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Prologue
 
Talasea
Dominion Forward Camp
1083.6 (18 years ago)
 
 “Cole? Cole!”
The woman’s voice was so faint it was barely audible over the keening pulsefire and thundering explosions. But despite the smoke stinging his eyes and the dust choking his lungs, the Wing of the Seraph call sign “Spectre” reached down and hoisted the wounded child up into his arms. In all likelihood, they only had a few precious minutes to escape the carnage.
Another squadron of drones could bomb this area at any moment; standard Convectorate Defense Force protocol dictated a minimal delay between waves. Then again, nothing else about this attack had followed established rules of engagement. Admiral Ferron had deliberately and explicitly targeted the most densely-populated civilian centers first, and the death toll was already in the hundreds of thousands. In another hour, it would almost certainly cross into the millions. 
And if not for me, none of us would be here.
I am the one who convinced her that this was the only option for survival. 
Clutching the child more tightly against him, Spectre crouched beneath a smoldering doorway and into the remnants of a collapsed corridor. The beacon he had placed was still shining; thin, diaphanous strands of blue light pierced the smoke up ahead. He dashed towards the exit, his heart pounding in his chest as he climbed back to the surface with one hand and clutched the child with the other. 
“Cole? Cole, can you hear me?”
Once he was finally clear of the rubble, Spectre collapsed to a knee and shuddered with a violent cough. The oxygen mask he had placed on the child remained undamaged, thank the Seraph, but his own lungs weren’t so fortunate. His flight helmet had been badly damaged in one of the explosions, and none of the others he’d found would fit. If he couldn’t get out of here soon, even his Seraphim breathing techniques wouldn’t sustain him for long. 
“Cole! You need to stay focused, sweetheart. You need to stay calm. Just follow the sound of my voice.”
Bracing himself for the worst, Spectre crawled back to his feet and lumbered through the smoke. Corpses littered the street; the first bombs had caught the population completely unaware. The settlement’s protective shield should have been able to repel significant bombardment, but it had inexplicably failed—just like how the sentry buoys had inexplicably failed to detect the Convectorate fleet in the first place. The Dominion garrison was frantically trying to respond, but the damage was already done. The Blades of the Seraph were dead. 
And the last, best hope to turn the tide in this war had been destroyed along with them. 
“Cole? Cole, please!”
Spectre found the woman amidst the smoldering embers of what had once been a popular café. Her face and hair were covered in a thick layer of soot, and she was clutching at her abdomen where shrapnel had pierced her body armor. Given the pallor of her skin and the amount of blood pooled around her, she had mere moments to live. 
“Cole,” she gasped, feebly stretching out with an arm that was obviously broken. 
“He is unharmed,” Spectre said as he crouched down beside her. 
“Thank the Seraph,” she breathed, touching the child’s cheek with her hand. “Thank you…”
Spectre coughed again as he studied her injuries more closely. A quick glance down at his wrist-scanner confirmed what his eyes had already told him: his best friend—his mentor and partner—was going to die. 
“Have you seen Anara’s daughter?” she gasped. “Have you seen Selorah?” 
Spectre nodded gravely. “They are dead.”
The woman’s eyes clenched shut. “How?” she rasped. “How is this possible?”
He craned his neck and glanced up towards the few building that were still standing. Even the clouds had turned red, and the flickers of light in the distance were getting closer and closer. 
“I do not know,” he admitted. “But the drones will be back shortly. We cannot stay here.”
She swore under her breath and squeezed her son’s arm. Her eyes were swollen with tears, and for an instant it seemed like her grief might kill her as assuredly as her hemorrhaging wound. But then she collected herself, and the woman lying before him was once again the most fearless, determined warrior he had ever met. 
“You have to get Cole out of here,” she said. “You have to get him to the bunker.”
Spectre glanced back up at the bleak crimson skyline. “I will try.”
“You have to promise me,” she said, grabbing his wrist with the last of her strength. “You have to promise me that you’ll get him out of here!”
He swallowed hard, and the ash clinging to the air burned his throat. For all the skills this woman had taught him, for all the miraculous psionic abilities she had unlocked inside him, there was nothing he could do to save her. Even as a slave he had never felt this impotent. 
“I will,” Spectre told her. “I promise.”
She stared into his eyes so hard he feared he might shrivel away, but then her lip quivered as she slumped back against the shattered stones surrounding her. “They will never stop coming for him,” she whispered. “They can’t know the truth…he can’t know the truth.”
Spectre glanced down to the child in his arms. “He already knows.”
“He doesn’t have to,” she insisted. “Not now, maybe not ever. You can shield him, just like I taught you. You can…”
Her voice choked off as she coughed blood over her chin and chest. Her eyes returned to her child, and she reached out one last time to touch his cheek. 
“Cole…”
Spectre caught her hand before it fell, and he held onto it far longer than he should have before he gently folded it across her chest. 
“He will survive, Maris,” Spectre whispered. “I will make certain of it.”
 
 
 



Chapter One
 
Deep Space
Varsellian Sector, Far Rim
1101.6 (Present Day)
 
Like all Convectorate fighters, the small, V-shaped drones honing in on the Gazack’s wake trail were fast, deadly, and armed to the teeth. They were also clearly running the latest CDF piloting algorithms, which made their movements incredibly difficult to predict. The last group had fought so defensively it had taken me almost twenty minutes to shoot them all down, but these two assholes had taken the exact opposite approach. They seemed absolutely determined to vape the Gazack before it could return to hyperspace, and if I couldn’t deal with them in the next few seconds, that was exactly what was about to happen. 
“Son of a bitch,” I growled as I fired another barrage from the Valkyrie’s psionic cannons. The blue-white energy bolts missed the drone’s fuselage by less than a meter, and it rolled into a tight spiral before unleashing a barrage of its own. The plasma bursts pierced the Gazack’s rear shields and burned a series of jagged black lines across its armor plating. 
“Aft shields at twenty percent,” Raxyl said over the com. I could perfectly visualize the fearful yellow specks on his scales. “I am attempting to reroute power to compensate.”
“Don’t,” I warned. “Pump everything from the forward shields into the engines and get as much speed as you can.”
“Cole, they are much faster than—”
“You don’t need to outrun them,” I said, squeezing the trigger and unleashing another errant burst. “These drones lose a lot of maneuverability when they eclipse their top speed.”
The Gazack’s engines flared so brightly my canopy darkened to compensate, and meter by meter Raxyl started to pull away…at least for a few seconds. The drones were back on his tail in no time.
“Concentrate,” Kaveri said from behind me. Her soft hands touched the sides of my head, and I could feel her reaching out with her telepathy in an effort to focus my thoughts. I appreciated the effort; I needed all the help I could get right now. We had been battling off drones for almost two hours straight, but honestly it wasn’t the fatigue that was getting to me—it was what Spider Zero had whispered right before she had lost consciousness. 
I live to serve you, now and forever…my Emperor.
“Hold steady,” I said, taking in a deep breath. “In five seconds, bank hard to starboard and tuck the ship into the tightest Hoskin’s spiral you can manage.”
“Understood,” Raxyl said. “Three…two…one…now!”
The Gazack abruptly lurched to its right and rolled with all the grace of a Turuvean slug. Still, the movement caught the Vecs by surprise, and I let them twist right into my crosshairs as I pulled the trigger…
This time, the blue psionic bolts shredded the drone’s cockpit and vaporized its fuselage a split second later. Its partner, frantically trying to gain the upper hand on the Gazack, rolled into a spiral so tight just watching it made me nauseous. I fired again and again, trying in vain to anticipate its movements…
“Concentrate,” Kaveri whispered. 
And then, suddenly, it all became clear. The hair on my neck prickled as if another premonition was washing over me, but I didn’t see any frantic warning flashes about the near future—instead, I saw exactly how the drone was going to respond to each of my attacks. 
Which meant that this battle was officially over. Two seconds later, I pulled the trigger and annihilated the drone with a single, perfectly-placed barrage that ripped apart its hull and triggered a cascade explosion in its engines. My Valkyrie soared through the cloud of debris, and I let out a slow, deep breath. 
“We’re clear,” I rasped. “Finally.”
“Nice work,” Raxyl said. “The sensors are not detecting any additional Convectorate ships within range.”
“Any signal from the other transports?”
“No, though by this point they are well out of range. I doubt we’ll be able to speak to them until we reach the rendezvous point.”
I nodded gravely as Kaveri dropped her hands from my temples down to my shoulders. “Seraph Squadron will give them all the cover they need,” she said. “Sooner or later Admiral Ferron will have to give up pursuit.”
“Maybe,” I murmured.  “Either way, we need to get the hell out of here. Slow down so we can dock.”
“It will be a tight fit,” Raxyl said. “I will require a few minutes to move crates in the cargo bay.”
I nodded.  “Any news about our guest?”
“I’ve healed her physical injuries, but there’s nothing I can do about the damage to her neural implants,” Shandris’s soft, accented voice put in. “I’m keeping her unconscious as a precaution.”
“Once you are back aboard, I shall attempt to make the necessary repairs on her cybernetics,” Raxyl said. “But I strongly recommend caution, Cole. The Widow will almost certainly have the means to track Spider Zero’s movements. If we take her to the rendezvous point, we risk—”
“Yes, I heard you the first thirteen times,” I grumbled. “We’re still at least forty-some hours away from the rendezvous point. That gives us plenty of time to figure things out.”
“Perhaps,” the Kali replied noncommittally. “I shall contact you in a few minutes when the Gazack is ready.”
“Understood,” I said, flicking off the com and slumping back in the pilot seat in exhaustion. To put it mildly, our flight from Varsus hadn’t gone as smoothly as I had hoped. Admiral Ferron’s small fleet had been pursuing us for the better part of the past six hours, and I had been fending off wave after wave of fighter drones just to give the Gazack a chance to escape. Thankfully, the overall gambit had worked; separating ourselves from Seraph Squadron and the rest of the transports had forced Ferron to divide his forces. We had slowly pulled away from his capital ships, and we were finally in the clear. 
Despite that, the anxious flutters in my stomach were more uncomfortable than ever. And they had absolutely nothing to do with the Convectorate. 
I live to serve you, now and forever…my Emperor.
Even two hours of intense, life-threatening dogfights with CDF drones hadn’t been able to keep Spider Zero’s last words out of my head. She had passed out before I could ask her what the hell she was talking about, and then I’d hopped in the Valkyrie and blasted into orbit. I had tried my best to stay focused, and thanks to Kaveri I had mostly succeeded. But now that we were free and clear again, I couldn’t think about anything else. 
“I’m so proud of you,” Kaveri said, wrapping her arms around my waist and kissing the back of my head. “I knew you would become the best pilot in the squad.”
“I wouldn’t go quite that far yet,” I said, squeezing her wrist. “We got lucky more times than I can count.”
“Learning to master your powers has nothing to do with luck. Master Mosaad said that Seraphim pilots with your clairvoyant abilities could become virtually invincible.”
“I’d rather not test that theory unless we have to.” I sighed and pursed my lips. “I just hope Morningstar and the others made it out okay.”
“I’m sure they did fine, thanks to your help. If you can work that same magic with the other whelps, the whole squadron will be ready in no time.”
I smiled despite myself. “I couldn’t do any of this without you. They can’t all be lucky enough to have a coach sitting behind them.”
“To be honest, I preferred my old seat.”
Before I could protest, Kaveri slithered around my side until she was straddling me again. It didn’t seem physically possible given the space limitations of the cockpit, but she was so flexible I swore she could transform herself into a liquid sometimes. I slipped my hands around her waist when she leaned in to kiss me. 
“I will need to actually steer us into the Gazack, you know,” I reminded her when she finally came up for air. 
“You’ll manage,” she said. When I reached over her leg to clutch the flight stick, her tail curled impishly around my arm. “You should have told Raxyl to wait. We could use a bit more time to relax…”
Normally I would have opened my fly, pushed aside her panties, and slipped inside her without a moment of hesitation. We had survived yet another brush with death, after all, and nothing said “I’m glad to be alive” quite like fucking your girlfriend in the front seat of your starfighter. But today was different. I had too many things on my mind.
Or rather, one very specific thing. 
I live to serve you, now and forever…my Emperor.
“You never mentioned that new sword trick you used back there,” I said, clearing my throat and changing the subject. 
“I told you that Master Mosaad had taught me several new techniques. That was one of them.”
“I guess you’re called Blades of the Seraph for a reason,” I muttered, thinking back to the psionic sword she had conjured during our battle with the Baalir commando on the landing platform. “But I still can’t believe you were able to harm a Tarreen with that thing.”
“Properly harnessed psionic energy is far more powerful than condensed plasma or pulsefire,” Kaveri said, her brow furrowing in concern. “What’s the matter?”
I sighed. “I’m just thinking about Spider Zero. I’m almost afraid of what she is going to tell us.”
Kaveri studied me for a long moment. “You’re worried what she might reveal about your past.”
I nodded. “Which is silly, I know. A few days ago I didn’t even know my mother’s name and it never bothered me. Nothing this woman can tell me will change anything about who I am—or how I feel about you.”
Kaveri smiled and kissed me again, more gently this time, before she slid onto her side next to me and placed her hand on my chest. In the long term, I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep this a secret from her—she was a telepath and my Imprinted lover. But I really didn’t want to talk about this right now. A part of me was still convinced I had imagined the whole thing. 
“Anyway, whatever she may or may not know about me personally,” I went on, “I imagine she’ll have about a billion Convectorate secrets to tell us. Details about Admiral Ferron’s operations in this sector, information on the Spider Program…”
“The Intelligence Ministry will stop at nothing to get her back,” Kaveri said gravely. “I would not be surprised if the Widow deploys a whole group of Spiders to this sector.”
“Hopefully we’ll be long gone by then,” I said. “After all that’s happened, Master Mosaad will finally have to acknowledge that sticking around to attack one shipyard isn’t worth the risk.”
Kaveri stayed silent for a long moment. “I would not be so certain.”
I frowned. “Huh?”
“The other pilots made enormous progress today, and if Spider Zero shares information on the shipyard’s defenses and vulnerabilities…” She shrugged. “Master Mosaad will be more inclined to attack now than ever.”
“But that’s crazy,” I said. “Please tell me you agree.”
Kaveri sighed and glanced out the canopy as we closed in on the Gazack.  “It depends on what we learn,” she said. “The stakes are higher than ever, Cole, especially if the Widow plans on sending more of her Spiders. We have to prevent the Vecs from getting another foothold!”
I started to argue, but mercifully the com interrupted me. 
“The hangar is prepared,” Raxyl told me. “You may dock whenever you’re ready.”
“We’re coming in now,” I said, sliding my hand out from beneath Kaveri and gripping the flight stick. “Jump to hyperspace the moment we’re on board.”
 
***
 
Wedging the Valkyrie into the Gazack’s small cargo bay proved every bit as challenging as dogfighting with a swarm of CDF drones. The fighter’s thirteen meter wingspan didn’t leave us much room to spare, and the tractor beam projectors weren’t much help—they were designed to handle relatively small crates and boxes, not five tonne vehicles. Nevertheless, I still managed to avoid breaking anything, and once the grav-restraints were locked in placed I popped open the canopy, disconnected myself from the psionic interface…
And then nearly threw up all over the cockpit. 
“Oh…shit…” I rasped, clutching at the seat. The last two times I had unplugged from Valkyrie I had felt like I had suddenly gone deaf—I had instantly lost the ability to sense anything outside my own body, and my own arms and legs had felt oddly unnatural for several minutes afterwards. All of that happened again this time, but the sensations were magnified tenfold. This felt less like going deaf than getting punched in the side of the head. 
“Just breathe,” Kaveri said, holding my arm. “You’ve never been connected this long before. It will pass.”
I squeezed her arm and tried to focus on her voice. Apparently I needed a tether back to the physical world even after I had disconnected now. My forearms were spackled with tiny beads of sweat, and I swore I could actually feel my brain leaking out of my skull…
“You’re all right,” Kaveri insisted. “I’m here. Just listen to my voice, okay?”
 I nodded and squeezed again. I have no idea how long I sat there keeled over the edge of the fighter, but eventually I started feeling like a human being again. After the nausea passed, I still waited another minute before I dared swing onto the ladder and climb down. 
“Son of a bitch,” I said, bracing myself against the hangar wall and trying to keep my balance. “What the hell was that all about?”
“The cost of power,” Raxyl replied soberly. 
The hangar door whooshed open a second later, and Shandris raced inside. I glanced up just in time for her to rush over and embrace me. 
“Thank the Seraph you made it,” she said. “For a while there I thought…are you all right?”
“Just a bit dizzy,” I told her. “Too long in the Valkyrie, apparently.”
She planted a soft, warm kiss on my lips. “Better?”
“Getting there,” I said, smiling and squeezing her against me. 
She kissed me a second time, then turned and quickly embraced Kaveri. “I still can’t believe we got away…”
“Indeed,” Raxyl said. “Evidently the lessons you learned during your ill-advised joyride proved useful after all.”
I snorted and glanced back at the Valkyrie. “These ships are so amazing I don’t even know where to begin. I just wish it weren’t so disorienting to unplug. Hopefully it gets easier with time.”
“It won’t. If anything, it will become more and more difficult.”
I turned back and frowned at him. “How do you know?”
“The other members of Seraph Squadron have told me as much,” Raxyl said. “It is not surprising given the functionality of other Dominion vessels. Even the smallest capital ship requires at least one permanently-bonded pilot, and larger battlecruisers require as many as a dozen.”
“Synesthetes,” Shandris murmured, keeping one hand around Kaveri’s waist while the other gently caressed the Valkyrie’s fuselage. “Psychics who permanently bond to a ship and can never leave…they basically transform themselves into living computers. My people have always been horrified by them.”
“Given the Kreen’s general distrust of psionic abilities, that is not surprising,” Raxyl said. 
“Wait a second,” I said, waving my hands. “You’re saying I’m going to end up permanently linked to this thing?”
“Not if we’re careful,” Kaveri said. “As long you only stay connected in short bursts, the risks are minimal.”
“That makes me feel so much better,” I muttered. “Why didn’t anyone ever tell me that flying this thing was a thousand times worse than stim withdrawal?”
“Master Mosaad said the addiction takes a long time to build. Even during the height of the last war, very few Wings of the Seraphs became truly dependent.”
“Because it’s safe or because they died so young it didn’t matter?”
“Your body has already proven its resilience, otherwise you never would have survived the vices of your youth,” Raxyl replied mildly. “But we have other problems to discuss. We should reconsider our plan to bring Spider Zero to the rendezvous point.”
I sighed and slowly dragged my eyes away from the Valkyrie. “What do you want us to do with her? Dump her out the airlock? In case you’ve forgotten, she’s the only reason we made it off Varsus alive.”
“Be that as it may, the risks are real,” Raxyl said. “At the very least, I suggest altering our course while I attempt to repair her cybernetics. I might be able to identify and neutralize any tracking devices.”
I shrugged. “If it will make you feel better, fine. But we need to talk to her as soon as possible. She may be the only one who can explain what’s really going on here.”
“I will do what I can, but the work is delicate. I suggest you relax and get some sleep.”
I nodded. It was technically only midafternoon, but considering how long I had been flying and fighting I felt like I had been up for a week straight. Being horizontal for a while seemed like a pretty good plan.
“Fine,” I said, waving my hand dismissively. “I’ll hop in the shower and depressurize a bit. Keep me posted on your progress.”
A few minutes later I was standing beneath the faucet, my hands braced against either wall as the steaming torrent poured over me. The water recyclers on the Gazack were surprisingly good for a ship of its size, especially given the ragtag nature of the rest of the design, and I was seriously tempted to sit here basking in the soothing heat while I regained my equilibrium. I felt more or less like myself again, thankfully, but every once in a while I swore I could hear the Valkyrie calling out to me. As someone who had spent long stretches of his teenager years pumping himself full of every drug I could get my hands on, the sensation was hauntingly familiar. 
Still, at the moment I had more important things to worry about than a little Valkyrie addiction. The answer to all my questions was lying there in the infirmary just a few meters away. So why wasn’t I nervously pacing around the corridors waiting for Raxyl to finish his work. Why did I secretly wish she hadn’t been there on the base at all? Why I would rather stumble around clueless than finally learn the truth?
I live to serve you, now and forever…my Emperor.
I grimaced as I rubbed the fog from the mirror. The face staring back at me looked different somehow. A few days ago I hadn’t known or cared about my parents, but now I couldn’t stop thinking about the hologram Raxyl had shown me. My mother, Maris Vontera, had apparently only been a few years older than I was now when she had been killed at Talasea. I didn’t remember anything about her, but I had heard her calling out to me in my visions. Maybe that was why I was so anxious—maybe the barrier holding back my memories was a blessing, not a curse.
“Sometimes, the past is better left buried,” I whispered. The saying had been popular among the Red Ring. I hadn’t understood why at the time, but it suddenly made a whole lot of sense. What if I didn’t want to know the truth? What if, at the end of the day, ignorance was a boon and not a curse?
Sighing, I closed the spigot and reached behind me for a towel. Brooding about this wasn’t going to change anything. I was going to get answers to my questions in a few hours whether I wanted them or not. All I could do in the meantime was relax and try and brace myself for the worst. 
Slinging the towel around my waist, I opened the door and stepped into the adjoining room, oddly grateful for the chance to sleep in my own bed on the Gazack for the first time in over a month. But apparently it was already occupied. 
“Be’lasa,” Shandris whimpered, her eyes closed and her hands fastened behind her head with cuffs of telekinetic force. She was stark naked, as was the blue Velothi lying on top of her. Kaveri’s lips and tongue were busy suckling the Kreen’s red breasts while her tail simultaneously plunged in and out of the other woman’s scalding quim. 
“Wow,” I whispered, my cock rising to attention at roughly the same rate my anxiety melted away. “I guess sleep is overrated anyway…” 
Shandris screamed so loudly I would have been concerned if not for the soundproofing in the bulkheads, and I grinned as her entire body convulsed over and over again in climax. She practically dissolved into goo when she finally came down, and Kaveri grinned as she withdrew her tail from the other woman’s quim and began slowly cleaning the tip with her tongue. 
“Fuck…” I breathed, dropping my towel and clutching my throbbing shaft. If we ever ended up desperate and destitute for some reason, the girls were definitely going to have to take this show of theirs on the road. I bet we’d be able to buy a ship twice the size of the Gazack in a week…
“We tried waiting for you, but Shandris grew impatient,” Kaveri said, smiling seductively as she slid off the edge of the bed. She crawled towards me on her knees, her eyes never leaving mine. “I hope you’re not mad.”
“Only a little,” I whispered as I offered her my swollen member. I had no idea what she was planning. Suckling the tip, lathering the shaft, stroking me with her tendrils…with a Succubus, anything was possible. I was pleased—and pleasantly surprised—when she chose a fourth option:  she placed my hands on her horns, opened her mouth wide, and took my entire length down past her tonsils in a single effortless gulp. 
“Fuck…” I rasped, my eyes rolling back into my head. I had long since assumed that Succubi were engineered without a gag reflex, given the things I’d done to her throat since we’d met, and today just piled on more evidence to support my theory. I gripped her horns and pounded her face like a cunt, and she didn’t complain in the slightest. On the contrary, I could feel how wet every thrust was making her, and I honestly wondered if she might finish before I did. But before we had a chance to find out, Shandris finally returned to her senses and joined Kaveri on the floor. 
“I can’t imagine a better time to try out the new technique I’ve been working on,” she said. “Assuming she’s willing to share.”
Kaveri grinned when she finally popped up for air. “Just getting him ready for you,” she panted.
“Uh huh,” Shandris murmured, taking my cock in her hand and running her scalding tongue down the length of the glistening shaft. Her cat-like amber eyes glinted deviously when she kissed the tip. “What do you think? You want to help me with my medical research?”
I nodded and ran my fingers through her long blue hair. “As long as it is in the name of science.”
“Definitely.”
She opened her lips and swallowed the tip. The heat almost knocked me over; I braced one hand against the wall just in case my knees gave out. She had a lot more trouble taking my full length than Kaveri, but the Velothi was eager to help out—one of her hands pushed Shandris’s head forward while the other massaged her throat. Pretty soon my entire cock felt like it was on fire, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before she earned her reward… 
But apparently she had other plans. 
Just before I burst, Shandris abruptly leaned back on her haunches and caught her breath. Kaveri started suckling at her tits again, and I was tempted to stroke myself to climax all over their taught, nubile bodies right then and there. Watching them clean each other off would almost certainly get me hard again in no time.
“Time for the first trial,” Shandris said, kissing Kaveri’s forehead. “You ready?”
Kaveri continued licking the other woman’s nipples for another few seconds, and the Velothi’s tail had already begun massaging Shandris’s clit again as well. I really thought she was going to force me to watch round two, but she eventually pulled away, winked at me, and laid down flat on the bed. 
“Ready,” she said, squeezing her breasts together. 
Giggling, Shandris stood and pivoted behind me, then gently pushed me towards the bed. She helped me straddle Kaveri’s waist and wedge my throbbing cock between her heaving blue tits.
“For this experiment to work, I need to see exactly how much you spill,” Shandris cooed into my ear from behind. The warmth of her breasts pressing against my back was almost enough to make me explode. “Don’t aim for her mouth—I want you to cover her face.”
“Come on, Cole,” Kaveri begged, her tendrils writhing in anticipation. “I’m so hungry…”
I began thrusting, slowly at first but more frantic with each passing second. I wouldn’t have been able to last long like this under the best of circumstances, let alone after they had primed me so vigorously. I bit down on my lip and groaned in anticipation. 
“Don’t hold back,” Shandris egged me on. “Give her everything you have.”
“Shit,” I rasped. “Here it comes!”
I exploded. The first jet was so powerful even Kaveri flinched when it splattered across her nose and forehead, and the second, third, and fourth spurts barely lost any strength. By the time my cock finally fell silent, her mouth, chin, and neck were completely covered in thick, pearly beads. Her face lit up in joy as her tongue and tendrils set to work gathering as much of her reward as they could. 
“Leave it,” Shandris scolded. “I need to be able to judge volume, remember?”
“Sorry,” Kaveri said, flashing us an apologetic grin. Her eyes glinted deviously; I could tell how much she enjoyed being bossed around by another woman. “It won’t happen again.”
“Good girl,” Shandris said as her right hand returned to my wilting shaft. “And you were a very good boy. But you’re not done yet…”
Her left hand clawed at my chest while her right began stroking me in earnest. Looking down at Kaveri’s eager, seed-splattered face helped me swell in no time, but I knew I hadn’t truly reloaded just yet. 
“I’m happy to share,” I breathed, “but you need to be patient.”
“No, I don’t,” Shandris whispered into my ear. “That’s the whole point.”
She shifted her grip from the shaft down to my testicles, and I reflexively gasped when she squeezed. It didn’t hurt—yet—but I belatedly wondered if Kreen males weren’t as sensitive as humans. Maybe she didn’t realize how badly she could hurt me…
“Do you trust me?” Shandris asked. 
I swallowed. “Yes.”
“Then relax and let your doctor work.”
She kissed my ear and giggled. Her fingers squeezed a bit harder, but just before I panicked and pulled away I felt the familiar sensation of her tapping into her psionic powers and linking her nervous system with mine. As our breathing synchronized, a warm, soothing sensation washed over my entire body…and somehow it swept my post-coital fatigue along with it. 
“What?” I murmured as my cock returned to its full length. “How…?”
“This is why it’s important to trust your doctor,” Shandris said, snickering. “She always knows what’s best for you.”
She shifted her grip from my balls back to my cock and began stroking it again. I couldn’t believe how sensitive I still was. I legitimately felt like I hadn’t spilled at all despite the ample evidence plastered all over Kaveri. Her Succubus charms had always been able to revive me pretty quickly, but this…this seemed downright impossible. 
“I think he’s ready,” Shandris said, nibbling gently at my earlobe. “You missed a few spots. Time to finish the job…”
She began pumping me even harder, and she aimed my cock right back at Kaveri’s face. The Velothi grinned and opened her mouth, the tips of her tendrils twitching in gleeful anticipation. Beneath me, I felt her tail rhythmically massaging her own quim. She would probably climax the moment I did…
“We’ll get better results for your test if I share,” I said between clenched teeth. 
“I’m the scientist here,” Shandris scolded, digging the fingernails of her free hand into my chest. “That means I’m in charge. Now be a good boy and do exactly as I say.”
I grinned at the implicit challenge in her voice. I should have known how much she enjoyed role-reversal after her teasing game in the infirmary a few days ago. I liked it too, of course—few things were sexier than a confident woman willing to take control.
One of them just happened to be forcing that same confident woman to swallow her pride and get on her knees. 
Just before I exploded, I closed my eyes and concentrated on my psionic abilities. The universe slowed to a crawl around me, and I effortlessly broke out of Shandris’s grip. Pivoting around her, I grabbed her wrists and pinned them behind her back. She gasped in shock when time returned to normal, but before she realized what was happening I pushed her face-first onto the bed and slapped her ass hard enough to leave a white mark on her red skin. 
“I’m afraid I must insist,” I said, nudging the tip of my cock into her smoldering Kreen cunt.
“What are you—erf!” she yelped when I slammed all the way inside her. I knew my cock couldn’t endure her molten embrace for more than a few seconds, but her healing powers had kept me sensitive enough that I wouldn’t last long anyway. I mercilessly slammed in and out of her, marveling at how wet she was, and I felt her body shudder with an unexpected climax. Apparently she liked a double role reversal even better…
“Give it to her!” Kaveri said, her blue eyes glinting devilishly as she swiveled behind me. A euphoric current jolted through me when her tits pressed up against my back, and I almost ruined Shandris’s experiment by exploding inside her. 
“Open your mouth!” I ordered. “Now!”
Pulling out, I frantically grabbed Shandris’s shoulder and flipped her over. She parted her lips just like I’d asked, and I immediately clutched the back of her skull and rammed my cock down her scaling throat.  
“Oh…fuck!” I cried out. I flooded her mouth with volley after volley of seed, and somehow she took it all without flinching a single time. I held her close against me for several seconds after I had finished, my hands stroking her long blue hair. She panted for breath when I finally pulled away, her mouth open wide to show us the first test result.   
“I’d say the experiment qualifies as a success,” I breathed. “What do you think, nurse?”
“I’ll take a sample,” Kaveri said, reaching out with her tail. She dunked the tip in Shandris’s mouth then promptly returned it to her own for a taste. 
“Well?” I asked, gently pushing Shandris’s chin closed and giving her permission to swallow.
“The results are definitely encouraging,” Kaveri said. “But we should still conduct a few more trials just to be sure.”
“Good point,” I said, smiling and gently brushing Shandris’s cheek. “What do you think, Doctor?”
She licked the last few strands of seed from her lips. “A good scientist can never collect enough data.”
 
