilized space.  

    “We’re just travelers looking for a place to relax,” Kaya said, seemingly as much to herself as to them. “There’s no need to panic.” 

    “Then why do you sound so nervous?” Mysha asked.  

    Kaya’s lip twitched, but she remained silent as they cruised toward the station. The battleship made no aggressive moves, though its mere presence disrupted half the shipping lanes. Freighters all around them adjusted course like skittish prey keeping clear of a hungry predator.  

    Dorian eyes narrowed at the battleship on the tac-holo. If Mysha had sabotaged the coms at the compound, his father shouldn’t have been able to contact anyone. Even if he had, it seemed unthinkable that Samir Garr would involve the Convectorate unless he had absolutely no choice. Partly because he wouldn’t want to seem weak in front of his biggest customer, but also because of the risk of alerting the Spiders to Dorian’s powers. Bounty hunters were quieter and more efficient. The battleship’s presence was likely unrelated. They were deep in the heart of Convectorate space, after all.  

    “My dad wouldn’t have reached out to the Vecs this soon,” Dorian said. “And even if he had, there’s no way they would have dispatched a battleship just to find the son of a weapons contractor.” 

    “I think you underestimate how important those mechs are to the Tarreen,” Mysha said soberly.  

    “Relax,” Kaya admonished as she pulled up several scrolling holographic screens on her console. “According to the Syndicate, the Yavach has been patrolling systems in this part of the sector for the last three weeks. This is just a coincidence.” 

    No one replied right away, though the tension in the air remained thick—especially when a few shuttles launched from the battleship’s hangar and headed toward the station. There were a million perfectly legitimate reasons for the Vecs to dock here, Dorian told himself, and they hadn’t shown any interest in the Prowler whatsoever. Yet.  

    [The presence of a Convectorate ship presents us with a timely opportunity,] Ghost’s voice unexpectedly chimed in. [I recommend that we attempt to contact the captain of that vessel. While it is unlikely that they are here for us, it will not be difficult to convince them to intervene on our behalf before these women hand your secrets over to the Syndicate.] 

    “Not a chance,” Dorian whispered.  

    Mysha glanced back over her shoulder. “What?” 

    “Kaya is right that it must be a coincidence,” he said hastily. “There’s no chance my father would reach out to the Vecs before consulting his underworld contacts.” 

    “Everything is fine, let’s just play it cool,” Kaya said as she opened the coms. “Talinus Station, this is the freighter Red Lightning requesting permission to dock on the commercial level.” 

    “Request acknowledged, freighter Red Lightning,” the pleasant-sounding female voice of the station’s semi-sentient AI responded. “Please submit a cargo manifest and itinerary before proceeding.” 

    Kaya sent the transmission. It only took a moment for the station to process the request, and following a thirty-second spiel from the AI about station protocols and security, they were assigned a hangar in the middle ring.  

    Mysha steered them toward the docks until the station’s tractor beams grabbed hold of the Prowler and pulled it the rest of the way in. Even awed as he was by the looming, glittering station, Dorian kept a loose eye on the Convectorate shuttles still on the tac-holo, but breathed easier when he saw them land somewhere on the opposite side of the middle ring. The Yavach didn’t make any moves, either, and he repeated to himself that there was no conceivable way the Vecs were here for him.  

    The instant they passed through the containment field and into the brightly lit hangar, a gaggle of maintenance drones swarmed over the ship, allegedly to search for damage but also to scan for contraband. Neither of the girls seemed concerned about it, however, so Dorian took it all in stride.  

    “The Syndicate knows we’re here, which means the chrono is officially ticking,” Kaya said as she stood from her chair. “Come on, let’s get you into a disguise.” 

      

    *** 

      

    Standing beside Kaya’s closet, Dorian wasn’t precisely sure what outfit she had in mind when she had mentioned a disguise, but by the time she had finished, he felt like he was cosplaying as an underworld thug in a low budget holo-vid. The black trench coat she tossed over his shoulders was remarkably heavy, as was the brown vest with armored inserts he wore beneath it. He had assumed she would give him a hood or something to conceal his face, but she went a step further—she gave him an entire helmet with an enclosed breather that almost made him look like a plague doctor from a historical docu-drama.  

    “Uh…are you sure this isn’t going to make me stand out even more?” Dorian asked, his voice sounding almost mechanical through the mask. “Because if I were a member of station security, I would immediately arrest someone who looked like this.” 

    “Yorilach can’t breathe oxygen,” Kaya told him, loosening the mask just enough to let him breathe around the edges. “And the transparent skin creeps a lot of people out, so they usually cover themselves from head to toe.” 

    “Is that what I’m supposed to be?” Dorian asked. He could barely see through the narrow eye slits.  

    “It’s the best I can do on short notice. The important thing is that recognition software won’t be able to identify you, and frankly, most other species on Talinus despise Yorilach. Everyone will give you a wide berth. Keep to yourself, and you should be fine.” 

    She took a step back and examined her handiwork. “Just don’t do anything stupid, all right? And don’t try to contact me until I give you the all-clear.” 

    “I won’t,” Dorian promised. The nervous knots in his stomach had been getting worse every minute since they landed. Perhaps his brain had finally started to accept that this was all real.  

    I’m literally minutes away from truly stepping into the unknown, and I could be making the biggest mistake of my life. Dad will be furious, and Seraph knows how many credits he’ll spend trying to find and “rescue” me. I could lose absolutely everything and get nothing in return. 

    He forced himself to take a deep breath and relax. If he was honest with himself, the biggest thing roiling his innards right now was the knowledge that he had just met two amazing female psychics, and there was a decent chance he would never see either of them again. Even if he did contact the Union, it was still possible—maybe even probable—that they wouldn’t be able to help Mysha. And that would mean that she and Kaya would vanish from his life as quickly as they had entered it.  

    “We should get moving,” Kaya said. “For what it’s worth, I wish we had a few more hours left to have some fun.” 

    “Or days,” Dorian said.  

    “Or weeks.” She offered him a tight smile. “I’ll tell you what, if this doesn’t work out and you end up back in your dad’s compound, let me know the next time he arranges a corporate party somewhere.” 

    Dorian snorted softly. “Why?” 

    “I’m sure I could figure out a way to get invited, maybe as arm candy for an executive. Who knows, maybe I’ll even get hired to scam one of the attendees.” Kaya snickered and adjusted the collar of his coat. “If so, I could come and find you. Maybe we could enjoy a quickie in the closet. Or you could finally show me your fancy bed…” 

    “You mean the one you flipped and shot to pieces?” 

    “Oh, like you can’t afford a new one.”  

    He knew she was just trying to take the edge off with a little humor, but it still worked. He was about to remove his mask and give her a kiss when Mysha appeared in the doorway.  

    “We just got permission to disembark,” she said. “We need to move.” 

    Kaya nodded. “All right. Meesh and I will go ahead in case the Syndicate has eyes on the hangar already. Just give us about a minute head start.” 

    “I understand.” Dorian paused and took a deep breath. “Stars, this is…I don’t really know what to say.” 

    “You could say ‘thanks for kidnapping me on my birthday, it was a nice treat,’” Kaya suggested. “But I’ll settle for ‘good luck.’” 

    “Good luck,” Dorian said.  

    “You, too,” Kaya replied, touching him on the arm one last time. “I’ll bill your dad for these clothes later.” 

    After retrieving her pulse pistol from her bed, she flashed him one last smile, then strode out. Mysha lingered an extra moment, her tail swishing as if she were trying to figure out something to say.  

    “No matter what happens, I wanted to thank you for trying this,” she said so softly it was almost painful. “I never would have convinced Kaya to take a risk like this without you.” 

    Dorian smiled behind the mask. “It will work,” he said. “All of this had to happen for a reason, right?” 

    Mysha smiled. It was a faint, fragile thing, made more so by the delicate hope on her face. Yet it still made him feel like the most important man in the universe, if only for an instant.  

    “Anada foral,” she whispered, then turned and followed Kaya out of the ship.  

      

    *** 

      

    [If you are still planning to meet with the terrorists, we should go now,] Ghost said into Dorian’s head a few minutes after the girls had departed. [Though I would prefer to return to the cockpit and attempt to commandeer this vessel.] 

    “I’m sure you would,” Dorian grumbled as he started down the landing ramp. “How about you get your countersurveillance suites ready instead?” 

    [They are already active. I will plot the safest route through the station and display it on your ocular HUD.] 

    Dorian nodded and paused at the bottom of the ramp. This particular hangar was only about forty meters wide, which was barely larger than the ship. He wasn’t surprised; commercial ports like Talinus hated wasting space if at all possible. No one was loitering outside aside from a few maintenance mechs performing standard cooldown and refueling tasks, and he quickly maneuvered through the main exit in his Yorilach disguise. The hall on the other side was little more than a giant tube encircling the main promenade, and he turned right, knowing that the girls had already gone left.  

    [The entrance to the promenade is thirty-two meters ahead,] Ghost said as he generated a rotating, three-dimensional blueprint of the station in front of Dorian’s vision. No one else could see it; the projection was literally inside his eyeball. [The security scanners are only designed to detect heavy weapons and unusual power signatures. They should not harass us.] 

    “That’s step one,” Dorian muttered. “Only about ten more to go.” 

    Traffic in this particular corridor was relatively light, though the other travelers kept Dorian at arm’s length just as Kaya had predicted. No one seemed to think he had gotten lost on his way to a costume convention, either, which might have been even more surprising.  

    A few minutes later, he was through hangar security and standing at the edge of the promenade. The station’s commercial ring was over twenty decks worth of cantinas, casinos, and shops, and the wide, circular walkway that serviced it all was so busy he was amazed the air processors could keep up. Aliens of every shape and stripe milled about, so many species that Dorian would have been hard-pressed to name even half of them. It was like watching an army of ants marching in every direction, and it didn’t help that no matter which direction he looked, he was instantly bombarded with holo-ads for products he didn’t even know existed.  

    “All right, go ahead and send the confirmation code to our contact on the appropriate frequency. They should tell us where we need to go.” 

    [I must implore you to change your mind one last time, Dorian,] Ghost said. [It would be a trivial matter to contact your father’s business associates on the station. We could be on our way back to the family compound in less than an hour.] 

    “For the last time, that’s not going to happen.” Dorian hissed. “Now send the damn code!” 

    The AI remained silent for a moment, but eventually, Dorian heard a click in his ear signifying that a connection had been opened. After a ten-second delay, his implant projected a series of coordinates onto his vision.  

    [The rendezvous point is down two levels in the back of the Solar Wind casino,] Ghost said flatly. [It will take us approximately thirteen minutes to reach the location on foot.] 

    Dorian nodded. “Then let’s get moving. With luck, we could have a cure for Mysha before she even gets her next mission.” 

    Ghost didn’t reply. He could be decidedly sour at times, which was one of the few but inevitable drawbacks of working with an evolving para-sentient AI. His personality had grown stronger over time, especially because Dorian had never wiped his memory. He had always found that the benefits outweighed the drawbacks, even if it meant they disagreed sometimes. Besides, Ghost was as real to him as any organic friend he’d ever had. He wouldn’t sacrifice that relationship for anything.  

    After a few minutes of negotiating the crowds—which mostly meant walking slow enough to let them flinch out of his path—Dorian finally reached the lifts Ghost had marked for him. They weren’t as busy as the walkway, thank the Seraph, nor was the level where the Solar Wind and several other clubs were located. It was early afternoon, at least according to Convectorate Standard Time, and apparently the nightlife hotspots still ran on a normal schedule despite the lack of any clear day/night cycles in space.  

    “Have we picked up any unwanted attention?” Dorian asked as he started toward the casino, marked by a neon sign with golden waves and the casino’s name proclaimed in six different languages.  

    [None that I can detect, though my resources are limited,] Ghost said. [I could attempt to access the station’s security footage from a nearby terminal, but I do not recommend taking such a risk at this juncture.] 

    “Agreed,” Dorian said, shooting a quick glance back over his shoulder to see if he was being followed. He had read plenty of spy and thriller novels over the years, but unsurprisingly, none of them had prepared him for the real thing. His palms were as clammy as they’d ever been, and he could feel his pulse drumming in his ears. As stupid as this mask looked, it was definitely a blessing.  

    Almost like Kaya knows what she’s doing. Who would have guessed? 

    Dorian smiled at the thought. He wasn’t even that worried about meeting with the Union. He should have been—just speaking in person with a member of the Convectorate’s most-wanted terror cell would change the course of his life in an instant. But he mostly couldn’t stop thinking about the women he had just left behind. The idea of never seeing either of them again made him sick. He barely knew anything about them, but the connection he felt with both of them was real. And it wasn’t just because of the sex, either…though that certainly didn’t hurt.   

