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Prologue
 
How could he possibly be alive? How could he possibly be here?
The questions looped over and over through Spider Zero’s mind as she stared out the viewport, and no matter how hard she tried she could not even begin to calculate the probability of such an outcome. According to her memories—according to the far more accurate Dominion records stored in her cybernetic implants—Cole Vontera had died on Talasea eighteen years ago.
But then again, so had she. 
Her implants told her that Cole had been killed in the final bombing run just like several thousand other Dominion citizens. The reports were cold and sterile: identification numbers, holographic images, Intelligence Directorate profiles. But Spider Zero’s memories—the ones that had been cordoned off inside the remnants of her biological brain—weren’t nearly so impersonal. 
She could feel his body lying still beneath her just as clearly as she could feel the shrapnel lodged in her own chest. The metal shards should have killed him, but they had killed her instead. She could remember those final desperate moments of shallow, blood-choked breaths. She wasn’t bitter or sad; she was pleased that she had shielded him with her flesh. She had only been a child, but she had still understood Cole’s importance. He had needed to survive, no matter the cost. 
“Incoming transmission from the Avernal Fury, Commander,” the transport’s semi-sentient AI said in its flat, hollow tone. “Shall I open a channel?”
Spider Zero blinked and glanced down to the tactical hologram on the right-side of the transport’s bridge. The admiral’s flagship had just appeared on sensors, as expected. By now he would have heard about the failed attempt to capture one of Wynn Mosaad’s students, though he wouldn’t realize the full truth about who had slipped through his claws. And it was imperative he never found out. 
“Yes,” she said, taking a deep breath and clasping her hands behind her back. The communicator flickered, and a moment later the translucent holographic figure of an angry Baalir-caste Tarreen shimmered into existence. 
“Spider Zero,” Admiral Ferron said, his voice a cold, bitter snarl. “Report.”
“The Wings of the Seraph have escaped our custody, sir.”
He leaned forward, his orange, vaguely reptilian eyes narrowing. “How is that possible? You had them on your transport!”
“They were more powerful than we anticipated, sir. The Velothi in particular is quite dangerous. The Last Blade must have completed her training.”
Ferron’s maw widened into a scowl, and his fangs glinted even through the distortion of the holo-projector. “You are a Spider. You are the Spider—your mistress promised me that you are more than a match for a lone Blade of the Seraph, especially a glorified Velothi whore!”
“Now that I have had an opportunity to evaluate her powers in person, I am confident in my ability to defeat her given a second opportunity,” Spider Zero said. Her mental conditioning screamed at her to tell Ferron the truth about Cole’s identity and abilities. The pressure in her skull began to build, and her cybernetic implants threatened to trigger her pain receptors. But somehow, she managed to ignore them. Until this moment, she hadn’t even realized such a thing was possible. 
“That almost sounds like an excuse,” Ferron seethed. 
“It is a simple statement of facts, Admiral,” she told him. “The Velothi killed Spider Seven, and I was unable to overpower she and her companion at once.”
He growled and barked something in Tarreen just outside the projector. “The Intelligence Ministry has placed too much faith in the Spider Program,” he said eventually. “I have been repeatedly promised that the Widow’s operatives were more than capable of neutralizing a few scattered psionic adepts.”
“Despite this setback, I still calculate a ninety-two point three percent probability that the Last Blade and all of his students will be eliminated before the Nelphari Shipyards are fully operational,” Spider Zero assured him. “That is only a two percent adjustment from my last estimate.”
“You’ll forgive me for not trusting the calculations of a dreega cyborg,” Ferron sneered. “Or whatever you’re supposed to be.”
She braced her hands upon the console. They had started trembling—the more she lied, the more her neural implants seemed determined to take control. “Do you have new orders, Admiral?”
He sheathed and unsheathed his claws. “Return to the Avernal Fury immediately. This ruse of yours was an abject failure. We will need to continue the search pattern.”
“As you wish, sir,” she said, nodding. “Spider Zero out.”
The instant the hologram dissipated she nearly collapsed to the deck. The pain had become intolerable, and the more she resisted her primary directive the worse it became.  
You exist for one purpose, Spider Zero: to save as many lives as possible. If the Last Blade succeeds in resurrecting his order, psychic adepts from across the galaxy will flock to his banner. The Seraphim Covenant will be reborn, and the war will continue indefinitely. Billions will die. Trillions will suffer. Eliminating Wynn Mosaad is the only way to guarantee peace. 
Spider Zero squeezed at the edges of the control console and struggled to keep herself upright. Until today, the Widow’s logic had been her clear, guiding principle. She had tracked down and destroyed the last few surviving Blades and Covenant operatives. She had hunted psychic adepts all across the galaxy. She had done everything the Widow asked because it had been the only way to guarantee peace. 
But now…
If Cole was alive, her calculations needed to change. Alone, the Last Blade and his students had less than an eight percent probability of triggering a significant resistance movement. Cole’s presence doubled those odds, but it also injected an enormous amount of statistical uncertainty into what was otherwise a relatively straightforward calculation. She was no longer capable of predicting long-term political ramifications without making numerous unverifiable assumptions.
In other words, the route to achieving her primary directive was no longer clear. In most scenarios, his quick and expedient death would probably minimize overall potential casualties. But in the long term, the eventual dissolution of the Convectorate would radically change the balance of power in the galaxy and potentially save even more lives…
The door behind her abruptly hissed open, and Spider Seven stumbled onto the bridge with one of the medical drones in tow. “What happened?” he asked, removing his helmet. His forehead was spackled with dried blood, and Spider Zero calculated an eighty-seven point three percent chance that Cole’s attack had induced a mild concussion. 
“The Wings of the Seraph escaped,” she said. “I am preparing to return to the Avernal Fury for new orders.”
Seven’s face twisted into a scowl. “The male could have killed us both. The dossier never mentioned anything about adepts with temporal acceleration capabilities.”
“The dossier was incorrect.”
He walked up next to her and studied her face. “You aren’t wounded?”
“No.”
“Then how did he escape?”
“Because I allowed him to leave,” Spider Zero said. “The calculations have changed. My primary directive is no longer valid.”
Seven frowned. “What are you talking about?”
“The calculations have changed,” she repeated. “And you are no longer a necessary part of the equation.”
Spider Zero drew the pulse pistol from her hip, pointed it at his head, and pulled the trigger. The clatter of his corpse striking the deck reverberated throughout the ship.
She closed her eyes, expecting another crippling wave of pain to wash over her. But it never came. The pressure in her skull abated, and she was able to stand fully upright once again. 
Behavioral imperatives updated. You will aid Cole and the Last Blade. You will find a way to ensure their survival and spread their message across the sector. It is the only way to ensure compliance with the primary directive. You will save as many lives as possible. You will ensure peace. 
Spider Zero returned her pistol to its holster and activated the piloting console. “Plot a return course to the Avernal Fury. Admiral Ferron is waiting.”
 
 
 



1
 
My mind was still reeling by the time Kaveri and I shifted back into normal space, and it had nothing to do with the strange tingling sensation from our exposure to astral energies. We had absolutely no business being alive, let alone free and mostly unharmed. A few bumps and bruises aside, we were basically fine. 
Or would be, right up until Master Mosaad got a hold of us. 
“This is Blackstar to Outcast, do you copy?”
I released a long, slow breath and reached out through the Valkyrie’s sensors. I could detect three other starfighters near the planet—Seraph Squadron had probably been searching for us, as futile as that would have been given the distance we had traveled. 
“This is Outcast,” I said, bracing myself for the inevitable scolding. “We’re heading back to the hangar now. We have important news about the Spiders.”
The com stayed silent for a long moment, and a part of me wondered if Commander Winters—aka “Blackstar,” aka the Seraph Squadron leader—would be angry enough to blast us out of the stars. If not, it was probably only because we were flying an irreplaceable psionic starfighter.
“Proceed back to the Academy immediately,” Blackstar said instead. “I’m glad you’re both safe.”
Yeah, I’ll bet you are. “We’re on our way,” I said as I toggled off the com and angled us towards the planet. “This is going to be fun.”
Kaveri gently squeezed my chest. Her arm and leg were still slung over me thanks to the cramped confines of the cockpit, but for once she wasn’t trying to arouse me. Right now we were both far more worried about how we were going to explain what had just happened to Master Mosaad. 
I closed my eyes for a few seconds as we approached the planet’s upper atmosphere, and an image of the blonde-haired, green-eyed woman from the Spider ship materialized before me. I still had no idea who she was—I still had no idea what she wanted. But her final words continued looping through my head.
If the Seraphim have any chance of survival, you must escape.
I had tried to explain what had happened to Kaveri, but somehow saying the words aloud hadn’t made the insanity feel any more real. We had walked right into a trap laid by the Spiders, and they’d essentially had us dead to rights. Somehow I had managed to incapacitate one of them, but the blonde woman could have easily killed me. And yet for some inexplicable reason, she had let us go. 
“Talasea,” Kaveri whispered into my ear. “In your dreams, you always see this woman during the massacre at Talasea eighteen years ago.”
I nodded and swallowed. “Yeah, but I have no idea why.”
“Before we left, you said you thought you were relieving old memories rather than having prophetic visions. Perhaps you and this woman were both on that planet during the battle.”
“Maybe, but it was a long time ago. I would have been four at the time, and she didn’t look much older than I am.”
“Still, it is conceivable,” Kaveri said. 
“A lot of things are conceivable,” I muttered. “That’s why the pieces don’t want to fit together.” 
I sighed and tried to focus on piloting the Valkyrie. A few hours ago, flying this thing had consumed virtually all of my concentration, but now I already felt like I could steer it through the atmosphere in my sleep. This psionic interface was the most remarkable—and disturbing—piece of technology I had ever come across. I was convinced it was learning as much from me as I was learning from it. 
We pierced through the thick layer of clouds a few minutes later, and the heavy rain and buffeting winds made the approach to the concealed mountain fortress far more challenging than it needed to be. Landing turned out to be the easiest part—the Valkyrie basically returned itself to the hangar when the doors slid open.
Once we had set down, I released the flight stick and disconnected myself from the psionic interface. My senses retreated back into my body, and the transition was more jarring than I had anticipated. I couldn’t feel the presence of the other pilots in the base; I couldn’t feel Kaveri’s mind even though she was sitting on top of me. It was like I had suddenly gone deaf. 
“That’s going to be annoying,” I said, rubbing my eyes as I watched the crystals on the console dim one by one. “Not that I’ll ever be allowed inside one of these again.”
I leaned up and peered outside the canopy. Just like I’d expected, Master was standing there waiting for us. And he was alone. 
“You’re sure he won’t just kill us?” I asked. “Because that’s probably what I would do in his place.”
“He needs to know everything,” Kaveri said. “Your visions, the female Spider, your powers…all of it.”
“That didn’t really answer the question,” I muttered. 
She sighed and squeezed my arm. “This was my idea, Cole.”
“Oh, no,” I scolded, shaking my head. “I’m not going to let you fall on your sword for this. I went along with this idea every step of the way.”
“Just tell him what we learned,” Kaveri said. “We’ll worry about the consequences later.”
I sighed and popped open the canopy. All told, we had only been gone for about an hour and a half, but it felt like more than a week. The fact that I’d been telekinetically hurled into a wall and then kicked in the face didn’t help. The rush of adrenaline from our escape had dulled the pain for a while, but at this point I felt like I had gone three rounds in cage fight with a starving Raag pup. 
Still, I had a feeling that a bit of physical pain was about to be the least of our problems. 
“Master,” Kaveri said once she descended the flight ladder. “There’s something you need to—”
“I trusted you,” Wynn Mosaad said, his hands clasped behind his back. He looked as calm and poised as ever, but I could sense the barely-contained fury rolling off of him. 
Kaveri paused and lowered her head. She was usually unflappable, especially when her battle instincts had taken over. But standing before Mosaad, she looked like a guilty teenager who had been caught joyriding with her boyfriend in her father’s expensive car. 
“You put the entire base at risk,” Mosaad said. “You put yourself at risk. And for what?”
When she continued withering beneath his gaze, I braced myself and took a step forward. “It was a stupid stunt,” I admitted. “But while we were out there, we—”
“A stunt?” Mosaad hissed. His eyes locked onto me like a pair of overcharged pulse cannons. “That’s what you call this? Do you have any idea what could have happened to you? Do you have any idea what’s at stake here?”
“Yeah, your plot for revenge against Admiral Ferron. That’s what all of this is about, isn’t it?”
I regretted the words the instant they left my mouth. Mosaad’s face hardened, and I found myself backpedaling without even realizing it. I wasn’t easily cowed, given that I had spent most of my formative years in the Red Ring, but somehow this one middle-aged man was more intimidating than a hundred bloodthirsty pirates put together. A big part of it was that I had no idea what he was capable of. Kaveri was one of the most lethal people I had ever met, and she had only been spent three years training to become a Blade of the Seraph. Mosaad must have been more powerful—probably a lot more powerful. 
And that was downright terrifying to imagine. 
“Kaveri told me what happened at Talasea,” I said, struggling to keep my voice above a whisper. “She explained how Ferron launched a surprise attack on your forces after the armistice had already been signed. Most of the Blades of the Seraph were killed, and by the time you were ready to retaliate you realized the war was already over. You were denied your chance at vengeance, and now you’re out here waging a private war against the Convectorate.”
Mosaad took a menacing step forward. “You speak out of ignorance. You act out of ignorance.”
“Sometimes,” I conceded. “Feel free to correct me where I’m wrong, though.”
His glare was cold I actually shivered, and I really, really, really wished Raxyl weren’t hibernating right now. I imagined us dashing to the Gazack and trying to escape this place before Mosaad crushed every bone in our bodies with his mind…
“Master, we encountered the Spiders,” Kaveri said, breaking her silence. 
Mosaad abruptly turned as he had just remembered she was still standing there. “What?”
“They lured us into a trap with a damaged vessel,” she explained. “Once we were on board, they attacked us. We should be dead, but when their leader recognized Cole she let us go.”
The older man frowned so intently I feared his brow might envelop his entire face. He couldn’t even muster the words to respond.
“I know how it sounds,” Kaveri said. “But you need to let us explain. There’s something else going on here…something we need to figure out, and soon.”
Mosaad glanced back and forth between us. The shadow hanging over his features slowly receded. “Then explain,” he said after a moment. “Quickly.”
“Cole shifted us into astral space,” Kaveri said. “We traveled about four light-years away, and when we returned to normal space we detected a damaged ship. I recognized the design as a Spider transport, and I thought they might have captured psionic adepts on board. We decided to investigate, but it was a trap.”
She took a deep breath. “There were two Spiders aboard. Cole incapacitated one, but the other could have easily killed us. We’re not exactly sure why she didn’t, but there’s more.”
I nodded. “The short version is that I’ve been having dreams ever since I got here. I can’t explain why, but they’re all very similar. I’m always on a war-torn planet, usually half-crushed in debris, and when I crawl out I’m greeted by a human woman about my age—the same woman we found on that Spider ship.”
Mosaad’s brow furrowed again, but only for an instant. “You told me you often experienced premonitions—brief warning flashes of the near-term future. You never said anything about prophetic visions.”
“I didn’t know what they were at first,” I said, realizing how pathetic the excuse sounded. “But I’ve come around to thinking they’re memories, not visions. Somehow, I’ve met this woman before—she recognized me, and that’s why she let me go.”
I sighed and rubbed at my temples. I couldn’t even imagine how ludicrous this sounded. I had lived through it, and I still wasn’t convinced it was real. 
“I must see,” Mosaad said, offering his hand to Kaveri. She reached out and took it, and their eyes closed when their minds touched. 
Seraph’s mercy, I hope she can hide things from him. He really doesn’t need to know all the details of our private life…
Mosaad took a step backwards a few seconds later, and his confusion gave way to concern. “Spider Zero,” he murmured. 
I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Huh?”
“She was—she is—the original template for the Spider program,” Mosaad said. “I had no idea she was in this sector.”
I paused and waited for him to elaborate but wasn’t particularly surprised when he didn’t. Whatever else he might have been, he was a man who cherished his secrets. 
“Is that bad or good?” I prompted. 
“It is merely…surprising.” Mosaad swallowed heavily, and he had the look of someone who was struggling to pull himself out of an abyss of dark memories. “I do not understand why she of all people would let you go. Or why she seemed to recognize you.”
“Well, that makes two of us,” I murmured. “But if my memories are accurate, we were both on Talasea eighteen years ago.”
Mosaad’s eyes seemed to study me in a new light. “You had no knowledge of this before?”
“No,” I said. “But I only would have been four at the time, so I guess it’s not surprising I can’t remember anything. My first real tangible memory is lying on a disgusting bunk in the bowels of a pirate ship with a bunch of other kids who’d been taken by the Red Ring.”
“Is it possible, Master?” Kaveri asked. “Could Cole and this woman have been on Talasea?”
“Perhaps,” Mosaad said. “Millions were slaughtered during Ferron’s attack, and we never came close to finding all the bodies. Still…it is a curious coincidence, to say the least.”
“Cole needs help mastering his abilities. He must be remembering this woman for a reason.” Kaveri stepped forward and placed her hand on his shoulder. “I know you’re upset with us, Master, but this is important.”
“Indeed,” Mosaad said, studying me again. “I need to know what you have seen. May I look?”
I swallowed heavily. I had never been thrilled at the prospect of someone peeking around my head, especially someone I didn’t completely trust. But given the circumstances, I didn’t see any way around it. 
“Go ahead,” I whispered. “Do I need to do anything?”
“No. Just try and relax....”
Mosaad closed his eyes. I felt the faintest pressure on the sides of my head, almost like he was touching my scalp with his fingers, and I did my best to control my anxiety and focus my thoughts on my visions of this Spider Zero woman. Hopefully he wouldn’t be able to look any deeper without me knowing about it…
“Curious,” Mosaad whispered after a moment. 
“Curious?” I asked. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“Your recollection of the massacre is abstract, but still accurate enough I suspect you may have indeed been there,” he said, his eyes fluttering back open. “Do you have any idea why?”
I shook my head. “Before a few days ago, I was convinced I’d spent my whole life in this sector. The Red Ring said I was an orphan.”
“You probably were, thanks to the war,” Mosaad said. “If your parents were killed on Talasea, you would have been easy prey for the countless scavengers and slavers that harvested the planet in the aftermath of the battle.”
I sighed and pursed my lips. He wasn’t wrong—the Red Ring had been filled with orphans just like every other fringe group. Some of the other boys I’d grown up with had watched their parents get murdered; I’d had the comparatively good fortune of never remembering them in the first place. 
“Do you have any idea why he would have known Spider Zero?” Kaveri asked. 
“I’m afraid not,” Mosaad said. “In all likelihood, you’ve simply forgotten all but a few bits and pieces. Childhood trauma is notoriously unkind to memory.”
“So what, that’s it?” I asked. “We’re out of options?”
“I never said that.” He paused and glanced back over his shoulder. “There is a chance Doctor Krall might be able to aid you.”
I frowned. “How?”
“Her empathic healing abilities are capable of much more than repairing simple cuts and bruises. During the heyday of the Dominion, Seraphim with her skillset could repair psychological damage or restore suppressed memories.”
“You believe I’m injured somehow? Or that my mind is intentionally blocking out the old memories?”
“I am not certain what I believe…yet,” Mosaad corrected. “But if you are connected to Spider Zero in some way, we need to know how. Her mistress is capable of anything.”
“Her mistress?”
“A woman who calls herself the Widow,” Kaveri said. “She is the leader of the Spider Program within the Convectorate Intelligence Ministry. We don’t know much about her other than the fact she developed the program specifically to track down psionic adepts before the Blades could recruit them.”
“Everyone on this base except you is here because we saved them from the Widow and her Spiders,” Mosaad said. “If your memories have been altered or suppressed in some way, we need to unlock them. And Doctor Krall is our best hope.”
“If you say so,” I murmured. It still felt strange to me that the most powerful psychic on this base was passing me off to a woman who had only just begun to tap into her powers, but honestly I would rather have Shandris try to help me anyway. At least I trusted her. 
Mosaad eyed us both again. “Given the circumstances, we’ll save further recriminations for another time. But if Spider Zero is out there, destroying the Nelphari shipyard is even more important.”
I blinked. With everything that had happened in the past few hours, I had almost forgotten about his insane plan to throw Seraph Squadron at the nearby Convectorate shipyard. It seemed even more ludicrous now than before. 
“Uh…are you sure that’s a good idea?” I asked. “If the Spiders laid a trap this close to us, they must already know we’re nearby. Shouldn’t we start evacuating the base as soon as possible?”
“They wouldn’t bother with a ruse if they were convinced they could find us through conventional means,” Mosaad said, waving his hand dismissively. “There simply aren’t enough Convectorate ships in this sector to perform a real search. Even if they get lucky, I doubt they’ll locate Varsus for several months.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“Because I chose this planet for a good reason,” Mosaad said. “There’s nothing in this system to attract attention, and thanks to the storms and atmospheric interference the base is almost undetectable outside low orbit. If they had a hundred scout ships they might be able track us down, but Ferron’s battleship will have a much more difficult time.”
I shared a wary glance with Kaveri. She didn’t seem any happier about Mosaad’s dismissal than I was. Then again, it was surprisingly easy to forget just how vast space really was—a light year might have been a relatively short trip via astral space, but sensor ranges weren’t infinite. Charting individual systems took an enormous amount of time. 
“You both need to get to the infirmary,” Mosaad said, letting out a long, enervated sigh before he turned to Kaveri. “Come to my quarters after Doctor Krall has taken a look at you. We still have a great deal to discuss.”
She nodded. “Yes, master.”
“As for you,” he went on, his eyes latching back upon me, “the fact you were able to fly a Valkyrie and shift into astral space without a single day of training is nothing short of remarkable.”
I glanced back at the starfighter. “I can hardly believe technology like this even exists. I’ve never felt anything like it.”
“And you never will again if you can’t learn to follow orders,” Mosaad said pointedly. “See what the doctor can do for you then return to your quarters. I will summon you later.”
“Later?” Kaveri asked. “But Cole proved he can fly a Valkyrie without—”
“He proved a number of things, not all of them good,” Mosaad interrupted. “We shall see what the future holds.”
“Yeah,” I whispered. “I guess we will.”
 