 



Interlude
 
Deep Space
Lesicor Sector, Far Rim
1082.8
 
“You will not be able to hide the truth about his father forever.”
Maris Vontera sighed as she peered into her son’s tiny cabin. A single strand of blue light filtered in through the cracked doorway and cast a long shadow along the wall behind his head.  
“You don’t think I know that?” she asked. 
“What I think is that you have gone out of your way to ignore my warnings,” Spectre said. “We cannot afford to delay any longer. We must make plans before—”
“His father knows that the truth will destroy him. Keeping this secret is in his best interests, too. There’s a reason we have more currency than we can spend right now.”
“His father is not the one I am most worried about. There are others who know the truth as well.”
“Only people I trust. Only people we trust.”
Spectre shook his head. “Our friends do not need to betray us directly. They are surrounded by telepaths and psychics. Sooner or later, the truth will come out…and when that day comes, we must be prepared to deal with the consequences.”
Maris sighed and ran a hand back through her long black hair—too long, really. This uncontrollable mane was yet another sign of how much her life had changed in the past few years. She never would have considered this hair style or this outfit before. It was all so...casual. So civilian. So weak. 
At nineteen, she had spent almost a month on the Krosian Front sleeping in the cockpit of her Valkyrie and subsisting entirely on ration packs. At twenty, she had been stranded for two weeks in the frozen tundra of Vega Abagon waiting for reinforcements from the Fourth Fleet. She had fought a hundred battles across a hundred systems, and she’d never had time to be anything other than a warrior. 
Then she had stupidly, carelessly fallen in love with the man who had ruined her life. 
“What do you honestly expect me to do?” Maris murmured. “We’re ten thousand light-years from Keledon, and the Intelligence Directorate has far better things to do than chase down a couple of rogue Wings of the Seraph hiding out on the Far Rim.”
“Their priorities will change when they learn the truth,” the man replied. “And Cole’s father is almost certainly being pressured about why his former bodyguards stole his ship and disappeared.”
“He won’t tell them anything. And no one will dare use their telepathy on him.”
“Perhaps, perhaps not,” Spectre said. “Either way, Maris, we need a plan—a real plan.”
She closed her eyes and balled her hand into a fist. A part of her actually wanted them to come after her—bounty hunters, mercenaries, Intelligence Directorate operatives…at least if they were standing here in front of her she would have something to fight. Her Valkyrie was twenty meters away in the cargo hold; she could be prepped and ready to fly in a heartbeat. 
Why was war so simple and this so hard?
“Maybe you’re right,” she told him. “And I know you wouldn’t bring this up if you didn’t already have some ideas of your own.”
“A few,” Spectre said. “We still have contacts in the Core. The bulk of our former squadron is still deployed with the Fourth Fleet on Talasea.”
“Reaching out to them would be dangerous.”
“Yes, but it will become even more dangerous the longer we wait. As you said, the Intelligence Directorate has higher priorities than tracking down a pair of wayward pilots. We should exploit their confusion and forge alliances while we still can.”
“And then?”
“Then we try and make a deal,” Spectre said, peering through the door at Cole. “And we secure the future of the Dominion before it is too late.”
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Two
 
Deep Space
Varsellian Sector, Far Rim
1101.6
 
By the time the girls were finally done with me, I was so wet and sticky I wondered why I had bothered taking a shower in the first place. We collapsed atop each other in a heap, and even if Shandris had offered to resurrect my cock again I probably would have refused…at least for now. I had just unloaded a month’s worth of buildup in the span of a few hours, after all. Psionic wizardry aside, I still had my limits. 
Though I really, really, really look forward to pushing them again in the very near future. 
I woke up a few hours later amidst a pile of blue and red appendages. Kaveri was sleeping peacefully with her leg slung over my waist; Shandris was lying face down on the bottom of the bed, her blue hair spilled all over the sheets. If not for the soft sounds of their breathing, I might have assumed they were dead. This reminded me of my last few trips to Briton Chalo in so many ways…
Smiling, I wriggled out from beneath them as surreptitiously as I could and stumbled back into the shower. I wasn’t surprised in the least when the two of them joined me a few minutes later, and I soon learned that there was just enough room in the narrow stall to fuck a Velothi woman in the ass while a Kreen woman washed me from behind. This seemed like incredibly useful information, and I promptly filed it away for later use. 
Once we were finally clean and mostly dressed, the girls hopped on the bed and put on some music while I opened the viewport and stared out into the bluish smear of hyperspace. I was tempted to go check in with Raxyl, but I knew he would com us if anything important happened. Repair work on cybernetic implants was notoriously tedious, even for a technician with his experience. 
Still, just thinking about our guest resurrected the anxiety I thought I had buried, and I started to wonder whether or not I should tell the girls what Spider Zero had said. It didn’t seem like there was much point in hiding the truth from them; if everything went as planned they would hear it for themselves soon enough. But I really had no interest in talking about it, so instead I flopped down between them and let Shandris give me a nice, slow Kreen massage while I tried to take another nap. 
I had only just managed to fall asleep again when the wall com beeped. 
“Cole,” Raxyl said, his voice oddly strained. “I have completed my repairs. The damage was more extensive than I thought.”
“Is our guest all right?” I asked, rolling onto my back. 
“As far as I can tell, she is completely healthy.”
I frowned. “Then the damage couldn’t have been that bad. Or are you just trying to play up your skills like usual?”
“On the contrary, my skills were virtually useless. By the time I retrieved my tools, her cybernetic implants had already begun repairing themselves.”
I shared a wary glance with the girls. “How is that possible? Even the Vecs don’t have self-repairing tech.”
“That we know of,” Raxyl replied gravely. “But I believe I have an alternative explanation: Spider Zero’s psionic powers are slowly restoring her cybernetic systems.”
My brow creased so hard it actually hurt. “Huh?”
“My theory is that this woman possesses abilities similar to those of Doctor Krall,” Raxyl said. “Rather than manipulating organic matter, however, Spider Zero can manipulate inorganic matter—including complex circuitry.”
“Is that even possible?”
“I was not previously aware of such abilities, but that does not negate the possibility of their existence.”
Kaveri leaned up, her tendrils twitching in thought. “Master Mosaad once told me that some Seraphim machinists are capable of interfacing with electronics as easily as other sentient minds.”
“Like how she turned all those combat mechs against the Baalir on the landing platform,” Shandris reasoned. 
“Or how she repaired that ‘damaged’ Spider transport Kaveri and I boarded,” I said, nodding. I also recalled her using a similar technique in one of my visions, but I didn’t bother vocalizing that particular detail. 
“Clever girl,” Shandris said. “I wonder if she had these abilities before the Spiders claimed her.”
“I do not know, but they make her even more dangerous,” Raxyl warned. “I will take this opportunity to remind you that we need to exercise considerable caution here. We still do not know her true intentions, and the Widow’s operatives are notoriously duplicitous.”
“Regardless, we need to talk to her,” I said, frowning. I still had a hard time believing how spooked this woman had him. He had been acting strangely ever since his hibernation cycle had ended, and I still wasn’t sure why. 
“Then I suggest the three of you come to the infirmary immediately,” Raxyl said. “Doctor Krall should be able to wake her at any time.”
I swallowed heavily and nodded. “We’re on our way.”
The three of us got dressed as quickly as possible—which for the girls meant tossing on the same outfits they had left on my floor earlier, given that they had lost everything else back at the base—and we met Raxyl inside the Gazack’s cramped infirmary. Spider Zero looked exactly the same as she had before; since most of her injuries had been internal, she was still wearing the same blue-gold Dominion military uniform and skirt. I still found incredibly surreal to look upon someone I had seen so many times in visions and dreams, and it wasn’t just her familiar face. I could vividly remember the way it had felt when her legs had wrapped around my waist and pulled me inside her…
“I’ll hang back for a minute while you wake her,” I said, retreating to the doorway. 
Raxyl’s scales turned a curious blue. “Why?”
“Because I’m the one she’s obsessed with. I’m curious how she’ll react at seeing all of you first.”
“What are you testing, precisely?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Just humor me, would you?”
His scales turned pink in the Kali equivalent of a shrug. “As you wish.”
Nodding at each of the girls in turn, I slipped back into the corridor and activated the security camera. The projection quality wasn’t amazing, but at least I could still watch and hear everything.  
“I’m ready,” I said into the com.
“Very well,” Raxyl replied. “Doctor Krall?” 
“Here goes nothing,” Shandris whispered, placing her hands on the other woman’s temples. It didn’t take long before Spider Zero’s purple-shadowed eyelids began fluttering, and a few seconds after that she abruptly sucked in a deep breath and regained consciousness. 
“Do not be alarmed,” Raxyl said, his scales rippling a soothing grey. “We have no desire to harm you.”
Spider Zero didn’t sit up or scream or panic in any way. Her green eyes flicked about the infirmary with the calm, methodical precision that was more befitting of a new semi-sentient AI than a human being. 
“Where is he?” she asked. “Where is Cole Vontera?”
“Nearby,” Shandris said, placing a soothing hand on the other woman’s arm. “We just wanted to make sure you were all right first.”
Spider Zero fixated upon the Kreen. “Krall, Shandris. Kreen female, twenty-four years in age. You possess nascent psychometabolic and psychoregenerative capabilities. I calculate a ninety-seven point two percent probability that you are the reason my injuries are healed.”
“Uh…yeah,” Shandris murmured. 
“Your efforts are appreciated.” Spider Zero’s eyes flicked over to the woman on her left. “Saalu, Kaveri. Augmented Velothi female, nineteen years in age. You possess powerful telekinetic and telepathic capabilities, and you have been trained as a Blade of the Seraph by Wynn Mosaad.”
Kaveri frowned. “Apparently the Convectorate knows more about us than we thought.”
“Only a fraction of this information is currently possessed by the Intelligence Ministry,” Spider Zero corrected. “The Widow has compiled a significantly more comprehensive database.”
“Curious,” Raxyl said, his scales rippling an inquisitive blue. “It was my understanding that the Spider Program was under the prevue of the Minister of Intelligence.”
“It is.” Spider Zero’s eyes fixated upon him. “Strange. Neither database possesses any information on your identity.” 
“I am Raxyl,” he told her. “And you are Spider Zero, also known as Selorah Trell.”
She nodded slowly. “That was my birth designation, yes. It has not been my name for a long time.”
“That doesn’t mean it can’t be again,” Kaveri said. “You are free of the Widow now.”
“No, I am not,” Selorah said. “And neither are any of you.”
The girls shared a wary glance. “What do you mean?” Shandris asked. 
“The Widow will not stop pursuing you just because one of her operatives has been neutralized. If anything, my disappearance will only cause her to deploy more Spiders in this sector.” Selorah paused, and a shadow fell across her features. “It is conceivable that my efforts to aid you will only accelerate your destruction. But I could not allow Admiral Ferron to get his hands on the Seraphim’s last hope for redemption.”
“You mean Master Mosaad?” Kaveri said. 
“No,” I said, stepping away from the console and back into the doorway. “She means me.”
Selorah tried to lean up but was pinned in place by her restraints. “Yes,” she said. “Without you, the Seraphim will perish.”
Kaveri and Shandris turned to look at me, the same baffled look on their faces. Strangely enough, Raxyl’s scales didn’t change in the slightest—he must have been trying to control his body language in the presence of our guest. 
“You’ve told me that a few times now,” I said, creeping inside the room and trying to brace myself for the worst. “Now is your chance to explain why.”
Selorah’s familiar green eyes locked upon me. “Because you are the Emperor’s firstborn son.”
The curtain of silence was so loud it was if we stepped out into the vacuum beyond the bulkheads. I swore that even the consoles stopped beeping for a few seconds.
“What?” I asked in a brittle whisper.
“You are the firstborn son of Emperor Falric Tisarys, the last true Dominion sovereign,” Selorah said. “And one day soon, you will sit upon the Crystal Throne and lead our people in the coming war against the Convectorate.”
It didn’t seem possible, but somehow the silence grew even more oppressive. Shandris’s skin went so pale she practically turned pink, and as for Kaveri…her luminous eyes were fluttering back and forth like she had just had some kind of epiphany. 
“That’s one hell of an assertion,” I said, trying desperately to remain calm. “The only problem is that it doesn’t make any sense.”
“Only because you lack the relevant facts,” Selorah countered. “You are the product of a union between then Crown Prince Falric Tisarys and a cargo pilot named Maris Vontera.”
I winced at the sound of my mother’s name. “If that’s true, why don’t I remember it? Why haven’t I ever heard it before?”
“You were very young—your inability to remember key details is not a probabilistic anomaly. As for the reason you have never heard this before…that is considerably more complicated.” 
“Uh huh,” I muttered, trying and failing to maintain as much emotional distance from this as I could. “Why don’t you try and give us the simple version first?”
“As you wish, my lord,” Selorah said. “I am—”
“Let me stop you right there,” I interrupted. “I am not anyone’s ‘lord,’ least of all yours.”
She cocked an eyebrow at me. “Would you prefer a different title?”
“No title is fine, thanks. I’m just Cole.”
“Very well, my…Cole,” Selorah stuttered. “I am not aware of your full family history, but I do know that you were conceived out of wedlock roughly four years before the signing of the Keledon Accords and the Battle of Talasea. By the time of your birth, Prince Falric had been married for just over a year, and his wife had not yet borne him a child.”
I forced myself to swallow the bile rising in my throat, but no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t stop my hands from trembling. “So what, you’re saying he got some random pilot pregnant?”
“Maris Vontera was not a ‘random’ pilot by any conventional definition of the term,” Selorah said. “From what I understand, she was hired by the royal family to smuggle their son around the Dominion so he could see the worlds he would one day rule.”
“They stuffed the crown prince in cargo freighter?” Shandris asked incredulously. “Why not send him in a military vessel?”
“Such a vessel would draw considerable attention from the Convectorate,” Raxyl said, his voice even flatter than normal. 
“Yes, precisely,” Selorah confirmed. 
I pursed my lips. “But if this timeline of yours is right, Maris Vontera would have been in her early twenties. You’re telling me that the royal family trusted someone that young to ferry around their heir to the Crystal Throne?”
“Yes, and the decision is…perplexing,” Selorah said. “Nevertheless, Falric and your mother traveled far and wide across the Dominion together, and eventually she became pregnant with you.”
Shandris glanced back at me and smiled tightly. “It’s kind of romantic, isn’t it?”
“It’s preposterous,” I muttered. “None of this makes any sense.”
Selorah eyed me for a long moment. “It is difficult to overstate the turmoil caused by your birth. The war was in its waning years, and the Dominion military was on the brink of collapse. Prince Falric’s marriage was part of a political alliance designed to breathe new life into the Seraphim Council, and an illegitimate child would have likely destroyed that fragile peace.”
I tried to swallow again, but this time the bile refused to budge. “So, what, you’re claiming he magically hid me away or something?”
“There was no magic involved,” Selorah replied matter-of-factly. “From what I understand, Prince Falric understood the consequences quite well. He attempted to buy your mother’s silence with various gifts, but she became convinced that he or someone close to him would attempt to harm you or perhaps even kill you. For a time she ran, but eventually a woman named Anara Trell offered her another solution.”
“Your mother,” I rasped, mentally cycling through everything I had seen in my dreams/visions/hallucinations over the past few days. “A noblewoman whose family had just been cast out of the Seraphim Council and was looking for a way back in.”
“Yes,” Selorah said, frowning. “How do you know this?”
“Just a hunch,” I muttered. “The two of them cooked up an arrangement to have their kids marry each other. They would lie low as best they could, and then later, once the war was over and Falric was in power, they would be able to challenge his claim to the throne, either directly through me or through the children I had with her daughter.”
Selorah nodded, though her brow was still creased in confusion. “Yes.”
“Everything is exactly like you foresaw in your visions,” Kaveri whispered. “You really were seeing an alternate future…”
I started to argue but couldn’t muster the strength. The truth was staring me right in the face, and even I wasn’t stubborn enough to look past it. My mind was racing for alternative explanations, but each one was crazier than the last. 
You know the truth. You just don’t want to accept it. 
“Our parents brought us together on a planet called Talasea,” Selorah said after a moment. “The Emperor had only recently been assassinated, and Prince Falric had just taken the throne. The Dominion was in chaos, and my mother intended to form a political alliance with Wynn Mosaad to stand with the Blades of the Seraph against the proposed armistice. But before they could act, Falric signed the Keledon Accords and ended the war.”
“And then Admiral Ferron attacked and wiped out nearly all the surviving Blades in a single stroke,” I said. “Along with thousands of other people, including our parents.”
“And me,” Selorah whispered. “I should have died on that planet. There are moments when I can still feel the phantom pain of the shrapnel piercing my chest.”
“Because you dove on top of me.”
She nodded. “I had to protect you, Cole. I had to protect my sovereign.”
I closed my eyes and braced myself against the wall as the last vestiges of the telepathic barrier inside my head finally crumbled. A tide of old memories flooded over me so quickly I thought I would drown. I could feel the bombs falling. I could see Selorah lying in front of me. I could hear my mother calling out to me…
“Seraph’s mercy,” I breathed.
Kaveri reached out to help steady me, but I could barely even feel the warmth of her skin. The images kept bombarding me: people, places, ships, emotions—they were the blurred, indistinct memories of a child who hadn’t understood the world around him. But I knew in my bones that they were real.  
And they told the story of my life, whether I wanted to accept it or not. 
“I understand that this must be difficult for you to process so much new information,” Selorah whispered. “But you are the last surviving heir to the Tisarys Dynasty, Cole. You are the legitimate heir to the Crystal Throne—and your return will change everything.”
My reverie shattered, and I scowled and spun back to face her. “Return? You honestly expect me to pack up and head into Dominion space?”
“You must,” she said as if it were obvious. “You are the only one capable of deposing the Emperor-Regent and restoring the Seraphim to power.”
I snorted. “Maybe you haven’t noticed, but I’m a pilot, not a politician. And I have my own problems to worry about right now.”
Selorah’s green eyes narrowed—not in anger, but in bewilderment. “You believe that aiding the Last Blade is more important than restoring the Seraphim?”
“What I believe is that I don’t give a damn about the Dominion or the Seraphim or a bunch of people I’ve never met,” I countered. “I care about survival, and right now that means sticking with my friends and doing whatever it takes to avoid your boss. That’s it.”
She studied me for a long moment before she turned to Kaveri. “You are the student of Wynn Mosaad. You surely have a vested interest in restoring the Blades of the Seraph.”
Kaveri swallowed and glanced over at me. “I do.”
“Then you must recognize the importance of Cole’s heritage,” Selorah said. “You must realize that anything you could potentially accomplish in this sector pales in comparison to the return of the rightful Dominion Emperor.”
“I, um…” Kaveri stuttered. Her eyes flicked over to me. “I am not sure what to think.”
“The calculations are not difficult. Without the return of a unifying figure, there is a ninety-six point three percent probability that the Dominion will continue to fracture. Eventually even the Core Worlds will be such disarray that a Convectorate fleet could—”
“This is insane,” I said, glaring at her. “I don’t care who you think my father was. I am no one’s emperor, and I am not going to Keledon or Eladrell or any other Dominion world. Period.”
Selorah’s blonde eyebrows twitched. “Then the Seraphim will die, and the Tarreen’s rule over this galaxy will soon be absolute.”
“Maybe,” I muttered. “But that’s not really my problem, is it?” 
I clenched my jaw and turned away. More than anything, I wanted to be somewhere else—anywhere else. I felt like I was suffocating in here. Every breath came harder than the last, and my stomach was so twisted into knots I honestly thought I might wretch. But this time, it wasn’t backlash from linking with the Valkyrie.
It was backlash from hearing the truth. 
“Why did you suddenly decide to help us?” Raxyl interjected. He had been so quiet I had almost forgotten he was there. The fact that his scales were still a flat, expressionless brown was genuinely disturbing; in all my years of knowing him, I couldn’t remember him ever holding his natural color this long. 
“Up until I saw Cole upon the transport, I had assumed he was dead,” Selorah said after a moment. “His presence introduced a great deal of…uncertainty into my primary directive.”
“Why?” Shandris asked. “He has psionic abilities. Isn’t the whole purpose of the Spiders to hunt down people like him? People like us?”
“Locating and neutralizing psionic adepts was my secondary function. My primary directive is—was—to minimize the loss of life and avoid a potential conflagration of hostilities between the Convectorate and the Dominion.”
Shandris snorted and crossed her arms. “You’re saying the Spiders are some kind of peacekeepers? That’s a load of drek.”
Selorah shrugged. “It is a simple matter of mathematics and probability. Regardless of the final outcome, a conflagration would cost billions or even trillions of lives. Maintaining the peace is a logical decision.”
“Even if that means supporting the Convectorate?” Kaveri asked. 
“As I said, it is a simple matter of mathematics. But Cole’s presence introduced a new, previously-unaccounted-for variable into the equation. I had to change many of my fundamental assumptions, and the resulting conclusions became…muddled.”
“You therefore concluded that the utilitarian option was to aid him however you could,” Raxyl said. “An interesting—though likely flawed—analysis.”
Selorah leaned back and pursed her lips. “I calculate an eighty-three point nine percent probability that my emotional stability has been compromised. I am no longer certain what drives the majority of my actions.”
“Then you are still human after all,” Raxyl replied, his scales finally shifting from mottled brown to a smug shade of black. “I don’t know whether to pity you or congratulate you.”
“Human or not, her cybernetics are decades beyond any tech I’ve ever seen,” Shandris said, her eyes flicking up to the status monitor. “They’re not even visible.”
“Spiders must be able to blend in to a local populace,” Selorah explained. “Unmodified humans are not considered threatening on most Convectorate or unaligned worlds.”
“Because we’re basically chattel,” I grumbled. 
Shandris glanced back at me. “That’s one thing I don’t understand. The Tarreen hate psychics even more than my people do. They really don’t mind that the Widow is building her own personal army of trained psychic assassins?”
“There has always been considerable opposition to the Spider Program throughout the Conclave of Ministers,” Selorah said. “To date, however, the Hierarchy has been adamant about protecting it. They believe we are the only means containing a galaxy-wide infestation.”
“And yet they have not fitted with you a more reliable leash,” Raxyl said. “While repairing your cybernetics, I did not detect any control mechanisms or tracking devices.”
“That is because I disabled them.”
The Kali’s scales rippled a surprised blue. “What use are such controls if they can be bypassed so easily?”
“They cannot. The neural implants allow the Widow or anyone with the proper codes to cripple or even terminate a disobedient Spider should the situation arise. However, my unique powers allow me to circumvent those protections.”
“Then why haven’t any of the other Spiders done this?”
“As far as I am aware, I am the only one who possesses abilities of this magnitude.” 
“How convenient for you,” Raxyl murmured. 
“And you,” Selorah said pointedly. “The Widow will expend great effort attempting to find me, and if she or anyone else within the Intelligence Ministry learns the truth about Cole’s heritage…”
“They’ll dispatch a whole armada to this sector,” Kaveri said. 
“Well, the good news is that they have no way of finding out, right?” Shandris asked. “I assume Ferron doesn’t know.”
“He does not,” Selorah confirmed. “For the moment, your secret is safe. That is why I believe this is the perfect time to leave this sector and return to—”
“I already said that’s not going to happen,” I growled. “Not now, not ever.”
Kaveri touched my arm. “Cole, we should consider—”
“No,” I said, glancing over at Raxyl. “How long until we reach the rendezvous point?”
“Once I adjust our course, approximately thirty-six hours,” the Kali said. 
I nodded and pulled away from Kaveri. My head had started pounding again, and I was still finding it hard to breathe. The pressure of a thousand old memories was crushing against me, and I had no idea how to stop it. All I knew for certain was that I couldn’t stay in here any longer. 
“Get us moving in the right direction,” I rasped. “I…need some air.”
 
***
 
Mercifully, everyone on the ship—even Kaveri—had enough good sense to leave me alone a little while. I practically sprinted to the cargo bay, and a part of me was seriously tempted to hop in the Valkyrie and fly around just to clear my head. I probably would have done just that if I hadn’t puked the last time I’d disconnected. 
Pointless joyrides were an old, reliable brooding technique out here on the Rim. I couldn’t count the number of times I had flown around aimlessly in one of the Red Ring shuttles when I had been annoyed about a job or a girl or something else. I hadn’t even feared the wrath of the overseers for wasting fuel—they had all been so scared of losing Raxyl that they had never laid a hand on me. 
But regardless of how I had chosen to fret, in the end I had always come to the same inexorable conclusion: the universe wasn’t fair, and I just had to learn to live with it. Reality didn’t bend to the whims of any man, least of all me, and today was no different. 
Besides, if I allowed myself to be objective for a moment, I had absolutely nothing to be upset about. I was the son of the stars-damned emperor! Billions of people across the galaxy would literally kill to be in my position. So why wasn’t I celebrating? Why didn’t I want to head straight to Keledon and order the Seraphim Council to kneel at my feet?
“Because that’s not who you are. And it’s not the type of man you want to be.”
I whipped my head around and frowned at Raxyl when I saw him slither into the hangar behind me. “What, are you mind-reader now too?”
His scales rippled a thoughtful black. “I am your friend and partner, and I know you better than anyone. You are attempting to reconcile what you have learned with your own personal identity.”
I grunted. “Of all the obnoxiously smug characters you like to play, Psychoanalyst Raxyl is definitely the worst.”
“Humans have difficulty processing information that contradicts their sense of self,” he went on, ignoring me. “You have always defined yourself as an outsider—an outcast—and the idea that you could be intimately connected to something like the Dominion will be difficult for you to accept.”
“The only thing that’s difficult for me to accept is why we’re still friends,” I grumbled, pivoting back to the Valkyrie. “Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to sit here and brood for a while.”
Raxyl remained silent for a few moments, though I could feel his yellow eyes upon me. “Despite what the Spider said, you should not feel compelled to return to Dominion space.”
“I’m glad I have your permission to keep living my own life.”
“What I mean, Cole, is that even if you were determined to claim the Crystal Throne, it would not be as easy as arriving upon Keledon and strutting into the Assembly.”
“Well, I assumed I would have to call first,” I muttered. “I’m not actually an idiot, and I doubt Selorah meant what she said literally.”
“I am not convinced she is capable of communicating any other way,” Raxyl replied dryly. “Whatever her true intentions, she obviously has a keen mind.”
“She talks like you do, but that’s because she suffered massive brain trauma. What’s your excuse?”
His scales shifted from black to a dull orange. He wasn’t getting annoyed—he was getting anxious. “Bloodline is not the only path to power within the modern Dominion,” he told me. “The death of the last Tisarys emperor shattered century-old norms and traditions. The results of a DNA test will not be sufficient to compel the Emperor-Regent and his supporters to stand aside. And to believe that other factions would not attempt to leverage your presence would be a naïve and potentially fatal mistake.”
I frowned again. “Where are you going with this? Do you honestly think I want to turn around and set a course straight to Keledon?”
“Thankfully no,” Raxyl said. “I merely wish to convey that the situation is more complicated than this woman believes, and I want to inure you against her potential charms.”
I snorted. “Charms? Selorah is basically a walking computer.”
“She is a young human female who at one point was arranged to be your wife,” he countered. “And your ability to make sound judgments in the presence of attractive females is dubious, to say the least.”
“You got me there,” I conceded. 
Raxyl wandered close to the Valkyrie and placed his long, spindly fingers upon the fuselage. “Now that you have spoken with this woman, have any more of your memories returned?”
“Sort of,” I said. “I can remember flashes of people and places: my mother, Selorah, Talasea…but it’s all pretty indistinct. I’m not sure if there’s anything else left. I was just too young.”
“I suspected as much. Human memory capacity is fragile under the best of circumstances.”
“That’s not always a curse,” I told him. “Sometimes it’s nice to be able to forget our mistakes.”
His scales rippled a thoughtful black. “You may be right.”
I sighed and paced along the fighter’s wing. “Honestly, at this point the only thing I wish I could remember is how I got to the Red Ring in the first place. Did they really dig me out of the wreckage? How in the hell did I survive long enough for salvagers to swoop in after the battle? It seems impossible. But if I got snatched on a ship or space station later, you would think I’d remember something like that.”
“Perhaps it is best to focus your attention upon the here and now,” Raxyl said. “We won’t reach the rendezvous for some time yet, but there are important decisions to be made.”
“Such as what we’re going to do about our guest?” 
“Yes.”
I shrugged. “At this point I don’t think there’s much to debate. She obviously wants to help us, and she has risked her life to do so. The only question is how the others will react when we show up with a Spider. Do you think Mosaad will be pleased or enraged?”
“Whatever his initial reaction, I’ve no doubt he will recognize the tactical value of joining forces with high-ranking Intelligence Ministry operative.” 
“One would think,” I murmured. 
Raxyl paused for a moment. “In the meantime, I remain concerned about her presence on the ship. Her ability to psionically access and manipulate computer systems makes her a significant threat.”
I cocked an eyebrow at him. “You honestly believe this is all some kind of elaborate scam to give her access to our Holosphere browsing history?”
“No,” he replied. “What I believe is that the Widow is a clever and calculating opponent capable of extreme mental conditioning. It is not inconceivable that Spider Zero possesses a dormant psychological trigger.”
I frowned. “You mean she’s working against us and doesn’t even know it?”
“That is one possibility, albeit highly unlikely,” Raxyl said. “Nevertheless, we should remain vigilant.” 
“Fine,” I said, sighing. “Why don’t we just put her up in the guest cabin?”
“What about Kaveri and Doctor Krall?”
“They’ll be fine in my room. But if you’re that concerned, you can tinker with the guest cabin and lock everything down before you move Selorah.”
“It is certainly less vulnerable to intrusion than the infirmary.”
“Plus it seems mean to keep her strapped to a bed for a day and a half.” I took a deep breath and chewed on my lip for a minute. “Once the room is ready, ask the girls to help you get Selorah situated.”
Raxyl cocked his head ever so slightly. “What about you?”
“I’ll head to the bridge and take over for a while. It’s probably better to have one of us up there keeping an eye out for Convectorate ships anyway.”
“And you wish to be alone.”
“For a while,” I said, flashing him a smile. “You know how I am.”
“All too well.” Raxyl started to leave, but then he abruptly turned and placed his fingers on my shoulder. “Many men in your position would handle these revelations poorly. You are not.”
“Yet,” I said, flashing him a wry smile.
“Yet,” he agreed. Kali didn’t really smile, but his scales did ripple an amused shade of purple as he turned and left the room. 
Once he was gone, I closed my eyes and let out a deep breath. A part of me still couldn’t believe that any of this was actually happening, but the surreal feeling was fading more quickly than I expected. No matter how hard I instinctively wanted to protest, all the pieces fit together too well. This was my reality now, and one way or another I was going to have to learn to live with it.
And I would…but not quite yet. 
Smiling wryly, I strode out of the hangar and headed straight for the bridge. The Gazack’s controls seemed downright quaint after piloting a Valkyrie, but at least I knew it wouldn’t turn my mind into- psionic slush. The flight stick was as comfortable and familiar as an old pair of boots, and after I had altered our course towards the rendezvous I sank back into the cushion and closed my eyes. 
“This is what I am,” I said, gently thumbing the controls. “And nothing is ever going to change that.”
 