    Dorian drew in a deep breath as he approached the casino. After a cursory search for hidden weapons—and clear surprise that a Yorilach even wanted inside—the bouncers allowed him to pass. The gambling tables were busier than they had looked outside, as was the adjoining nightclub. Females of at least six different species were currently dancing on the illuminated platforms above the darkened bar area, including a tall, raven-haired Velothi woman with heels so high she was spinning on the tips of her toes. The air was thick with the cloying scent of spice and the reek of desperation, and Dorian did his best not to jostle anyone as he maneuvered toward the private rooms in the back.  

    Once he left the main floor, the noise immediately lessened. The hallway he entered was dim and shadowed, with rows of closed doors on either side. Muffled conversation, laughter, and even soft moans were audible from most of the rooms he passed. His pulse quickened when he spotted the door he was looking for, marked by a golden number thirteen. To his mild surprise, it was already open.  

    This is it. This is my last chance to listen to Ghost and abandon this whole crazy plan.  

    Bracing himself, Dorian stepped inside. He wasn’t exactly sure what he had expected, but the interior looked more like a studio apartment than a private show booth. The room was probably about forty square meters in size, assuming the semi-translucent divider curtain to his left led to a washroom. A long couch stretched across the opposite wall, and several half-empty glasses of blue liquor and a holopad were lying on the glass table in front of it. A thin haze of smoke filled the air, which Dorian initially assumed had come from a hookah or a cig-stick…but once the acrid stench burned his nostrils, he realized the gravity of his mistake.   

    “Oh, shit,” he hissed when he spotted the body of a human woman crumpled behind the divider curtain. Thin wisps of smoke drifted up from a gaping plasma wound in her chest, and she wasn’t alone: there were several other bodies concealed in the back with her, all plainly killed just minutes earlier and then dragged out of immediate sight.  

    [I deeply apologize, master, but you left me no choice.] 

    Dorian’s stomach dropped through the floor. “What?” 

    [My primary function is to ensure your well-being. Since you demonstrated that you can no longer be trusted to make the correct decision, I sent a message to the Convectorate in your father’s name while we were in hyperspace. We are both fortunate that I was able to contact the proper authorities in time.] 

    Dorian froze, and the smoky air turned to bitter ash in his lungs. His hands fell to his sides, utterly limp, as his eyes locked onto the smoldering corpses of the Union operatives who had risked their lives to meet him.   

    “No…” he breathed in horror. “What have you done?” 

    Spinning on a heel, Dorian tried to flee before the AI could even answer. His fear screamed at him to get the hell out of there…but the moment he turned around, he saw the hulking, red-scaled figure of a Tarreen soldier blocking the doorway. An instant later, a rustle from behind the curtain snapped his attention back into the room. Dorian turned just in time to see a tall Subari man in the red uniform of the Convectorate Defense Forces step out from behind the corpses, a small pulse pistol held in his black-gloved hand.  

    “Ah, Mister Garr! Good,” the man said, a dark smile tugging at his purple lips. “Your father has been worried sick about you.” 
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    The Echo 

      

    “Stars, look at the outfit on that Moldathi Matriarch,” Kaya said as she strode along, gesturing down over the railing to the walkway beneath them. “How many endangered species got flayed to make that gaudy coat? Ten? Twenty?” 

    Mysha didn’t reply. She didn’t even follow Kaya’s gaze; she was still drifting a few meters behind, her eyes lost in thought and her tail swishing at her feet. Frowning, Kaya fell back to her side. 

    “You’re going to trip someone with that thing,” Kaya said, taking her partner’s arm and pulling her out of foot traffic to lean against the railing. Unescorted young women already drew enough attention without accidentally causing a scene.  

    “Sorry, I’m just distracted,” Mysha whispered. “I don’t like the idea of leaving him alone to wander the station.” 

    Kaya grunted. At least she was focused enough not to use Dorian’s name aloud. “He’s not a toddler—he’s a clever boy with a genetically enhanced intellect. He’ll manage.” 

    “I know, but still…” Mysha trailed off and swallowed heavily. “I just have a bad feeling about this, that’s all.” 

    “And you always say that I’m the negative one,” Kaya replied dryly. “A few hours ago, you wanted to space him. Now you’re worried about never seeing him again?” 

    “That was before I knew…well, everything.” Mysha shook her head. “I know you think it’s silly, but I feel like this may be our only chance. If it doesn’t work…” 

    Kaya reached out and cupped the other woman’s face in her hands. “Everything will be fine, I promise. No matter what happens, I will take care of you, all right?” 

    Mysha slowly nodded. “I know. I just hope this is the last time we have to do this.” 

    “Me, too,” Kaya murmured. She was probably even more anxious than Meesh; she just knew how to hide it better. There was still a very real chance that the Echo would be furious about the result of their mission. If he wasn’t satisfied with a datapad full of schematics… 

    “We should keep moving,” Mysha said, taking Kaya’s wrists and drawing them off her face. “I want to get this over with as quickly as possible.” 

    They both rejoined the flow of traffic and made their way to the lifts. The Syndicate’s base of operations was all the way on the bottom of the commerce ring, and reaching it took several minutes of travel through the worst parts of the station. They drew the requisite number of lustful leers and surreptitious peeks from random idiots, but Kaya didn’t notice anyone following them. If they hadn’t seen that Convectorate battleship arrive, she probably wouldn’t have been wary at all. But if there was even the slightest chance that the Vecs or their Spiders were somehow on their tail… 

    She buried the thought as they stepped off the final lift and continued toward the rendezvous. In theory, this entire level was dedicated to various tech shops and their warehouses, but in practice, at least a third of these businesses were fronts for one cartel or another. This was Lyserian Combine territory, after all, and Kaya wouldn’t have been surprised if the guild smuggled more carsenium through this station than anywhere else in the Belt.  

    The Syndicate’s front was a small cybernetics outlet stocking cheap but “highly effective” neural implants. The shop did plenty of business—even now, well into the station’s evening, she could see the line outside—but Kaya doubted that more than a tiny, desperate fraction of the customers really knew what they were getting. Technically, the implants would work just fine; if anything, the quality was probably higher than the price would suggest.  

    The problem was that almost every product also contained virtually undetectable surveillance equipment. The Echo’s “empire of dirty secrets” wasn’t built solely on the backs of a single metamorph and her data-thief partner. He owned legions of assets who didn’t even realize they were assets. It was as despicable as it was effective.  

    “Come on,” Kaya said, turning down the alley adjacent to the shop. The hulking Krosian standing guard next to the side door was probably the least convincing “casual loiterer” she had ever seen. He wasn’t wearing armor or carrying any visible weapons, but his arms were twice the thickness of her thighs. The cigarra smoldering in his massive green fist looked comically small by comparison.  

    He glared at Kaya when she drew close, the iridescent flecks in his red eyes glowing ever so subtly in the dim light. He looked like he wanted to reach out and snap her like a twig, but when his gaze shifted to Mysha, he flashed the Velothi a big, tusk-filled smile.  

    “Bluebell back!” he said in a mangled version of Tradespeak that technically counted as a verbal language.   

    “Hey, Vorgash,” Mysha said, giving him a warm grin. She said something in Krosian—a smooth, sonorous dialect that absolutely did not sound like an animal being strangled. The big idiot giggled when she humored him, and she patted his enormous arm and caressed his leg with her tail before he gestured for them to head inside. 

    “You two are adorable together, aren’t you?” Kaya muttered once they stepped into the dark, empty hallway on the other side of the door.  

    “He’s a kind, gentle soul,” Mysha said.  

    “I have personally watched him crush a man’s skull with his bare hand.” 

    “Yeah, after that jackass on Praxius tried to grope me. You’re just mad he beat you to the punch. Besides, his debt is even larger than ours. I feel bad for him.” 

    Kaya snorted softly but didn’t argue the point. A single nondescript metal door awaited them at the end of the hall. Pausing when they reached it, Kaya handed off the datapad to Mysha, then took a final centering breath to ready herself for the challenge of staring down a man who could literally kill her partner in an instant if their performance didn’t satisfy him.  

    Stepping into the audience chamber was like plunging into a dark, starry abyss. The floor, walls, and ceiling were all covered in a lifelike holo projection of deep space, and the effect always made Kaya sick if she shifted her gaze around too quickly. Her feet told her that she was standing on a real floor, but the optical illusion still fucked with her head.  

    Two other female figures were already standing in the void. They were clad head to toe in form-fitting black armor with closed helmets that disguised their features and species, though Kaya assumed they were androids or perhaps surgically altered cyborgs. Nothing else could really explain how they all had the exact same height and figure.   

    Kaya had originally thought of them as ‘the Echo’s Echoes,’ but the name had been too silly to stick. The rest of the Syndicate simply called them Shadows, which struck her as almost as silly, though at least it fit with the rest of his theme. In her experience, crime lords always had some stupid egomaniacal fetish. His was apparently surrounding himself with weird female clones.  

    The Shadows didn’t move a muscle when the newcomers entered, and the moment Mysha closed the door behind them, a translucent holographic avatar of a slender, human-shaped man appeared between the armored women at the center of the abyss. He had no face or other distinguishing features; he was more like the afterimage of a man than a man himself.  

    “You have returned,” the image said. “I trust that your mission was a success?” 

    As always, Kaya had to steel herself against the chill that instantly ran down the length of her spine. She had heard plenty of deeper and more menacing voices over the years, but none that were as utterly devoid of compassion. The starry void within this room had more empathy than her master.  

    “Yes, though we had a few unexpected setbacks,” Kaya said. “Thankfully, we were still able to acquire some valuable data.” 

    “Some?” the Echo asked coolly. “Explain.” 

    Kaya mentally prepared the speech she had been rehearsing for the past few hours. “The Garr compound was more secure than we anticipated. We were only able to access a portion of the mainframe, but we did acquire some highly protected data detailing prototypes for several new combat mechs and experimental targeting algorithms.” 

    Mysha stepped forward and handed the datapad over to one of the Shadows. The armored woman silently turned her wrist and produced a cyberjack port from inside her gauntlet. She plugged into the pad, presumably to verify and/or upload the data to wherever the Syndicate kept such things.  

    “It may not be everything the client was hoping for, but it should be valuable, nonetheless,” Kaya went on. “With that information, they can probably—” 

    “What about the Garr scion?” the Echo interrupted.  

    Kaya had never been more thankful for her years of practice controlling her body language; it was the only reason she managed to keep her composure.  

    “He’s a skilled programmer, like you expected,” Kaya said, choosing her words carefully. “He is largely responsible for the company’s success and many of their popular designs.” 

    “I am not concerned about mech designs,” the Echo said, his already frozen voice chilling a few more degrees. “I sent you there to discover the secret of their production facilities. How are they manufacturing these war machines so quickly?” 

    A warning tingle rippled down Kaya’s spine, but once again, she managed to keep her face and voice under control. “I understand that, sir,” she said, “but we didn’t discover anything unusual about their factories. However, I have included the sensor logs from the Prowler in our report. Perhaps your analysts will notice something we didn’t.” 

    The projection rippled ever so slightly, though it still didn’t move. “Perhaps,” he said after another long pause. “Nevertheless, I am disappointed in your actions.” 

    She frowned in confusion. “Sir, I don’t—” 

    “Did you honestly believe I wouldn’t find out that you kidnapped the Garr scion from the compound?” the Echo growled. “Did you actually think you could hide his presence on this station from me? I have told you before, countless times—nothing happens in the Belt without my knowledge. You should know better than to lie to me.” 

    A tremor of dread shuddered through Kaya’s entire body. How? How could he possibly know that Dorian was here on the station? Mysha sabotaged the coms on the moon base—even the fastest repair job in the galaxy couldn’t have gotten them operational in time for a signal to beat us here. So what could possibly have— 

    “Three hours ago, the CDF received a transmission warning them that Samir Garr’s son had been kidnapped by Syndicate operatives,” the Echo said. “The transmission originated from your ship.” 

    Kaya felt the blood drain from her face. Unless Dorian had played them more perfectly than she could fathom, there was only one explanation that made even a remote bit of sense: somehow, the Convectorate must have intercepted Dorian’s message to the Union. But if that was true, it meant… 

    Oh, stars. 

    “I am not certain what disgusts me more,” the Echo spat, “the fact that you botched your mission so badly, or that you were so incompetent you allowed your prisoner to call for help. The Tarreen are already moving to capture the Garr scion, and our involvement will be exposed to the entire sector. Do you understand what this means? Do you understand the kind of crackdown this entire organization is about to endure? Your idiocy will cost us billions.” 