***
 
The instant we left the hangar, I exhaled so heavily I almost passed out. A few hours ago, I had been convinced that I would never have a chance to fly one of the Valkyries. And now that I had done so, I was convinced that I would never have a chance to fly one of the Valkyries again.
Still, all things considered our meeting could have gone a lot worse. Perhaps I was allowing my natural cynicism to get the better of me. 
“Well,” I murmured as we walked through the corridors, “at least we’re still in one piece.”
“He’s hiding something,” Kaveri said, her eyes narrowed in thought. 
I snorted. “You think? This instant we mentioned this ‘Spider Zero’ person his entire attitude changed. It was like he forgot all about the fact we had just stolen the Valkyrie.”
She nodded idly and kept walking. The corridors were almost completely empty aside from the maintenance mechs; Mosaad had probably ordered them cleared when he’d learned what had happened. It was for the best—I really didn’t feel like arguing with Morningstar or any of the others right now. 
“I don’t understand why he wouldn’t tell us everything he knows about this woman,” Kaveri said.
“I don’t know, but he seems more resolved than ever to carry out this attack,” I said. “Now that I’ve actually flown one, I admit that the Valkyries are more powerful than I thought. But twelve starfighters—even twelve psionic starfighters—are no match for a shipyard and however many battleships the Vecs have defending it.”
Kaveri sighed softly. “Perhaps he will be willing to reveal more of his plans to me in private.”
“Maybe,” I muttered, though I didn’t believe it for a second. The more time I spent on this base, the more I became convinced that we had unwittingly joined a story that had already been told. Spider Zero, the Battle of Talasea…it was as if the walls themselves echoed with the weight of history, but we couldn’t understand the language. 
Yet. 
“After we meet with Shandris, you should definitely remain in our quarters for a while,” Kaveri said. “When the other pilots learn what happened—”
“They’ll hate me even more than they did before,” I said. “Yeah, I already considered that. But honestly, I’m more worried about staying here on Varsus. You people have been telling me how dangerous and deadly the Spiders are ever since I arrived, and I finally had a chance to see them first-hand. So why the hell aren’t we packing up and moving to another base?”
“I do not know,” Kaveri admitted. “But Master Mosaad has been able to shield us from the Spiders this long. We shouldn’t underestimate his abilities.”
I turned and studied her profile. Once again, I had to remind myself that she saw Wynn Mosaad very differently than I did. To me, the man was just a bitter, ex-Dominion operative waging his own personal war against the Convectorate; to her, he was the man who had saved her life and taught her virtually everything she knew. It was going to take a lot to convince her that he didn’t have our best interests in mind. 
But at least the veneer was starting to peel. With luck, some of my corrosive cynicism would rub off on her yet. 
We reached the infirmary without incident, and Shandris was already there waiting for us. Her wavy blue hair was so tousled it was obvious she had been dragged out of bed. 
“This will be the second night in a row the two of you kept me from getting any sleep,” she said, one hand parked saucily on her hip. “You’re lucky I’m a very forgiving person.”
“Sorry. Though honestly I’m a little surprised we’re even here. I figured we’d be in the brig by now.”
“After what you pulled, you should be,” she said, shaking her head. “Or maybe I just like the idea of seeing you both tied up.”
I laughed despite myself. Her smile was nearly as infectious as Kaveri’s. She also looked particularly adorable in her fuzzy white sleepwear. Her pants were relatively loose and baggy, but the top was cropped just enough I could appreciate her toned red midriff. 
“Seriously though, what the hell were the two of you thinking?” Shandris asked. 
“We weren’t, obviously,” I said. “We—”
“Cole is the best pilot on this base, and he deserves to be flying one of the Valkyries,” Kaveri said. “The fact we’re still alive proves that much.”
I placed my hand on her shoulder and squeezed. I didn’t deserve her loyalty, but I knew it was genuine. And it wasn’t just because she was my Imprinted mate, either. She believed what she said. 
Whether it was true or not was a different story. 
Shandris eyed us curiously and placed a hand on each of our foreheads. “I don’t know anything about flying, but you seem like you had a bumpy ride.”
“It wasn’t the ride,” I told her. “It was the Spiders we ran into on the side of the road.”
Her red skin desaturated until it was almost pink. “What?”
“It’s a long story that involves several high-speed collisions with a bulkhead,” I told her. “I don’t think there’s any serious damage.”
She swore under breath. “Mosaad didn’t say anything about Spiders.”
“He didn’t know until a few minutes ago.” I sighed. “I’ll tell you all about it later, but why don’t you have a look at Kaveri first? The boss is antsy to speak with her again.”
“Right,” Shandris said, nodding slowly. “Just lie down and I’ll see what I can do.”
Kaveri hopped up on the med-table, and Shandris placed both her hands on the Velothi’s head and closed her eyes. Her healing powers were less obvious from a distance, especially when the damage was mostly internal. But it was clear when she located Kaveri’s concussion—Shandris twitched in place and grimaced as she siphoned the pain into her own body.
“Damn, girl, you hid that well,” Shandris breathed through clenched teeth. “You’re lucky you’re more durable than the average Velothi.”
“Yes, I am,” Kaveri admitted. “But I’m even luckier we have you around.”
“Flattery will get you everywhere. But I’d also settle for a bottle of Drellian brandy some night this week.”
“Then I shall find one,” Kaveri said, smiling. Once Shandris had steadied herself and regenerated the damage, the Velothi leaned up and kissed her softly on the lips. Considering I had just watched the two of them devour each other yesterday, I probably should have been desensitized…but of course I wasn’t. The sight of two beautiful alien girls kissing still made my cock swell so quickly it hurt. If my skull weren’t throbbing so badly I would have been seriously tempted to join them, especially when Kaveri’s tail curled around the Kreen’s slender leg. 
But then she abruptly pulled away and glanced over at me. “Cole needs your help,” she said. “And I don’t want to keep Master Mosaad waiting.”
“Right,” Shandris said, running her tongue across her lips. “Well, you know where to find me when you want to settle your debt.”
Kaveri smiled, and I could tell how difficult it was for her to stand and walk away. Her Succubus genes were probably screaming at her to spend the rest of the night playing with Shandris, but her sense of duty eventually won out. She tossed me a knowing glance as she slipped out of the room. The playful glint in her eyes said “we’re going to have a lot of fun later;” the seriousness in her jaw said “I’ll try and appease Mosaad and see what else I can learn.” I didn’t know anyone else who could deliver two disparate messages with a single look. 
Once she was gone, Shandris let out a deep breath and shook her head. “I don’t know how you ever get anything done with that girl around,” she whispered. “Just being in the same room with her is…”
“I’d be lying if I said you get used to it,” I replied with a smirk. 
Shandris visibly forced herself to drag her eyes away from the door, almost like she was ensnared by some kind of spell. It wasn’t all that far from the truth. 
“She’s not even designed to entice Kreen and I can’t stop thinking about her,” Shandris breathed. “How the hell do you manage?”
“I don’t.”
Shandris took a deep breath and brushed an unruly blue lock from her face. I couldn’t help but smile—somehow she was even cuter when she was flustered. 
“Sorry to keep you waiting,” she said, clearing her throat. “Let me see what I can do.”
She placed her hands on the side of my face and closed her eyes. As usual, I could feel her power flowing through my body almost like I had just been submerged in a tub of warm water. Also as usual, a part of me was tempted to stop her—I really didn’t like the idea of causing her pain, even for a moment. Knowing that she would have insisted didn’t make it any easier to watch her abruptly grimace and tense up.
“You’re lucky your shoulder didn’t pop out of its socket,” she said through clenched teeth. 
“I’m lucky I’m alive,” I said. The pain in my skull and shoulder was already receding—even the best painkillers in the galaxy didn’t work this quickly. 
Shandris winced again, this time hard enough that her entire body trembled. Her breathing became erratic, and I reflexively placed my hands on her waist in the hopes of steadying her. But ultimately there was nothing I could do besides watch in morbid fascination as she regenerated the injuries she had siphoned into herself. When her cat-like amber eyes slowly fluttered back open, I shook my head and squeezed her sides.  
“I know I say you’re amazing every time you do that, but seriously…you’re amazing.”
She smiled tiredly. “I do the best I can. Though if you ever get your leg cut off, you’re on your own.”
“I wish I could shield you from the pain. I guess maybe I should stop getting hurt.”
“You only just figured that out?” She snickered and kissed me gently on the forehead. “Besides, it’s not all bad. You do seem to enjoy it more than most.”
I glanced down to the mountainous bulge in my pants. “It’s, um…”
Shandris giggled. “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. I’ve learned to take it as a compliment.
I smiled back and ran a hand through her hair. “You should.”
Keeping her eyes locked on mine, she dragged her fingers down my chest until her hand settled atop my cock. “Last night was the most fun I’ve had in a long time.”
“Me, too,” I whispered. 
“Still, it doesn’t seem fair,” she said, slowly unbuckling my belt. “How is a girl like me supposed to compete with a Velothi Succubus?”
“You manage just fine, trust me,” I assured her, placing my hand on her cheek. “I’ve never met anyone else like you.”
“Hmph. Now you’re just trying to get back into my pants.”
“Is it working?”
“Unfortunately, yes.” 
She grinned and kissed me. Her lips and tongue were so hot I almost didn’t notice her unzip my fly and slip her fingers beneath my underwear. “Last time you were in here, I allowed this growth of yours to fester,” she whispered, freeing my cock. “If I want to become a real doctor, I suppose I should try and learn from my mistakes.”
Her long, delicate fingers curled around the shaft. The heat was so intense I couldn’t help but gasp.  
“You know, when I was younger I didn’t even realize human males had the right parts,” Shandris said as she began nibbling at my earlobe. 
I wrapped my arm around her waist and held her tightly against me. “Did you have us confused with Kali?”
“Not exactly,” she snickered. “The colony I grew up on was such a backwater we barely even had off-world holo-vids. I thought humans were monsters even larger than the Tarreen or the V’rath. When I met one a few years later, I almost didn’t believe her when she told me what she was.”
I grit my teeth and closed my eyes when she began stroking faster. The heat felt amazing, but beads of sweat were already forming on my skin. 
“Well, aren’t you glad we have everything in the right place?” I asked breathlessly. 
“Very glad. You’re the first human male I’ve ever been with.”
“Human male…but not human?”
Shandris smirked. “You’ve probably guessed by now that I usually prefer girls. But boys occasionally have their virtues.”
She kissed me again, and my cock throbbed in delight when her scalding tongue began dancing with mine. I placed my right hand on her bare stomach and crawled past her belly until my fingers wormed beneath her cropped shirt. The fabric was soft and loose, and I eagerly began fondling her firm, fabulous tits. She eventually pulled back a few centimeters, though her hand continued pumping me as vigorously as ever. 
“The way I see it, the better you and I get along, the more chances I’ll get to share Kaveri,” she cooed, her lips curled into an devilish smile. 
I grunted. “That’s all I am to you? A gateway to Kaveri?”
“More or less. Can you blame me?”
“Nope.”
Shandris giggled and gently kissed my nose, then brought her lips back to my ear. “I wasn’t prepared for how good you tasted,” she whispered. “Or how amazing you felt inside me.”
I bit down on my lip. The heat of her fingers was finally starting to burn, but somehow the pain made it even harder to hold back. I was going to explode at any second…
And then she abruptly removed her hand and glanced down at my desperate, twitching member. “Technically I’m not on duty for another six hours,” she said into my ear. “You want to take me back to your quarters and fuck me?”
I vaulted off the med-table so quickly I almost tripped and fell on my face. Holding my pants up with one hand, I wrapped my arm around her waist and half pushed, half dragged her to the exit. She giggled and nibbled at my ear as we moved, even after we stepped into the corridor. Thankfully the halls were still empty at this point, and a minute later I dashed into my room, threw her onto the bed, and pounced on top of her. 
I wasn’t sure if it was leftover adrenaline from our near-death escape or not, but my second wind turned me into an animal. I stripped her in record time, and I was seriously tempted to flip her onto her belly, grab her hair, and pound her into the mattress until she cried out for mercy. But while Kaveri would have gone wild being treated like a piece of meat, Shandris’s fetishes were still a bit of a mystery to me. So instead I took it slow and suckled on her firm red tits one at a time. 
“Stars above,” she breathed, throwing back her head and curling her legs around me. The heat between us was building so quickly I was already sweating again. 
“How do you want it?” I asked, licking my way back to her lips and pressing the tip of my cock against her smoldering slit. 
Shandris smiled. “I’ll burn you up,” she warned.
“As long as you heal me afterwards, I’m willing to take that risk.”
She smiled. “I had another idea. Take me into your shower.”
I glanced off to the small cubby embedded in the room’s eastern wall. Given the space and energy limitations here, the personal showers weren’t designed for more than one person. Not that being cramped had ever stopped me from dragging Kaveri in there most mornings…
Grinning, I grabbed Shandris by the hips and scooped her up into my arms. Once we were inside, she toggled on a cold stream that would have instantly shriveled my cock if I weren’t so damn hard. Her eyes glimmered devilishly, and I promptly slammed her back against the wall tiles and plunged into her scalding cunt. 
“Be’lasa!” she gasped, hers hands clutching at my back. “How the hell can you feel this good?”
I barely even heard her. Somehow, my cock had already forgotten just how hot she actually was. I bit down on my lip and braced myself, struggling to not explode. Her cunt hurt in exactly the right way. 
“Shit,” I breathed. The cold water rushed between her tits and down her belly until it streamed across my cock between thrusts, and the rapid change in temperature was making it even more difficult to contain myself. I couldn’t imagine ever getting used to this—or growing tired of it. 
“Come on,” she begged. “You brought me here to fuck me, didn’t you? So fuck me!”
Clutching her thighs, I slammed into her with renewed vigor. Thanks to the water, every thrust was wet and loud, though it quickly became difficult to hear anything over her screams of delight. I loved that she wasn’t shy or quiet, and I really loved knowing how much she genuinely wanted me inside her. 
She blubbered incomprehensibly as an orgasm shuddered through her. The climax made her quim even hotter, and it pushed me over the edge. 
“Oh, shit,” I gasped. “Here it comes!”
 “Wait! I want to taste you again…”
She pushed me away and sank to her knees in a single smooth motion. My cock barely had time to cool in the water before her smoldering lips curled around the shaft. She looked up at me, her cat-like eyes practically begging me to feed her.  
And so I did. Grabbing a tuft of her hair in each hand, I fired a half a dozen salvos straight down her throat. She was nearly as poised as Kaveri; she didn’t flinch no matter how much I pumped into her, and I could tell it was a lot. Once I finished and slumped back against the shower wall, she opened her mouth wide enough to show me her prize before she gulped it all down. 
“Be’lasa,” she breathed, panting and licking at her lips. “I can’t believe I’ve been missing this all these years.”
“I guess that just means we’ll have to work hard to catch up,” I told her, smiling and gently rubbing a hand across her cheek. 
She kissed my palm then gently licked the tip of my rapidly-shriveling member. “I look forward to it.”
 



