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Prologue
 
Keledon
The Crystal Throne
1083.3 (Eighteen Years Ago)
 
“Your arguments have been heard and rejected. It’s time for you to move on.”
Wynn Mosaad, Blade of the Seraph, forced himself to relax and take a deep breath before he pivoted back around to face the old, wiry man leaning against the Crystal Throne. “With all due respect, Admiral, that decision is not yours to make. My words are for Emperor Falric’s ears alone.”
Admiral Grayson smiled so thinly it almost looked like a trick of the dim lighting. “Really, Wynn, you’ve become tiresomely predictable. I will not allow you to manipulate the boy into doing your bidding.”
“I’m not here to manipulate anyone,” Mosaad insisted. “I am here to present our sovereign with a plan to win this war. I’ll understand if that seems like a strange concept to you, given that you and the rest of the admiralty lost your will to fight years ago.”
Grayon’s cheek twitched. “I would be careful if I were you, son. A man in your position should be trying to make allies, not drive them away.”
“I’m only interested in allies who want to help me win this war.” Mosaad turned and scowled up at the throne room’s cavernous ceiling. “Unfortunately, these days everyone on Keledon seems more interested in protecting their position than serving the Dominion.”
“Protecting our position is serving the Dominion,” Grayson said. “If you had ever bothered to learn the slightest bit about politics, you would understand that.”
Mosaad scoffed. “I’m a warrior, not a politician.”
“Everyone is a politician at one point or another. You may not like it, but it’s the truth. And you’re going to have to accept it sooner or later if you want to survive this mess.” 
Grayson glared at him for a long moment, his leathery face creased in frustration. The admiral wasn’t a bad man by any means, though this would have been a lot easier if he were. Dealing with monsters and psychopaths was straight-forward; dealing with people required patience and finesse. 
Which is exactly Grayson’s point. 
“Look, I appreciate what you are trying to do here, I really do,” the admiral went on. “No one would be happier to see the Rift Colonies liberated than I would. But there is no way in hell our fleet could push past the Convectorate blockade, not without a hundred more ships and a thousand more pilots.”
“Their position isn’t nearly as fortified as you think,” Mosaad insisted. “The Vecs have stretched themselves thin—far thinner than the admiralty realizes. The blockade is a front to conceal how poorly-defended most of the colonies—”
“I’ve heard this argument a hundred times by now,” Grayson said. “So has the Council, so has the military, so has His Majesty. But you know as well as I do that launching another offensive will sabotage any hope of an armistice.”
“Good,” Mosaad said. “Because as far as I can tell, ‘armistice’ is just another word for ‘surrender.’”
Grayson sighed and rubbed at his forehead. “Seraph save me from the young and the foolish…”
“Eight billion humans have died in this war, Admiral,” Mosaad growled, taking another step forward. “Eight billion! And you’re telling me you want to surrender to the butchers who killed them?”
“I want to save the trillions who are still alive,” Grayson countered, “and the only way to do that is to broker an armistice before the Vecs have time to rebuild and finish us off.”
“The moment you sign that treaty, you tell every family in the Dominion that their children died for nothing.”
 “That would be true regardless, and no amount of parades or flag-waving will change anything.”
Mosaad continued glaring at the older man, a well of acrid bile rising in his throat. He wanted to lash out—he wanted to stride before the Council and bludgeon them all into submission. But apparently he would have had an easier time blasting through a Convectorate blockade than convincing a handful of old fools to fight for the future of humanity.  
Grayson sighed again and paced around the throne. “I know you don’t want to accept the inevitable, son. I didn’t either. But we both know this war has been over for a long time. The Vecs can build drones and mechs faster than we can destroy them, and they’ve convinced half the bloody galaxy to side against us. Fighting until the bitter end may satisfy the dead, but it won’t help the living.”
“All I’m asking for is a chance to prove you wrong,” Mosaad said. “Keep the Vecs talking if you must—stall them while I move the rest of the Blades into position.”
“And then what? You wave your hand and turn the tide?”
“The Rift Colonies aren’t like the Outer Territories; they’ve only been occupied for a few solar cycles. If we can rally the locals—if we can prove to them that the Tarreen aren’t as entrenched as they believe—”
“You will start a rebellion that will get a lot of good people killed for nothing,” Grayson said. “At best you annoy the CDF into wasting resources hunting you down. At worst you fail miserably and prolong a war we cannot win.”
Mosaad hissed through his teeth. “You really have so little faith in the Seraph’s chosen warriors?”
“I respect the role of the Blades as much as anyone,” Grayson said. “But we both know you don’t have a leg to stand on here. You failed to stop the Vecs at Krosis. You were routed by Admiral Ferron on Torias IV. And you weren’t able to protect Falric’s father when the assassins boarded his ship and murdered him in his sleep.” 
“That’s not fair and you know it,” Mosaad said, gritting his teeth. 
“Fair or not, it is the truth.”
Mosaad turned as a young human man in flowing blue robes emerged from the concealed door in the back of the chamber. Emperor Falric Tisarys was twenty-five cycles old—an adult in every sense of the word—but Mosaad refused to look upon his new sovereign as anything other than a petulant child. The war against the Convectorate had been raging for longer than he had been alive, but Falric hadn’t fought in a single battle…or commanded a single soldier to die. Yet now he was in charge of what had once been the greatest fleet in the known galaxy, and even the Seraphim Council seemed unwilling to stand up to him. 
“Your Majesty,” Mosaad said with a short bow. “I am humbled by your presence.”
“Somehow I doubt that very much,” Falric murmured as he took his seat upon the throne. “You were expressing regret at your failure to uphold your sacred charge. The Blades of the Seraph are the sacred protectors of the Crystal Throne, yet you failed my father in his hour of need.”
Mosaad felt his cheek twitch. “His loss was a dark day for the Dominion.”
“Yes, it was. Our people lost a great man…but more than that, they lost faith in one of our most sacred institutions.”
“Your Majesty—”
“But you needn’t worry,” Falric interrupted with a wave of his hand. “I have already forgiven you and your kin.”
Mosaad shared a quick, confused glance with Grayson. “You have?”
“Of course. It was a great tragedy, to be sure, but all men make mistakes. And one failure in four centuries of service is hardly worth dwelling on. The past is behind us, and only a fool clings to realities he cannot change.”
An awkward silence settled over the chamber, and Mosaad tried and failed to read the younger man’s face. He was obviously up to something—he was always up to something—but he was surprisingly adept at concealing his true motives. For all his obvious failings, Falric had inherited his father’s cunning. 
 “I know why you are here, Wynn, and I am sorry I will have to disappoint you again,” Falric said into the silence. “But Admiral Grayson has undoubtedly conveyed my position. An armistice is our best and likely last opportunity to stanch the bleeding, and I intend to take it.”
“Your Majesty, I must implore you to reconsider,” Mosaad said. “This is our one and only opportunity to—”
“I’m afraid the decision has already been made,” Falric said pointedly.  “The negotiations will continue, and you and your men will stand down and await my orders. Do I make myself clear?”
Mosaad tossed another imploring glance at Grayson, but the admiral refused to make eye contact. “Perfectly clear, Your Majesty.”
“Good. I respect the Blades and their sacred charge, and I know how difficult it must be for you to accept defeat.” Falric paused for a moment. “That is why I must ask for your solemn word that you will obey my orders and allow the negotiations to continue without interference.”
Mosaad forced himself to nod. “You have it, Your Majesty.”
The Emperor stared right back at him for several seconds, his thoughtful eyes a stark juxtaposition to his youthful face, before he eventually grunted and gestured towards Grayson. “What do you think, Admiral?”
“Master Mosaad is a Blade of the Seraph, Your Majesty—his word is his bond,” Grayson said. “He also happens to be one of the finest men I’ve ever had the pleasure of serving with.”
Falric nodded soberly. “You’ve no idea how much I wish that were enough.”
Grayson frowned. “Your Majesty?”
Falric tapped a button on the arm of his throne. The massive chamber door whooshed open, and eight heavy sentinel mechs—all armed with military-grade stun rifles and shock batons—stomped inside. The thunderous clatter of their armored feet was so deafening Mosaad barely even noticed the two soldiers slip in behind them.  
“I’m sure you are aware that my grandfather was once considered the most powerful seer of his time,” Falric said, signaling for the soldiers and the mechs to wait. “He could often see the future as clearly as the present, and a spark of his power was passed down to me.”
Mosaad kept his hands and arms perfectly still. Since the mechs weren’t armed with lethal weapons, they were likely programmed to fire at the slightest provocation. And the two soldiers—special Intelligence Directorate bred and trained commandos—always had a hair trigger. 
“I want to believe you, old friend, I really do,” Falric said. “But I’m afraid I’ve already foreseen exactly what happens here: you lie to my face, I mistakenly trust in your sense of honor, and then you ignore my orders and rally your allies anyway.” 
“Your Majesty, please,” Grayson said, holding out his hands. “Let’s not do anything rash...”
Falric smiled faintly. “The admiral here isn’t the only one who respects you, Wynn. I’ve no doubt there are thousands of men and women across the Dominion who would gladly flock to your banner. Like you, they don’t want to accept the truth…and I can’t say I blame them. Admitting defeat is never easy, but I refuse to allow stubborn pride to doom our people.”
“If you kill me, all those men and women will still flock to my banner,” Mosaad said. “But this time, they’ll be coming after you instead of the Tarreen.”
“Do you really think so little of me?” Falric asked, shaking his head. “You honestly believe I’d have you killed just like that? I am not a monster—I am a peacemaker. I want to save as many lives as possible.”
The Emperor sighed heavily and stood. “These fine gentlemen are going to ensure you stay out of trouble for the next few weeks while the peace process plays out. After the armistice is signed and the demilitarization begins, Admiral Grayson here will assign you to a new post. I’ve no doubt it will be somewhere pleasant.”
Grayson glanced between us. “Your Majesty, the military does not dictate how or where the Blades serve.”
“Yes, I am aware of that, Admiral,” Falric said with a grunt. “But while I suspect we’ll be able to talk the Vecs out of several of their demands, the abolition of the Blades will not be one of them. The Hierarchy has been quite adamant on that particular point.”
“Abolish the Blades of the Seraph?” Mosaad hissed. “Are you insane?”
“On the contrary, I am merely being practical,” Falric said. “I appreciate the importance of tradition as much as anyone, but we are about to enter a new age of galactic politics. The Blades are an anachronism, I’m sorry to say.”
Mosaad grimaced. “The Blades of the Seraph have faithfully served the Crystal Throne for almost four hundred years!”
“But as you can see,” Falric said, gesturing to the soldiers around the room, “the Throne no longer has need of your protection.”
On the surface, the young man was the picture of poise; he had the calm, collected veneer of a philosopher king posing for a statue. But Mosaad could see the subtle sneer on the young man’s lips. He was enjoying every moment of this.
“The Blades are a symbol of a hope of purpose,” Mosaad said through clenched teeth. “And we can still win this war for you.”
“I truly, earnestly wish that were true,” Falric said. “Now please, allow my men to escort you to your new quarters. I promise you will be quite comfortable.”
The two commandos crept forward until Mosaad shot them a glare so cold it froze them in their tracks. They weren’t afraid of him—the Intelligence Directorate had undoubtedly bred the capacity for fear out of them altogether—but they had obviously been given very specific instructions not to harm him. For all his faults, Falric wasn’t a complete fool; he knew he couldn’t afford to turn Mosaad into a martyr. At least, not yet. 
“I have foreseen this as well, you know,” Falric said matter-of-factly. “With any fewer than five guards, you try and fight your way out of this—and often succeed. But with ten, you come to your senses and realize you have no choice but to do as your sovereign commands.”
Mosaad studied the mechs again. He hadn’t noticed it at first, but they had all been equipped with magnetic stabilizers. Originally, the devices had been designed specifically for zero-g combat, but they had the added bonus of making the mechs virtually immune to telekinesis. He might have been able to throw one or two of them, but he wouldn’t be able to dispatch all eight. 
Thankfully, he wouldn’t need to. 
“Your grandfather was a revered seer,” Mosaad whispered. “Thirty years ago, he foresaw a quick and easy victory over the Convectorate. How did that turn out?”
Falric’s lip quivered ever so slightly. “Please don’t make this more difficult than it has to be. I do not wish to harm you.”
“Don’t worry—you won’t.”
Mosaad moved. A pair of searing blue-white swords sprouted from his hands, and he pounced at the nearest mechs like an enraged yewl cat. His psi-blade carved through their reinforced armor as easily as a laser-cutter through plastic, and their headless bodies clattered to the ground in a pile of sparking circuits and smoldering thorotine plates. 
A squad of normal soldiers might have been horrified enough to panic and give him an opening, but mechs and commandos weren’t cowed so easily. They instantly unleashed a withering salvo of stun blasts, forcing Mosaad to tuck himself into a ball and roll across the chamber. Even with his psionic abilities boosting his speed and senses, he knew he wouldn’t be able to avoid them all for long. 
Which was precisely why he had no intention of fighting. Popping back up into crouch, Mosaad reached out towards Falric and telekinetically pulled the young man straight into his arms. The mechs and commandos instantly stopped firing, and for a long moment the only sound in the chamber was the faint hum of his psi-blades as they crossed over Falric’s throat. 
“No!” Grayson yelled, throwing out his hands. “Wynn, don’t!”
“You honestly believe I’d kill him just like that?” Mosaad muttered, echoing the boy’s words from a minute ago. “I’m not a monster, but I’m not a peacemaker, either. I want to save as many lives as possible, and the only way to do that is to destroy the Tarren and their Convectorate before they destroy us.”
Falric grimaced as he stared down at the blazing blades near his throat. “I always knew you were a traitor,” he hissed. “You probably let my father die, didn’t you?”
“Your father was a good man, and his death will forever haunt the Blades,” Mosaad said. “But unlike you, we are not about to capitulate to his enemies. We are going to honor his memory by avenging his death.”
“You will never leave Keledon alive,” Falric spat. “The Council will—”
“The Council will fall in line once we have shown them the path to victory,” Mosaad said. “I’d like to believe that you will, too.”
Falric growled and tried—futility—to wriggle free. “What are you going to do, carry me all the way to your shuttle? You can’t keep me hostage forever, and the moment you let me go you’re a dead man!”
“For a child who claims to be able to see the future, you have a remarkably poor grasp of the present.”
Mosaad reared back and hurled one of his psi-blades towards the statue mounted on the far wall. The weapon burned through the supports, and a mighty groan echoed throughout the chamber as the enormous chunk of stone shook free and started to fall. The two mechs standing in its path quickly retreated back to the door rather than push the human soldiers out of the way—they were programmed to avoid danger without harming or inconveniencing their sentient masters. It was an imminently sensible decision. 
It was also exactly what Mosaad had hoped they would do. 
Reaching out with his telekinesis, he caught the statue mid-fall, twisted it around in the air, and summarily dropped it on top of the now-clustered mechs. The shearing crunch was probably audible halfway across the city, and a whole platoon of guards was probably already on the way. Thankfully, the chamber door was now completely blocked. 
“Order your thugs to put down their weapons,” Mosaad said. “I’d rather not make any more of a mess.”
Falric’s eyes gaped open wide as if he had only now realized the gravity of his mistake. Mosaad had seen the same face countless times over the years. Despite their legendary history, the Blades were constantly underestimated. 
“You won’t get away with this!” the emperor hissed. “The whole Dominion will come after you!”
“Tell them to put down their weapons,” Mosaad repeated. “Now!”
Falric grimaced. “You heard him. Put them down.”
The commandos only hesitated for a fraction of a second before they dropped their rifles and kicked them across the floor. Their pistols followed a few seconds later. 
“Stun grenades too,” Mosaad said. 
One by one, the men unclipped the cylindrical grenades from their belt and gently set them down. 
“Thank you,” Mosaad said. “My apologies in advance for the headache.”
Reaching out with his telekinesis again, he plucked the safety pin from one of the grenades. The men barely had time to glance down before a blinding blue explosion blasted them off their feet and knocked them unconscious. 
“There is a reason why the Blades—not the military—protect the Throne,” Mosaad said. “Perhaps this will serve as a reminder.”
He released his grip on Falric and shoved the young man forward. He unceremoniously skidded across the floor until he collided with the insensate bodies of his men. 
“Traitor!” Falric snarled. “I will have your head for this!”
“Maybe,” Mosaad said, opening his palm and pulling one of the discarded stun rifles to his hand. “But not today.”
He blasted the other man squarely in the chest. Admiral Grayson stood there, mouth agape at the sight of his unconscious sovereign. 
“Seraph save us,” Grayson murmured. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”
“Yes,” Mosaad said. “I just saved the Dominion. 
The admiral shook his head. “I know how he thinks. When he wakes up, he’ll send a whole bloody fleet after you.”
“What fleet?” Mosaad muttered. “In case you hadn’t noticed, the skies of Keledon are empty.”
Grayson swallowed. “Don’t underestimate him, Wynn. He will not allow this to stand.”
“I know. The question is…will you?”
The admiral turned, a hundred separate emotions vying for supremacy on his face. No matter how hard he tried to hide it—no matter how many years he had spent trying to deny it—Grayson was still a warrior, too. He had to understand what was at stake here.  
“I am a loyal servant of the Dominion, Wynn,” he whispered. “I will do as my emperor commands.” 
Mosaad glanced down at the rifle in his arms then tossed it to the admiral. “Then feel free to pull the trigger,” he said. “I’d rather have a fellow warrior shoot me in the chest than wait for a politician to stab me in the back.”
Grayson sighed—a tired, weary sound that rattled off the walls as loudly as the falling statue. “I will keep security off of you as long as I can,” he said, dropping the rifle. “But you need to get the hell out of this system as soon as possible.”
“You can still join us, old friend,” Mosaad said. “I have already secured the allegiance of the 7th Fleet. They’ll be at Talasea by the end of the week.”
“I’m afraid my fighting days are over,” Grayson said. “And if you’re not careful, yours will be soon as well.”
Mosaad smiled tightly and squeezed the other man’s shoulder. “Have some faith, Admiral. Like I said, the war isn’t over yet.”
“Just remember that you aren’t the first Blade to challenge the Convectorate,” Grayson warned. “And I pray to the Seraph you won’t be the last.”
 