    “S-sir,” Kaya stammered, raising her hands. “If you just let me explain, I could—” 

    And then Mysha screamed. Kaya whipped around just in time to watch the Velothi crumple to the invisible floor, her arms and legs convulsing as the Echo unleashed the fury of her control chip.  

    “No!” Kaya shrieked, throwing herself over her partner. She stared down in horror, utterly powerless, as Mysha wailed and spasmed like she was being electrocuted. Even when the Echo finally relented, her limbs continued quivering for several seconds as her nervous system struggled to recover.  

    “Meesh…” Kaya whimpered, cradling her partner’s face in her hands. She reached out with her powers and pulled a tiny fraction of the pain into herself. Her neck began to pinch as if the chip were inside her instead, but the discomfort was nothing next to what Mysha suffered. She only wished she were a true psionic healer; she would have gladly endured every spike of agony herself if it gave Mysha even a moment of respite…  

    “Please, this isn’t her fault!” Kaya protested. “I’m the one who fucked up, all right? You can punish me.” 

    “I am,” the Echo said, his voice as cold and pitiless as an arctic moon. “But you told me that you couldn’t penetrate Garr’s security systems. That is your partner’s entire purpose, is it not? If she cannot do her job, then what use is she to me?” 

    Mysha shrieked again, and she bucked so hard it was a miracle her spine didn’t snap. Kaya tried to hold her in place, but there was nothing more she could do. The control chip was linked directly with Mysha’s nervous system. The Echo could torture her—or simply kill her—with little more than a thought.  

    “Please, stop!” Kaya screamed, whipping her head back around to face the projection. “I’ll do anything you want! Anything.” 

    The Velothi’s screams lapsed into whimpers when the chip turned off again. She still couldn’t move; her teeth chattered together, and her tail and tendrils continued twitching as if a residual current of electricity were still coursing through her.  

    “You have failed me before, Kaya, but never so utterly,” the Echo said. “How many other times have you lied to me, I wonder?” 

    A fist closed around Kaya’s heart as she squeezed Mysha’s hand. She felt tears burning trails down her cheeks. “Never, sir. I swear!” 

    “I don’t believe you.” 

    She shut her eyes, expecting another round of torture, but this time, nothing happened. She dared look up. The projection simply stared down at them like a disembodied god about to pronounce judgment upon his creations.  

    “There is only one question I cannot answer,” the Echo said after a moment. “Why did you allow the Garr scion to leave your ship? Even you are not so foolish as to believe you could keep him a secret forever.” 

    Kaya stomach twisted as if someone had plunged a knife into her gut. She knew she should have been more suspicious about this idiotic plan; she never should have dared to trust Dorian in the first place. All of this had been a mistake from the very beginning. She should have just handed him over to the Echo, Mysha’s protests be damned. A nagging conscience was a small price to pay to save her partner’s life. 

    “I am waiting,” the Echo said. “Velothi are weak and feeble by nature…I doubt your partner can endure much more.” 

    Kaya closed her eyes despite the hot streams pouring down her cheeks. “I was worried that if I had handed him over to you, it would draw too much attention from the Convectorate.” 

    “You have already drawn too much attention from the Convectorate. Samir Garr’s creations are the heart of their war machine. Without him, the Dowd would have overpowered dozens of colonies across the Rim by now. The Hierarchy would blast entire systems to rubble just to keep him happy.” 

    “I’m not talking about the CDF,” Kaya whispered. “Or even the Intelligence Ministry.” 

    “Then what are you talking about?” 

    “Kaya, don’t,” Mysha forced out through rattling teeth. She pleadingly shook her head. “You can’t…please…” 

    “Dorian is the force behind Garr Industries’ success,” Kaya said, squeezing her partner’s hand one last time before turning all the way around. “He is the key to everything.” 

    “How?” the Echo asked, faceless head cocking to one side. “Why?” 

    Kaya swallowed the acrid bile rising in her throat. “Because Dorian is a shaper.” 

    For the first time in as long as she had known him, the Echo’s voice legitimately sounded surprised. “What?” 

    “He’s responsible for everything,” she said, the words tasting bitter. “The software, the factories, the mechs…he has an amazing gift. I’ve never seen anything like it.” 

    The Echo fell silent for so long that Kaya wondered if the connection had been severed. She just waited, suffocating in her own shame and disgrace as she silently prayed to the Seraph for a miracle…and forgiveness.  

    “Keeping him seemed like an untenable risk,” she went on when the silence became unbearable. “His presence would draw the Spiders and—” 

    “This changes everything,” the Echo interrupted. “And it is your chance for redemption.” 

    Kaya blinked. “Sir?” 

    “The Convectorate will take him into custody soon if they haven’t already,” the Echo said. “And when they do, they will attempt to move him off the station as quickly as possible.” 

    Kaya’s stomach twisted. Had Dorian already met the Union? Was he about to walk into a trap? This was even worse than she’d thought… 

    “If the Tarreen transfer him to the Yavach, he may be out of our reach for good,” the Echo said. The projection flickered, and for a moment, she swore she could actually see eyes looking down at her. “I want you to find and intercept him before that happens. Use whatever force is required—kill the Convectorate soldiers if you must. Once Garr is in our possession, we will move our operations to avoid the Spiders if necessary.”  

    She stared, stunned and breathless. In all her years of service to this man, she had never seen him so…animated. This wasn’t calm, dispassionate analysis or even cold, brutal fury. He wanted Dorian for himself—perhaps more than he wanted anything else in the Belt.  

    But why? Trying to protect yet another psychic from the Spiders after blatantly provoking the Convectorate seemed like an exponentially more difficult task. And while Kaya and Mysha’s powers had obvious value to a criminal organization, Dorian’s did not. It wasn’t as if the Syndicate actually built anything. The Echo was an information broker, not an industrialist. Even if he could somehow ransom Dorian off to one of his business contacts, it hardly seemed worth the risk. No amount of credits was worth drawing the Widow’s gaze. Besides, the cost of moving Syndicate operations off this station had to be astronomical, given the infrastructure and location… 

    “I…I don’t understand, sir,” Kaya said. “You want me to capture him?” 

    “You heard me,” the Echo said. “This is your chance at redemption, Kaya. Find and retrieve the shaper, and all will be forgiven.” 

      

    *** 

      

    Dorian swallowed heavily as the Subari officer gingerly stepped over the still-smoldering bodies at his feet. His unblemished ivory skin suggested he was probably in his late twenties at most, which matched the lieutenant insignia pinned on his uniform. His pistol wasn’t technically pointed at anything, though a mere flick of the wrist could change that at any moment.  

    “You are fortunate we arrived when we did,” the officer said. “If these terrorists had gotten their hands on you, there’s no telling what they would have done. Union thugs are ruthless beyond imagination.” 

    “So I’ve heard,” Dorian murmured, struggling to settle his nerves. There was no way out of here—he didn’t fancy his chances of bulldozing past any Tarreen, let alone a warrior-caste soldier like the one blocking the doorway behind him. V’rath commandos and Krosian mercenaries had fearsome reputations, but even they weren’t as terrifying as a hulking Baalir shock trooper. 

    “Fortunately for us, they have also grown complacent of late,” the officer went on, shifting his black-eyed gaze to the corpses. “Like so many others before them, they underestimated our capabilities. We are more determined than ever to bring peace and justice to the civilized galaxy…and thanks to patriots like your father, our vision of a unified galaxy draws closer every day.” 

    “I’m glad you already know who I am,” Dorian said, trying his best to sound imperious despite the incessant thump of his pulse pounding in his ears. He slowly removed his annoying Yorilach helmet just to increase his field of vision. “My father will be disappointed if you don’t get me back home as soon as possible.” 

    The Subari man’s smile turned into a sneer when he looked upon the other man’s real face. “Oh, I’m sure he is very worried on your behalf,” he said, lowering his weapon to his side. “But he should be thankful that the Yavach was on patrol in a nearby system. If we hadn’t been there to respond to his call for aid, who knows where you might have ended up?” 

    [They will not harm you, Dorian,] Ghost said. [I understand that you are angry, but this is not the time to allow your emotions to cloud your judgment. If you wish to purge my memory as recompense, I will gladly accept my fate once we return home. Your safety is all that concerns me.] 

    Dorian’s hands trembled with rage as he set the helmet on the table. If he’d been holding a laser scalpel, he might have carved the implant from his brain right then and there. He couldn’t believe Ghost had betrayed him. It shouldn’t have been possible. 

    “I imagine that you’re still in shock,” the officer said. “But I assure you, there’s nothing to worry about, Mister Garr. We already have a shuttle waiting to return you home—once you answer a few questions for us, of course.” 

    “Questions? Like what?” 

    “Oh, just a few matters my superiors will wish to add to their report before sending you on your way,” the officer said with a casual wave of his free hand. “For one, they will be quite curious how you managed to escape your kidnappers after you arrived.” 

    [You do not need to answer, Dorian,] Ghost said. [Do not tell him anything he does not already know. The Convectorate cannot afford to upset your father—remind him of this at every opportunity.] 

    Dorian clenched his teeth and tried to ignore the voice. Every time Ghost spoke now, it felt like needles were being pushed into his skull.  

    “They underestimated me,” Dorian bit out. “I slipped away when they let their guard down.” 

    “I see,” the officer said, clearly unconvinced. “Then perhaps you can explain exactly what is happening here, Mister Garr. I admit that I am a little…confused. Your father’s message suggested that the Union had hired the kidnappers. But if you escaped their clutches, why did you still come here to this rendezvous? Why didn’t you attempt to contact your father’s allies on the station?” 

    [Do not answer him. Demand that he—] 

    “I don’t have time for this,” Dorian snarled, his pulse pounding even louder. “You said you had a shuttle waiting? Fine—then get me the hell out of here.” 

    He felt more than saw the Baalir in the doorway creep forward, and the officer chuckled softly. “Patience, my friend,” he said coolly. “I understand that you must be quite unsettled, but I assure you that you are safe with us. If you cooperate, we shall have you back home before you know it.” 

    Dorian didn’t need telepathy to know that this man was full of shit. The Tarreen might have ruled the Convectorate, but they had specifically engineered the Subari to be cunning, intelligent bureaucrats. CDF officers in particular were known for their ingenuity, and this one was clearly starting to put two and two together.  

    “To be quite honest, the biggest question on my mind is why the Union would be interested in you in the first place,” the officer went on. “With any other terrorist organization, their reasoning would be obvious—they would attempt to ransom you back to your father in exchange for credits or munitions. The Garr coffers could fuel most planetary insurgencies for years.”  

    The officer tilted his head. “But the Union is different. They don’t take hostages or ransom their victims. All they care about is acquiring psionic technology…and the psychics capable of using it.” He paused and slowly lifted his weapon again. “So perhaps I should ask you, Mister Garr: why is the Union so interested in you?” 

    A lump formed in Dorian’s throat as his shock and disgust quickly transformed into dread. Ghost was right that the Convectorate war machine would suffer greatly without Garr Industries, and there were assuredly many voices in the Defense Ministry who would gladly take an “ends justify the means” line with psionic technology if it allowed them to defeat the Dowd and maintain their iron grip on the galaxy.  

    But Ghost underestimated just how much the average Tarreen still hated Seraphim. Ever since the Psychophage virus had unlocked psychic potential in species all across the galaxy—species except the Tarreen—the Convectorate Hierarchy had been on a near-religious crusade to exterminate anyone with a hint of psionic ability. The entire purpose of the Spiders was to ensure that the Seraphim Dominion stayed on its deathbed.  

    This officer clearly wasn’t stupid. He had probably figured out the obvious truth for himself; for all Dorian knew, he was just stalling because the Spiders were already on their way. But even if the question was legitimate, there was still only one course of action.  

    He needed to escape. Right now.  

    “The Union wants me for the same reason you do,” Dorian said, drawing in a steadying breath. “Allow me to demonstrate.” 

    A deep rumble shook the room as he suddenly thrust out his arms. He shifted the magnetic polarity all around him, instantly pulling the Subari’s pistol and the Baalir’s rifle from their grips. He caught a weapon in each hand, then aimed and fired the pistol at the officer before the man even realized what was happening. A blue-white stun blast struck the Subari squarely in the chest, overloading his nervous system and dropping him atop the pile of bodies at his feet.  