 
 



Interlude
 
Praxius
Dominion Core World
1083.1
 
“They know.”
Her words echoed through the empty corridors of the ship like dirge for the damned. Despite all their precautions, despite all their carefully-laid plans, the inevitable had finally come to pass. 
“Yes, they do,” Spectre said from behind her. 
“Seraph save us,” Maris whispered. “I want to ask how, but I guess it doesn’t matter now, does it?”
“No.”
She swore under her breath and pounded her fist against the console. Her first impulse was to hop in her Valkyrie and blast out of here; the two of them could travel halfway across the galaxy before they would need to stop for maintenance. But flying around in a pair of Dominion starfighters would make them an even bigger target, especially considering the current bounty on Seraphim outside of Dominion space. The Vecs were everywhere these days, and she couldn’t fight her way out of this problem.  
“According to my sources, the Empress and her family are the only ones that know the truth at the moment,” Spectre said.
“That won’t last,” Maris replied soberly. “Sooner or later someone on the Council will figure it out too.”
“Perhaps, but the current situation is bad enough. The Empress will try to bury this swiftly to save face, and I’ve no doubt that Falric will help her. He is no longer trustworthy.”
“He hasn’t been trustworthy for a long time,” she growled. “I bet the credit stream will dry up anytime now. He knows there’s no point in trying to buy us off anymore.”
“I suspect he will leave it open in the hopes of tracing our movements,” Spectre said. “And it is only a matter of time before the Intelligence Directorate gets involved.”
Maris nodded and peered out the canopy. The snow-covered plains outside were practically glowing in the light of Praxius’s twin moons, and a part of her wanted to grab Cole and rush off into the isolation of the tundra. They might freeze to death, but at least no one would ever look for them here. 
“If they can’t find us soon, I wouldn’t be surprised if the Empress’s father pulls half their fleet from the front lines. He risked everything for this political alliance.”
“He would doom dozens of worlds in the process,” Spectre said. “The Convectorate is already on their doorstep.”
“I know. But it’s only just occurring to some of these people that the war might not turn around after all. They’ve been soaking in the brine of their delusions for so long they have no idea what’s really happening outside their space.”
Spectre stepped up behind her and placed a hand on her shoulder. “We have been planning for this, Maris.”
“Yeah, and every deal we have tried to make has fallen through,” she reminded him. “No one wants anything to do with us. They’re too scared of Falric.”
“If you want to run, now is the time.”
Maris scoffed. “Run where?”
“The Rakashi remain neutral.”
“The Rakashi are only neutral because they’ll sell us out to the highest bidder.”
“The Neyris, then,” Spectre said. “Or perhaps the Thursk.”
“None of them have to strength to keep us safe. We’d be better off taking our chances with the damn Dowd. At least they’d be honest about trying to kill us.”
“We could head into the Far Rim, perhaps even the Uncharted Expanse.”
“And what kind of life would I be giving Cole then? You really think I want to raise him on some backwater planet under a bio-dome? I’m not a farmer, and neither are you.”
“No, we are warriors,” Spectre told her. “We are capable of doing whatever is necessary in order to survive.”
Maris flashed him a tired smile. “You really would do it, wouldn’t you? You’d follow me to the ends of the galaxy.”
“I owe you nothing less.”
“You don’t owe me anything. You never have.”
She squeezed his shoulder. The Seraph obviously hadn’t forsaken her completely. In spite of everything that had happened, she knew she could still count on him. 
“There is one other option I have been hesitant to mention,” Spectre said. “But given the circumstances…”
Maris’s smile faded. “You mean Anara Trell, don’t you?”
“I know how you feel about her family in general and Lady Anara in particular, but—”
“They’re a bunch of racist, manipulative warmongers. I can’t believe you of all people would even bring them up.”
“I didn’t until just this moment. But the political reality of the moment makes her a strong potential ally. When she pledged her ships and soldiers to the Blades of the Seraph, Falric cast her out of the Council as punishment. I have no doubt that she will be seeking a means—any means—to restore her position. You will note that she has a daughter who is only a few years older than Cole…”
Maris shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re actually suggesting this.”
“I am not suggesting anything. I am merely presenting all our available options.” Spectrum paused. “Even stripped of their post on the Council, the Trell family still has the power and the resources to protect us.”
“At what price? Selling Cole’s future to the Trells?”
“A high price, to be sure, but it may be the only way to guarantee him a life in the Core. Without protection…” 
 Maris turned away and shook her head. The idea that she might have to consort with Dominion nobility for protection was bad enough; the idea that she might have to sell Cole’s future to them actually made her sick. He was a child, not a political pawn. He deserved the chance to grow up in peace without being kicked around like damn dallop ball.
“No,” she said. “I’m not handing him over to anyone, least of all the Trells.”
“So then—”
“We’ll stick with the first plan and head for Razarus Prime,” Maris told him. “From there we can catch a jump corridor to almost anywhere in the Far Rim. With luck, we’ll be long gone by Falric’s bounty hunters get anywhere near us.”
 
 
 



Chapter Three
 
Deep Space
Varsellian Sector, Far Rim
1101.6
 
I was still alone on the bridge two hours later when the door finally hissed open. Even without looking, I knew it was Kaveri—she had the light, floating footsteps of a dancer or a thief, and unlike Shandris she rarely wore heels. Besides, she had undoubtedly been chomping at the bit to come see me for a while now, but the others must have been holding her back. 
“How’s our guest?” I asked, fiddling with the instruments on the console. 
“Healthy,” Kaveri said. “We put her up in the guest cabin like you instructed.”
I nodded. “And she didn’t give you any trouble?”
“On the contrary, she seems eager to help in any way that she can.” Kaveri leaned her back against the console on my right and smiled. “I believe Raxyl intentionally left behind several security vulnerabilities as a test of her intentions.”
“That’s definitely his style. What happened?”
“Selorah immediately pointed them out and suggested we close them before releasing her from her restraints.” Kaveri snickered. “She then proceeded to discover several more he wasn’t aware of.”
I grunted. “I bet Raxyl loved that.”
“He seemed genuinely surprised…and impressed.”
“The way to a Kali’s heart is through technocratic pedantry,” I said. “I only wish I were joking…”
Kaveri eyed me in silence for a long moment. “Everything she told us seems to align with the memories and visions you described. Do you doubt anything she said?”
I swallowed and shook my head. “Not really. It all seems to fit.”
“But you aren’t happy about it.”
“I’m still not sure what to think,” I admitted. “All I know for certain is that I have no intention of packing up and heading for Keledon. Even if everything Selorah said is true, it doesn’t have to change anything.”
I closed my eyes and braced myself for her response. I expected a pleading lecture about restoring the Seraphim and rebuilding the Blades and a hundred other things I didn’t care about. But instead she quietly stepped over to me, swung her leg over mine, and eased herself down into my lap. 
“I’m glad,” Kaveri said.
I blinked. “You are?”
“Very much so,” she said. “As dangerous as it is for us here, it would be far worse in Dominion space. If word got out that Emperor Falric had a son before his death, you’d have a bounty on your head so high we couldn’t approach a civilized world.”
“Raxyl basically said the same thing.” I grunted and placed my hands on her waist. “I admit, I expected you to be giddy about the same things as Selorah.”
Kaveri flashed me a coy grin. “We’re giddy about one of the same people. If you asked, I’ve no doubt she would throw herself upon you.”
I snorted. “Yeah, well…she’s confused. And a robot.”
“And attractive,” Kaveri said. “Not to mention fertile.”
I almost fell out of the chair. “What?”
“Shandris performed a full examination. Selorah’s reproductive system is healthy and intact. She could bear you a child.”
My mouth hung open for a minute. “That’s really the first thing you thought about here?”
“Not the first thing,” Kaveri corrected. “But it is a consideration, is it not? In your visions, you said she was desperate for you to impregnate—”
“I know what I saw,” I interrupted. “But I’m back in the real world now, and things are a lot different.”
“In some ways.”
I bit down on my lip and studied her face. She could simultaneously be the most and least expressive person I had ever met. Right now she looked completely serious. 
“You’re just messing with me, aren’t you?”
A coy smile finally played at her lips. “Yes.”
I groaned, which only prompted her to giggle and kiss me. I held her close and ran my fingers along the smooth skin of her lower back. Sometimes it was actually annoying how easily she could disarm me. 
Kaveri kept smiling when she eventually pulled away. “There is something else we should talk about—something you may not have considered.”
“I’m almost afraid to ask.”
“You shouldn’t be. If you really are the firstborn son of Falric Tisarys, you stand to inherent more than just the Crystal Throne.”
I frowned. “What do you mean?”
She placed her hands on my cheeks and grinned even wider. “I am meant to be yours, Cole. I was designed to serve Emperor Falric’s firstborn son. I grew up thinking that was Crown Prince Ren…but it was actually you all along.”
I pressed my tongue hard into my cheek. With all of the crazy things that had been looping through my head these past few hours—like the fate of the galaxy and the human race, for example—the truth about Kaveri’s origin hadn’t even occurred to me. 
“But…” I paused and shook my head. “There’s no way to know that for certain. Falric could have commissioned you for Ren after my mother stole me away.”
Kaveri shook her head. “Selorah said your father tried to silence your mother with all kinds of gifts. Don’t you see? I must have been one of them! A Velothi Succubus to be her son’s permanent companion…”
I opened my mouth but nothing came out. Aside from how weird it sounded to have her describe herself in the third person, there was no way to prove any of it. But she seemed so unbelievably happy I couldn’t bring myself to play the contrarian. 
“Fate brought us together,” she said. “You were destined to be the one who found me on Briton Chalo. And I was destined to be the one who brought you back to the Seraphim where you belong.”
“I—”
“I knew it from the first moment I woke in your arms,” Kaveri went on. “I knew it from the first moment you slipped inside of me. I was meant to be yours, Cole, in body and soul.”
She kissed me. I doubt I could have stopped her even if I’d wanted to; before I knew it her fingers had unbuckled my belt and her tail had plunged into my pants...
“Wait,” I gasped coming up for air. “You know how I feel about you, but…”
“But what?” she asked.
I swallowed. “You’re not an android; you don’t have to be anything you don’t want to be.”
“I know,” Kaveri said, smiling. “But I want to be your companion. I want to be your lover.” She leaned in and kissed my ear. “I want to be your whore.”
My cock hardened so quickly it would have burst through my pants if she hadn’t already freed it. “But you’re also a Blade of the Seraph. I don’t want to take that away from you.”
“Why would you have to?” she asked, shaking her head. “Cole, in the old days the Blades were sworn to the service of the Emperor—not the Seraphim Council, not the Assembly, just him. My duty as a Blade is to protect and serve the rightful heir to the Crystal Throne.” 
I brushed a lock of black hair from her face. “Even if I never return? Even if I have no interest in my birthright?”
“You will eventually,” Kaveri assured me. “But even if you don’t, I will be here at your side until the end.”
I smiled and kissed her again. “I love you.”
“I love you, too,” she said. “Now be quiet and let me work. I’m going to make you spill so hard even Shandris won’t be able to revive you.”
She practically dove forward and plunged her tongue back between my lips. While her tail finished freeing my cock, her hands clutched the back of my head and held me so closely the only thing I could breathe was her. She shifted her weight ever so slightly, and a moment later the warm, welcoming wetness of her cunt enveloped me. She churned her hips, riding me like she had done so many times before, but as always she felt completely unique. I still couldn’t decide if it was part of Velothi physiology or merely a telepathic trick she was playing on me, but ultimately I didn’t really care. All that mattered was that she was perfect in every way. 
When she finally pulled her lips back, she only gave me a split second to catch my breath before she shoved her tits in my face. I suckled at her nipples, and my cock twinged inside her when she cried out in joy. I would have been perfectly content to sit here while her hips milked every last drop of cum out of me, and she would have been too. But I did have another option, and I decided I would be a fool not to take it. 
Grabbing onto her waist, I abruptly lifted her off me and stood. She gasped, genuinely surprised, but before she could react I swiveled behind her, shoved her over the edge of the pilot’s chair, and leaned down over her like a hound dominating his bitch. Her entire body twitched in delight when the head of my cock returned to her molten slit, but that wasn’t what I had in mind. Instead I eased the tip into her nether entrance, grabbed a handhold of her black hair, and slammed the rest of the way inside. 
A normal human woman probably would have shrieked in pain, but Kaveri wasn’t normal or human. Velothi had nearly as many pleasure receptors in their ass as her cunt, and as a Succubus she had even more. She screeched in delight, and I began ruthlessly pounding away with thrust after thrust. 
“Make me your bitch,” she pleaded when I tugged on her hair. “Make me your cheap, filthy whore!”
I slammed into her again and again, amazed I could hold out for more than few seconds, but when her body abruptly shuddered with an orgasm I finally lost control and exploded inside her. Every spurt seemed more intense than the last, and I jerked back her head and clutched at her throat while I finished. 
“Cole…” Kaveri breathed, her tail clutching around my leg. “My Emperor….my master…”
I kissed her again, and as my hands squeezed her against me I promised myself I would never let her go. 
 
***
 
Half a day later, after an actual night’s sleep and another long shower, I finally decided it was time to speak with Selorah for myself. We were still quite a ways off from the rendezvous, but I really wanted to have our story straight before we arrived. I still couldn’t predict how Master Mosaad or the other pilots would react, but the one thing I knew for certain was that I didn’t want this woman blathering to them about my heritage. I just had to hope she would be willing to keep the secret. 
I stood outside the guest cabin for at least a minute before I finally mustered the courage to press the touchpad and announce my presence. Selorah’s calm, accented voice replied almost immediately. 
“Please, enter.”
The door whooshed open and I stepped inside. She was sitting on the edge of the bed, her legs crossed and a datapad held firmly in her hand. 
“It’s not much, but I hope you’re comfortable enough,” I said, stepping inside. 
“These accommodations are more than adequate,” Selorah replied. “Frankly, I am fortunate you haven’t kept me restrained. I have offered you no tangible proof for what I told you. From your perspective, the logical course of action would be to assume that I am attempting to deceive you.”
I grunted softly. “That’s certainly…honest.”
Selorah shrugged. “It is simply a matter of understanding probability.”
“Well, you’ll forgive me for not seeing everything in the universe as a weighted dice roll.”
She cocked an eyebrow at me. “A curious metaphor, but I believe I understand what you are trying to convey. In any event, I feel fortunate you did not simply execute me.”
I frowned. “You honestly thought we would just shoot you after you helped us escape certain death twice?”
“I calculated the probability at twenty-two point four percent.”
I snorted. “That’s insultingly high…”
“Please explain.”
“Never mind,” I muttered, repressing a sigh. Apparently having a conversation with her was going to be like talking with Raxyl, only with slightly fewer snide comments. Time would tell whether or not that was an improvement. “Anyway, there’s a reason I believe what you told us.”
“You are referring to your clairvoyant powers,” Selorah said. 
“Yeah,” I whispered, my eyes narrowing. “How do you know about them?”
“You demonstrated your capabilities on the transport when you disabled Spider Seven. You rapidly accelerated your personal time frame in a manner consistent with Seraphim clairvoyants.”
I nodded slowly. It already felt like a year had passed since my first encounter with her on that derelict ship, but it had been less than a week. Speaking of an accelerated timeframe…
“Over the past few days I have been experiencing strange visions,” I told her. “I didn’t understand them at first, but I eventually came to realize they were ‘alternate futures,’ for lack of a better term. I think my powers were showing me what things would be like if the massacre at Talasea had never happened.”
“Fascinating,” Selorah said. “And I was in these visions with you?”
“Yes. We were, uh…together.”
Selorah studied me for a moment. “Your hesitation suggests discomfort. Am I correct in inferring that we were sexual partners?”
A rush of heat flooded into my cheeks. I should have known she would be the direct type. This was even more awkward than I had expected…
“Yeah,” I rasped. “Yeah, you could say that.”
“I am not surprised. My mother carefully arranged the terms of our marriage. She was adamant that I bear you many children.”
“That’s, um…that’s definitely the impression I got.”
Selorah glanced away for a moment. “I was very young at the time and did not fully understand my mother’s intentions. But in retrospect, her plan would have very likely thrown the Dominion into political chaos. She would have happily instigated a civil war if it meant returning my family’s power and influence.”
“Grandiose plans for a six year-old daughter,” I said. “And not very fair to you.”
“No, I suppose not,” Selorah whispered. She studied me in silence again. “Was I content in these visions of yours?”
“What do you mean?”
“Was I resentful about our marriage?”
“Not that I could tell.”
“Did I seem to enjoy our sexual coupling?”
I bit down on my lip. This was rapidly turning into the most awkward conversation I’d ever had. “You, uh…you seemed to be enjoying yourself just fine.”
“Interesting,” Selorah said. “I am pleased to hear that. Strange.”
“Why strange?”
“Because it is not the reality in which we live and is therefore irrelevant,” she said matter-of-factly.
I grunted softly. “Yeah, I suppose it is.”
Selorah glanced out the narrow viewport for a moment, her eyes unfocused, before she let out a deep breath and tuned back to me. “Still, all is not lost. The Velothi Succubus—Kaveri—must have informed you that my reproductive organs remain intact. I am still fully capable of bearing of you children, should you desire that outcome.”
My cheeks flushed even hotter. Just when I thought the awkwardness might fade away…
“That’s…uh…that’s not something I’ve spent much time thinking about yet,” I managed. 
“I understand,” Selorah said. “But you should know that while I calculated a twenty-two point four percent probability that you would simply execute me, I calculated a thirteen point one percent probability that you would wish to inseminate me instead.” 
This time I couldn’t even bring myself to speak. Was this even real? Were we actually having this conversation?
“Since it now appears that the latter outcome is more probable than the former,” Selorah went on, “I wanted you to be aware that I am amendable to the plan, should you wish to pursue it. My next ovulation cycle should begin—”
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I interrupted. “We, uh…we don’t exactly know each other.”
“True, though familiarity is not required for insemination.” She studied me for a moment. “I assume you are aware that Succubi are infertile, and Kreen body temperatures are far too high for human sperm to—”
“Let’s focus on more pressing issues, shall we?” I asked, tugging at my collar. A quick glance at the status monitor confirmed that the environmental controls were working just fine, but it felt like a damn oven in here. “Raxyl is concerned that the Widow will be able to track you to our new base.”
“His concerns are logical but unwarranted,” Selorah said. “I disabled the tracking device in my neural implant, and while the Spiders are capable of detecting psionic activity, their range is limited to a few dozen light-years. I also calculate an eighty-one point seven percent chance that Wynn Mosaad possesses the ability to mask those signatures somehow.”
“He says he can, anyway.” I pursed my lips. “I suppose that brings us to our next problem. I’m not sure how he or the others will react when we bring you to their doorstep.”
“Without additional information, I cannot make a prediction with statistically significant accuracy.” Selorah paused, her green eyes flicking up and down. “Perhaps if you tell them the truth about your heritage, they will simply obey your commands.”
“That’s not going to happen,” I murmured. “I’m not planning on telling them anything about my heritage, and I don’t want you to tell them, either.”
“May I ask why?”
“A lot of reasons, but right now I just need to know whether or not I can trust you to keep your mouth shut.”
Selorah nodded slowly. “I will not tell them anything unless you wish me to.”
“Good,” I said, desperately hoping I could believe her. For all I knew Master Mosaad would want to squeeze her for every bit of information she knew on the Convectorate, and I wouldn’t blame him for doing so. I just didn’t want to have to deal with the fallout of everyone else learning the truth about me. We had just been forced out of our base at gunpoint, and managing the chaos would be difficult enough without additional distractions. 
I sighed and stared down into her eyes for a long moment, wondering if this was just another bizarre vision that was lasting longer than the others. She had answered so many questions, but I still had plenty more. Who had put this telepathic barrier in my head and why? How had I ended up in the Red Ring after Talasea? Why had Crown Prince Falric fallen in love with a mere cargo pilot, and why had his family trusted her to shuttle him about the galaxy?
The most frustrating part was that I might never learn the answers to those questions. Selorah was my only link to the past, and if she couldn’t help me then perhaps no one could. Well, unless my brain randomly decided to start showing me alternate futures again, and I wasn’t overly thrilled about that prospect, either. 
“Like I said, I don’t really know how the others will react,” I said, shifting my thoughts back to the present. “Almost every one of Mosaad’s students had to escape the Spiders. They may not react well to seeing you.”
“I understand,” Selorah replied soberly. “If our positions were reversed, I would likely respond poorly as well.”
“They’ll probably come around eventually, especially if Kaveri vouches for you.” I pursed my lips and sighed. “But to be honest, Master Mosaad himself is something of a wild card. I don’t understand him nearly as well as I thought I did.”
 “I have analyzed his psychological profile at great length,” Selorah said. “Since the end of the Dominion Civil war, he has dedicated himself to protecting psionic adepts from the Widow and her Spiders. But regardless of any personal animus he may harbor towards me, I have no doubt that he will recognize my value as an intelligence asset.”
“You might be right,” I whispered, my mind suddenly racing. I had almost missed a golden opportunity here—she might have been my only window into the mind of Wynn Mosaad. His Intelligence Ministry profile could have been completely wrong, of course, but somehow I doubted it. He had been a prominent military figure for the better part of three decades, and his clashes with Admiral Ferron and the CDF were legendary. The Vecs probably knew more about him than he did. 
“Ever since I got here, I’ve been assuming he is driven almost exclusively by revenge,” I said. “He wants to take down Ferron because of what happened at Talasea, and he’s willing to risk the lives of everyone else to do it. Does that fit his profile?”
Selorah’s eyes flicked back and forth as she scoured her mental databases for information. “Revenge is definitely among his strongest psychological motivations.”
“I knew it. He’s probably—”
“But not against the Convectorate.”
I blinked. “What?”
“The Intelligence Ministry believes his primary motivation is to destroy what he believes are traitors within the Dominion government, including the late Emperor Falric. He was convinced that the Armistice was a mistake, and that many members of the Seraphim Council only worked for peace to save themselves and their political positions.”
I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”
“If the war had continued any longer, they may have lost everything. But the Keledon Accords allowed the Council and many lower-level bureaucrats to maintain semi-autonomous control over the Core Worlds and adjacent sectors. In Mosaad’s eyes, they had chosen to ‘live on their knees rather than die on their feet.’”
I chewed on my lip and paced across the room. “And he was willing to wage a civil war over it.”
“Yes,” Selorah said. “Unfortunately I do not possess any additional information, and I feel compelled to warn you again that Ministry profiles are not always accurate. It is logical to conclude that Mosaad wishes vengeance against the Convectorate officer who effectively destroyed the Blades of the Seraph.”
I sighed and rubbed a hand across my forehead. Why did everything always have to be more complicated than it seemed? 
“Well, I suppose none of this changes anything,” I said. “We need to get you to the rendezvous, and once you’re there I’ve no doubt he’ll want to use your information to plot an attack on the Nelphari Shipyards before they’re fully operational. Maybe you can convince him that it’s a suicidal plan.”
Selorah shrugged. “I cannot make any calculations without further information. However, the Convectorate Hierarchy has invested considerable resources into the construction of the Nelphari facility. Destroying it would almost certainly derail their plans for expansion into this sector and potential others across the Far Rim.”
My eyes narrowed. “Don’t tell me you think it’s a good idea.”
“I did not say that. I merely pointed out that it would be a serious tactical loss for the Convectorate.”
“And get a lot of young pilots killed in the process,” I said. 
“Possibly,” Selorah conceded. “But once it is functional, the shipyard will virtually guarantee the subjugation of dozens of new worlds and the death of millions who fail to defend them.”
I grimaced. I had never expected cold, hard logic to make me feel as bad as a raw emotional appeal, but here we were. Even the damn robot girl thought this plan was more sensible than I did.
“I suppose we’ll have time to grapple with that later,” I said, shuffling to the door. “You should, uh…you should try and get some rest. We’ll be at the rendezvous in a few more hours.”
“I will,” Selorah said. 
Nodding, I slipped back into the corridor and let out a long, heavy sigh. As worried as I was about the rendezvous, I was reasonably certain nothing could possibly be as awkward as having a conversation with a cyborg who wanted me to impregnate her. Probably. 
Then again, considering how wrong I had been about everything else lately…
“Shit,” I rasped, thumping my fist against the wall and then heading back to the bridge. 
 
***
 
Half a day later, we finally reached the small, out-of-the-way system Master Mosaad had chosen for the rendezvous point. Raxyl was sitting in the co-pilot seat, and I was back at the controls. If not for the three women standing behind us, it would have been just like old times. 
“All right, slowing to sub-light speed,” I said, my fingers dancing across the control panel. “Any sign of Vec ships snooping around?”
“None that I can detect,” Raxyl said. “However, both escape transports and all Valkyries are accounted for.”
“They all made it…,” Kaveri breathed. 
The console beeped softly, and a second later a miniaturized version of Master Mosaad appeared over the tac-holo. The weariness in his face and eyes were obvious even with the distortion from the projector. He almost looked like a completely different man.
“Thank the Seraph,” he said. “We were starting to get worried.”
“We took some damage in a skirmish and made a little detour to ensure we weren’t followed,” I told him. “Any trouble on your end?”
“Several of the Valkyries took a beating, but everyone limped away in one piece.” Mosaad grimaced, and I swore I could see decades of defeat and frustration in his weary face. “We managed to salvage enough equipment that we should be able to make repairs, but it won’t be easy. We’re already setting up a temporary base on the third planet.”
“We’ll be there to help soon. And, uh…we’re bringing someone else along.”
“You took a prisoner?”
“Not exactly,” I murmured. “When we returned to the landing pads, the Tarreen were waiting for us. Spider Zero was with them, and she helped us escape…again.”
Mosaad’s eyes narrowed. “You have her on your ship?”
“Yes. She has a lot to tell us, but the short version is that she wants to help.”
A dozen different emotions flickered across the older man’s face before he settled on concern. “You brought her here? Do you have any idea what that means?”
“I disabled the tracking devices in her implants,” Raxyl said. “I expressed similar concerns about being followed, but I believe the risks are minimal.”
“And this isn’t a trick, master,” Kaveri said, leaning down next to my shoulder. “Everything Cole saw in his visions…we finally have some answers.”
Mosaad glanced at someone outside the projection for a moment before he returned. “Get down here as soon as you can. We have a great deal to discuss.”
“We’re on our way,” I said, flicking off the com. Once the holo vanished, I let out a deep breath and turned to Kaveri again. “Well, you know him better than anyone. Was that a good or a bad reaction?”
“He’s concerned, obviously, but with good cause,” she said. “Everything will be fine once we explain the situation.”
“I hope you’re right,” I muttered, thumbing up the throttle on the flight stick. “Taking us in now.”
 