Interlude
 
The quarantine lights blinked three times in rapid succession, signifying that the sensors had not detected any biological contaminants on Spider Zero’s body. The airlock seal opened three point two seconds later, and she promptly strode through the opening and boarded the Avernal Fury. 
“Yet again the dreega filth returns without her quarry,” Commander Korax said, his gravely Tarreen voice echoing down the corridor with remarkably clarity. “The Hierarchy should have listened to Admiral Ferron and sent us a platoon of seeker mechs instead. We have no use for your kind here.”
“Considering that seeker units are unable to detect psionic signatures, let alone overwhelm a fully-trained Blade of the Seraph, I find your supposition unlikely,” Spider Zero replied, calmly clasping her hands behind her back. “Nevertheless, you may yet have an opportunity to test your hypothesis.”
Korax’s maw widened until both rows of his jagged teeth were clearly visible. As a member of the green-scaled Marid caste, his stature was relatively unimpressive for a Tarreen—both the administrator caste Asraad and the warrior caste Baalir had significantly larger frames on average. Korax still towered over Spider Zero by nearly half a meter, however, and he was at least twice her weight. He could quite literally break her in half if he so desired. 
Most humans would have found him extremely intimidating. Spider Zero did not. 
“Ferron believes that the Hierarchy has granted your kind far too much autonomy these past few cycles,” Korax said. “Perhaps your continued failures will finally embarrass the Intelligence Ministry enough that they will scrap the Spider Program altogether.”
“Perhaps,” Spider Zero replied neutrally. She could have explained to him why this supposition was just as faulty as the first, but she calculated a ninety-two point seven percent probability that her efforts would be wasted.  
The Convectorate had been demonizing psychics for over a hundred solar cycles, and most Tarreen outside of the Intelligence Ministry despised the Spiders. The Hierarchy insisted they were a necessary evil, however, at least until the last few Blades of the Seraph had been located and destroyed. But even then, Spider Zero only calculated a twenty-two point one percent chance the program would be shut down entirely. As long as psionic ability existed, the Convectorate would need specialized operatives to neutralize potential threats, no matter what men like Ferron and Korax thought. 
“The admiral is expecting you,” Korax said. “Don’t keep him waiting.”
He pointed down the corridor with one of his claws, and Spider Zero offered him a final nod before she turned and began walking towards the bridge. Like all Convectorate Defense Force vessels, the Avernal Fury was largely automated; the total current crew was only two-hundred fifteen, and most of those were Manoth technicians or Subari engineers. Korax and Ferron were two of only six Tarreen on the entire ship—a salient reminder fact that one of the least prolific species in the known galaxy wielded the most political power.
 Ferron was standing over the full-size tactical hologram when Spider Zero stepped off the lift and onto the bridge. The two pale-skinned Subari officers next to him scattered when they saw her approach. 
“There you are,” Ferron grumbled, his five centimeter-long claws unsheathing at the sight of her. “I expected you almost an hour ago.”
“The transport’s hyperdrive suffered minor damage during our confrontation with the Velothi,” Spider Zero lied. “Repairs took longer than anticipated.”
His eyes narrowed, but she wasn’t concerned about him calling her bluff. Her psionic powers allowed her to manipulate machinery at a molecular level, and she had sabotaged the hyperdrive herself. The additional repair time had given her the opportunity to formulate several potential plans for saving Cole and the other psionic adepts. 
Unfortunately, based on her current calculations none of them had more than a seven point four percent success rate.  
“Our scout ships are awaiting new orders,” Ferron said eventually. “The computer has developed a spiral search pattern based upon your last position, but I want you to narrow it down even further with that psionic brain of yours.”
“Of course, Admiral,” Spider Zero replied, stepping forward and activating one of the holographic interfaces. “I can extrapolate potential base locations, but even if we narrow the search the Last Blade will likely be able to evacuate his students before we—”
“Mosaad isn’t going anywhere,” Ferron interrupted. “He is proud and stubborn, and he would rather accelerate his plans than scrap them entirely.”
I arched my eyebrows in confusion. “Remaining stationary would be a grievous tactical error on his part.”
“Yes, it would. But I know how he thinks—and more importantly, I know what he wants. He would rather die than allow the ‘Butcher of Talasea’ to defeat him again, even if it means throwing away the lives of all the desperate fools who have chosen to follow him.” Ferron bared his front fangs in the Tarreen equivalent of a smile. “You dreega are emotional creatures. You are very easy to manipulate.”
“What if you are wrong?” she asked. “What if the Blades are already evacuating their base as we speak?”
“Then we will follow them and destroy them wherever they try to hide.” Ferron’s eyes locked upon her again. “Unless you no longer believe you are up to the challenge?”
Spider Zero didn’t waver. “I will find them for you, Admiral. It is only a matter of time.”
“Then get started,” he growled. “Refine the search pattern.”
She turned back to console and studied the computer’s preliminary calculations. The search pattern was perfectly reasonable, but only because Ferron didn’t have as much data as she did. Based on her own analysis, she calculated a seventy-seven percent probability that Cole and Wynn Mosaad were somewhere in System X9-493, labeled “Varsus” by regional stellar cartographers. Pinpointing the exact location of the base would still take time, but the scout ships would almost certainly find it within seventy-two hours. 
And once they did, Spider Zero would be sent in to eliminate them. The last Blade of the Seraph would finally be dead, and any hope of resurrecting the Dominion or the Seraphim would die with him. Until a few hours ago, it was the exact outcome she had wanted—it was the outcome she had spent her entire life hoping to achieve. The destruction of the Seraphim was the only way to ensure a lasting peace. 
But that was before I saw his face. That was before I realized he was still alive.
Spider Zero grimaced as her fingers flicked across the console. She changed the computer’s projections as quickly as she could, and when the AI tried to fight back she closed her eyes and reached out with her powers. In the blink of an eye, she could suddenly feel the currents of energy coursing through the ship as surely as a psionic healer she could feel blood flowing through an organic body. Manipulating that energy was difficult and taxing, but its usefulness was undeniable. After rerouting a few circuit paths and dozen data nodes, she had full control over the system.  
The Manoth technicians would eventually realize that the computer was malfunctioning, of course, though they wouldn’t be able to trace the problem to the bridge—the flaws in the hardware would appear to be natural defects due to shoddy construction. Still, she could only change the search pattern so much without raising suspicion—at best, she would only buy Cole and his Velothi companion another day or two. If they had any sense of self-preservation, they would already be loading up their ships and preparing to leave this sector. 
“Is there a problem?” Ferron asked.
“No, Admiral,” Spider Zero said as her eyes fluttered back open. “I have uploaded all the telemetry data I collected on the transport. A new, more accurate search pattern has been sent to all scout vessels.”
“Good,” Ferron said as he slowly sank into his command chair. “Deploy them immediately.”
His claws flicked across the console on the armrest, and a miniature hologram of a middle-aged human man clad in a flowing blue cape and elaborate white-gold armor materialized in the air. 
“The Blades of the Seraph have been a plague upon this galaxy for over three hundred years,” Ferron said, sneering at the image. “It is long past time we dispensed the cure.”
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The tiles on the floor of the shower were painfully uncomfortable, but that didn’t stop me from lying on them with Shandris clutched tightly in my arms. The cold water continued rushing over our bodies, and I would have gladly spent all night fondling and kissing her if the water recyclers hadn’t automatically turned off the faucet. We reluctantly dried ourselves off before we stumbled over to the bed, and she insisted on giving me a Kreen massage that melted my muscles into paste. It also made me rock-hard again, of course, but she eagerly solved that problem with molten tongue and sweltering throat. 
Apparently it hadn’t taken long to find one of her fetishes after all. 
I spent so hard I practically passed out, though watching her energetically consume her reward gave me a second (or was it third?) wind. I really, really wanted to fuck her again before we slept, but I knew I still needed to tell her everything that had happened to Kaveri and me on the Spider ship. As expected, my explanation sounded just as preposterous aloud as it had in my head—especially the part about the Spiders letting us go. 
“I don’t even know where to start,” Shandris said. “I’ve never heard about a Spider releasing their prey before. Their entire purpose is to track down psionic adepts and either convert them or kill them.”
“So I’ve been told,” I murmured. “Until recently, the Convectorate paid so little attention to this sector that I honestly thought they were a myth. Now I know better.”
She rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling. “I told you before that my people view psionic ability like a disease. The authorities were on my tail just days after my powers first manifested. I managed to hide for a while, but I knew it was only a matter of time before they summoned the Spiders.”
I frowned. “Your people would call in a Convectorate agent to track down one of their own citizens?”
“Absolutely. Out government is still technically a part of the Convectorate Defense Pact, remember? Half the terms of our treaty are about handling potential psychics.” She sighed and touched my hand. “It’s difficult to overstate how much everyone loathed the Dominion fifty years ago. My grandparents thought humans were the scum of the galaxy.”
I grunted. “So they wouldn’t approve of you lying naked in bed with one.”
Shandris rolled back onto her side. “I know you’re teasing, but they might have killed me for it. My parents probably would have too.”
“Sorry,” I murmured, a flush of embarrassment rushing to my cheeks. “I didn’t mean—”
“It’s all right,” she soothed, waving her hand dismissively. “I just thought you should understand the context. Not everyone joined the Convectorate because they like the Tarreen. They just viewed a military alliance as the only way they could possibly stand up to the Dominion.”
I nodded. “Well, for what it’s worth, I’m glad you and I get along.”
Shandris smirked and dragged her fingernails across my chest. “A younger version of me would have stabbed you when we first met. But a kindly human is the only reason I’m alive.”
“Master Mosaad,” I whispered. 
“He saved me from the Spiders. He saved almost everyone here from the Spiders.” She pursed her lips. “I know he can be a bit…intense…but you have to understand how much good he’s done in the last few years. He’s given almost all of us a second chance—including you.”
“You may be right,” I said. “But I still think he’s hiding something from me. He recognized this ‘Spider Zero’ woman but didn’t say much else about her.”
Shandris shrugged. “If it involves Talasea, I’m sure it’s a painful memory. He may need some time to deal with it. That, or he’s telling Kaveri all about it right now.”
“Maybe,” I murmured, though I didn’t believe it for a second. 
“I remember reading about that battle as a little girl,” Shandris said after a moment. “At the time, Kreen children were taught that it was a great Convectorate victory. The evil Blades of the Seraph had been wiped out, and the Dominion had been forced to surrender. It wasn’t until Master Mosaad saved me that I learned the truth.”
“Or some of it, anyway,” I said. “The more I hear, the more convinced I become that Mosaad wants to destroy Admiral Ferron’s hidden shipyard to avenge a battle from almost two decades ago. This whole ‘Wings of the Seraph’ project is just an elaborate scheme for revenge.”
Shandris eyed me for a long moment. “What if it is? Does it really matter?”
“Of course it does!”
“Why?”
I opened my mouth but nothing came out. The question was so reasonable I had apparently never thought about answering it.
“Ferron is a war criminal and deserves whatever he gets,” Shandris said. “But this isn’t about one man. You’ve lived most of your life in this sector, Cole—you know how many factions here loathe the Convectorate. If the Rakashi knew the Tarreen were building a shipyard here, they would be livid. Hell, even my people would be upset about it. We’re right on the border with Kreen space, and the terms of our Defense Pact specifically forbid military bases in this area.” She shrugged. “If we can destroy this shipyard, who cares about Mosaad’s motive? It might be the first step in breaking the Convectorate’s stranglehold over this whole region.”
“I care because I don’t want a bunch of naïve pilots to die on someone else’s quest for vengeance,” I told her. “Don’t get me wrong: I’m glad Mosaad has given all these people a home. I’m glad he saved you and Kaveri. I’m just not convinced we’re ready for something like this. Besides, you said yourself how much people in this part of the galaxy hate the Dominion. How do you think they’ll react when they hear about a group of human psychics led by the last Blade of the Seraph?”
“I said they loathed the Dominion fifty years ago,” Shandris said. “Plenty still do, but times have changed. The Dominion hasn’t owned a colony in this part of the galaxy for over three decades. The rule of the Seraphim is a distant memory, especially for young people.”
I sighed and leaned back on the bed. “I grew up surrounded by aliens who hated humans. Things aren’t that different.”
She studied me in silence for a long moment. “What we need is some answers,” she said. “I’ve never tried to restore someone’s memories before, but I could give it a shot.”
“It’s worth a try,” I said. “As long as you promise not to rummage around in there too long—Seraph knows what you might find.”
Shandris grinned. “I don’t know the first thing about telepathy. I doubt I could read your thoughts or your memories even if I tried.”
“But you still think you might be able to restore them?”
“If there’s some kind of physical damage, maybe,” she said. “But if they’re just old and faded…I don’t know. I might be able to stimulate your memory engrams and bring something back to the surface.”
“Are there any risks involved?” I asked. 
“Honey, I still barely know what I’m doing half the time,” Shandris said with a snort. “I just follow my instincts.”
I smirked and traced my fingers up her thigh. “Are they what led you to me?
“Hardly. They have been warning me about you from the beginning.” She smiled as she swung her leg over my waist and straddled me. “Now relax and stay still."
After placing her hands on either side of my head, she leaned forward until her tits were dangling a few centimeters above my mouth. My cock was already swelling back to life beneath her.  
“You’re not making this easy,” I said. 
Shandris smiled and closed her eyes. “If you’re a good boy, there’s another technique I’d like to try on you later.”
“Dare I ask?”
“I might be able to accelerate your, uh, recovery,” she said, slowly grinding her quim over my rising stem. “In theory, I could probably give you near infinite endurance.”
“You’re serious?”
“There’s no way to know for certain without trying, but I’m reasonably confident I have you figured out.” Her grin widened. “You think Kaveri will be impressed?”
“Absolutely,” I breathed. 
“Good, because that’s all I really care about,” she snarked, kissing the tip of my nose. “Now shut up and let me work.”
I could feel her synching her nervous system with mine once again, and my cock was swelling so rapidly it almost slipped back into her. We soon began breathing in unison, and her hands grew warmer and warmer as they massaged the sides of my head. 
“Try and think about this Spider Zero woman,” Shandris said. “Try and remember everything you saw in your memories.”
I did as she asked. The images rolled over me—the voices, the smoldering debris, the arduous crawl out into the light. For a brief moment I swore the images began to sharpen, but they returned to normal just as quickly. 
“Anything?” Shandris asked. 
“Not really,” I told her. 
She sighed in frustration. “I know we were just joking around earlier, but I really have no idea what I’m doing. Normal wounds are easy to find, but I’m not sure how to stoke your brain.”
“Mosaad thought it was possible I had been injured somehow. Do you sense anything?”
“No,” she whispered. “No inflammation, no scarring, nothing that might even hint at some kind of physical injury.”
“Well, at least I’m not as brain damaged as Raxyl says,” I muttered. “I suppose that’s something.”
Shandris snorted softly and reopened her eyes. “You stole a Valkyrie and almost got captured by the Spiders. You’re definitely damaged, just not in a way I know how to fix.”
Scowling, I flipped her over and wedged myself firmly between her legs. She yelped in surprise, then squealed in delight when I pinned her arms behind her head and brought my lips a few centimeters from hers. The heat between us was building so rapidly I was going to have to take another shower just to wash the sweat off. 
“I thought doctors were supposed to be nice,” I teased.
“We’re also supposed to be honest,” Shandris said. “And you’re obviously not right in the head. If you were, you would have already started fucking me again.”
I smiled and kissed her. My cock was yearning to attempt round three, though without the cold water from the shower I was genuinely concerned about harming myself. But really, was there a more glorious way to go out than having your stem roasted off by the carnal heat of a beautiful woman?
Seraph’s mercy, she’s right. You really are mentally damaged. 
I had only just slipped the tip inside her when the door to the room hissed open and Kaveri walked inside. She arched an eyebrow and smirked when she saw the Kreen’s long legs wrapped around my back. “I had a feeling you’d start without me.”
If Kaveri had been more like any of my previous partners, I would have been terrified of her finding me in bed with another woman. But thankfully she was the exact opposite of the jealous type. Her Succubus conditioning had many, many, many advantages. 
“I hope you don’t mind,” Shandris said, gently pushing me away. “Cole’s injuries were a bit more…severe.”
Kaveri grinned and plopped down on the edge of the bed. “I’ll bet,” she said, wiping a few beads of sweat from my brow. “Have you attempted to restore his memories yet?”
Shandris looked confused for a moment; she was probably as surprised as I was that the Succubus hadn’t leapt right in and joined us. 
“I tried, though I didn’t have much success,” she said. “We, uh…we were just taking a quick break…”
Kaveri nodded distantly. “I knew we wouldn’t get that lucky. It seems like it’s harder and harder to get any real answers.”
Shandris and I shared a quick, wary glance. 
“Are you all right?”
“Yes. I just didn’t learn as much as I had hoped.”
I frowned and placed my arm around her. “Then what did Mosaad want to talk to you about?”
“More details about our fight with the Spider Zero,” Kaveri said. “He was particularly interested in how she responded to your presence.”
“That makes two of us,” I muttered. “Did he elaborate?”
“Not really. He reminded me that the Spiders are specifically trained to neutralize Blades, and he wants to show me some additional techniques I can use to protect myself in the future.”
“Sounds reasonable enough to me.” I studied her silhouette in silence for a few seconds. “You don’t want him to teach you?”
“Of course I do,” Kaveri said. “It’s just…” She sighed and shook her head. “He never concealed things from me in the past—not like this, anyway. He clearly knows more about Spider Zero than he wants to tell me.”
Shandris leaned forward. “He must have his reasons. Perhaps he doesn’t want to frighten us.”
“Perhaps,” Kaveri murmured, though she didn’t sound particularly convinced. 
“Well, the answers we need are somewhere in here,” I said, tapping my forehead. “Who knows, maybe I’ll get lucky and remember everything at just the right moment!”
Shandris glanced between us, unamused. “Why not let her poke around and see what she can find? I mean, she is a telepath.”
“Master Mosaad already tried and didn’t find anything,” Kaveri said. 
Sure, but maybe he didn’t want to find anything. 
“True, though maybe he wasn’t looking in the right place,” I said instead. “It’s possible you could find something he missed.”
“That is exceedingly unlikely. He is far more powerful than I am.”
“You can warp people’s senses so badly they don’t even know you’re there,” I reminded her. “You can manipulate minds and change memories! That sounds pretty strong to me.”
Kaveri stared straight ahead into the nothingness for a minute, her luminescent eyes flickering, before she nodded and turned around. “I will see what I can do,” she said. “But I am concerned about hurting you.”
“That’s why I doubt you will,” I said, squeezing her arm. “Besides, you already know all my dirty secrets. That should make things easier.”
A faint smile finally touched her lips. “All right. Though perhaps Shandris should stay connected as a precaution.”
“Sure,” the Kreen said. “Just tell me what I need to do.”
Kaveri gently pushed me down on my back. Shandris’s warm hands settled on my stomach, and I felt her comforting power wash over me. A moment later, Kaveri touched my head and closed her eyes. I didn’t feel any pain, exactly, but I could definitely tell when she reached inside my head. The pressure was dull but constant, almost like the echo of a day-old migraine. 
“I’m not even certain what I’m looking for,” Kaveri said. 
“I’ll try and think about Spider Zero,” I told her. “Maybe that will help.”
Just like before with Shandris, I did my best to rummage through all the images I had seen of Talasea. But this time it actually seemed to work. Kaveri’s breathing slowed, and I could feel her sifting through my memories as easily as if she were scrolling through a holo-vid catalogue…
And then suddenly, for no reason whatsoever, Kaveri went flying off the bed and tumbled across the floor.  
Shandris and I were on our feet and rushing towards her in a millisecond, but the moment we crouched over her Kaveri raised her hand and waved us away. 
“I’m all right,” she said, taking a deep breath. 
“What the hell happened?” I asked. 
“I’m not sure. I’ve never felt anything like that before.” Kaveri paused for a moment, her tendrils twitching in thought. “It’s almost as if there is some kind of telepathic barrier sealing off a portion of your mind.”
“A barrier? Is that even possible?”
“I don’t know,” Kaveri admitted. “But just when I started to reach inside, your mind reflexively threw up defenses to block me out.”
I swallowed and leaned back on my haunches. “Like some kind of automated security firewall.”
“More or less.”
“Well, it wasn’t me. Or at least, it wasn’t consciously me.” 
I sighed and shook my head. I hadn’t expected this little memory restoration experiment to answer any questions, but this…this just added about a hundred more of them. Faded memories were one thing, but blocked memories were something else entirely. Had someone actually messed with my head? If so, when? How? For what purpose?
“Back in Kreen space, I often heard rumors about Seraphim mental conditioning,” Shandris whispered into the silence. “Memory manipulation, sleeper agents, all kinds of terrible things. I always assumed the stories were apocryphal, but perhaps they weren’t.”
I frowned. “So what are you saying? You think a powerful Seraphim psychic sealed off my memories somehow?”
Shandris shrugged. “I’m not saying anything. All I know is that it’s possible.”
“Possible but preposterous.” I snorted and shook my head. “I’ve been stuck in this part of the galaxy my whole life. I was pirate urchin for over a decade!”
“But before that, you were on Talasea at the end of the war,” Shandris said. “Something important must have happened there—something you aren’t supposed to remember.”
I leaned back on my haunches, wishing for the millionth time that Raxyl were here right now. Cold Kali rationality was the ultimate cure for conspiracy theories. He would set us straight; he would give us a perfectly reasonable explanation for all of this. His damn hibernation cycles weren’t usually this inconveniently timed…
“We need to tell Master Mosaad about this,” Kaveri said into the silence. “Perhaps he can breach the barrier somehow.”
“Breach it?” I asked. “He didn’t even know it was there! How could he…”
I trailed off when the realization belatedly hit me. My stomach sank, and my mind flashed back to when Mosaad had used his telepathy on my a few hours ago…
“Cole?” Shandris asked, rubbing my arm. “What is it?”
I took a deep breath and glanced between them, trying to decide whether or not I actually wanted to say anything. But really, I didn’t have much choice. 
“Just a thought,” I murmured. “What if Mosaad didn’t find this barrier because he’s the one who put it there in the first place?”
Kaveri’s luminous eyes narrowed. “That’s not possible.”
“Why? You just said that he’s a more powerful telepath than you are and that he’s not telling you everything. What if he doesn’t want you or Shandris to find anything?”
“Cole, that’s not funny,” Shandris said. “You’re being paranoid.”
“Maybe,” I admitted. “It was just a thought, but it would explain why he didn’t find anything. You have to admit that the timing is pretty damn convenient.”
When neither of them said anything, I sighed and rubbed a hand through my hair. Trying to talk about Master Mosaad with them was like having a conversation with a bulkhead. I understood why they respected him so much, just like I understood why they didn’t want to believe he would do something like this. But that didn’t make it any less annoying. 
“Look, maybe I’m completely off the nav-charts here,” I said. “But we know for a fact that Master Mosaad and Spider Zero were both on Talasea during the massacre, and apparently I was too. That’s pretty damn suspicious if you ask me. Besides, who else could have put up this barrier?”
“There were other Seraphim on Talasea eighteen years ago,” Kaveri said. “For all we know, one of them put up the barrier. Perhaps your mind is slowly learning to crack through it after all these years.”
“That’s a stretch and you know it. If there’s something in my head blocking out these memories, we can’t just ignore it!”
“We won’t,” Kaveri assured me. “I can try again later after we’ve rested. Now that I know what to expect, I might have more luck.”
I pursed my lips and glanced back over my shoulder to the wall chrono. Given everything that had happened my body was still flooded with adrenaline, but that probably wouldn’t last much longer. It was unbelievably late, insofar as time had any meaning on this gloomy, storm-riddled shithole of a planet.
“Fine,” I said, standing and pacing over to the window. This situation had been bad enough when I’d thought my powers were showing me weird visions about a woman I had never met. Realizing those visions were actually memories had made things even worse. But now…
Now we had just added a whole new variable to equation. These memories weren’t just forgotten—they were protected. When I stared at my reflection in the window, I swore I could actually feel something crawling around the inside of my mind…
“There is another way we might get some answers,” I murmured. “The server room on the lower level has several Dominion computers, right?”
I saw the girls exchange concerned glances in the window. “Yes,” Kaveri said after a moment. “Why?”
“Master Mosaad must have brought some files with him when he came out here. Without real Holosphere access, those files may be the only way we could learn what really happened on Talasea. Surely someone kept records—battle reports, casualty lists…something that might give us another clue.”
“Even if those files exist, they will be protected,” Kaveri said. “No one is allowed in the server room besides the maintenance drones.”
“No one is allowed to steal a Valkyrie, either, but we already broke that rule.” I turned around and flashed her a sardonic smirk. “Why not break another one while we’re at it?”
She stared right at me, and I swore I could actually see the internal battle raging on her face. I was her Imprinted mate, but Master Mosaad was her savior. She didn’t want to betray either of us. 
“This is different,” she said eventually. “Besides, even if we got into the room we have no way of slicing into the system.”
“Raxyl could,” I told her. “And everyone on the base thinks he’s asleep for next sixty-some hours.”
“But he is asleep,” Shandris said. “And waking a Kali from a hibernation cycle isn’t healthy.”
“Normally, no. But with your fancy psionic healing abilities…” I shrugged. “You can literally synchronize your nervous system with other people. Maybe you could use that to wake him up?”
“Maybe, but Kali are highly resistant to telepathy. He might be resistant to my powers as well.”
“Do you really want to put him at risk just to sate your curiosity?” Kaveri asked. 
“This goes way beyond my curiosity—I have a damn telepathic barrier inside my head!” I glared at her for a minute then sighed and turned away. “But maybe you’re right. It was just an idea.”
I stood there in silence for several long moments watching the lightning crash in the distance. Patience had never been one of my virtues, and that was before I realized someone had apparently fucked with my mind. 
“We’ll figure this out, Cole,” Shandris said, stepping up behind me. “Don’t worry.”
I closed my eyes and curled my arm around her waist. “I hope you’re right.”
 
***
 
When we still didn’t have any answers two days later, that meager hope had been dashed to pieces. The barrier in my mind remained impenetrable despite Kaveri’s best efforts, and I forbade her from telling Mosaad about it no matter how much she wanted to. If he was responsible, I didn’t want to imagine what he might try next. For all I knew, he could reinforce the barrier further—or completely wipe my memories. Shandris thought I was being paranoid, and she may very well have been right. But I was the one whose mind had been fucked with, so I got to make the decisions on how we proceeded. I didn’t want to take any chances until we had more information. 
And so I spent the better part of the forty hours alone in my quarters, half because I wanted to avoid a confrontation with whoever’s Valkyrie I had stolen and half because I was determined to find my own answers by sifting through the base’s data archives. Shandris provided me with some limited Kreen files as well, but sadly they weren’t much help. Aside from a few interesting but largely irrelevant historical factoids, I didn’t learn a single new thing about the Seraphim or Talasea. My inability to convince the girls that we needed to pry into Master Mosaad’s files had severely limited my options. I wasn’t a slicer, and I couldn’t wake Raxyl without Shandris’s help. All I could really do was sit here and wait. And brood. And then wait some more. 
Still, all things considered the situation could have been much worse. The Spiders hadn’t shown up, thank the stars, and Kaveri and I hadn’t been chastised for our little excursion again either. She spent almost all her time training, and the new Seraph Squadron pilots spent almost all their time in space trying to learn how to fly their Valkyries. The rest of us “whelps” were basically on our own. I was seriously tempted to hit the simulators, but I eventually talked myself out of it. Now that I had actually sat in the cockpit of a real Valkyrie, the thought of piloting anything else—even the Gazack—almost seemed like punishment by comparison. 
Sighing, I ran a hand back through my hair and closed my eyes. Honestly, I almost wanted to try and fall asleep until it was time to wake Raxyl up. I had so many things to tell him I probably should have made a damn flowchart…
I had just grabbed my holopad and started recording some notes when the hairs on the back of my neck abruptly stood. My breath caught in my throat, and the now familiar sensation of a premonition washed over me…except this one wasn’t a few images flashing before my eyes. I blinked and cleared my throat—
And realized I was inexplicably standing inside a pristine, cavernous ballroom. 
“What the fuck…?” I breathed.
The building was so large it could have easily doubled as a krekball arena. There had to be at least a thousand people here, possibly more, and even though I knew less than nothing about galactic fashion I was still able to recognize preposterous wealth and privilege when I saw it. The dresses, the jewels, the cybernetic implants…every single accessory was worth a small fortune. 
As far as I could tell, virtually everyone here was human aside from a few courtesans, servants, or sycophants of one variety or another, and I belatedly realized I had literally never been around this many members of my own species before. The epiphany was almost as unsettling as the blue-gold armor of the guards posted near every single door. I wasn’t just standing around a random gala—I was somewhere on one of the core Dominion worlds like Eladrell or Regdar or maybe even Keledon itself.
“Shit,” I whispered, trying and failing to swallow the nervous lump in my throat. I had seen plenty of holo-vids set in this part of the galaxy before, of course, but now that I was actually standing here it seemed even more…alien.
This has to be another repressed memory. But how? There aren’t any children here, and I know for a fact I never visited a place this fancy while I was in the Red Ring…
A few of the servants shot me strange looks, but before I could move and figure out what the hell was going on I felt a tiny vibration in the pocket of my preposterously fashionable suit jacket. Grimacing, I reached in and retrieved the holopad tucked inside. The screen was flashing with a short text message. 
 
In the coatroom. Hurry!
 