 
 



Chapter One
 
Maz Sepa
Varsellian Sector, Far Rim
1101.7
 
“Still no sign of the target on sensors,” Darcy “Cobalt” Morrow grumbled over the com. “Where the fuck did he go?”
“He’s around,” I assured her, the ghost of a smile on my lips. “He’s always around…”
I banked the Valkyrie hard towards the planet’s rings. Cobalt and Morningstar followed hot on my heels, though I could sense their frustration when a barrage of tiny ice chunks began bombarding our shields. They knew our target wouldn’t be foolish enough to take the bait—the instant he dipped into the rings we would be able to detect and track his wake trail. I knew it too, but I was running out of ideas…and at least in here we would have some cover when he inevitably reappeared and started blasting us. 
“I can’t see a damn thing in here,” Morningstar muttered. “Has anyone told him how frustrating this is?”
“I wouldn’t dare give him the pleasure,” I said. “Just keep your eyes peeled and your mind open. There’s always a split-second warning before he attacks.”
“Maybe if you’re a precog. I’ve never sensed anything until it’s too late.”
“Must be his royal blood,” Cobalt snarked. “It makes him extra special.”
I tossed a sour glare at her Valkyrie as she settled into formation next to me. After a week of endless goading, her little jibe probably shouldn’t have annoyed me as much as it did. The other pilots had handled the truth about my heritage far better than I had, after all, and their playful banter had actually brought all the whelps closer together. At this point, a distant observer might even mistake us for a real fighter squadron. 
Still, I wanted to put the past behind me as quickly as possible and move on. I doubted I would ever truly see myself as Cole Tisarys, heir to the Crystal Throne—I was exactly the same Cole Vontera I had always been, and I didn’t want or expect anyone to treat me differently. 
Except maybe Kaveri. Ever since she’d learned that she had been specifically designed for me, the sex had been even crazier than normal… 
“Let’s try something a little different,” I said, grinning at the thought. “You two stay in the rings during the approach. I’ll break off and make a clear attack run on my own.”
“Wait, what?” Cobalt blurted out. “You’ll be totally exposed out there!”
“Yeah, but I might be able to sense him coming. And if he goes after the two of you, at least you’ll be able to track his wake trail.”
“This is a bad idea,” Morningstar said. “Like, really bad.”
“Maybe, but we already know we can’t win if we play it safe,” I told them. “Here goes nothing.”
I rolled my Valkyrie out of the planetary rings and back into open space. Our primary target—an asteroid looming in high orbit of the planet—was still several minutes away at top speed, and our attack plan called for us to approach via the relative safety of the rings before quickly darting out and unleashing our payload. It was a perfectly sound, logical strategy…other than the fact it hadn’t worked a single time all week. 
A lone “enemy” fighter was guarding the asteroid, and so far he had always managed to appear out of nowhere and pick us off before we could complete our mission. Cobalt and Morningstar were convinced we would succeed eventually, but I knew better. Our adversary was relentless, unpredictable, and annoyingly clever. 
“Still nothing,” Cobalt said. “ETA to the target: two minutes, thirteen seconds.”
“Just stay sharp—he might wait until the last possible moment to jump us,” I said, closing my eyes and reaching out through the Valkyrie’s sensors. I still couldn’t detect anything, which seemed completely unfair given that Convectorate fighter drones didn’t possess cloaking technology. But this particular test wasn’t about fairness, of course—it was about overcoming insurmountable odds.
And that was a skill we definitely needed to learn if we had any hope of destroying the Nelphari Shipyards. 
“I have something,” Cobalt said. “There’s a wake trail bearing nine-nine-two mark six-five-one.”
“I see it,” Morningstar replied excitedly. “He’s way too low—he must have dipped out of position.”
“Then let’s take him.”
Through the Valkyrie, I felt them split in opposite directions and curl back around in an attempt to flank their unseen attacker. It was exactly what they should have done given the circumstances—and that was why I knew it would fail. 
“Don’t take the bait!” I warned. “It must be a false reading from—”
I never had a chance to finish the sentence. Just as Cobalt unleashed a blistering salvo from her psionic cannons, another wake trail appeared in the icy cloud behind her. They enemy fighter fired before she had a chance to respond, and she screamed in frustration when her aft shields buckled almost immediately. 
“You have to be fucking kidding me,” she snarled. “Where the hell he did come from?”
 “He reconfigured a missile to act as a decoy,” I said, shaking my head in frustration and amazement. “You’re out.”
“Yeah, no shit. What a wonderful fucking plan you had there.”
I grimaced in sympathy as she lifted her Valkyrie up and out of the rings to simulate her “destruction.” Morningstar and I were the only ones left, and I had voluntarily put myself way, way out of position. 
“Dammit,” Morningstar growled. “I completely lost the trail. How is this even possible?”
“He’s called Spectre for a reason,” I muttered. “Hang tight—I’ll come to you and we can…”
I trailed off when a familiar tingling sensation tugged at the corner of my mind. Most of my premonitions hit me like a brick to the face, but this one was slow and gradual. At first, I couldn’t figure out what my powers were trying to tell me; I didn’t feel like I was in any real danger. But then a flood of sensor data belatedly poured over me, and I suddenly knew exactly where Spectre was hiding. 
“There you are,” I said, punching the throttle and streaking back towards the icy rings. 
“What the hell are you doing, Outcast?” Morningstar asked, his voice tight with strain. “Did you spot him?”
“Not exactly,” I murmured, closing my eyes. They would be totally useless here anyway; my Valkyrie would have to take their place whether I liked it or not. “Just hang tight and follow my lead.”
“Your lead to where?”
“You’ll know when the time comes.”
“Wait, what—?”
I didn’t let him finish. Punching the Valkyrie’s throttle to full, I veered back towards the rings and tried to make it look like I was frantically attempting to return to my wingman’s side. Spectre swallowed the bait—he could have easily taken out Morningstar before I got back into position, but he wanted me to overcompensate for my earlier mistake so he could vape both of us at once and maximize my humiliation. I could already imagine the lecture he would give me when we returned to base.
“Not this time, buddy,” I said. 
The instant I closed within a kilometer of Morningstar, I sensed Spectre make his move. His Valkyrie, skimming mere meters above the edge of the icy field, accelerated until he was almost within firing range of both of us. All he needed to do was dip down for a few seconds to get a proper firing solution, and he assumed we wouldn’t be able to react to his presence in time. Normally, he would have been right.
But I had just changed the rules of the game.  
Grinning, I wrenched the flight stick hard to port and threw my Valkyrie into a wild roll. Spectre hesitated for a fraction of a second—I could perfectly envision his scales rippling blue in confusion—as he tried to figure out what the hell I was doing. And for once, I made him pay for his momentary indecision. I locked my cannons on one of the largest ice clusters above us, patiently counted to three, and fired. 
Morningstar was probably as confused as Spectre, and I didn’t blame him. The cluster detonated in a sparkling shower of rock and water that seemed utterly pointless…right up until Spectre’s momentum carried him through him debris.
“I have a target!” Morningstar announced. “He’s right on top of us!”
“Not for long,” I said, still grinning. “Let’s do this.”
We still might not have been great at fighting invisible enemies, but after a week of intense training with a real Wing of the Seraph we had already gotten pretty damn good at basic dogfighting. Spectre was a slippery son of a bitch—the Wild Gazack’s sluggish controls had obviously been holding him back over the years—but even he couldn’t beat two-to-one odds for long. We eventually caught him in a crossfire, and once he was neutralized we had no trouble destroying our primary target on the other side of the planet. 
“Well done,” Spectre said. From the tone of his voice, I could tell he was genuinely impressed. “Though you did lose a wingman in the process.”
“Considering we couldn’t see or target you, I’d say that’s a pretty fair trade,” Morningstar said. 
“Thanks a lot, asshole,” Cobalt grumbled. “How about next time we ‘trade’ you for the win?”
“All I’m saying is that you’re obviously the expendable one here. Cole is royalty, and I’m amazing. Don’t take it personally.”
I could actually sense her glaring at him from half a kilometer away. If the two of them weren’t already fucking, they definitely would be soon. 
 “Now that we got you, are you finally going to teach us this secret cloaking trick of yours?” I asked. 
“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Spectre said. 
I frowned. “Why? We’ve picked up everything else you’ve tried to teach us.”
“Because it is a matter of genetics, not instruction. Remember, the Valkyrie is an extension of its pilot’s mind and body. My ability to shroud is related to my natural camouflage reflex.”
My expression soured. “You could have told us that days ago!”
“Yes, but I enjoyed keeping you in suspense,” he replied mildly. “The point of this exercise was to teach you how to defeat an opponent with unpredictable abilities, and you succeeded. Congratulations.”
“Why does he sound so sarcastic?” Cobalt asked. 
“He always sounds that way,” I muttered. “Anyway, point taken. But how did you know my clairvoyant abilities would eventually be able to find you?”
“I assumed they wouldn’t, given my species’ natural resistance to other psionic abilities.”
“Then how did you ever expect us to win?”
“I didn’t.”
I snorted and shook my head. “I really hate you sometimes…”
“We should return to Maz Sepa,” he said, though I could hear the faintest trace of amusement in his voice. “It is long past time for us to disconnect from the Valkyries and take a break.”
 
***
 
Raxyl was right: an intense wave of nausea swept over me the instant I unplugged myself from the Valkyrie. I managed to keep down my lunch, but Morningstar and Cobalt weren’t so lucky. By the time my vision and balance returned, the mechs were already scurrying about to try and clean up the mess. 
“Fucking hell,” Morningstar swore as he crouched down on all fours next to his fighter. “Why do I even bother eating?”
“Given the accelerated nature of your training, I would normally suggest a brief but intense intravenous diet,” Raxyl said. “Unfortunately, I do not believe our current medical facilities are up to the challenge.”
Cobalt snorted as she tried to stand. “What medical facilities?”
“My point exactly.”
Morningstar snorted. “What I want to know is why you aren’t affected. You’ve been linked up way more than the rest of us this past week.”
“I am not human,” Raxyl said. 
“So you keep reminding us. You can cloak your ship, you don’t puke all over the place when you unhook yourself…why didn’t the Dominion ever train whole squads of Kali pilots?”
“Because there aren’t that many Kali psychics,” I told him. “Though good, old-fashioned racism was probably a bigger factor.”
“Without a doubt,” Raxyl agreed. Prior to a week ago he hadn’t flown a Valkyrie for almost two decades, and I had been a little concerned that he would trigger some kind of horrible relapse like an old carsenium addict. But as usual, he’d handled things with far more grace and aplomb than the rest of us…at least on the surface. I could tell that the strain was slowly getting to him, and every once in a while I would catch a shimmer of sickly brown in his scales. I wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised if he was suffering every bit as much as we were. 
“Please tell me we can stay unplugged until tomorrow,” Morningstar said once he’d finally dragged himself back to his feet. “You know, just enough time to actually digest a meal or two.”
“I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”
We all turned to look at the new speaker striding toward us from the other side of the base. Cameron “Blackstar” Winters, the Wing Commander of Seraph Squadron, looked almost as beleaguered as the rest of us. While we had been training with Raxyl almost non-stop, he and the other five “real” pilots had been flying constant patrol and scouting missions. They had probably clocked more raw hours in the cockpit than we had, as hard as that was to believe. 
“What now?” Cobalt asked, slumping against an empty cargo crate. 
“Nova just finished another scouting sweep of Nelphari,” Blackstar said. “The readings are…not good.”
Morningstar let out a heavy sigh. “Let me guess: there’s a Convectorate assault fleet two systems away, and we’re all going to die.”
“Not quite. But the computer analysis suggests they’re ahead of schedule. All their defensive systems will be online within three or four days at most.”
Cobalt swore under her breath. “How is that possible? Our Spider android said it would take them weeks to finish construction without reinforcements.”
“Selorah said it could take them weeks,” I corrected, “but she also warned that Ferron isn’t above working his technicians to death if he thinks it will help.”
“Three days,” Morningstar rasped. “You’ve got to be kidding me....”
“Assuming Shandris and Grinner are able to find the supplies we need, Selorah should be able to complete repairs to the Vantrax in time,” Raxyl said. “And I’ve no doubt that Master Mosaad will have taught Kaveri everything she needs to know by then as well.”
“I’m not worried about Kaveri or that big ugly boat,” Morningstar said, glancing over to the enormous, three-hundred meter long bulk of the Krosian destroyer we had stolen from the Red Ring last week. “The problem is the squad. We’re still not ready.”
“We will be,” I told him. “The two of you already know what you’re doing, and Squeaker isn’t far behind. With Raxyl and I, that just leaves one open cockpit to fill.”
“Hammer isn’t ready, not that I’d trust the two of you in the same room together, anyway,” Cobalt said. “Grinner and Sandbox are a little better off but not much. He still pukes when he gets into the Valkyrie, and she can’t fire the cannons without passing out.”
“At least one of them will come through, I’m sure of it,” I insisted. “And the ones that don’t will crew the Vantrax and give us cover.”
Morningstar grunted and shook his head at me. “I thought you were supposed to be the skeptic here.”
“That was before he found out he was the Chosen One,” Cobalt sneered. “Now he’s Captain Serious all the time.”
I sighed and pinched my nose. “Look, all I’m saying is that a lot of things have changed in the past few weeks. We have the firepower and the training, plus the Vecs have no idea we’re coming for them. That has to count for something.”
Morningstar squinted at me for a minute then glanced back at Cobalt. “You know, I think I liked the old version of him better.”
“Me too.”
I rolled my eyes, but thankfully Blackstar jumped in before I got too annoyed with them. 
“Time crunch or not, you all need a break,” he said. “Get something to eat and try to catch a few hours of sleep. I want everyone back in the air by morning.”
“This shitball of a planet has a three year rotation cycle,” Cobalt reminded him. “We won’t be seeing the sun for a long time.”
“You know what I mean,” Blackstar grunted. “Now get moving.”
The two other whelps grunted sourly as they stumbled off towards the makeshift galley in one of the prefabricated shelters. I waited until they were out of earshot before I voiced my other concerns.
“Why do I get the feeling you’re not telling us everything in Nova’s scouting report?” I asked. 
Blackstar glanced between Raxyl and I. “She spotted more active fighter drones than we anticipated—a lot more than we anticipated, actually. And since we vaped their reinforcements, that can only mean one thing.”
I grimaced. “One of the shipyard’s factories is already up and running. They must have diverted all their resources to getting it online.”
“That is the most likely explanation,” Raxyl agreed. “It also suggests that Admiral Ferron is expecting us to attack.”
“Not really surprising, considering we slipped through his grip at Varsus,” I said. “And he’s obviously smart enough to realize we’re the reason his reinforcements never showed up.”
Raxyl’s scales rippled orange with concern. “Then perhaps we should attack sooner rather than later, even if means we leave one of the Valkyries empty.”
“I was going to suggest that to Master Mosaad once he and Kaveri are finished with whatever they’re doing,” Blackstar said. “No matter how you slice it, we’ve officially run out of time.”
I glanced back at my Valkyrie and bit down on my lower lip. I could still hear the old voice in the back of my head screaming at me to run as far away from this insanity as I could. Even with the Vantrax—even with Raxyl’s training—the odds that we could destroy a Convectorate shipyard were slim…and the odds that all of us would survive were practically nonexistent. This whole plan was objectively crazy. 
But despite all that, I knew I couldn’t leave. My friends were committed to seeing this through, and for the first time in my life the idea of “doing the right thing” didn’t instantly fill me with disgust. Whenever I closed my eyes, I remembered what I had seen at Talasea all those years ago…and what it had taken away from me.
I am going to kill the bastard who took your mother away from us. 
Raxyl’s words echoed through my head. It was difficult to believe it had only been a week since he had told me the truth about his relationship with my mother. The wounds hadn’t scarred over just yet—I still became furious whenever I thought about it too long—but most of the time when I looked at him now I felt pity rather than rage. I wouldn’t quite say I had forgiven him, but I did at least understand why he had tried to keep the truth from me so long. 
“We’ve had all the time we need,” I said after a moment. “A few more days of training won’t change anything. We should attack the moment the Vantrax is ready.”
Blackstar nodded, and a weary smile tugged at his lips. “I have to admit, this isn’t how I expected any of this to turn out.”
“What, you never dreamed about making a suicidal attack run on a Convectorate station as a kid?” I replied dryly. 
“That’s not what I meant. We’ve spent a long time preparing for this. All of us are eager to finally take the battle to the enemy.” He paused and grunted. “But if you’d come to me two months ago and told me that I’d be flying alongside the Dominion Emperor, I never would have—”
“I am not the emperor,” I interrupted. “The sooner everyone gets that into their heads, the better.”
The other man eyed me for a long moment, and I had trouble reading his expression. On average, he and the other Seraph Squadron pilots were only a few years older than the rest of us, but it sometimes felt like they were battle-hardened veterans of a dozen wars. Blackstar in particular had the stalwart composure of a professional soldier. 
“Sorry, I just…” I sighed. “Nothing about me has changed. I’m just a regular pilot like everyone else.”
 “I can’t even imagine how strange all of this must feel to you,” Blackstar said. “And I really can’t believe we’ve had an actual Wing of the Seraph with us all this time.”
I turned to Raxyl. “I know exactly how you feel.”
The Kali’s scales rippled red. “I was in retirement,” he said mildly. “Now I am not.”
Blackstar snorted. “Well, the point is that we have a far better chance of success than we ever did before, and most of that is thanks to the two of you.”
“I wouldn’t sing our praises just yet,” I warned. “There’s still a good chance we get vaped five seconds after we arrive at Nelphari.”
“If the Seraph ever really existed, she’ll be watching over us,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder. “Anyway, try and get some rest while you can. Who knows if we’ll even get another break?”
I grinned. “The way things usually work around here, I wouldn’t count on it.”
 
***
 
When Shandris still hadn’t returned from her supply run by the time I finished eating, I knew I should have taken my own advice and snagged some sleep in my quarters on the Gazack. But because I was effectively still a randy teenager whose libido far outpaced his fatigue, I decided to wander into the Vantrax and check on Selorah’s progress instead. 
The bulky Krosian ship had been in pretty good shape when we had stolen her from the Red Ring, and after a week of tinkering she was looking even better. The shield projectors were working, the weapons were calibrated, and the engine damage we had suffered during our escape had been repaired. Half the crew quarters were unfinished—a byproduct of us stealing the ship while the Ring was in the process of converting it into a pleasure yacht—but we didn’t actually need the living space anyway. In all likelihood, this beautiful beast wouldn’t survive the battle anyway. 
Just like the rest of us. 
I tried in vain to bury my unhelpful fatalism as I rode the lift down to engineering. Selorah was in there alone like usual, and she flit between different consoles and open power junctions with the speed and focus of a worker bee. I stood in the shadows for a moment and watched her, half because I found her skills mesmerizing and half because I couldn’t stop staring at her shapely bare legs. I was genuinely starting to dread the day when we finally bought her some real clothes… 
“Now that is some impressive work.”
Selorah turned and arched an eyebrow at me. “To what are you referring?”
“Oh, you know, the, uh…the thing,” I stammered, pointing in the general direction of several open panels. “I’m just amazed how well it’s all coming along.”
She followed my gaze. “I have increased the efficiency of the plasma flow regulators by almost thirteen percent.”
I nodded. “Exactly! You do good work.”
“Yes, I do,” she said. “However, that conduit has nothing to do with the plasma flow. In fact, I have not performed any maintenance on it whatsoever.”
I pursed my lips. “I knew that. It’s the, um…”
“Tertiary hypedrive compensator.”
My eyes narrowed suspiciously as I sauntered up next to her. “That’s not a real thing, is it?”
“No.”
“So you’re just fucking with me.”
“Yes.”
I snickered. “You’re getting better at that.”
Her smile was faint but irresistible. “I always get better at everything. Allow me to demonstrate.”
Selorah stretched up on her tiptoes and kissed me. The moment our lips touched, she dropped her holopad and placed her arms around my waist. Her entire body seemed to melt into me; even Kaveri didn’t usually dissolve into a liquid this quickly. I wasn’t ashamed to admit how satisfying it felt to know that my faintest touch could curl a woman’s toes and leave her breathless. 
This must be how Kaveri feels with men all the time. 
“You see?” she asked, pulling away just far enough to speak. “The last time you visited me, ninety-three seconds passed before you reached this level of arousal.”
I snorted softly. The pants of my flight suit were barely containing my erection, and the awkward bulge was currently pressed right up against her stomach. “Let me guess,” I whispered. “You’ve already created some kind of system to evaluate exactly how excited I am, haven’t you?”
“Yes,” Selorah said as if it was the most obvious answer in the galaxy. “The task was not difficult. I merely assigned a numerical value to your pulse, pupil dilation, breathing—”
“I suppose I should come up with one to track yours, then, too,” I interrupted. “The trouble is, you’re a lot harder to read. I guess I’ll have to get creative.”
Grinning impishly, I took a firm hold of her thighs, hoisted her up onto the nearest console, and pushed up her blue skirt. She was actually wearing panties today—a rare occurrence of late—but I happily nudged aside the fabric and dragged my thumb across her slick, swollen slit. Her fingers clutched at the edges of the console, and the cutest little whimper escaped her lips. 
“I’d say that’s a ten out of ten,” I teased, marveling at her wetness as I knelt in front of her. “Though maybe I should take a closer look…”
I gently flicked my tongue across her clit as I eased my thumb inside her. Selorah bit down on her lip to keep from crying out, and I smiled when her knuckles turned white from gripping the console so hard. The first time I had tasted her she had almost passed out; apparently her cybernetic implants were better at handling pain than pleasure. Though if Shandris had her way, we’d have a chance to test both of those thresholds soon…
My tongue danced across the length of Selorah’s quim until the first ripples of a climax shuddered through her. Her thighs reflexively clamped around the sides of my head, and for a few seconds I actually found it difficult to breathe. When her muscles finally relaxed, her purple eyelids kept fluttering like she was trapped in some kind of trance. 
“Definitely ten out of ten,” I said, slowly standing back up and unfastening my belt. “Wouldn’t you agree?”
She nodded so quickly it looked like she was trembling. “Yes…I have been eagerly anticipating your visit for several hours.”
“Well, I’d hate to disappoint you.” 
The instant my pants hit the floor, I pressed the tip of my manhood against her smoldering, still-sodden cunt. She reclined back, eagerly welcoming me inside, but just before I thrust into her I belatedly remembered that we weren’t exactly alone on the ship. 
 “What are the odds someone else stumbles in here in the next few minutes?” I asked. 
Selorah’s green eyes didn’t leave my cock. “Twelve point two percent.”
“Eh,” I muttered. “Low enough.”
I slammed into her. Her yelp bounced off the walls and echoed down the adjacent corridors, but I was no longer paying attention. Her quim was as warm and tight as ever, and her ankles locked around my back and pulled me in close. 
I had learned a lot about Selorah’s desires over this past week, albeit in the most frantic, haphazard way possible. The base had been so hectic since our return that we really hadn’t had time to lie down and slowly explore every centimeter of one another’s bodies. Instead we’d had to settle for fucking on top of every piece of equipment on the ship. Honestly, in some ways I think I liked this outcome better…
“Fuck, here it comes!” I warned as I felt the inevitable explosion building inside me. I pounded into her again and again, faster with every second…
“Inside,” she begged, just like her doppelganger in the alternate future. “Please!”
I pushed her knees up so I could plunge even deeper…and then I completely lost control. I pumped everything I had into her, clenching my teeth with every spasm, and just like always I couldn’t believe just how right all of this felt. For a few perfect seconds, it was like my entire life came into focus…and I knew Selorah felt exactly the same way. 
“Stars…” I breathed, slumping on top of her. Her thighs remained clamped around me like a vise, and even if a bunch of other pilots stumbled in here from the lift I doubt she would have let me go. 
“You are satisfied?” 
I grinned down at her. She always looked so adorable with strands of sweaty blonde hair plastered to her forehead. I wasn’t sure why, but there was something unbelievably hot about making a pristine woman messy. 
I kissed her soft, sweet lips. “Always.”
 