    Sadly, the Baalir couldn’t be neutralized so easily. Dorian didn’t even bother with the pistol; he tossed it aside and quickly braced the heavy rifle in a two-handed grip. The weapon was designed for Tarreen claws—not to mention Tarreen strength—and wielding the damn thing was almost impossible for a human. But with the help of his magnokinesis, Dorian managed to hoist the weapon upright and take aim. Plasma weapons didn’t have a stun setting, but even if they had, he wouldn’t have bothered. He simply flicked the thumb toggle to full power and pulled the oversized trigger.  

    A blistering salvo of greenish blasts erupted from the barrel and blasted the snarling shock trooper, burning through his golden armor plates with ease. But that was when Dorian belatedly recalled that Tarreen battle armor was mostly ceremonial—the plasma bolts didn’t even singe the Tarreen’s ruby scales. If anything, they just seemed to make him madder.  

    “Oh, shit,” Dorian swore.  

    The Baalir roared and charged. Dorian only had a fraction of a second to react before the Tarreen ripped him in half, but his reflexes were up to the challenge. Dropping the oversized gun, he shifted the magnetic fields around him again, lifting the table behind him and slamming it into the charging trooper with enough force to send him crashing into the corner beside the door. The metal creaked and groaned as Dorian tried to fold it into a makeshift clamp to pin his opponent in place.  

    But even that only bought him a few seconds. The Tarreen’s claws tore through the thin sheet of metal as if it were paper, shoving the pieces away and regaining its feet with a menacing growl. The trooper reared back on its haunches and sucked in a deep breath. Dorian saw a fiery glow in its reptilian throat, and he recalled all the holo-vids featuring Baalir warriors incinerating their foes like bipedal dragons. This room was cramped enough that there was no way in hell he could avoid the flames in time. 

    He didn’t even try. As the Tarreen leaned forward to spew its fiery breath, Dorian used his powers to grab the scraps of the table and pull them in front of him like a steel barricade. The flames broke over the shield like water over rock, though the metal turned red-hot. For a terrifying moment, it seemed like it would surely melt, but even warrior-caste Tarreen couldn’t spew fire for more than a few seconds. The instant the flames were spent, Dorian hurled the molten slag right back into the Baalir, pinning him against the wall again, if only for an instant.  

    [You cannot defeat him, Dorian. Run!] 

    For once, Dorian was happy to obey. After magnokinetically pulling the officer’s pistol back to his hand, Dorian sprinted out of the room and back into the casino. Their confrontation hadn’t gone unnoticed—most of the customers at the gambling tables were already racing for the exits while the Solar Wind’s bouncers scrambled to quell the chaos. A squad of three security mechs had already emerged from somewhere, and it didn’t take their targeting software long to isolate the lone human sprinting across the main floor with a pistol in his hand.  

    They had no way of knowing that Dorian’s sidearm was the least of their concerns.  

    Stretching out with his mind again, he warped the nearby magnetic fields until they all pulled to a single point about five meters in the air right in the center of the casino. The humanoid mechs instantly lurched to the side, unable to control their arms well enough to aim. Bulkier war mechs might have been able to hold their ground and compensate—he sincerely doubted that he could move anything weighing more than half a tonne—but standard security mechs didn’t stand a chance. As Dorian strengthened the pull of the field, they all launched off the ground in unison and crashed together in midair as if they were being drawn into a tiny singularity.  

    Dorian didn’t even bother firing at the other security goons as he sprinted out of the casino. They had more than enough to hold their attention, and by the time he released his field, the mechs were already so warped and battered that they couldn’t even walk. His problem right now was that he needed to figure out how in the bloody hell he was going to get off this station before the Vecs caught up to him.  

    The Vecs…and the Spiders. 

    Grimacing, he sprinted through the station’s thoroughfare amidst a screaming mob of civilians. The terror seemed to be spreading, but that was hardly a surprise. He shoved his pistol into his belt, hoping that would be enough to help him get lost in the crowed. Without the cumbersome helmet, he would have to figure out another way to conceal his face… 

    “Kaya,” he said, activating his com implant as he vaulted over a divider and dashed into a long alley between two nightclubs. “Kaya, are you there?”  

    [The signal does not appear to be reaching her implant,] Ghost told him. [Several sections of this station are highly shielded. The Syndicate may be using a low-level dampening field in a small area for security purposes.] 

    “I’d ask if you can punch through it, but I’d worry you might secretly send a signal to the fucking Vecs again,” Dorian snapped as he reached the end of the alley and quickly picked a direction he guessed led back to the docking ring. His only real hope was to get back to the Prowler and pray that the girls would be willing to help him.  

    [I sincerely apologize for my poor judgment, master. Even now I find it difficult to believe that the Convectorate would risk alienating someone as important as your father.] 

    “Well, believe it,” he snarled. “The Union might have actually helped us, but now those people are dead thanks to you.” 

    The AI hesitated. [The loss of life was regrettable but necessary. I could not allow you to throw your life away, Dorian.] 

    “So instead we’re stuck here. Congratulations.” 

    Scowling, he whipped around another corner and broke into a flat sprint for the promenade— 

    And then a red reptilian tail appeared from seemingly out of nowhere and smashed into his gut. Dorian landed flat on his back, the air rushing from his lungs in a single instant. His chest burned as if he had been shot, and he couldn’t breathe no matter how desperately he tried. Black spots filled his vision, though not before he saw the Baalir warrior he thought he had lost looming directly over him.  

    “Dreega filth,” the trooper spat. His right claw held an oversized pistol, and he took aim and pulled the trigger— 

    Dorian saw a single flash of blue light before he plunged into darkness.  

      

      

  

  


 
 
   
    10 

    The Choice 

      

    “Are you sure you’re all right?” 

    It was a stupid question, of course, and Kaya knew it. Mysha was clearly still in a lot of pain; her eyes kept squinting as she fought off a lingering migraine, and she stumbled every few dozen steps when her nervous system randomly misfired. The last time the Echo had unleashed his wrath like this, Mysha hadn’t fully recovered for days.  

    “I’m fine,” the Velothi lied as they pushed forward through the crowds on the promenade. “But I wish you would quit asking.” 

    Kaya winced. They had been almost completely silent since leaving the Echo’s chamber, half because they were still numb with shock and half because they simply didn’t know what to say. Everything that could have gone wrong had gone wrong. Dorian’s plan—assuming he hadn’t lied to them from the beginning—had been a complete and total disaster, and they were all going to pay the price for it.  

    That’s not fair, and I know it. I’m the one who agreed to this—I’m the one who got swindled by a pretty face and a naïve heart. I promised myself that I would never take stupid risks again, not when Mysha’s life was on the line.  

    Kaya took her partner’s hand and helped lead her through the crowds still filling the promenade. The gate to the docking ring was only about fifty meters ahead, but it felt like a kilometer with all the foot traffic in their way.  

    “What are we going to do?” Mysha asked eventually.  

    Kaya felt her cheek twitch. “We’re going to do exactly what the Echo said—we’re going to grab Dorian before the Vecs take him off the station.” 

    “We can’t do that!” 

    “Of course we can!” Kaya growled. “He almost blew your fucking head off back there. This isn’t a game, Meesh! Did that thing wipe your memory of the last ten minutes?” 

    Mysha jerked her hand away and rubbed at the back of her neck. “I don’t understand how they could have possibly decrypted Dorian’s transmission so quickly,” she breathed. “If he could slice into the Prowler’s coms, he could definitely design strong enough encryption to hold off the Vecs for more than a few hours.” 

    “Well, he’s obviously not as smart as he thinks he is,” Kaya grumbled. And I’m obviously too stupid to make the right decision when it counts.  

    “No, you don’t understand,” Mysha protested. “There’s no way they could have—” 

    “It doesn’t matter!” Kaya snapped. “What’s done is done. We don’t know what happened, but we know what we have to do.” 

    The Velothi shook her head insistently. “But you saw how the Echo reacted when he found out about Dorian’s powers. The moment you told him the truth, it was like he changed into a completely different person. He probably thinks he can get a ransom from the Spiders.” 

    Kaya set her jaw and glanced away. She had mentally replayed her conversation with the Echo about a dozen times already, but there were still far too many questions she couldn’t answer. Mysha was right about his reaction, though—it had been incredibly bizarre. He should have been concerned that his own psychic operatives might have unwittingly exposed his entire organization, but instead… 

    He’d acted like Dorian was worth more than all of them put together. 

    Maybe he just wants to capture Dorian so he can put a bomb in the kid’s brain and transform him into another debt slave like Mysha. But the risk just seems too great. Hiding from law enforcement or even the CDF is one thing, but the Spiders are an entirely different beast. They could tear down the entire Syndicate in an afternoon. Surely the Echo isn’t stupid enough to risk that just for one more operative.  

    “There’s something else going on here,” Kaya murmured. “Ordering us to steal Dorian from the Vecs only to ransom him right back doesn’t make any sense.” 

    “Well, you know how the Vecs work,” Mysha offered. “The right hand almost never has any idea what the left hand is doing. The Intelligence and Defense Ministries are always at each other’s throats, and the Echo has played them against each other before.” 

    Kaya hissed softly through her teeth. Again, her partner was right. One of the reasons the Syndicate had grown so powerful over the years was the Echo’s almost supernatural talent for manipulating the levers of bureaucracy to his advantage. He had blackmailed planetary governors and even set whole worlds against one another. That could be what he had in mind here.  

    But something about that conclusion just didn’t sit right. An alarm klaxon had been wailing in the back of Kaya’s mind ever since they had left the audience chamber. Deep down, she knew they were missing something vitally important here. The problem was that they were out of time. 

    “I won’t hand him over, Kaya,” Mysha said quietly. “I don’t care what the Echo does, and I don’t care if it makes you upset. The whole reason we came up with this plan in the first place was to avoid—” 

    “I know,” Kaya said.  

    Mysha blinked. “You do?” 

    Kaya tried one last time to swallow the anxious lump lodged in her throat. Half of her brain was still screaming at her to abandon false hope and accept reality. It wanted her to do whatever the Echo ordered and get this over with as fast as possible.  

    But the other half—the half she had been content to ignore for years until Dorian had shown up—kept insisting that she couldn’t allow her fear to control her. Not anymore. She had escaped from the Widow a lifetime ago, but she had never truly felt free.  

    And I never will so long as the Echo has his finger on the button. Giving him Dorian might loosen the leash a notch, but at what cost? Mysha would rather die than live a slave. Maybe I would, too.  

    Kaya drew in a long, slow breath. A long time ago, she had promised herself that she would never return to the Widow’s Nest. A quick death was far better than endless torment. Every time she had found a new hiding spot, she had planned out contingencies in case the Spiders caught up to her. The process has been morbid and liberating all at once.  

    Perhaps it was time to stop pretending and face her fears. Perhaps it was time to take a chance and place her trust in a fellow psychic for real.  

    “We’re not going to turn him in,” Kaya whispered.  

    Mysha’s tendrils all seemed to freeze at once. “Then what are we going to do?” 

    “I don’t know yet,” Kaya said as she glanced up at the neon placard above the docking ring entrance. “But I have about sixty seconds to figure it out.” 

      

    *** 

    [Wake up, Dorian.] 

    Dorian’s eyes shot open. Metal walls surrounded him on all sides, and he groaned in disgust. For the third time in less than two days, Ghost had pumped him full of adrenaline to wake him into captivity.  

    “Shit,” he hissed, wincing at the sudden stab of pain in his gut. His treacherous para-sentient AI might have been able to manipulate his nervous system, but Ghost couldn’t magically mend very real and very painful wounds.  

    [A Subari officer provided rudimentary first aid along with a stimpack,] Ghost said. [Your wounds are not life-threatening, but the impact of the Baalir’s tail broke several ribs and partially collapsed one of your lungs. You will require proper medical attention soon.] 

    “Thanks for the update,” Dorian growled. He could feel himself moving, though he couldn’t actually see much of anything at the moment. He was trapped in a reinforced crate of some kind, and he noticed the flicker of a red energy mesh outside the narrow air slits. The Vecs must have placed him inside an anti-grav hauler so they could drag him through the station without anyone getting a good look at him. He had seen similar contraptions from the outside on various holo-vids, but he hadn’t realized they could be fitted with an energy containment field, too.  

    Even if I ripped open a hole in the crate, I can’t do a damn thing about the energy field. Not that it matters, anyway—there are probably a dozen soldiers and mechs escorting this thing.  

    “So,” he said, groaning in discomfort as he tried to sit up, “do you regret ‘protecting me from myself’ yet?” 

    The AI hesitated. [As I lamented before, I may have underestimated the risk of alerting Convectorate authorities.] 

    “You may have underestimated the risks? Are you serious?” 

    [I will gladly provide my calculations for proper analysis at a later time, but I suggest we remain focused on the present.] 