I blinked in confusion and glanced up. Somehow, I intuitively knew that the room in question was just around the corner, and before I realized what was happening my feet had already started moving. No one else seemed to be entering the building at this point, so the coat room was empty aside from a few idle servant mechs. Glancing around to make sure no one was watching me, I dashed over to the service door and punched in a code I had never seen before into the keypad. The door opened, and inside was a woman I recognized all too well. 
“There you are,” Spider Zero said, smiling and rushing over to me. “I was starting to worry that you wouldn’t be able to get away.”
My mouth fell open. Even though I recognized her familiar features, she still looked like a different person. She had traded her blue-gold Dominion military uniform for a backless white dress, and her blonde hair was styled in an elegant bun. Her makeup was the only constant—apparently she really couldn’t get enough of that purple eyeshadow.
She pressed up against me, and my eyes unwittingly dropped down to her ample cleavage. I was probably at least ten centimeters taller than she was normally, but thanks to her heels she could look me right in the eye.
“How handsome,” she said, rubbing her finger along my chin. “Though I still think I like you better in your flight suit.”
She leaned in and kissed me. I couldn’t help but respond; my hands clasped her waist, and my tongue danced with hers. Everything about her was so incredibly real—the warmth of her hands around my neck, the sweet scene of her perfume in my nose, the passion and fury of her tongue. It was all the more surprising since I had never actually kissed a human woman before.
“Careful,” she said, pulling away even as her lips curled into a coquettish smirk. “My mother will notice if I have a single hair out of place. We’ll have to be creative.”
Her smile widened as she shuffled towards the door and placed her hand on the lock. Her fingers didn’t actually touch the keypad, but when she closed her eyes I could feel her reaching out with her psionic abilities. The lock clicked shut a moment later. 
“Just in case someone tries to retrieve their jacket early,” she said, shuffling back in front of me. “We’ll need to be quick. I hope you kept your promise and saved up for me the last few days.”
She gently pecked my lips again, then slowly and sensuously sank down to her knees in front of me. I tried to speak, but I didn’t seem to have any real control over what was happening. It was like I was watching someone else’s life from inside their head. 
Her green eyes remained locked upon me the entire time she expertly unzipped my fly and freed my rapidly-swelling cock. He looked exactly the same as I remembered even if nothing else did, and I reflexively moaned in delight when she began massaging the tip with her tongue. 
“There he is,” she breathed once I had stiffened to full length. “It’s been almost a week…I never want to go that long without him again.”
She snickered as the swollen tip vanished inside her purple lips. My hands instinctively moved towards her head to guide her movements, but a wave of telekinetic force promptly pinned them against the wall behind me. 
“Mind the hair,” she chided. “You should know by now that I don’t need any help.”
She squeezed the back of my legs and pulled me in deeper. The head pushed inside her lips, through her mouth, and down the back of her throat. I balled my hands into fists at my sides and struggled to hold myself back. If she hadn’t popped up for air after a minute, I definitely would have flooded her mouth right then and there. 
“You’d love to ruin my makeup, wouldn’t you?” she teased, gently slapping my cock against the blush on her cheeks. “You want to send me back to my mother looking like a cheap Velothi whore.”
I still couldn’t speak, but I was exerting what little control I had not to explode all over her upturned face. Deep down I still knew this wasn’t real, but I was long past the point of caring. I needed to finish, even if that meant waking up in a messy bed. 
This is insane. Two days ago this woman almost killed you, and today you’re dreaming about her crouched on her knees with your cock down her throat? 
“I have a better idea,” she said, kissing the tip one last time before she returned to her feet. She turned around, bent over, and braced her hands flat against the wall. “I know the wedding is still a week away, but my mother insists I give you a whole litter of children. We might as well get a head start…”
Her telekinetic grip on my hands dissipated, and before I consciously knew what was happening my body had shuffled forward and flipped her dress up onto her arched back. I ogled at her white garters as I pushed aside her sheer panties and eased the swollen tip of my cock into her waiting slit. 
“Seraph’s mercy,” she breathed, biting down on her lip. “Take me, Cole. Take me now!”
I couldn’t have stopped myself even if I’d been in control of the vision. I smacked her ass as I plunged into her, and I couldn’t believe how good she felt. Having spent the last few months fucking a Velothi and now a Kreen, I had honestly wondered how a mere human woman could compete. But apparently I had seriously underestimated my own people. Her cunt was still a tight, wet sheath, and for some reason knowing I could actually get her pregnant made me even harder…
“Harder,” she pleaded, her green eyes glimmering as she glanced back over her shoulder. “Fuck me. Breed me!”
I slammed into her so hard the coat racks began to rattle, but just before the whole room came crashing down I cried out and flooded her quim with my seed. A wave of euphoric weakness washed over me, but before I could pull away she grabbed my back and held me inside her to ensure I didn’t spill a single drop. 
“Good boy,” she said, craning her neck around enough to give me a kiss. “I knew you’d have plenty saved up for me. Just make certain you have even more ready for our wedding night.”
She plunged her tongue back through my lips even as she continued holding me against her. My knees were already threatening to wilt from fatigue. 
“You should get back to the party,” she said. “I’ll clean up and return separately.”
After another kiss, I slowly eased out of her and pulled my pants back up. She kept her hand over her quim as if she wanted to keep my precious offering inside her forever. My cock throbbed at the thought, and if I had been in control of the vision I might have tackled her onto the carpet and taken her again. But instead I zipped up my fly and turned to leave. 
“Wait,” she said, grabbing my wrist and flashing me an impish smile. “Meet me in the north stairwell in an hour. I’m not finished with you just yet.”
I smiled and gently touched her cheek…
And then I was back inside my quarters on Varsus, my holopad still clutched in my hand. I blinked and swallowed, and when I glanced down at the display I realized I had only been dreaming for a few short minutes. 
I also realized that Kaveri was kneeling in front of me, and my cock was currently lodged halfway down her throat.
“Oh, shit,” I rasped, leaning up and placing my hands on her horns. She slowly pulled back and smiled up at me. 
“Enjoying your nap?”
“No, I…oooh!” I slumped back in the chair when her tendrils began massaging the shaft exactly the way I liked. Apparently I hadn’t made a mess in real life during my little dream, but if Kaveri kept this up I would soon.
“I figured you might be lonely all cooped up in here,” she cooed. “I saw you sitting down when I came in, and you looked like you were having an interesting dream.”
I snorted softly. The bulge in my pants had probably been enormous. If anyone else had come in I would have been embarrassed, but not with her.
Never with her. 
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I whispered.
Kaveri grinned as her tendrils continued stroking me. “I guess I haven’t been paying enough attention to you recently.”
“I fucked you twice last night.”
“Yeah, but that was twelve hours ago. I have needs, Cole.”
She snickered and swallowed me again. I only lasted a few seconds—between her expertise and the fresh images of my dream, trying to hold out would have been a lost cause anyway. She allowed the first jet to fire straight down the back of her throat, but she pulled back just far enough to let the rest splatter across her lips, chin, and neck. She knew how much I enjoyed watching her play with her food. 
“I had a break in the training program and thought I’d come get some lunch,” she said, sensually licking a thick strand of seed from her tendrils. “Looks like I got here just in time.”
I smiled and lovingly ran my hand through her black hair as I tried to collect my thoughts. Whether it was a mood killer or not, she needed to know what had happened. Or at least, what I thought had happened. None of this made any damn sense. I hadn’t been witnessing the past, and I couldn’t have possibly been witnessing the future, either. So what the hell was my brain trying to show me? Some weird sexual fantasy about a woman who had almost killed me?
“I wasn’t napping,” I said, taking a deep breath. “I was having another vision…sort of.”
Kaveri froze in place with her tongue still cleaning off one of her tendrils. “What?”
“It wasn’t like the others. It was longer and more detailed, and I don’t think it was a memory.” I sighed and leaned back. “Let me try and explain.”
I told her about everything, even the sex. And as usual, it sounded even more demented when I described it aloud. 
“That is…I’m not even sure what to say,” she murmured.
“You could start with ‘Cole, I’m worried about you’ and work your way up to ‘Cole, I think you’re slowly going crazy.’”
Kaveri leaned back on her haunches, her eyes flicking back in thought. “Your powers are obviously trying to tell you something.”
“Maybe, but I don’t think we should rule out good, old-fashioned insanity just yet.”
“Perhaps I triggered something when I attempted to restore your memories,” she said, ignoring my commentary. “The telepathic barrier…I wonder if I weakened it somehow and didn’t even realize it.”
“I suppose it’s possible, but it doesn’t explain anything,” I said. “I wasn’t seeing the past or the future—it wasn’t a memory or a vision. So what the hell was it?”
Kaveri shook her head. “I do not know.”
I pursed my lips and forced myself to take a deep breath. “Everything revolves around Spider Zero,” I murmured. “She’s the one universal constant here. If we can discover more about her, then maybe some of the other pieces will start falling into place.”
Kaveri glanced over to the desk. “Have you learned anything in your search?”
“Not really,” I lamented with a sigh. “But given the limited records we have available, I can’t say I’m surprised. The only interesting part was trying to identify discrepancies between Dominion and Kreen historical records on Talasea.”
“Were they significant?”
“Very,” I said, retrieving my holopad and scrolling back through my old searches. “The Kreen are convinced that Master Mosaad and the Blades of the Seraph were planning something big before the battle, probably some kind of last-ditch offensive to turn the tide of the war. They praise Admiral Ferron as a great hero who prevented one massacre by inflicting one of his own.”
Kaveri hissed through her teeth. “The lies people are people willing to believe…”
I nodded idly. I didn’t feel compelled to defend either side here, but I also didn’t feel like having an argument with her about the fog of war right now. 
“The one fact they both agree on is that Talasea sowed the seeds for the Dominion Civil War ten years later. The few surviving Blades refused to acknowledge the terms of the armistice and turned against the new emperor.” I snorted softly and shook my head. “I will say this much: all this Dominion royal family stuff seems like a giant mess.”
Kaveri cocked an eyebrow at me. “In what way?”
“Growing up out here we were always fed the line that the Dominion was the most orderly, rules-obsessed society in the whole damn galaxy. But if you read about the Tisarys Dynasty, the imperial court sounds more chaotic than a Krosian clan war.”
“My handlers never told me much about the history,” Kaveri said. “All I knew was that I had been commissioned for the Crown Prince.”
“Emperor Ren Tisarys, destined to the Fourth of his line,” I said. “Though you do realize his father was only twenty-four when he came to power near the end of the war, right? He could have been commissioning you for himself.”
“My genetic encoding was designed specifically for his son,” she insisted. “Though I suppose there’s no way to prove that for certain. The emperor’s appetites were legendary across the Dominion. Perhaps he intended to share me.”
I scoffed and curled my lip. The idea that powerful people could commission their own personal sex slaves was depraved enough without pondering the weird, disturbing fetishes of Dominion nobles.
“Since they’re all dead at this point, I suppose it doesn’t really matter anyway,” I said dismissively. “All I’m saying is that for a supposedly orderly society, there was plenty of chaos in the court. Dominion records paint Emperor Falric—aka Tisarys the Third—as a noble soul who ended the Thirty-Year War only ten months after his coronation; the Kreen paint him as a weak-willed fool who was all too eager to become a Convectorate puppet.”
“The truth is often somewhere in the middle.”
“Maybe, but in this case I’m not so sure,” I said. “The civil war was borne out of backlash for the armistice and his decision to officially disband the Blades of the Seraph. From the sounds of it, he basically sold out the Dominion in exchange for promises that he we would be allowed to rule whatever scraps remained after the war. Most of the Seraphim hated him for it—including Master Mosaad.”
“The Blades of the Seraph are an ancient order dating back to the time of the first revolution against the old Tarreen Empire,” Kaveri said, an unmistakable hint of pride in her voice. “Disbanding them was a grave mistake.”
“Maybe a fatal one too, considering the entire royal family was murdered years later,” I said. “I tried to figure out what has been happening in the Dominion ever since, but the public records here don’t talk about current events at all, and the Kreen ones from Shandris are a few years old.” I sighed and shook my head. “What I wouldn’t give for twenty minutes with an active Holosphere relay.” 
Kaveri finally stood and paced across the room, her tail flicking back and forth behind her. “How long until Raxyl is awake?”
“Eight hours, give or take,” I said. “Why?”
“Perhaps you were right before. We should consider slicing into the archival computers.”
I abruptly leaned up in my chair. “Mosaad won’t be happy about that.”
“He has had more than enough opportunities to explain what he knows about Spider Zero, but he chosen to keep his own counsel instead.” Kaveri sighed. “We need to know the truth. Everything revolves around her, and if there’s even a chance we can find the answer…”
“Then we need to take it,” I said, nodding. “Assuming Raxyl agrees to help, of course. He might just call us crazy and go back to sleep.”
“You really think so?”
“Well, he’ll definitely call us crazy. But that doesn’t mean he won’t help.” I smiled. “Either way, I can’t wait to see the look on his face when I tell him we stole a Valkyrie.”
 
 
 



Interlude
 
Search complete. Zero results found.
 
Spider Zero sighed and leaned back in her chair. While she had only estimated a twenty-two point nine percent probability of this search producing any information of value, she was starting to wonder if she had miscalculated. In theory, the Avernal Fury’s computer had access to the vast majority of the Convectorate’s central database, including information that had been assimilated from Old Dominion records following the signing of the Keledon Accords. Despite that, she still hadn’t found any trace of a human named ‘Cole Vontera’ in the system. Even his given name had not produced any results. It wasn’t just that no one realized he was alive—according to the logs, he had never existed in the first place. 
Among the thousands of potential explanations, only two had a statistically significant chance of being accurate: either the data wasn’t in the Avernal Fury’s logs, or it had been deleted. The basic law of parsimony suggested the first option—it was the simplest explanation. But Spider Zero’s instincts told her that there was more going on here than she realized. 
Never trust instincts over data. Never trust intuition over complex analysis. Never trust the remnants of your flawed human brain when your cybernetic implants provide you with a vastly superior intellect.
Spider Zero closed her eyes and tried to focus. For almost two decades she had been content to suppress her humanity, and the results spoke for themselves. She was more than just the template for the Spider Program; she was perhaps the most vital asset in the entire Convectorate Intelligence Ministry. Her primary directive—to prevent the needless loss of life—had saved billions of sentient beings over the past few years alone. She had crushed dozens of nascent rebellions on former Dominion worlds, and usually with only a handful of carefully planned, precisely targeted deaths. Logically, the loss of a few individuals was preferable to the endless bloodshed of another war. 
But what if the rebels had been right? What if their cause had been just?
Spider Zero winced. Those doubts had always been there lurking beneath the surface, but they’d never risen to the surface until she had seen Cole’s face again. Suddenly, all her calculations were different. Suddenly, a resurrected Dominion was a genuine statistical possibility. 
It shouldn’t have mattered, of course. Even granting the most generous assumptions, the analysis was clear: killing the Last Blade remained the most reliable strategy to prevent another war, especially if she killed Cole along with him. Without them, the probability of a Seraphim revival within the next fifty years was only two point nine-three percent. The numbers did not lie. Her “instincts” were irrelevant. 
Spider Zero’s eyes slowly fluttered back open, and she stared at her reflection on the blank screen of a nearby terminal. Not everything she did was governed by logic, of course. After all, there was no logical reason why she shadowed her eyelids or brushed her hair every morning. She did it out of habit. She did it because a small spark of vanity still burned inside her. 
I do it because I still want to feel human. 
She ran the tip of her tongue across her purple lipstick as she tilted back to the main monitor. “New query,” she said. “Display all Dominion casualty reports for the Battle of Talasea.”
“Acknowledged,” the AI responded in a flawless simulation of a cool Subari voice. “Working.”
A moment later, a seemingly endless, barely readable list of names scrolled across the monitor. Spider Zero had already saved this data to her implant for future recall, but for reasons she couldn’t explain she wanted to sift through the list again. Cole might not have been there, but another equally-important name was.  
 
Trell, Selorah. Age 7. Birthplace: Keledon.
 
Spider Zero stopped scrolling and called up the full biographical profile. A small hologram of a little girl appeared on the projector, and no matter how hard she tried she couldn’t stop staring at it. Eighteen years had changed the face and body, but the green eyes were the exact same ones she saw in the mirror every morning. 
“Selorah,” she breathed. 
Just speaking the name aloud caused a wave of weakness to crash over her. She knew that the only sensible course of action was to deactivate the projector and close the file before it caused any more psychological distress, but for some reason she couldn’t.  
I can still hear the bombers screaming through sky overhead. I can still feel the shockwaves from the artillery guns firing back at them. I can still feel the debris slicing through my heart after I dove protectively atop the little boy next to me…
Selorah Trell leaned up and forced herself to breathe. The emotional walls in her mind refused to stop collapsing, and it felt like a great weight was suddenly pressing against her chest. When she placed the back of her wrist on her forehead, it returned covered in tiny beads of sweat. If she didn’t know better, she would have assumed she had accidently fiddled with the environmental controls…
“Spider Zero.”
Selorah hopped a full centimeter in her chair and turned around. Commander Korax was standing behind her, his fangs bared and his tail twitching slowly behind him. The fact he had come to check on her was not surprising; the fact she hadn’t heard him until he was standing right behind her was. Tarreen weren’t known for their stealth or subtlety. 
“Commander,” she said, pivoting around to face him. “Do you require my assistance?”
“I require you to tell me what the hell you think you’re doing,” he growled, flicking a claw at the holo-projector. 
“I was searching the Spider database for additional information on the Last Blade’s potential recruits,” Selorah lied. “When our scouts do finally locate them, it may be prudent for us to—”
“What is wrong with your eye?” he interrupted. 
 She frowned and glanced back at the reflective console. It didn’t seem possible, but a fresh line of tears was streaming down the left side of her face beneath her organic eye.
“I…” she stuttered. “I am not certain.”
Korax growled softly under his breath. “Perhaps you are distressed that I discovered your sabotage.”
Selorah dragged her gaze away from the monitor. “I beg your pardon?”
“My engineers discovered a problem with the main computer—a problem that made absolutely no sense considering the ship’s recent maintenance schedule,” he told her. “When I investigated further, I realized the search pattern you sent to our scout ships was faulty as well.”
“In what way? I established the parameters to—”
“You established the parameters to slow us down,” Korax snarled. “Your ‘error’ has already cost us almost two days!”
Selorah tiled her head. “If that is true, I apologize for my miscalculation.”
“You don’t make ‘miscalculations.’ That’s the entire reason Admiral Ferron wanted you on this mission instead of another dreega. You’re more machine than woman—except now, for no apparent reason, you managed to lose your quarry one day and then sabotage our search effort to recapture them in the next.”
“I understand your frustration, sir,” Selorah said, “but I calculate an eighty-three point six percent chance we will apprehend them within—”
“You’re protecting them,” Korax said, unimpressed. “What I cannot seem to understand is why. What happened to you on that ship? Did that Velothi whore twist your mind somehow?” 
He hissed and flicked his claws towards the security mechs surrounding the room. All six of them advanced towards Selorah until they were standing in a semi-circle like a firing squad. 
“Or perhaps your mistress has designed a special mission for you,” Korax went on. “The admiral and I have never trusted the Widow or her dreega slaves. The Hierarchy should keep you on a far tighter leash.”
Selorah surreptitiously placed her palm flat atop the computer console. She could feel the currents of energy coursing through the Avernal Fury, and she reached out with her powers and psionically linked with the ship’s systems. 
“Without the Spiders to contain them, the Blades of the Seraph will eventually rise again,” she warned. “We are the only reason that peace has been maintained.”
“The Seraphim are all but dead,” Korax sneered, “and the Dominion is a pale shadow of its former glory. With the Last Blade in our sights, the usefulness of you and your kind is swiftly coming to an end.”
Selorah glanced over at the mechs. “You have not captured Wynn Mosaad yet.”
“No, but we will—without any more of your ‘help.’ I am not sure if you are a traitor or simply incompetent, but either way I will not allow you to sabotage our final victory.” He hissed and took a step back. “Shoot her.”
The mechs raised their weapons, took aim—
And then remained perfectly still. 
“What are you waiting for?” Korax growled. “Shoot her!”
“They will not obey your commands,” Selorah said, removing her hand from the console. Her entire body tingled with residual energy. “I have temporarily deactivated the combat modules of every mech on the Avernal Fury.”
Tarreen rarely felt fear, given that they were the near-invincible rulers of the galaxy’s largest empire, but the look of horror on Korax’s reptilian face was unmistakable. His claws unsheathed, his tail froze in place, and his yellow eyes widened. Evidently he had only just realized what the woman in front of him was capable of. 
“Based upon my initial calculations, the safest course of action would be for me to kill you,” Selorah said, standing upright. “You will undoubtedly report your suspicions to Admiral Ferron, and considering your shared distrust for the Spider Program I calculate a ninety-seven point three six percent probability that he will act upon your allegations. This will compromise my primary directive.”
The Tarreen backpedaled a step, and his fingers twitched at his side in search of a plasma pistol that wasn’t there. 
“Fortunately for you, that particular solution is plagued by a tremendous amount of statistical uncertainty,” Selorah went on. “Explaining your death will not be easy. While I doubt anyone on this ship is competent enough to trace it back to me, I do possess another option: I can forcibly access your neural implants and trigger a cascade failure in your brain.”
Korax froze. “What?”
“I can easily sabotage one of the plasma conduits to make the malfunction appear like an accident,” Selorah told him. “The medical AI will be able to repair most of the damage, but you will remain unconscious for at least a week—more than enough time for me to complete my mission.”
“Dreega filth!” Korax hissed. “You will burn!”
The Tarreen reared back on his haunches, sucked in a deep breath, and prepared to spew a cone of fire hot enough to roast a human to cinders. But an instant before he exhaled, Selorah thrust out her hand and smashed him with a fist of telekinetic force. Korax soared backwards, flames shooting from his mouth and searing the chassis of one of the combat mechs. He struck the wall hard enough that the impact would have shattered the bones of a human body. Thankfully, his Tarreen skeleton was far more resilient. 
“Wretch!” Korax screamed, hoisting himself back to his feet. He lunged forward to try and slice Selorah with his claws, but she slammed him with another wave of force and pinned him against the wall. As he twitched helplessly in place, she touched his leg and linked her mind with the cybernetic implants throughout his body. 
“Do not worry, Lieutenant,” Selorah told him. “I calculate a seventy-three point two percent chance you will live long enough to die at the hands of a real Blade of the Seraph.”
 
 
 



3
 
Kaveri and I slipped into Raxyl’s quarters about an hour before he was supposed to wake, and I took a few readings with the medical scanner to make sure everything was proceeding normally. I still had no idea how or why his species hibernated like this, but I doubted it would ever stop being creepy seeing him lying there like a corpse. 
Thankfully, he started stirring almost exactly on schedule. I knew it would take about five minutes for him to become fully lucid again, which gave me plenty of time to review the conversation notes on my holopad, add a few more, and then delete them all in frustration. There was no good way to tell him everything that had happened; we were just going to have to blurt it all out and hope for the best. 
“Welcome back,” I said when his eyes finally opened. “I’d ask if you had any pleasant dreams about naked Kali women, but I assume you thought about circuit board diagrams and plasma flow regulators instead.”
Raxyl’s eyes slowly refocused, and a curious blue shimmer rippled up the scales of his neck when he saw Kaveri behind me. “I did not realize my awakening was worthy of an audience.”
“It has been a long three days, buddy,” I muttered. “There’s a plate of grubs on the desk if you’re starving.”
“I do not require sustenance yet,” he said, leaning up and studying us one by one. “But I would appreciate an explanation.” 
“Well, I suppose we might as well start with the basics: Kaveri and I took a joyride in one of the Valkyries, and while we were out there we ran into some Spiders, got into a fight, and found out that apparently one of them—the prototype model, no less—recognized me and let us go.”
I expected his scales to turn the brightest shade of blue I had ever seen, and then I expected him to fire off a few snide remarks before I explained what was going on in earnest. But instead his neck shifted to a concerned shade of orange, and he sat up so quickly I was surprised he didn’t give himself a headache. 
“Spider Zero,” he whispered. His voice was so strained I barely recognized it. “You encountered her out here?” 
“You know her?” Kaveri asked. 
Raxyl’s eyes blinked independently of one another—something I had only seen a few times in all the years we had been partners. “Not precisely,” he said. “But I have heard the designation before.”
I frowned and studied the swirl of colors on his arms. Considering we had ambushed him right out of a hibernation-induced coma, he had every right to be flustered. And if he had been anyone else in the universe, I wouldn’t have thought twice about it. 
 But this was Raxyl—he didn’t get flustered. 
“Perhaps you should start at the beginning,” he suggested after a moment, “such as the part where you and Kaveri apparently decided to steal a Valkyrie. Unless that story was one of your traditionally inept attempts at jocularity.”
My eyes narrowed. Now that was the kind of snide remark I had expected from him, but it was forced and unnatural. Kaveri might not have noticed it, but I knew him better than anyone. He was trying to cover his previous reaction. 
The million credit question was why. 
Kaveri jumped in to explain when I hesitated, and I was perfectly content to sit and listen since it gave me an opportunity to try and read Raxyl’s body language. The temporary gap I had unwittingly opened in his armor had already closed, however, and the man in front of us was back to being his normal unflappable self again. The façade was so convincing that by the time Kaveri finished I almost believed I had imagined the initial slip up.
Almost.
“Though I am accustomed to your habit of making poor decisions during my hibernation cycles, I believe you have now established a new baseline for foolishness,” Raxyl said once we had laid out most of the details. “Congratulations are in order.”
“We’re alive and the Spiders haven’t found us yet,” I countered. “Things could be a lot worse.”
“And likely will be soon. Admiral Ferron will intensify his search. The logical course of action is to abandon this facility and relocate elsewhere in the sector.”
“I agree, but Master Mosaad insists we’re safe. He wants to focus on preparing the new pilots for an attack on the Nelphari shipyards.” 
Raxyl’s scales shimmered orange again. “That is a clear tactical miscalculation.”
“Feel free to explain that to him. He has always been willing to listen to you for some reason.” 
“I doubt anyone can get through to him,” Kaveri said. “He is convinced that the shipyard will be operational soon. If we retreat, he fears we’ll lose our only chance to destroy it.”
“So instead a bunch of kids who don’t know any better will fly off on a suicide mission and get themselves killed,” I muttered. “What a fantastic alternative.”
“It is concerning, to say the least,” Raxyl replied. “Though given the power of the Valkyries, it is not inconceivable that Seraph Squadron will succeed.”
“That still doesn’t mean it’s a good idea.” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “But right now we have another problem. I haven’t been able to learn anything else about this Spider Zero woman, and as far as I can tell she is at the center of everything—Talasea, my visions, the Convectorate’s ongoing search out here….and to top it all off, someone has apparently been fucking with my brain. Please tell me that all my conspiracy theories about Mosaad are nonsense.”
A thoughtful black ripple shimmered up Raxyl’s neck. “It is difficult to draw any conclusions based upon our limited information.”
I pursed my lips in disgust. “That’s it? No diatribe? No elaborate, hyper-rational scolding?”
“Not yet,” Raxyl lamented. “Perhaps after I eat.”
I snorted and slumped back on his bed. “Why was I in a hurry to wake you up again?”
“We might be able to learn something about Spider Zero another way,” Kaveri said before Raxyl could respond. “There is an old Dominion archive in the server room. Cole believes you possess the skills to slice into the system and search for additional information on the Battle of Talasea and Spider Zero.”
A contemplative smear of black rippled across the Kali’s neck. “Possibly, though I am uncertain what you expect me to find.”
“Anything,” I told him. “A name, a background, battle reports—something that might explain why the hell this woman seems to know me.”
“I highly doubt that a simple archive query will answer your questions,” Raxyl replied matter-of-factly. 
“If you have a better idea, we’d love to hear it,” I grumbled. “Unless you already know something you want to share with us…?”
The Kali paused for a moment, his scales turning a neutral gray. “As I mentioned before, all my knowledge of the Spiders is based upon rumors and conjecture.”
“Call it what you want, you obviously know something about Spider Zero,” I said impatiently. “So why don’t you enlighten us?”
His yellow eyes fixated upon me for a long moment. “You believe I am hiding something from you.”
“I believe you’re acting strangely, and I’d like to know why,” I told him. “You’ll forgive me for being a little paranoid ever since I found out that someone apparently stuck a telepathic barrier in my brain.”
Raxyl’s scales shimmered orange again. “I empathize with your frustration, Cole, but I cannot provide the answers you seek. All I know for certain is that there are many prominent misconceptions about the Spider Program.”
I leaned forward. “Such as?”
“Many individuals in this part of the galaxy seem to believe the program was designed to help the Convectorate win the Thirty-Year War, but they are mistaken. The Spiders were  designed to help the Tarreen win the peace that followed.”
“By hunting down and destroying the last of the Blades,” Kaveri said. 
“Yes,” Raxyl confirmed. “The terms of the armistice—the Keledon Accords—officially disbanded the Blades of the Seraph and severely limited the capacity of the Seraphim Council to recruit and train new psionic individuals. But since the Tarreen do not possess any psionic abilities, their capacity to enforce these terms was limited. The Spiders are the Intelligence Ministry’s solution to that particular problem.” 
“They scour the galaxy in search of psionic minds,” Kaveri said. “Most of the potentials are killed, but some of them are transformed into Spiders themselves. The more they create, the easier it is to track down other potentials.”
“Precisely,” Raxyl said. “Spider Zero is the prototype, and she was first deployed during the Dominion Civil War about eight years ago.”
I frowned. “She’s not much older than I am. She would have been a teenager at the time.”
“Kaveri is a teenager now,” Raxyl pointed out. “Do you believe that makes her mind any less deadly?”
I glanced back at the Velothi and swallowed. He was right, of course. As usual. 
“That’s all you know?” I asked. 
“Yes,” Raxyl said. “I was in the Red Ring with you when the civil war started, Cole. Just because I paid more attention to the Holosphere than the average pirate does not make me an expert on Dominion politics.”
“Yet you always seem to know more than anyone else.”
“Perhaps that merely reflects poorly on my choice of company.”
I rolled my eyes. “So what is your theory about how this Spider seems to know who I am?”
“I do not have one, other than the obvious,” Raxyl said. “You must have been on Talasea eighteen years ago.”
“And then what? I just magically ended up a few thousand light-years away?”
“The Red Ring acquires many of its ‘recruits’ via trafficking operations across the galaxy. It is conceivable the scavengers located you in the rubble and sold you into slavery.”
“If that’s true, why don’t I remember any of it?”
“I do not know,” Raxyl said. “Nor do I know why there is a telepathic barrier sealing off information inside your mind.”
“So we don’t have any answers we didn’t have before. Great.” I sighed. “Look, I don’t know what else to do here besides dig around for clues, and that Dominion database is our only possible lead.”
Raxyl remained silent for the better part of a minute, another thoughtful black shimmer rippling up and down his neck. “I am willing to make the attempt,” he said eventually. “But Dominion technology is quite different than what I am used to. I may not be able to access the system.”
“I have faith in your technical skills,” I told him. “And according to Kaveri, Master Mosaad is supposed to be up in space most of the day tomorrow with Seraph Squadron. I doubt the maintenance mechs will give you any trouble.”
 The Kali’s neck turned orange. “If I am caught, the consequences will be….unpleasant.”
“Yeah, well, if Mosaad freaks out, that just means he definitely has something to hide,” I said. “We have to try something. These visions, our escape…this is all connected somehow. I know it.”
“Very well,” Raxyl said after another pause. “Now, if you don’t mind, I would prefer to eat and bathe in peace.”
“No one wants to watch you munch on those things anyway, trust me,” I said, flashing him a tight smile. “Besides, it’s almost bedtime for us. Let’s reconvene in the morning and come up with a real plan.”
“As you wish.” The Kali’s scales shimmered orange again. “I would tell you if I knew anything that I thought would help, Cole.”
“I know,” I said, but for the first time in my life I wasn’t sure I believed it. “See you in the morning.”
 