 
 



Interlude
 
Talasea
Dominion Staging Ground
1083.6
 
“Three more ships arrived this afternoon, sir,” the trio of disembodied female voices said in near unison. “Seven more are expected by the end of the day.”
Wynn Mosaad smiled as he peered out the wall-spanning viewport. The full might of the 7th Fleet was now stationed in high orbit of the planet, and he couldn’t help but appreciate just how splendorous all the glittering ships looked up close. Their forces had been spread so thin these past few years he had almost forgotten what a real armada looked like. 
And they’re all here to fight for the Dominion, not the spoiled child who calls himself emperor. They know the stakes, and they understand the risks. They’re willing to put their faith in the Blades of the Seraph one last time. 
“Make sure the newcomers know they’re invited to the gala later tonight,” Mosaad said. “This planet may not be much to look at anymore, but at least the banquet hall is still standing.”
“Of course, sir,” the trio of women said. “Do you require anything else?”
“Not at the moment, thank you,” he told them, activating the privacy mode toggle. Even after all these years, he still found the Synesthetes unnerving. Dominion ships this size couldn’t possibly function without at least one mind permanently bonded to the psionic matrix, and this one in particular had three. Theoretically, the Synesthetes weren’t all that different than a cluster of semi-sentient AI cores, but in practice…
Well, in practice he found them infinitely more disturbing. There was a reason he had joined the Blades rather than the Wings. 
“I’ve updated the latest battle simulations to account for our new ships,” Lieutenant Doran said, his fingers dancing across the screen of his holopad. “With the additional heavy cruisers, we could conceivably attack Ivaldi and Garicron at the same time.”
“Ferron isn’t as easy to bait as the average Baalir,” Mosaad warned. “He won’t split up the sector fleet unless he has no other choice.”
“The Seers and the computers all agree. But that just means the Vecs will be forced to sacrifice one system or the other. Either way, we get a foothold.”
Mosaad nodded. The possibilities were endless. For the first time in what felt like an age, they had genuine tactical options here. All they had to do was win another battle or two and a dozen more noble families would fall in line…
The door hissed open behind them, and Mosaad felt more than heard the approach of the woman he had been waiting for. Her movements were so sleek and silent he sometimes wondered if she could float above the ground. 
“That will be all for now, Lieutenant,” Mosaad said.
“Yes, sir,” Doran murmured. Despite the young man’s best efforts to control his body language, his lip twisted in disgust at the sight of the newcomer. Mosaad almost chastised him—sooner or later the crew was going to have to get used to the idea of working with aliens—but he decided that now wasn’t the time to undercut morale. 
Once Doran was gone, Mosaad straightened his posture and clasped his hands behind his back. “Anything to report?”
“If Falric has any operatives on the planet, they’re embedded so deeply they won’t actually be able to learn anything,” the woman said. 
“And to think, the Intelligence Directorate used to be the most fearsome covert organization in the galaxy. How far they have fallen in a few short years. Maybe Falric will finally fire the director.”
“Straight into a sun, if we’re lucky.”
Mosaad smiled and turned. The woman standing behind him was unique in the galaxy. Sleek and slender, Natalya Vesh had the pale skin and ghostly white hair of a Subari with the bright blue eyes of a human. As far as he knew, she was the only such hybrid the Convectorate had ever successfully created…or at least, the only one who was still alive. The Psychophage Initiative had been a complete disaster on every level, which was yet another reason the Dominion should have long since won this war. The Tarreen still couldn’t reliably create their own psychics—it was a testament to the corruption and decadence of the Seraphim Council that the CDF hadn’t been routed decades ago. 
“Your crew is still unsettled by my presence,” Natalya said, her blue eyes narrowing at the door. “I could feel their revulsion the instant I stepped off the shuttle.”
“They’ll get used to it,” Mosaad replied, waving a hand. “And if they don’t, they’ll answer to me.”
The faintest trace of a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “You don’t need to protect me anymore, you know. I am a Blade of the Seraph.”
“I’d be protecting them from you. They can’t afford to get on your bad side.”
He leaned in to kiss her. The instant their lips touched he felt a spark of psionic energy course between their bodies, and their minds momentarily became one. Her anxiety and frustration washed over him, but tucked behind them was a rekindled ember of hope. 
Natalya smiled in earnest when she slowly pulled away. “Are you certain you wish me to accompany you tonight?”
“Of course,” Mosaad said. “Every Blade on the planet is going to be there.”
“I’m not worried about our people. The officers, the nobles…they’ll react the same way as Doran, and you’re here to bring them together, not tear them apart.”
“They’ll live.” He paused and grunted. “Besides, you’re just making excuses so you don’t have to wear a dress.”
“I don’t own a dress,” Natalya reminded him. “And even if I did, I wouldn’t give them the pleasure of seeing me in it.”
Mosaad chuckled. He rather liked the idea of making the nobles uncomfortable, but he doubted it would be anywhere near as tense as she feared. They weren’t on Keledon anymore—the Seraphim Council and its “Purity Doctrine” were a thousand parsecs away. The families who had pledged themselves to his cause weren’t going to back out because of one Subari hybrid. 
“I trust you’re still planning on meeting with Anara Trell tonight?” Natalya asked. 
Mosaad sighed and glanced back towards the viewport. “I suppose I don’t have much choice, do I?”
“I don’t think I’ll ever understand you. This is a tremendous opportunity!”
“To plot and scheme like an Asraad-caste Tarreen, you mean.”
“That’s how the game is played.”
“Grayson told me the same thing back on Keledon.”
“And he was right,” Natalya said pointedly. “Falric completely outmaneuvered you, and if you hadn’t gotten lucky this whole insurrection of yours would have fallen apart right then and there.”
Mosaad grimaced. She wasn’t wrong, of course, and neither was Grayson. But that didn’t mean he had to like it. He hadn’t joined the Blades of the Seraph to schmooze with nobles at gaudy parties—he had joined to fight and kill Tarreen.  
“You realize Lady Trell will probably sneer at you just like Doran did,” Mosaad said. “Her family isn’t known for their ‘tolerant’ views. Her father opposed the creation of the Alien Assembly.”
“I don’t expect to like her,” Natalya said. “But her family possesses considerable resources. You should at least listen to her offer.”
“I will listen. But I can’t promise anything.”
She grunted and placed her hand on his shoulder. “So stubborn…it’s no wonder Admiral Ferron never managed to kill you.”
Mosaad smiled. In many ways, they were different people—very different people, in fact.  It wasn’t particularly surprising, given that she was a genetically-engineered psychic operative born in a Convectorate lab. If he hadn’t saved her all those years ago, they would have undoubtedly been enemies. 
Instead, they were so very much more. 
“You know where I stand,” Natalya whispered after a moment. “Ultimately, I still don’t think we’re going to destroy the Convectorate or reform the Dominion with plasma cannons and battleships.”
“At the moment, there’s no other way,” Mosaad said. “We can’t bring them to the table unless we put them on the defensive.”
“Attacking them directly will only convince their allies that we’re still a threat. The last thing the Defense Pact can abide is victory. The Kreen, the Krosians, the Vol-Teesh—they all hate each other as much as they hate us. Once they stop thinking about the Dominion for a while, they’ll turn from the Convectorate and—”
“You sound like Falric,” Mosaad interrupted. “Please tell me you don’t want to surrender.”
Natalya sighed. “No, of course not. But there are other options besides an armistice or a head-on assault. Forging an alliance with Lady Trell is the first step. We need to start playing a longer, slower game. We need to bide our time.”
Mosaad shook his head. “We’ve been biding our time for decades, and in the process we’ve allowed billions upon billions of people to suffer. That ends here and now.”
She stared at him for a long moment, her blue eyes glittering in thought. “I know you want to do the right thing, and I love you for it. But you can’t afford to keep thinking like a warrior forever.”
“I am a warrior,” Mosaad said, turning back to the viewport. “And I always will be.”
 
 
 