 
 



Interlude
 
Razarus Prime
Mid Rim Gateway World
1083.1
 
“Get down!”
Whirling protectively in front of her son, Maris Vontera dropped to a knee and fired another barrage of pulse blasts down the alley. She dropped two more of the Merzeg bounty hunters the instant they rounded the corner, but their numbers seemed infinite. Another squad appeared nearby and blanketed the area in a hail of sizzling blue-white stun bolts. In desperation, Maris reached out with her mind and telekinetically hoisted a large scrap of metal up in front of her like a shield. 
“Run back to the ship!” she yelled at Cole. “I’ll be right behind you!”
He was only four years-old, but he didn’t panic. He dashed towards the landing pad as quickly as stubby little legs would carry him.
Kill a hundred trackers and a thousand more will come. They will never stop chasing him. They will never stop hunting him. This is the only life he will ever know. This is the fate you have thrust upon him. 
Maris clenched her jaw and allowed the bitter rage flow through her. She was angry at the Merzeg for taking a contract to capture a child; she was livid at Cole’s father for putting out the bounty. 
But most of all, she was furious at herself for allowing all of it to happen in the first place. 
“You will not have him!” she screamed, thrusting out her hand and hurling the chunk of metal across the alleyway. Two of the Merzeg managed to dodge in time, but the third wasn’t so lucky: the shield smashed him against the opposite wall and crushed his carapace into paste. The others, consummate professionals that they were, didn’t even blink at the loss of their comrade. They continued firing blast after blast, forcing her to tumble behind an empty shipping crate. 
As another volley burned past her hair, Maris risked a quickly glance towards Cole. He was halfway to the ship now, but she still didn’t see any trace of Spectre and she didn’t have time to com him. He had to be nearby—he was always nearby— but she had no idea what the hell he could possibly be waiting for.
“I guess I’ll do it myself,” she grumbled. Hopping back out of cover, she unloaded a quick volley to drive the Merzeg back into cover, then reached out with her telekinesis and grabbed the one crouched down on her left. Just as he leaned up to fire, she threw him into the air…and then released her mental grip and let gravity do the rest. 
Consummate professional or not, the last hunter couldn’t watch his friend splatter on the pavement in front of him without freezing in terror. But before he had a chance to reevaluate his terrible life choices, Maris stood and shot him in the head. 
“Idiot,” she grumbled as she pivoted on a heel and raced after Cole. She caught up with him just before he reached the ship, and she was just about to lean down and sweep him up in her arms when a flicker of movement from her left caught her attention. She whipped her head around, took aim—
And screamed when a stun blast struck her right in the torso. 
“Mom!”
Even Cole’s terrified shriek wasn’t enough to jolt her muscles back in action. Maris laid flat on the landing pad, her arms and legs still twitching spastically, as the towering V’rath bounty hunter emerged from the long shadows behind an anti-grav hauler. 
“Dreega bek,” he growled. “Bos dolaak.”
He fired a second, weaker shot at Cole. Maris screamed again when her child hit the ground next to her, and she clenched her teeth so hard it was a miracle they didn’t shatter. 
“Mok da shek!”
She pressed her eyes shut and forced herself to concentrate. The stun blast must have shorted out her translator implants, which was probably for the best. She didn’t want to hear him gloating about how he was planning on dragging them back to the Dominion anyway. Her only chance of getting out of this was to focus on her powers and regain control over her body. The Seraphim had taught her plenty of techniques to hold her breath, stay awake for prolonged periods, and even purge toxins from her system. Recovering from a stun blast couldn’t be that much more difficult. 
“Krask dreega jom da,” the V’rath growled into his communicator as he drew a hypospray from inside his pack.  He wasn’t going to take the chance of leaving a psychic conscious—he would just pump her full of drugs and sedate her. And if Maris couldn’t figure out a way to move in the next five seconds, she and her son was doomed. 
“I can pay you,” she managed. “Whatever he’s offered you, I have more!”
The V’rath scoffed so hard his neck muscles twitched like he was about to wretch. “Dreega filth,” he said in a surprisingly understandable Drellian dialect. “We could buy a fleet of ships with the bounty on your head!”
“Maybe, but if you touch my son again you’ll never have a chance to fly them.”
He chortled—a shuddering, full-body movement that even shook his outer shell—then leaned down over her and placed the hypo against her neck. Maris closed her eyes and whispered a silent prayer to the Seraph…
And for once, she was listening.  
A single, high-powered pulse blast flashed across the landing pad, and an eerie silence descended over the area for two full seconds before the V’rath toppled over. The acrid stench of his seared flesh burned Maris’s nose long before she mustered the strength to crane her neck and see the smoldering stump that used to be his head. 
“At least a dozen more are on the way,” Spectre said. “Can you move?”
“Obviously not,” Maris grumbled. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him emerge from the shadows behind their shuttle. “What the hell took you so long?”
“I needed to be certain he did not have additional accomplices.”
Maris grunted as he placed his own hypo at her neck. The shot of adrenaline quickly reinvigorated her muscles, and she dragged herself into a crouch as she lunged for Cole. 
“It’s all right,” she soothed, plucking him up in her arms. “We’ll be safe soon.”
He still wasn’t panicking; his hands were trembling in fear, but he hadn’t cried out a single time. Under different circumstances she might have been proud, but right now she was just angry. No child in the galaxy should have to live like this.
Maris carried him onto the ship, and a few minutes later they were climbing through the atmosphere towards the relative safety of space. Hundreds of jump corridors appeared on the tac-holo; Razarus Prime was one of the largest Gateway Worlds in the Mid Rim. From here, they could reach almost any charted system in the Far Rim in a week or two. The Dominion and Falric’s bounty hunters would be thousands of light-years behind them. 
 But they will still catch up to us eventually. And sooner or later, we’ll be in exactly the same situation we’re in now. 
“We can’t keep doing this,” Maris whispered. “We can’t keep running forever.”
Spectre turned to face her. “We do not have to.”
She bit down on her lip. “Do you honestly believe that Lady Trell can protect us?”
“I believe that she will try. I also believe that she is the only realistic alternative.”
Maris swallowed heavily and glanced back down to Cole. She had been ignoring Spectre’s arguments for weeks. She didn’t want to accept that her son’s safety could only be bought by pledging him to the daughter of a Dominion noble. She wasn’t willing to sacrifice his freedom on the altar of safety. The price was simply too high. 
Or was, right up until she imagined another swarm of bounty hunters shooting him. And then another, and another, until he was finally dragged back to his father. 
“No more running,” Maris whispered as she sank down into her seat. “We’re going to Talasea.”
 
 
 



Chapter Four
 
Maz Sepa
Varsellian Sector, Far Rim
1101.6
 
If Varsus had been a hot, mountainous, thunderstorm-ravaged shithole, the tiny world called Maz Sepa was its exact opposite: the surface temperature was low, the ground was flat, and the atmosphere was almost non-existent. The public navigational charts on this system hadn’t been updated in decades, presumably because none of the major business interests or political powers in the sector had found anything of value. As far as hidden bases went, we could have done a lot worse. 
Still, relative isolation had plenty of downsides, not the least of which was the fact we’d been forced to abandon almost everything on the last base, from personal belongings to heavy equipment to maintenance drones. The rest of the pilots were already busy erecting some basic prefabricated structures by the time I set the Gazack down, but this was still a far cry from what we had left behind. 
“Powering the shield dome and artificial gravity generators for an extended period of time will be a significant logistical hurdle,” Raxyl said as the landing ramp slowly extended. 
I grunted as I tried to mentally unfurl the knots in my stomach. “That’s seriously the first thing that popped into your mind here?”
“It is the first concern I chose to vocalize. I have others, if you wish to hear them.”
“Hard pass,” I muttered. “If we survive the first ten minutes, I’ll get back to you.”
Cobalt, Morningstar, and Squeaker were already rushing out to greet us, and Grinner, Sandbox, and several of the others weren’t far behind. I gestured for Selorah to stay out of sight for a few seconds then started down the ramp.
“Fuck me dead, you actually made it!” Cobalt blurted out. “Please tell me you didn’t lose your Valkyrie.”
“She’s in the hold,” I said. “After fighting our way out of there I needed to unplug before I lost my mind.”
“I know what you mean,” Morningstar said, clapping me on the shoulder. “I thought Squeaks here was going to pass out.”
“You’re the one who puked all over his only set of pants,” Squeaker protested. 
“And then bitched about the mess for two hours straight,” Cobalt added, elbowing him in the side. “Thank the Seraph that’s finally over.”
I smiled, and I could actually feel some of my pent-up tension draining away. “I had the same problem,” I told them. “Still, it’s a hell of a lot better than getting ‘vaped. You must have figured out how to fire your cannons and keep your shields up at the same time.”
“It got easier,” Morningstar confirmed. “I have no idea why, but things have finally started falling into place. If we’d had just a little more time…” He pursed his lips and glanced back to the half-built prefab. “I don’t know, maybe we could have fought them off instead of running.”
“That day will come…soon,” Master Mosaad’s voice called out from behind them. He looked less beleaguered in person than over the holo, but not by much. “Where is she?”
The other pilots turned in confusion, but I took a deep breath and gestured back to the ship. “Right here.”
Selorah stepped into the light at the top of the ramp. Given that the others had never actually seen her before, I wasn’t sure how they would react…but apparently my descriptions had been detailed enough that it didn’t take them long to figure it out. 
“Oh, shit,” Morningstar gasped, reaching for a sidearm that wasn’t there. Thankfully, Kaveri threw out her hands to calm them down before things got out of hand. 
“It’s all right,” she said. “She helped us escape and then surrendered to us. She’s here to help.”
The three pilots—and several of the others who were in earshot—all turned and stared at Kaveri like she had gone completely mad. Their reactions weren’t surprising, considering that each and every one of them had been saved from the Spiders. Just because they had never seen Spider Zero in person before didn’t mean they weren’t aware of her existence—or her reputation. 
Selorah remained still and silent like I’d instructed, and I had also placed manacles on her wrists for the benefit of the others. Hopefully it would be enough soothe them…
“It’s true,” Shandris added. “She helped us kill the Vecs who were blocking our escape. We never would have escaped without her.”
Cobalt hissed something under her breath. “You can’t be serious. This has to be some kind of—”
“It’s all right,” Mosaad said, taking a step forward. “Seraph’s mercy, you really are Anara Trell’s daughter, aren’t you?”
Selorah nodded. “Yes.”
He slowly shook his head, and I could see the ghosts of a thousand old memories haunting his face. “It has been so long I never would have recognized you if Cole hadn’t said anything. Everyone thought you were dead…”
“I was, more or less,” Selorah said. “To this day I am not entirely certain how or why the Widow saved me.”
“Her cybernetic implants are far more advanced than standard Convectorate technology,” Raxyl put in. “And she possesses powerful matter manipulation abilities.”
Mosaad nodded slowly. “Of course,” he whispered. “I remember your mother telling me you were gifted with machines. The Widow would find your skills very valuable…”
When he didn’t elaborate, the pilots all shared an awkward glance with one another. It almost seemed like he was having a conversation with himself…
“Master? Kaveri prompted.
Mosaad took a deep breath. “Old memories best forgotten,” he murmured, waving his hand. “Cole and Kaveri tell me you went out of your way to save them multiple times. Why?”
I grimaced in anticipation of Selorah’s answer; I didn’t know how she could explain her sudden change of heart without revealing my lineage. But to my surprise, she found a way.
“The continued existence of the Blades of the Seraph altered the fundamental calculations behind my primary operating directive,” Selorah said. 
Morningstar leaned forward. “Who did what now?”
“The Widow’s mental indoctrination relied upon convincing Spider Zero—Selorah—that her actions would save lives rather than take them,” Raxyl explained. “That mental conditioning unraveled when she realized that Wynn Mosaad had been instructing more students in the ways of the Seraphim.”
Cobalt shook her head. “And just like that the number-one psion hunter in the galaxy changes sides?”
“It is an abbreviated explanation,” Raxyl replied mildly. “But she has demonstrated her good faith at considerable risk to herself, and at the very least we should listen what she has to say about Convectorate forces in this region.”
“And we will,” Mosaad said, his eyes still locked upon Selorah. “We still have a lot of work to do here. Blackstar and Seraph Squadron are busy deploying a sensor net, and we’re scrambling to keep the power online. But this can’t wait.” 
He took another deep breath and gestured back towards the other pilots. “Keep working on the prefabs and get the maintenance drones online as quickly as you can. As for the rest of you…” He nodded his chin towards one of the escape transports. “We need to chat.”
 
***
 
Ten minutes later, we were all sitting around the small briefing room in the center of one of the transports. Barebones or not, at least these ships still had power and basic amenities; I wouldn’t have been surprised if we ended up living out of them for the foreseeable future. For now, however, the main bonus was just the privacy, and once Mosaad had Selorah alone he began asking all the questions we had expected. 
Actually, that wasn’t entirely true—as always, I had assumed he would be far more confrontational and obstinate than he was. After the initial shock had worn off, his calm, collected demeanor had quickly returned. Selorah recounted almost everything she had already told us about herself and the Spiders without revealing anything about my heritage. I kept expecting Mosaad to press until the truth came out, but then I belatedly realized he didn’t actually care about her motivations. Despite everything that had happened, he remained singularly obsessed with the Nelphari Shipyard. All he truly wanted about was the information she possessed on its defenses, and Selorah was more than willing to help. 
“…orbital defense cannons protecting the ventral hangar,” she said, pointing at the enormous tac-holo projection recovered during one Seraph Squadron’s scouting runs. “The defenses here are virtually impregnable to anything short of sustained bombardment.”
Mosaad’s eyes narrowed as he paced around the hologram. “You must have an updated timetable. How long do we have until the defense grid is fully operational?”
“Two standard weeks at most,” Selorah told him. “Before I departed I was able to sabotage a wide variety of systems and slow down their progress. However, Admiral Ferron was expecting additional technical reinforcements soon. If they arrive on schedule, there is a thirty-three point nine percent probability that the defense grid will be operational in as soon as one-hundred twenty hours.”
“Five days,” I whispered. “There’s no way in hell Morningstar and the other whelps can finish their training in five days.”
“Before the evacuation I would have agreed with you,” Mosaad said. “But their performance was nothing short of miraculous. Somehow you got through to them.”
I raised my hands. “Uh…I wouldn’t go that far. I just gave them a little push.”
“And it worked. They’re almost ready.” Mosaad paused and chewed at his lip as he studied the tac-holo. “These reinforcements…they haven’t arrived yet?”
“They were originally scheduled to reach Nelphari approximately sixteen hours from now,” Selorah said. 
“Do you know their hyperspace route?”
She nodded and entered the data into the console. A shimmering, snake-like line appeared on the projection. “The Defense Ministry wanted to avoid detection by any Rakashi Alliance or Kreen Confederacy forces, at least until the shipyard has reached full production capabilities.”
“Naturally,” Mosaad said. “Seraph Squadron could easily intercept them here and buy us more time.”
“Wait a second,” I interjected, stepping forward. “We just got driven out of our base, and it’s a cosmic miracle we didn’t lose anyone. You honestly still think it’s a good idea to go after this shipyard? We should be getting the hell out of here and putting as much distance between us and the Convectorate as we can.”
Mosaad’s dark eyes swiveled to face me as if he had forgotten I still there. “The loss of the Varsus base changes nothing. We still have an opportunity to destroy Ferron’s facility, and we are going to take it.”
“If anything, Selorah’s intelligence has dramatically increased our odds of success,” Raxyl said. 
I turned and looked at him, my mouth agape. “What?”
An apologetic streak of red rippled across his shoulders. “Without those reinforcements, we will have significantly more time to organize a plan of attack. And as Selorah explained, there are several key vulnerabilities in the shipyard’s current defenses we may be able to exploit.”
This time I couldn’t even bring myself to speak. I had gotten used to Kaveri and Shandris defending Mosaad at every turn; he was their literal savior. But Raxyl…what in the hell had gotten into him? Had everyone contracted some kind of brain virus except me?
“While delaying the reinforcements would help, even twelve Valkyries do not possess sufficient firepower to destroy the facility,” Selorah said. “I calculate less than a five percent chance of mission success.”
Raxyl turned and studied her. “You underestimate the potential of fully-trained Wings of the Seraph.”
“I would be happy to explain my calculations if you wish to correct them.”
“For the sake of everyone’s sanity, please don’t,” I muttered.
“As you wish,” Selorah said with a shrug. “Regardless, as Cole previously indicated, your pilots have not completed their training. There is a twenty-four percent chance you could inflict enough damage to set back their operations for a few weeks or perhaps even a month, but nearly all of your pilots would be killed in the process.”
“In other words, this is crazy,” I said, crossing my arms. I may have been clairvoyant, but I never could have predicted that Raxyl would turn on me…or that Selorah would be the one who helped me quash this madness before anyone got hurt. 
“This is a once-in-a-generation opportunity that will not come again,” Mosaad said. “We simply need a way to shift the odds in our favor.”
I snorted and gestured at the tac-holo. “Look at what we’re up against! We couldn’t scratch the paint on that thing even if we had our own battleship.”
“That is untrue,” Selorah said. “A capital ship of nearly any size would greatly widen our tactical options. An Amrex-class frigate would increase the probability of success by almost fifteen percent. A Tartan-class destroyer would increase the probability by almost twenty-five percent. A Pirilex-class—” 
“We get the point,” I interrupted. “But unless I’m mistaken, we don’t just have a battleship lying around for…”
Kaveri leaned forward when I trailed off. “Cole?”
“I, uh…” I ran my hand across my face and glanced back at the tac-holo. “How far are we away from the Penduli Nebula?”
Mosaad followed my gaze to the projection and scrolled over a few systems. “Eleven parsecs, give or take. Why?”
I bit down on my lip and turned back to Raxyl. A thoughtful streak of black rippled across his scales followed almost immediately by a wave of anxious orange. 
“The Heap,” he whispered.
“Yeah,” I said. “What do you want to bet it’s still operational?”
Shandris glanced between us. “Feel free to let the rest of us in on this conversation any time.”
I took a deep breath and sank down into the chair behind me. “The Heap…it’s a massive scrapyard hidden inside the nebula.”
“A pirate scrapyard,” Raxyl clarified. “And as far as we know, it is still operated by the Red Ring.”
I shared another glance with him, already regretting that I had brought this up. But with the way his serpentine eyes were glimmering in thought, I knew it was too late to put the proverbial gazack back in its hole now.
“The Heap salvages every ship captured or pillaged by the Ring and several other pirate organizations across the sector,” Raxyl said. “There are typically dozens of vessels waiting to be stripped bare for parts at any time, including capital ships.”
Kaveri’s lips curled into a smile. “You want to steal one.”
I grimaced. What I wanted was to travel back in time and stop myself from bringing this up. What the hell had I been thinking? 
“I hate to be the naysayer here,” Shandris put in, “but if we don’t have time to train our pilots then how will we possibly have time to repair a derelict ship?”
“Normally we wouldn’t,” Raxyl said, pivoting towards Selorah. “But there is a new asset in play.”
Mosaad glanced back at her. “Could you repair an entire ship on your own?”
“Possibly, but there are too many variables to draw any statistically-significant conclusions,” Selorah said. “Not all damage can be repaired, and I cannot create spare parts or equipment any more than Doctor Krall could conjure a new heart or lungs in one of her patients.”
“The Ring always tries to capture vessels intact, for obvious reason,” I said as the old memories washed over me. Raxyl and I hadn’t actually been on the Heap in four or five years, but I swore I could still smell the engine grease and plasma coolant. “They only inflict as much damage as they have to convince their victims to surrender.”
“You honestly think this scrapyard is filled with old CDF ships we can just show up and take?” Shandris asked incredulously. 
“They won’t have anything that powerful,” I said. “In fact, I doubt they’ll have any heavy military ships at all. If they started poaching from the Kreen or the Rakashi they’d have whole assault fleets sent after them.”
“Then what do you think we’ll find?”
“Mostly old retrofitted cruisers used by smugglers or other pirate groups. The Ring is far from the only syndicate in the sector.”
“The point is that there is no guarantee we will find a suitable vessel,” Raxyl said. “However, given the lack of alternatives I believe this is our best option.”
“I agree,” Mosaad said, leaning over the projector. “A cabal of pirates won’t stand a chance against Seraph Squadron. If we send them in we could—”
“Never underestimate the Ring,” I warned. “Just because they’re not a government doesn’t mean they lack firepower. The Heap was a bloody fortress a few years ago. Who knows what they have defending it now?”
He turned and studied me, and as always I swore his dark eyes could pierce right through me. “You honestly believe their weapons could stop Valkyries?”
“Probably not, but Cole is correct that we should not underestimate them,” Raxyl said. “We will need our full strength to destroy Nelphari.”
Mosaad glanced between us. “You have another idea?”
I sighed and rubbed at my forehead. I did have another idea, actually, but the moment I mentioned it I would lose any hope of sandbagging this whole operation before it spiraled out of control. I should have recanted; I should have told them that this could never possible work and that I was a fool for having brought it up. 
But for some idiotic reason, I ignored the warning in my brain and focused on the tingles of excitement in my gut instead. 
“Raxyl and I know the Heap reasonably well, and there might be a way for us to get on board and steal ourselves a ship the old fashioned way,” I said. “In fact, if everything works out we won’t need a single Valkyrie to pull this off.”
A faint grin tugged Mosaad’s lips. I could almost hear him thinking I knew you’d come around eventually, kid.
“Plenty of other pirates, smugglers, and independents visit the Heap on a regular basis,” I told them. “Coming up with a cover story should be pretty easy if we don’t take the Gazack. Either of these transports would work—all we’d need to do is stick on a new transponder signal.”
“And once we have a small group aboard, it will be easy to evaluate what ships they have in dock,” Raxyl said, effortlessly running with my idea. “If we can’t find a suitable vessel, we leave and don’t look back. If we do find one, we can attempt to sneak on board and conduct whatever minor repairs are necessary before severing the docking clamps and jumping into hyperspace.”
Shandris frowned. “It can’t possibly be that easy.”
“It won’t be,” I said. “The Heap basically has its own private army, and any ship worth a damn will have plenty of protection. We’ll also have to figure out a way to avoid having the defense turrets and patrol fighters blast us to pieces before we can jump away.”
“But you’re convinced you can do it?” Mosaad asked.
“Like I said, Raxyl and I know the Heap pretty well, and we know the Ring even better. Besides, for all their security I guarantee they’re not prepared to deal with a bunch of psychics. They won’t have any defense against Selorah’s powers…or Kaveri’s, for that matter. Once we’re actually on the station we can hammer out more specifics.”
“That’s it?” Shandris asked. “That’s your whole plan?”
“It is regrettably sparse on details, even for Cole,” Raxyl replied snidely. “However, given the circumstances we will have to make do with what we have. We do not possess sufficient time for detailed reconnaissance.”
“Which means we’ll just have to be ready to improvise,” I said, still a little surprised that Raxyl was willing to go along with this so easily. He (rightly) despised my seat-of-my-pants approach to problem-solving most of the time. So what was different about this?
“At least there’s not much risk up front,” Kaveri said, her tendrils flicking back and forth in thought. “We won’t have to commit to anything unless we actually find a ship.”
“Right,” I said with a sigh. “But still, it’s obviously a long shot. The most likely outcome is that the Ring won’t have anything worth stealing and we’ll waste more of our precious time.”
“Without additional firepower, the cause is lost regardless,” Raxyl said. “It is a calculated risk.”
Mosaad’s eyes shifted from the projection to Selorah. He still didn’t trust her—why would he?—but I could see the quiet desperation in his face. He knew he didn’t have any other choice.  
“I will order Seraph Squadron to intercept the Convectorate reinforcements,” he said. “Can you provide exact details on the strength of their convoy?”
“Yes,” she confirmed. “The supply ships will be no match for Valkyries.” 
“Good.” He studied her for another long moment, his expression betraying nothing, before he turned back to me. “Are you willing to do this?”
I pursed my lips. A part of me was genuinely curious what he would do if I refused. If Wynn Mosaad was really the bitter, vengeful military man I had imagined all this time, he probably wouldn’t take no for an answer. But if I had misjudged him from the beginning…if Kaveri and Shandris and all the others were right about him…would he actually walk away in the face of near certain defeat?
Unfortunately, I wasn’t going to get my answer today. 
“We can try,” I said. 
He smiled. “Then just tell me what you need, and you shall have it.”
 
***
 
In what might have been the fastest turnaround in galactic history, the transport was prepped and ready for launch again in less than three hours. I could feel the surprise and confusion from the other pilots in the camp. The escape from Varsus was fresh in everyone’s mind, and a lot of the younger ones especially were still reeling from a near-death experience. They were shell-shocked and effectively homeless, and the idea that they would just pick up their training like nothing had happened seemed downright absurd. 
But somehow, they were all keeping it together. Stranger yet, they were still intent on bringing the fight to the Vecs. I couldn’t decide if they were brave or simply delusional. Perhaps one required a healthy dose of the other. 
Most of them kept a wary eye on Selorah while she repaired and reconfigured the transport with Raxyl, but I was surprised they didn’t protest her presence altogether. After all, the vast majority of the people here had spent their entire adult lives on the run from the Spiders. Perhaps they were having trouble connecting the proverbial dots between an attractive twenty-something woman in a skirt and the menacing, black-armored soldiers who had chased them from their homes. If so, I couldn’t blame them. Selorah definitely wasn’t what I had expected either. 
Just before we were set to launch, Kaveri and Master Mosaad loaded two Valkyries into the transport. Given that we had lost most of our heavy mechs back on Varsus, they had to move them the old fashioned way—which was to say, they floated the fighters inside the cargo hold with their minds. I stood there in silence, stupefied by the casual display of such awesome power, and I almost didn’t notice Morningstar approach from behind me. 
“I can’t believe you convinced the old man to go along with this,” Morningstar muttered. “Maybe he took a blow to head back on Varsus.”
I shrugged. “He knows this is the only chance we’ve got to take out that shipyard before it’s too late.”
“By stealing a ship from pirates and trusting a Spider,” Morningstar said, snorting and tossing a glare over at Selorah. “You’re certain she’s not just going to shoot us in the back the first chance she gets?”
“If she wanted us dead, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. I know it seems crazy given what she is, but I really do think she wants to help.”
“I hope you’re right.” Morningstar watched her work for another few seconds before he folded his arms across his chest. “I still think there’s more going on here than we realize, though.”
You don’t know the half of it. “Why do you say that?” I asked instead.
“Just a feeling. And you have to admit, seeing a Convectorate stooge walking around in a Dominion military uniform is downright bizarre.”
“It is pretty weird,” I agreed. “There has to be a reason for it.”
“She probably just wants to distract us with those legs of hers. If so, it’s working.”
I grinned. “You know, if you and Cobalt wanted to hang back here with the others, we’ll probably be fine without you.”
Morningstar shook his head. “Mosaad wants you to have some firepower around just in case you need it. Blackstar and the rest of the Seraph Squadron can handle the Vec convoy, and Squeaker is going to try and pass on what we learned to some of the other whelps.”
“He never struck me as the teacher type.”
“No, but the alternatives are even worse. Cobalt is kind of a bitch, and you and I are complete assholes.”
I chuckled. “Is that why we suddenly get along so well?”
“Probably.” 
He flashed me a wry grin, and yet again it was hard to imagine how much I had wanted to punch him in the face just a week ago.
“You know what’s really weird, though?” he asked. “We just got our asses handed to us on Varsus, but for some reason it doesn’t sting as badly as it ought to. For a few minutes during the battle I almost thought we were real Wings of the Seraph.”
“Considering the circumstances, we did well,” I said, glancing back over my shoulder to the rest of the encampment. “Every single one of us made it out of there alive. That’s pretty damn impressive, if you ask me.”
“So it’s ‘us’ now, huh?”
I grimaced at the verbal slip. “Uh, what I mean is—”
“You don’t have to apologize for finally joining the team,” Morningstar snickered. “Anyway, I’m just giving you a hard time. I can’t explain what you did, but after that little aborted training run everything just started falling into place. Squeaker is convinced he can teach the same thing to the others. Who knows, by the time we get back maybe we’ll have a real squadron after all.”
“Maybe,” I said. “They did just lose everything they had on Varsus.”
Morningstar grunted. “They’re tougher than you think, trust me. You honestly believe this is the first time they had to pack up and run from the Vecs?”
“I suppose not.”
“Before Mosaad showed up, we were all fugitives. We’re used to traveling light and living on the run.” He smiled thinly. “Admiral Ferron has no idea how badly he fucked up. He just gave all of us another reason to fire a torpedo up his scaly ass.”
I snorted softly. “I’ll be honest—after what happened, I really thought everyone would be clamoring to put as much distance between us and the Vecs as possible.” 
“That’s because you still don’t get it. But you will.” Morningstar paused for a moment, and his face turned sober. “Look, I don’t know if we should trust this Spider, and I don’t know if this plan of yours will work…but if there’s even a chance you can get us a real warship, then I’m all in. We’re here to stop the Vecs, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”
“Then I guess I better not fuck this up,” I said. 
His wry grin returned. “See you on the ship.”
I watched him run off to the others, and I drew in another deep breath as I watched Raxyl and Selorah work. All this because you couldn’t keep your damn mouth shut…
I had always known that Raxyl and I would return to the Red Ring someday, but stealing a ship from the Heap hadn’t been what I’d had in mind. Still, I had to admit it did sound like nice change of pace. No Vecs, no Dominion, no life-changing revelations or secret histories…just a good, old-fashioned heist. It might even be fun.  
Assuming I didn’t get us all killed. 
 