***
 
“He is hiding something.”
I sighed and stopped in the middle of the corridor. Kaveri and I were halfway back to our quarters, and for the moment we were alone. “I agree,” I admitted. “I can’t help but feel like everyone here knows something we don’t, but for whatever reason they don’t want to let us in on the secret.”
Her brow furrowed slightly as she glanced down the corridor. “Kali minds are difficult to read, but his reaction to hearing about Spider Zero was similar to Master Mosaad’s.”
“So you noticed that too, huh?” I sighed and folded my arms over my chest. “It doesn’t make any sense. Why in the hell would both of them be so worried about this?”
Kaveri’s tendrils twitched in thought. “You have known Raxyl most of your life, yes?”
“As long as I can remember. I never would have survived in the Red Ring without him. He took me under his wing and taught me everything he knew about starships.” 
“Do you know why he was working for them?”
“Desperation, like anyone else,” I said. “His family lost everything during the war—huge swaths of Kalifax were burned to cinders during a massive space battle. But a slicer and technician with his skills can make a lot of credits out here on the Rim.”
Kaveri’s eyes narrowed ever-so-slightly. “He is at least fifty or sixty years old, yes?”
“I think so,” I said, favoring her with a curious glance. “Why?”
“Do you know what he was doing before you met?”
“Not specifically. I seriously doubt he fought in the war, though, if that’s what you’re implying. The Seraphim weren’t exactly fond of non-humans. That’s why so many species joined the Convectorate.”
“Still, you’ve told me multiple times that he always seems to know more about the Dominion that you would expect,” Kaveri pointed out. “There may be a reason for that.”
I hissed softly between my teeth. Life on the Rim had taught me not to ask too many questions about people’s pasts—almost everyone out here was running from someone or something, and being nosey was a great way to get yourself shot. Raxyl rarely spoke of his family or his life before the Red Ring, and I had never been one to intrude. Perhaps that had been a mistake. 
“Whatever he may or may not know, he would never do anything to hurt me…or you,” I said. “He’s practically my dad, for Seraph’s sakes.” 
“What if that is the problem?”
I blinked. “Huh?”
“He may be concealing information because he does not wish to harm you.”
The air leaked from my lungs like I had just been stabbed. I felt like an idiot for not considering that particular angle earlier. I was reminded yet again that the nineteen year-old Velothi girl standing in front of me was every bit as smart as she was beautiful.  
“Even if he does learn something from the archive, we have no guarantee that he will share what he finds,” Kaveri went on. “Especially if he believes he is shielding you from something.”
“Now you’re the one who is starting to sound paranoid.”
Her blue eyes settled upon me. “I’m serious, Cole.”
“I know, but I’m not willing to jump down that particular gazack hole. I trust Raxyl more than anyone I’ve ever met. Even my cynicism has its limits.”
Kaveri sighed. “Regardless, I am increasingly convinced that we need to acquire answers very soon.”
“I’ve been convinced of that for days now,” I muttered. “Anyway, I’m starving. I also brood more effectively on a full stomach.”
We made our way across the base, and given the late hour I had naturally assumed that the mess hall would be mostly empty. I was wrong…but by the time I realized it, we had already been spotted by the people inside. 
“Outcast,” Rafael Mourne—aka “Morningstar,” aka the guy with an incredibly punchable face—said when he spotted us in the door. “So you are still alive after all.”
 “Sorry to disappoint you,” I muttered. If the man had been alone, I would have been seriously tempted to ask Kaveri to wipe our presence from his mind so we could eat in peace. Sadly, Cobalt and Squeaker were sitting at the table with him.
“Come on, have a seat,” Morningstar beckoned. “We were actually just talking about the two of you.”
“You only just finished training?” Kaveri asked. 
Darcy “Cobalt” Morrow snorted. “Yeah, the old man had us in the air almost twelve hours straight. When I finally disconnected I threw up all over the flight deck and couldn’t walk for almost ten minutes.”
I frowned and approached them despite my better judgment. “Twelve hours?” I whispered. “You were connected to the Valkyrie that whole time?”
“Pretty much,” she said, flexing her fingers around the metal cup in front of her. “I still feel I snorted a kilo of carsenium. It’s like my hands aren’t even part of my body.”
I slowly sank down onto the bench next to them. They all looked like shit—judging from their pallor alone I would have assumed they were sick. The sagging eyes and sweat-plastered hair just sealed the deal. 
“I’m honestly not even sure I can keep this down,” Morningstar said, prodding his food with a fork. “And for once, it’s not because the mechs can’t cook.”
Kaveri and I shared a quick, concerned glance. She had told me that the new Seraph Squad recruits were having a tough time, but half a day in the cockpit of a psionic starfighter sounded especially brutal. I would have been completely overwhelmed if Kaveri hadn’t been there to ground me. 
“The boss said you didn’t have any of these problems,” Pavel “Squeaker” Anchev said after a moment. “Is that true?”
“Well, I, uh…I wasn’t connected for all that long,” I told him. “But when I first linked to the psionic interface, I thought I was going to drown.” 
“Been there, suffocated on that,” Cobalt muttered. 
Morningstar grunted and flashed me a lopsided smirk. “It took a lot of balls to break into the hangar and swipe a Valkyrie,” he said. “It took even more to come back afterwards.”
I opened my mouth but realized I had nothing to say. He didn’t sound sarcastic, and the last thing in the world I had expected from him was a compliment, even a strange one. 
“And really out of character for you, K,” Cobalt added. “I thought you were the good girl who always followed the rules?”
“That’s only because you don’t know me all that well,” Kaveri replied with an impish smirk. “I have horns and a tail, remember?”
They all shared a chuckle, and I joined in despite myself. I still didn’t quite understand what was going on. I had always gotten along with Squeaker reasonably well, but the other two hated me. I kept expecting to have a premonition that they were about to try and punch me. 
“Tell us the truth,” Morningstar said, fastening his eyes on me. “Did you really manage to escape a Convectorate destroyer?”
“Barely,” I admitted. “Though technically it wasn’t a destroyer—it was unlike any CDF ship I’d ever seen before.”
“It was a Vulture-class corvette,” Kaveri said. “Reasonably small, highly maneuverable, lots of firepower…they are designed to pick away at larger, more sluggish capital ships.”
Cobalt shook her head. “If it’s that fast and maneuverable, how the hell did you get away?” 
I took a deep breath. “Well, I—”
“Cole has precognitive abilities,” Kaveri said. “He could sense their attacks before they landed. We were able to avoid their fire long enough to shift into astral space.”
Squeaker scoffed and leaned back. “I told you he shifted. How else could they have left the system?”
“We’ve been in the cockpit for thirty-some hours and none of us have been able to muster the power to shift,” Morningstar said. His eyes flicked over to Kaveri. “Did you do it?”
“No,” she said. “The starfighter can only link with one pilot at a time.”
“Unbelievable,” Morningstar muttered. “Why do the biggest assholes always have the easiest time learning new things?”
“They don’t,” Squeaker said. “You’re proof enough of that.”
He and Cobalt shared a chuckle, and to my surprise Morningstar joined them a few seconds later. 
“Anyway, things aren’t going well,” Morningstar said after a moment. “And I can tell the old man is getting frustrated. I have no idea why, but he seemed to think we could all be whipped into shape in a few days.”
“Master Mosaad is concerned about the Spiders,” Kaveri said. “They are searching for us more aggressively than ever, and he wants us to be ready.”
“Kaveri also said you ran into them, but Mosaad didn’t give her a chance to talk about it,” Cobalt told me. “Is it true?”
I nodded. “The Spiders set a trap for us, and we took the bait. We’re lucky we got out of there in one piece.”
“Luck doesn’t being to cover it,” she muttered. “Shit, this is bad. Really bad…”
“We’ll be all right,” Morningstar soothed. “They can’t track ships through astral space, and Master Mosaad said he can disguise our psionic signatures.”
Squeaker took a sip from his drink. “That still doesn’t make me feel any better.”
I paused and studied the three of them. Their restraint was surprising; I had been expecting one or more of them to accost me for days now. They already hated me, and I had just kicked the proverbial quivark’s nest. I had naturally assumed they would blame me for potentially bringing our enemies down upon us. 
Then again, I had apparently assumed a lot of things about this conversation that weren’t panning out.
“At the very least we should have the transports packed up and ready to go,” Cobalt said into the silence. “Seraph knows we’re not in any shape to fend off a real attack.”
“I watched Blackstar and the rest of Seraph Squadron hold their own against a CDF battleship,” I said. “Before coming here, I never would have thought six starfighters could pull that off. But now that I’ve actually been inside a Valkyrie…”
Squeaker snorted softly. “They’re a lot less impressive when you can’t figure out how to fire the weapons and keep the shields up at the same time.”
They shared a self-deprecating chuckle, and I found myself smiling back. Was this what a real conversation with other humans was like? 
“I’m a lot less worried about the ships than I am about the Spiders,” Cobalt said after a moment. “They don’t actually want to kill us, you know. Not if they can capture us and force us to join them instead.”
One by one the smiles at the table faded. Morningstar took a long sip from his drink, and I swore I could actually see a shadow fall across his face. 
“They almost caught me back on Pragia once,” he murmured. “I had just changed my name and ID, and I was on my way to a new apartment when one of them materialized out of thin air in an alley behind me. She shot both of my friends before they even knew she was there. If Master Mosaad hadn’t shown up…”
He snorted softly and shook his head. “I still can’t believe how stupid I was to think a fake ID would throw them off. They’re more like hounds than men. They can smell us from halfway across the galaxy.”
I nodded soberly. “I’m sure this sounds crazy to you, but until a few days ago I wasn’t even convinced they were real.”
They all looked up at me, and from the strain in their faces I wondered if I had just made them all hate me again. But then Squeaker snorted and set down his drink. 
“That’s why Master Mosaad chose this sector,” he said. “We’re a few thousand light-years from the closest human colony.”
“You’re luckier than you realize,” Cobalt said. “I had to watch them drag my neighbor away when I was six years old. Then they took another kid down the street a few years later. When my powers first manifested, I knew I was fucked.”
A guilty lump formed in my throat. “Until Mosaad showed up.”
“Yeah,” Cobalt rasped. “We were in the starport, and I was shackled and barely conscious on an anti-grav sled. Then half the mechs who were escorting me suddenly went flying into the wall. When we all turned, this random man in tattered clothing popped out of the crowd and started firing. I thought I was hallucinating. The Blades of the Seraph were just a myth to me…kind of like the Spiders were just a myth to you. But I owe that man everything.”
They shared another drink, and for once I was thankful I hadn’t developed any telepathic abilities. I didn’t want to know what they were all thinking right now; I could only imagine the horrors they had endured to get here. My life in the Red Ring seemed tame by comparison. The pirates had been harsh and brutal, but at least they had given me a chance to prove myself. Besides, Raxyl had shielded me from the worst of their excesses. Kali might not have been the most intimidating species, but competent mechanics were a rare commodity in this part of the galaxy. Even the Ring leadership had been reluctant to get on his bad side. 
“Master Mosaad is still intent on destroying the Nelphari Shipyard,” I said. “Do you really think it will make a difference?”
“If it keeps the Tarreen from sinking their claws into yet another sector, then yeah,” Morningstar said. “You’ve lived here your whole life, right? Surely you’ve seen how much the Rakashi and the Kreen hate the Vecs.”
“A lot of people hate the Vecs, but that doesn’t mean they’re willing to break their alliances and risk a war,” I countered. 
“That’s the whole point, isn’t it?” Squeaker asked. “We could tell them about Nelphari, but they’d never listen to humans. And even if they did, they don’t have the guts to take action. But if we destroy it for them…”
 “They go back to being complacent,” I said. 
He shrugged. “Maybe. But it’s still one less Convectorate shipyard, and once it’s gone we’ll have a lot more space to recruit and train even more pilots.”
“Besides, I’m sure Kaveri has told you all about Admiral Ferron,” Morningstar said. “That son of a bitch has murdered tens of millions of humans. Killing him will send a message to Tarreen across the whole damn galaxy.”
“We’re not dead yet,” Cobalt said, smiling. “And we’re coming for your scaly asses.”
They clinked their glasses together, and I forced a smile just to be polite. Just like with Shandris and Kaveri, I understood exactly where these people were coming from. Master Mosaad had saved their lives, and they were willing to fight alongside him to the bitter end. They were all sitting here worrying about the fact they couldn’t even fly their Valkyries, yet they were perfectly willing to launch a suicidal attack on a Convectorate shipyard just because Mosaad had told them it was a good idea. 
Maybe they were right. Maybe I was the one who was way off base here. Maybe Mosaad’s plan would work exactly like he hoped, and soon Ferron would be dead and the Wings of the Seraph would be reborn. 
Or maybe he was damning all of these people to a pointless death just to quench his thirst for revenge. 
“If Mosaad is moving up the timetable, though, we’re going to need every advantage we can get,” Morningstar said after a moment. “You should be inside one of those Valkyries.”
I looked up at him, wondering if this was the same man I’d nearly gotten into a fist fight with a few days ago. “Somehow I doubt that’s going to happen anytime soon.”
“We can’t afford to waste this opportunity just because you went for a little joyride,” he said. “If any one of us had tried that, we would have crashed into the mountains. The fact you didn’t means you should be up there training right now.”
I leaned back and pursed my lips. “I’m sure I’ll get the chance eventually. I don’t think Mosaad is particularly interested in my opinion at the moment.”
“Then we should talk with him,” Cobalt said, turning to Kaveri. “We should convince him to put you in a cockpit too, while we’re at it. I bet you’ll pick it up in no time.”
“Master Mosaad believes I will be more useful as a Blade of the Seraph,” she said. 
“Why can’t you be both? Seraph knows you don’t need any more combat training.”
Kaveri’s tendrils twitched slowly. “I would be willing to learn, but I’ve never felt it was my place to ask.”
Cobalt grunted. “It is now.”
“You can take my Valkyrie if you want it, K,” Morningstar told her. “I can pretend to be sick.”
“You just want to spend more time with the doc,” Squeaker chided. 
“I deserve a reward for making a noble sacrifice on behalf of the squad,” Morningstar snarked as he pushed aside his food tray. “Anyway, we should all pack it in. The boss is supposed to join us in space tomorrow, and I’d rather not puke in front of him if at all possible.”
“Good luck out there,” I said, and strangely enough I actually meant it this time.
“Thanks,” Squeaker muttered. “Seraph knows we’ll need it.”
I sat there staring at the doorway for a full minute after they left, amazed that I’d just had a real conversation with other human beings. I still couldn’t believe that stealing a Valkyrie had put me in anyone’s good graces…and I definitely couldn’t believe it had put me in Morningstar’s good graces. 
“I didn’t realize they were so terrified,” Kaveri said softly. “Or that they were performing so poorly.”
“They just need time,” I told her. “It’s not fair to expect them to become ace pilots in a week.”
“You could.”
I pursed my lips. “I wouldn’t go that far. Without your help, I probably would have lost control and crashed into the mountains somewhere.”
“But with it, you were able to perform as well as any of the fully-trained pilots, probably better.” Kaveri turned back to face me. “And you could again if you had another chance.”
“Maybe. But that’s not my decision, and even if it was I’m not sure I’d do it. Attacking that shipyard is insane whether or not we have twelve competent pilots ready to go.”
“Even if destroying it will prevent the Convectorate from conquering this sector?”
“We don’t know that for certain,” I muttered. “And even if we did, that still doesn’t mean we could pull it off. Our best option is to get as far away from the Spiders as possible. If Mosaad wants to spend six months training pilots to hit another target, fine. He can resurrect the Wings of the Seraph somewhere else.”
Kaveri didn’t respond. Not that she needed to—I already knew how she felt. No matter many secrets Mosaad was keeping, no matter how foolish this plan of his was, she still felt indebted to him. She was a Blade of the Seraph in mind and in body, and that wasn’t going to change just because I wanted it to. She might have been my Imprinted Succubus lover, but she was not my slave. 
“Let’s grab something to eat and then head back,” I said. “I have a feeling that tomorrow is going to be a very interesting day.”
 
 
 
 



Interlude
 
The lift doors hissed open, and Selorah stepped onto the bridge of the Avernal Fury. She could sense the growing tension of the crew even without trying; the longer their scouts failed to find the Last Blade, the more they feared Admiral Ferron’s wrath. Just because he was more patient than the average Baalir-caste Tarreen didn’t mean he had a high tolerance for failure. The Hierarchy had deployed their most decorated commander to this backwater sector for a reason. 
“Before his unfortunate accident, Korax informed me that you calculated yet another search pattern,” Ferron said, his deep, gravelly voice reverberating in and out of the crew pits. 
“That is correct, Admiral,” Selorah said. “I wanted to have a contingency plan prepared in case the final sweeps fail to locate our quarry.”
“Place the pad on the tac-holo.”
She strode across the bridge towards his massive command throne. To her left, the forward viewport was still dominated by the spiraling bulk of the Nelphari Shipyards. The builder mechs were almost ten percent ahead of schedule at this point, and several of the dry docks had already begun constructing new fighter drones. In a month, they would have five squadrons ready to go; in two months they would have closer to five hundred. 
After a year, they would have a sizable enough force to threaten the heart of the Rakashi Alliance and the Kreen Confederacy. While the latter was still technically a part of the Convectorate Defense Pact, the Kreen had grown increasingly obstinate over the past few years, and the Hierarchy wanted to remind them of their obligations. As for the Rakashi…well, the Hierarchs had wanted to bring them into the fold for decades. 
And that is why this plan must fail. 
Taking a deep breath, Selorah set the datapad down on the edge of the tac-holo. The projector was currently replaying old battle footage captured almost two decades ago near the end of the Thirty-Year War. Wave after wave of CDF bombers were dropping their ordinance upon a heavily-fortified but badly damaged Dominion installation. The audio was off, but Selorah could still hear the explosions and the screams. 
“You recognize the theater, I assume,” Ferron said.
“Yes, sir,” she whispered. “The Battle of Talasea.”
“It must be especially surreal for you watch the battle where you died,” Ferron said, unsheathing his claws and idly strumming them against the arm of his throne. “It is nothing short of miraculous that the Widow discovered your body before your brain was irrevocably damaged.”
“The odds were statistically insignificant,” Selorah agreed, struggling to keep her expression neutral. She didn’t know what Ferron was up to, but he may have simply wanted to gauge her reaction. The admiral enjoyed the psychological component of warfare as much or more than actual combat; he took great pleasure in humiliating his enemies before he destroyed them.
Selorah could only imagine what he had planned for Wynn Mosaad. At a minimum, Ferron would probably force his old enemy to watch the rest of his students die or be assimilated by the Spiders. 
“Circumstance is a fickle sovereign,” Ferron said after a moment. “Had the Talasean Holosphere relays still been intact, I would have received word that the Hierarchy had signed the armistice and ended the war. The attack never would have happened, and your life would have unfolded very differently. Perhaps you would have eventually served on the Seraphim Council. Perhaps you would have even become a Blade of the Seraph yourself.”
Selorah felt her cheek twitch despite her best efforts to control it. “I cannot accurately access those possibilities without additional information.”
“Given your family’s power and history, I suspect you would have been doomed to breed as many psychically-gifted children as possible. The Seraphim would have passed you around to their sons like a prized bitch. Such was the fate of many dreega females during the last cycles of the war.” The admiral bared his fangs in an amused grin. “Did you know this?”
“I am passably familiar with Seraphim eugenics.”
Ferron grunted. “Do you blame me for what happened to you?”
“I am not certain what you mean, sir.”
“I am the one who ordered the attack. I am the one who ultimately transformed you into what you are today. Do you resent me for what happened?”
“Of course not, admiral,” Selorah lied. “Without the Spiders, Wynn Mosaad and his forces would have likely won the Dominion Civil War. The Blades of the Seraph would have been restored, and the war with the Convectorate would have eventually continued. Billions more would have died.”
Ferron studied her for several long moments, his Tarreen face unreadable. Selorah was tempted to reach out with her powers and probe his mind directly, but Ferron was more disciplined than most other Tarreen. Reading his thoughts would require time and concentration, and if he realized what was happening the consequences would be disastrous. 
“The Widow really has forged you into a useful tool, hasn’t she?” he asked. “It’s no secret that I have always opposed the Spider Program, but I cannot deny the effectiveness of her indoctrination protocols. Your psionic mind is more powerful than any weapon on this ship, yet here you stand in front of me, collared and neutered. Perhaps you’re still just a prized bitch after all.”
When she remained silent, he snorted contemptuously and stood, then paced around the edge of the table until he was looming over her. His eyes narrowed, and he dragged one of his claws down the side of her cheek. 
“Few among the military know this, but the Hierarchy was never truly convinced we could beat your people,” Ferron said. “We probably wouldn’t have if your ancestors hadn’t been so brutal during their conquest of the Rim. Species after species lined up to join us in the war against you. Without their help, our final victory never would have been possible.”
Selorah tried not to flinch. It was tempting to try and overpower him like she had done with Korax, but aside from the fact Ferron was almost twice the size of a Marid, he also had far fewer neural implants to manipulate. And on top of that, they were surrounded by other soldiers and mechs on the bridge. She couldn’t fight all of them at once.
“But ultimately, the one thing that will never cease to amaze me is how eagerly your own people betrayed you,” Ferron said, smiling. “Mosaad was right about one thing, you know—if not for the armistice, you still could have won the war. Our forces were overextended, and our allies lacked the will for a final bloody push into your space. Given the chance, Mosaad and his Blades could have turned the tide.” He snickered and flicked at her golden epaulets. “The only reason you’re wearing this uniform is because your own emperor sold your people’s future so that he could remain on his pitiful throne.”
Selorah swallowed again. “Based on my calculations, you are correct in assuming that—”
Her voice cut out when the admiral abruptly clutched her throat and lifted her off the ground. She didn’t try to wriggle free—Spiders weren’t supposed to be able to harm a Tarreen under any circumstances. So instead she hung there listlessly in his grip, completely at his mercy. 
“Your entire race is a scourge upon this galaxy,” Ferron growled, his orange eyes blazing like hot coals. “The greatest mistake of the old Tarreen Empire was to enslave your people rather than destroy them outright. Imagine the trillions upon trillions of sentients who would be alive today if your ‘Seraph’ had never been born.”
He tightened his grip until Selorah couldn’t breathe. “Make no mistake, dreega filth: if we do not find the Seraphim renegades soon, I will sear the flesh from your bones one limb at a time. I will make you wish that the Widow had never dragged your bleeding carcass from Talasea!”
“Admiral…I…”
Snarling, he hurled her across the bridge. Selorah smashed into the wall console hard enough to shatter the screen, and if not for the pain suppression protocols in her implants she would have undoubtedly cried out in pain. 
“Pathetic,” Ferron hissed. “It’s no wonder you were so easily defeated by that Velothi whore. Perhaps next time she’ll just kill you and save me the trouble.”
“Admiral!” one of the Subari officers called from the crew pit beneath us. “We’ve just received a report from our scout ships in grid thirteen.”
Ferron glared at Selorah for another minute before he spun around. “And?”
“They have completed their final sweep, and they did not detect any signs of a Dominion stronghold.”
“Nothing?” the Admiral growled, his tail slamming against the deck. “They found nothing?”
“N-no, sir,” the officer replied, probably wishing he had stayed quiet. “They are currently en route to the final system on their search vector.”
 Ferron craned his reptilian neck back around to glare at Spider Zero. “You prepared a new pattern. If Mosaad isn’t on this planet, how long will it take to find him?”
Selorah swallowed and forced herself to lean up despite the shards of plastic jutting out of her palms. “If we are forced to broaden our search beyond the initial parameters, I calculate a ninety-five point seven percent probability that we will not locate the Last Blade for at least two standard months.”
“Then we are not going to wait,” Ferron said, turning back to the full-size holo of the sector. “What is the final system on their current search pattern?”
“System X9-493, sir,” the officer said. “It is approximately eighteen light-years from our current position.”
“Then bring the ship to full alert and signal the rest of the fleet. We will jump to hyperspace within the hour.” 
“You don’t wish to wait for the scouts, sir?”
“No. I would rather assault the wrong system than miss our opportunity to catch Mosaad by surprise.” Ferron grinned as he sank back down into his command throne. “One way or another, the Last Blade shall soon lie dead at my feet.”
 