Chapter Two
 
Maz Sepa
Varsellian Sector, Far Rim
1101.7
 
After leaving Selorah in engineering to continue her repairs, I stumbled back to my quarters on the Gazack in the hopes of catching a few hours of sleep. I only managed ninety minutes before the irritating warble of my holopad informed me that Shandris and Grinner had finally returned from their supply run. I took a quick shower, choked down a protein malt, and dashed out to the landing zone just in time to watch the hauler drones start tugging crates out of the transport’s cargo hold.
“Well, that took twice as long as it should have, but at least we found what we were looking for,” Shandris said, her hands perched on her hips as she watched the robots work. “I’d like to officially thank you for getting a bounty put on my head, by the way. It’s definitely not annoying to have to wear a disguise every time I leave the base.”
I offered her an apologetic smile. “If it’s any consolation, you look pretty badass right now. Though you could probably afford to chop a few centimeters off those heels.”
She scoffed and crossed her arms. “Flats are for Succubi with long legs and human girls in short skirts. I have to keep my edge somehow.”
I chuckled softly as I wrapped my arms around her waist from behind. She had ditched her normal jumpsuit for a sleeveless vest, pants, and knee-high boots that would let her blend in on any port in a dozen adjacent sectors. She had also tied her blue hair up into a no-nonsense pony tail, and I was surprised how different it made her look. 
“Anyway, no one gave me any trouble, not even the Red Ring thugs we ran into on Tebora.” Shandris said, placing her hands over mine and squeezing gently. “Selorah’s hologuise worked perfectly.”
“Are you honestly surprised?” I asked. 
“No. That girl could build a hyperdrive out of scrap metal if we needed her to.”
“You’re not wrong,” I said, nudging her ponytail out of the way so I could kiss the back of her neck. She had only been gone for a few days, but I had spent so much time in the Valkyrie I felt like I hadn’t touched her scalding skin in a month. 
“Grinner didn’t give you any trouble?” I asked, eyeing the bulky, moon-faced man as he reviewed their manifest with Blackstar. 
“Not in the least. Sandbox has his balls in a vice. It’s honestly impressive.” Shandris craned her neck so she could smirk at me. “It gave me some ideas, actually.”
“I don’t even want to know…”
She giggled and kissed me. Her tongue was so hot in my mouth I could already feel the sweat beading on my forehead. 
“Anyway, how have things been here?” she asked when she finally pulled away. “Considering our luck, I assume we’ve had at least five or six catastrophes over the past few days.”
“Only one, really,” I told her. “Apparently the shipyard has already started cranking out fighter drones.”
Shandris’s expression sank. “Then we’re too late.”
“Not quite. Only one of the auto-factories is operational, but we really can’t afford to let them build a few squadrons of drones before we attack. We’ll have to move up the timetable.”
I could feel her tension level spike even before she slipped out of my arms. “Is that even possible?”
“It will have to be,” I said flatly. “Raxyl has shown us a lot in the past week.”
She swore under her breath. “I still can’t believe he’s a Wing of the Seraph. And I really can’t believe he lied to you for all those years…”
“Yeah, well, I can’t believe most of what’s happened to me these past few months,” I muttered, glancing across the landing zone to our Valkyries. “There are plenty of times when it still doesn’t feel real.”
“I know what you mean,” she whispered, her cat-like amber eyes narrowing in thought. “This whole suicide mission always seemed so far away that I never really thought about it, but now…”
“Cobalt and Morningstar love to remind me that I am supposed to be the skeptic here,” I said, offering her a lopsided smile. “The rest of you aren’t allowed to lose faith.”
“I haven’t,” Shandris said almost mechanically. “It’s just…well, I figure no matter what happens we’re going to lose a lot of good people. I’m not ready to deal with that.”
I nodded soberly as I swept my eyes around the ramshackle structures we generously called a base. Two months ago I hadn’t even known these people existed, and one month ago I’d thought they were all crazy. It was dizzying how quickly that had changed. 
Or rather, how quickly I had changed. 
“I suddenly wish we had stolen another ship or two,” I said, tossing a wayward glance at the Vantrax. “But I guess this big boat will have to be enough.”
“Selorah will make sure it is,” Shandris said. She let out a heavy sigh, and I could practically see her drag herself out of a well of dark thoughts. “I trust you’ve been keeping her company while I was gone?”
I shrugged. “We’ve both been pretty busy.”
“Uh huh. Somehow I bet you’ve still found time to chat.”
I shrugged. “A little.”
Shandris rolled her eyes. “You have no idea how lucky you are that I’m not the jealous type.”
“On the contrary, I know exactly how lucky I am that you need to go through me to get to Kaveri.”
“It’s true,” she said. “Where is her beautiful blue ass hiding, anyway?”
“She and Master Mosaad have been working on something,” I said. “I’m not exactly sure what.”
“Well, whenever you see her, send her my way. She’s overdue for a checkup.” Shandris followed my eyes to the Vantrax. “In the meantime, I should probably finish setting up the new infirmary.”
“Is that code for ‘I want to go and flirt with Selorah?’”
“No,” Shandris lied. “Why would you possibly think that?”
I grunted. “You know, she may not be into girls.”
“Everyone is into girls. They just don’t always know it right away.”
She winked and started off towards the ship, but I reached out and snatched her wrist before she got too far away. “Playtime can wait,” I said. “Now that you’re here and we have a few spare minutes, there’s something I’d like to try.”
Shandris arched a blue eyebrow. “Out here in the open? Your loyal subjects might not look at you the same way once they’ve seen your royal dong.”
I groaned. “You just spent a couple of days flying around the sector with Grinner. How did he do?”
Her eyes narrowed slightly when she realized I was serious. “I didn’t fuck him, if that’s what you’re asking. I’m not really into guys—or getting beat up by Sandbox.”
“I meant his flying,” I said. “Did he have any issues?”
Shandris glanced across the landing pad to the others and lowered her voice slightly. “I suppose you could say he doesn’t strike me as a natural. But this transport’s not a Valkyrie, and besides I’m not one to talk.”
“He’s actually having more trouble with the Valkyrie, and so is Sandbox,” I told her. “Hammer isn’t doing much better, and everyone else is way too green.”
“What are you getting at?”
“We have a twelfth Valkyrie that still needs a pilot. Since we have a bit of time here, I thought you should maybe give it a try.”
Her amber eyes blinked in disbelief. “Uh…what?”
“You’re one of the strongest psychics here, and from what I’ve seen you’re a fast learner too.”
 “Seraph’s mercy, you’re serious,” she breathed. “Cole, I’m not a pilot. I owned a nightclub—I know how to mix drinks and dance in heels. That’s it.”
I folded my arms over my chest. “How many healing techniques have you mastered in the past month?”
“That’s not the same thing and you know it!”
“You’re right—most doctors need to spend a decade in medical school, whereas most fighter pilots only need to clock a hundred hours or so.”
Shandris scoffed. “Don’t be an idiot. I’ve barely retained anything from the medical database. Everything I do…I don’t know, it’s just instinctual.”
“Valkyries are psionic starfighters that merge their systems with a pilot’s consciousness,” I reminded her. “What about that doesn’t sound instinctual to you?”
“I am not flying one of those things,” she insisted. “You’re crazy.”
“Shandris, listen to me,” I said, taking both her hands. “You saw how fast Cobalt and Morningstar picked things up once I showed them a few tricks. We’re not talking about a normal piloting course here. I’d just like to see how naturally it comes to you.”
She swallowed heavily and glanced over my shoulder towards the Valkyries. “I’m telling you right now that this will be a waste of time.”
“Wasting time with you is one of my favorite things in the galaxy,” I said with a wry smirk. 
She didn’t smile or smack me or even roll her eyes again. “I’m not a soldier, Cole,” she said gravely. “I don’t know the first thing about fighting.”
“You held your own back on Varsus when the compound was attacked.”
“I picked up a gun and hid behind Raxyl. And I never would have made it off the Heap if Kaveri hadn’t been there to protect me.”
“That’s true for all of us,” I replied mildly. “But seriously, I’ve seen the way you work under pressure. You’re not giving yourself enough credit.”
Her cheek twitched, and I could feel the tension in her muscles. Shandris wasn’t just annoyed or anxious; she seemed genuinely afraid.
“Hey, I’ll be right there in the cockpit with you the whole time,” I told her, placing my hand on her cheek. Her skin was shockingly cool for a Kreen. “And if this doesn’t work out, that’s fine. At least we’ll know.”
Shandris eventually swallowed again and sighed. “Fine. Just don’t be surprised when this fails miserably.”
She slipped out of my hands and strode towards the Valkyrie. I was seriously tempted to call her back and just scrap this whole idea—I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable and I definitely didn’t want to make her angry. But we really were running out of time, and if there was even a small chance she could do this…well, I owed it to the squad to find out. Having another prodigy in the cockpit could easily make the difference between victory and defeat. 
I gave her a moment to inspect the fighter while I rolled over a ladder. Her forehead creased when she ran her fingertips along the fuselage. 
 “I promise, it’s not as scary as it seems,” I assured her. “I’ll be right here with you the whole time.”
“You do realize there’s only one seat, right?” 
“Kaveri and I have managed a few times. It’s…cozy.”
Shandris scoffed. “Yeah, well, I’m not made of blue liquid.”
“Red liquid is just as good. Besides, you’re a few centimeters shorter. We’ll be fine, trust me.”
She grumbled something in Kreen as I started up the ladder. I sank into the pilot’s chair and reclined it back as far as it would go, then beckoned for her to join me. She eyed me warily even as she nestled into my lap. 
“You know, if you just wanted to get me alone so you could fuck me, all you had to do was ask. The Gazack is right over there.”
I smiled as I wrapped my arms around her waist. It was going to get warm in here pretty quickly; her body was like a smoldering coal on my legs. Thankfully, the sweet scent of her hair was worth any discomfort. 
“Maybe later if you behave,” I teased, sliding my fingers beneath her shirt so they could rest on her firm stomach. “The faster you humor me, the faster this will all be over.”
“Then let’s get on with it,” she said, eyeing the controls. “You realize I don’t know what any of these do, right?”
“That’s a lie—you definitely know how to handle a stick.”
She snorted and gripped the controls. “It better not make a mess when I wiggle it around.”
I smiled and eased her all the way back against me. “Just close your eyes and relax. You should feel the Valkyrie calling out to you.”
“If I throw up because of this, I’m holding you—” Her body abruptly stiffened, and the lights in the cockpit flicked on. The familiar thrum of energy coursed through the fighter’s systems as we awakened the sleeping beast. “Holy shit…”
“Let it wash over you,” I whispered into her ear. “I know it’s overwhelming, but try and keep a part of your mind grounded.”
I gently squeezed her stomach while the Valkyrie tried to drag her mind beneath the waves. I had hoped that my touch would act as a life raft, but it didn’t seem to be helping. Her pulse quickened, her body began to twitch—
And then my own breath caught in my throat when she suddenly and unexpectedly linked her nervous system with mine. Her fear crashed over me, and for an instant I panicked…but as our breaths and heartbeats synchronized, we both gradually calmed down.
“Sorry,” Shandris breathed. “I was…well, you said I should ground myself.”
“It’s all right,” I rasped. The sensation of having every autonomic function in your body linked to another person was…bracing, to say the least. She normally used the technique to “absorb” people’s wounds into her body, but in this case she just seemed to be absorbing my knowledge and poise to calm herself down. It was an innovative technique…and it seemed to be working. 
“This is…I don’t even have words,” she said. “I can feel like I can touch the mind of every person on the base.”
“The Valkyrie’s sensors are an extension of your consciousness,” I told her. “They basically turn everyone into a telepath.”
I didn’t know if Shandris could even hear me. I could feel her mind reflexively experimenting with the new sensations. She reached out as far as she could then retracted again, and each time the tiny hairs on her arms prickled like she had touched an electric current. 
“Why didn’t you ever tell me this was so amazing?” she breathed. 
I grinned. “I knew you’d be a natural. But, uh…you could let me go anytime.”
“Oh, right. Sorry.”
Over the next few seconds she slowly desynched our bodies, and I remembered how nice it was to control my own breathing. Her powers were incredibly useful, but they were incredibly disturbing, too. Just because she couldn’t read minds or see the future or throw people across the room didn’t mean she was any less deadly than the rest of us. She could probably stop my heart with a simple touch if she wanted to…
“I think I can handle this,” Shandris said, both of her hands clutching the flight stick. “It’s getting a little easier every minute.”
“Take your time,” I soothed. “There’s no rush.”
She snickered and wiggled her ass over my crotch. “You should know by now that I’m not a ‘slow and easy’ kind of girl.”
Grinning, I kissed the back of her neck again. I was starting to sweat in earnest now, but I didn’t care. I still had a lot left to show her.
“Hard and fast it is, then,” I said. “You can start by powering up the maneuvering jets. All you need to do is—”
The Valkyrie shuddered as the engines abruptly kicked on, and a second later the canopy closed and locked into place. I peered over her shoulder to the console and blinked in shock when I saw the readouts. 
“Like that?” she asked.
“Uh…yeah,” I mumbled. “I thought you said you didn’t know what any of these controls did.”
“I didn’t, but you did. And now I do, too.”
I frowned. “But how…”
“I wasn’t expecting it either,” Shandris admitted. The Valkyrie rumbled as the maneuvering jets fired and began slowly lifting us straight up off the ground. “Normally when I connect with someone I just feel their body talking to me. But this time…I don’t know, I think the Valkyrie let me peek into your mind. You said the sensors basically turn everyone into a telepath, right?”
I nodded slowly. I had assumed from the beginning that she would pick this up faster than the others—despite her “nightclub girl” persona she was one of the smartest people on this base—but never in my wildest dreams had I imagined she would be effortlessly lifting this thing off the ground a minute after sitting down in the cockpit. 
“Even telepathy normally takes time,” I whispered. “Hell, even a cybernetic database implant can’t upload its information into the brain all at once.”
“I know, it’s kind of terrifying,” Shandris admitted. “But like I said…I’m not a slow and easy kind of girl.”
The Valkyrie abruptly shot forward, and I had a mental flashback to when Kaveri and I had blasted out of the hangar on Varsus. The difference was that I hadn’t known what the hell I was doing at the time, but Shandris apparently did. 
“Woo!” she shouted as we cracked the sound barrier and blasted towards the nearby mountain range. I clutched onto her even more tightly, my head spinning as the inertial dampeners struggled to compensate for the shifting gravitational forces.  Having flown my whole life, I liked to think my stomach could handle anything…but evidently that was only true when I was in direct control. 
“Barys ka taala,” Shandris breathed when she finally steadied our ascent. “This feels amazing.”
“The first time should be pretty disorienting,” I said. 
“Well, it’s not. I haven’t felt this energized in days.” 
I grinned and squeezed her against me. Maybe the reason I’d been so intent on trying this was that my clairvoyant abilities had known this would happen…or maybe it was all dumb luck. Either way, the Valkyrie’s amazing psionic technology had impressed me yet again. The idea that this type of device had been normal back in mother’s time…well, it made my life out here on the Rim seem even more rustic than it had before. 
You could always go back. You could always do what Selorah envisioned and try to rebuild the Seraphim. 
I grimaced at the thought. I had more than enough to worry about right now without slipping into delusions of royal grandeur. 
“We can head back if you want,” I said, clearing my throat. “We have our answer about your abilities. I can talk to Blackstar about setting up a real training scenario or two.”
“I don’t want to train with Blackstar,” Shandris said. “I want you to show me what else this thing can do.”
I grinned. I really did love her adventurous spirit. If I had met her a few years ago, I couldn’t even begin to imagine the trouble we would have gotten into…or the fun we would have had. 
“You can link with me again if you need to,” I told her. “You might as well download everything you can from my brain while you’re in there.”
“That thought should probably terrify me more than it does,” Shandris said. “But I think you’re right. Here goes nothing…”
Her psycho-metabolic bond was slightly less disturbing when I was ready for it. I squeezed her stomach and closed my eyes as our heartbeats synched again, and this time I swore I could actually feel her rummaging around my thoughts. I wondered distantly if I could somehow access the Valkyrie’s sensors and make the connection mutual, but as far as I knew the fighter could only handle one pilot at a time…
“I think I understand,” Shandris whispered, tugging back on the flight stick and climbing towards space. “This is crazy…I shouldn’t know how to do any of this.”
“Let’s hope you retain some of it after you disconnect later.”
“If it’s anything like the medical database, I’ll fail the exam two hours later. Then again, maybe that’s for the best.”
I felt a sudden shiver ripple through her mind, and for a moment her skin cooled to an almost-human temperature. I couldn’t read her thoughts, but I didn’t have to. Now that the initial burst of adrenaline had faded, she belatedly remembered the coming battle—and the losses we were inevitably going to take. 
“Just try and focus on the fighter,” I soothed. “Take us to the third moon…I’d love to show you the rings.”
“Right,” she said, swallowing and nodding. “Here goes nothing…”
The thrusters fired again, and we quickly burned through Maz Sepa’s thin exosphere and into normal space. Just like before, Shandris got the handle of things almost immediately. For a woman who insisted she wasn’t a warrior, she certainly had the instinctual poise of one. None of the other whelps—even the ones with combat experience—could have pulled themselves back together so quickly. 
“Managing the flow of energy is the key,” I told her. “It’s easy to fixate on one thing or another, but it can take a while to figure out how to fly and keep the shields up at the same time.”
I felt her grimace even though I couldn’t see her face. “I think I understand,” she murmured. “Or maybe it’s just the Valkyrie that understands…I can’t tell where I begin and it ends.”
“Yeah, that’s pretty how much it works,” I said. “Why don’t we try to—?”
I slammed back into my seat when she punched the throttle again, and I watched in an odd mix of fascination and horror as she accelerated towards our target moon. I tried to keep coaching her, but it wasn’t really necessary—she had already picked up the basics. At this point all she seemed to need was more hands-on experience…
“Seraph’s mercy, it’s gorgeous,” she breathed as we surged closer and closer to the icy expanse encircling the moon. “I don’t care how many holos you watch—there’s nothing like seeing the real thing.”
“It gets better,” I told her, smiling. “Take us in.”
I probably should have been a lot more cautious under the circumstances, but I ordered myself to relax and enjoy the ride. We shared a triumphant cry when she dipped into the rings and starting whipping past the ice chunks. In one ear, I swore I could hear Raxyl pleading for caution; in the other, I could hear Kaveri egging us on. It wasn’t a fair competition. 
“Punch it,” I said. 
The engines roared with newfound vigor, and we blasted through the rings at genuinely idiotic speed. Every few seconds I checked the shield power levels just to make certain we weren’t about to get perforated, but Shandris seemed to have it all under control. I regretted not bringing along a recorder buoy; this footage would have easily gotten us onto the professional racing circuit.
We kept pace for two whole planetary rotations before she finally throttled back and lifted us out of the ice. She couldn’t stop grinning, even when she killed the engines and clapped her hands together. 
“I can’t believe I almost said no to this,” Shandris said. 
I snickered. “From now on you’ll just have to learn to trust me.”
“This is crazy,” she said breathlessly. “I can’t even…stars, this is making me so fucking hot!”
I grinned and kissed her neck again. “If you take us back, we can head to my cabin on the Gazack and—”
“I can’t wait that long,” she said, grabbing my hands and pulling them up to her breasts. “Get your cock out.”
I blinked. “Uh, what?”
“I said get your cock out! You don’t normally have a problem with it.”
“Yeah, but—” 
“Are you honestly going to sit there and tell me that looking at something this breathtaking doesn’t get you hard?”
“Well, no—”
“Good, because I can feel you poking into my back. Now get him out!”
Generally speaking, I had always preferred to abide by as few rules as possible—life on the Rim required a certain inherent flexibility. But I did have something of a personal code I tried to adhere to whenever possible, and one of the first tenants was to never argue with a woman who wanted your cock. 
I nudged her off me just enough to fiddle with my belt, and she simultaneously pushed her leather pants off her slender hips. A few seconds later she was nude from the waist down, and she managed to spin around and straddle me with a fluid grace that rivaled Kaveri. 
“I don’t think you understand how strange this is,” she breathed, slinging one hand behind my neck while the other snaked between us and found my cock.
“You mean trying to fuck inside a one-pilot starfighter?” I asked. “It’s almost starting to seen normal to me.”
“No, I mean the fact I’m interested in a man.” Her thumb and forefinger began massaging my swollen head, and the heat was already driving me crazy. “It’s just…it’s been a really long time since I genuinely craved cock like this.”
I shrugged. “Well, I am strangely charming.”
“More strange than charming,” she muttered, playfully licking the tip of my nose. “Honestly, it’s probably just the cultural taboo of sleeping with a human. Back home, this would be so scandalous I couldn’t show my face in public.”
I grunted and glanced out the canopy to the icefield again. “You do seem to get off on danger.”
“I get off on a lot of things,” she said, dragging her index finger up and down the length of my shaft again. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think I actually like the idea of being in the Emperor’s harem...”
I smiled. “Really? And here I thought you’d find it demeaning.”
“I do, a little,” she said, nibbling at her lip. “I think that’s why I like it.”
My grin widened, and she leaned forward to kiss me again as her fingers steered my throbbing head to her sopping slit. The heat was already so intense I could barely stand it, but I knew she wasn’t going to take no for an answer. I slipped inside her one centimeter at a time like a man foolishly lowering himself into a volcano. I knew it would hurt—I knew it would burn—but there was absolutely nothing in the galaxy like the carnal fire of a female Kreen…
“Son of a…fuck,” I gasped, clenching my teeth. The pleasure and pain swirled together until I wanted to scream and explode at the same time. 
“I have a solution to this little problem,” Shandris said as she began slowly churning her hips against me. “I should have considered it a long time ago.”
“Wha...” I panted, my fingers digging into her back. “What is it?”
“Once I link our nervous systems, I could normalize our temperatures,” she said. “I’d cool down a bit and you’d heat up a bit. We’d basically meet in the middle.”
I swallowed and winced. It was taking all my self-control not to burn up…or explode inside her. “It’s just that easy?”
“I’m sure I could do it. The thing is, I know how much you like the heat. A girl’s gotta have an advantage or two up her sleeve when she’s facing competition like me.”
I grunted. “You don’t need to—”
“Shut up and let me finish,” Shandris said, smiling impishly as she began churning her hips even harder. “There’s another solution, one that lets you keep all the heat you want.”
I bit down on my lip. At this rate, I wasn’t going to last long enough for my cock to melt. “What…what’s that?”
She grinned and placed her hands on the side of my face. “All I have to do is absorb your pain.”
“Wait…what?”
“Don’t worry—I can regenerate any real damage before it’s a problem,” she said. “Little Cole won’t burn up.”
I blinked in genuine confusion. “But won’t that…won’t that hurt you instead?”
“That’s the idea. But don’t worry, I’m a tough girl. I can take it.” Shandris leaned forward until our foreheads were touching. “So give it to me.”
If I had actually taken a moment to reflect on what she was suggesting, I might have reconsidered. But my capacity for rational thought was inversely proportional to how deeply my cock was buried inside a beautiful woman, and so I instead I just clutched her waist, threw my head back, and pumped into her as roughly as I could. 
“Oh…..ooooooh,” Shandris blubbered until her words became completely indecipherable. I could almost see her mind floating out of her body, but just before she left the material plan she tore open her jacket and thrust her red tits in my face. I eagerly stuffed them into my mouth, and every time my tongue lashed her nipple I swore she was going to throw out her back. 
But soon thing I could focus on was the wet, scalding embrace of her cunt. I had always needed a gimmick to really fuck her before—a condom, an ice cube, a stream of cool water—but this time I didn’t have a filter. This time I got to feel her quim in all its molten glory…and it was magnificent.
“Shit,” I hissed. “I can’t…I can’t…”
“Hold on!” Shandris said. “I want to taste you...”
I have no idea how she managed it given the cramped quarters, but somehow her body slithered down mine until her lips encircled my cock. I burst the instant I grabbed the back of her head, pumping salvo after salvo deep into her waiting throat. She eagerly swallowed every drop, and she didn’t come up for air until well after I had already slumped listless in the seat. 
“Hard and fast,” she cooed, flicking her tongue across her seed-stained lips. “It’s the only way to live.”
 
 
 



Interlude
 
Talasea
Dominion Staging Ground
1083.7
 
Yet another pile of plasma-scored detritus leisurely drifted into the starboard wing, and after it bounced off the kinetic shields it almost immediately clustered with the rest of the scrap looming in Talasea’s orbit. When Wynn Mosaad glared at the mangled heap, he couldn’t help but imagine all the frozen bodies drifting out here with the metal…nor could he block out the psychic echoes of their dying screams. 
“I searched the rest of the compound, but there’s just too much rubble,” Natalya Vesh said from behind him. “I cleared out what I could, but…”
Mosaad swallowed the bitter lump in his throat. “You should have kept looking.”
She didn’t reply immediately, but he could still feel her eyes boring into him. “It has been almost three days. The odds that they’re still alive…I couldn’t sense any of them.”
“They could be unconscious.”
“If they’ve been unconscious this long, they’re almost certainly dead,” Natalya said more forcefully this time. “Three more Convectorate ships just jumped into the system, and they’re already landing ground troops. We need to leave before they spot us.”
Mosaad dragged himself to his feet and clutched at his wounded chest. The medical drone would have scolded him if he hadn’t already ripped out its speech unit. “Ferron must still be out there somewhere,” he said. “We have to find and board his ship.”
Natalya rushed over and grabbed his arm to help steady him. “Wynn, sit down. There’s nothing else we can do here. We have to fall back and—”
“Fall back to where?” Mosaad growled. “Fall back with what? They’re dead! They’re all dead!”
Any other soldier under his command would have shriveled beneath his glare, but not her. She looked him straight in the eye, her face creased with anger, sorrow, and grim determination all at once. 
“If we stay here, we’re going to die with them,” she whispered. 
“Then we’ll die,” Mosaad said. “As long as Ferron dies with us, it doesn’t matter.”
Natalya’s eyes narrowed. “You would do it, too, wouldn’t you? You would charge aboard his ship and get yourself killed for no reason.”
“We are Blades of the Seraph. Our sacrifice brings glory to Her name.”
“That planet is littered with the corpses of our friends, and their sacrifice didn’t do a damn thing for the Seraph or anyone else!”
Mosaad’s lip twitched. “We can’t let them die in vain.”
“They already died in vain! Nothing is going to change that.” Natalya released his arm and scoffed. “You’re not interested in sacrifice. You just want to run off and fall on your sword because you can’t stand the pain. You’re a coward.”
Mosaad whirled towards her so quickly the gash in his stomach reopened. The pain anesthetized his fury, and he eventually slumped back down on the med-table and pressed his eyes shut as the medical drone leapt back into action. 
“I’m sorry,” Natalya whispered. “It’s just…”
She didn’t need to finish the sentence. She didn’t need to say anything at all. The truth was hanging there in front of them as clearly as the pile of broken scrap outside the viewport. They hadn’t just lost a battle—they had lost everything. And there was absolutely nothing he could do about it. 
“We can worry about avenging them later,” Natalya whispered as she took his hand. “Right now we just need to survive. There are plenty of others who will oppose the armistice, especially when they learn that Falric signed the treaty before this battle. They won’t want to let the Convectorate get away with this massacre.”
“We were betrayed,” Mosaad whispered. “The sensor buoys didn’t detect their fleet, and the shields failed the moment they attacked.”
“Yes, I know. But we don’t have time to sit around here figuring out who or why.”
“There’s only one answer to both.” Mosaad bit down on his lip as the drone injected him with another painkiller. “Falric must have ordered one of his men to sabotage the beacons and lower the shields.”
Natalya pursed her lips. “I have as much reason to hate him as anyone, but even I don’t think he would go that far.”
“That’s because you don’t know him as well as I do. You didn’t see the look in his eyes on Keledon—you didn’t see how much he hated the Blades.”
She remained silent for a long moment. “If you really believe he’s responsible, then there’s only one way for us to get revenge. You heard what Lady Trell said—Falric has a bastard son. He could have survived the attack for all we know. There were hundreds of children on the last transport. If we catch up to them, we could—”
“I don’t care if he had a hundred bastard children with a hundred different whores!” Mosaad growled. “The next time I see him, I will drive my blade through his heart.”
“Even if you could kill Falric and Ferron tomorrow it wouldn’t change anything. The war is over, Wynn.”
“Nothing is over!” he snarled. The medical drone warbled a warning when he tried to sit up, but he slammed it with a wave of telekinetic force and hurled it across the infirmary. The pain speared back into his chest, but this time he forced himself to endure it. At least when he hurt he knew he was alive. That was more than he could say for the others…
Natalya swallowed and shook her head. “We have to start thinking about the future. There are others who will oppose the armistice, but they won’t support us unless we can undermine Falric’s authority. His bastard child could make all the difference!”
“No,” Mosaad said. “No more scheming, no more politics. We could have attacked Garicron a week ago with the forces we already had, and our victory would have rallied loyal warriors across the Dominion to our cause.”
“Or Ferron’s fleet would have crushed us right then and there.”
“Then at least we would have died fighting.”
Mosaad dragged himself to his feet and braced his hand against the viewport. He glared at each and every piece of scrap that drifted past them, and instead of trying to ignore the psychic echoes he opened his mind to every scream. They deserved to be heard. They deserved to be avenged. 
And he would be their avatar even if no one else would. 
“You’re right that others will oppose Falric,” he whispered, “but I will no longer placate fools who crave only power. We are Seraphim—we are holy warriors who have been chosen to protect this galaxy from the Tarreen. And that is exactly what we are going to do.”
Mosaad reached up and activated the com on the wall. “Send an encrypted message to Admiral Grayson,” he said. “He needs to know that we’re alive…and that we have been betrayed.”
 