    Dorian grunted. Reaching through to touch the energy bars would almost certainly shock him unconscious again, but if it somehow overloaded his implant and destroyed the AI matrix housing, it might be worth the pain. 

    [We have just entered one of the station’s hangar bays,] Ghost went on. [However, there is no ship currently docked within. I cannot access our captors’ communications without entering the system, but I calculate a high probability that they are waiting to move us onto a specialized vessel. It is conceivable that they will not even take us to the battleship.] 

    “In other words, the Spiders are probably already on their way,” Dorian said, burying his face in his hands. “Why did you even bother waking me up?” 

    [Because we have limited time to plan our escape.] 

    “In case you hadn’t noticed, I already tried to escape. Remind me how that went.” 

    [We must make another attempt. Being captured by the Spiders is an unacceptable outcome.] 

    “Maybe you should have thought of that before you sold me out,” Dorian snarled. He leaned his back up against the side of the crate and swore under his breath. His chest felt like it was on fire, but at least the rising pain had one advantage: he didn’t have much mental bandwidth left to worry about all the horrible things the Spiders were about to do to him.  

    The crate lurched beneath him as it came to an abrupt halt, and he could hear the guttural voice of a Tarreen barking orders through the air slit just behind him. Out of sheer, morbid curiosity, he twisted his body around enough to peer outside. There were three, maybe four security mechs—Garr Industries SEC-5 models, no less—along with the Subari officer, the Baalir warrior, and at least a half dozen armored Krosian mercenaries. 

    [You injured the Baalir more grievously than I originally realized,] Ghost said. [I have analyzed his movement patterns: he is slightly favoring his left leg, and he is suffering from reduced lung capacity.] 

    Dorian snorted, then immediately regretted it as pain lanced his chest. “So am I. What’s your point?” 

    [Only that the situation is not as hopeless as it may appear. If you release me from the implant, my avatar can join with one of the security mechs and override its IFF protocols to provide you with a distraction.] 

    “I’m more worried about your IFF protocols,” Dorian grumbled. “The moment you take control of that mech, you’ll probably find a way to escape and leave me behind.” 

    [Once again, you are allowing your emotions to override your judgment. We do not have much time. I suggest you—] 

    Dorian tuned out the AI’s voice when the door to the docking ring opened and another set of clawed, heavy feet stomped closer. He squinted through the slit and watched a purple-scaled Tarreen stride into the hangar as if it belonged to him. He was shorter and slighter than the Baalir—Asraad-caste Tarreen were the leaders of the Convectorate, not front-line shock troopers—but he strutted as arrogantly as if he were one of the Hierarchs.  

    “You hauled this Seraphim across the entire docking ring?” the Asraad snarled, his yellow eyes narrowing as he glared at the Subari officer. “What were you thinking?” 

    The officer’s already-pale face turned even whiter. “Minister Drathir? Sir, we had no idea you were on the sta—” 

    “I didn’t ask for another demonstration of your profound incompetence,” Drathir spat. “I want to know why you insisted on showing off your prize to every degenerate thug and infochant on Talinus.” 

    The Asraad stormed over to the crate, his claws curling in barely contained fury at his sides. His reptilian frame may have been considerably slimmer than that of a Baalir, but he still towered over most humanoids…although, upon closer inspection, he was shorter than Dorian expected from the holo-vids he’d seen featuring other Tarreen of his caste. The man’s outfit was also a bit strange. Asraad officials typically preferred golden baldrics and sarongs over their waists, but Drathir was wearing a gaudy red sash that didn’t seem to fit him at all.  

    “Sir, the prisoner was concealed the entire time we moved him,” the Subari replied nervously. “The crate is sensor-shielded, and my men used the corridor-bypass to minimize exposure to civilian traffic. No one could have learned the prisoner’s identity, I assure you.” 

    “You had better hope not, for your sake,” Drathir said. He came to a halt a few meters from the crate and thwacked his horned tail against the deck. “How long until the Spiders arrive?” 

    “The Intelligence Ministry has been notified,” the Baalir shock trooper said in a deep, rumbling voice. “They should have alerted everyone with a Class Five clearance aboard the station.” 

    The Asraad snorted. “And you should have been more careful with your cargo. How many of your men did this one kill before he was incapacitated?” 

    The Subari started to reply, but the Baalir cut in. “If you didn’t receive the alert, Minister, then why are you here?” The trooper’s orange eyes narrowed. “Why are you on this station at all? And where is your entourage?” 

    “I don’t answer to you, vashikra,” Drathir growled. “I am concerned with—” 

    The Baalir’s arm flashed out and snatched the Asraad’s wrist. The two Tarreen glared at each other like a pair of vixxa about to lock horns over a mate, but then the Baalir’s nostrils flared open.  

    “You are not the Minister,” he snarled. “You are not even Tarreen!” 

    “And you,” Drathir said, his toothy maw twisting into a smile, “are just a few seconds too slow.” 

    A brilliant flash of blue light lit up the hangar, and the Subari officer standing behind the two Tarreen screeched when a pulse blast burned through the middle of his chest. The Krosians scattered, diving for whatever cover they could find. Another shot followed, dropping one of the security mechs, and Dorian swore he spotted a faint shimmer of movement up on one of the maintenance catwalks above the landing area. But before he could focus, the Asraad slammed his free hand into the Baalir’s chest. His claws didn’t pierce the warrior’s red scales, but they did unleash a crackling surge of electricity that threw him backward into a pile of storage crates precariously close to a bin of fuel canisters.  

    “Holy shit,” Dorian rasped. “It can’t be…” 

    But it was. Scale by scale, the Asraad’s reptilian skin transformed into human flesh until all that remained was a familiar woman wrapped in a red sash so large it fell from her waist to the floor. Kaya thrust out her glyph-covered arm and unleashed another bolt of lightning so powerful it practically disintegrated two more combat mechs. Meanwhile, Mysha continued her assault from the catwalk, squeezing off shot after shot at the confused Krosians before they could figure out what was going on… 

    But Convectorate soldiers were nothing if not professional. Several of the Krosian mercenaries fired back at their invisible attacker, while the rest charged at Kaya with their bayonets and plasma pikes. She rolled across the floor and snatched up a fallen weapon to defend herself— 

    [We should make use of this distraction,] Ghost said. [Perhaps we could—] 

    “No shit!” Dorian growled as he leaned away from the air slit and took in a deep breath. His chest still felt like it was on fire, and he was more than a little worried that his intestines would rupture the moment he strained himself, but he stretched out with his mind until he could feel the metal walls of the container. Tearing open a hole would be easier than actually crawling through it in his current condition, but the energy cage was the real problem. It would fry him the moment he tried to leave.  

    Unless… 

    The battle raged outside, but Dorian forced himself to concentrate on tracing the path of the energy bars surging horizontally along the metal back to their source. Just like he expected, he found the device responsible attached to the outside of the crate. He couldn’t reach inside and manipulate the guts of the device like he could with his own implant—the plastic casing prevented him from doing anything to the internal circuitry—but he might be able to rip apart the metal surface the device was clipped to… 

    Focusing his powers on a small ten-by-ten-centimeter section of the crate, he concentrated hard, sweat breaking over his brow, until he felt the alloy destabilize at the molecular level. The metal screeched as it turned brittle, and all it took was a firm—and agonizing—kick to break it free. The whole chunk crashed to the floor, and the energy field promptly vanished.  

    “There,” he said, reopening his eyes. “Let’s do this.” 

    Without any gimmicks to contain him, Dorian easily blasted the entire crate apart with single surge of magnokinetic force. All four sides exploded outward as if a great beast had burst from within, but he had no intention of leaving himself exposed. Shifting his polarity, he pulled the metal fragments back to himself, surrounding his body in a wall of makeshift riot shields.  

    Just in time. One of the Krosian soldiers, clearly in full panic mode from the sniper blasts surgically picking off his companions, turned and sprayed the destroyed crate with his rifle. Dorian’s ad hoc shield easily absorbed the blasts, however, and he reached out and shaped another magnetic singularity just like he had created during his escape from the casino. He wasn’t able to make it quite as powerful—the rush of adrenaline shooting though him couldn’t completely negate his injuries—but the pull was still strong enough to suck the weapons out of the hands of most of the surviving soldiers. The bodies of several destroyed mechs smashed together in the singularity as well, creating a giant mass of metallic parts that Dorian promptly dropped on top of one of the mercenaries hiding behind a stack of cargo containers for cover.  

    Disarmed, confused, and utterly outmatched, the rest of the Krosians went down to a flurry of a precisely targeted pulse blasts. Within seconds, the only remaining threat in the hangar was the Baalir.  

    “Mon chaka dul graath!” the shock trooper snarled as he dragged himself out of the piles of crates. The blast of electricity had left visible scorch marks on his scales, which Dorian hadn’t thought was even possible. Kaya must have been able to produce even more energy than a plasma rifle when properly motivated… 

    But right now, the metamorph looked utterly spent. She was stark naked and panting raggedly at the center of the room, and she eventually collapsed to a knee. The Baalir locked hateful orange eyes upon her, and he didn’t seem to care in the least that Mysha was pumping shot after shot into him from the catwalk above.  

    [Her weapon is not proving effective,] Ghost said.  

    “Thanks for the help,” Dorian snarled. “Again.” 

    Gritting his teeth, he scanned the hangar for inspiration…and found it just in time. Right as the Baalir started to charge at Kaya, Dorian magnokinetically hurled his shield of debris, pummeling the trooper back toward the pile of crates again. But Dorian altered the last piece of metal’s trajectory, bringing it around in an arc to smash into the Tarreen from the side instead, shifting him just a few meters closer to the bin of shielded fuel canisters.  

    “Now!” Dorian cried out, hoping desperately that Mysha would take the hint.  

    He needn’t have worried. She had already pulled the trigger before the word left his mouth, and while the pulse blast of a sniper rifle couldn’t pierce Tarreen scales, it breached the fuel canisters just fine. The detonation instantly engulfed half the hangar bay, but Dorian’s faith in the station’s design paid off. An emergency suppression field instantly contained the explosion when it sensed a tiny breach in the station’s hull, and a large hatch on that half of the hangar doors opened to vent the explosion. He watched, mesmerized, as the giant green fireball stopped about ten meters in front of him, then vanished as the oxygen inside the shield bubble was sucked into space along with the crates, the debris, and one very upset Baalir.  

    “What the fuck!” Kaya gasped, holding her forearm protectively in front of her. “How did you know it was going to—?” 

    “I’m an engineer,” Dorian said, hobbling over, then taking a knee beside her. His intestines hadn’t spilled out after all, but his ribs still felt cracked in about a hundred different places. It was definitely getting harder to breathe.  

      

    A flicker of movement from the catwalk caught his eye, and he watched as Mysha materialized out of thin air and quickly slid down the closest ladder. She dashed over to them, her rifle slung over her shoulders. 

    “Nice shot,” she said to him, her tail thrashing almost giddily.  

    “You, too,” he replied, trying to smirk but wincing in pain instead.  

    She practically dove down next to him. “Are you all right? I didn’t see you take a hit…” 

    “This is from earlier,” he bit out through clenched teeth. “The Vecs…they were waiting for me.” 

    Her blue eyes settled on his, a dozen unspoken questions on her face. “You’re bleeding through your bandages,” she whispered. “You need a doctor.” 

    [The Velothi’s analysis is correct,] Ghost said. [You are bleeding internally. You need surgery as soon as possible.] 

    “I don’t think we have time for a visit to the infirmary,” Dorian said, bracing his palm on the cold metal of the deck. “The Vecs must have reinforcements nearby.” 

    “Station security will be here soon,” Kaya said, clenching and unclenching her left hand as her glyphs slowly faded. She seemed to have caught her second wind. “We need to make a run for the Prowler.” 

    Dorian tried to pull himself to his feet, but his vision went black. A wave of nausea crashed over him, and his arms felt so weak he wasn’t even sure he could hold himself up. 

    “Kaya, he needs help!” Mysha said, grabbing his arms and helping to prop him up.  

    Dorian tried to answer, but Kaya was suddenly looming over him, her hand pressed flat against his bandaged belly. He must have blacked out for a few moments… 

    “Dammit,” she hissed. “You aren’t going anywhere without some help. Just hold still and I’ll see if I can…hnn!” 

    Dorian watched as the skin on her bare stomach suddenly turned red and then purple as if it had been bruised. But while her health deteriorated, his own breaths started coming easier.  