 
 



4
 
For all of my other clear psychological problems, from my boundless well of cynicism to my terminal inability to have a relationship with a member of my own species, I had never struggled with insomnia. Safe, comfortable sleep had been a precious resource in the Red Ring, and I had learned to take it whenever I could get it. Since coming here to Varsus sleep had only gotten easier, in no small part because I had a beautiful alien girl eager to drain me into unconsciousness almost every night. 
But tonight, things were different. I endlessly stared at the ceiling from my bed, Kaveri’s arm and leg slung over my chest. I idly stroked her hair with my fingers, and I was seriously tempted to flip her over and fuck her again just to focus on something besides the growing itch inside my skull. I was almost certainly imagining it—I couldn’t stop thinking about the telepathic barrier in my head, which was probably triggering a psychosomatic response. But no matter how much I told myself that it wasn’t real, the itch only got worse. 
I sighed and traced my fingers down the impossibly smooth skin of Kaveri’s leg. Perhaps her theory about weakening the barrier was right—that might explain the strange mental itch, and it could be a sign that the dam was about to break at any time. But as much as I wanted that to happen—as much as I wanted to know the truth about Spider Zero and Talasea and everything else—I was also genuinely terrified about what we might find. 
What if Kaveri is right? What if Raxyl is trying to protect you from something you don’t want to know?
I couldn’t even imagine what that might be. Had I secretly been childhood friends with the woman who ultimately became Spider Zero? That would have been creepy, sure, but it wouldn’t have changed anything. I wasn’t going to feel guilty for the choices I’d made as a four year-old boy. No, it had be something else—something big. 
If the Seraphim have any chance of survival, you must escape.

Spider Zero had spoken those words on the damaged transport, and they still didn’t make any sense. My powers did seem to growing at an impressive rate—the fact I had been able to slow time and fly a Valkyrie was proof enough of that—but surely there were other psionic adepts in the galaxy with similarly impressive powers. Kaveri and Shandris were savants, too, as were several of the Seraph Squadron pilots. The Widow and her Spiders couldn’t possibly be that concerned about one man and his nascent abilities…
I sighed and forced myself to close my eyes. Tomorrow is going to be crazy enough without being sleep deprived. Just relax, Cole. Don’t think about the beautiful woman haunting your memories. Don’t think about the telepathic barrier in your brain. Don’t think about the fact your best friend seems like he is lying to you. 
I snorted and reopened my eyes…only to find that I was no longer in my room. 
“Uh oh.”
I blinked and glanced around. I was back in the enormous ballroom again, but this time there were far more people around. Almost everyone else was dancing, and the lights had dimmed to the point it was genuinely difficult to see. 
I took a deep breath and tried to stay calm. If my brain had decided to send me back here again, it was probably for a good reason. Perhaps I would finally get some more answers.
Meet me in the north stairwell in an hour. I’m not finished with you just yet. 
Spider Zero’s words from the last vision popped back into my head. On impulse, I reached into my pocket and retrieved my holopad. Even before I checked the time, I instinctively knew that our next rendezvous was soon. The only question was whether or not I should actually go there. A part of me wanted to hold out just to see if I could influence this vision somehow. Could I talk to these people? Could I ask them what the hell was going on?
Unfortunately, before I could try anything my body starting maneuvering through the crowd. All the humans I passed nodded or smiled when they saw me, while the alien servants all seemed terrified to make eye contact. I desperately wanted to ask them why, but no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t speak or slow down. I was basically flotsam being dragged along by the current. 
I lurked around the stairwell for about a minute to make certain no one was watching before I surreptitiously dipped inside. I was surprised by the dim lights and even more surprised by the lack of guards. Given the obvious importance of the attendees, I would have expected sentry mechs at every access point. 
“There you are,” a familiar voice called down from above. “I was starting to fear you wouldn’t be able to get away again.”
Spider Zero’s heels clicked on the stairs as she rushed over to embrace me. She was every bit as beautiful as before, and I felt myself swelling against her as we kissed. 
“Well, he’s definitely not being shy today,” she said, running her hand over the bulge in my pants as she leaned away. “Come on, we should go down a flight just in case anyone opens the door. Oh, and don’t worry about the sentry mechs—I already reprogrammed them to give us plenty of space.”
She winked and dragged me down the stairs until we reached a tiny nook with a maintenance closet and an unpowered service console. Her diaphanous white dress was practically glowing in the thin strands of blue light filtering in through the gaps in the stairs, and I wanted to tear it off her so badly it hurt. 
“We’ll have to be quick,” she breathed between frantic kisses. “Don’t hold back—just give me everything you have.”
Grabbing a hold of her thighs, I lifted her up onto the console and pushed up her dress. Once again her white garters and stockings drove me so crazy that my cock was already bursting out of my pants even before she unbuckled my belt. 
“He’s so beautiful,” she said, smiling seductively as she dragged the tips of her fingers up down the shaft. “I promise I’ll give him a good home.”
She pushed her panties aside as I eased the tip inside her. Just like before, I couldn’t believe how good she felt. Why had I always assumed that human women would be so unsatisfying? What in the hell had I been thinking?
“Oh, stars,” she breathed, her eyes fluttering shut. As she leaned all the way back on the terminal, I desperately wanted to rip open her dress and feast upon her tits. But since that wasn’t an option, I decided I was just going to fuck the living hell out of her instead. 
Hoisting her calves up onto my shoulders, I pressed down until her knees were touching her chest. I slammed into her hard enough I was a little surprised the flimsy plastic on the terminal didn’t crack. She whimpered in delight every time my flesh slapped against hers. 
“You’ll always be welcome inside me,” she cooed. “Anytime, anywhere, any way that you want. I’ll satisfy you in ways that Velothi whore never could.”
My throat went dry. Velothi whore? Did she mean…?
“Our children will restore my family’s place on the Council,” Spider Zero said. “Even if it tears the Dominion apart.”
I blinked again. A thousand new questions popped into my mind, but I couldn’t ask any of them—I couldn’t do anything besides hammer into her over and over again.
“Spill deep inside me, Cole!” she begged. “Plant your seed!”
I cried out as I erupted—
And then suddenly, inexplicably, I was back on my bed on Varsus. I was still madly thrusting away, but the woman beneath me was now blue. 
“Ah!” I cried out as I exploded deep inside Kaveri. Her tail squeezed around my leg like a serpent, and her nails clawed into my back as she orgasmed along with her Imprinted mate. I felt so drained when I finished that I collapsed onto the bed next to her. 
“I thought you told me you wanted to get a good night’s sleep?” she cooed, slinging her leg back over me and kissing my nose. 
“I did,” I managed, still trying to sort dream from reality. “I just…I had another vision.”
Kaveri nodded. “I know.”
“You do?” I asked. “You could feel it?”
“Your thoughts were too strong to ignore,” she told me. “You weren’t even looking at me when you flipped me over and slipped inside me.”
I closed my eyes and hissed through my teeth. “I’m sorry. That’s not—”
“Never apologize for that,” she said, placing her fingers on my lips and smiling. “You know you can have me anytime you want. I’m a Succubus, Cole. You honestly think I would rather sleep than feel you inside me?”
I grunted and squeezed her. “Still, it’s very…weird.”
She kissed me softly. “It’s all right. The next time you take me, I’ll imagine that you’re Shandris. That should make us even.”
I smiled despite myself, once again thankful that she wasn’t like any other woman I had ever met. Was it even possible to offend her?
“Once I realized what was happening, I probed the barrier blocking your memories,” she told me. “It didn’t collapse, but it’s definitely starting to budge.”
“Hmm,” I murmured. “Well, I learned a few new things. She desperately wanted me to get her pregnant again, but this time she said something about restoring her family’s place on the Council.”
Kaveri nodded. “I suppose that makes sense. Women who bear psionically-gifted children are—or were—highly honored in the Dominion.”
“Well, my little dream avatar seemed determined to help her. I couldn’t stop myself from spilling inside her.”
“I can tell,” Kaveri said, sliding a finger down to the vicious white pool dripping from her quim. “It makes me wish I weren’t barren.”
I blinked. “What?”
“Succubi are engineered to be infertile, for obvious reasons,” she told me. “I will never be able to bear you a child.”
I frowned. The sorrow in her voice was palpable…and surprising. “You, uh…you sound disappointed.”
“A little,” Kaveri murmured. “I wonder if you are as well.”
My mouth went dry. Of all the conversations I had expected to have right now, this had to be near the bottom of list. The Convectorate was trying to kill us, I was hallucinating about a Spider, and apparently someone had placed a telepathic barrier in my brain. This didn’t seem like the time to—
I turned when my holopad abruptly beeped on the nightstand. Kaveri opened her hand and telekinetically pulled it over to me. 
“Cole?” Raxyl’s voice said. “Are you awake?”
I cleared my throat. “I am now. For someone who’s very insistent on never having his sleep cycle interrupted, you aren’t very good at returning the favor.”
“You will survive, I’m sure,” he replied mildly. “I have something important to show you. Please come to my quarters as soon as possible.”
I frowned and tossed another glance back at the chrono. “You’ve only been awake for a few hours. You found something already?”
“Come to my quarters,” Raxyl repeated. “I will see you soon.”
When the signal abruptly cut out, I snorted softly and tossed my holopad on the bed. “He doesn’t want to talk about this over an open channel,” I murmured. “That’s never a good sign.”
Kaveri slowly shook her head. “What could he have possibly discovered in six hours?
“I don’t know, but one thing I’ve learned over the years is that it’s never wise to underestimate Kali efficiency.”
“We told him not to try and slice into the archive until Master Mosaad was busy with Seraph Squadron in the morning,” Kaveri reminded me. “Do you think he ignored us?”
“I’m not sure what I think about much of anything these days,” I grumbled as a nervous knot began twisting in the pit of my stomach. “But either way, if he thinks this is important we shouldn’t keep him waiting.”
 
***
 
We were dressed and standing inside Raxyl’s quarters less than ten minutes later, and just as I had expected the Kali was surrounded by glowing blue holographic projections filled with incomprehensible scrawls of data. His scales shimmered a dark, meditative blue, though every once in a while I caught a trace of anxious orange. 
“You woke up fast,” I said, glancing over at the empty plates near the disposal. “And apparently ate a month’s worth of grubs in a few hours.”
“My metabolism should return to normal soon, as you should know by now,” Raxyl replied snidely. “I do apologize for waking you, but I was able to recover a few pieces of relevant information.”
Kaveri shook her head and whistled softly. “So quickly? And without being detected? I always assumed the archive would have nearly unbreakable security.”
“It does—or rather, the vast majority of its files do. As I feared, they are psionically encrypted. Only an experienced psychic could unlock the system, and even then the process would be laborious.”
I stepped up behind his chair and frowned and the displays. As always, I regretted that I hadn’t begged him to teach me more about slicing while I was growing up. This was all indistinguishable from magic to me. 
“If the files were locked, how did you find anything?” I asked. 
“Because some of the unprotected data still contained useful information, at least from our perspective,” Raxyl said. “I know you suggested that I wait until morning, but considering the depths of our ignorance I suspected I would be able to locate something we would consider valuable even if the designers did not.”
“An interesting theory,” I said. “So what did you dig up?”
Raxyl’s unblinking yellow eyes stared at me for what felt like a small eternity. “This information may not be easy for you to hear,” he said, his scales rippling a concerned orange. “Are you certain you wish to proceed?”
“Unless you’re about to tell me that Spider Zero is actually my sister, yes,” I said. 
“As you wish.”
Raxyl tapped a button on his terminal and conjured a still holographic image of a twenty-something human woman with long black hair. Her outfit practically screamed “spacer,” from the style of her long jacket to the pulse pistol on her hip. I had probably seen a thousand different variations of her in spaceports all across this sector over the years. 
“Am I supposed to know this woman?” I asked. 
 “I wasn’t certain whether you would or not,” Raxyl said. “According to the tags on the file, her name is Maris Vontera.”
I felt the blood drain from my face. Suddenly I saw every one of her features in a different light. The nose, the eyes, even the shape of her jaw…
Mother.
My knees went weak, and if Kaveri hadn’t wrapped her arm around my waist I might have actually fallen over. I didn’t know where these emotions were coming from—I wasn’t one of those orphans who had wasted his time wondering about his parents. I had never cared. 
Or at least, I had convinced myself not to care, and now I could feel the walls of that lie crumbling all around me. 
“The files I discovered did not include a genetic database, so I cannot confirm your ancestry,” Raxyl said. “Nonetheless, her identity seems clear.”
When the silence lingered, Kaveri squeezed my hand and took the lead. “Where was this image taken?”
The Kali’s scales shimmered red. “You will not be surprised to learn it was captured on Talasea shortly before the massacre.”
“Seraph’s mercy,” I whispered. “She was there, wasn’t she? She was killed during the battle?”
Raxyl’s scales turned an apologetic red. “I am afraid so.”
I closed my eyes and swallowed. I minute ago, I hadn’t even been aware of this woman’s existence. So why had my saliva turned to acid in my throat?
“Did you learn anything else about her?” I rasped.
“Only a few bits and pieces. She was a Dominion citizen, though I do not know her place of birth. At the time of her death, she was also registered as a cargo pilot.”
The bile burned even more. “Was she married?”
Raxyl shook his head. “Not according to these records.”
“I see.” 
I stared hard at her image for another moment, and when I closed my eyes I could hear the voice that always called out to me from across the warzone in my dreams. Had it been her? Did I even want to know?
“Anything else?” Kaveri asked, squeezing my shoulders again.
“Not about her,” Raxyl said. “I must admit that I was tempted to conceal this from you, Cole, especially since the information is so limited.”
“I’m glad you didn’t,” I said, though I wasn’t entirely sure I meant it. 
Raxyl paused for a few moments before he turned back to the console. “I did find one other image of note.”
He tapped a button and conjured another still holographic image, this one of a six or seven year-old human girl. At a glance, nothing about her seemed interesting or abnormal…until I took a second look at her piercing green eyes. 
“That’s her,” I breathed, waving my hand through the projection. “That’s Spider Zero.”
Raxyl’s scales rippled an anxious orange. “The computer agrees with you.”
He applied an aging filter to simulate what the girl would look like eighteen years later, and the fully-grown adult floating in front of me was unmistakable. This was woman who had let us go on that transport. This was the woman I had seen over and over in my visions.
“Let me guess: this was also taken on Talasea before the massacre.”
“Yes,” Raxyl confirmed. 
My stomach fluttered nervously. At long last, we might finally get some answers. “Do we know anything about her?” I asked, my voice so hoarse it was barely audible. 
“A little,” Raxyl said. “Her original name is Selorah Trell. Her family is—or was—very influential in the Dominion. They held a seat on the Seraphim Council for over a hundred years.”
Kaveri touched my arm. “You said you thought she was important. Apparently she was nobility.”
I nodded absently as my mind struggled to fit more pieces into place. “She was nobility, but something happened,” I said. “Something that put her family out of favor.”
Raxyl’s yellow eyes widened, and a surprised blue shimmer rippled up his neck. “How did you know that?”
“I had another vision a few minutes before we came in here,” I told him. “She and I were, uh…well, just like before she desperately wanted me to get her pregnant. Kaveri said that women who bear psionically-gifted children are greatly honored in the Dominion, so I had assumed that was it. But this time she said it was the only way to restore her family honor, even if it tore the Dominion apart.”
“Do you have any idea what that could mean?” Kaveri asked. 
“Not precisely,” Raxyl said. “You are right about her family losing favor. They lost their seat on the Seraphim Council shortly before the end of the war.”
“Do you know why?”
“I’m afraid not. Though given the political circumstances at the time, the most likely explanation is that the Trell family opposed Emperor Falric’s push for an armistice. Many of the ruling families turned against him, and all of them lost favor as well.”
I pursed my lips and paced around the projection. As glad as I was that this woman finally had a name, everything remained a giant, incomprehensible mess. How was I connected to her? What possible use could I have been to a Dominion noble?
“If her family was disgraced, having a psionically-gifted baby doesn’t seem like it would be enough to fix all their problems,” I said. 
“It would not,” Raxyl confirmed. 
“Then what are we missing?” I sighed and crossed my arms over my chest. “We just figured out that I’m the son of a cargo pilot. How in the hell would that help her political prospects?”
“I cannot speculate on that, either.”
I sighed and rubbed at my forehead. I wasn’t sure if I had ever felt this tired in my whole life, and it wasn’t because I hadn’t really slept yet. Every time we figured out one piece of this puzzle, ten new ones fell onto the table. 
“Well, at least you found something,” I said, patting Raxyl’s shoulder. “That’s more than I dug up in three days while you were asleep.”
“Still, I wish I had learned more,” the Kali lamented. “Especially considering I will not be able to penetrate the psionic encryption.”
“Which means we’re officially out of options, aside from the one I’ve been avoiding for days,” I said, turning back to Kaveri. “I suppose there’s no way around it at this point: we have to bring all of this to Master Mosaad.”
Raxyl’s scales shimmered blue. “I do not understand why you haven’t done so already.”
“Because I don’t trust him,” I growled. “For all I know, he’s the one who’s blocking my memories in the first place!”
“For all you know, he could have resolved this problem several days ago,” the Kali countered. “But regardless, you are correct: he is the only one capable of assisting you. Even if he does not possess any additional information about Spider Zero, he is the only person on Varsus capable of accessing the archive.”
“He will help,” Kaveri insisted, squeezing my arm once again. 
I sighed and shook my head. “I wish I had half your confidence.”
“He will help, Cole,” she repeated. A shadow crossed her face, and once again she transformed from Kaveri the Succubus into Kaveri the Blade. “I will make certain of it.”
 