 
 



Chapter Three
 
Maz Sepa
Varsellian Sector, Far Rim
1101.7
 
“I see the two of you have been training hard.”
My eyes fluttered open, and I grunted and rolled over onto my back. Kaveri was sitting on the edge of the bed, her legs crossed and her eyebrows arched. Shandris was still lying next to me, though she was in a far less dignified position. Her long blue hair was spilled about so wildly it almost concealed the fact her face was completely mushed into a pillow. I was honestly surprised she could even breathe.  
If she had been one of the other pilots, her fatigue would have been a symptom of linking with the Valkyrie…but that was definitely not the case here. Shandris had been perfectly energetic when she had dragged me into the room, crouched on the bed, and begged me to mount her. I had pounded her for almost an hour straight before we’d passed out. 
“We have been, actually,” I rasped. 
“Uh huh,” Kaveri snickered as she idly dragged her fingernail’s down Shandris’s naked back. “How many ice cubes did you go through?”
“It’s not like that. I took her up in the Valkyrie.”
“Joyrides don’t count.”
“It wasn’t a joyride. She was the one flying.”
Kaveri paused. “Really?”
I nodded and cleared my throat. “She picked up the basics almost immediately. Between her powers and the Valkyrie’s sensors, she was able to learn almost everything she needed straight from my brain.”
Kaveri smiled and ran a strand of thin blue hair through her fingertips. Shandris didn’t even budge. “That’s amazing.”
“I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t been there myself. She doesn’t have the raw piloting experience yet, obviously, but controlling the Valkyrie is the hard part. If we can just get her in space a little more, I think it will all come together.”
Kaveri continued smiling at the other woman, her luminous eyes glittering. I honestly couldn’t tell if she was proud of her friend or debating whether or not she should flip Shandris over and eat her quim in celebration. With a Succubus, anything was possible.
“The downside is that we don’t have a whole lot of time,” I said. “The latest scouting reports—”
“I heard,” Kaveri said, her tongue still pressed into the side of her mouth. “We’ll have to push hard, but Master Mosaad is convinced we’re almost ready.”
I nodded and frowned at the same time. “You two were gone for quite a while. What was he teaching you this time? Another sword trick?”
“Not exactly.” Kaveri finally dragged her eyes away from Shandris, and her expression shifted from “sex-starved succubus” to “deadly warrior” so quickly it made me dizzy. “We were planning our strategy for the battle.”
“By yourselves?”
“We are the only Blades of the Seraph,” she said matter-of-factly. “It will be our responsibility to board and sabotage Admiral Ferron’s command ship.”
I finally leaned up all the way. I had been so focused on getting everyone ready for the assault that I’d barely had time to think about how we were actually going to pull it off. Blackstar had been throwing around general ideas for several days, but he had never mentioned anything about sabotage. 
“Please tell me the two of you aren’t planning on boarding a CDF battleship all by yourselves,” I said. 
Kaveri shrugged. “We do not have any other choice. Even with the Vantrax, we probably won’t have enough firepower to destroy the shipyard outright. Selorah’s simulations are very detailed.”
“I’m sure they are, but there has to be another way. What you’re suggesting is a suicide mission.”
“For anyone else, perhaps. But we are Blades of the Seraph—we will do whatever needs to be done.”
I opened my mouth but held my tongue. As usual, I couldn’t even pretend to share in her fanatical devotion to a group that had all but been destroyed twenty years ago. But I didn’t doubt her sincerity in the slightest—she meant what she said, and she earnestly believed that she and Mosaad could overcome literally any obstacle. She had always believed that, right from the beginning. 
The problem, put bluntly, was that it was crazy. And if we had any chance of actually destroying the shipyard, we were going to need a lot more than blind faith and a misplaced sense of righteousness. 
“Blackstar and Master Mosaad are already planning a final mission briefing,” Kaveri said after a moment. “Raxyl wants to take the new pilots up as many times as he can before then. We need to launch in fifty hours.”
I nodded and did my best to swallow my doubts for the time being. Debating this with her wasn’t going to accomplish anything anyway. I needed to take my concerns right to the top. 
“Given how fast she learned yesterday, I bet we can get Shandris into shape by then,” I said, gently slapping the Kreen’s bare red ass. She still didn’t budge. “We should probably start teaching the others how to handle the Vantrax.”
“Some of them will be disappointed,” Kaveri said. “I know Grinner in particular was looking forward to this.”
“He’ll get over it. Besides, I know they can all shoot better than they can fly, and once Selorah has finished with her upgrades that boat will have plenty of guns to spare.”
Kaveri nodded, and her tail started playfully curling around Shandris’s leg. “If you want to shower, I’ll go ahead and wake her up.”
I grinned and leaned over to give her a quick kiss. If we weren’t in such a time crunch, I would have been seriously tempted to help out. But for once I really did have more important things to do.
“Just be gentle,” I warned. “She had a rough night.”
“I know,” Kaveri said coyly. “I can’t wait for her to tell me all about it.”
Chuckling, I slowly brought myself to my feet and stumbled over to the shower. I cleaned up as quickly as I could, and I was genuinely surprised when the girls weren’t still on the bed when I finished. Apparently Kaveri was actually serious about getting back to work. If we were somehow fortunate enough to survive all of this, we really needed to plan a long, leisurely hyperspace trip somewhere halfway across the galaxy…
I made my way towards the transport where we had converted one of the rec-rooms into a makeshift galley. Most of the other pilots were already scrambling for food, and they all looked as sleep-deprived as I felt—with the notable exception of Raxyl, of course. Our new timetable was probably going to push right up against his next hibernation cycle, but I had no doubt that he would try to delay it as long as possible. 
“It would appear that Doctor Krall has even more skills than we realized,” he said as he nibbled at some of the disgusting grubs he liked to eat. Ten years ago, the mere sight of them had made me nauseous. Today…well, today the sight of them still made me nauseous, but I’d learned how to hide my disgust better. 
“Psionic technology is pretty unbelievable,” I said. “Though I suppose you know that better than anyone.”
“Even twenty years ago, few pilots learned to control a Valkyrie in less than an hour,” he said, a smear of blue rippling up his neck scales. “However, your mother did teach me the basic skills fairly quickly. I admit, I am not familiar with standard Dominion training techniques. Maris did not often speak about her time at the academy, and obviously I never attended one in person.”
I nodded distantly. In the rare moments when I could actually accept that Raxyl had once been a Wing of the Seraph, I couldn’t believe that the Dominion had refused to officially train him. What kind of idiots willingly turned away that kind of talent because it was covered in scales? 
Maybe they just didn’t want their recruits gagging every time he ate in front of them. 
“Well, I guess we all get to learn on the job, teacher and student alike,” I said, waving around the mess hall. “We have two days to get ready.”
“And we shall do so,” Raxyl said. “I had planned to take Cobalt, Morningstar, and Squeaker up again in about an hour.”
“I’ll be there,” I told him. My eyes drifted past his when I saw Master Mosaad flit inside the room long enough to whisper something to Blackstar before he vanished again. “But first I need to have a long overdue chat with the boss.”
Raxyl’s scales rippled a deep, curious blue. “About what?”
“About all kinds of things,” I said evasively. “I’ll be back in a few. Please try and finish eating before then.”
“I will not make such a promise,” the Kali replied, his scales rippling an amused shade of purple as he cracked open another can. 
I caught up with Master Mosaad in the captain’s quarters at the front of the transport. Like everyone else, he had lost most of his personal possessions back on Varsus, and the white walls were as bare as the rest of the ship. He didn’t seem particularly annoyed about it, though. I got the impression that the Blades of the Seraph were a fairly ascetic order even in the heyday of the Dominion. 
“Do you have a moment?” I asked, wrapping my knuckles on the door. Knocking seemed like a rather pointless ritual when you were visiting a telepath, but I figured it never hurt to be polite. 
“Outcast, good, I was hoping we’d have a chance to speak,” Mosaad said, beckoning me inside. “Or perhaps you prefer to be called ‘Emperor’ these days.”
“Definitely not,” I muttered. “The sooner everyone forgets that little detail, the better.”
“I wouldn’t count on that anytime in the near future. To steal a proverb from that ship of yours, you can’t simply stuff a gazack back into its hole.”
“Yeah, probably not,” I conceded. “But it never hurts to try.”
Mosaad chuckled softly as he folded his cape and carefully slung it over a chair. He looked far more drained than Kaveri, though that wasn’t particularly surprising given their age difference. He was still pretty damn vigorous for a fifty-something human man.
“On that note, actually,” I said, taking another step into the room, “after everything that’s happened, I admit I expected your reaction to my parentage to be a little more…dramatic.”
Mosaad smiled. “You thought I might drop everything and bow at your feet?”
I pursed my lips. Despite the levity in his tone, I could hear the echo of bitterness behind it. “I don’t know what I expected. I just figured it would be a much bigger deal.”
“It’s a huge deal,” Mosaad said. “The mere mention of your existence could throw the galaxy into chaos. The Emperor-Regent, the Seraphim Council, the Convectorate War Ministry, even the Widow…if they knew you were here—if they knew you existed—they would mobilize fleets and burn entire worlds to find you.”
 “Yet you don’t seem care in the slightest.”
“I have bowed before emperors before. I promised I would never do so again.”
I studied his silhouette while he continued fiddling with the cape, but as always his stoic façade was annoyingly difficult to crack. The bitterness still marred his voice like an old stain, though, and I knew this might have been the only chance I’d ever get to unravel it. No one else could tell me what had happened after the massacre at Talasea. 
 “Raxyl said that you and my father weren’t exactly best friends.”
Mosaad’s bearded cheek twitched so slightly I almost didn’t notice it. “We were not.”
“Can you tell me why?” I asked. “I still barely know anything about him.”
“In many ways, you’re better off for it.”
“Maybe,” I murmured, leaning my back against the wall, “but I’d like to hear your side of the story regardless.”
Mosaad drew in a long, slow breath, and for a fleeting moment I could have sworn he looked twenty years older. But then his posture abruptly stiffened, and I could tell he had been preparing himself for this moment ever since Raxyl and I had told him the truth about our own identities. 
“Of course,” Mosaad murmured. “What would you like to know?”
“I suppose Talasea is the obvious place to start,” I said. “One way or another, we all seem to be trapped in the echoes of that battle.”
He grunted softly. “It was the day that changed everything and nothing all at once.”
“Raxyl told me that you and the Blades were planning a major offensive when my father signed the Keledon Accords and ended the war. He said you thought the armistice was a betrayal.”
“It was a betrayal,” Mosaad said pointedly. “Not just of me, but of every sentient being in the galaxy.”
He glared at me for a minute, his dark eyes swirling with ancient, barely-contained fury, before he abruptly flicked his hand and took in another deep breath. I swore I could actually see the demons crawling on his back. 
“I suppose you of all people deserve to know the truth,” he murmured. “It’s difficult to explain everything, but you are already familiar with the basics. By the time your father claimed the Crystal Throne, the war had been going badly for a very long time. We had lost dozens upon dozens of colonies across the Far and Mid Rim, and the Convectorate had solidified alliances with numerous other governments. Falric blamed the Blades for your grandfather’s death, and he wanted to salvage what little remained of his power and sue for peace.”
“From everything I’ve heard, suing for peace seemed like a perfectly reasonable thing to do.” 
“On the surface, perhaps,” Mosaad said. “But the situation was more complicated than he wanted to admit. For all their ships and all their alliances, the Tarreen had stretched themselves too thin on multiple fronts. I assembled the Blades and Wings for a final offensive, and I was confident we could retake several of our lost colonies and open up another front.”
“According to Raxyl, military leaders had been promising to turn the tide for years.”
“This was different,” Mosaad insisted. “The men and women who followed me were the best of the best. Even the most conservative combat simulations gave us an eighty-percent chance of success. In six months, the Hierarchy would have been forced to withdraw from Dominion space. In a year, we could have rebuilt and taken the offensive. In two years…Seraph knows what we could have accomplished.”
He shrugged another demon from his back and turned. “The point is that Emperor Falric and his sycophants on the Seraphim Council didn’t negotiate a peace to save the people of the Dominion—they negotiated a peace to save themselves. They chose to live on as Convectorate puppets rather than fight.”
“And now?” I asked. 
“Now…” Mosaad said, bracing his hands on the projector. “The Council still meets on Keledon, and the Emperor-Regent still rules most of the Core Worlds. If you’re willing to ignore enough details, you might think that nothing has changed in twenty years. But all it would take is the smallest glimpse beneath the surface to see the rot festering beneath.”
I nodded absently, wondering just how far I should prod him for details. “From the way it treated non-humans, it sounds to me like there was already a rot in the Dominion.”
“You’re more right than you know,” Mosaad admitted. “Even as a young man I knew the Council was wrong. So were the Blademasters and the military and everyone else. It took many years, but I eventually came to accept that the Dominion I loved didn’t really exist…and perhaps it never did. Whatever the Seraph may or may not have been, her followers—our ancestors—quickly became every bit as brutal as their Tarreen slavers. Make no mistake, our empire was forged in blood and death.”
“Yet you still want to fight for it?”
“I fight for what it could be—for it what it should be,” Mosaad said. “For all the faults of the old Dominion, the Convectorate remains a far larger threat. The Tarreen won’t stop until they’ve subjugated every system from the Rim to the Core. We cannot fix the mistakes of the past until they are defeated. Your father never understood that. He didn’t want to understand that.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “You really hated him, didn’t you?”
Mosaad’s lip quivered almost imperceptibly. “I didn’t want to,” he said. “Your grandfather and I disagreed on many things, but I always respected him. Unfortunately, Falric was a very different man.”
“Raxyl hated him too, possibly even more than Admiral Ferron in some ways.” I pursed my lips. “It’s a strange sensation to live in the shadow of a man you never met. You probably see my father every time you look at me.”
Mosaad eyed me for a moment. “I did for a while after you told me,” he admitted. “So many old mysteries finally started to make sense. It was difficult to think about anything else, especially considering the nature of your powers.”
I cocked an eyebrow at him. “What do you mean?”
“Your father also possessed the gift of foresight,” Mosaad said. “He could have used it to help us plan our counterstrike and defeat the Tarreen, but instead he used it to sell out his own people.”
A shadow fell across his face before he glanced back up to me. “But you are not him, Cole. When I look at you, I see the son of a proud, fearless Wing of the Seraph who was betrayed by a coward and murdered by a monster. You are not responsible for your father’s mistakes…but you do have a chance to correct them. You could redeem your family’s legacy, Cole.”
“I’m not going back to Keledon, if that’s what you’re implying,” I told him. “I have no interest in—”
“You misunderstand me,” Mosaad said, waving his hand. “Forget Keledon and the Crystal Throne and the Seraphim Council. Forget everything. One hard truth I’ve learned over the years is that you can’t measure a revolution by the grandeur of its ideals, only by the strength of its victories. There are billions of people suffering out here in Far Rim and across the Convectorate.  The Seraph overthrew the Tarreen once, and we can do it again. But we need a win—any win—to lay the groundwork.”
“And you still think Nelphari is the first step.”
“I know it is the first step,” Mosaad said. “Just like I know that you will have our forces ready in time.”
I blinked. “Me?
“You’ve already proven your abilities as an instructor numerous times. Cobalt, Morningstar, Squeaker, and now Shandris…you obviously have a gift.”
I felt my cheeks flush with the heat of embarrassment. “I still don’t really think I’ve done much of anything,” I mumbled. “They already had the talent. All I had to do was—”
“Chip away the rough edges,” Mosaad said with a knowing smile. “I didn’t transform Kaveri into a warrior any more than you transformed Morningstar into a pilot. You just helped set them on the right path—ultimately, that’s what teaching is all about.”
I swallowed and glanced away. Compliments had always made me uncomfortable, doubly so when I didn’t believe I deserved them. I had to stumble around awkwardly for a few seconds before I reminded myself that I hadn’t just come here to reminiscence about my father or absorb praise. 
“Well, speaking of Kaveri,” I said, “she said the two of you were planning on boarding Ferron’s command ship while the rest of us fight.”
Mosaad nodded. “No matter how well we prepare, we will be outnumbered and outgunned. We will need to control the battlefield and exploit every possible advantage.”
“That’s all well and good, but do you seriously think the two of you can take over a whole battleship?”
“No,” he admitted. “But three of us can.”
I blinked. “Huh?”
He gestured his hand towards the small projector near his bed, and he telekinetically manipulated the controls until a small, three-dimensional hologram of the Nelphari shipyard materialized in the air. 
“Selorah claims she installed several backdoors in the Fury’s security systems before she left,” he said. “With her access codes, Kaveri and I should be able to board the ship and take control of the bridge. Combined with the Vantrax, that should give us more than enough firepower to overwhelm the shipyard’s shields.”
I pursed my lips as I watched the simulation play out on the projection. “I’d assumed she would be staying on the Vantrax to boost and repair its systems.”
“I wish we could spare her, but the others will just have to manage on their own,” Mosaad said. “Regardless, everything relies on our ability to distract and delay their fighter drones as long as possible. That is where you come in.”
“Twelve fighters against several dozen, plus the shipyard’s point-defense cannons,” I murmured. “That won’t be an easy task.”
“You can’t afford to get that close to the station. But with luck, you won’t need to.” Mosaad adjusted the projection, and I watched as six Valkyries winked into existence on the display. “Your squad will initiate the attack. Once you shift out of astral space, you will draw their drones as far away from the perimeter defenses as possible. A few minutes later, Seraph Squadron will shift in on the opposite side and strafe their unprotected flank.”
“What about the Vantrax?”
“Assuming Selorah can jury-rig an astral drive, it will shift in third. By then, Ferron and the Fury will have moved out of position. That should give our cannons a bit of time to soften up the enemy shields.”
“And when the Fury comes about to engage head-on, you and Kaveri try to storm aboard,” I reasoned, nibbling at my lip in thought. “It all seems fine in theory, but something is bound to go wrong.”
“I’m sure you’re familiar with the old cliché—few battle plans ever survive the first engagement. But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t have one.”
I nodded idly and studied the projection more carefully. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, he was probably right about the Fury. We were definitely going to need something to turn the tide, and neutralizing or stealing Ferron’s command ship even for a short time could make all the difference. Still, a part of me couldn’t help but wonder if this was more about revenge than strategy. Conveniently, this would put Mosaad in a perfect position to kill Admiral Ferron and avenge the ghosts of the past. 
But even if that is true, why do you care? Ferron killed your mother and thousands upon thousands of other people at Talasea. Raxyl wants him dead, too, probably just as much as Mosaad. If this works, it will be the perfect opportunity to kill a dozen birds with one stone. 
I grunted softly and crossed my arms over my chest. Perhaps that was why this was making me so uneasy. If the last few weeks had taught me anything, it’s that nothing ever worked out quite like I wanted it to…
“The other virtue of this particular plan is that it should limit your squad’s exposure to enemy fire,” Mosaad said into the silence. “At most, you’ll have to deal with whatever drones you initially draw out, and I suspect they’ll race back to defend the station once Seraph Squadron engages. At that point, all you’ll need to do is protect the Vantrax from potential bombers.”
“I think we can handle that,” I said. “Assuming I can teach Shandris how to dogfight in two days…”
“I have full confidence in your abilities,” Mosaad said with a grin, “especially now that Raxyl is willing to openly share his experiences with us. This will be a monumental day, Cole—I can think of no better way than to prove our intentions than to liberate this sector with the aid of so many non-humans.”
“Assuming we all survive, sure,” I muttered. “But I suppose you’re right.”
He clapped my on the shoulder. “Before you set out for more training, there is something I wanted to give you. I may not technically be an admiral or even a member of any real military, but this should still count for something.”
I reached out as he handed me a small insignia pin. At the center was a shimmering holographic image of a bird wreathed in flame. 
“Back during the civil war, an old friend of mine had plans to form a new squad of Valkyrie pilots who would ultimately rebuild the Wings of the Seraph,” Mosaad said. “It took a while, but I think her dream has finally been realized.”
“Phoenix Squadron,” I said, tracing my thumb along the insignia. “But we’re already part of Seraph Squadron.”
“The Seraphs are Blackstar’s squad. Phoenix Squadron is yours.” 
I opened my mouth but nothing came out. I had never been particularly big on sentiment, and in any objective sense this wasn’t a real promotion. We weren’t a real squad serving in a real military; we were just a bunch of exiles and vagabonds who were probably going to die in dramatic fashion soon. 
Still…for some reason, holding this stupid piece of metal felt right. 
“Congratulations, Phoenix Leader,” Mosaad said, offering me his hand. “Now get out there and whip your pilots into shape. We have a revolution to start.”
 