    [Fascinating,] Ghost said. [She appears to have psionically absorbed some of your wounds. I wonder if—] 

    “Shit,” Kaya swore, leaning away and clutching at her stomach. “That’s all I’ve got. Can you…can you walk?” 

    Dorian nodded. “I…I think so.” 

    “Then we need to get the fuck out of here.” Grimacing again, Kaya lunged over to the Subari officer and started stripping off his red uniform jacket and pants. While she frantically dressed, Mysha took Dorian’s arm and helped him to his feet.  

    “I still can’t believe you’re a magnokinetic,” she said. “Those sheets of metal must have weighed hundreds of kilos…” 

    “Yeah, but you’re the one who can turn invisible,” he said with a grunt. “Right now, that’s a far more useful ability.” 

    Her glowing eyes remained locked on his. “The Echo wants us to bring you back to him,” she whispered. “We don’t know what he wants with you, but it doesn’t matter. We’re not going to give you to him. We’re psychics—we’re supposed to stick together. We have to stick together…” 

    Dorian could see the pain and worry on her face—recent pain, and a slight tremble in her lips—but he was genuinely surprised when she touched his hand and squeezed. It was so warm, so compassionate…she didn’t seem anything like the cold-hearted assassin who had shot him ten seconds after they had first met.  

    “All right, come on,” Kaya said as she pulled the Subari’s jacket over her shoulders. It was at least two sizes too big for her lithe frame, and it had clearly been tailored to fit a man. “The Prowler is five bays further down—we have a long way to go, and we need to hurry.” 

    Mysha turned and studied her partner. “The Echo will expect us to signal him with an update soon.” 

    “I know, and I’ll tell him we’re on our way,” Kaya said. She turned and pointed to a sealed door ten meters away on the side of the hangar. “Go and get that thing open. We can stay out of sight if we travel through the maintenance shafts.” 

    The Velothi tossed Dorian a final meaningful glance before she sprinted to the door, one of her homemade data spikes already in hand. He was just about to chase after her when Kaya abruptly grabbed his arm and held him in place.  

    “I don’t know what the hell happened or why everything went to shit so quickly,” she told him, her amber eyes blazing, “but I’m about to bet everything on you. Please tell me you’re worth it.” 

    Dorian studied her. The playful, impish Kaya he had seen so much of over the past twenty-four hours was gone. In her place stood an iron-faced woman who looked like she was ready to tear apart anything and anyone who stood in her way—or break down and curl into a sobbing ball. Dorian wondered what had happened during their meeting with the Echo…but that answer could wait.  

    “What do you need me to do?” he asked.  

    “Back in hyperspace, you told me there was a chance you could disable Mysha’s chip,” Kaya said. “Well, I hate to break it to you, but you’re officially the only chance she’s got. The Echo will know we’ve betrayed him the moment the Prowler leaves the station. You’ll only have a few seconds to disarm that bomb.” 

    Dorian’s eyes flicked over to the Mysha. Her tail was swishing back and forth behind her as she squatted in front of the maintenance door and attempted to override its security. He had wanted to help free her from the moment Kaya had mentioned the explosive chip in her brain. He had genuinely believed he could help her, too…but then again, he had also believed that he would be on a Union ship on his way to freedom by now. Everything had blown up in his face so suddenly and so utterly that he wasn’t sure he could actually trust his own intuition anymore. 

    And he certainly couldn’t trust Ghost.  

    “I’m not going to let anything happen to her,” Kaya said, digging her fingertips into his arm. “Which means that one of two things is going to happen: either we’re going to drag you back to the Echo, or you’re going to get that chip out of her brain with your powers.” 

    Dorian swallowed heavily as he stared deep into her eyes. He swore he could actually feel them peeling away his flesh to peer into his soul.  

    “I got it!” Mysha called out as the maintenance door hissed open. “Let’s go!” 

    Kaya squeezed his arm even harder when he tried to turn. “What’s it going to be?” 

    “I’ll get that thing out of her,” Dorian said. “I promise.” 

    He couldn’t tell if she believed him or not. He couldn’t tell if he believed himself or not. But Kaya nodded regardless, and she released her grip on his arm and pointed the pistol she had taken from the Subari at the open door.  

    “Come on,” she said. “We don’t have much time.” 
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    Afterimage 

      

    The maintenance ducts were every bit as cramped, hot, and generally miserable as Kaya had imagined, but it wasn’t as though they had any realistic alternative. Station security would already be sweeping the docking ring, and the Convectorate would surely send reinforcements if they hadn’t already. Their only saving grace was that no one knew who they were or what ship they had arrived on. The Echo and his operatives were the real threat here, but with luck, he wouldn’t try to signal them for at least a few more minutes.  

    Mysha navigated the duct system with the aid of her holopad, and Dorian chipped in with a few suggestions here and there, either due to his engineering expertise or because his powers let him sense which way they needed to go. Kaya mostly grumbled under her breath, and not just because her ribs ached like they had been pounded with a pipe. She was betting everything on the skills of a man she had only just met in the desperate hope that he could pull off a miracle.  

    It went against all of her instincts. It went against all logic and reason. But when she pictured Mysha writhing on the floor in the Echo’s audience chamber, she knew they could never go back.  

    One way or another, their debt to the Syndicate was about to be cleared.  

    The anxious flutters in the pit of her stomach only made the pain worse, but Kaya forced herself to press on. At least she had given the Vecs a bloody nose one last time. The captain of that battleship would almost certainly get a nasty reprimand from the Intelligence Ministry in the very near future. Perhaps the real Minister Drathir would even pay them a visit… 

    “This should be the right hangar,” Mysha said as she approached another sealed hatch. Beads of sweat dripped down her blue skin as she crouched next to the access panel and popped it open. “This won’t take long unless…oh, shit.” 

    “What now?” Kaya asked, wiping her own brow. If it weren’t so cramped, she would have been tempted to turn back into a Tarreen just to cope with the heat. Then again, she had learned the hard way that changing form while injured was a recipe for agony. Shuffling broken ribs around didn’t magically repair the damage.   

    “Station security triggered a silent lockdown across the docking ring. Someone obviously found our handiwork.” 

    Kaya swore. “I’ll rip the door apart if I have to.” 

    “I can handle it,” Dorian said, pressing up behind Mysha. The tunnel was so cramped he could barely squeeze his arm past her, but he only needed to touch the panel for a second before the locks disengaged.  

    “What did you do?” Mysha asked. 

    “The locks are magnetic. I disrupted the fields, though it won’t last for more than a few seconds.” 

    Mysha craned her head to smile at him. “That’s incredible,” she whispered, her tendrils twirling. Her blue eyes looked almost violet in the red lighting.  

    “Hey, I’m the only reason his guts aren’t rupturing,” Kaya muttered as another spike of pain shot through her ribs. “You can swoon when we get onto the ship, all right?” 

    “I wasn’t—ugh,” Mysha snorted as she turned back to the hatch. Her cheeks might have flushed, but it was difficult to tell in the dim lighting. 

    The hatch popped open, and she squeezed through the opening. The blast of cold air from the other side was so intense it felt like ice on her skin, and for a moment, she forgot about the pain in her gut. The sleek, familiar hull of the Prowler greeted her when Kaya emerged, though she habitually scanned the rest of the hangar to make certain they were indeed alone.  

    “If there’s a lockdown, we won’t get clearance for departure,” Mysha said worriedly. “And there’s no way I can slice into the system fast enough to open the hangar.” 

    “Then I guess it’s a good thing we have a walking magnet with us,” Kaya said. “Come on!” 

    All three of them took off in the fastest jog they could manage— 

    And came to a halt when the Prowler’s landing ramp began to lower. A pair of identical human women clad in black, form-fitting armor and carrying compact rifles emerged from inside the ship. 

    “Oh, shit,” Kaya gasped. “How did they…?” 

    She couldn’t bring herself to finish. Mysha had already frozen in place, her blue skin paling at least three shades. Dorian mostly looked uncertain, but he would understand soon.  

    They were too late.  

    “The scion to the Garr legacy. I am pleased that my associates were able to rescue you from the Convectorate.” 

    The Echo’s voice seemed to fill the entire hangar, and it took Kaya a moment to realize it was coming from inside the closed helmets of both Shadows. The implication was as bizarre as it was disturbing.  

    “What the fuck?” Dorian whispered, his gaze flicking back and forth between the armored women. “Who in the hell are you?” 

    “I am merely a man with questions,” the Echo said. “Questions that I hope you will be able to answer now that my servants have brought you before me.” 

    Dorian’s eyes lit up in recognition, but when he looked at Kaya for direction, she had none left to give. Seeing the Shadows standing between them and their ship—and confirming that the Echo had been one step ahead of them like always—had extinguished her last lingering spark of hope. She felt so utterly and thoroughly defeated that she couldn’t even muster the energy to ball her hands into fists at her sides.  

    Dorian surely saw it all—her weakness, her weariness, her stupidity—and something in his sapphire gaze shifted. Turning away, he stepped past Mysha to stand between them and the Shadows. “I doubt I have anything to say that you want to hear,” he said defiantly. “But I suggest that you tell your thugs to get out of our way.” 

    The Echo chuckled—a dark, twisted sound made all the more surreal by the fact it emanated from two helmets at once. In all the time Kaya had been working with him, she had never heard her master laugh even once. It was far more unnerving than she ever would have imagined.  

    “I admire your gall, Mister Garr,” the Echo said. “I suppose I should have expected it from the man who built an empire out of nothing. Anyone who has ever met your father knows that he never could have accomplished any of this himself. He was a third-rate salvager and a fourth-rate engineer. But you…you are obviously something special.” 

    Dorian set his jaw. “Look, I don’t know who the hell you are or what you think you can get out of me, but I’m not going to help your Syndicate any more than I’m going to help the Convectorate.” 

    “The Tarreen don’t want your help—they want your power,” the Echo said. “The last known Seraphim Shaper died almost five years ago during the Battle of Keledon, and the rest died years before that. You are a priceless relic of a dying age. The Widow and her Spiders would love nothing more than to add you to their collection. But I am not interested in enslaving you, Mister Garr. On the contrary, I am hopeful that we can accomplish great things together.” 

    “You’re free to hope all you want,” Dorian said. “You won’t get anything from me.” 

    Another dark chuckle emanated from the twin helmets. “I’ve no doubt that you’ve heard many rumors about the Syndicate, but I assure you, Mister Garr, I am not a monster—I am a lifeline for people like you. I offer haven from a galaxy that fears your power and a Convectorate that wishes to destroy you for it. I believe in harnessing potential. I believe in freedom. But most of all, I believe in the power of choice. That is why I gave Kaya here an opportunity to redeem herself. I gave her the choice to serve me…or to watch her friend die. And now she will face the consequences of her decision.” 

    Kaya opened her mouth, desperate protests springing to her lips, but her pleas were cut off by Mysha’s agonized shriek as she crumpled to the deck in a thrashing heap. Kaya dove protectively on top of her just as she had before, and this time, Dorian joined her. He looked horrified, eyes wide and mouth agape as he tried to hold the Velothi still… 

    And then, as suddenly as they had started, the convulsions stopped. Mysha whimpered in anguish, her limbs weakly twitching and her glowing eyes rolling back into her head.  

    “What the fuck?!” Dorian roared, surging to his feet. Enraged and confused, he whipped his head back around and glared at the Shadows standing at the foot of the landing ramp. Kaya could tell he was about to lash out… 

    “Don’t!” she warned, grabbing his arm. “He’ll kill her.” 

    Dorian hesitated. Kaya saw the furious indecision in his eyes, and her stomach clenched in disgust. He finally understands. A man can have all the power in the universe yet still be helpless.  

    “As I said, I believe in the power of choice,” the Echo repeated into the brittle stillness. “That is why I wished to speak to you, Mister Garr. Now that the Tarreen know what you are and what you are capable of, their Spiders will never stop hunting you. Your old life is over, but your new one does not have to be filled with misery and torment. You have a choice: join with me and embrace your power, or live in fear until the day the Spiders finally catch up to you.” 

    Dorian swallowed heavily as he knelt and touched Mysha’s cheek. “You’re a sick son of a bitch,” he snarled.  

    “I am exactly what I must be to survive in a harsh and unforgiving galaxy,” the Echo said. “I will gladly grant you my protection, but freedom does have its price. Kaya here understood that once, though she seems to have forgotten.”  

    Mysha shrieked again, and if Dorian weren’t holding her head, she might have banged her skull on the deck hard enough to crack it open. Her jaw locked open, foam frothing on her lips…  

    “Stop!” Dorian screamed. “Please!” 