***
 
We arrived at Mosaad’s quarters a few hours later, every bit as anxious and sleep deprived as before. I stared at the com panel for a moment, wondering if I should rehearse what we were going to say, before Kaveri reached out and touched the button herself. 
“Cole and I need to have a word with you, master,” she said. “May we come in?”
“Of course. Enter.”
The door hissed open, and we strode inside. The chamber was roughly the same size as ours, and the walls were every bit as cold and barren. I was admittedly surprised—the rest of the pilots were exiles or refugees, so none of them owned anything they could hang up as a decoration. But for whatever reason, I had assumed that Mosaad’s quarters would be a tacky monument to Dominion history. 
Yet again you have misjudged him. You have been doing it over and over again since you arrived. Maybe it’s finally time to cut him some slack?
Mosaad himself was standing by the wall-length mirror. He hastily buckled the last few straps of his pristine white armor, and he casually threw his flowing blue cape over his shoulders. 
“I apologize for bothering you, master,” Kaveri said, “but we needed to—”
“I was just about to contact you anyway,” Mosaad said. “Cobalt and Morningstar came to me after breakfast this morning. They informed me that you had a conversation about their progress…or lack thereof.”
I shared a quick glance with Kaveri. This might not have been the conversation we had expected, but it was important nonetheless. 
“They did, yes,” I confirmed. “They said they were having trouble with the Valkyrie’s psionic interface.”
“They are having trouble with almost everything. And they are not alone.” Mosaad sighed heavily as he turned around. “Of the six pilots I chose to join Seraph Squadron, only two have demonstrated any significant progress. The results are…disappointing.”
“They have only been training for a few days, master,” Kaveri said. 
“I know. And given their age and lack of experience, it is incredibly unfair of me to expect them to learn so quickly. Even Blackstar and the other fully-trained pilots took months to master their Valkyries, and they were under far less duress.” Mosaad’s lip twitched in frustration. “Unfortunately, patience is a luxury I can no longer afford. According to our latest scans, the shipyard’s defense systems will be installed and operational in less than two weeks, and Admiral Ferron’s scout ships draw closer and closer every day. To be blunt, we have run out of time.”
I clasped my hands behind my back. “Does that mean we’re finally going to evacuate?”
“No,” Mosaad said. “If we evacuate, we will lose our only chance at stopping the Convectorate. That shipyard will be able to produce fighter drones faster than we can destroy them, and by the time the Kreen or the Rakashi realize what’s going on Ferron will be so entrenched it would take an armada to defeat him. The Convectorate will be in this sector for good.”
“That may be true, but you just said the recruits aren’t up to snuff,” I reminded him. “So what’s the alternative?”
Mosaad stared right at me. “The alternative is that you will be piloting one of the Valkyries.”
My mouth went dry. “I beg your pardon?”
“You demonstrated greater mastery of that Valkyrie in an hour than most of the other recruits will manage in a month,” Mosaad said. “Morningstar and Cobalt agree, and I’ve no doubt that the rest of the recruits will as well. Whether I approve of your methods or not, the bottom line is that Seraph Squadron needs you.”
I stood there, stiff and speechless, even as my mind jumped into hyperspace. The rational part of my psyche was urging me to press him about Spider Zero, and it continuously reminded me that this entire plan to attack the Nelphari Shipyard was objectively insane. Unfortunately, the irrational part of my psyche couldn’t stop thinking about how amazing it had felt to sit in that cockpit and merge with the Valkyrie. I was a pilot, after all, and the promise of flying a psionic starfighter was the only reason I had agreed to come here in the first place. I was desperate for another chance, even an insanely risky one. 
“That’s, uh…” I paused and tried to collect myself. “That’s not what I expected you to say.”
“Believe me, if I thought we had another choice I would take it in a heartbeat,” Mosaad said. “I meant what I told you before, Cole: you have more raw talent than any other recruit in the academy, but you are not a team player. I don’t want to risk the lives and safety of the other pilots with someone who will abandon them at the first sign of trouble.”
My mind flashed back to my last run in the simulator with Raxyl. Master Mosaad had baited into abandoning my wingman, and we had failed the mission because of it. Even though it seemed like that had been a lifetime ago, in reality it had only been a few days.
“Cole will not disappoint you, master,” Kaveri said.
“I hope not,” Mosaad said. “And to make certain of it, you will be in the cockpit alongside him.”
Her luminescent eyes shot open wide. “Master?”
“The fighter obviously wasn’t designed for two people, but that didn’t seem to bother you before,” he said. “I already ordered the mechs to make some adjustments to the cockpit, and they will do more once we have more time. But for now, I want you to assist Cole however you can. Grant him the benefit of your strength and your training, and do your best to share it with the others.”
Her face remained frozen as if she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. I didn’t blame her, because I couldn’t, either. 
Mosaad smiled faintly. “Historically, the Blades and the Wings served very different purposes, and I convinced myself that I could maintain that tradition with you. But circumstances have proven otherwise. You have one of the strongest minds I have ever known, and to be blunt, we cannot afford to waste your skills. Not if we want to destroy the shipyard and drive the Convectorate from this sector once and for all.”
“I…” Kaveri blinked and shared a concerned glance with me. “Master, are you certain this is a good idea?”
“We will see soon enough,” he murmured. “You’re already as powerful as Blades of the Seraph with ten years more experience, and you are one of the fastest learners I have ever met. Together, I can scarcely imagine the power you could channel through the Valkyrie.”
“He might be right,” I admitted. “I don’t know how much of my success was due to you being there with me.” 
“Go ahead and report to Blackstar in the hangar,” Mosaad said. “He’ll get you prepped and ready.”
Kaveri and I shared another glance. “Actually…we came here to talk about something else,” she said.  “Cole continues to have visions about Spider Zero.”
Mosaad nodded slowly. “I’m not surprised. Shandris has been scouring the medical database for everything she can find on stimulating memory engrams. Sooner or later, I’m certain she will be able to—”
“These aren’t memories,” I interrupted him. “They’re more like visions of an alternate future.”
Mosaad’s brow furrowed. “An alternate future? What do you mean?”
“I keep seeing us together, but she’s not a Spider and we’re not anywhere near this sector. As far as I can tell, we’re always on some Dominion world…and the two of us seem like we’re about to get married.” I closed my eyes and swore under my breath. “And yes, I know how crazy that sounds. But I’m not tripping out on spice, and it’s not just a hallucination. It feels just as real as any of my other visions.”
“We also learned her real name,” Kaveri said. “Selorah Trell.”
Both of Mosaad’s eyebrows shot up. If he was feigning surprise, he was doing a damn good job of it. “Trell…” he murmured. “You’re certain of this?”
“Pretty sure,” I said, hoping he didn’t ask about the details. If we were lucky, he would just assume I had seen that little in a vision. 
Mosaad turned and slowly paced across the room. “It makes sense, I suppose. The Trell family has a long, proud history, and their line has produced many powerful Seraphim across the generations. If the Widow found Anara’s daughter…”
My eyes flicked over to Kaveri when he trailed off. “Anara?”
“Selorah’s mother,” Mosaad said. “She came to Talasea to offer her support for the Blades against Emperor Falric’s wishes. I knew that her reasons were purely political, but at that critical moment we couldn’t afford to turn down any support.” His cheek twitched. “Not that it would have mattered. Falric had already sold us out and we didn’t even know it.”
I watched him carefully for a moment, wondering if I would be able to catch some small hint that he was lying to us. But as another shadow fell across his face, he looked more like a broken man than a deceitful one. I could almost see the aura of pain and bitterness swirling around him.  
“Master, do you have any idea why Cole would be seeing himself with this woman?” Kaveri asked. “It’s as if they were arranged to be married.”
Mosaad let out a deep breath and turned. “I’m afraid Council politics were never a hobby a mine. Perhaps they should have been.” He paused and studied me as if in a new light. “Have you had any flashes you haven’t told me about? Or strange powers you can’t explain?”
I pressed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth. Since we had apparently decided to lay all our cards on the table, there was no point in holding back any longer. 
“Yeah,” I murmured. “When we were on the Spider ship, Kaveri was shot in the back by a stun blast. For a few moments I was completely alone, and Spider Zero hadn’t recognized me yet. I should have been killed.”
Mosaad paused. “But?”
“But then something happened. It’s hard to explain, but it almost felt like I hit the pause button for the whole damn universe. Everything slowed to crawl around me, and I rushed at the other Spider and knocked him out before he could move.” I sighed and shook my head. “You know the rest. Spider Zero shattered my helmet, recognized me, and sent us on our merry way. But the point is that we both should have been captured, and I still don’t understand how I did what I did.”
“Because it wasn’t a conscious effort on your part,” Mosaad said. “But eventually it will be, and when that day comes you will find yourself among a very exclusive group of Seraphim.”
Kaveri’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re familiar with this power, Master?”
“Yes.” He took a deep breath and paced across the room again. “Cole didn’t actually ‘pause’ the universe, obviously—he only perceived it that way because his body had entered a state of temporal flux.”
I frowned. “I did what now?”
“At the height of the Dominion’s power, a handful of Seraphim clairvoyants could reach a transcendent state that allowed them to manipulate the flow of time around them. In essence, they could accelerate their movements and drastically increase their speed.” He turned. “None of them could ever sustain the effect for more than a few seconds, and the fact you have already learned the technique at such a young age is remarkable.”
“Well, it’s not like I deserve any credit for it,” I said with a shrug. “It just happened.”
“All the same, you possess a powerful gift. A Blade of the Seraph wielding that kind of power could dominate a battlefield.” Mosaad’s lips slowly cracked into a smile. “A Wing of the Seraph wielding that kind of power would be almost unstoppable. Imagine a fighter pilot who could dodge every shot before it struck him.”
“We don’t have to imagine,” Kaveri said. “That’s exactly what Cole did when we were escaping from the Spiders.”
Mosaad nodded. “All the more reason to get you back into the cockpit as soon as possible.”
“Wait a second,” I said, throwing up my hands. “This still doesn’t explain why I keep seeing Spider Zero.”
“I believe your first supposition was correct: you are seeing a divergent future where events played out very differently,” Mosaad said. “Years ago, Seraphim Oracles were taught to follow and flesh out these timelines in order to advise the Council on major decisions. Since your memories are apparently damaged, your mind must be instinctively searching for answers in another way.”
I glanced over to Kaveri again. “Well, that’s the last thing I need to tell you,” I said. “We don’t actually think my memories are damaged—we think they’re being blocked.”
Once again, I carefully watched his expression in search of the smallest clue—a subtle twitch of the cheek, a sudden dilation of the irises, anything that might indicate he already knew about the barrier—but I didn’t spot anything. He looked genuinely surprised. 
“Blocked?” he asked. “How?”
“When Shandris wasn’t able to restore his memories, I tried to see what I could do with my own telepathy,” Kaveri said. “I was almost immediately repelled by some kind of mental barrier. It was like I had stepped on a trap hidden inside his psyche.”
Mosaad turned back to me. “I didn’t sense anything before.”
Kaveri shrugged. “Cole is my Imprinted mate. Perhaps I was able to locate portions of his psyche that are closed off to you.”
“Perhaps,” Mosaad said, his brow furrowing. “May I check again?”
This is a bad idea. What if he’s the one who erected the barrier in the first place? What if this is just an excuse to cover his tracks?
“Sure,” I said instead. “Just be careful—it threw her across the room the first time she set it off.”
Mosaad’s eyes closed, and this time I could definitely feel something pressing against my mind. He probed around for what felt like an hour, though it was probably only a minute. And when his eyes slowly reopened he swore under his breath. 
“You’re right,” he whispered. “There is a barrier in place—one that’s powerful and subtle.”
I pursed my lips. “Do you know who put it there?”
“No,” Mosaad admitted. “But whoever he was, he knew precisely what he was doing. Under different circumstances, I would assume it was the work of another Blade of the Seraph.”
A cold tingle wormed its way down my spine. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t I standing in the room with the last two of those in the whole galaxy?”
“Not quite,” Mosaad whispered, “but close enough.”
“But there were other Blades capable of this a decade ago,” Kaveri pointed out. “Can you tell how old the barrier is?”
Mosaad closed his eyes for a few seconds. “No. Though I suspect it has been there for some time…possibly all the way back to when the memories were formed in the first place.”
“But why?” I asked. “Why would anyone go to this much trouble just to conceal a few memories from a four year-old boy? How important could they possibly be?”
“Important enough to keep you alive, but not enough to kill you,” Kaveri said as she idly massaged her tendrils in thought. “That suggests they intended to drop the barrier at some point.”
“Or they assumed you would overcome it,” Mosaad said. “Which seems to be what is happening now—your mind is slowly cracking through the blockage layer by layer.”
I sighed and placed my fingers on my temples. “Yeah, well, is there any way to accelerate the process? Because I’m getting pretty fucking tired of living in the dark.” 
“I’m afraid there’s no way to break it directly, not without shattering the rest of your mind in the process. As I said, the work is very precise.”
“Wonderful,” I muttered. “Just wonderful.”
He could still be lying, you know. All of this could just be a bullshit distraction to keep you occupied while he hands you a Valkyrie. He’s the one who is obsessed with this shipyard; he is the one who needs pilots to destroy it. 
“I only wish you had told me about all of this sooner,” Mosaad said into the long pause. “Given your background, I understand why you’re hesitant to trust me. But from this point forward, I hope we can both begin to make amends.” 
“So do I,” I replied, and I think I might have actually meant it.  
“I wish I could tell you more,” Mosaad said. “But for now, there’s little else we can do but focus on the task ahead of us. Please, head down to the hangar and speak with Blackstar. Your destiny awaits.”
 
 



Interlude
 
“Our assault shuttles are fully-loaded, Admiral,” the Baalir commando said through the holo-projection. “The Bartherion and her crew await your command.”
“Excellent,” Admiral Ferron said, his claws folding together in his lap. “Move into position and await my signal. Once the Valkyries take the bait, you will begin your attack run.”
“Yes, sir.” The commando turned and scowled at the lone human on the bridge. “What about the Widow’s pet?”
“Stand by,” Ferron said, flicking off the com and pivoting his command throne around to face her. “I assume you wish to accompany our ground forces.”
“I do, sir,” Selorah told him, keeping her hands clasped behind her back. She couldn’t afford to look too enthusiastic here. “With all due respect, I am the only member of your crew capable of neutralizing a Blade of the Seraph.”
Ferron snorted contemptuously. “Your recent failure says otherwise. If the whore could defeat you by herself, then her master will destroy you.”
“I will not fail you again, Admiral. Our forces will greatly outnumber the Last Blade and his students, and Captain Grantak has a flawless service record.”
“He isn’t the one I’m worried about,” Ferron said, standing. “Mosaad may be an arrogant, stubborn fool, but he is not to be underestimated. His students will fight long and hard on his behalf. Neutralizing their means of escape must be your top priority.”
Selorah nodded and glanced over to the sensor logs their scout ships had transmitted a few minutes ago. The resolution was poor, but the structure lodged into the mountains of Varsus was unmistakable. After all these years, Ferron had finally discovered the lair of his old enemy, and there was little else she could do to sabotage the mission from here. She couldn’t understand why Cole and the others hadn’t already fled—if they had simply withdrawn as logic dictated, they would be well beyond the bounds of Ferron’s reach. 
They know that once the Nelphari shipyard’s defenses come online, Convectorate control over this sector will be inevitable and absolute. Mosaad will do anything to prevent that, even risk his life and that of his students. 
“I calculate an eighty-three point two percent probability that their transports are docked here on the northern side of the compound,” Selorah said, pointing at the projection. “Their Valkyries will launch from the smaller, more accessible hanger here on the southern side.”
“Then you will blast the mountains on the northern side to rubble and bury them within the compound,” Ferron said. “Our ground forces will land in the south and force them to surrender.”
Selorah nodded. “As you wish, sir. I will gather my equipment and join Captain Grantak on the Bartherion immediately.”
Before she could turn, Ferron grabbed her arm and glared down at her. The acrid stench of sulfur stung her nose as if he were about to belch fire and incinerate her. “You will bring Wynn Mosaad to me alive. Capture the rest if you can, but they are ultimately expendable.”
“The Widow will not agree with that assessment,” Selorah told him. 
“I do not care whether your mistress agrees or not!” Ferron growled. “The Last Blade is all that matters. If any of the others cause you any trouble, terminate them immediately—even the Velothi. Do you understand?”
Selorah nodded. “Yes, sir.”
He glared at her for another moment before he released his grip and returned to his command throne. Selorah strode for the lift as quickly as she could without looking suspicious, and when the door closed she leaned against the wall and drew in a long, deep breath. 
Wynn Mosaad may have been the last true Blade of the Seraph, but he was not the most important person in that compound. She couldn’t even imagine Ferron’s reaction if she told him the truth about Cole’s identity…or about the Velothi’s, for that matter. He would probably order the Avernal Fury and the Bartherion to destroy Varsus outright. 
But he didn’t know the truth, and that meant Selorah still had a chance to save Cole and his companion—which in turn meant that she still had a chance to save the Seraphim and the rest of humanity. 
“You must survive, Cole,” she said, drawing her pistol and checking the power cells. “No matter the cost.”
 
 
 
 



5
 
The anxious knot in my stomach twisted even harder when I strode into the hangar and maneuvered towards the pilots standing near the Valkyries. Despite our cordial conversation last night, I still expected Cobalt and Morningstar to scowl when I approached. Instead, their faces lit up like they were greeting a long-lost friend. 
“So the old man let you out of your cage after all,” Cobalt said, crossing her arms over her chest. 
“He probably just realized that locking someone in their quarters with Kaveri all day wasn’t much of a deterrent,” Morningstar snarked, offering her a knowing wink. “Hell, I’m surprised no one else tried to steal a ship when they heard that was the punishment.”
Cobalt elbowed him in the gut and stepped over in front of me. “I’m glad he was able to swallow his pride and see reason. You might be a cocky little asshole, but we need your help.”
“That’s her feeble attempt at a peace offering,” Squeaker put in. “You’ll just have to get used to it.”
“Cole and I will do the best we can,” Kaveri said, “but to be perfectly honest, I am not certain what he expects from us. He is not a teacher, and neither am I.”
“That will have to change—and fast.”
I turned as another figure approached us from behind the Valkyries. He was almost as obnoxiously tall, dark, and handsome as Morningstar, though he was a few years older and had far more experience in the cockpit. Cameron “Blackstar” Winters was the Wing Commander of Seraph Squadron, and he and the other “real” pilots were the only reason Raxyl, Kaveri, and I had escaped Admiral Ferron’s battleship all those weeks ago.
“Since you basically picked all of this up on pure instinct, the hope is that maybe you can come up with another way to teach them,” Blackstar said. “It’s a longshot, but right now it’s all we’ve got.”
“I’ll do what I can,” I told him. “Assuming I can actually remember how this thing works…”
He cocked a black eyebrow at me. “I hope that’s a joke.”
“We’re about to find out.”
I strode over to the Valkyrie and placed my palm flat against the fuselage. I could feel the power stirring within almost like I was touching the warm belly of a sleeping hound. The hairs on my arm stood, and my mind and body were begging me to merge with the fighter once again. It really was like a drug.
When I climbed the ladder, I noticed that the mechs had torn out a chunk of the molding and placed a second seat behind mine. It was clearly an awkward patch-job, but given Kaveri’s sleek frame and extreme flexibility I had no doubt she would fit. Still, I was going to miss having her leg slung over me. After all, what was the point in a joyride if you couldn’t fuck your girlfriend in the backseat?
She slithered into position behind me as easily as I’d expected, and her arms wrapped comfortingly around my waist. A moment later, her tail started wriggling beneath my belt. 
“I doubt I will be able to help you focus as easily this way,” she said into my ear from behind. “But I have some new ideas…”
I grabbed her tail before it could reach my cock. “Behave,” I mock scolded. “I can’t do this without you.”
Kaveri kissed the back of my neck. “I’m ready when you are.”
“Okay…here goes nothing,” I muttered, activating the psionic interface. The crystals on the dashboard began to glow, the translucent HUD appeared across the canopy…
And my brain felt like it drifted free of my body. 
“Whoa…”
The sensations crashed over me like a tidal wave; I could suddenly feel the presence of every mind in the academy. Their mood, their emotions, their thoughts…
“You have to filter out the excess noise,” Kaveri said. “Concentrate on one thing at a time.”
“Right,” I muttered. The trick more or less worked, but I still almost puked when the Valkyrie’s engines abruptly flared to life. 
Am I actually flying this thing, or am I just some kind of glorified human battery?
“On you, Outcast,” Blackstar said over the com. “Why don’t you show the other whelps how it’s done?”
“Yeah…sure,” I murmured. “Just, uh…just give me a…whoa!”
The Valkyrie blasted through the bay doors so quickly my neck probably would have snapped if not for the anti-grav restraints cushioning me in place. The ubiquitous rains of Varsus splashed over the canopy, but it wasn’t like I really needed my eyes anyway. The fighter’s sensors were already feeding everything I needed to know directly into my brain. 
Swearing under my breath, I gripped the flight stick in both hands and jerked it backwards, throwing the Valkyrie into a steep climb. The fighter drained enough psionic energy from me to erect its defenses, and almost on cue a jagged stroke of lightning burned through the clouds and splashed against the shields. The resulting flash of heat on my face reminded me just how intimate this connection really was. 
“This is just as overwhelming as before,” I rasped. 
“I know,” Kaveri breathed into my ear. “Remember: just focus on something tangible to keep your mind tethered to the real world.”
“That was a lot easier with you sitting in my lap.”
“Then just try and remember that moment. Think about my lips pressed against yours. Think about how good it felt to slip inside me.”
I snorted. “I don’t think that’s going to help me teach the others.”
“Maybe not. But it will get you ready for what I have planned tonight.”
I smiled despite myself, and the sensations became easier to deal with the more I relaxed. That had probably been her plan all along. 
“Try focusing on something tactile,” Kaveri went on. “The way the seat cradles your body, the contour of the composite grip between your fingers…”
“Right,” I murmured. I chose the latter, and it didn’t take me long to realize that she was correct—as long as I could anchor myself to something in the physical world, the Valkyrie’s current couldn’t suck me under. 
I was more or less stable by the time I crossed into the exosphere, and I sensed Blackstar and the other Valkyries coming up behind me. 
“All right, we’ll start with something simple,” Blackstar said once he had settled in behind me. “I’ve uploaded a few targets onto your HUD. I want you to track them and blast them.”
“But, sir…we haven’t even been able to fire our weapons yet!” Cobalt protested. 
“And that has to change. It’s a simple matter of power distribution. Remember, you don’t have the luxury of a computer to handle it for you. Your subconscious mind has to control the entire ship—it needs to become an autonomous reflex, as thoughtless as breathing.”
“You’ve said that before,” Squeaker grumbled. “It didn’t help.”
“Well, that’s why we brought in the expert here,” Blackstar said snidely. “Got any tips for the other whelps, Outcast?”
I blew a thin stream of air through my teeth. “There’s nothing to say. I can’t really explain how I’m doing anything.”
“That’s useful,” Cobalt muttered. 
“What I mean is that maybe we need less telling and more showing.” I sucked in a deep breath and reached out through the sensors as the planet slowly shrank behind us. “You can feel my presence through the sensors, right?”
“Barely,” Morningstar said. “I’m holding myself back. If I reach out any harder I start to drown.”
“Focus on a tactile sensation,” I told him, smiling as I repeated Kaveri’s advice. “Squeeze the flight stick and feel the contours of the grip on your fingers. Make it your anchor when you feel yourself getting dragged under.”
“Okay. And then what?”
“Then reach out and concentrate on my presence. If you filter out some of the noise, you should be able to sense my surface thoughts. I’ll try to help.”
I closed my eyes, and bit my bit I could feel the others stretching out through their own Valkyries. After a few seconds, I swore I could actually see the psychic tendrils sprouting into space. All I needed to do was find a way to grab them and connect them to me…
“Visualize the connections in your mind’s eye,” Kaveri said. “Then reach out and pull them towards you.”
I nodded and did ask she asked. Slowly but surely, the bond between our Valkyries grew stronger and stronger. 
“Whoa,” Squeaker mumbled. “That’s…new.”
“Can you all feel that?” I asked. 
“Yes,” the other two said in near unison. 
“Good. Now hold on that feeling. Imagine we’re all linked together like cars on a trail train, and try to mimic my movements.”
I started with a slow starboard roll towards our first objective, and after a few seconds all three of them repeated the maneuver behind me. I cycled through a bunch of variations—short bursts of speed, tight turns, and eventually a few long, languid loops. Our formation grew tighter and tighter with each one. 
“This feels…better,” Cobalt said. “Though I bet we look like a bunch of drunken krim whales.”
“I won’t score you on style points today,” Blackstar put in. “But keep going, Outcast. Try and take them to the first target.”
“Right,” I said, taking in another deep breath. At the moment I felt less like the lead rail car than a guy tugging around a bunch of balloons on a string. Still, if this helped them at all, it was worth it. 
I cranked up the throttle and burst towards the first objective on the HUD. It appeared to be a comet, or at least the crumbling remnants of one. Given its relatively small size and mass, a single concentrated salvo could probably blast it into particles…assuming we could actually figure out how to fire these things. Shooting was the one thing I hadn’t tried during our escape from the Spiders. 
“All right, this is the trickier part,” I said, putting as much false confidence in my voice as I could. “Just like with the shields and engines, you need to learn to shunt power into the forward cannons.”
“Powering them up isn’t the problem,” Squeaker said. “Keeping control of all the other systems at the same time is.”
“Just try and follow my lead again. With luck, I should be able to guide you…”
Mentally crossing my fingers, I focused on the Valkyrie’s cannons and tried to bring them online. My stomach twinged with embarrassment when nothing happened right away—I really didn’t want to look like an idiot in front of them—but then I felt the psionic interface draining even more energy out of me. The cannons came online, and a targeting reticle materialized on the HUD. 
“There we go,” I said, trying not to sound too relieved.I squeezed the trigger, and a barrage of blue-white energy erupted from the wing-mounted cannons. I had no idea what to expect in terms of power, but the bolts instantly vaporized the entire comet remnant. I grinned in satisfaction as my Valkyrie roared through the cloud.
“Not bad, kid,” Blackstar said. “Power readings were at eighty-seven percent standard.”
“Is that good for a first shot?” I asked. 
“I think I managed ten percent yesterday, and my shields dropped in the process,” Squeaker muttered. “So yeah, I’d say so.”
“Time for a second chance,” Blackstar said. “Come about bearing zero-three-zero mark five-two-nine.”
“Just relax and follow my lead again,” I said, squeezing the stick. “We can do this.”
The other three Valkyries rolled in behind me just like I had hoped, and I cranked the throttle to full as we accelerated towards a full-scale asteroid in high orbit over the fourth planet in the system. When the others caught up, I threw the fighter into a few wild rolls just to see if they could match me. It took a few tries, but they eventually managed. 
“All right, here we go,” I said, watching the kilometers tick down on the HUD. “Let’s try an easy strafing run. We’ll fire off a few shots then get the hell out of there.”
“I’m still having trouble getting the damn things online,” Morningstar grumbled.
“You’ve always had trouble getting it up this early,” Cobalt taunted. 
“It’s not funny. I can’t…”
“It’s all right,” I said as soothingly as I could. “Remember, focus on something tactile to keep you grounded and let the Valkyrie do the rest of the work.”
“You say that, but…”
“Then don’t think about it. Just reach out and do as I do, okay?”
Closing my eyes, I shunted energy away from the thrusters and into the cannons. Squeaker and Cobalt mimicked me almost immediately, and after ten or fifteen seconds Morningstar did too.
“Shit,” he rasped. “I feel like I’m plugged into an IV.”
“Just focus on the target,” I said, watching as my reticle narrowed. “Wait…wait...now!”
I unleashed another barrage, this time straight into the face of the asteroid. The blue-white bolts seared through the rock like a laser scalpel through flesh, and for a moment I feared the whole thing might come apart. When the other three fired right after me, it did. 
“Pull up!” I warned, throwing my Valkyrie into a hard starboard roll. My breath caught in my throat as tiny bits of flaming debris sprayed across my shields. Had we gotten too close? Had I just completely fucked them over?”
“Hell yeah!” Cobalt yelled as we shot clear. “Damn, that felt good!”
I grinned and glanced back over my shoulder. All three of the other Valkyries were now clear of the smoldering rock chunks, and no one seemed any worse for wear.
“I knew you could do it,” Kaveri said, kissing my ear. Unfortunately her tail also started fiddling with my belt again. 
“Nice work,” Blackstar said, whistling softly. “Though in the future I’d keep your distance. If that was a Convectorate battleship you would have smashed right into its hull.”
“He’s just jealous,” Cobalt sneered. “We’ve learned more in the last thirty minutes than the past three days.”
I smiled. “Well, like the old man says…it’s all about working as a team.”
I could actually feel the warmth from their minds, and the sensation was so strange I wasn’t sure how to process it. Is this what friendship with other human beings felt like?
“All right, let’s not get cocky,” Blackstar said. “There are still a lot of basics we need to—”
His words were drowned out when a sudden wave of fear crashed over me. My skin tingled, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up, and a flurry of images rushed in front of my eyes. A Convectorate battleship, a small army of war mechs, an endless barrage of screams and explosions…
And then I was back inside the Valkyrie’s cockpit, my heart pounding and my skin beading with sweat. 
“They’ve found us,” I whispered. 
“What was that, Outcast?” Blackstar asked. 
I cleared my throat and reached out with the fighter’s sensors. I couldn’t detect any other ships nearby, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. “The Spiders are on their way here,” I said. “I just had a premonition…we need to get back to the base.”
An oppressive silence descended over the squad, and their joy was quickly eclipsed by a shroud of dread. 
“You’re sure about this?” Blackstar asked.
“Positive,” I said, licking at my lips. “I don’t know what direction they’re coming from, but we need to—”
“Too late,” Morningstar interrupted. “I just got a ping from one of the sensor beacons at the edge of the system. There’s a Convectorate battleship headed straight for us, bearing zero-five-three mark eight-one-five. ETA…ten minutes.”
“Son of a bitch,” Blackstar hissed. “It’s the Avernal Fury, Ferron’s command ship.”
“What do we do?” Cobalt asked. 
While waves of fear cascaded over the others, I felt a sudden ripple of calm wash over Blackstar—the calm of a professional warrior who was used to taking in a situation and doing exactly what needed to be done. The rest of us might have blown up some asteroids, but all of us clearly had a long way to go before we were truly Wings of the Seraph. 
“I just sent a signal to the base,” he said. “I’ll scramble the rest of Seraph Squadron and try to hold the Vecs off as long as we can. The rest of you need to get back to the planet and load up the transports.”
“We can help,” Morningstar protested. “Just tell us—”
“No,” Blackstar said. “You’re not ready.”
“But you’ll need our help!”
“We’ll manage. Outcast, get them back to the planet and onto the transports. Understood?”
“Yes, sir,” I said, twisting the Valkyrie around and trying to ignore the cold tingle worming its way down my spine. Just when things had finally started coming together, everything was about to get blown apart…
“I knew we should have left earlier,” Squeaker mumbled into the com. “How did they find us?”
“It doesn’t really matter now, does it?” Morningstar said. “We all knew this could happen at any time. We have an escape plan for a reason. We just need to stay calm and follow it.”
“And we will,” I said, trying to project as much confidence as I could. “Form up on my wing. Let’s hurry up and get home.”
 