 
 
 



Interlude
 
Regdar
Dominion Core World
1093.5                         
 
“Citizens of the Dominion, I come before you today with a message of grave importance,” the voice of Emperor Falric said through the massive holo-projector at the center of the star port. “As you have undoubtedly heard, twenty hours ago the Convectorate embassy on Regdar was destroyed. This cowardly, shameful act was perpetrated by a handful of terrorists who seek to tear apart our blossoming alliance and throw the galaxy into yet another pointless war. They may call themselves the ‘Seraphim Covenant,’ but their actions prove them unworthy of the Seraph’s legacy. They are terrorists, pure and simple, and they will be hunted down and destroyed. On this, you have my word.”
“He’s scared,” Wynn Mosaad said, a dark smile tugging at his lips. “They can filter his voice through as many modulators as they want. I can feel his fear.”
“He knows we’re coming for him,” Natalya Vesh replied. “I’m surprise he hasn’t locked himself a bunker beneath the palace.”
“He still might before this is over.”
She nodded and pulled the cowl of her cloak more tightly around her face. “We shouldn’t linger. It’s only a matter of time before one of the facial recognition scanners identifies us.”
“You said you disabled them.”
“I did, but the repair mechs will fix them eventually. I’d rather not be standing here when that happens.”
Mosaad didn’t move. He couldn’t drag his eyes away from the projection. It had been ten long years since he’d stood before the Crystal Throne and held his blades at Falric’s throat, and to this day he still had nightmares about not killing this smug son of a bitch when he’d had the chance. Mosaad could have stopped this before it began. Falric’s death would have triggered a civil war, but at least the rest of the Blades would have survived…
“The Council is still in panic about Kalifax,” Grayson said from behind his other shoulder. “Last I heard, the riots have finally spread to the capital.”
Mosaad grinned again. “They’ll spread to other planets soon enough. Abolishing the Alien Assembly was a fatal mistake.”
“Before we get too proud of ourselves, those ‘aliens’ are just as likely to flee into the arms of the Convectorate as declare their independence,” Natalya said. 
“The Kali will never embrace the Vecs,” Mosaad said. “Neither will the Neyris or the Thursk.”
“But that doesn’t mean they’ll embrace us. Killing Falric’s thugs will only take us so far. We have to show them that everyone has a place in the New Dominion.”
Mosaad nodded. The frustration in Natalya’s voice was a pale shadow of the bitterness on her face. She hadn’t wanted to come to Regdar; she hadn’t wanted to come back to the Core Worlds at all. Her idea of revolution was waging a long, protracted propaganda campaign to change hearts and minds across the galaxy, and she had made significant inroads on several nearby planets. Until this trip, Mosaad hadn’t even seen her in almost two months. It was like they were fighting two completely different wars.
He appreciated her efforts, of course, but they simply didn’t have time to wait. There were too many people suffering on too many worlds. They needed to strike now while Falric and his sycophants were off-balance. 
“The more victories we achieve, the weaker Falric appears,” he said. “The weaker he appears, the more soldiers will flock to our banner. The people already know the armistice was a mistake. All they have to do is look around and see the Tarreen infesting their streets. We just need to give them a real alternative.”
Natalya didn’t reply, but she didn’t need to. The crease in her brow told him everything he needed to know. 
“I will follow wherever you lead, of course,” she whispered. “But we should go—soon. I will prep the ship for launch.”
She turned and darted across the starport. Grayson shook his head as he watched her disappear into the crowd. 
“You should keep an eye on that one,” he warned.
Mosaad sighed. “She’s just frustrated. I honestly thought a victory like this might help.”
“Every Kali in the galaxy could join us tomorrow and I doubt she would care,” Grayson said. “To be honest, I’ve never understood why you keep her around.”
“Because she’s right,” Mosaad told him pointedly. “Natalya and people like her are the future of the Dominion. At the end of the day, we have to convince aliens across the galaxy that we are a better choice than Falric or the Tarreen.”
Grayson grumbled under his breath but remained silent. Mosaad could sense the other man’s doubt; whatever else the admiral might have been, he was still a human raised in the ranks of the old guard. If not for Falric’s stunning betrayal at Talasea all those years ago, Grayson probably never would have questioned the human-centric ways of the Seraphim Council. 
And he wasn’t alone. The Dominion was still filled with men and women who were content bask in the “glory” of the old days without considering for a moment what those days were actually like—or who suffered during them. The Tarreen Hierarchy had rallied dozens of other governments to their side for very good reasons. 
But as those governments slowly came to their senses, the fault lines in the Convectorate would become more and more obvious. The Tarreen would suffer the same fate as the Seraphim. The Kreen, the Krosians, even the Velothi…all they needed was a better alternative. And before this civil war was over, Mosaad was going to give it to them. 
“Come on,” Mosaad said, taking a final glance at the projection. “We should get moving.”
 
 
 



Chapter Four
 
Maz Sepa
Varsellian Sector, Far Rim
1101.7
 
Our newly formed Phoenix Squadron was up in the air less than an hour later, and thankfully Shandris remembered all the basics even without me sitting behind her. Fighting was a lot different than just flying, however, and I could only hope she would pick up combat as quickly. 
“I gotta admit, I’m not sure I like the idea of you flying with us, Doc,” Morningstar said when we cleared low orbit and blasted into open space. 
“Worried your ego can’t take the hit if I’m better than you?” Shandris chided. 
“A little,” he admitted. “But really I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”
“Aw, how sweet…and patronizing,” Cobalt sneered. 
“Look, I’m a gentleman. I can’t help it if I’d rather not see the ladies get hurt.”
“You’ve never once said that about me.”
“Yeah, well, I don’t really consider you a ‘lady.’ We named you after a piece of metal for a reason.”
Cobalt sighed. “Can I ram him? Please?”
“Keep it in your pants, you two,” Squeaker muttered. “Seraph’s mercy, can I please swap into Blackstar’s squad?” 
“Maybe later,” I said, grinning despite myself. “But right now we have a lot of work to do. The battle plan calls for us to get and hold the attention of the shipyard’s fighter drones for as long as possible. That means dogfighting—and dogfighting means teamwork.”
“Wait, aren’t you the guy who routinely fucked over our sim scores because you were such a terrible wingman?” Cobalt asked. 
“Yes, but now he’s an emperor,” Morningstar said. “Honestly, Squadron Leader seems like a demotion by comparison.”
“That’s a good point, actually,” Squeaker admitted. “Master Mosaad really tricked you there, Outcast.”
Spectre sighed audibly over the com. “Perhaps we should concentrate on the matter at hand. The Convectorate fighter drones will find your banter even less amusing than I do.”
“That hurts,” Morningstar said. “Besides, we do actually need to come up with a new name for the Doc here. How about ‘Firestar?’”
“Definitely not,” Squeaker said. “We already have two ‘stars,’ and it’s confusing enough.”
“Good point. So how about ‘Red Dwarf,’ then?”
“How about I shrivel your cock with my mind?” Shandris grumbled. 
“Too late—it already wilted into dust when he wasn’t named squad leader,” Cobalt snarked. 
I grinned at the sound of their laughter. I knew where Raxyl was coming from—this really was serious, and we didn’t have any time to waste. But I also knew that morale was every bit as important as skill, and we weren’t going to get very far if we couldn’t trust one another. As long as we could focus when it counted, there was nothing wrong with blowing off a little steam. 
“I have a good one,” Cobalt said after a moment. “How about ‘Martyr?’”
“Mm, not bad,” Morningstar said. “What do you think, Doc?”
Shandris sighed. “I think I’d rather not be named after someone who sacrifices herself for a dubious cause.”
“It makes sense, though,” Squeaker said. “You heal people by absorbing their wounds and—”
“Yes, I got the reference, thanks,” Shandris said. “You never told me I’d have to get a silly name. I changed my mind—can I go back to the big ship now?”
“Nope,” I told her. “We’re going to break off into teams and practice some basic maneuvers. Morningstar, you’ll be with Squeaker; Cobalt, you’ll be with Spectrum.” I grinned. “Martyr, you’ll be with me.”
“I am so going to punish you for this later,” Shandris grumbled.
“Don’t encourage me,” I said. “Come on, let’s get started.”
The next several hours were a constant reminder that I was in way over my head as an instructor, yet somehow they were also a repeated validation of Master Mosaad’s advice. I didn’t need to hold their hands through every maneuver; they were smart, capable people who had already learned more by doing than I could ever teach them with words. 
Still, the words were occasionally useful, especially when they came from Spectre. He walked us through a bunch of tricks even I had never learned, and I honestly started to wonder just how much he had been holding out on me while flying the Gazack over the years. Shandris had the toughest time of the bunch; the ebb and flow of a dogfight just didn’t seem to click with her the same way as the others. Thankfully, she was more than willing to push herself until she learned. She had a serious competitive streak, which was probably why she fell into the “alpha female” role so easily whenever Kaveri was around.
Six hours later, we were back on Maz Sepa struggling not to puke our guts out from the psychic withdrawal, and a few hours after that we were back in space again. We repeated the process over and over until we were officially out of time. After one last night of rest, we were finally going to attack. 
And one way or another, the Wings of the Seraph would meet their destiny. 
While most of the others grabbed food from the galley before stumbling off to bed, I took a long, leisurely stroll across our base camp and watched our overworked maintenance drones struggle to get the Valkyries cleaned and ready on time. Barring a series of unprecedented miracles, there was no way in hell all of these pilots—my friends—would return from this mission. There was a good chance that none of us would return from this mission, if I was being honest with myself, but for once that grim thought didn’t make me want to flee. 
“I’ve thought a lot about what you said after we escaped the Heap,” I said into the shadows surrounding the landing strip. “You told me that the time for indecision and selfishness was over. You said that I finally needed to buckle down and pick a side.”
For a long moment, the only answer was the high-pitched beeping of the maintenance drones and the incessant hum of the encampment’s shield grid. But then a slender, vaguely serpentine figure emerged from the darkness just like I had known he would. 
“It is conceivable—though unlikely—that I was overly harsh in my analysis,” Raxyl said. 
I flashed him a wry smirk. “Is that the Kali version of an apology?”
“No.”
“Yeah, I didn’t think so.”
He silently sauntered over to his Valkyrie. “Regardless, I am pleased with the outcome.”
“You really think we have a chance?” I asked. 
“I have reviewed Selorah’s tactical analysis, and I am comfortable with her conclusions.”
I grunted softly. “But?”
An anxious orange shimmer rippled down his neck. “But I am experienced enough to know that expectations rarely conform to reality. Even if your clairvoyant abilities expand considerably, there is no means by which we can truly predict the future.”
“We could all shift into normal space and instantly get ‘vaped,” I said. “Or we could show up and torch the whole shipyard in ten minutes. Anything is possible.”
“Yes,” Raxyl replied, placing his hand against the fuselage. His scales rippled from an anxious orange to a mournful shade of red. 
“What is it?” I asked. 
He remained silent for almost a minute, his spindly fingers tracing down the length of the Valkyrie’s landing gear. “I was just thinking about your mother…and how much I wish she were here.”
I offered him a weary smile. “It sounds like she was a pretty amazing pilot. We could definitely use her help right about now.”
“That is not precisely what I meant,” Raxyl murmured. “Over the years, I have often wondered whether she would approve of certain decisions I made in regards to her son.”
“From what I can tell, you’ve always done what you had to. And at the end day, I am still here.”
His scales slowly shifted black. “She would be proud to see you flying a Valkyrie.”
“I’d certainly like to think so.”
“But I suspect she would be even prouder of the company you have chosen to keep.”
I cocked an eyebrow and glanced around the encampment. “A bunch of rogues and exiles driven into hiding by the Spiders?”
“Humans and non-humans united in a common cause against the Tarreen,” he said. “And you are part of a newer, better version of the Wings she so desperately wanted to change.”
I stepped close enough that I could place my hand on his shoulder. Kali weren’t big on physical contact, but I couldn’t shake the habit. Besides, he knew what I was trying to convey.  
“Whatever happens tomorrow, you kept your promise,” I murmured. “Without you, I never…well, I definitely wouldn’t be here.”
“That is something of a tautology, considering that I am the one who brought you to the Rim in the first place.”
I groaned. “You know what I mean.”
“Perhaps.” Raxyl slowly swiveled around to face me. Kali didn’t have tear ducts, but his yellow eyes seemed a larger than normal. “Does that mean you have forgiven me?”
“No.”
A thoughtful black smear rippled across his scales, and I held a stony expression for almost ten seconds before I cracked into a chuckle. 
“Your sense of humor remains a galactic enigma,” Raxyl replied mildly.
“Yeah, well, we all have our burdens.” I held his gaze for a long moment before my smile slowly faded. “I don’t know if forgiveness is the right word, but I do at least understand why you did what you did.”
A red shimmer rippled across his neck. “I suppose that will have to be enough.”
I squeezed his shoulder one last time before I turned away. “Well, I should probably try and get some sleep before the apocalypse. I’d suggest you do the same, but I know we’re a bit early for your next hibernation cycle. What are you going to do, wander around alone all night?”
“I will busy myself by making final repairs and calibrating the weapon systems on the Vantrax.”
“The fun never ends with you, does it?”
“Good night, Cole,” Raxyl said. 
I smiled. “Good night, buddy.”
 