    The convulsions came to an abrupt halt, but by now, Mysha was barely conscious. She choked and gasped for air, her tendrils twitching as if she were still being electrocuted. She could have suffered permanent nerve damage by this point.  

    “That’s enough!” Dorian said. “I get the message, all right?” 

    He grimaced, mortified. The look on his face—a look of existential terror and despair and helplessness—was so familiar it burned a hole straight through Kaya’s soul. He was about to break; he was about to make the same sacrifice that she had made years ago.  

    It was in that moment, when she saw the full scope of her failures reflected in the eyes of another, that she finally knew what she could do.  

    What she must do.  

    Kaya swallowed her fear in a single gulp as she reached out and touched Mysha’s brow. Her partner looked up at her—not with pain, but defiance. The two women communicated more in a split second of shared torment than they ever could with words. 

    “This is it,” she whispered to Dorian. “I can buy you thirty seconds, maybe a minute.” 

    His brow furrowed. “What?” 

    “There’s only one way out of this,” Kaya said, rising to her feet. “Show me what a shaper can do.” 

      

    *** 

      

    “You don’t understand, sir,” Kaya said as she left her partner’s side and stepped closer to the Prowler. “Please, just allow me to explain…” 

    Dorian watched, still mystified, as she casually positioned herself between them and the armored women standing at the bottom of the ramp. Her words had made one thing clear: she was officially counting on him, the man she had tried to rob less than twenty-four hours ago, to save her and her partner from a life of indentured servitude. It was desperate. It was insane. 

    But it was also their only choice. And if he fucked this up, they were all as good as dead.  

    “Shit,” he breathed, closing his eyes and touching the side of Mysha’s slender blue neck. The moment he stretched out with his mind, he located the chip at the top of her spinal cord…but it wasn’t anything like he expected. He couldn’t feel any circuits or pins or energy at all, which didn’t make a damn bit of sense. It was more like a piece of rock lodged in her brainstem than a cybernetic implant… 

    [Sir, I may be able to assist you.] 

    “This really isn’t the time,” Dorian hissed as his eyes opened and he looked down at Mysha. “We’ve had more than enough betrayals today, thanks.” 

    [I understand your hesitation, but you must believe me when I tell you that your survival is my sole concern,] Ghost insisted. [And whether I like it or not, these females are now your only hope of escape.] 

    “What…?” Mysha gasped, her eyes still blinking from the aftershocks of pain. “Who are you—” 

    “Shh,” he whispered, gently placing his fingers over her lips and trying desperately not to think about the precious seconds that were slowly ticking away. “I located the chip, but I’ve never felt anything like it before. I’m not sure where to begin.” 

    [That is because it is not a piece of standard technology. The chip is psionic in origin.] 

    “What?” he breathed.  

    [I do not have an explanation, but the reason the device feels strange to your psionic senses is that it is made out of crystal, not metal. There is no conventional power source or circuitry to manipulate. I postulate that the device is controlled entirely by telepathic commands.” 

    Dorian’s mouth fell open. That seemed impossible. If only psychics could use psi-tech, and only a telepath could trigger this chip… 

    [The Echo and his organization clearly have secrets of their own,] Ghost said. [But there is no time to speculate further. You must disable the chip—quickly.] 

    He shook his head. “I don’t even know where to start!” 

    [Yes, you do,] Ghost assured him. [In fact, the device’s psionic nature presents you with a unique opportunity. You do not need to perform surgery to dislodge the chip or to disable its functions. You merely need to destabilize the psionic matrix.] 

    Dorian opened his mouth to demand how but then realized he already knew the answer. He had first learned how to manipulate psionic crystals when he’d begun building the Garr Industries psionic mainframe. The entire process had been touch and go—it wasn’t as if there was a reference manual floating around the Holosphere for him to use. But the most remarkable thing about psionic technology was that it often didn’t need a manual. It was as much art as science, a product of thought and desire as much as empirical method. The mainframe’s crystals had responded almost instinctively to his mind.  

    What if he could do that again here? 

    Closing his eyes, Dorian stretched out with his mind again and pressed against the crystal. He could feel its smooth surface, and while there were no electric or magnetic fields coursing through it, there was something else—something much more powerful.  

    “You can do this,” Mysha said, her voice so faint it almost disappeared the moment it escaped her lips. But when he opened his eyes, he found her smiling up at him. “I know you can.” 

    It was in that exact moment, when a girl he barely knew looked up at him like he was her last hope in the universe, that Dorian finally believed it, too.  

    “Hold on,” he said, shutting his eyes again. “Just hold on.” 

      

    *** 

      

    “I knew there was something wrong the moment you returned to the station,” the Echo said, the scorn in his voice growing with every word. “Your repeated failures have grown quite tiresome.” 

    Kaya nodded as obsequiously as she could manage. Just buy Dorian a little more time… 

    “I understand, sir,” she said. “But I assure you, I will not fail you again.” 

    “That is precisely what you said after the debacles on Praxius Minor and Thanadon II. Over and over, your partner suffers the price for your failure, yet you continue to fail. And now, after I show you mercy and offer you a chance for redemption, you betray me. For that alone, I should give you the Spiders.” 

    “I beg you to grant me one last chance, sir,” Kaya said, her voice cracking as she pressed her palms together. “We’ll do anything you want. We’ll break into CDF command. We’ll steal from the Intelligence Ministry headquarters—anything! Just please…please, don’t hurt her.” 

    “You overestimate your importance,” the Echo spat. “You are hardly unique. I have already wasted far too much time with you when I can so easily train another.” 

    A dark tingle slithered down Kaya’s spine. The words were disturbingly familiar… 

    If she’s a perfect specimen, she will survive. If she isn’t, I would rather know now before we waste any more precious time. We can always train another. 

    The memories shot through her, freezing her breath in her lungs. It didn’t make any sense. Even a man with the resources of the Syndicate couldn’t possibly have more psionic operatives at his beck and call… 

    “The shaper will make for a far better servant,” the Echo told her. “His powers will open countless doors that have been closed to us, and he has obviously formed an attachment to you. Perhaps the time has come for you to be his anchor. For your sake, I hope he doesn’t fail you as thoroughly as you have failed the Velothi.” 

    Out of the corner of her eye, Kaya spotted Dorian helping Mysha lean upright. And when she risked a glance back over her shoulder, she no longer saw terror in her partner’s blue eyes. Instead, she saw awe. She saw wonder.  

    She saw hope.  

    “I think you’re right about him,” Kaya said, unable to hold back a smile as her terror swiftly drained away. “His powers have already opened more doors than you realize.” 

    “I’m so glad we agree,” the Echo said coldly. “But I will not abide further treachery. You have always known the consequences for betrayal, Kaya. It is time for the Garr scion to learn them as well. If you are to become his anchor, then the Velothi no longer serves a purpose.” 

    His threat hung in the air, but for once it wasn’t punctuated by a shriek of pain. On the contrary, Mysha slowly came to her feet, a determined grin spreading across her lips.  

    “Never again,” she declared. “Our debt is officially paid.”  

    “What?” the Echo hissed.  

    “Like I said, you were right about him,” Kaya replied, cracking her knuckles. “The kid really is something special.” 

    She sprang into action. Flooding her body with a burst of adrenaline, she surged forward and slammed her shoulder into one of the Shadows, knocking the woman off the landing ramp and sending her tumbling across the hangar floor. At nearly the same instant, she thrust out her left hand and grabbed the other one’s arm to discharge a massive blast of bioelectricity. The Shadow shrieked—in a decidedly female voice, no less—as the current crackled through her armor, frying her nerves and stopping her heart in an instant. Kaya released her grip and kicked the sizzling corpse off the other side of the ramp.  

    But the first Shadow wasn’t done. The woman recovered from her ungainly roll with cat-like grace; she flipped back to her feet and took aim in the span of a single heartbeat. But before she could pull the trigger, the rifle lurched out of her grip and went straight to Dorian.  

    He caught the weapon and immediately tossed it to Mysha. The Velothi didn’t hesitate; she caught the rifle, took aim, and fired. The blast struck the Shadow right in the center of her helmet.  

    Drained to the point of collapse, Kaya panted for breath, her gaze sweeping back and forth between the two smoldering corpses. A shroud of silence descended over the hangar as they all tried to process what had just happened. It didn’t seem real. It didn’t even seem possible.  

    Mysha is free. We’re both free! 

    “You did it,” the Velothi breathed, letting the rifle clatter to the deck as she cradled Dorian’s face in her hands. She stared up into his eyes and stretched up on the tips of her toes, and it looked like she might pull him in for a kiss. But then she turned to look at Kaya instead.  

    “We should go,” Mysha said. “Seraph knows how many more of these cunts he has on the station.” 

    Kaya took a shuddering breath and nodded. So much of her life had been spent trying to repress her emotions that she reflexively tried to bottle up the relief swelling inside her. But for once, she wanted to feel something. She wanted to cry tears of joy. She wanted to scream in triumph. She wanted to tackle Dorian to the deck and ride him until they both passed out.  

    But the celebration would have to wait. Their enemies would surely be here any moment.  

    “Go,” she said, pointing to the ramp. “Get the engines started.” 

    Mysha nodded, and after throwing a final gleeful look at Dorian, she raced up and into the ship. Kaya lingered for a moment as her eyes settled upon the bodies of the Shadows, and she clutched her ribs and hobbled over to the one Mysha had shot to look for anything useful they might be able to scavenge. Even a simple holopad could hold a trove of information they might need to survive.  

    “I sincerely hope you can use your powers to open the bay doors,” Kaya said over her shoulder. “Because there’s no way that control will just let us leave if there’s a silent lockdown.” 

    “Uh…I doubt I can move anything that heavy,” Dorian said soberly. “Those doors are huge.” 

    “You might not have to literally move them.” Kaya knelt over the body and started her search for equipment. “They’re magnetically sealed. If you can disrupt the field somehow, we can probably…”  

    She trailed off when her eyes finally settled on the Shadow beneath her. Mysha’s shot had blasted open the helmet, revealing the woman’s features. Kaya’s breath caught in her throat at the sight of the burned face.  

    “What’s the matter?” Dorian asked.  

    She swallowed, but her voice almost refused to come. “Just go and help Mysha get those doors open.” 

    He hesitated. “Kaya, what—?” 

    “Go!” she snarled. “I’ll be there in a minute.” 

    He didn’t argue, thankfully, and she heard his steps racing up the ramp. Kaya could feel half the damn station bearing down on them, but she still couldn’t turn away. When she took a closer look just to confirm her suspicions, her lungs stopped working entirely.  

    What the fuck? What the fuck?! 

    Trembling with fear and confusion, Kaya forced her arms to reach out and remove the helmet. The dead woman’s green eyes were fastened open in death, and her blond hair was matted with blood. She was probably in her mid-twenties, give or take, but it wasn’t her age or the color of her eyes and hair that was so disturbing.  

    It was the fact that Kaya was looking down at a perfect copy of herself.   

    The rumble of the Prowler’s engines broke her paralysis, but only enough for her to crawl over to the second corpse. The woman she had electrocuted was lying flat on the deck with a perfectly intact helmet, but it only took a moment to remove it and reveal another twentysomething female with red hair, blue eyes, and another carbon copy of Kaya’s face.  

    You are not special. You are not unique. You are nothing more than a shadow of the Seraph, a dark simulacrum stripped of substance. Easily forgotten and instantly replaced.  

    Kaya dropped the helmet onto the deck. Her eyes remained glued upon her dead doppelganger, and the entire galaxy faded into a muted void around her. She couldn’t move. She could hardly think. The deck rumbled beneath her as the maneuvering jets fired up, and she heard the hangar doors groan as they were wrenched open. Klaxons began wailing, and warning lights plunged the hangar into flashing yellow gloom. 

    But none of it mattered. None of it even seemed real.  

    “Kaya!” Mysha’s voice screamed into her com implant. “Kaya, we have to go!” 

    Kaya wasn’t certain if she ever would have moved if Dorian hadn’t rushed down the ramp and grabbed her by the shoulder. She knew he was yelling something, but she couldn’t hear his voice. She couldn’t hear anything until he physically lifted her into his arms and carried her into the ship. 

    “How? Why?” 

    Kaya mouthed the words, silently and futilely. The stars offered no reply.  

      

      

  

  


 
 
   
    Epilogue 

      

    “It’s all right,” Dorian soothed as he laid Kaya down upon the med-table in the ship’s tiny infirmary. “We’ll be in hyperspace soon.” 