***
 
By the time we approached the planet, the rest of Seraph Squadron had already launched. I couldn’t help but boggle at their efficiency—in less than ten minutes they had suited up, powered their fighters, and blasted into space. It seemed borderline impossible. 
I watched them form up with Blackstar in high orbit as I led the other three whelps back into the atmosphere. The storms were just as intense as ever, and we kept our approach as conservative as we could despite the time crunch. Getting murdered by the Spiders was terrifying enough, but at least it would be more dignified than getting thrown into a mountain and fried by a lightning bolt.
“Assuming everyone remembers the drills, the transports should be mostly loaded already,” Kaveri said we began our final approach towards the base. 
“To be honest, I think I’d feel safer flying out of here in this thing,” Morningstar put in. 
“Amazing how much attitudes can change in a day,” Cobalt muttered. “Once we settle into the new base, I expect Outcast to show us all how to shift into astral space.”
My body was so tense I was practically shaking, but I managed a tight smile anyway. “I’ll do my best. But right now…”
My voice cut out when another premonition crashed over me. “Pull up!”
“What?” Squeaker asked. 
“Pull up! Now!”
I jerked back on the flight stick as hard as I could, and a millisecond later a volley of green plasma bolts seared the air around me. Grimacing at the sudden flash of heat on my checks, I threw the Valkyrie into an evasive roll just as the base rolled into view on the horizon. 
At which point my heart stopped beating entirely. 
“Seraph’s mercy,” Kaveri breathed. 
Two massive CDF assault shuttles were hanging in the air above the southern end of the base, their dorsal turrets unleashing salvo after salvo in our direction. The landing platforms were swarmed with dozens upon dozens of combat mechs, and they were already blanketing the doors with pulsefire. 
“What the hell?” Morningstar hissed. “Where did they come from?”
“Some kind of stealth vector,” Cobalt replied. “They must have come in right beneath Seraph Squadron’s nose.”
I bit down on my lip and tried not to think about Shandris and Raxyl. I knew they could take care of themselves—if anything, I should have felt pity for the Vecs. I just needed to give them a little bit of help…
“Form up on me,” I called out, rolling hard to port to avoid another barrage of plasma fire. The others did as I asked, though they were a bit too slow—several green blasts splattered across their rear shields. 
“Argh!” Cobalt growled through scrunched teeth. “That fucking hurts!”
“It will pass quickly,” I assured her. “Just stay low with me while we loop around.”
“Look around?” Squeaker asked. “And do what?”
“We’re going to take out those shuttles and clear as many of the mechs from the landing platforms as we can,” I said. “It’s the best we can do from up here.”
“He’s right,” Morningstar agreed. “Master Mosaad is still down there. If we can just thin the herd a bit, I bet he’ll be able to load up the transports and get out of there.”
“I should be down there too,” Kaveri whispered. 
I frowned when I reached out with the Valkyrie’s sensors and scanned the base. “Why didn’t the Vecs blow up the transports first?”
“What?”
“They landed their soldiers because they want to capture as many of us as possible,” I said. “But if that’s the case, then why didn’t they blast the hell out of the transports on the northern landing pad first? Why leave us with an obvious escape route?”
A confused silence settled over the squad. It was about as clear of a tactical error as I could imagine, and Convectorate admirals like Ferron didn’t make those kinds of mistakes. 
Unless someone on his ship is trying to protect you.
I bit down on my lip. Spider Zero must have been down there, and she must have been trying to help us. There was no other explanation. 
“I have no idea, but it seems stupid to complain about them giving us a gift,” Morningstar said. “What’s the plan, Outcast?”
“We go in hot,” I said. “Shift your shields forward and reduce your engine power if you have to. You three do as much damage to their transports as you can. I’ll handle their ground forces.”
We blasted back to the base at full throttle. I could feel the other pilots reaching out to me for guidance, and I took a deep breath and mentally shunted all the power from my aft shields forward. Barely a millisecond later, another salvo of plasma fire burned through the air around us, and I tucked my Valkyrie into a tight, winding roll. 
“Hang on!” I ordered, clenching my teeth hard as bolt after bolt burned past my fuselage. “Wait for it…wait for it…fire!”
I pulled the trigger. The Valkyrie’s cannons raked across the landing pads, shredding or outright vaporizing most of their heavy mechs before they could advance inside the building. I whipped past the carnage in the blink of an eye, then glanced back over my shoulder and watched as the others unleashed their own volleys of death at the assault shuttles. 
Normally, CDF ships of that size and armament could easily survive a brief scuffle with most starfighters, but our psionic cannons were as powerful as capital ship weaponry. Squeaker’s barrage pounded through the shields of one of the shuttles, and Morningstar quickly fired through the gaps and scorched off a twenty-meter section of the hull. Meanwhile, Cobalt pounded the other shuttle hard enough to disintegrate its dorsal cannon outright. 
“Fuck yeah!” she shouted as we roared clear. “Didn’t see that coming, did you?”
I grinned and twisted the Valkyrie around for another pass. The CDF shuttles were desperately trying to climb back into space, but for all we knew they were just going to pick up even more troops. We needed to take them out in case— 
“Cole, we need to get down there,” Kaveri said, her voice strained. “Shandris and Raxyl are in trouble.”
My heart stopped beating. “We’ll set down on the northern pad with the transports.”
“Uh, what?” Morningstar stammered. “We need you up here!”
“The three of you can handle the assault shuttles,” I said. “Kaveri is wasted up here—we need to get her on the ground to help out Master Mosaad.”
“The old man can take care of himself, I promise.”
“You don’t understand,” Kaveri said. “He just reached out to me…he needs my help.”
“Oh, shit,” Cobalt hissed. “Then go. We’ll handle things up here.”
“If any fighter drones show up, just try and keep them occupied as long as you can,” I said, rolling the Valkyrie back towards the base. “I’ll be back. I promise.”
 
***
 
I landed my Valkyrie next to Gazack, still boggling that the Vecs hadn’t bombarded this landing pad at the first opportunity. They hadn’t bothered to deposit any troops over here, either, which was every bit as ludicrous. The only real surprise was that I didn’t see any of the students madly fleeing to transports. What could they possibly be waiting for?
Bracing myself for the worst, I popped open the canopy and disconnected from the fighter. The sensation was even more annoying than last time; as my mind withdrew back into my body, I felt like I had gone blind rather than just deaf. 
How the hell had Dominion pilots managed this for so many generations?
Dropping down from the Valkyrie without breaking my leg would have been difficult without a ladder, but Kaveri helped ease me to the ground with her telekinesis. Once both of us were stable, I drew my pistol and dashed for the entrance—
And before we made it five meters, a barrage of pulsefire erupted from farther down the pad and drove us back into cover. We hunkered down behind a storage crate next to the Gazack, and I grimaced when I saw the reflection of at least a dozen combat mechs marching towards us. Apparently the Vecs had managed to land some troops on this pad after all. 
“Stay here,” Kaveri said. “I will handle them.”
“By yourself?” I stammered. “Even you can’t take that many!”
“We don’t have any other options.”
“Dammit,” I hissed, glancing back to my Valkyrie. If I could somehow get back in the cockpit, I could theoretically use the cannons and annihilate the robots wholesale. But the Gazack was even closer, and even though the engine was cold I could probably power up the weapons…
One of the nearby crates exploded before I could make up my mind, and the force of the blast hurled us across the landing pad. I cracked my elbow on the ground hard enough that I dropped my pistol, and didn’t stop skidding until I smashed into another cargo crate. I clutched my arm as I leaned up, desperately searching for Kaveri as the squad of mechs closed around me.
At which point the inner doors finally slid open. A familiar figure in white-gold armor stepped outside, his blue cape fluttering in the wind. He was alone, as far as I could tell, and if the wind hadn’t just been knocked out of me I would have been screaming for him to duck back inside. But miraculously, the mechs didn’t just turn and gun him down—they paused for a split second and switched their weapons to stun. Against anyone else, the delay wouldn’t have even been noticeable. 
Against a Blade of the Seraph, it was practically an eternity.  
Wynn Mosaad thrust out his hands, and I could actually see the massive wave of telekinetic force ripple out from his body and smash into the wall of mechs. Most of them went flying to crates or docked ships, and a few rolled off the platform entirely. Before they could recover, Mosaad lunged forward so quickly his movements were a blur. He didn’t have a firearm—his hands flashed, and I watched in amazement as a set of brilliant blue-white blades sprouted from his palms. The swords crackled with raw power; I could feel the psionic energy coursing through them just like when I fired the cannons on the Valkyrie. 
The mechs never stood a chance. He carved through them with a speed and grace that seemed impossible for a professional acrobat, let alone a middle-aged man. The psi-blades effortlessly burned through energy shields and metal chassis alike, and even the mechs who were still twenty meters away weren’t safe—when they fired back, Mosaad tucked himself into a crouch and hurled one of the blades as if it were a stroke of lightning. The bolt reduced the mechs to a pile of smoldering circuits, and a fraction of a second later the psi-blade rematerialized in his palm as if it had never left. 
By the time I rolled to my feet and recovered my pistol, it was already over. 
“Holy shit,” I rasped, surveying the carnage. Kaveri dashed over to check on me; other than a few minor scrapes she didn’t seem wounded at all. 
“Are you all right?” Master Mosaad asked, retracting one of the blades so he could help me up.
“Uh, more or less,” I muttered, still shell-shocked. 
What did you expect? He’s the one who taught Kaveri!

“I don’t understand,” Mosaad said, glancing up. His jaw hardened like he was chewing steel. “How could they have found us so quickly?”
I blinked and forced myself to focus on the here and now. “I don’t know, but it doesn’t really matter now, does it?”
Mosaad’s lip twitched, and I swore I could actually see his personal demons crawling on his back. His old enemy was up there somewhere, threatening everything Mosaad had built and all the people he had saved. Even just a few days ago I wouldn’t have known how to feel about that, but now…now all of this had become uncomfortably personal. 
“The others are pinned in the southern end of the compound,” he said eventually as he waved back towards the door. The other pilots raced out onto the pad, their faces creased with fear. But to their credit, they weren’t panicking—they ran right to the transports. “Try and get to them if you can. I will protect the pad until we are ready to launch.”
“I understand, Master,” Kaveri said, retrieving a rifle from one of the trashed mechs. 
“The rest of the pilots should be able to fit on your ship,” Mosaad said. “Get them aboard and head to the rendezvous point.”
“We will,” I promised. “Good luck.”
Taking another deep breath, I followed Kaveri back into the building. She used her telepathy to locate the others, though it wasn’t really necessary—all we needed to do was follow the sounds of pulsefire. Dozens of smoldering mechs already littered the corridors, but thankfully it didn’t seem like they had taken any of the other pilots down with them…at least, not yet. 
“I sense Shandris in the infirmary,” Kaveri said. “I believe Raxyl is with her, but his Kali mind is difficult to trace.”
I nodded as I leaned down over the smoldering mechs and picked up one of their unused grenades. “Then let’s move.”
We continued down the corridor, half-crouching in case more mechs popped out to shoot us. Between the smoke from pulse weapons and the clouds of steam from the fire suppression systems, I was barely able to see anything. I really wished we could afford a quick jaunt to the armory to pick up some scanner goggles…
But we were out of time. Once we approached the infirmary, we quickly pulled back and took cover on either side of the wall. A dozen mechs—including two of the nastier Silencer mechs—were currently hunkered down behind piles of debris and firing stun blasts into the infirmary doorway. Judging from the green and yellow clouds, they had already tried to use gas grenades to flush out the survivors. 
“Shandris,” Kaveri said. “Her powers must have neutralized the gas.”
I nodded and grit my teeth, hoping against hope that she and Raxyl were all right. “I would give about anything for a rocket launcher right now. Suggestions?”
“Stay here and let me deal with them.”
“I don’t like that one any more than the first time you suggested it,” I grumbled. 
“I am a Blade of the Seraph, Cole.”
“Yeah, well, unless Mosaad taught you that lightning sword trick of his, you still have limits.”
“There’s no other way. We’re out of time.”
Out of time…
“I have an idea,” I told her, my mind flashing back to our battle on the Spider transport. “I’ll draw their attention while you take them out.”
Her eyes narrowed like I was crazy. “What?”
“Trust me,” I said, whispering a silent prayer to any intergalactic deity that happened to be listening. “This will almost definitely probably work. Maybe.”
“Cole—”
I kissed her on the lips. “Here goes nothing.”
I leapt out of cover and sprinted into the corridor. The mechs didn’t turn until I started shooting, and I managed to take out two of them before the rest could pivot around fire back. I watched the barrels of their rifles flare with energy, and I knew there was a decent chance it was the last thing I would ever see. 
But then, just like back on the Spider transport, the entire universe slowed to a crawl. I could actually see the balls of energy erupting from the barrels of their weapons, and I watched in morbid fascination as they slowly burned through the air while I continued moving at full speed. I made it all the way to the cluster of mechs on the right before their heads finally started turning, but I knew my mind couldn’t sustain this power much longer. I plucked the grenade from my belt, toggled on the detonator, and dropped it right in the center of the group before I dove over the barricade of supply crates they were using for cover. 
The instant I hit the ground, time returned to normal. My tumbling momentum slammed me into the wall far harder than I had intended, but I still managed to cover my ears and flatten myself against the ground before the grenade exploded. Heat washed over my body, followed by a barrage of shrapnel that would have perforated my skin without the protection of my flight suit. 
I glanced up just in time to see the second group of mechs track my position through the growing clouds of smoke. I held my breath and waited for the inevitable spray of pulsefire to drag me into oblivion, but then they all slammed violently into the wall as Kaveri came charging down the corridor, her rifle spitting death.
“Shit,” I rasped, brushing the soot from my face. While Kaveri helped me up, I saw Raxyl’s familiar serpentine figure emerge from inside the infirmary with a pistol clutched in either hand. 
“Interesting choice of tactics,” he muttered, his scales shifting from alerted orange to an excited purple. “In the future, perhaps you should consider throwing the grenade rather than dropping it at your feet.”
“We’ll see,” I said. “Everyone all right?”
“Barely,” Shandris said from behind him. Her jumpsuit was in tatters, but she looked completely fine; I didn’t even want to think about how badly she would have been wounded without her regenerative abilities. Several other pilots stumbled out behind her, and I could tell she had probably healed them as well. 
“We need to head for the Gazack,” I said, running up to embrace her. “Everyone else is loading up on the other transports and blasting out of here.”
“Very well,” Raxyl said, his scales shifting from anxious orange to a determined shade of black. “Lead the way.”
 
***
 
Between Master Mosaad, Kaveri, and our strafing run with the Valkyries earlier, all of the Convectorate mechs had apparently been disabled. We didn’t get locked down in a single firefight as we raced back through the base, and I was just about ready to declare victory until we reached the southern landing pad. The good news was that Master Mosaad and the other transports had already taken off.
The bad news was that a dozen combat mechs, a Baalir commando, and a hauntingly familiar blonde-haired human woman had taken their place. 
“Fuck!” I hissed, squeezing off a few quick shots before I flattened us back around the corner. Kaveri unleashed a salvo as well, but the pulse blasts broke over the commando’s scales like water on rocks.
“Lower your weapons and surrender!” the Baalir growled. “I will not ask again.”
I raised my hand and signaled for the others to hang back. Kaveri took up position opposite me, her glowing eyes locked on Spider Zero. The woman’s blue-gold Dominion military uniform looked even more out of place while standing next to a Tarreen and a bunch of Convectorate mechs. 
“Seraph save us,” Shandris rasped from behind me. “That’s her? That’s the Spider who let you go?”
“Apparently she had a change of heart,” I muttered. I would have given just about anything for a nice one-on-one conversation with this woman right now, preferably without her pistol aimed at my face. But apparently my luck had run out. 
The Baalir snarled through his fangs and took a menacing step forward. He wasn’t carrying a weapon or wearing armor—between his claws, his fiery breath, and his nearly invulnerable hide, he didn’t need them. Even the weakest Tarreen was basically a living assault mech. 
“There is no escape, dreega filth,” he snarled. “You will join us, or you will die.”
“Anyone have a spare nuke in their back pocket?” I muttered. “If not, I’m open to ideas.”
“My camouflage might allow me to sneak past them from the exit further down,” Raxyl said, his scales shimmering orange. “Unfortunately, our weapons will be of little use against a Tarreen.”
I grimaced and turned to Kaveri. “Could you throw him off the landing pad?”
“Not easily,” she whispered. “He’s too dense. I would need to concentrate, and I doubt Spider Zero will give me the opportunity.”
I nodded and bit down on my lip. “I could try the time slowing trick I used earlier. Maybe I could slip into the Gazack and—”
“Cole Vontera!”
I paused at the sound of Spider Zero’s crisp Keledonian accent. Half my brain remembered that same voice begging me to impregnate her; the other half reminded me that it had all been in my head. 
“Admiral Ferron promises that he will show you mercy, but only if you surrender willingly,” she called out. “His quarrel is with the Last Blade. The rest of you will be delivered to the Widow in accordance with Convectorate law.”
I snorted. “That’s not much of an offer.”
“No, it is not. And you would be foolish to take it.”
I frowned and tossed a bewildered glance at the others. When I leaned out to take a peek, I saw the same confusion reflected on the Baalir’s scowling face.
“The time of the Seraphim Dominion is over,” Spider Zero went on. “But it can and must be reborn…through you.”
The Baalir’s smoldering orange eyes turned upon her like a pair of angry photon cannons. “What is the meaning of this?”
“You must survive, Cole,” Spider Zero said. “No matter the cost.”
And then, for seemingly no reason at all, the mechs turned and fired at the Tarreen. The flashes of pulsefire were so intense I had to shield my eyes, and the commando’s rage-fueled roar was so loud I felt the rumble in my bones. Any other species in the galaxy would have been reduced to a pile of cinders in a fraction of a second; hell, even the hull of some smaller starships would have been scorched beyond recognition. But Baalir were the most fearsome shock troopers in the galaxy for a reason, and I watched in horror as the monstrous Tarreen reared back and breathed a massive cone of fire just like a dragon of legend. 
The closest mechs were instantly incinerated, and even the ones farther away were burned so badly they collapsed in a twitching pile of sparks and liquefied metal. Spider Zero, for her part, had already rolled clear and started blasting him with her pistol. 
“What in the living hell…?” I stammered. 
Before I could snap out of my paralysis, Spider Zero slammed the Baalir with a fist of telekinetic force. Having seen the power she could muster back on the Spider transport, I knew for a fact she could hurl a human about like a ragdoll. Flinging a thousand kilo Tarreen was a different story, unfortunately—he flew backwards into a pile of cargo crates, but the impact didn’t slow him down any more than the pulsefire had. 
He roared again as he rushed towards the annoying human, and she had to thrust out both of her hands to hold him in place. Even then he crept forward centimeter by centimeter, his body visibly trembling as it pushed against the invisible wall of force. He sucked in another deep breath, but when the fire erupted from inside him Spider Zero twisted her telekinetic grip and wrenched his mouth to the side. The flames spewed so close to her body I was surprised her hair didn’t ignite. When they finally stopped, he rushed forward before she could recover and backhanded her so hard she lifted off the ground and bounced off the side of the Gazack. She did not get up. 
Everything had happened so quickly half my body was still paralyzed, but I reflexively started firing at the Tarreen again despite knowing it wouldn’t help. Kaveri followed suit, though she actually left her cover and rushed towards him. I was just about to cry out and ask her what the hell she was doing when she abruptly dropped her rifle, extended her right arm, and conjured the same brilliant blade of crackling psionic energy to her hand as Master Mosaad. 
She fearlessly pounced at the Tarreen, rolling beneath his frantic claw swipes and carving crooked lines of bubbling green blood with her sword. I couldn’t believe the psi-blade could pierce his scales, but every time Kaveri hopped out of his reach I fired at the hemorrhaging gaps. The Baalir roared in protest, his maw searing in preparation to belch yet another cone of flame…
At which point Kaveri hurled her psionic sword directly into his gaping mouth. The tip of the blade exploded out the top of the Tarreen’s skull before dissipating, and a moment later the commando toppled onto the landing pad, motionless.  
“Sweet merciful Seraph,” Shandris breathed into my ear from behind me. “How…?”
“She is a Blade of the Seraph,” Raxyl said matter-of-factly. “And should never be underestimated.”
I stood there in silence for a few seconds, watching as Kaveri caught her breath and waved us over. As much as I wanted to run up and embrace her, my eyes focused on the blonde woman lying next to the Gazack. I raced over and crouched down atop her, placing my hand at her throat in search of a pulse. Her skin was as soft as it had been in my visions, and just being this close to her was disturbingly surreal. 
“She’s alive,” I said. 
Shandris leaned down next to me and placed her hand on the other woman’s cheek. “She has a severe concussion, and some of her cybernetics have been damaged.”
I swallowed. “Can you help her?”
“I can stabilize her,” the Kreen said, her cat-like eyes narrowing in concentration. She winced briefly in pain as she siphoned the wounds into herself. “I’ll need more time to repair the damage.”
“We need to go,” Raxyl said. “Seraph Squadron will not be able to hold off Admiral Ferron’s fleet for long.”
Shandris frowned. “Should we take her with us?”
“We have to,” Kaveri said. “She has all the answers we’ve been searching for.”
“Perhaps, but she is also dangerous,” Raxyl put in, his scales turning orange again. 
“She let us go on the transport, and just now she turned on her own people to protect us,” I reminded him. “If she wanted to kill us—”
“She’s dangerous because the Widow can track her, Cole,” Raxyl interrupted. “And every other Spider within a few hundred light-years will be able to as well.” 
“One problem at a time,” I said, lifting Spider Zero up into my arms. “Fire up the engines. I’ll cover you in the Valkyrie once she’s secure.”
I carried her into the ship as quickly as I could, and I sat her down inside the Gazack’s admittedly pitiful infirmary. When she stirred, I gently ran my fingers through her blonde hair. This time, the connection I felt with her was real, not a dream. This time, we were finally going to get some answers.
“Just sit tight for a bit,” I whispered. “Shandris will take care of you, I promise.”
I turned, planning to sprint back to my Valkyrie, but her hand flashed out and caught my wrist in an iron grip. I frowned down at her, wondering if I had made a fatal mistake bringing her aboard. 
“Cole,” she rasped. “You must escape…you must live…”
“It’s all right,” I soothed. “We’re all going to get out of here, I promise.” 
“I live to serve you, now and forever,” she whispered, her lips curling into the warmest, most contented smile I had ever seen. “My Emperor.”
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