***
 
I half-walked, half-stumbled back to my cabin in the Gazack, and I honestly wondered if I’d even have the strength to pull my jacket off before I collapsed on the bed. I almost jumped out of my boots when I found Shandris waiting for me in the corridor. The last time I’d seen her she had been lumbering off towards her own quarters on the Vantrax. 
“There you are,” she said, sauntering over and planting a soft kiss on my lips. “I thought you told everyone to get some sleep an hour ago.”
“I did, and you were supposed to listen,” I chided, sliding my hand around her waist. She looked ready for bed—she had already stripped down to her adorable fuzzy white pajamas. “Why aren’t you in your quarters?”
“I got lonely,” Shandris said with a coy smirk. “Besides, this seemed like the perfect time for you to teach your ‘students’ one final lesson.”
I frowned. “Lesson? There’s no way in hell I’m going back up on the Valkyrie before—”
“Stars, you can be daft sometimes,” she interrupted with a soft smack on my arm. “Come on, I suppose I’ll have to show you.”
She took my hand and dragged me through the ship’s narrow corridors. I was so tired that my head felt like it was full of fog, and I was actually a tiny bit annoyed that she was even here. For once, I really just wanted to lie down and sleep. 
But then she opened the door to my cabin, and all my fatigue was promptly washed away. 
“Since Selorah hasn’t been around that long, K and I thought we should probably teach her a few things while we had the chance,” Shandris said, sliding around behind me and breathing softly in my ear. “What do you think?
I opened my mouth but nothing came out. Kaveri and Selorah were already on the bed. The former was stark naked, while the latter was still clad in her blue uniform. They were kissing each other as deeply and sensuously as a pair of long-lost lovers, and they didn’t even flinch at the hiss of the door opening. 
“I tried to tell you before,” Shandris whispered as her hand slid around my waist and settled on my belt. “Everyone likes girls…”
I didn’t argue the point. I didn’t do much of anything besides stand there, stiff and slack-jawed, as the woman who was destined to be my wife made out with the woman who was destined to be my concubine. Meanwhile, the woman who wasn’t destined to be either slowly unbuckled my belt and nibbled hungrily at my neck. 
Maybe a little imperial privilege isn’t such a bad thing after all…
I moaned and bit down on my lip when Shandris’s left hand slithered beneath my belt. Her scorching fingers gently massaged my swollen shaft, and by the time the other girls separated I was already on the verge of bursting all over them. 
“You see what I mean?” Kaveri asked. 
“Yes,” Selorah replied breathlessly. Her tongue experimentally flicked across her purple lips. “I shall integrate that technique into my routine.”
Kaveri snickered as she turned to face me, her blue eyes glinting seductively. “You never want to have a ‘routine.’ It’s important to add new variables to the mix. Isn’t that right, Your Majesty?”
“Uh…yeah,” I rasped. “Change is, uh…change is good.”
Shandris actually laughed in my ear as she helped me pull off my jacket and undershirt with her free hand. I didn’t even see her remove her own top, but then I suddenly felt the sweltering heat of her bare breasts against my back.
“Selorah here is a smart girl, but she’s not very experienced,” the Kreen said. “We figured we could help her integrate into the, um…squad.”
“I am eager to learn,” Selorah said. “How shall I begin?”
Kaveri gently ran her fingers through the other woman’s blonde hair. “Lesson number one: being on your knees is never a bad place to start.”
Selorah nodded and slid off the bed. She knelt directly in front of me, her green eyes never leaving mine. “This sight is appealing to you?”
“Of course it is, honey,” Shandris said with a snort. “Men love anything that makes them feel powerful.”
I clenched my teeth and continued trying to hold back. Shandris wasn’t wrong; if she had actually been stroking me full-tilt, I never would have been able to resist the urge to unload all over Selorah’s sweet, upturned face. She always looked so innocent…
“Now, go ahead and let him out,” Kaveri instructed, kneeling directly behind Selorah. “Take it slowly, and always keep your eyes on his if you can.”
“I understand,” Selorah said, reaching up and opening my zipper. Shandris withdrew her fingers an instant before my cock burst free, but I still almost exploded when Selorah brought her lips within a centimeter of the swollen tip. 
“I hope your Spider training taught you to be careful when there’s a loaded gun pointed right at your face,” Shandris teased as she dragged her fingernail up and down the shaft. “Especially if you just did your makeup.”
Selorah shrugged. “I am not frightened. In many cultures, such an act is considered quite arousing. I am intrigued by the prospect.”
“Hah!” Shandris snorted. “Can you believe that? I think she just invited you to paint her pretty little face!”
I bit down on my lip. I couldn’t believe how much I wanted to give in—I couldn’t believe how much I wanted to ruin her pristine, perfectly made-up face. But apparently Kaveri had other ideas first. 
“Let’s start with the tip,” Kaveri coached from behind. “Use your tongue just like we talked about earlier.”
“Very well,” Selorah said, parting her lips and gently dragging her tongue across the swollen tip. I groaned in delight, and I honestly wasn’t sure how long I could hold out. We had been training so hard these past few days we hadn’t had time for any genuine relief…
“Not yet,” Shandris chided softly in my ear. Her left hand combed across my chest until her fingernails dug in above my heart. I could feel her reaching out with her powers and taking subtle control of my body; she wasn’t going to let me finish even if I wanted to. 
“Good girl,” Kaveri said, her tendrils twitching excitedly. “Watch his face and feel his pulse; let them act as your guide. And remember, if you’re in a hurry you can always just swallow him whole.”
Selorah ran her tongue over my slit one last time before she nodded. “Like you did before we boarded the Heap.”
“Yes, exactly. Sometimes surprise is your best weapon. Men love to be worshipped, but sometimes all they really want is to fuck your mouth like a cunt.”
“This one definitely loves that,” Shandris said, snickering. Her tits were so hot on my back it was making me sweat again. 
“Shall I swallow him now, then?” Selorah asked.
Kaveri nodded. “Definitely. Look at his eyes—he’s dying to feel the back of your throat.”
Selorah locked her eyes upon me again as she sensuously wrapped her lips around the tip. Kaveri helpfully placed her hand on the back of the other woman’s head and began to push me in deeper— 
“Wait,” Shandris said. “You’re forgetting one of the most important rules. Remember what I said about men and power?”
Selorah leaned back on her haunches. “Yes.”
“Well, never suck a man’s dick unless he can see your tits. It’s another great way to demonstrate your total submission.”
“Good point,” Kaveri said approvingly. “Here, I’ll help…”
The Velothi hurriedly unbuttoned Selorah’s uniform, and I actually gasped when her plump, pale breasts suddenly burst free. I could already imagine my cock effortlessly sliding between them…
“See how much he likes it?” Shandris teased as she pressed her own breasts harder against my back. “Now, get back to work and show him what you can do.”
Selorah nodded. “Yes, mistress.”
Mistress. The word made Shandris even hotter than it made me; I could actually feel the delighted tingle shudder through her body. Maybe that was the answer. Selorah was destined to be my wife, Kaveri was destined to be my concubine, and Shandris was destined to be the mistress who kept them both in line…
“Oh, shit,” I breathed when Selorah swallowed the tip again.
“Pace yourself,” Shandris warned, digging her fingernails even deeper into my chest. “She doesn’t get to taste you just yet.”
I wanted to clutch the sides of Selorah’s head and take control, but Kaveri was intent on doing it for me. Bracing one of her hands on my ass and the other on the back of Selorah’s head, she eased my cock in deeper and deeper. 
“Relax your throat just like I taught you,” the Succubus ordered. She was nibbling on her tendrils in excitement, and I caught a quick glimpse of her tail gently massaging her own quim. “Don’t panic—I’m sure you can take it all…”
I could tell that Selorah was overwhelmed…but I could also tell she wasn’t about to give up. Just like when she was madly working on the Vantrax, this was just another puzzle she was determined to solve…
And she did. 
“Fuck!” I gasped once her lips had completely enveloped me. I could see the pride in her green eyes, and I desperately wanted to reward her efforts. 
“You love this, don’t you?” Shandris teased. “Having your own little harem to satisfy your every need…”
My cock throbbed uncontrollably, but she refused to let me spill. She had taken almost total control of my body at this point, and I made a mental note to punish her for it later. She had no idea what she was getting herself into…
Selorah finally leaned away to catch her breath, but Kaveri didn’t give her much of a break—the Velothi pushed Selorah’s head back down after only a few seconds, and soon I was fucking her virgin face in earnest. I watched, paralyzed in pleasure, as my cock disappeared through her lips over and over again…
“I can’t hold him back much longer,” Shandris warned. “You ready, sweetheart?”
Somehow, Selorah managed to nod in between wild thrusts. Her eyes were still locked on mine. 
“All right…open wide for him!”
With Kaveri’s help, Selorah promptly sank back on her haunches, opened her mouth, and stretched out her tongue. Shandris shifted her hand from my chest to my cock.
“Give it to her,” she said, biting my earlobe. “Make her yours.”
“Oh, shit!”
I threw back my head and exploded. The first spurt splattered right across Selorah’s nose and forehead, but she didn’t even flinch. She sat calmly in place, still and eager, as volley after volley sprayed her nose, cheeks, and lips. I was so exhausted by the time my cock finally fell silent that I probably would have fallen over on the bed without Shandris holding me up.
“Stars, she is beautiful,” Shandris breathed, and once again I felt a tingle of delight shudder through her body as she studied my handiwork. Selorah was barely recognizable; thick, gooey strands of seed dangled from every part of her face, and some had even fallen to her tits. 
“Good boy,” Kaveri said with a wink. 
“Yes, but she was an even better girl,” Shandris purred as her fingers squeezed the last few drops from the tip. 
“Definitely,” Kaveri agreed as she began scooping up the strands with her fingers and tendrils. “But we shouldn’t let a royal offering go to waste.”
I stood there, stunned and speechless, as she eagerly cleaned up my mess. Watching her work was almost enough to get me hard again, especially when she began kissing Selorah and sharing her bounty…
“I suppose I should get you ready for the next lesson,” Shandris said, stroking me harder. “Be a good boy and relax for your doctor.”
I nibbled at my lower lip as her power washed over me. The sensation remained completely unique; it was like being dipped in warm water while simultaneously standing far too close to an open plasma conduit. My skin tingled, my hair bristled, and my cock swelled in her palm. After a few more seconds I was so thoroughly rejuvenated I felt like I hadn’t spilled in days. 
“There we go,” Shandris cooed. “Feel better?”
I moaned and nodded. With the proper motivation, I had no doubt that I could conjure an offering every bit as copious as the one still clinging to Selorah’s face. If history was any guide, Shandis wouldn’t be satisfied until I had finished at least three or four times. It was going to be a long night. 
A long, glorious, messy night. 
“I really want to taste you again,” she whispered into my ear. “But I don’t think Selorah would learn much that way.”
“That’s all right,” I squeaked, imagining all three girls on their knees in front of me. The thought of them all looking up at me like hungry chicks waiting for a meal was almost enough to make me explode again. “I, uh…I don’t mind.”
Shandris snickered. “Maybe later. The night is young, even on this gloomy planet. We’ll just have to think of something else to try first…”
I moaned again as she continued stroking me slowly, and I marveled at how quickly and thoroughly Kaveri had licked Selorah clean. The Velothi’s tendrils flailed about, scooping up what her tongue couldn’t. Selorah didn’t mind in the least; she was practically paralyzed with pleasure thanks to the blue tail sliding in and out of her quim. 
“You’re going to give the poor girl a seizure,” Shandris teased.
“She’s almost there…” Kaveri said. The sheer intensity of her luminescent eyes was almost disturbing; they glinted hungrily as her tail thrust in deeper and deeper. I had seen that same eager, expectant face dozens of times while she brought me off with her lips and tendrils, and I never got tired of it. How could I? How could anyone?
“Oh!” Selorah squeaked, her normally cool, formal voice cracking up an octave as a climax shuddered through her. Kaveri smiled and licked at her lips as if she were feeding off the other woman’s pleasure somehow. 
She’s a telepathic Succubus. She probably is feeding off this somehow. Stars, that is so fucking hot…
“Easy,” Shandris scolded, squeezing the base of my throbbing stem. “Just because I reloaded the clip doesn’t mean I want you to fire just yet.”
I was seriously tempted to throw her onto the floor and shove my cock down her throat, lesson be damned. But she was obviously getting off on playing harem mistress, and I didn’t want to spoil her fun…yet. 
As she said, the night was young. 
“That…” Selorah blubbered, her purple shadowed eyelids fluttering. “That was…”
“Just the beginning,” Kaveri said, smiling. After licking off the glistening tip of her tail, she kissed Selorah again. Their bodies practically melted into one, and the sight of their tits mushing together almost pushed me over the edge again…
“All right, the break is over,” Shandris said. “Time for something a little more…advanced.”
Kaveri slowly pulled her lips from Selorah, smiled, and glanced up to us expectantly. “What did you have in mind, mistress?”
Shandris pointed at the floor. “Bend over and get that beautiful blue ass of yours up in the air.”
Kaveri obediently spun around, sank down on all fours, and arched her back. “Like this, mistress?”
“Almost.” Shandris kissed my cheek. “Stay here while I get her ready for you.”
After stroking me one final time, she leaned off to the side and rifled through a bag in the corner of the room. I had no idea what she was looking for, but a moment later I felt something brush my cock again. Kaveri was smiling back at me impishly, her tail slowly curling around my shaft…
“No cheating!” Shandris scolded. “Just for that, I’m going to make these extra tight.”
I blinked in surprise when I saw her holding a set of magnetic cuffs. “Where did you—?”
“I was out shopping for several days,” she said, smacking Kaveri on the ass. “Looking at starship parts got boring after a while, so I took a few detours.”
I grinned as I watched her roughly pull Kaveri’s arms back and cuff her wrists to her ankles. An hour ago, she had probably been trashing holographic training drones by the dozens, but now…now she was so completely, utterly helpless she couldn’t even hold herself upright. The thought made my cock throb in anticipation.
“The Emperor’s concubine should know her place,” Shandris said, producing yet another toy from her bag. This one was a slave collar we had while infiltrating the Heap. She promptly fastened it around Kaveri’s neck and handed me the leash. “You should make her wear this whenever she’s not on duty. I’ll gladly hold onto it if you are occupied…”
I took the leather strap and snickered. Shandris was so hot I could actually see her knees trembling; she was really, really enjoying her new role. Unsurprisingly, Kaveri was too—her slit was so sodden it was practically sparkling in the light. And Selorah…
Well, she was watching us so intently I could only imagine how thoroughly her cybernetic brain was cataloguing every word and move. But the most surprising part was that one of her hands was busy massaging her own quim.
 “I do not understand,” she said, shaking her head. “Do you expect Kaveri to attempt escape?”
Shandris snickered. “Of course not, sweetheart, but that’s not the point. Always remember what I said earlier: men love anything that makes them feel powerful. And there’s nothing quite as dominating as fucking a hogtied girl in the ass.”
Tugging on the leash, I leaned forward and nudged the tip of my cock against Kaveri’s nether entrance. I grit my teeth in anticipation, and I almost wished that Shandris’s powers weren’t quite so effective. I had no idea how long I would be able to hold out…
“Your concubine is ready for you, my lord,” Shandris said, her tongue rolling seductively across her lips. “Her body is yours.”
Bracing my hands on Kaveri’s hips, I began to slowly push inside. Her tail began wiggling in anticipation, and it seized up entirely once I began thrusting in earnest. Her glowing eyes rolled back in her head as she whimpered in delight.  
“Harder,” she begged. “Deeper!”
I happily obliged her one tight, smoldering centimeter at a time. It didn’t take long before I was slamming into her full tilt, one hand on the leash and the other clutching one of her horns. The grip of her ass was so tight and so hot I barely even noticed Shandris sliding behind Selorah and massaging her tits. 
“Stars, you are adorable,” she breathed into the other woman’s ear. “One of these days I’m going to slap that collar on you and eat you up…”
“I calculate a high probability that I would enjoy that,” Selorah said.
Shandris grinned. “Just ‘high?’ I figured you could give me the odds to the decimal place.”
“I would, but…” She bit down on her lip when Shandris leaned down to suckle on her nipple. “I appear to be having difficulty concentrating.”
The Kreen giggled softly. “Well, you had better focus. This lesson is for you, after all.”
Selorah nodded and returned to watching me relentlessly pound Kaveri’s ass. It was something of a minor miracle that I’d lasted this long, and I knew I couldn’t hold out much longer. 
“Interesting,” Selorah breathed. “He draws as much pleasure from this as vaginal intercourse?”
 “More, sometimes,” Shandris said, her amber eyes and red lips still locked on the other woman’s ample breasts. 
“I did not realize this,” Selorah said. “Perhaps he should take me this way.”
“In time, sweetheart, in time,” Shandris replied with a wicked grin. “Just remember that K here isn’t built quite the same way we are. You’ll need a bit more…preparation…before he takes you this way. Thankfully, that’s all part of the fun.”
Selorah nodded. “He is about to finish.”
“I think you’re right,” Shandris said. “We should get ready for him. Come on.”
She dragged Selorah along with her as they scuttled in front of Kaveri. At Shandris’s order, Selorah leaned back and spread her legs so Kaveri could properly lick her quim. The Succubus instantly started to feast, while at the same time Shandris continued suckling on Selorah’s nipples. 
The sight of all three girls together was all it took to push me over the edge. Jerking back on the leash, I roared in triumph and pulled out at the last possible instant. I exploded so powerfully the first jet of seed streaked all the way over Kaveri and onto Selorah’s tits, while the second still had enough strength to splatter Shandris’s cheek. The rest thoroughly painted Kaveri’s back from her ass to her neck.  
I slumped over when I finished, as drained as I had ever been. The girls quickly set to work cleaning up the mess, and deep down I knew that this should have been the end of it. If we’d had a milliliter of sense between us we would have cleaned up, cuddled, and tried to get some sleep. But apparently even Selorah’s programming wasn’t that much of a buzzkill.
“I think we still have time for a few more lessons,” Shandris said as she crawled over to me and clutched my arm. “What do you think, Your Majesty?”
I swallowed as she linked our nervous systems and began to rejuvenate me once more. “What I think,” I whispered, “is that there’s never been a better time to cram for a test.”
She grinned and kissed me on the lips. “I couldn’t agree more.”
 
 
 



Interlude
 
Keledon
Dominion Throne World
1097.3
 
“The Damadus is making a run for it. The Liberator and the Crucible are attempting to block her escape, but they won’t be able to absorb that kind of firepower forever. It’s now or never, old friend.”
“Understood,” Wynn Mosaad said. “We’re already on our way in.”
Clutching the Banshee’s flight stick, he looped up around the enormous bulk of the Covenant command ship and looked out upon the sprawling battlefield. The canopy flashed with pulse and plasma fire, and the Banshee’s sensors were streaming a never-ending barrage of proximity warnings into his mind. Mosaad had fought in hundreds of ground battles in his lifetime, and out of necessity he had learned to fight plenty of space battles over the last ten years as well. But nothing could have possibly prepared him for this. 
They had caught Falric completely off-guard. With the bulk of the Dominion fleet still deployed along the Praxian border, Keledon’s defenses were weaker than they had ever been. There were still fifty warships orbiting the planet, of course, not to mention the dozens of orbital weapons platforms and thousands of starfighters. Combined with the Covenant fleet, this was easily the largest engagement the galaxy had seen in a generation. 
By the time the battle was over, Falric the betrayer would be dead…and the Old Dominion would die a long overdue death with him.
“There’s an opening,” Natalya said pointing at the HUD from the co-pilot’s seat. “We’ll need all the speed we can muster.”
Mosaad nodded. “Then here we go.”
He punched the throttle, and the Banshee began draining power from both their minds as it surged through the withering crossfire. He felt a flash of heat on his cheeks whenever their shields absorbed a blast, and he winced every time. He couldn’t understand how the Wings of the Seraph ever got used to this madness…
“Incoming fighters!” Grayson warned. “My boys will keep them off you as long as they can.”
“Roger that,” Mosaad said. “For the Seraph!”
He twisted the Banshee into a tight spiral as more and more psionic cannon fire flashed all around him. Their shields absorbed enough hits that his skin actually started to burn, but he grit his teeth and forced himself to endure the pain. Between he and Natalya, they easily had more than enough power to fight through this. That was the whole reason he had chosen the Banshee over a Valkyrie in the first place…
“You aren’t getting away from us this time, you bastard,” Natalya hissed. 
Mosaad grinned. Falric’s command ship—the Damadus—was desperately trying to flee the system, but every time the massive battlecruiser tried to shift to astral space one of the Covenant ships would box them in and disrupt their drive matrix. Still, the Liberator and the Crucible couldn’t take this kind of punishment forever; even now the Damadus was pounding them with a relentless broadside. Mosaad knew they only had a few minutes to get aboard and do what needed to be done. 
 