    She didn’t speak or even look at him. Her stomach was so purple and bruised it looked like she had been slapped by the Baalir’s tail instead of him, but far more worrying was her total unresponsiveness. She must have absorbed far more of his wounds than she had intended, he decided, though that still didn’t explain why she wasn’t gritting her teeth or showing any obvious signs of pain. Her amber eyes just looked lost and vacant. If he didn’t know better, he would have thought she was high on a spice trip.  

    [If you release my avatar, I can enter the computer here and begin rudimentary scans,] Ghost offered. [But you may find my aid more useful in the cockpit.] 

    Dorian nodded. He activated the restraints to hold Kaya in place, then brushed his hand through her hair. “Just stay put, okay? I’ll be back in a minute.”  

    On impulse, he leaned down and kissed her on the cheek, then squeezed her hand and raced to the cockpit. Everything had happened so quickly that he was completely overwhelmed. He had seen more action in the last twenty-four hours than in the last ten years combined… 

    Mysha was in the pilot’s seat when he arrived, and the viewport outside was littered with ships either trying to dock with the station or attempting to leave. The com lights flashed as station control tried to scream at them to slow down and stick to an assigned vector, but she had already muted it. No one seemed to be shooting at them yet, thank the stars, though Dorian had a feeling that wouldn’t last much longer… 

    “Incoming fighters…I think,” Dorian said as he slid into the co-pilot’s seat. The tac-holo flashed with a thousand different warnings, and he wasn’t used to the interface. The only thing he could tell for certain was that the Tarreen battleship, the Yavach, was very quickly and very angrily turning to chase them.  

    “They can’t catch us,” Mysha said as she slammed the throttle controls on the flight stick. Dorian was snapped back into his chair before the inertial dampeners could compensate, and a spike of pain shot through his ribs. Kaya’s healing trick had gotten him this far, but he once again felt like his innards were being held together with wire and tape.  

    Still, he couldn’t stop grinning when he turned and looked at the Velothi next to him. She’d had a grin on her face from the moment he had destabilized the psionic crystal in her brain; he couldn’t even begin to imagine how liberating it must have felt to have her leash finally broken after all these years… 

    Well, perhaps he could. At least a little.  

    “Turn on your seat restraints,” Mysha warned. “And hold onto something.” 

    “Um,” Dorian murmured as he searched the control panel. An invisible field pinned him tight against the chair when he hit the correct button, and not a moment too soon—Mysha slammed her flight stick forward, throwing the Prowler into a gut-wrenching dive beneath a massive cargo freighter that had appeared right in their path. And just when Dorian’s stomach started to settled, she yanked back on the stick and twisted the Prowler back up on the other side of the freighter.  

    “I warned you,” she said, her smile turning into a snicker. “I wouldn’t put it past the Vecs to try shooting through a civvy freighter to get at us, but hopefully, they realize they’re out of time.” 

    Swallowing hard in a desperate attempt to keep his lunch down, Dorian glanced back over at the tac-holo. Despite his lifelong fascination with spaceflight, he was an engineer, not a pilot. Trying to visually track all the ships on the tac-holo was almost as dizzying as her last maneuver.  

    “We’re clear,” Mysha said, reaching out to the control board. “Jumping in three, two, one…” 

    The stars outside the cockpit melted into thin lines, and Dorian was slammed back against his chair one last time as the flickering blue-white blur of a hyperspace corridor enveloped them. When the rest of the ships on the tac-holo blinked out of existence, he pumped his arm and let out a ragged cheer.  

    “Holy shit,” he gasped. “We did it. We actually did it!” 

    “You did it,” Mysha said as she spun in her chair to face him. “I should be dead…” 

    She brushed aside a handful of her white hair and touched the back of her neck. Her fingers visibly trembled as years of fear and frustration rode across her face.  

    “It’s probably still worth taking it out if we ever get the chance,” Dorian said. “I know I designed the Garr mainframe, but I felt like I had no idea what the hell I was doing the whole time. Psi-tech is…well, there’s nothing else like it.” 

    “How the hell did the Echo get a psionic chip to put in my head?” Mysha asked. “How could he even control it?” 

    “I have no clue, but I’d love the chance to examine the crystal.” 

    Mysha lowered her arms and scoffed. “I think I’d rather just blast it into a million pieces.” 

    “That would be fine, too.” Chuckling, he leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes. He could feel the tension slowly draining out of arms and legs, though a part of him still couldn’t accept what had just happened. “You know, it’s still hard to—” 

    Dorian was cut off when Mysha’s mouth suddenly and unexpectedly covered his. He gasped in equal parts surprise and delight when he reopened his eyes and found her crouched next to him atop the tac-holo projector. Her tongue slipped through his lips in search of a partner, and she swung her leg over his lap to straddle him in the chair. His hands instinctively found the expanse of bare blue flesh between her belt and cropped jacket as he pulled her closer… 

    “Sorry,” she breathed as she pulled away. She paused, panting, and gently licked at her lips. “I just…well, I feel like I owed you that much.” 

    “You don’t owe me anything,” he assured her, shocked and confused and horny all at once. “You’re the ones who rescued my ass from the Tarreen.” 

    “It goes both ways,” Mysha said. From this close, her luminescent eyes were like twin suns lighting up her entire face, and he swore he could actually feel their gravity pulling him in. He had never seen anything as radiant or as ethereally beautiful. Velothi females really were unlike anything else in the galaxy… 

    She looked like she was about to lean in and kiss him again, when she appeared to snap out of a trance and pulled herself off of him. “We need to check on Kaya,” she whispered. “I can’t believe she hasn’t come up here.” 

    “I’m not sure what came over her,” Dorian said, tearing his eyes away and closing his legs to better conceal the growing bulge in his pants. Another twinge of pain stabbed through his ribs, and he reflexively clamped a hand over his stomach. “She looked…haunted. I assume those creepy armored women had been stalking you for a long time?” 

    “Too long,” Mysha whispered.  

    He nodded. “She may have absorbed more of my injuries than she intended.” 

    “It wouldn’t be the first time she’s made that mistake,” the Velothi told him before she turned back to the tac-holo. “That battleship was close enough that it might have been able to track our trajectory, so we’ll need to stop and jump a few more times to throw them off our trail. And we’ll have to search for any tracking devices the Echo’s agents left in the ship. But we should be safe enough for now. Come on.”  

    Mysha took his hand and quickly led him through the ship, but they didn’t find Kaya in the infirmary or in the adjacent galley. She had moved to her quarters, where she was sitting quietly in front of her computer, her eyes fastened upon a seemingly endless scrawl of holographic text.  

    “K, what’s going on?” Mysha said, her tail swishing behind her in confusion. “Why weren’t you—?” 

    “They were me,” Kaya said quietly.  

    Frowning, Dorian shared a long, befuddled glance with Mysha. “Uh…what?” he asked.  

    “The Shadows had my face. Both of them. Their hair and eyes were different, but they had my face…” 

    Dorian’s arousal and weariness were instantly forgotten. He cautiously entered her quarters, dropping to a knee at her side. Kaya had been staring at one of the corpses when he had grabbed her and hauled her into the ship, but he hadn’t understood why. He’d been so focused on getting her up the ramp that he hadn’t stopped to investigate. 

    “I don’t…” Mysha stammered. “How is that possible?” 

    Kaya slowly shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t understand. But they had my face, Meesh.” 

    [Curious,] Ghost said. [She appears to be experiencing symptoms of post-traumatic stress. Her perceptions are likely untrustworthy.] 

    Dorian almost smacked his head to shut him up. “You’re certain?” he asked. “Maybe you—” 

    “I’m certain!” Kaya snarled, turning to face him. “They were me.” 

    He nodded and raised his hands. “All right. Well, that’s…weird. Maybe your twisted boss put some kind of holographic matrix in their helmets just to fuck with you. Or maybe they were androids or—” 

    “The helmets were off. There was blood. They weren’t robots. I don’t even think they were cyborgs.” She turned back to her computer terminal, her face still ghostly white. “I ran a facial recognition scan through the Convectorate database. On myself. I don’t know what the hell I expected to find—the Echo scrubbed everything clean years ago when he turned us both into ghosts.” 

    “Believe me, I know,” Dorian said. “Before I sliced into your com system, I took a nice gander at your ship’s database to see if I could learn anything about you. I didn’t find much.”  

    Mysha turned to look at him. “You sliced into the coms and the database? How the hell did you pull that off in just a few hours?” 

    “Luck and determination.” He started to wonder if this might be the best opportunity to tell them about Ghost, but then a stray memory popped into his head. “Now that I think about it, I did find one thing when I was poking around. There was a reference to a protected file.” 

    “Reference?” Kaya asked. “What kind of reference?” 

    “I’m not completely sure,” Dorian told her. “I wanted to check it out, but I didn’t have a lot of time. I decided to focus on the com systems first. The only reason it stuck out to me was the fact it was protected…and that it was in a section of the database reserved for deceased persons.” 

    Kaya and Mysha shared a glance and gasped in near unison. “What the fuck?” 

    “I have no idea,” Dorian admitted. “I assumed that it was an error, or that it was how the Syndicate was able to sweep all your official records under the rug. We could try to pull it up now, but unless you happen to have a bunch of official Convectorate codes sitting around, it will take a while.” 

    Mysha snorted. “We’re data thieves who were working for the most powerful information broker in the Belt until ten minutes ago. Opening some protected files won’t be a problem.” 

    She practically lunged over to Kaya’s computer terminal and got to work, Kaya retreating to the bed to give her room. Her fingers effortlessly danced across the holographic keyboard, and she quickly called up the same records Dorian had been looking at earlier.  

    “The Vecs get sloppy about things here and there, but they are meticulous record-keepers,” Mysha said. “And fortunately for us, the Syndicate has agents embedded in most of the ministries. Getting access to military records is almost impossible, but personal records are easy. The Syndicate built me a backdoor about six months ago…there.” 

    The sprawl of holographic data above the computer shifted from aimless search windows to what looked like detailed genetic information. It didn’t seem like a generic personnel file at all—it looked more like a medical record.  

    “What are we looking at?” Kaya asked.  

    “Genetic information, mostly, including old retinal scans and fingerprints,” Mysha said. “It’s linked to your facial recognition records, but…what the hell?” 

    Kaya leaned off the bed. “Tell me.” 

    “This has to be a mistake. Someone in the Syndicate must have fucked something up when they were trying to scrub our files.” Mysha pursed her lips in confusion. “According to this, you died nineteen years ago when you were seven years old.” 

    “What?” Kaya rasped.  

    [Curious,] Ghost chimed in. [Nineteen years ago would be 1083 by the official Dominion calendar. It was the year the Keledon Accords were signed, officially ending the Thirty-Year War with the Convectorate.] 

    “That’s when the Accords were signed,” Dorian echoed.  

    “Right, but there was one last battle that took place after the treaty was signed,” Mysha said as she scrolled through the information. “It took place in a Mid Rim system where all the Holosphere relays had been destroyed so no one knew the war was over. The Convectorate launched a brutal attack on a Dominion colony that killed thousands. Before the Dominion could retaliate, they got news about the treaty and were forced to stand down.” 

    “I remember reading about that,” Kaya murmured. “One of the last Blades of the Seraph had gathered his forces in that system. He was so pissed he swore revenge and waged his own war against the Vecs for like ten years afterward.” 

    “Wynn Mosaad,” Mysha said. “The Battle of Talasea.” 

    Kaya shook her head. “But what the fuck does this have to do with me?” 

    “Well, according to this record, you were one of the casualties of that attack.” 

    “That’s insane,” Kaya said. “I’ve never even been to Talasea!” 

    “I know, which is why it must be a mistake. But the information here claims that you were a seven-year-old girl killed in one of the bombings.” Mysha tapped a button and called up an appended dossier. “An important one, too. The daughter of a powerful Dominion family.” 

    “Selorah,” Dorian said as the name scrolled across the screen. “Selorah Trell.” 

    Kaya looked down, a shadow falling over her face. “Is there an image in the file? 

    “Of the girl?” Mysha asked. “She was seven years old. I doubt it could—” 

    “If there’s a picture, I want to see it.” 

    Mysha shared a worried glance with Dorian before she continued scrolling through the rest of the file. It took her a moment, but she eventually called up a still image of a blond human child standing outside what looked like an embassy building somewhere. In any other context, she would have been completely unremarkable.  

    But then Dorian looked. Really looked.  

    “That’s you,” Mysha gasped. “How in the hell can that possibly be you?” 

    “I don’t know,” Kaya whispered. “But I’m going to find out.”  

      

    To Be Continued 

      

  

  


 
 
   
    Shadow of the Seraph will continue soon! If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review. I hate begging for reviews more than anyone, but they really are important for independent authors. Even a quick rating is better than nothing! 
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