 
 



Interlude
 
Talasea
Dominion Staging Ground
1083.5
 
Once, not so many years ago, Talasea had been a veritable paradise. The original colonists—and the corporations they had ultimately founded—had made a fortune terraforming the world into a major tourist attraction. Tropical forests, pristine oceans, interesting and bountiful wildlife…Talasea had featured them all, and Dominion citizens from the Core to the Rim had come here for rest and relaxation. 
Today, things were quite different. 
“Seraph’s mercy, you can see the scars from here,” Maris whispered as the planet grew larger and larger out the forward viewport. “It’s like the Vecs set fire to an entire continent.”
“The initial orbital bombardment lasted for several days,” Spectre said. “The nuclear detonations came much later during the second offensive.”
She winced and glanced down at the sensor display. The atmospheric readings were normal enough; the radiation cleanup on the southern hemisphere must have finally been completed. It was still a giant wasteland, of course, and even if the war ended tomorrow she couldn’t imagine anyone moving here for generations. The only remaining settlement of any significance had been transformed into a staging ground for the 7th Fleet. 
“We have received landing clearance from the starport,” Spectre said. “Our new transponder signal does not appear to have raised any alarms.”
“I didn’t expect it to,” Maris replied as she maneuvered their ship past the massive weapons platform hanging in low orbit. Space may have been impossibly vast, but this system felt downright claustrophobic. Almost a hundred Dominion warships were currently gathered around the planet, including the mighty Omega-class battlecruiser lurking just off their starboard bow. 
Ostensibly, the 7th Fleet was here to defend this sector against the latest Convectorate incursion. The real reasons were significantly more complicated. 
“I would have preferred a more isolated location as well,” Spectre said as if he were reading her thoughts. “But Lady Trell is still attempting to negotiate with Wynn Mosaad and the Blades of the Seraph.”
“I know,” Maris murmured. “Apparently I’ve just gotten used to keeping a low profile. All these ships are making me nervous.”
Spectre glanced out the viewport. “The situation is far from ideal. I’ve no doubt that Falric and his allies have spies on the planet, but their attention will be focused almost entirely on the Blades.”
“We hope,” Maris said. The fleet wasn’t the only reason she felt uncomfortable, of course. This planet was also a reminder of just how far the Dominion had deteriorated these past few years. She still couldn’t believe that Falric had turned his back on the Blades. They had been the protectors of the Crystal Throne for centuries, and they had won more battles against the Convectorate than anyone in this stars-forsaken war. But apparently his father’s death had broken what little remained of Falric’s sanity. 
“I admit, I have been tempted to reach out to Mosaad as well,” Spectre said after a moment. “He has an impeccable reputation for honor and integrity, and he is Falric’s greatest political enemy.”
“He is also busy waging his own crusade against the Convectorate,” Maris said. “I don’t think he’ll have time to worry about protecting Cole.”
“Perhaps not in the short term. But if his forces are able to defeat Ferron…”
She shrugged. “We’ll see. Right now I’m more worried about Lady Trell. I still don’t trust her.”
“If she cannot give Cole what he needs, we will simply go elsewhere.”
“There is no ‘elsewhere.’ That’s the whole problem.”
Spectre glanced back down at his controls. “Be that as it may, I will stand with you regardless.”
Maris smiled thinly and reached out to touch his hand. “I know. And somehow we’ll work our way out of this. We always do.”
 
 
 



Chapter Five
 
Vrassk-Ka Commerce Station
Varsellian Sector, Far Rim
1101.6
 
Our transport dropped out of hyperspace, and the sprawling bulk of Vrassk-Ka materialized in the distance. From here, the glittering sphere could have easily been mistaken for a moon rather than a space station. Hundreds of ships darted in and out like a tiny meteor shower bombarding the habitat rings, and for a fraction of a second I could have sworn I’d just stepped through a portal in time. 
I had spent most of my life flitting between open ports like this. Vrassk-Ka might have been the largest and the least neutral, but the basic principle was always the same: it was the temporary home to thousands upon thousands of people, all shaped by their own stories and laden with their own burdens. In one breath I could hear their sadness and quiet desperation; in the next I could hear their wanderlust and joy. I could buy a drink in any cantina and speak to a traveler I’d never met yet feel like I knew intimately; I could pull up a chair and listen to a new story I’d heard a thousand times before. It was all one big glorious, messy contradiction, and I had never missed that life more than this one frozen moment in time. 
 “I honestly wasn’t sure if we’d ever see this place again,” I murmured. 
Raxyl turned to face me, a surprised blue shimmer on his neck. “Wouldn’t you have preferred that outcome? You have vehemently stated your distaste for this station on numerous occasions.”
“Don’t get me wrong: I’m not a big fan of the Rakashi, and this place is way too fucking big for its own good,” I said. “But for some reason I kind of miss it anyway.”
“The last time we were here, a platoon of Convectorate mechs attempted to kill us,” the Kali reminded me. “I have a difficult time remembering anything else.”
I grinned at the thought. Watching Kaveri leap into action the first time had been a life-changing moment. Of course, my fondest memory was dragging her into the darkness of the holo-theater and fucking her in the ass. I had never spilled that hard in my whole life, and I’d assumed I never would again once the pirate lord Gol Zabras found out that I had thoroughly despoiled his personal Succubus. 
Gol Zabras…
I leaned back in the pilot’s seat as a sudden epiphany washed over me. After ten hours fretting over exactly how we were going to pull off this ludicrous heist—and berating myself for suggesting it in the first place—I couldn’t believe I hadn’t considered this angle before. 
“Is something wrong?” Raxyl asked. 
I anxiously jabbed my tongue into the back of my teeth as I mentally scrambled through the details. “I think I just figured out how we’re going to steal that ship.” 
“Already?” Raxyl asked. “I assumed you would wait until the absolute last possible moment to finalize your plan. You really are a changed man.”
“I’m serious. Nobody out here has any idea that Gol Zabras is dead, right?”
The Kali turned, another blue ripple shimmering up his neck. “As far as we know, though I have not been keeping up on local news for some time. Why?”
“Because he might our ticket onto the Heap,” I said. “He and the Ring more or less forged an alliance a few years ago.”
“It is less of an ‘alliance’ and more of a tentative agreement to stay out of each other’s way.”
“Whatever. The point is that we know they weren’t actively antagonizing one another and were probably doing at least some business together.” I pursed my lips. “But to do this right, we’ll really need to sell it. And that means the girls will have to do even more clothes shopping than I thought.”
Raxyl’s yellow eyes blinked. “I am no longer certain I wish to know the details of this plan.”
I smiled as the idea continued to form. Kaveri would go along with it, obviously, but I was less certain about Shandris. And then there was Selorah…
“Let’s just say it will be a little flashier than we’d originally imagined,” I said. “But first things first: we need to know beforehand if they even have a ship worth stealing. Someone on Vrassk-Ka must have visited the Heap recently.”
“A logical enough assumption,” Raxyl agreed. 
“So step one is bribing them to tell us what we need to know. If that works, we move on to step two: the girls and I get everyone’s attention while you use your camouflage to slip past their security and board the ship. I’ll bet a million krynar chits you can slice or hotwire your way into the bridge controls without too much trouble.”
“Possibly, but accessing the controls is hardly the only obstacle. Even if I am able to activate the engines, I find it highly unlikely that I would be able to release the Heap’s docking clamps or tractor beams remotely.”
“That’s where Selorah will come in,” I said. “As long as we can get her access to one of the station’s terminals, her powers should allow her to override almost any system we want.”
Raxyl eyed me for a long moment, his scales finally shifting to a curious blue. “All right, I suppose you should tell me this plan of yours.”
“I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist,” I said, snickering. “This will work, I’m sure of it. In fact, it’s probably the best plan I’ve come up with in a long time.”
“If only you possessed enough self-awareness to realize how little that means.”
I sourly flicked my wrist at him then signaled the girls to come to the bridge. “You can be as snide as you want as long as you promise that you’ll never doubt me again if we pull this off.”
Raxyl turned back to his controls. “The odds of that happening are even lower than the odds of succeeding on this mission.”
I smiled and leaned back in the captain’s chair until the girls arrived a few minutes later. Kaveri looked energized and Shandris looked exhausted, which I could assume meant they had spent the last few hours playing rather than sleeping. As bizarre as it seemed, that was actually good news—my entire plan hinged on their inability to keep their hands off each other. 
“All right, we’re here and we finally have a plan,” I said, gesturing for them to take a seat in the crew stations scattered around the back of the bridge. “But it’s going to take a fair amount of prep work, and our shopping list just got a bit longer.”
“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Shandris said, planting a hand on her hip and glancing out the viewport. “I feel like I haven’t been back in civilization forever.”
“I’m glad you’re excited, because you’re going to have to do most of the work,” I told her. “Considering how Kaveri and I blasted out of here the last time, the station’s facial recognition scanners will pick us up in a heartbeat. She and I should probably play it safe and stay aboard while you handle the shopping.”
Shandris nodded. “All right. So what’s this brilliant plan of yours?”
“Simple,” I said, smiling and folding my hands together in my lap. “I am going to pretend that I am Gol Zabras, notorious pirate lord and scourge of seven sectors. And the three of you are going to be my slaves.”
Their immediate reactions were exactly what I had expected: Kaveri’s face lit up in an impish smile, Shandris’s amber eyes gaped in horror, Selorah’s brow wrinkled in confusion, and Raxyl…well, Raxyl just slapped his face into his palm.  
“My original supposition was correct,” the Kali muttered. “I do not wish to know the details of this plan.”
“You’re joking, right?” Shandris asked. 
“Not at all,” I said. “This will work—just hear me out. All we need to do is—”
“Gol Zabras is notorious across this sector for his carnal appetites,” Selorah interrupted. “Disguising us as your slaves will increase the probability that the Red Ring pirates accept your fraudulent identity. It will also allow us to distract many of the pirates and provide cover for Raxyl to infiltrate the ship and make repairs.”
My mouth hung open in surprise. “Uh…yeah, that’s basically the gist of it.”
“Excellent. I approve.”
“You do?”
“Absolutely,” Selorah said, turning to face Shandris. “However, you will need to purchase believable costumes for us on the station. I suggest something widely considered provocative. My neural implants contain a database on popular outfits for female slaves of a variety of species, including Velothi, Kreen, and human. Shall I provide examples for you?”
Shandris blinked twice then snorted and smiled at the rest of us. “She’s adorable. Can we keep her?”
“Definitely,” Kaveri snickered. “But she’s way too smart for her own good.”
Selorah cocked an eyebrow. “I do not understand how intelligence is relevant in this context. If anything, physical appearance is far more important for this particular mission. Thankfully, I calculate a ninety-eight point three percent probability that the vast majority of workers on the shipyard will be male, and both of you possess many conventionally attractive features.”
Shandris grinned. “Is that your way of calling us cute?”
“I…” Selorah paused cocked her head in confusion. “That is one possible interpretation, yes.”
“Well, aren’t you sweet?” Shandris said, grinning and turning to me. “I’m going to have so much fun with her.”
I smiled. “The basic idea is that we’ll pretend like we suffered battle damage and ask to dock while we wait. Raxyl will sneak aboard the capital ship while we provide a distraction, and Selorah will access their systems from the inside and disable anything she can—tractor beams, docking clamps, whatever.”
“That should not be difficult,” Selorah said. “Their security protocols are almost certainly inferior to the Convectorate systems I am used to working with.”
“Perfect.” I turned to Raxyl. “Am I missing anything?”
“Other than self-awareness and the capacity for rational thought?”
I snorted and crossed my arms over my chest. “It really kills you to admit that this is a good plan, doesn’t it?”
“I conceded no such thing,” he replied mildly. 
“But you admit it should work.”
“I admit that it might work. That does not mean I approve.”
“If you have a better idea, we’re all listening.”
Raxyl’s scales shimmered red. “Unfortunately, I do not.”
“Sounds like a concession to me.” I grinned and turned back to the girls. “All right, listen up. Here is exactly what we’ll need…”
 
***
 
“I still can’t believe I agreed to this,” Shandris said, glaring at the elaborate metal collar she had purchased on the station. “And I really can’t believe I’m the one who bought it.”
“You look amazing,” Kaveri assured her. “I always thought black was your color, but gold may be even better.”
The Kreen grumbled as I lifted up her hair so she could fit the collar around her slender neck. She really did look stunning: her golden bikini top and matching thong perfectly complimented her red skin, and the heeled knee-high boots made her long legs seem truly infinite. Kaveri was dressed in a pure white version of the same outfit, and I swore my cock twinged in anticipation every time I looked at her. 
“I calculate a ninety-nine point one percent probability that the vast majority of males aboard the station will be sexually aroused by your appearance,” Selorah said. “Based on the likely distribution of species and the predominant cultural values of this sector, I believe that many of the females will be aroused as well.”
Shandris arched one of her blue eyebrows. “Well, this female is aroused by that skirt of yours. I guess I never realized how much I like women in uniform.”
Selorah frowned and glanced down at her new outfit. It was vaguely similar to her blue-gold Dominion military uniform, though the fabric was a drab shade of green and the skirt was even shorter. It was as close a match as we could find to ridiculously sexualized outfits Zabras had forced his female “bodyguards” to wear when they accompanied him.  
“I know how silly this all seems,” I assured them, “but it’s the best way for us to pull this off without a fight.” 
“Says the fully-clothed man holding the leashes,” Shandris groused. “Are you sure this isn’t just an elaborate excuse to live out your own personal harem fantasy?”
“It’s just a happy coincidence, trust me. When this is over, I’ll figure out a way to make it up to you, I promise.”
She saucily braced a hand on her hip. “You couldn’t afford enough cases of Drellian brandy even on an emperor’s salary.”
“I’ll settle the tab for him,” Kaveri promised. While she finished fastening the collar into place, her tail reached around the Kreen’s waist and began tracing a line just above her metallic thong. 
“Really,” Shandris said, biting down on her lip. “What did you have in mind?”
Kaveri whispered something into her ear, and the Kreen immediately grinned and gave her a kiss. When their hands started flashing over each other’s bodies, I reached in and gently nudged them apart. 
“Not yet,” I scolded them. “Save it for the pirates. The better the show, the better the distraction.”
“They won’t be able to pay attention to anything else, I promise,” Kaveri assured me. 
I grinned and inspected my own costume. I had finally assembled the full pirate-lord outfit, complete with the knee-high boots, armored undershirt, and silly trench-style jacket Zabras had always loved to wear. My face didn’t look anything like his, unfortunately, and even though I doubted any of the idiots on this station could tell the difference, Selorah had a better plan to address that particular problem. 
“The hologuise matrix is ready,” she said, closing the tiny access panel on the circular device strapped to my shirt. 
“This thing isn’t exactly subtle, you know,” I pointed out. “Someone is going to see it.”
“It will conceal itself…like this.”
The device kicked on, but other than a brief flicker of light I didn’t notice anything different…until I turned and looked at my reflection in one of the powered-down terminals.  
“Not bad,” Shandris said, nodding. “Not bad at all.”
I reached up and touched my new face. From the hooked nose to the oversized chin to the garish moustache, I really did look exactly like Gol Zabras. Selorah had even programmed the projector to add some small embellishments to the rest of the outfit. Normally a hologuise matrix with this level of sophistication would cost almost as much as our transport, but she had insisted she could jury-rig a similar device with cheaper parts from Vrassk-Ka. I was already getting used to her being right. 
“Son of a bitch,” I murmured. “He really was an ugly bastard, wasn’t he?”
“The accuracy of the holographic matrix is remarkable, especially given the questionable quality of the components,” Raxyl said. “Well done.”
I grinned at Selorah. “It’s not easy to impress him. You should be proud.”
“I have merely done what is necessary to ensure the success of our mission,” she replied matter-of-factly. “But I appreciate the sentiment.”
I chuckled softly and touched the com panel on the wall. “How are you two doing back there?”
“Bored off our asses,” Cobalt replied from inside the cargo hold. “You sure we can’t just vape these pirates until they give us what we want?”
“I really hope it won’t come to that,” I said. “If everything goes as planned, you won’t even have to launch.”
Morningstar grunted. “What are the odds of that happening?”
“Twelve point three-eight percent,” Selorah said. 
“Uh…is she serious?” 
“Just stay sharp and be ready for my signal,” I said. “If things do fall apart, we’ll need to get out of here fast.”
“Right. We’ll be ready, don’t worry.”
“I know you will,” I said, and meant it. 
Once I had turned off the com, Shandris sighed and took a deep breath. “I really hope this is worth it…”
“The infochant said the Ring had two destroyers and a frigate in port just a few days ago.”
“Yeah, but I already told you I didn’t trust him. He wouldn’t stop staring at my tits.”
Kaveri impishly raised an eyebrow. “Does that mean you don’t trust me now, either?”
Shandris smirked and playfully bumped into her. “But seriously, we’re taking a big risk on the word of a few jackasses on Vrassk-Ka.”
“If he was lying and we don’t detect any ships, we’ll just leave,” I told her, glancing back at the forward viewport. “What’s our status?”
“We have entered the outer layer of the nebula,” Raxyl replied. His narrow fingers flicked across the control panel in front of him. “Sensor range is severely limited, but we should be close enough to get some basic readings soon.”
I nodded and shuffled over to the viewport dominating the wall on the starboard side of the room. The pinkish-blue swirls of the nebula had completely enveloped us, but after another minute or so I finally caught a glimpse of the massive scrapyard lurking within the mist. From a distance, the Heap basically looked like an oversized plus sign with a sphere nestled in the center. Salvageable ships of all types were festooned along the limbs while the actual workers and pirates lived inside the central hub.
A few years ago, the leader of the Red Ring—a male Kreen named
Malar Thriss—had tried to convince his circle of captains that the Heap was the organization’s most important asset in the sector. He had wanted to heavily invest in expanding the station’s operations, but most of his underlings hadn’t agreed. Raxyl and I had left before the situation had come to a head, but this whole time I had been idly curious who had won. 
The answer, apparently, was Thriss.
“Son of a bitch,” I whispered as the station finally came into full view. “I definitely don’t think we’ll have trouble finding a ship…”
The station in front of us was almost twice the size of the one I remembered. Each of the limbs had been extended another five hundred meters, and numerous smaller spheres had been attached to the central one almost like tiny bubbles. Our transport’s sensors weren’t capable of detecting individual life signs, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if there were tens of thousands of people aboard. 
“I thought you said this place was a scrapyard,” Shandris whispered. “This is almost another Vrassk-Ka.”
“I suspect that is the point,” Raxyl said, a contemplative black shimmer rippling up his neck. “The Ring has nearly as many assets in this sector as the Rakashi, and they want to intimidate any potential competition.”
“It’s working,” I muttered. “Do you have any idea how many guns are pointed at us right now?”
“Too many,” the Kali replied gravely. 
“Unidentified transport,” a gruff, raspy voice barked over the com, “declare your cargo and intentions or you will be destroyed.”
“I see their hospitality hasn’t improved since we left,” I muttered as I slid into the captain’s chair. Two refurbished Kurthang patrol fighters were already streaking directly towards us, their weapons armed and ready. “Ready when you are, buddy.”
Raxyl reached out and activated the com. “This is the Maiden’s Folly, Commander Throvix speaking,” he said calmly. “We are carrying twenty tonnes of freshly-mined thorotine for Radex V. Unfortunately, we suffered significant damage to our starboard maneuvering thrusters during transit, and we humbly request permission to dock for repairs.”
The com remained silent as the fighters whipped past our hull and locked onto our engines. The maneuver was pure bluster, of course; they wanted to test our poise. If we had panicked, they probably would have opened fire and attempted to take our cargo by force. But since we kept our cool, we proved that we were experienced and important enough to bother doing business with. At least for the moment. 
“Maybe you weren’t paying attention when you passed the transponder buoy,” the gruff voice came back. “This ain’t no refuelin’ depot, and we sure as hell ain’t fixin’ up nobody’s ship for free.”
“We intend to pay,” Raxyl replied evenly. “My captain assures me that your facilities are more than adequate to repair a vessel of our size.”
“Does he now?” the pilot sneered. “And why should I give two dreks what this captain of yours thinks?”
I cleared my throat and touched the com. “Because if you don’t, I will order my boys to start slaggin’ every one of your ships from here to Razarus,” I growled, hoping my impersonation was as good as I thought it was. “Now give us a damn docking port and tell your controller that Gol Zabras has better things to do than waste his time with feckless little shits who ask too many questions.”
The com went silent, and Shandris eyed me warily. “‘Feckless little shits?’ Does anyone actually talk like that?”
“We’ll find out soon enough,” I murmured. I stared down at the tac-holo, waiting for any sign that they might attack. The longer the pause, the closer my fingertip crept towards the internal com. Hopefully Cobalt and Morningstar hadn’t fallen asleep…
“My apologies, sir,” the voice said, though it sounded so contrite it was barely recognizable. “We, uh…we just didn’t recognize your vessel.”
“Of course you didn’t,” I snarled. “I have more ships in my fleet than you have years to your name. Now are you going to assign us a dock or not?”
“Er…yes, sir,” the man blubbered. I didn’t need to be a telepath to sense the fear in his voice. “Please proceed to port seventeen. We’ll have repair crews standing by.”
“See that you do,” I growled as I flicked off the com and let out a long, deep breath. “One crisis point down, another thousand to go. Have the sensors found our ship?”
“Not the ones the infochant described,” Raxyl said.
I sighed and swore under my breath. “You’re kidding me…”
“No, but we may have another option. Direct your attention to port thirty-one.”
I frowned and shifted the view on the tac-holo. “Well, look what we have here…”
The large green vessel was shaped almost an anchor, and an impressive array of heavy plasma cannons dotted the forward section, and I spotted half a dozen ventral and dorsal-mounted turrets as well. All in all, it was almost three-hundred meters long—not exactly a battleship, but still large enough to pack a serious wallop. 
“A Krosian destroyer,” Selorah said. “Third generation, based upon the hull configuration and engine design.”
Shandris glanced between us. “Is that good?”
I nodded, and the ghost of a smile touched my lips. For once, one of my insane plans might actually work. “Krosian ships are slow and sluggish, but they’re durable and they pack a lot of punch—exactly the kind of boat we need to soak up fire while our Valkyries shred everything in sight.”
“Assuming it still works,” Kaveri said. “How badly is it damaged?”
“I cannot tell without examining it more closely, but most of its core systems appear intact,” Raxyl said. 
“Then that’s our target,” I told him. “Does she have a name?”
“The Vantrax. The transport’s computer does not have any information in its database, unfortunately, so I cannot—”
“The Vantrax was reported missing in the Xendel System three weeks ago,” Selorah interrupted, her eyes flicking back and forth. “The Krosian government never made an official response.”
Shandris grunted. “Who needs computer logs when we have our own portable Holosphere relay?”
Selorah frowned. “I do not understand what you mean. Individual cybernetic enhancements couldn’t possibly connect to the Holosphere without—”
“She was kidding,” I said. “The point is that it’s a real ship, and soon it is going to be our ship.”
Raxyl’s scales shimmered again. “It is docked on a different limb, but I should still be able to reach it if you can provide a sufficient distraction.”
I glanced back at the girls and grinned. “Don’t worry,” I told him. “I guarantee we have that part covered.”
 
***
 
Twenty minutes later, the girls and I were standing by the airlock as the Heap’s docking tube slowly locked into place. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, hoping to mentally prepare myself for the task ahead. For some reason, I was having trouble concentrating while standing right next to beautiful, barely-clothed women wearing slave collars. I really needed to relax—Gol Zabras’s carnal appetites may have been legendary, but somehow I doubted he walked around with a raging erection. 
“Three minutes to show time,” I said. “Everyone ready for the performance of a lifetime?”
“Almost,” Kaveri said as she bent over to retrieve a pair of long leather slave leashes from her pack. After attaching them to their collars, she handed the ends to me. “When you press the button, it will activate the electrodes in the chokers.”
“If you actually use that thing on me,” Shandris said, jabbing a red ringer in my face, “I swear to the Seraph I’ll never heal you again.”
Kaveri balked. “It’s not a big deal—the voltage isn’t high enough to inflict any permanent harm.”
“That’s not the point. It’s demeaning!”
“It doesn’t have to be,” Kaveri said with a coquettish smirk. “I thought you might want to use it on me later.”
Shandris’s eyes lit up. “Seriously?”
“Absolutely.”
The two of them crept closer together, their hands falling to each other’s waists, before I cleared my throat. “Focus,” I chided. “Save the good stuff for the pirates.”
Shandris flashed me a sour look for a moment before her amber eyes abruptly flicked down to the enormous, uncomfortable, and rapidly-growing bulge in my pants. “It looks like you’re the one who needs to focus. Are you sure you’ll be able to walk straight?”
I sighed and tried to ignore the rush of heat into my cheeks. “I’ll be fine, don’t worry about it.”
She snorted and crossed her arms over her chest. “He just doesn’t want to admit how much he’s getting off on the idea of having a slave harem. Maybe he deserves to suffer a bit for making us wear these outfits.”
“Extreme arousal will hamper his ability to concentrate,” Kaveri said, her face surprisingly sober given the ridiculous context. “I should have known this would happen.”
“I told you, I’ll be fine,” I insisted. “We just need to—”
“If you can’t concentrate, you won’t be able to stay in character,” she said, glancing back over her shoulder to the docking tube. “How much time do we have until the docking tube connects?”
“Approximately seventy-five seconds,” Selorah said.
“That should be more than enough,” Kaveri said, pushing her hair behind her ears and horns. “Don’t try and hold back.”
And just like that, she sank down to her knees in front of me. By the time I figured out what she was planning, she had already opened my fly and released my swollen cock. Her lips inhaled the tip so quickly I actually yelped in surprise. 
“By the stars,” Shandris gasped. “Girl, you are such a slut!”
Kaveri wasn’t listening. She eagerly and effortlessly took my full length down her throat, and my hands reflexively gripped at her horns to control her movements. She had probably gorged herself on my manhood a hundred times over the past two months, but I knew I still wouldn’t be able to resist for long. 
“Oh, fuck,” I breathed, biting down on my lip. The wet, gurgling slaps of my cock smacking her throat were even louder than normal thanks to the confines of the airlock, and it was only then I belatedly remembered we had an audience. My cheeks flushed again when I glanced over at Selorah, but she didn’t seem horrified or appalled. On the contrary, she was laser focused on Kaveri’s movements…
“Well, don’t hold out on her now!” Shandris said, still smirking. “Give her what she wants…but don’t you dare ruin her makeup!”
A final single glance down at Kaveri’s bobbing head—and her white slave girl outfit—was all it took before I flooded her throat. I clutched her horns even tighter, and Shandris “helpfully” placed a hand on the back of the Velothi’s head to hold her in place. 
“Drink up,” she teased. “If you miss any, I might have to zap your collar.”
Kaveri didn’t spill a drop, of course. Once I finally finished, she promptly pulled away, stuffed my cock back into my pants, and bounced back to her feet as if nothing had happened. “That should help for a while,” she said, staring at the docking tube and licking at her lips. “Are you ready?”
I nodded breathlessly as I fiddled with my belt buckle. Shandris couldn’t stop smirking, and I could tell it was taking all her willpower not to devour Kaveri. I knew exactly how she felt. 
“Just remember to, uh, to let me do the talking,” I mumbled. Now that I was finally coming down, I was even more embarrassed by Selorah’s presence. I wasn’t sure why, exactly. Maybe I was just worried she would start quantifying my performance with a mathematical model. No man wanted that…
The docking tube locked into place a few seconds later, and I checked my hologuise one last time before I opened the door and started walking through the long, sealed passage. Selorah, apparently unfazed by what she had just seen, immediately took up a position directly in front of me. Her eyes vigilantly swept the tube as we passed through it, and she held up a hand and surveyed the exit on the other side before waving us through. Apparently she was taking her “bodyguard” role quite seriously. 
The station’s interior was significantly larger and more open than I remembered. Technicians, haulers, and repair drones buzzed back and forth between the docked ships, and I couldn’t help but feel incredibly exposed. To compensate, I put as much raw stagger in my steps as I could, and whenever anyone stopped to leer at the girls I glared at them until they shriveled and scurried away. 
“Given the layout and the sheer number of technicians, it will be difficult to make an escape,” Raxyl said through my earpiece. 
“Then we’ll just have to hope everything goes according to plan,” I said. 
“That has not happened a single time since I met you.”
“You worry too much. It’s my reputation on the line with this plan, remember?”
“How could I forget?” he muttered. “I will wait for you clear the pads before I make my way to the Vantrax.”
“Right,” I said, taking another deep breath as I eyed a group of nearby technicians. They were all on the young side for their species—more or less teenagers in human terms—and they had almost certainly been captured or sold to the Ring as children. I could see a reflection of myself in each of their haunted, grease-stained features. 
But you never lived like them, not really. You always had Raxyl to look out for you, and they have no one. They will never escape this life like you did. 
I winced at the thought. Of all the things I had taken for granted over the last few years, luck was definitely at the top of the pyramid. I hadn’t earned Raxyl’s protection; he had taken pity on me when I had tried to stow away on his ship. I hadn’t earned these psionic powers, either—I had just been born with them. And I certainly hadn’t earned the royal blood that apparently flowed through my veins.
“This is one hell of a homecoming, isn’t it?” I whispered. 
“It is certainly not how envisioned our return to the Ring,” Raxyl said. 
I swallowed the sudden lump of bile rising in my throat. “Do you ever think about how lucky we were to get away? Or how unfair it is that no one else here will ever get that chance?”
“More often than you know.”
I paused at the somber tone of his voice. “Really?”
“Yes. But that is not our burden to bear today, and you need to stay in character. Good luck, Cole.”
“And to you,” I murmured. 
“Here comes our escort,” Kaveri warned. 
I nodded and puffed out my chest. A lone Rakashi man awaited us at the end of the corridor, small patches of orange fur peeking out from beneath his hauntingly familiar blood red uniform. He wasn’t visibly armed, though I wouldn’t have been surprised if this whole area was riddled with concealed pulse turrets. 
 “Lord Zabras, we are honored by your visit,” he said in a low, gravelly voice. “My master extends you his blessings and apologies for the behavior of his servants. Rest assured, all offending parties will be disciplined for their insolence.”
“I’m sure they will,” I grumbled as I stepped forward and cast an exaggerated sneer at everything and everyone around me. The hangar reeked of plasma coolant and engine grease with a subtle hint of oppressive misery. Most of the technicians and repair drones were busy stripping the docked ships bare, but a few of them appeared to be making actual repairs. 
“My master wishes to offer you the hospitality of the Red Ring while you wait,” the Rakashi said. “If you will please follow me, I will gladly escort you and your companions to the promenade.”
“Good,” I said, dragging Shandris and Kaveri by their leashes behind me. They were already drawing plenty of attention just like we had hoped. For once, a plan of mine might hold together for more than ten seconds...
The Rakashi led us out of the hangar and into the adjoining corridors. They were dramatically cleaner than the last time I had been here—the Ring seemed genuinely determined to make this scrapyard look like a legitimate starport. I could see Malar Thriss’s influence everywhere, and I idly wondered how many skulls he’d cracked to get his way. I had only crossed paths with him a handful of times, thankfully, but I knew he was every bit as ruthless as Gol Zabras with only half the ego. I wouldn’t have been shocked if he had literally sealed the blooded corpses of his rivals into the new walls here…
Once we entered the central hub, the station’s transformation was even more obvious. Shops and merchant stalls lined the walls, and the varying scents of a hundred different alien cuisines wafted through the recycled air. The girls immediately drew the attention of every species with eyeballs and even a few without, and Selorah maintained her “sexy bodyguard” persona by scowling at anyone who got too close to the merchandise. 
“Feel free to eat and drink whatever you like,” our Rakashi escort said, unsheathing his slender claws and gesturing across the promenade. “I will make certain our technicians contact you as soon as they have completed the repairs on your vessel.”
I continued sweeping my eyes around the area as if I was barely listening to him. It wasn’t difficult; a thousand separate sights and sounds vied for my attention. Ultimately, the winner was the massive slave market on our left. No auctions were currently running, but several dozen holo-projectors flashed with profiles of all the people the Ring had stolen. Men, women, and children from nearly every race in the known galaxy were on display.
Had I been one of them once? Had someone in the Ring purchased me in a similar auction? If so, why couldn’t I remember it?
“How is your current selection?” I asked, tightening my grip on the leashes. “Since I’m here, I thought I might try to unload one of these ungrateful cunts.”
The Rakashi’s whiskers twitched. “You wish to sell your females?”
“Possibly,” I said, shrugging. “Assuming you have girls with bigger tits and better attitudes to replace them.”
The man paused as if an idea had belatedly occurred to him. “We might. I’ve no doubt that my master would be interested in purchasing the Velothi.”
“Then tell him to make an offer,” I said impatiently. “Now scurry off and get out of my way. I’m hungry.”
“Of course, my lord,” the Rakashi replied with a bow. “If you need anything, please do not be afraid to ask.”
I grunted and dragged the girls off towards one of the auction monitors. Once we were alone for a few seconds, I glanced down and checked the tracker on my holopad. Somehow, Raxyl had already made his way across the station to the Vantrax. Even after all these years he still found ways to blow my mind. 
“He’ll be in position soon,” I said, keeping my voice low. As much as I wanted to send a transmission, I didn’t want to risk having it intercepted just yet. “Time for us to make a scene.”
Selorah casually placed her hand atop one of the nearby auction consoles, and her green eyes rapidly flicked back and forth. “There are thirty-six surveillance devices scattered across this section of the promenade,” she said, surreptitiously covering her mouth with her other hand. “Shall I disable them?”
“You can do that?” Shandris whispered.
“Yes,” Selorah replied as if it were obvious. “It is a simple matter of—”
“We don’t want to short out the cameras,” I said. “We want as many people watching the show as possible. Can you just disable the audio?”
“Yes. But I am not certain what such a tactic will accomplish.”
“Assuming you can make it look like a glitch and not sabotage, it will focus more of their attention here instead of the Vantrax.” I grinned. “It will also mean more warm bodies to see the show when the techs arrive.”
Selorah’s eyes fluttered shut for a fraction of a second, and which point she released the console and pivoted protectively in front of me again. “I have disabled most of the audio receptors. The cameras are still functional.”
Shandris whistled softly. “Damn, you really are handy to have around.”
I choked up on her collar, and she glared at me in annoyance. “Stay in character,” I said, smirking coyly. “It’s time to get everyone’s attention. Ready to put on a show?”
“Absolutely,” Kaveri said, her luminous eyes glinting, “though we should perform in as public a place as possible. There, perhaps?”
I glanced over to the auction stage. At the moment it was empty—the pirates only used it for bulk purchases during scheduled auctions. I wasn’t sure exactly what Kaveri had in mind, but I trusted her instincts…and her ability to draw attention. 
“Good idea,” I said, dragging them by their leashes until we got close. I let them go and pointed, then took a seat in one of the chairs and barked orders at Selorah to fetch me something to drink. 
“Join me in a moment,” Kaveri whispered to Shandris. “You’ll know when the time is right.”
The Velothi sauntered up onto the stage, and I found myself holding my breath in anticipation. I genuinely had no idea what she was planning, but I desperately wanted to find out.
Kaveri closed her eyes and began rhythmically swaying to the slow, bass-heavy music emanating from the adjacent cantina.  She stretched her slender arms above her head, giving everyone an even more impressive view of her flat, toned stomach. Her tail and tendrils quickly became a part of the show; they rippled in perfect sync with her hips almost like her entire body was a single blue wave. It was breathtaking. It was intoxicating. 
And most importantly of all, it was irresistible. 
“Be’lasa,” Shandris breathed. “I am going to fuck that girl so hard tonight…”
“You don’t have to wait that long,” I said, slapping her ass. “Now get up there.”
She was so entranced she didn’t even glare at me. She glided up onto the stage, and Kaveri grinned and beckoned her over. Soon their red and blue bodies swirled together in a seductive dance, and when they kissed I swore I heard a collective gasp from half the people in the promenade.
“They are very beautiful,” Selorah said, returning to my side with a drink in hand. “I understand why you are aroused.”
I grimaced when I glanced down at the throbbing bulge in my pants. I was half-tempted to see if I could adjust the hologuise and conceal my shame…
“Here,” Selorah said, placing the drink on a nearby stand then sitting crosswise on my lap. Before I could stop her, she wrapped one arm around my neck and placed my hand on her bare thigh. “This should maintain your character.”
Unsurprisingly, having her sit on top of me only made my erection worse. I swore I could actually feel the heat of her quim beneath her short skirt, and her legs were just as soft and smooth as when they had been wrapped around me in my visions…
Apparently Kaveri’s emergency “cure” hadn’t been enough to contain me after all.
“The distraction appears to be working,” Selorah said, still glancing around. “The population of this area has increased by fourteen percent in the past few minutes.”
“Good,” I croaked, glancing back at the stage. The girls had transitioned from dancing to full-on foreplay at this point. They were both down on their knees, and their hands, lips, and tongues darted across each other’s bodies. Kaveri’s tail had slithered beneath Shandris’s thong, and Shandris had already popped one of Kaveri’s breasts free from her bikini top. I honestly couldn’t tell if they even remembered our mission at this point.
“A small team of technicians just arrived on the upper level,” Selorah said. “Do you know if Raxyl has made it aboard the Vantrax yet?”
“I’ll check,” I said, forcibly dragging my eyes away from the stage. I sent a silent signal through my headset and was surprised when he responded almost immediately.
“I am alone,” his voice said into my ear. “And I am currently inside the Vantrax’s engineering section.”
“How the hell did you get aboard so quickly?” I asked. “Their security couldn’t have been that bad.”
“I was surprised as well, but I only needed to incapacitate two guards along the way.”
An anxious tingle wormed its way down my spine. Life had taught me to be suspicious of good news, and old habits were tough to break. “Well, I suppose we’ll take any luck we can get. How does the ship look?”
“It is in even better condition than we had hoped. Several of the nonessential subsystems have already been salvaged, but the engines are fully operational. I will need a bit of time to override their control lockouts.”
“Understood. We’ll do what we can to disengage the docking clamps.”
I took a deep breath and tried to convince my brain to take the reins away from my cock. It would be a lot easier once I got Selorah off my lap…
“We need to find you an access point somewhere,” I said, gently lifting her off of me and standing.
Her face scrunched in concern. At first I assumed she was just annoyed that I had pushed her off of me, but then I realized she was focused on something else. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked. 
“I believe I may have an explanation for why Raxyl did not encounter more stringent security,” she said. 
I frowned and followed her eyes up to the balcony encircling the slave market. There were probably a hundred people of there, and a good chunk of them were now leaning over the edge to watch the show. But behind them, I spotted several small groups of large, armored men who hadn’t been there before. They weren’t rushing into sniper positions or anything so obvious, but they were clearly establishing a security perimeter. 
Perhaps this plan of mine wasn’t going to work out so smoothly after all. 
“It’s all right, we just need to stay calm,” I said as much to her as myself. “Let’s slip into the cantina for another drink. We’ll see how they react when we split up.”
“I am not certain that is the best course of action,” Selorah said warily. 
“Look, if you want to run with us in the long term, you’re going to have to get used to doing everything the stupidest way possible,” I said, taking her wrist. “Now come on, we’ll—”
“What a truly magnificent specimen.”
I abruptly turned and glanced back over my shoulder. The speaker was a slender, well-dressed Kreen male with the smallest splash of white in his slicked-back blue hair. He wasn’t armed or armored, and I nearly mistook him for another random lackey. But then I noticed the two Krosian thugs lurking a few meters behind him, and all the blood promptly drained from my face. 
“Even cloned Succubi are rare in this sector, but I suspect she is the original template,” the man went on, though he was staring straight at me and not Kaveri. “A man of your standing wouldn’t accept anything less. I know I certainly wouldn’t.”
“Malar Thriss,” I said, hoping that my voice didn’t sound as meek to his ears as it did to mine. “Now there’s a face I haven’t seen in a long time.”
“Too long,” Thriss replied, a humorless smile touching his lips. I genuinely doubted whether he was capable of any other kind. His reputation alone would have been enough to send a dark chill down my spine even if I hadn’t spent a decade in his organization seeing the misery of his machinations first-hand. 
I hastily pushed Selorah away from me and reached out to shake his hand. The real Gol Zabras wouldn’t wilt at the sight of a man like Thriss—he would act as if they were equals. Even crime lords had their own twisted sense of protocol.
“Your Rakashi servant didn’t mention that you were here,” I said. 
“Because I’m not, as far as anyone else is concerned,” Thriss replied, his voice a thousand times cooler than his scorching Kreen skin. “Just like you weren’t on that transport until you needed to be.”
I flashed him a knowing smile. “Of course.”
His dark eyes finally returned to the stage, and I took the opportunity to swallow the lump in my throat and clench my hands into fists to keep them from shaking. Logically, it didn’t make any sense for me to fear this man given what we had been through recently. Reclaimator drones, combat mechs, Baalir commandos, Convectorate Spiders…all of them were objectively more threatening than a fifty-something Kreen man who might not have even known how to hold a pulse rifle. 
And yet…
Part of it was the fact I had grown up in the Red Ring—his Red Ring—hearing endless stories about his casual brutality. But a larger part was the feeling I had when I looked into his soulless eyes. Thriss wasn’t a ruthless despot or a bloodthirsty mercenary or even a heartless corporate executive. Men like him didn’t even pretend to have grandiose political ideologies—he simply wanted power, and he was willing to torture, rape, and murder his way across the sector to get it.  
“She really is quite remarkable,” Thriss said after a moment. “It’s just a shame that the Velothi Imprinting bond prevents you from ever selling her.”
“The connection isn’t necessarily permanent,” I told him. “The proper gene therapy can remove the physical dependency.”
“But she would never be able to Imprint herself on another master. Her value would plummet.”
I forced the sleaziest smile I could manage. “Another whore’s value might, but not hers. She is uniquely skilled.”
Thriss’s eyes remained locked on Kaveri, though I had a feeling he wasn’t actually looking at her. Any other man would have already been overwhelmed with lust—I know I certainly would have—but I didn’t sense even a single spark of passion from him. His gaze was cold and calculating, more like a scientist in a lab than a lecher in a brothel. 
You need to get out of here. Keeping up this masquerade around a bunch of mooks is one thing, but sooner or later this man is going see through right through you, prototype hologuise be damned. 
“I heard a rumor out of Briton Chalo recently,” Thriss said after a moment. “One of my operatives said that Gol Zabras had purchased a Velothi Succubus and was transporting her through Briton Chalo.”
The shiver in my spine transformed into a full-blown shudder. “What of it?”
Thriss shrugged. “I simply wondered how you could afford such a prize after the Syndicate pillaged your base on Porivon.”
I quickly searched my memory but found nothing. Was this some kind of test? Had Zabras even had an outpost on Porivon?
“As usual, rumors aren’t to be trusted,” I said noncommittally. “Besides, she is genuine—I ordered her a long time ago.”
“Ah, of course. Back when you controlled twice the territory and fielded three times the ships.”
 I tried to shoot him a baleful glare, but I was so confused—and terrified—that I doubted it was very convincing. “Are you trying to insult me?”
“Not in the slightest,” Thriss insisted, another humorless smile tugging at his lips. “After all, what would be the point in insulting a dead man?”
My stomach sank straight down to the floor. Oh, shit…
“What the hell are you talking about?” I growled. 
“Gol Zabras has been dead for almost two years,” Thriss said. “I should know—I am the one who killed him.”
I swore I could actually hear the walls of my plan crashing down around us. But I reminded myself that he could have been lying—he could have been trying to flip my con on its head. For all I knew, he was treating this like a game of gethja and hoping I would fold under the pressure of a better hand. 
If so, I had a feeling he was about to get his wish.
“Gol’s death didn’t stop his lackeys from assuming his mantle, of course,” Thriss went on as calmly as before. “They have been wielding his name like a cudgel ever since. I originally assumed that you were one of them, but I see now that I was mistaken. You’re not a pirate, nor are you merely a swindler who’s in over his head. What you are is a man who keeps very interesting company.”
Thriss glanced back towards the stage. “That Velothi female assaulted and killed a Convectorate officer and an entire squadron of combat mechs on Vrassk-Ka almost two months ago. I believe the bounty on her on head is up to half a million krynar chits—an impressive sum, to be sure, but I’ve no doubt the Hierarchy will quintuple their offer once it becomes public that she also happens to be one of the last Blades of the Seraph.”
I risked a quick glance back at Selorah, but she hadn’t moved. She was staring intently at Thriss, and I was terrified to hear what kind of odds she was currently projecting for our survival…
“It was foolish to bring her here,” Thriss said, still fixated on Kaveri. “This station is not a backwater, no matter what the Rakashi or the Convectorate choose to believe. Our security systems identified her the instant she disembarked your ship. Still, you shouldn’t blame her—if anything, you should thank her for saving your life. If you had merely been another wayward grifter attempting to don the mantle of a dead pirate lord, I would have ordered my men to kill you on the spot. But no, any man who consorts with a Blade of the Seraph must have a far more…interesting agenda.”
Thriss signaled to his men, and all across the promenade I heard the sound of weapons being drawn from their holsters. 
“And now,” he said, his voice bitter cold and impossibly dark, “you are going to tell me precisely who you are and what you are doing on my station.”
 
 
 



Interlude
 
Talasea
Dominion Staging Ground
1083.6
 
“Stars, what have I done? Am I going mad?”
Maris shook her head and leaned over the edge of the balcony. She wasn’t talking to herself; even though Spectre hadn’t revealed himself yet, she knew he was nearby.  
He was always nearby. 
“On the contrary,” he said, “you are being imminently rational.”
She swallowed and squeezed her fingernails into the railing. “But am I making the right choice?”
“You are making the only choice.”
“Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe I still don’t believe I did everything I could.”
Maris sighed and shook her head as another squad of battle mechs marched past the gate beyond the embassy courtyard. After spending most of the last few months darting around the Far Rim, she had almost forgotten what this war actually looked like…and she couldn’t help but feel guilty for turning her back on it. If she had never met Falric—if her commander had never assigned her to escort him around the Dominion—she would probably sitting in a Valkyrie right now. 
That, or she would have already been dead. Given how badly the war was going these days, the odds that her squadron would have survived the massacre at Mirador or Tan Keshi were slim. 
“We could still pack up and blast out of here,” she whispered. “We could still find some backwater world and learn how to farm.”
“They would find us eventually,” Spectre said. He had the calm, supportive tone of a father being patient with the foolishness of his daughter. “And when Cole came of age and asked about his heritage, you would have to lie to him each and every day. At least he will have a future here.”
“Such as it is,” Maris muttered. “You heard the way Lady Trell talked. All she wants is power, and she’s more than happy to use Cole to get it.”
“For the moment, perhaps, but circumstances can always change. War is unpredictable—politics even more so.”
“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”
Spectre remained silent. He eventually appeared next to her, his movements as ghostly and silent as his call sign, and she leaned her cheek upon his shoulder. Closing her eyes did nothing to stem the flow of tears.
“You really, really don’t have to stay,” she said. “This isn’t your burden to bear.”
“Cole is not a burden. And neither are you.”
Maris squeezed his hand. “Falric won’t come after you without me. You could still have a life somewhere.”
“I have a life now, thanks to you.”
Her jaw trembled, and she held onto him for what felt like a small eternity before she finally regained her composure and forced herself to stay upright. A handful of children were playing in the courtyard, including Cole and the little blonde girl he would one day be forced to marry. 
“Cole may hate me someday,” Maris said. “What if that girl grows into a monster?”
“What if she doesn’t?” Spectre asked. As if on cue, Selorah and Cole started chasing each other across the grass. “We have enough to worry about in the here and now.”
Maris smiled when Cole’s giggle reached her ears, but it melted again when yet another troop transport soared by overhead. Just beyond the embassy, Wynn Mosaad and the surviving Blades of the Seraph were plotting a new offensive against the Convectorate—an offensive they were apparently convinced would turn the tide of the war. She had heard that phrase a thousand times before over the past few years, of course, but evidently the tide was more resilient than anyone thought. 
“Do you really think the Blades can do it?” she asked. 
“With Lady Trell’s support, Mosaad has the resources and the fleet to open a new front,” Spectre said. “If he scores even a single victory, soldiers across the Dominion will flock to his banner. Not everyone is happy about Falric’s decision to turn against the Blades.”
“Nor should they be.”
“If the Council turns against him, Lady Trell will gain power and prestige well before Cole comes of age.” Spectre turned and faced her. “As I said, war is unpredictable.”
Maris smiled and squeezed his arm one last time. “We should head back inside and try to get some sleep. The shuttle is scheduled to pick us up first thing in the morning.”
She waved down at Cole, but he was too busy showing off for his new friend. If only he were old enough to understand…
“Come on,” she said. “I can’t wait to leave this hellhole behind us forever.”
 



Chapter Six
 
The Heap, Red Ring Scrapyard
Varsellian Sector, Far Rim
1101.6
 
An impenetrable shroud of silence fell over the promenade. Ten seconds ago a throng of pirates had been crawling over each other in a desperate attempt to get onto the stage with Kaveri and Shandris, but now they had all frozen in place. At first I assumed they were just stunned by the sheer number of drawn weapons on display, but then I belatedly realized they were far more intimidated by sight of the unassuming Kreen man standing in front of me. 
“You dare threaten me?” I snarled loudly enough that everyone on the station could probably hear me. “Are you insane? Do you really want to risk an all-out war?”
Thriss, unsurprisingly, was not impressed. “I applaud the sheer audacity of this ruse, but my patience has its limits,” he said. “You will answer my question, or I will order my men to carve up your females one tit at a time.”
I risked a quick glance back at the stage. Kaveri and Shandris had finally stopped crawling over one another, and they had both locked in place after seeing all the guns pointed at them. Selorah hadn’t moved, either; her green eyes were still calmly evaluating the promenade as if nothing strange was going on. Had her cybernetic implants given her supernatural poise, or was she just physically incapable of experiencing fear?
“If you so much as touch my property, my fleet will incinerate this whole piece of scrap with you in it!” I shot back. “Tell your thugs to back off and put their weapons down. Now!”
Thriss stared hard at me for another moment, and I had the distinct impression he wasn’t even listening to what I said. “Almost no visual distortion whatsoever. Remarkable.”
He made the slightest twitch with his neck, and one of his guards drew a slender cylinder from his belt. Before I could move, a burst of nearly invisible energy washed over me and destabilized the hologuise matrix. A quick glance down at my hands confirmed that my little ruse was officially over. 
“Well…shit,” I rasped. 
Thriss took another step forward, and out of the corner of my eye I saw Kaveri twitch in my direction—at which point a dozen rifles were suddenly pointed in her direction. I swallowed heavily, struggling to stay calm, and flashed her a look that said wait for the right moment. 
“I should have known it would be another human,” Thriss whispered, his vertical irises narrowing even further. “And one with a face I can almost remember…”
My mind raced through a million potential contingency plans and found them all lacking. Having seen Kaveri and Selorah in action, I had no doubt that they could carve a bloody swath through plenty pirates, but even Spiders and Blades of the Seraph had their limits. We couldn’t possibly fight our way out of this, not without some kind of massive distraction…
“Vontera,” Thriss said, nodding in recognition. “Yes, of course, the dreega who decided he could turn his back on the Ring. It has been some time.”
“Not long enough,” I hissed.
He smiled again. “Most men who leave the Ring flee halfway across the galaxy to escape my wrath, but not you…somehow you have managed to survive all this time.”
“Maybe you’re not as good at this as you think you are.”
His smile vanished. “Tell me: where is that Kali of yours hiding?”
I swallowed again. “Raxyl? He’s dead.”
“Somehow I doubt that very much,” Thriss said. “You never would have survived this long without him. He was always far too clever for his own good, and I could never figure out why he cared so much about you, a worthless dreega urchin with no discernable skills or value.”
I grimaced and risked another glance back at Kaveri. I could tell how much she wanted to try something, but I warned her off with a subtle shake of my head.  
“Kali aren’t known for idle sentimentality, and they have no more love for your kind than my people,” Thriss went on. “Yet for some reason he threw himself at my feet and begged me to protect the pathetic human child in his shadow.”
My brow furrowed. “What?”
Thriss’s eyebrow twitched. “You don’t remember? Perhaps it was too humiliating to watch him grovel on your behalf. You have no idea how lucky you were that his technical skills were as rare as he promised. That one spindly little snake was worth more than a hundred repair drones. It took me months to find enough competent techs to replace him.”
My dread slowly transformed into confusion. I had no recollection of anything like that. My first memory of Raxyl was being caught trying to steal something on his ship…
“He’s here right now, isn’t he?” Thriss asked. “I bet he’s responsible for all the surveillance failures in the promenade, too. The only question is why. What is the snake up to now?” Thriss turned to one of the guards behind him. “Alert the security teams that we have a Kali infiltrator aboard, and remind them that the bio-scanners will be useless until they’re recalibrated. He can suppress his heat signature and blend into almost anything.”
My stomach twisted when I imagined a hundred Ring goons converging on the Vantrax, but I also couldn’t stop thinking about what Thriss had just said. He could have been lying, but why? What did he hope to gain? 
And then suddenly, another brick in the telepathic wall blocking my memories crumbled. I saw Raxyl standing before a younger but nearly identical Malar Thriss. I couldn’t understand what they were saying, but I knew Raxyl was trying to make a deal on my behalf. He was pledging himself and his skills to the Red Ring in exchange for protection from the Convectorate and the Dominion…
How can this be real? I swore I could also remember getting caught smuggling myself in a crate about Raxyl’s ship. 
“He won’t be able to hide for long, I promise,” Thriss said. “But before my men track him down, you are going to tell me precisely what you are doing here on my station.”
Shaking my head, I dragged myself about of the well of conflicting memories and focused on the present. I thought about trying to bluster my way out of this again. I could have told him that we had planted explosives somewhere; I could have told him that we had a fleet just waiting to blast this place to bits. But a man like Thriss hadn’t climbed through the underworld by being a dupe or a fool. He could see right through me, and there was only one way to respond now. 
“Go to hell,” I growled. 
The man’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “How disappointing. Perhaps you simply need additional motivation.” He gestured towards Selorah. “Shoot her.”
The premonition struck me an instant before the last syllable escaped his lips. I saw a previously unseen sniper on the level above the promenade, a flash of light from his rifle, a terrified screech as the blue blast seared through Selorah’s skull…
I dove and tackled her to the ground. Our bodies crashed to the floor, and I felt the heat of the pulse blast scorch past our heads. Another stunned silence rippled across the promenade, and once again it seemed like everyone was collectively holding their breath and waiting for their boss’s reaction.  
“Impressive,” Thriss said, turning towards the smoldering black spot on the deck next to us. “You always were quick. Stupid…but quick.”
He gestured to one of his other bodyguards, and the Krosian man lifted his rifle and took aim at both of us. I held my breath in terror, fully expecting the bright blue flash to be the last thing I ever saw...but then the thug went flying backwards across the promenade like he had been shot out of a cannon. 
And this time, even Thriss froze in place. 
“Another Seraphim,” he rasped, staring down at Selorah’s outthrust hand. “They’re all Seraphim!”
For the briefest possible instant, I saw a genuine glimmer of doubt cross his face. He may have had us outnumbered ten to one, but he hadn’t expected all of us to be psychics. Staring into his eyes, I could see all of his carefully-laid plans start to crumble. 
It was a feeling I knew all too well. 
“Shoot them!” Thriss ordered, leaping away from us. “Shoot them all!”
Thankfully, Selorah was already moving. Shifting her weight beneath me, she drew her pistol, took aim at the ceiling, and fired a single shot into the wall just past one of the light fixtures. A blinding surge of energy crackled from behind the metal, and an instant later the entire promenade went dark. 
“Run!” Selorah said, kneeing me in the side hard enough to flip me over. The emergency backups kicked on a moment later, but even they were only at partial strength. The thin strands of red light were barely brighter than oil lanterns—not that I was complaining, of course. The darkness was our only chance of getting out of here alive.  
Gritting my teeth, I leapt to my feet and followed Selorah as she dashed away from the auction circle towards the merchant stalls along the outer ring. I drew my pistol as we ran, and between the two of us we managed to blast half a dozen pirates before they figured out what the hell was going on. The density of the crowd quickly became our ally—all the screaming, flailing bodies gave us plenty of cover. 
Sadly, the presence of bystanders only stopped the guards from shooting for a few seconds. Out of the corner of my eye I caught a glimpse of Thriss’s bodyguards hauling him out of harm’s way, and once he was gone the rest of the pirates got a lot more trigger happy. Pulsefire erupted all around us, and as much as I wanted to shoot back I knew that every flash from my pistol would just give them a clearer target. Thankfully, Selorah provided us another option. 
“Down,” she said, shoving me behind a support column as she thrust out her hand and telekinetically hurled an entire merchant cart towards a group of approaching pirates. They were caught completely off-guard; they weren’t even able to scatter before they were crushed into bloody stains on the deck. When another group rushed at us from behind, I swiveled around and took aim…but then Selorah mentally grabbed an abandoned grav-cart and hurled that instead. Only one pirate in this group managed to roll clear, and despite the dim light I could make out the unmistakable look of shock and horror on his face. He had probably never seen a real psychic up close before. 
And he never would again after I blew a gaping hole in his chest.
“This is bad,” I said, hunkering deeper into cover as another barrage of pulse blasts burned past us. “So, so bad…”
“We have to keep moving,” Selorah told me.
“Wait!” I said, clutching her wrist before she could dart away. “We can’t just leave Kaveri and Shandris!”
“They are perfectly capable of defending themselves, and more importantly they are not priority targets. They have an eighty-one percent chance of escaping on their own.”
“That’s not—” My voice cut off as another pulse blast scorched past us. “That’s not good enough! They’re not even armed!”
“A Blade of the Seraph is always armed,” Selorah replied matter-of-factly. “As am I.”
She thrust out her free hand and slammed the support column with a wave of telekinetic force. The metal sheared off its hinges with a deafening shriek, and for a split second I feared the entire station might come apart around us. But then the pillar toppled over and crashed onto the deck, squashing several more pirates and effectively creating a barricade to cover our escape.
“This way,” Selorah said, grabbing my wrist and dragging me along behind her with surprising strength. I couldn’t believe how effortlessly she had fallen into the bodyguard role, and it was even more bizarre when I thought about how she had been the face of the enemy just two weeks ago…
A few more errant pulse blasts tracked our movements, but at this point we had sown so much chaos we were probably clear until we reached one of the service corridors. I toggled on my earpiece and signaled our transport as we ran. 
“Morningstar, you there?”
“We’re here,” he replied. “What the fuck is going on? The security systems just—”
“We hit a snag in the plan,” I interrupted. “Are the repair crews in the ship?”
“They never came aboard. We haven’t spotted a single tech.”
“Considering what happened, that’s for the best,” I said. “Have the autopilot prep to blast out of here at my signal, and be ready to launch your Valkyries to cover our escape.”
“What about Raxyl and the Vantrax?”
“I’ll get back to you on that. Sit tight for now.”
I toggled off the com just as we approached the long, narrow junction corridor leading out to the docking limb. Miraculously, the doors were closed but not sealed. Apparently Thriss had been too blindsided to order a full station lockdown, but it was only a matter of time.
“I need to contact Raxyl,” I said, tapping the control panel. “I doubt he’ll have time to—”
The instant the junction hissed open, a small metal cylinder rolled out through the door. My brain barely had time to acknowledge the presence of a stun grenade before Selorah slammed her shoulder into my chest and tackled me. She rolled us hard across the deck in a desperate attempt to escape the blast, but it was too late—an all-too-familiar concussive shockwave pounded my ears while a brilliant flash of light seared my eyes. My heart froze in my chest, and I may have even lost consciousness. All I knew for certain is that when my head stopped ringing and my vision finally started to clear, the ominous figure of a V’rath mercenary was looming over me. 
“I have the dreega male and female,” he said in a deep, gurgling language that sounded more like post-nasal drip than actual speech. “Junction three, section ten.”
I instinctively reached for my pistol before I belatedly spotted it on the floor several meters away. Selorah didn’t have hers, either, though given her telekinetic powers she didn’t really need it. The problem was that she had absorbed the full brunt of the blast and was unconscious on top of me. 
“Shit,” I hissed, knowing I was about to join her. The V’rath had his stun rifle drawn and ready, and when his bulging eyes saw me moving he lowered the barrel and took aim. Even without Selorah’s body slung across my chest I wouldn’t have been able to escape; my muscles were still paralyzed from the grenade. All I could do was wait for the flash and the inevitable darkness that followed—
There was a flash, but not from the rifle. Just as his stubby finger pulled the trigger, two brilliant blue blades of psionic energy erupted from his inside his chest. A bubbling geyser of brackish green blood burst from his mouth, and his weapon clattered to the ground as his body suddenly went rigid. I sat there paralyzed, gaping in shock, until the blue psi-blades vanished and the corpse clattered to the floor. 
“Are you hurt?” Kaveri whispered, her hands outstretched as if she were still holding actual swords. Her skin was spackled with the blood of a dozen different species, and Shandris was hiding behind her. 
“Just rattled,” I rasped. “Selorah took the worst of it.”
Judging from the haunted look in her eyes, Shandris was still in shock from their own frantic escape from the promenade. But she snapped into action when she saw Selorah’s unconscious body slung over me, and before I knew it she had her red hands pressed against the other woman’s face. 
“Come on, honey, this is a terrible time for a nap,” the Kreen whispered, her forehead creasing in concentration. Selorah gasped a fraction of a second later, and her eyes instantly flicked between the other two girls and the smoldering V’rath carcass next to us.
“As I predicted,” she said, her voice hoarse, “the Blade of the Seraph did not require our assistance.”
I grunted and glanced up at Kaveri. In the abstract, it was difficult to imagine a less intimidating sight than a half-naked Velothi girl wearing a slave collar, but I knew better. And by the time this day was over, Malar Thriss and his Red Ring would as well. 
“We have to keep moving,” I said, helping Selorah up. “The pirates won’t stay disorganized forever.”
I retrieved my pistol then dashed towards the junction corridor, but before I slipped through the opening Kaveri grabbed my shoulder. “They will expect us to head for our transport,” she said, her face a grim wall of determination. “If Raxyl hasn’t been detected, we should head for the Vantrax instead.”
“I don’t know if they’ve found him or not,” I said. “I haven’t had a chance to contact him.”
“I would advise against doing so,” Selorah said, still a bit wobbly from the stun blast. “Their forces have been entirely focused on us. It is highly unlikely that they have detected his intrusion in a completely different docking limb.”
“But if we send him a signal, there’s a chance they could trace it,” I reasoned. “All right, fine, we’ll do this the quiet way. I think we need to use that junction.”
Selorah nodded and stepped over to one of the other wall panels. “I will attempt to further divert their forces. A series of power spikes and alarm triggers should convince them that we are on our way back to the transport.”
I nodded and tossed a wary glance down the corridor where Selorah and I had made our initial escape from the promenade. “How much time do you need?”
“None,” she said, lowering her hand. “I have done all I can from this location.”
I whistled and shook my head. She really was useful to have around, especially if I could convince her to stop trying to martyr herself on my behalf. “That will have to be good enough,” I said. “Let’s move!”
This time, our only obstacles were a few hapless technicians and repair mechs. I kept expecting to be locked out by a security field or ambushed by concealed turrets, but for once my pessimism was unfounded. For all its upgrades, the Heap simply wasn’t designed to contain Seraphim. As long as we moved quickly we still had a slim chance of getting out of here alive. 
The docking limb was almost empty when we finally escaped the junction, and my first assumption was that Selorah’s false alarms had sown even more chaos than our firefight in the promenade. That might have been partially true…but there was another, more visibly obvious reason we didn’t face any resistance. 
The pirates were already dead. 
“Echu tari,” Kaveri breathed at the sight of the bodies littering the entrance to the Vantrax’s docking tube. There were almost a dozen of them, all clad in smoldering blood red armor. I reflexively covered my nose to try and block out the acrid stench of singed flesh, but I wasn’t fast enough. 
“They arrived in a group, likely as members of the search party attempting to locate the Kali,” Selorah said, her eyes cataloguing the carnage with the cold efficiency of a forensics drone. “They were all killed by the same weapon over the span of approximately twenty-two seconds.
”How can you…?” I grunted and shook my head. “Never mind, I don’t want to know.”
“The docking tube is still sealed,” Kaveri said. “Who did this?”
“The only one who was here to defend our prize.”
We all turned at the sound of Raxyl’s voice, and an instant later I saw the faint, telltale shimmer of his active camouflage across the chamber. His scales slowly returned to their normal gray, and he was clutching a pulse rifle in both hands. 
“If you tried to signal me, I apologize,” he said. “I disabled my com to prevent them from tracking my position.”
I glanced back at the bodies. “It doesn’t look like you needed our help anyway.”
“They were attempting to recalibrate their scanners to trace Kali energy signatures. I did not give them the opportunity to finish.”
“Right…” I murmured. He and I had been in dozens of skirmishes over the years, and I knew he was perfectly capable of holding his own in a fight. But this…this hadn’t been a fight so much as a massacre. 
“We need to leave,” Raxyl said, shuffling over to the docking tube. “I already found and used the codes for the docking clamps, and the Vantrax should have sufficient engine power to leave the nebula and jump to hyperspace.”
“Should?”
“I did not have time to run a full diagnostic. I will require Selorah’s help to get the ship moving, and Cobalt and Morningstar will need to provide cover for our escape.”
I swallowed and forced myself to look away from the carnage. I had already wanted to ask him about his relationship with Thriss, and now I needed to ask him how the hell he had pulled off this bloodbath. But those questions would have to wait. 
“Let’s go,” I said. “We still have ourselves a ship to steal.”
 
***
 
Having never been on a Krosian warship before, I had no idea what to expect from the Vantrax. I could still visualize what I’d seen on the sensor sweep during our way in, but even detailed holographic schematics were a far cry from the real thing. I imagined dimly-light, corridors, disgusting gray-green paint, and austere crew quarters all riddled with innumerable other design catastrophes that would raise the blood pressure of any sensible ergonomics engineer. But then the airlock seal at the end of the docking tube hissed open, and I was immediately proven wrong. 
“Son of a bitch,” I muttered, glancing down the wide, pristine corridors on either side of us. “Do I smell…flowers?”
“From what I can discern, the Ring was planning to transform this vessel into some kind of luxury yacht rather than scrapping it outright,” Raxyl said. “About a third of the original quarters have been replaced, and the air recyclers have similarly been upgraded.”
“Nice of them to make the bed for us,” I said. “So what do we need to do?”
“We should be able to control everything from the bridge. This way.”
The lift was so fast my stomach turned, but we reached the bridge in less than a minute. It was three times the size of the Gazack’s, and most of the crew terminals appeared to have power. Raxyl tossed his rifle aside and practically dove into the pilot’s seat. 
“Once I disengage the docking clamps, it will not take them long to realize what is happening,” he said. “The aft shield grid is only partially functional and will not be able to deflect a sustained barrage from the Heap’s plasma cannons.”
Selorah dashed over to a different crew station, and she placed her hand flat against the console.  “I will redirect as much power as I can to compensate, but I am not certain it will be sufficient.”
“Do the best you can,” I said, toggling my com. “Morningstar: we’re in position. Any changes on your end?”
“Only the throng of pirates swarming around the airlock,” the other man muttered. “We can’t stay docked much longer. Sooner or later they’re going to storm aboard and we won’t be able to stop them.”
“Then go ahead and launch. Once you’re clear, blast out of there with your Valkyries and take out as many plasma cannons as you can.”
“Is that before or after we get swarmed by those Kurthang fighters?” Cobalt growled. “This was such a terrible idea…”
“You’ll be fine,” I assured them. “Just focus on your speed and defenses. We’ll be drawing most of their fire.”
“Here goes nothing,” Morningstar said. “Seraph save us…”
I glanced over to the tac-holo as their transport abruptly lurched free from the docking ring. The station’s response was swift and efficient: a dozen separate turrets whirled around and locked onto the fleeing ship, and every patrol fighter in the nebula set an intercept course. Thankfully, none of them fired just yet. 
“They still can’t decide if they want to capture or kill us,” I said. “The Convectorate bounty on Seraphim is so high Thriss could buy himself another station or two with it.”
“We have a problem,” Raxyl said, an anxious orange shimmer rippling down his neck. “The docking clamps are not responding to my signal.”
I winced. If we couldn’t draw their attention soon…
“Can you do anything about it?” I asked. 
“The station administrator has triggered a full security lockdown,” Selorah added, her eyes fluttering rapidly beneath their lids. “Overriding it will take time.”
“Raf and Darcy don’t have time!” Shandris said. “If the station opens fire—”
“We just need to get their attention,” I said, holding out a soothing hand. “Can we shoot ourselves free?”
“I believe so, yes,” Selorah said. “But at this range the blast will damage us as well.”
“We’ll have to take the risk,” I said. “Once they see their big boy getting away, that transport won’t be nearly as interesting.”
“Very well. I am redirecting power to our weapons.”
I nodded and forced myself to take a deep breath as I sank into the captain’s chair. I almost wished we had brought along a third Valkyrie. The thought of psionically connecting with it again creeped me out, but at least I wouldn’t feel so damn helpless…
“Vontera!”
I turned and glared at the com. Thriss’s voice was cold but not cool—I could feel the smoldering rage in every word. 
“How much more time do you need?” I asked Selorah.
“The power system is quite sluggish,” she said. “I will require sixteen more seconds.”
I nodded and flicked on the com. “Sorry to ruin your fun, boss,” I said. “But I figure the Ring still owes me a thing or two after all those years of free labor.”
“You simpering dreega cur!” he spat. “I have a dozen cannons pointed right at your heart. Did you honestly believe you could kill my men and just float away in your pathetic little ship?”
“Not in that ship, no,” I said, watching the power displays out of the corner of my eye. “But this one should work out nicely.”
On cue, the Vantrax’s dorsal turrets spun around and unleashed a withering barrage of green-white fire at the docking limb. At this range, the Heap’s shields didn’t stand a chance—the plasma bolts vaporized the clamps holding us in place. Unfortunately the blast scorched us as well, and the entire ship lurched violently before the inertial dampeners could compensate. 
“Minor damage to the outer hull, but containment fields are holding,” Raxyl said. “We are free.”
“Punch it,” I ordered. “Try and get as much distance as we can before they—”
“Incoming!” Selorah warned. 
The Vantrax shuddered again as the Heap’s turrets quickly locked on their new target. Our shields held, but according to the tac-holo they wouldn’t last for long. I had to give Thriss and his goons credit—they had reacted every bit as quickly as a trained CDF crew. 
“Looks like we got their attention,” I muttered, swapping the com channel again. “It’s now or never!”
While the Heap fired salvo after salvo at us, the other transport—now forgotten—surged away on a different vector. After a few seconds it became clear that the station’s guns would focus on us while the fighters tried to swarm them. All things considered, I was happy about the arrangement. 
“Autopilot engaged,” Morningstar said. “Here we go!”
The transport was already far enough away that I could barely see it out the viewport, but I still caught a quick glimpse of the two Valkyries roaring out of the hangar with their cannons blazing. The patrol fighters were caught completely flat-footed, and Cobalt managed to vape two of them before they could veer out of her way. At the same instant, Morningstar banked hard towards the station instead, and his psionic cannons pounded one of other docking limbs before he whipped his fighter around the habitant sphere at full speed. 
“Hell yeah!” he whooped. 
I grinned right up until the Vantrax shuddered again. One of the computer consoles warbled in protest, and the internal lights began to flicker. 
“Direct hit on our aft quarter,” Selorah reported. “One of our sub-light engines has stopped responding, and the other two are damaged. We are losing speed.”
“Shit,” I hissed. “I thought this thing was supposed to be tough!” 
“With a full crew and proper repairs, it would be,” Raxyl said. “But our shields will not hold for long.”
I glared at the tac-holo and clenched my teeth. “Morningstar, concentrate your fire on those turrets. Cobalt, keep those fighters off his back.”
“Copy that, Outcast,” Morningstar replied. “Starting my attack run…now!”
His Valkyrie dove back at the Heap, cannons blazing. The psionic energy pierced the station’s shields and incinerated one of the heavy turrets, and a moment later he veered towards another. Meanwhile, Cobalt steered her dogfight away from us and the fleeing transport. They were both performing even better than I could have hoped…but it still wasn’t going to be enough.
“I am rerouting additional power to the remaining engines, but we will not be out of range for another forty-five seconds,” Selorah said. “There is only a sixteen point three percent chance we will escape the nebula without being disabled.”
I closed my eyes and leaned back in the captain’s chair. Since my brain wasn’t helpfully tossing out any more premonitions, I would just have to see what I could do myself. I tried to focus on my powers just like when I slowed time back on Varsus…
“There,” I said. “Change course to zero-zero-two mark three-four-seven.”
I could feel Raxyl’s confusion. “But that will—”
“Just do it!”
My eyes fluttered back open as the Vantrax languidly rolled to port, and I held my breath and stared at the tac-holo. Our new heading would slow our escape from the nebula by almost twenty seconds, but I knew it was the correct tactical decision. I just wish I could have explained why…
“I highly advise against this maneuver,” Selorah warned. “We have drifted into the firing arc of four additional turrets. They are preparing to…”
She trailed off when a trio of small explosions inexplicably cascaded across one of the Heap’s docking limbs. Its power readings flickered, its docking lights flashed…and half of its guns fell silent. 
“What the hell just happened?” Shandris breathed. “Did we do that?”
“Not precisely,” Raxyl said. “It would appear that Morningstar’s attack triggered a massive unexpected energy spike in several of the Heap’s subsystems. I am not entirely certain why.”
“It doesn’t matter,” I said, smiling. “The point is that we’re in the clear.”
I watched in silent satisfaction as we slowly drifted out of the nebula. Several of the other docked pirate ships had powered up and were attempting pursuit…but it was too late and they knew it. 
“Your clairvoyant abilities are truly impressive,” Selorah said. “I will attempt to factor them into my future calculations.”
“Whatever makes you happy,” I said, thumbing on the com. “All right, kids, time to get the hell out of here. Shift to astral space the moment you’re clear.”
“We’re already on our way out,” Morningstar said. “I can’t wait to see Master Mosaad’s face when we show him our new toy.”
I smiled and sank back into the chair. “Neither can I.” 
 
 
 



Interlude
 
Talasea
Dominion Staging Ground
1083.6
 
The alarm sounded in the middle of the night, but Maris hadn’t been able to sleep anyway. She was standing on the embassy balcony again, a half-empty glass of Drellian brandy dangling from her fingertips as she waited for Talasea’s brilliant blue sun to break over the distant mountains. At first she frowned, wondering why the local commander would have possibly ordered a drill at this hour, but then she watched in horror as first green bolts of energy rained down upon the planetary shield. 
The Convectorate had returned. 
Maris turned and sprinted back into their room, and she wasn’t surprised in the least to find Spectre there waiting for her. “What the hell is going on?”
“A Convectorate battle fleet just entered the system,” he said, staring down at the alerts on his holopad. “They appear to be launching a full-scale assault on the planet.”
“How the hell did they get so close?” she hissed. “They’re already in orbit!”
“I do not know. The sentry beacons should have detected their approach from several parsecs away.”
She swore under her breath and dashed over to Cole’s room. He was still asleep—playing with that Trell girl must have seriously worn him out. But no one, not even an exhausted child, could possibly sleep through this racket for long. 
“We have to get out of here,” she whispered. “We have to get out of here now.”
“Local control will never allow civilian vessels to launch during an attack,” Spectre told her. 
Maris grimaced. Two hours—they were supposed to be blasting off this shithole in just two more hours. “Then I’m going to head to the command center and see if I can help,” she said. “Stay here and get Cole to the ship. I want to leave the instant we’re clear.”
“They will not allow you to fly one of the Valkyries, not without telling them who you really are,” Spectre warned. “And once you do that, it will only be a matter of time before one of Falric’s operatives learns that we are here.”
“Maybe, but we have bigger problems than bounty hunters right now,” she told him. “I’m not just going to sit here while the Vecs shell the city. I’ll steal a damn fighter if I have to.”
“Maris—”
“Just get him to our ship,” she insisted. “I promise I won’t do anything stupid, but I need to try and help if I can.”
She could tell he didn’t approve, but that was hardly a rare occurrence in their relationship. Thankfully, he knew better than to try and get in her way when she had made up her mind. 
“Very well,” he said. “Good luck.”
Maris touched his arm and tossed one last glance into Cole’s room. She was tempted to wake him up and tell him what was going on, but the longer he remained oblivious, the better. With luck, the 7th Fleet could scatter the Vecs before they did any real damage. 
“I’ll be back soon, sweetheart,” she whispered even though he couldn’t hear her. After tossing a final glance back at Spectre, she dashed out of the room. 
The command center was only a few blocks away, but chaos was spreading so quickly streets were already filled with screaming people and marching mechs. Spectre was right that they didn’t exactly have military IDs anymore—she couldn’t just flash a card and go wherever she wanted. But the Dominion navy wasn’t technically in charge here, and hopefully Wynn Mosaad and the rest of the Blades would be more willing to accept her help than a bunch of protocol-obsessed idiots from Keledon. She had never actually gotten the chance to introduce herself, but with luck he would still know who she was. They had both won medals on the Krosian front, after all. 
Ten minutes later, Maris had finally gotten close enough to the command center to flag down one of the guards, and she had just started demanding to see Mosaad when another sudden flash lit up the sky. She glanced up, expecting to see another CDF battleship firing hopelessly at the shield dome. 
The battleship was there. The shield dome was not. 
“Seraph save us,” she whispered. 
The barrage of plasma bolts struck the ground all around her, and an explosive shockwave slammed into her body and sent her flying through the air. The world became an indecipherable blur of screams, pain and fire. She flashed in and out of consciousness, and by the time her ears stopped ringing and her vision cleared, the command center that had once been less than a hundred meters away was little more than a smoldering crater. 
Maris tried to scream, but her lungs were filled with ash and blood. She tried to move, but her arms were pinned beneath a pile of rubble. Her strength waned. Her breathing slowed. But then she felt a ripple in her mind, and she refused to give in. 
“Cole?” she cried out. “Cole, can you hear me?”
She swore she could feel him and Spectre getting closer, as impossible as it seemed. And she knew if she could just cry out hard enough, they might still be able to find her…   
“Cole! You need to stay focused, sweetheart. You need to stay calm. Just follow the sound of my voice.”
She coughed again, and this time she nearly choked on the blood. She couldn’t feel her legs; she couldn’t feel much of anything aside from the approaching presence of the two people she loved more than anyone else in the galaxy. 
“Cole? Cole, please!”
And then suddenly, they appeared. Spectre was there, and Cole’s body was clutched tightly against him. 
“Cole,” she gasped, feebly stretching out with her only working arm. 
“He is unharmed,” Spectre said, crouching down beside her. 
“Thank the Seraph,” she breathed, touching the child’s cheek with her hand. “Thank you…”
Spectre coughed violently—his helmet must have been damaged in the blast. He was glancing down at his wrist-scanner, but Maris already knew it wouldn’t tell him anything good. 
“Have you seen Anara’s daughter?” she gasped. “Have you seen Selorah?” 
Spectre nodded gravely. “They are dead.”
Maris grit her teeth and closed her eyes. “How?” she rasped. “How is this possible?”
“I do not know, but the drones will be back shortly. We cannot stay here.”
She swore under her breath and squeezed her son’s arm. She could barely see through her tears, but she forced herself to focus on the only thing that still mattered. 
“You have to get Cole out of here,” she said. “You have to get him to the bunker.”
Spectre glanced back up at the bleak crimson skyline. “I will try.”
“You have to promise me,” Maris said, grabbing his wrist with the last of her strength. “You have to promise me that you’ll get him out of here!”
He looked down at her, and for perhaps the first time since she had met him she saw genuine fear in his eyes. “I will,” he told her. “I promise.”
Maris held his gaze as long as she could, a lifetime of unspoken thoughts passing between them, before she finally slumped back against the shattered stones surrounding her. 
“They will never stop coming for him,” she whispered. “They can’t know the truth…he can’t know the truth.” 
“He already knows.”
“He doesn’t have to,” she insisted. “Not now, maybe not ever. You can shield him, just like I taught you. You can…”
Her voice choked off as she coughed blood over her chin and chest. Her eyes returned to her son, and she reached out one last time to touch his cheek. 
“Cole…”
 
 
 



Chapter Seven
 
Deep Space
Varsellian Sector, Far Rim
1101.6
 
Adrenaline was still pumping through my veins for several minutes after we jumped into hyperspace and left the Heap behind us. My arms and fingers kept twitching in anticipation of another fight, and my brain kept imagining a Red Ring fleet overtaking us. But after a few light-years, I finally allowed myself to take a deep breath and relax. 
“We did it,” I breathed. “We actually did it.”
“Typically, the one who concocted the plan shouldn’t sound so surprised it actually worked,” Raxyl replied snidely. “Though considering your previous track-record…”
“I suppose we can add ‘ship thieves’ to our Intelligence Ministry dossier now,” Shandris said, sitting down on the arm of my chair. “Though considering how much the Vecs already want us, I doubt it will up our bounty all that much.”
“You’d be surprised,” I told her. “Thriss isn’t exactly the forgiving type. He’ll come after this ship at some point, and he’ll hire every bounty hunter from here to Briton Chalo to track us down.”
“Let them come,” Kaveri said. “We’ll worry about them after we’ve destroyed the shipyard and driven the Convectorate out of this sector.”
Shandris turned and cocked a blue eyebrow at her. “Have I ever told you how sexy you are when you get that determined glint in your eye?’
“No,” Kaveri said, a playful smile on her lips. “But you could show me…”
Shandris took the leash still dangling from the Velothi’s slave collar and gently pulled her in close. They kissed, and if I didn’t know better I would have assumed that the temperature on the bridge went up by at least twenty degrees before they separated again. 
“We should, uh…we should probably inspect the crew cabins and see if the pirates left anything interesting behind,” Shandris said, her tongue hungrily licking at her lips and her eyes locked on Kaveri. “It will probably take a while so don’t get worried if we don’t check in right away.”
I snorted. “Have fun.”
“We will,” Shandris breathed. She started to push Kaveri out the door, but the Velothi touched her collar and glanced back at the control rod still clipped to my belt. Shandris bit down on her lip and practically dove towards me. “I’ll take that off your hands, if you don’t mind...”
They practically skipped out of the room in excitement, and I seriously doubted they would even make it to a bed before they finished the dance they started on the stage earlier. I desperately wanted to join them—we had a hell of a lot to celebrate—but then I remembered what Thriss had told me on the station. 
I could never figure out why he cared so much about you, a worthless dreega urchin with no discernable skills or value. Yet for some reason he threw himself at my feet and begged me to protect the pathetic human child in his shadow.
I grimaced and clutched at the chair’s armguards. Our celebration would have to wait—I needed to get some answers while these forgotten memories were still floating around my head. 
“All right,” I said, sinking into the captain’s chair, “while Kaveri and Shandris ‘search the ship’ we should probably run some diagnostics to see exactly how much repair work we’re looking at here.” 
“I concur,” Selorah said, still eyeing the door where the girls had made their escape. “However, I suspect that Doctor Krall may not have been fully honest about her intentions to itemize the crew quarters.”
“Yeah, well, either way we should probably give them some space,” I said, repressing a grin. “Look, Raxyl and I can handle things up here for a while. Why don’t you head down to engineering and check out the diagnostic console? You can probably learn everything there is to know about this ship in a few minutes.”
“I doubt I can work that quickly, but your point is well-taken. I will contact you once I have compiled a complete list of damaged or missing components.”
Selorah marched out of the room with the calm, relentless efficiency of a repair drone. “She is definitely something else,” I murmured. “You want to take bets on how long it actually takes her to finish?”
“Not particularly,” Raxyl replied. “Though since you will likely insist, I predict she will contact you in less than twenty minutes.”
“Sounds about right.” I took a deep breath and tried to brace myself for a confrontation with my best friend. “She proved herself again back there, you know. Without her, I doubt we would have made it off the promenade.”
“Her skills were never in question. Thankfully, she seems determined to prove her loyalty as well.”
I studied his profile for a long moment, my hands twitching anxiously on the armrests. “Speaking of loyalty, you heard our old friend Malar Thriss over the com. We had an interesting chat on the station.”
The briefest smear of orange flickered across his scales. “I assume that is why your ruse fell apart.”
“Basically. He knew that Gol Zabras was dead, and he claims to be the one who killed him.”
Raxyl hesitated for a moment. “Curious. None of us could have predicted that eventuality.”
“So for once you admit it’s not my fault the plan went to shit?”
“I conceded no such thing.”
I snorted sourly. “Well, he did have some interesting things to say about you once he recognized who I was. Apparently he had a lot of trouble replacing you on the roster.”
“What a pity,” Raxyl muttered. 
“Yeah, I won’t lose any sleep over it,” I said. “But he did mention something else—something about how you came to work for him in the first place. He said you offered your services to him in exchange for protection.”
I watched the Kali’s scales for any sign of a reaction, but they remained a perfectly neutral shade of gray. “What of it?”
“It’s not what you told me, that’s all. I was curious if you wanted to elaborate.”
A pinkish streak flashed over his shoulders in a Kali shrug. “I do not see what else there is to say. You knew I was working for the Ring to pay off a debt.”
Yeah, a debt you said had something to do with your family back on Kalifax not me. “I guess it doesn’t really matter now,” I said. “But when Thriss was talking, I had another flash of memory from my childhood. It’s still pretty vague and rough, though. I guess that telepathic barrier is pretty resilient.”
“They often are.”
I grimaced in frustration. Apparently he was determined not to talk about this, and subtly prompting him wasn’t going to be enough. I could be more confrontational about it, but unless or until I could remember more details I didn’t have much else to add. All I knew for certain was that something didn’t add up. 
“Well, I’m just happy we can put the Ring behind us again,” I said. “The fact we got to stick our fingers in their eye one last time is a nice bonus.”
“This vessel will complement our forces well, assuming we are able to locate replacement parts and make repairs in time,” Raxyl said. “And assuming Seraph Squadron is able to destroy the Convectorate reinforcements.”
“Blackstar will get the job done. The bigger question is whether we can get enough of the other whelps to actually fly this thing.” I paused. “Even with this boat, though, we’ll still be facing an uphill battle against the Vecs at Nelphari.”
“Undoubtedly.”
“And you still want to go through with it?”
“I would not be here otherwise.”
“Can you tell me why?”
An annoyed shade of green rippled across his neck. “I have already laid out my reasons many times. Your inability or unwillingness to accept them is becoming tiresome.”
“Tiresome?” I grumbled, leaning forward. “What’s tiresome is that my best friend obviously knows something he’s not telling me, and for the life of me I can’t figure out why.”
Raxyl finally pivoted away from his console and stared at me. “You possess all the information you require to make the correct decision. You understand the motivations of your allies, and you understand what is at stake in this sector and beyond. Yet despite this knowledge, you continually refuse to commit yourself to the correct course of action.”
My eyes narrowed. “And just what the hell is that supposed to mean?”
“It means that the time for indecision and selfishness is over,” he snapped. “It means that for once in your life, you might actually have to pick a side.”
I stared straight at him, mouth agape. I was used to his biting sarcasm and cutting barbs, but in all the years I had known him I honestly couldn’t remember him ever truly raising his voice at me…or seeing his scales flushed so green with anger. 
“Ever since we joined the Wings on Varsus, you have wanted to be somewhere else,” Raxyl said. “Even when you first linked with the Valkyrie, your impulse was to run away rather than commit. To this day you believe the other students are fools who have been tricked by Mosaad. It has never once occurred to you that they might actually believe in something beyond themselves.”
My mouth remained open but nothing came out. My lungs felt like they were trying to breathe vacuum. 
“Kaveri is a Blade of the Seraph whether you like it or not,” Raxyl went on. “And you willingly allowed her to Imprint herself upon you even though you secretly believe her cause is foolish and her trust in Mosaad is misplaced. What is your plan with her, exactly? Do you believe you can force her to run away with you and abandon the man who saved her from a life of slavery and rape?”
 “I’ve never forced her to do anything!” I protested.
“No, you have merely exploited her kindness and her trust,” Raxyl said. “Have you ever told her how you really feel about all of this? Have you told Shandris? Of course you haven’t. Because no matter how you see yourself, no matter whose blood flows through your veins, the hard reality is that you are a child who has never been forced to grow up. You have never had to make hard decisions or live with bitter compromises. You have always had me there to protect you, to shield you, to coddle you.”
He stood for him chair, and his serpentine eyes narrowed in disgust. “Perhaps this is my mistake,” he said. “Perhaps I should have taught you the value of failure. Perhaps I should have taught you the virtue in having a purpose beyond yourself.”
My lungs refused to draw air again, and every muscle in body seemed like it was paralyzed. I had known this man my entire life, yet somehow it felt like I was looking at a complete stranger. 
“I will attempt to repair and recalibrate the bridge controls,” Raxyl said, pivoting back to his console. “I do not require your assistance.”
I stared blankly at him, still paralyzed and unable to speak. When my legs finally started working again, they promptly carried me out of the bridge and into the corridor. I only made it a few meters before they became so rubbery I had to brace myself against the wall for support. My heart pounded in my ears, and my arms glistened with sweat. 
I didn’t understand what had just happened. My instinctive response to being attacked—physically or otherwise—had always been to fight back. That was how I had responded to the Red Ring overseers; it was how I had responded to Master Mosaad after I had stolen the Valkyrie. But apparently I couldn’t respond that way to Raxyl, perhaps because I had never realized he was even capable of getting so angry. 
Or because every single thing he had just said was true. 
 
***
 
I had no concept of how long I wandered the ship, but eventually I realized I had maneuvered all the way down to engineering. I almost turned away and headed for the galley instead—drowning myself in a few liters of Krosian ale sounded like a wonderful idea right now—but for some reason I kept going instead. 
Selorah was alone in the spacious chamber, and she was busily flitting back and forth between a dozen different consoles. Maybe I hadn’t been stumbling around as long as I’d thought…
 “Cole?” she asked, looking up when I entered. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” I managed, wiping the sheen of sweat from my brow. 
“Based on your rate of perspiration and the pallor of your skin, I calculate an eighty-eight point two percent chance you are suffering from intense emotional distress.”
I sighed. I definitely should have tried to find the galley instead…
“You know, you really don’t have to blurt out every probability that comes into your head,” I told her. 
“I do not,” she insisted. “My brain calculates an average of ten thousand—”
“I really don’t need to know,” I said. “Honestly, it’s a little unsettling.”
“As you wish, of course. I apologize.”
I sighed again. Now it felt like I had just kicked a puppy. “Look, just…forget about it,” I muttered. “Have you found anything interesting in here?”
“‘Interesting’ is a subjective judgment, but I calculate a seventy perc—I mean, I believe you will find this information relevant to our current mission.” She glanced back down at her terminal. “Our initial assessment of this vessel’s capabilities was largely accurate. Most of its systems are intact, and the damage can easily be repaired. Our primary obstacle will be the trydatic core. The Krosians have attempted to integrate Convectorate technology with most of their vessels, but their implementation is…lacking.”
I frowned and glanced down at the terminal, though I couldn’t make heads or tails of the data on the screen. “How big of an obstacle will this be, exactly?”
“I am not yet certain,” Selorah admitted. “But the trydatic core can produce far more power than the Vantrax’s relays can handle, and without modification its systems will be prone to overload. I suspect this is what happened when the Red Ring pirates captured the ship in the first place.”
“The Krosians were out testing the ship and got caught with their pants down,” I said. “Well, if anyone can fix this, I’m sure it’s you and…Raxyl.”
Selorah arched a blonde eyebrow at me. “Your hesitation suggests a problem.”
I grimaced and glanced away. Of all the people on this ship, the woman who was basically a living android should have been the last one I reached out to for emotional support. But for some unfathomable reason I found myself wanting to tell her anyway. 
“It’s, um….it’s difficult to explain,” I murmured. 
Selorah placed a hand on my arm. “I shall endeavor to understand regardless.”
I finally looked up again, fully expecting to see a cold, clinical face staring back at me. But her brow was creased in concern, and I saw a surprising amount of sympathy reflected in her green eyes. She genuinely wanted me to tell her what was bothering me. 
She’s not actually a robot, you know. The woman in your visions was warm and compassionate…somewhere past her cybernetic implants, this version probably is, too. 
“Two months ago I was pretty certain I had the whole universe figured out,” I told her, bracing my palms flat against the console. “Raxyl and I weren’t rich or anything, but we had our own ship and the freedom to do basically whatever we wanted. Now everything is a lot more…complicated.”
“You are referring to the true nature of your heritage,” Selorah said. 
“Not really. It may sound crazy, but I feel like I can mostly just ignore all that right now. No one outside this ship knows who my father was or that I even exist.”
She cocked her head. “Then to what complications are you referring? Admiral Ferron and the Convectorate?”
“Yes…and no.” I sighed and nibbled at my lip. Maybe it was a mistake to try and put this into words. I was comfortable enough around Kaveri and maybe even Shandris to sound like a blubbering fool, but psychic visions aside I didn’t really know Selorah yet. 
Still, in a bizarre way it might actually be easier to spill my guts to a near stranger. At least she could tell me I was being an idiot with statistical certainty. 
“I’ve obviously never been a fan of the Vecs or the Tarreen,” I went on. “They’re always sticking their claws where they don’t belong, and they treat humans like diseased rats who need to be exterminated. But until recently they didn’t have much of a presence out here, and it never even occurred to me that one day I might be fighting them directly. I was a pilot, not a soldier, and I was perfectly happy with that.”
“But now the situation is different,” Selorah said.
“To put it mildly.”
“Your primary directive has changed.”
I turned and frowned at her. “Yeah,” I murmured. “Yeah, I guess so.”
She held my eyes for a moment before she glanced back down at the console. “As you said, such revelations can be complicated. And…unsettling.”
I nodded slowly. “I suppose I’ve never consciously tried to make the transition. I’m sure this sounds insane to you, but until recently I rarely bothered thinking about the future. Life on the Rim was too fast and too chaotic to worry about anything besides my next cargo haul and the fuel and girls I could buy with it. Enjoying the present was the only thing that ever mattered. The future seemed like a luxury I’d never be able to afford.”
“And now?” 
“Now…in my head, nothing has really changed. I still act like I’m just another hotshot pilot trying to have fun and survive. But maybe that hasn’t been true for a while now. Maybe its finally time I get my shit together and actually think about my next move before I make it.”
I closed my eyes and took a long, slow breath. “Kaveri has been trained as a Blade of the Seraph, and I know how much that means to her. It’s not just about the powers and the skills…the legacy of that title is important to her too. She really believes in what Master Mosaad is trying to accomplish out here. She wants to beat Ferron and the Convectorate.”
“And you do not,” Selorah reasoned. 
“Honestly? I’ve never cared about politics, and I was certainly never insane enough to risk my life for some abstract cause or principle.” I finally turned to face her again. “I always thought that apathy made me smarter than everyone else, but maybe it was just a convenient excuse not to pick a side. That way, I could never really lose.”
I shook my head. “I don’t give a shit about the Dominion or the Seraphim Council or anything like that…but maybe I don’t need to. The truth is that our people have it pretty rough out here. Outside of a handful of systems in the Core, humans have nowhere to live and nowhere to run. And if the Vecs sink their teeth into this sector, plenty of other people—humans or otherwise—will have exactly the same problem. Maybe it’s not completely insane to try and do something about that.” 
Selorah remained silent for a long moment before she finally placed her hand upon mine. “Mosaad is not wrong about the impact of destroying Ferron’s shipyard,” she reminded me. “It would be a significant strategic victory, and the Ministry of War would be unlikely to commit similar resources to this sector again.”
“Of course, it’s not like the Rakashi or the Red Ring or any else is a great steward of the people who live here.”
“Perhaps not,” she said. “But what I can tell, the other Valkyrie pilots all wish to fight anyway. Do you know why?”
I swallowed. “Some of them believe a victory here will inspire others to join us. Others are probably just out looking for revenge against the Vecs.”
“What about Kaveri?”
“Probably a little of both,” I said. “I think she honestly sees this as the start of something big—a movement, a revolution, something. She believes in the mythos of the Wings and the Blades, and I admit there’s a part of me that wants to as well. There’s something seductive about the idea, you know? Maybe not what they were, but what they could be.”
I stared out into space for a few minutes before I finally turned back to face her. “You’re the one who said I’m the only hope of restoring the Seraphim. How did you foresee that happening?”
“A series of small victories which lead to a larger insurgency,” Selorah said, “along with the eventual return of a Dominion Emperor who does not make the same mistakes as his predecessor.”
I grunted softly. “And what odds are you giving that vision right now?”
“You are the one with clairvoyant powers,” she said. “Perhaps you should run the calculations.”
I frowned. “Was that…did you just make a joke?”
“I attempted to. Was it successful?”
I chuckled and grinned, and a faint, awkward smile touched her lips as well. For an instant, she wasn’t so different from the woman in my dreams—her laughter, her joy, her humanity. Her smile had been charming then, and the real thing was too. 
“You know, you should really do that more often,” I said. 
She cocked her head. “Make jokes?”
“Sure, but I was talking about that smile. It looks good on you.”
She reached up and touched her lips, and I actually saw the faintest flush of red in her cheeks. “I am glad you are pleased by my physical appearance.”
“Sweetheart, any man with a milliliter of sense would be pleased by your physical appearance,” I told her. “But that’s not really what I meant. It’s just…well, it’s nice to know you’re still capable of feeling happiness, that’s all.”
“I am perfectly capable of experiencing every standard human emotion,” she said. “I am simply not adept at expressing them.”
“Your smile expressed them just fine.”
Her lips curled a bit more. “I shall keep that in mind for the future.”
I chuckled again, and I was belatedly aware of just how close we were standing next to each other. I cleared my throat and backed up a step. 
“There, uh, there is something I’ve been wondering for a while,” I said. “Why would a Convectorate Spider wear a Dominion military uniform? Isn’t that…weird?”
Selorah paused for a moment and glanced down at her blue skirt. She had apparently found time to change before starting her work down here. “The abbreviated answer is that the Hierarchy does not trust us,” she said. “Unless we were assigned to an active mission that required specific armor type or style of dress, the Minister of Intelligence preferred us to wear the colors of the enemy.”
I frowned. “Like some kind of mark of shame?”
“In a sense. I was never told this directly, but my analysis of Tarreen cultural norms suggests that our uniforms are primarily symbolic in nature. They are meant to convey conquest—we are former Dominion operatives who have been bent to the will of the Hierarchy—but they also mark us as outsiders who are never to be trusted beyond our limited usefulness.”
“That’s pretty fucked up,” I said. 
Selorah shrugged. “The uniforms make sense within the context of Tarreen culture. Since the fall of their first empire, their society has been structured under rigid caste confines. Signifiers like dress and speech patterns delineate power and prestige. It is important to—”
“I’ll take your word for it,” I interrupted, holding up a hand. As interested as I was in listening to a treatise on the socio-political structures of Convectorate society…well, actually I wasn’t interested in that at all. But I did enjoy her accent and smooth voice enough that I was seriously tempted to stand here and listen to her talk anyway. 
“I am willing to wear different attire if this uniform makes you uncomfortable,” Selorah said after a moment. “We purchased additional clothing on the commerce station.”
“You should wear whatever you want,” I said. “Besides, it looks almost as good on you as that smile.”
Her cheeks flushed again, and I couldn’t help but smirk at her discomfort. She really was adorable in her own way, which seemed like a strange thought considering I had just watched her carve her way through a station filled with pirates. Then again, Kaveri was a nearly unstoppable killing machine and I thought she was adorable too...
“Anyway, thanks for lending me your ear,” I said. “I guess I still have a lot to think about.”
“Thank you for telling me,” Selorah replied. “I only wish I could be more useful.”
“You’re probably the most useful person on this ship by a wide margin. I wouldn’t worry about it.” I flashed her another quick smile. “Anyway, I guess I should get back to—”
She stretched up on her tip toes and kissed me. At first I was so surprised I stood there frozen like a dopey teenager, but then my hands clutched her waist and my tongue slipped through her lips. For a brief moment I was back inside one of my visions; the line between reality and fantasy blurred until one was indistinguishable from the other. The woman in my arms wasn’t a stranger—she was my soon-to-be-wife, pledged to me almost from birth, and I loved her so deeply it hurt. I wanted her. I needed her…
The illusion eventually crumbled, but a powerful echo remained. I barely knew this woman, yet the movements of her hands and lips were intimately familiar. I had never kissed her before, yet I knew the taste of her tongue as well as my own. 
When Selorah finally pulled away, her fingers were actually trembling on my cheek. Her shadowed eyelids fluttered, and she seemed completely breathless. 
“I apologize,” she breathed, leaning away. “I am not certain what compelled me to do that.”
“It’s all right,” I assured her. 
Selorah softly licked at her lips. “I do not understand. I barely know you, yet I feel as if—”
“We’ve been together before,” I said. 
“Yes,” she whispered, nodding. “I cannot explain it.”
“It’s like you can feel the weight of destiny pushing you along,” I said. “Almost as if the universe is trying to fix its own mistake.”
She stared right at me, and her green eyes were so large and beautiful I couldn’t have turned away even if I had wanted to. “In a different life, we would have been together,” she said. “But destiny is an artificial construct. We should not feel compelled to honor its wishes.”
“It’s not destiny’s wishes I’m worried about,” I said, leaning in so close I could taste her breath again. “What do you want?”
Selorah swallowed. “I want you to take me. Right now.”
I pulled her close and kissed her again, but this time I didn’t stop. Her body melted into mine, and her grip became inescapable. When my hands eventually found her thighs, I promptly hoisted her up onto the engineering console. Her ankles locked behind my waist while her fingers madly fiddled with my belt buckle, and the moment my cock sprang free I pushed up her blue skirt and reached for her panties...
Only to realize she wasn’t wearing any. 
“I calculated a ninety-three point two percent chance you would wish to celebrate our successful mission,” Selorah said. “However, I only calculated a twelve point one percent chance you would wish to do so with me.” 
I grunted softly. “Then why…”
“I desperately wanted to be wrong.”
Grinning, I gently placed the tip of my cock against her sweltering quim. She was so sodden I effortlessly slipped inside her, and just like in my visions I couldn’t believe how perfect she felt. I had spent so much time with aliens I had apparently never realized the virtues of my own species…
“Stars…” I breathed, nibbling at her lips. 
“Take me,” she begged, her eyes fluttering shut. “Please!”
I plunged all the way into her, and I could actually feel a cascade of euphoria shudder through her body with each thrust. She didn’t just feel good. She felt…right. As if this was exactly where we were supposed to be. 
I thrust into her slowly, languidly, as if she were sprawled across satin sheets rather than a plastic console. Our tongues danced together even as she whimpered in delight, and the pressure built inside her until she couldn’t take it—she dug her nails into my back, silently begging me to take her harder. And so I did. 
I slammed into her with all of my might, and I honestly wouldn’t have been surprised if her squeal of delight was audible halfway across the ship. Her eyes rolled back into her head, her hands clutched at my neck, her thighs clamped around my waist…
And then I exploded. I pumped everything I had into her, and Selorah gasped and squeezed me against her so hard I couldn’t believe our bodies didn’t break. When I finally finished, my knees went so weak I had to brace my palms against the console just to stay upright. 
“Shit,” I breathed, kissing the tip of her nose. “That was…”
Selorah smiled and kissed me again. “Exactly how it was meant to be.”
 
***
 
“Diagnostic complete. Input additional commands.”
The computer’s disembodied Krosian voice was so loud and demanding I probably would have jumped in surprise if Selorah weren’t on top of me. Somehow we had ended up on the floor with my back pressed against a console and her straddling my waist. Apparently we had been kissing a lot longer than I’d thought…
“I, uh, I guess we should get back to work,” I muttered. 
Selorah nodded and slowly licked at her lips. “It will only take me a few minutes to analyze the results, and we will be traveling to Maz Sepa for another twelve hours.”
I grinned and brushed a stray blonde lock from her eyes. For some reason, her hair was actually cuter when it was a bit ruffled. “So you’re saying we’ll still have plenty of down time.”
“Yes.”
“If only I could think of some way to pass the hours…”
Her brow creased in confusion. “Do you not wish to penetrate me again? I had assumed—”
“It was a joke,” I said, snickering. “But before we do anything, we should probably have a look around and try to find some real quarters.”
She nodded slowly. “You are uncomfortable, I understand. If you would prefer, I could lean over one of the consoles so you could take me from behind. Such a position should still provide you with ample stimulation.”
I pressed my tongue into the back of my teeth. I was really, really tempted to take her up on her offer. Kaveri and Shandris would probably still be occupied for quite a while, and Raxyl…well, I didn’t want to think about him just yet. But the repair teams back on Maz Sepa would probably appreciate it if we didn’t fuck on top of every single console in engineering.
“I’d rather take our time,” I told her. “If that’s all right with you.”
“Yes,” she replied with a breathless smile. 
I slowly ran my hand through her hair again. “It’s strange, you know. You’re the first human woman I’ve ever been with.”
“You are the first man I’ve ever been with.”
My cock twinged against her thigh. “I hope it was worth the wait.”
“Not really.”
I blinked. “Was that…?”
“A joke, yes,” Selorah said. “Was it as entertaining as the last one?”
I laughed and pulled her in close. I still couldn’t believe how passionately she could kiss; it seemed completely at odds with the rest of her personality. Then again, I still didn’t really know her that well yet. Hopefully that would change soon. 
“Living out here on the Rim, I barely ever saw another human until recently,” I told her. “Then Kaveri brought me to Master Mosaad and I was suddenly surrounded by them. It was…jarring.”
“If we are successful at Nelphari, I believe Mosaad will attempt to recruit as many non-humans as possible.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Full integration of the Blades was one of his primary goals during the civil war,” Selorah explained. “The Seraphim Covenant opposed Emperor Falric’s continued insistence on barring non-humans from service. Mosaad argued that it was both a moral and a tactical miscalculation.”
I nibbled at my lip. Yet another thing you completely misjudged him on. Good job. 
“I highly doubt that any other Blade would have shared his skills with a Velothi,” Selorah went on. “As far as I am aware, Kaveri is the first—and currently only—non-human Blade of the Seraph.”
“Well, hopefully she won’t be the last,” I said. “And hey, if we can teach Shandris to fly, she could be the first non-human Wing of the Seraph.”
Selorah’s left eyebrow shot up. “That is not true. While I am not aware of any currently active non-human Wings, there is a record of another non-human Valkyrie pilot during the war. Sadly, he was reported killed at Talasea.”
“Who wasn’t?” I muttered. 
Her eyes flicked back and forth as she searched her cybernetic database. “Strange. I cannot find any mention of his species. He is simply flagged differently than the others.” She paused for a moment then shrugged. “I suppose it makes little difference. However, based upon his call sign—Spectre—I would surmise that—”
My breath caught in my throat, and I jerked upright so abruptly I almost knocked her out of my lap. “What did you say?”
Selorah paused. “About what?”
“What was the pilot’s name?”
“Spectre,” she said. “Is this relevant somehow?”
I inhaled sharply, and in that moment the last vestiges of the telepathic barrier in my mind collapsed. A deluge of long-repressed memories flooded through the broken dam, but they weren’t blurry or indistinct. This time they were crystal clear. 
And finally, at long last, I knew the truth. 
 
The bombs had finally stopped falling by the time we reached the bunker in the heart of the city, and the translucent shimmer of the shield dome had finally rematerialized above us. I was aware of the fighters still battling overhead; I was aware of the ground troops still fighting in the streets. But I didn’t care about any of it. All I wanted was to run back to my mother. 
“Put me down!” I shrieked. “Let me go!”
The man carrying me ignored my pleas, just like he had for the past several minutes. No matter how hard I kicked, no matter how loudly I screamed, he refused to stop sprinting away from my mother. Somewhere deep down, I knew why. I had seen the blood. I had heard the cries of pain. I had felt the strength leave her fingers and slide from my arm. 
I might have been young—I might have been mystified by the world around me—but I understood death. I understood that Selorah would never skip or laugh or tease me again, just like I understood that I would never hear my mother’s voice or feel her arms wrap protectively around me. I understood that they were gone, and I understood that there was nothing I could do about it. 
I also understood that the man carrying me wasn’t responsible, but I hated him anyway. 
 “Mom! Mom, please!”
Spectre continued ignoring my pleas, as did the medical probes and nurses and everyone else in the bunker. Tears marred their faces, and they assured me over and over that they wanted to help. But I knew they couldn’t…and I hated them, too. 
Hours passed and nothing changed. Days passed and nothing changed. I couldn’t sleep. I refused to eat. The pain was better company than my thoughts. Eventually Spectre carried me onto our ship, and when we soared high above the battlefield I still couldn’t find her. It was then, and only then, I accepted that I never would. 
“Mother…”
My rage faded as we slowly drifted away, and my body turned so cold even the blankets couldn’t stop me from shivering. I wanted it to end; I would have given anything for it to end. And then Spectre placed his hand on the side of my head, and I finally got my wish. 
“I am sorry, Cole. I am so very sorry.”
The shadows swirled around his face, and when I looked up I saw his familiar yellow eyes and shimmering scales looking down upon me. 
“One day, I hope you will understand,” he said as he took the pain away. “One day, I hope you will forgive me.”
 
“Cole?” Selorah said, clutching my cheeks in her face. “Cole, can you hear me?”
My eyes fluttered back open, and the memories shattered like so much broken glass. “Yes.” 
“Are you well? Should we contact Doctor Krall?”
“No. She’s not the one I need to talk to.”
Gritting my teeth, I hoisted her up off my lap and dragged myself back to my feet. Selorah stared at me, confused and concerned in equal measure. 
“Go ahead and analyze the diagnostics,” I said, glaring at the lift. “I need to get to the bridge.”
 
***
 
My heartbeat was pounding like a jackhammer in my ears by the time the lift doors open, and I had to ball my hands into fists to keep my arms from trembling. Raxyl was still sitting at the pilot’s console in the center of the bridge, seemingly oblivious to my entrance. I glared at him, and the well of rage I couldn’t summon before had finally begun frothing over. 
“Why?”
 The word hung in the stale air, part bitter accusation and part genuine question. Raxyl’s scales remained a neutral gray, and for a long, suffocating moment I honestly wondered if he might just ignore me. But then he finally sat upright, and a single smear of red streaked across the scales on his neck. 
“Because it had to be done,” he said.  
I tried to swallow the lump in my throat and nearly choked. “Eighteen years,” I rasped. “You had to lie for eighteen years?”
He remained stiff and silent no matter how long I glowered at him. My heart continued pounding, and clutched the captain’s chair so hard the metal squeaked. 
“All this,” I said, shaking my head. “Selorah, Mosaad, the Wings, my mother….my father,” I clenched my teeth. “You told me nothing…but you could have told me everything!”
“Yes.”
The lump in my throat grew even larger. “Would you have ever told me the truth if this barrier of yours hadn’t started to crack?”
“I do not know.”
“Well, it’s gone now,” I said bitterly. “So you had better start talking.”
“If your memories have fully returned, there is little else to say.”
“Are you fucking kidding me? There is everything to say! You are a damn psychic! You were a Wing of the Seraph! You could have been teaching me how to use my powers this whole damn time!”
“And if I had done so, the Widow and her Spiders would have already found us,” Raxyl said. “I could not afford to take that risk.”
“Maybe that explains the first few years. Hell, maybe that explains the first damn decade, I don’t know. But it’s been eighteen years and I’ve been having these premonitions for a long time now. You could have helped me!”
“I was, Cole—by keeping you safe. That was my first and only priority.”
“Oh, fuck that nonsense,” I growled. “I’m not a kid anymore. I’ve been able to take care of myself for a long time.”
“I know. But I made a promise to your mother.”
I scoffed. “You really think my mother wanted you to coddle me for twenty years? You really think she wanted me to live in ignorance my whole life? If that’s the case, maybe it’s a good thing I never knew her because she sounds like a—”
Raxyl whirled around and snatched my wrist before I could finish. I tried to pull away, but his grip was like iron. And when I finally looked at his face, I could have sworn he was a completely different person. He scales were flushed green with rage, and his yellow serpentine eyes smoldered like a demon. 
“Your mother meant everything to me!” he snarled. “Do not presume to know what you cannot possibly understand!”
I could feel the fury rolling off him like a dark, malefic tide, and I honestly didn’t know if I could have broken free if I’d wanted to. But then he finally composed himself, and the enraged green splashes on his scales were gradually replaced by ripples of apologetic red. 
“Your mother saved my life,” he murmured. “Kali with psionic abilities are vanishingly rare, as you know—the Psychophage did not affect us as it did so many other species. And just like the Tarreen, my people are not content with that reality. If they had learned the truth about my powers, I would have spent the rest of my life in a military research facility on Kalifax. Your mother knew this. But she also knew how the Dominion treated non-humans, especially those with psionic gifts. And so instead of setting me free, she took me with her. She taught me everything she knew.”
I swallowed, and the lump in my throat finally went down. “But you were a Wing of the Seraph. I remember.”
“Barely,” Raxyl said. “The Seraphim Council never wanted to acknowledge my abilities, and Maris had to force the admiralty to give me a rank. For years I was little more than a ghost, a shadow…”
“A spectre,” I whispered. 
His eyes narrowed into thin slits. “Your mother knew that her superiors would punish her severely for sharing her skills with an ‘alien,’ and we both understood that she couldn’t hide me from them forever. But then an opportunity presented itself: the royal family wanted their son to see the galaxy he would one day rule, and they entrusted the best pilot in the Dominion with his safety. Maris pretended that I was her associate, an alien co-pilot that could sell the image of a wayward smuggler rather than an official Dominion military operation. We were able to slip under the radar and shuttle Falric around his future empire without drawing the gaze of the Convectorate or anyone else.”
I leaned back against the captain’s chair. Slowly but surely, a whole lot of other things Selorah had told us made sense. 
“Maris knew that Falric was about her age, and according to rumors he possessed a far more open mind than his father or the Seraphim Council,” Raxyl went on. “She believed she could eventually convince him that I was a valuable asset regardless of my heritage, and with the protection of the Crown Prince her superiors wouldn’t be able to touch me.” He paused. “She underestimated his cowardice…and overestimated his compassion.”
“But she still had me,” I whispered. 
Raxyl’s scales shifted to an even darker shade of red. “She was in love with him, for a time,” he said. “He had an unmistakable presence about him, and he opened doors to us that had long been closed. But as the war effort continued to deteriorate, so did their relationship. At first he was delighted about your birth. His parents were not.”
“Selorah was right, then,” I said. “She said a bastard son would ruin a marriage alliance.”
“That is the simplest version, yes. And it wasn’t long before the emperor took it upon himself to make certain you never threatened his ‘legitimate’ son’s eventual ascension. Maris and I spent years on the run—years I suspect you still may not remember, given your age. The bounty hunters became more and more numerous, and I became convinced that the only path forward was to forge our own alliance with one of Falric’s enemies.” He paused. “That is when I got her killed.”
I frowned. “What do you mean?”
“I am the one who convinced Maris to reach out to Anara Trell, I am the one who convinced her to stand her ground rather than flee to the Rim.” His eyes flicked up to mine. “I am the reason she was on Talasea when Ferron launched his attack.”
I swallowed again, and this time my saliva tasted like ash. “You couldn’t have possibly known.”
“Ignorance is a bitter salve. If we had fled to the Rim, it is conceivable that Falric’s bounty hunters or the Spiders would have found us someday regardless…but it is just as conceivable that your mother would still be alive to raise you and teach you in ways I never could. She is dead because of me, Cole. That is the undeniable reality in which I have lived for almost twenty years.”
Raxyl abruptly stood and strode over to the tac-holo, and bit by bit his mournful red scales returned to an angry green. “Now you understand why I was so eager to accept Kaveri’s offer and travel to Varsus. Now you understand why I intend to take this ship into battle against Ferron and the Convectorate. Whatever else I may think about Wynn Mosaad and the Blades of the Seraph, he and his students represent my best and likely only chance to avenge your mother’s death. That is why I am going to teach them everything I know about flying a Valkyrie.”
“And then,” he said, his yellow eyes narrowing into menacing slits, “I am going to kill the bastard who took your mother away from us.”
 
To Be Concluded…
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