As he spiraled closer and closer to the enormous battlecruiser, he squeezed the trigger and unleashed a staggered salvo at the point-defense cannons festooned around the main hangar. One by one he shredded them to pieces, and the gunners on the Liberator and the Crucible shifted their aim to cover him just like they had planned. Mosaad clenched his teeth and rolled the Banshee onto its side to slip through the hangar doors…
They barely made it in time. The Banshee shot through the blue containment field sealing off the hangar from the vacuum, and he unleashed another barrage at the hapless mechs and fighter drones inside, blasting them all to smoldering bits. By the time he landed, the fire suppression systems had begun dousing the deck in foam. 
“We don’t have much time,” he said, tearing off his helmet. 
Natalya nodded crisply as she disconnected herself from the ship. “I am ready for anything.”
Moving in near unison, they popped open the canopy, vaulted out of the oversized fighter, and summoned their blazing blue psionic swords. When a squad of security mechs stormed through the wall of smoke and foam to try and stop the intruders, Mosaad telekinetically hurled a large chunk of still-smoldering wreckage at them, crushing them flat where they stood. A second squad burst through a different door a second later, and Natalya pounced right in between them and scythed them down like grass. The emperor could send a thousand more if he wanted—nothing was going to keep them from reaching the bridge. 
Nothing was going to stop the Blades of the Seraph from claiming their vengeance. 
And nothing did. After dispatching a few more squads in the ship’s narrow corridors, Mosaad and Natalya carved their way into one of the maintenance tubes and telekinetically hoisted one another up to the command deck. Given the intensity of the battle raging outside—and given the chaos they had undoubtedly sowed by blasting their way onto the ship—Falric’s defenders were predictably disorganized. The coward wouldn’t even have the chance to recall them to the bridge in time.
“As one,” Mosaad said, stabbing his psi-blade into the reinforced double door protecting the bridge. Natalya thrust her sword in a fraction of a second later, and between the two of them they sliced through the metal as easily as a high-powered laser drill. Once the carved slab fell forward, Mosaad rushed inside, fully prepared to fight off another squad of mechs or even soldiers. 
But the bridge was almost completely empty. 
“You’re late,” a familiar voice called out from the captain’s chair up on the elevated command deck. “I expected you several minutes ago.”
Mosaad frowned. Like all Omega-class battlecruisers, the Damadus had an enormous, sprawling bridge that looked more like an interstellar amphitheater than the control center of a starship. The walls were completely translucent; it looked like they could walk a few steps in any direction and float out into the vacuum. The command deck itself was essentially a giant saucer suspended above an enormous crystalline pit. Mosaad could feel the psionic energy coursing through the stones, and he could hear the telepathic echoes of the Synesthetes controlling the ship. They had a kaleidoscopic view of the battle raging around them, and it was genuinely difficult to focus on anything besides the starfighters and energy bolts whipping past them. 
But despite all the distractions, he pointed towards the steps and forced himself to focus. He and Natalya slowly ascended to the command deck, their psionic blades humming in anticipation as the captain’s chair slowly pivoted around to face them. Emperor Falric was sitting there calmly, the tips of his fingers idly tapping the armrest. His flowing blue cape was sprawled out around him, and the tassels of his white-gold uniform glinted in the bright light. 
“It’s over, Falric,” Mosaad said, pointing his psi-blade at the other man’s chest. 
The Emperor smiled. “Be honest: how long have you been waiting for this moment, Wynn? How long have you dreamt about standing here with your sword at my throat?”
“Too long. Now order your forces to surrender. No more lives need to be lost today.”
“Spoken by the man who gleefully started a civil war,” Falric said. “Spoken by the man whose pride and arrogance have gotten millions of loyal Dominion citizens killed.” 
“They died to save the Dominion from monsters like you,” Natalya spat. “Surrender!”
Falric scoffed. “How utterly, predictably self-righteous. You honestly have no idea how much damage you’ve caused, do you? Look around, Wynn! The Dominion fleet is in tatters. The Wings of the Seraph are nearly extinct. Even if we stopped the fighting now, it’s already too late. Your ‘revolution’ has cost us any chance of rebuilding and stopping the Convectorate.”
“As if you ever cared about that,” Mosaad muttered. “I can still hear the ghosts of Talasea crying out for vengeance!”
Falric continued glaring at him for a long moment, his head slowly shaking in contempt. “I always knew your arrogance was boundless, but destroying your own people just to sate your thirst for petty vengeance….”
“He’s stalling,” Natalya said, shaping a second blade in her free hand. “We need to finish this. If he won’t surrender—”
“You’ll just kill me, is that it?” Falric asked. “Two Blades of the Seraph assassinating their rightful emperor…well, at least this time you’ll strike the killing blow yourselves. You didn’t give my father that luxury.”
“Enough!” Mosaad growled, thrusting his sword forward until it was barely a centimeter from the other man’s throat. “This is your last chance, Falric: surrender!”
“There are times I wish I were a stronger telepath,” Falric said. “I would love to hear whatever nonsense is rattling around your brain. What do you expect to happen once you kill me? Do you think the people of Keledon or Eladrell or Regdar will bow to a usurper? Do you seriously believe the people of the Dominion will follow a washed-up Blade and his filthy mongrel of a concubine?”
Mosaad thrust out his free hand and clutched Falric’s body in a telekinetic grip so tight the younger man actually wheezed as the air vacated his lungs. “I expected you to finally see reason,” Mosaad growled. “I expected you to finally do the right thing for your people!”
Falric’s lips curled into a dark, twisted smile. “I already did.”
Mosaad frowned for a second before a flicker of movement from the translucent window drew his attention. He risked a quick glance back over his shoulder…
And his mouth fell open. Tiny flashes of light lit up the sprawling starscape as ship after ship suddenly emerged from hyperspace. At first Mosaad thought Falric must have somehow called in reinforcements, but it only took a moment to realize that the ships didn’t belong to the Dominion. 
They belonged to the Convectorate.
“No…” Natalya rasped. “No, it can’t be…”
Mosaad’s hands balled into fists, and his blade dissipated into mist. The incoming fleet was enormous. Destroyers, frigates, and even battleships charged right into the Covenant lines, plasma bolts streaming from their cannons and fighters spewing forth from their hangars. Admiral Grayson’s command ship was already valiantly coming about to try and fend off the newcomers, but he and all the rest of his ships were hopelessly out of position…and hopelessly outnumbered. 
“Seraph have mercy,” Mosaad whispered. “What have you done?”
“I have saved our people from the abyss—again,” Falric said pointedly. 
“By allying with the Tarreen? Have you gone completely mad?”
“On the contrary, I am apparently the only one willing or able to see reason,” Falric said. “The Hierarchy doesn’t want a second war any more than I do, and they know that’s exactly what will happen if your ‘Covenant’ prevails. They are investing in the future…and so am I.”
Mosaad glanced down at his holopad, but the com was being jammed. He couldn’t signal Grayson and tell him to withdraw…not that it would have been possible anyway. The Covenant had committed everything to this assault. They had known all along that there would be no retreat and no surrender.
Instead, there would be another Talasea.
“You son of a bitch!” Mosaad hissed, igniting his psi-blade again. “I should have killed you a long time ago!”
Rearing back, he slashed straight down at Falric’s head…and watched in horror as his blade inexplicably carved through an empty chair. 
“You still don’t get it, do you?”
Mosaad whirled around. Somehow, Falric was standing on the opposite side of the bridge, his hands calmly dangling at his sides. 
“I am not the man you humiliated in the throne room all those years ago,” Falric said. “I have mastered techniques the other Seraphim thought lost forever.”
“How…?” Natalya whispered, reflexively clutching her sword in both hands. “Is he some kind of hologram?”
“No,” Mosaad said, grimacing. “He’s a clairvoyant.”
She shook her head. “I don’t understand.”
“Of course you don’t,” Falric sneered. “You are not Seraphim, not really. You are a mongrel riding on the coattails of superior genes.”
Mosaad scowled. “No Seraphim clairvoyant has been able to manipulate time for a generation, not even his father.”
“If he could, he would still be alive,” Falric said. “Your Blades wouldn’t have had the chance to fail him.”
Mosaad dragged his eyes back to the viewport, and his stomach clenched when he saw even more Tarreen ships entering the system. Unless he could figure out a way to end this—unless he could kill Falric and somehow convince his forces to withdraw or surrender—then the Covenant was doomed. And he refused to let that happen.
“I don’t care what powers you think you’ve learned,” Mosaad said, hoisting his blade into a ready position. “I will not allow you to destroy the Dominion. Not again!”
He rushed forward again, faster this time, and he swept his blade in a wider arc to make it even harder for Falric to get away. But this time, the other man didn’t move; he stood there still and stoic as if baiting Mosaad to try and harm him. And then, a fraction of a second before the burning sword cut him in half, Falric’s hand moved at lightning speed…and conjured a psionic blade of its own. 
The weapons clashed and unleashed a telekinetic shockwave so powerful Mosaad flew backwards several meters. Natalya skidded across the command deck and smashed into a control console hard enough the plastic actually cracked. 
“How…?” Mosaad whispered, staring at the brilliant beam of energy stretching from Falric’s fingers. “Only the Blades—”
“The Blades serve the Emperor,” Falric snarled. “Or they did, until you betrayed your oath.”
Mosaad grimaced, wondering who in the hell could have possibly taught him how to shape a psi-blade. The technique was a closely-guarded secret; even the Seraphim Councilors didn’t know it. Still, there was a difference between shaping a weapon and actually wielding it, and Mosaad couldn’t imagine a spoiled brat like Falric having the patience to learn swordsmanship…
“You have already lost, old friend,” Falric said, lifting his sword in a mock salute. The blue-white beam of energy didn’t look entirely stable; sparks of energy dripped from the blade like flaming rags from a torch. “I can see the future while you are trapped in the past!”
“We’ll take him together,” Mosaad said as Natalya returned to his feet. “He can’t escape us both.”
She nodded and clenched her teeth. “As one!”
They attacked. After hundreds of skirmishes across dozens of battlefields, Mosaad knew her movements nearly as well as her own. Even without actively using his telepathy, he could sense her thrusts and her feints, her parries and ripostes. And it only took a few moments to realize that his earlier theory had been right—Falric could shape a psi-blade, but he was no swordsman. He flailed about like a child with a holographic toy, and given remotely fair circumstances Mosaad would have killed him in five seconds flat. 
But the circumstances were anything but fair. The Emperor moved with blinding speed; even with his poor form he had no trouble intercepting and deflecting every attack. Mosaad and Natalya pressed their advantage as aggressively as they could, hoping to tire him out, but Falric gained more confidence with each passing second. He eventually began to outpace them, and amidst a frantic flurry of swipes and thrusts he backhanded Natalya across the face with his free hand, knocking her to the deck. 
Without her aid, Mosaad quickly found himself on the defensive. He parried a wild slash aimed at his head and barely turned aside a thrust for his heart, but the wild, desperate movements left him out of position. The tip of Falric’s sword burned through Mosaad’s leg armor, and he screeched in pain and stumbled away. 
“I warned you,” Falric said, panting. “I am not the child you remember, and I will not allow you to destroy the Dominion with your arrogant pride…or pollute it with your wretched alien filth.”
Mosaad braced himself against the closest console. The searing agony in his thigh spread down his whole leg as if he had just stepped in lava. He was normally disciplined enough to ignore almost anything, but this…he could barely concentrate enough to sustain his psi-blade. 
Natalya was in better shape, if only just. Blood streamed down her lips and chin; Falric must have shattered her nose outright. Still, at least she could stand upright…
“Your Covenant will die a final, brutal death,” Falric taunted. “Every traitor who stood against his emperor will be executed, and the Dominion will finally be whole once again!”
“With a Tarreen claw at its throat!” Mosaad snarled. “The Hierarchy won’t stop with the Covenant fleet. They will destroy every Dominion ship in the galaxy!”
Falric shook his head. “You forget that I am the one who can see the future—I am the one who has the foresight to rule. And one day soon, I will be the one who leads the Seraphim to vengeance!”
“You have no idea what the Tarreen are really like,” Natalya said, wiping the blood from her face with the back of her gauntlet. “The instant you let them set foot on Keledon you sealed your people’s fate. They will brutalize and ravage this world in ways you can’t even imagine.”
“Humans are not Subari,” Falric sneered. “We will never submit to the Tarreen or any other degenerate alien scum. Our banner will fly over the galaxy once again.” He smiled darkly. “And you know what, Wynn? I think I’ll let you live to see it. Perhaps one day you’ll even recognize your mistake and grovel at my feet.”
Clenching his teeth, Mosaad slowly dragged himself upright. “I will never bow before an emperor again.”
“Every man has his breaking point. By the end of the day, you will have lost everything. Your fleet, your allies, your crusade…” Falric turned and glared at Natalya. “And now, your mongrel whore.”
His body became a blur of movement as he lunged at Natalya. The sparking clash of their blades released another shockwave, pummeling Mosaad back onto the cold deck again. A fresh spike of pain lanced through his leg, but he forced himself to stand and lurch back into the fray. Falric was already pressing his attack, and despite Natalya’s perfect form she was slowly but steadily falling behind. Another clash lit up the bridge, then another and another and another…
Until he finally battered her weapon aside and drove his blade straight through her chest. The searing blue beam sparked wildly as it erupted from between her shoulder blades, and Falric held her skewered in the air for what felt like an epoch before his blade abruptly vanished. Natalya collapsed to the ground in an unmoving heap. 
“No!” Mosaad shrieked so loudly the entire bridge rumbled. The pain in his leg faded into a distant memory as he dove on top of her and cradled her body in his arms. 
“You’ve no idea how tempting it is to kill the last Blade of the Seraph myself,” Falric said into the grim silence. “To avenge my father, to avenge your failures, to be the one who personally purged your sacred order of corruption…it would almost be worth denying myself the pleasure of watching you rot away in a cell over the decades.”
Mosaad’s hands trembled as he tried to hold Natalya up, but her strength had already drained away. For the first time since he’d met her, he saw genuine terror in her bright blue eyes. 
And then she was gone. 
“I wonder, what would the founders of your order think if they knew you shared their precious secrets with a hybrid abomination?” Falric asked. “Can you imagine the look of horror on their faces when they learned you had taken her as a lover?”
Mosaad glanced up, his entire body quaking with rage. He clenched his teeth so hard he could have chewed through a bulkhead. 
“Don’t humiliate yourself any more than you already have,” Falric said. “It’s over, Wynn. You know you can’t kill me. I am the Emperor of the Dominion. I am the Chosen of the Seraph. I am invincible.”
“You are a monster,” Mosaad rasped as a fresh psi-blade sprouted from his right hand. “And you will be stopped.”
Mosaad thrust out his hand and unleashed a wave of telekinetic force. Falric tried to move out of the way, but for once he was too slow. The wave crashed into him, hurling him backwards until he slammed into the guard railing on the other side of the bridge. He wheezed, momentarily stunned, and Mosaad leapt to his feet and charged. 
Every footstep was agony; every millisecond was torture. But Mosaad pushed himself forward anyway. Clutching his psi-blade in a two-handed grip, he hacked downwards and screamed as if he were trying to cleave the entire galaxy in half. Falric’s blade materialized in front of his face at the last possible instant, but Mosaad didn’t care—he had known all along that he wouldn’t be able to strike Falric down in time. 
 But he didn’t need to. Fueled by Mosaad’s rage and Falric’s fear, the clash of their blades released yet another psionic shockwave, this one even more powerful than the last. The telekinetic explosion hurled Mosaad backwards exactly the way he had come, but it also flipped Falric up and over the guard railing. Time itself seemed to freeze as the Emperor’s body hovered above the yearning chasm, his eyes wide in shock…and then plummeted into the depths of psionic core below. 
Mosaad landed hard on his already wounded leg. The pain returned in full force, but he refused to relent. Crawling forward, he dragged himself to the edge of the railing and glanced into the depths of the crystalline pit some fifty meters below. Energy still crackled through the green shards, but aside from the faint hum of the psionic currents they were silent. 
“Seraph take you,” Mosaad muttered. When he glanced back over his shoulder, his momentary joy was swallowed by a black pit of despair. The space battle was still raging, and Admiral Grayson’s command ship was on the verge of cracking apart. His ships were lost, his men were dead. The war was over. 
Perhaps it had been for a very long time.  
Pulling himself back to Natalya’s lifeless body, Mosaad took her hand and squeezed it in his. Her pale skin was already cold.
“I will find others,” he rasped, his voice a fragile whisper. “I will start again.”
A swarm of fighters roared past the translucent walls barely a hundred meters away, and Mosaad could feel the Convectorate fleet getting closer and closer. He knew he couldn’t afford to stay; he knew he needed to get to the Banshee and shift out of here as quickly as he could. But when he cradled her head against his chest, his arms refused to let go. 
“I will not be the last Blade,” he whispered. “And you will never be forgotten.”
 
 



Chapter Five
 
Maz Sepa
Varsellian Sector, Far Rim
1101.7
 
“We have cleared the planet’s mesosphere; all systems still showing green,” Selorah said over the com. “Grinner and Sandbox are preparing to power up the astral drive.”
“Dammit,” Morningstar grumbled. 
I frowned and glanced back over my shoulder to the Valkyrie hugging my starboard wing. “Something wrong?”
“He’s just a sore loser,” Cobalt snickered. “He bet me five-hundred chits she wouldn’t be able to get that big ugly boat into space again.”
“That was a highly illogical wager, given my assurances to the contrary,” Selorah replied. “Unless you were assuming—”
“Cut the chatter,” Blackstar gently scolded. “It’s time to get serious and focus. All fighters, report in.”
I smiled and sank back in my chair as Seraph Squadron continued their rollcall. Given how late we’d all been up last night, I had expected to be a walking zombie by morning. But for some inexplicable reason, a night of intense, body-shattering sex with three beautiful women had completely recharged my proverbial batteries. Who knew?
“Phoenix Squadron, report in,” I said once Blackstar and his squad had finished. 
“Spectre, standing by.”
“Squeaker, standing by.”
“Cobalt, thinking this is a stupid idea but standing by.”
“Morningstar, wishing his squadmates were more professional by standing by.”
“Martyr, hating her stupid name but standing by.”
“We’re good to go,” I said, grinning. I knew full well how quickly our cheer would mutate into fear once we actually approached Nelphari, but for the moment everyone seemed confident and ready. After what felt like an eon of training and preparation, we were finally going to take the fight to the enemy. The Cole Vontera of two months never would have believed that any of this was possible. The Valkyries, the new powers, the imperial bloodline, the girls (well, he obviously would have been jealous of the girls)…
The past version of myself would have looked at me with utter contempt for shackling myself to a group of hapless rebels who fancied themselves the new Seraphim. At this point, the only question left to answer was whether or not he was right. One way or another, I would get my answer soon enough. 
“This is a momentous day,” Master Mosaad said. “For the first time in a generation the Seraph’s children will rise against the barbarism of the Tarreen and the brutality of their Convectorate. But today, we no longer fight for a corrupt council or a cowardly leader. We fight for the people of this sector—we fight for everyone who has languished under the tyranny of the Hierarchy for far too long.”
“A victory won’t change the past,” he went on. “No battle can heal the pain our ancestors inflicted or right the injustices they wrought about the galaxy. Nothing can truly change what the Dominion was…but we can show the galaxy what a new one shall be. For a New Dominion! For the Seraph!”
The com flooded with cheers, but I remained silent. All I could think about were Raxyl’s words a few weeks ago. 
Whatever else I may think about Wynn Mosaad and the Blades of the Seraph, he and his students represent my best and likely only chance to avenge your mother’s death. That is why I am going to teach them everything I know about flying a Valkyrie. And then I am going to kill the bastard who took your mother away from us.
Raxyl’s mind was a black blot to me; his Kali physiology prevented even the Valkyrie’s sensors from getting much of a read on him.  But if revenge was enough of a motivation for him, then surely it should have been enough for me, too. 
“The astral drive is at full power,” Selorah announced. “We can shift at any time.”
I nodded as I glanced back and forth at the men and women on my wing. “Phoenix Squadron: prepare to shift on my mark,” I said. “Let’s get this done.”
 
***
 
The pinkish-red mist of astral space enveloped us on all sides, and after a mere hour of exposure to its energies I was already feeling queasy. I couldn’t help but remember Kaveri’s previous warning about the so-called “Koro Effect.” If we stayed in here much longer, some of us might actually start losing our minds…
But thankfully, the jump to Nelphari was a short one, and after a few more minutes one of the crystals on my consoles began glowing faintly. The Valkyrie automatically shunted power away from the astral drive, and an instant later the endless pinkish mist was replaced by the endless black void of normal space. 
This is it. This is finally it. 
Off to my left, a blue-green star burned so brightly I had to squint; off to my right, the familiar red hull of the Avernal Fury prowled the system. And looming above them all, its docking arms coiled around a massive asteroid like some kind of cancerous growth, was the Nelphari shipyard. 
“There she is,” Morningstar said. “Even uglier than the holos.”
“And bigger, too,” Cobalt added warily. “A lot bigger…”
“Don’t worry, they just reconfigured the positions of some of the docking arms,” I assured her, closing my eyes and stretching out as far as I could through the Valkyrie. The shipyard really did look larger than the last scouting report, but my sensors confirmed it was just an optical illusion. The mass, the armament, and everything else were the same. Still, with all the docking arms spread out I could have easily mistaken it for a giant arachnid waiting patiently for its prey…
“Power levels steady; all systems standing by,” Spectre said as if to jog me from my reverie. “On your command, Phoenix Leader.”
I nodded even though none of them could see me. “All fighters, report in.”
I took a deep breath and closed my eyes as everyone checked in. Unsurprisingly, their voices were considerably tighter than before. Most of the tension came from the fact we were finally staring at our enemy in the flesh, but some of it was just because we’d all had a long, quiet hour in astral space to dwell on our insecurities. As the old cliché said, waiting was the worst part. 
Other than the dying and the pain, anyway. 
“They’ve surely spotted us by now, right?” Martyr asked.
“Unlikely,” Spectre said. “I am not detecting any sensor buoys or listening posts.”
“Then let’s make sure we get their attention,” I said. “Raise shields and form up on my wing. Just stick to the plan and everything will work out, I promise.”
“Seraph protect us…” Cobalt whispered. 
“You worry too much,” Morningstar said. “The emperor will look after his peasants.”
I smiled at the sound of their nervous chuckles. I was going to look after them, and we were going to pull this off. We had to. 
“Punching thrusters in five,” I said. “Here we go!”
The other Valkyries settled on my wing as we accelerated towards our target. We weren’t planning anything fancy just yet; a basic V attack formation was threatening enough for the time being. The Vecs wouldn’t be able to detect our heavy ordinance from here, but Ferron surely knew first-hand how much damage six Valkyries could inflict. 
“The shipyard is launching defensive fighters,” Spectre announced. “Fifty drones, bearing nine-nine-three mark two-seven-one.”
“Fifty?” Martyr blurted out. “Are you fucking kidding me?”
“The simulations projected twenty or thirty at most,” Squeaker put in. “What’s going—?”
“Cut the chatter,” I said, clutching my flight stick more tightly. “The more of them we draw our way, the better.”
None of them argued the point—at least not verbally—but I could feel their collective tension through the sensors. I really wished I knew how to filter it out. My own doubt was bad enough without having all of theirs pile on top of me, too. 
“The Avernal Fury is taking up a defensive position above the shipyard, as expected,” Spectre said. “All CDF construction vessels are en route the main hangar.”
“Mosaad said Ferron would be cautious considering how much trouble the Valkyries gave him on Varsus,” I said, forcing myself to take in deep breath. We had always known we would be outnumbered, obviously, but staring down nine-to-one odds was a lot more stressful in real life than a simulator. 
“They’re coming right at us,” Squeaker stammered. 
“That was the plan, kid,” Morningstar said. “Weren’t you paying attention?”
“Just relax and stay focused,” I told them. “More targets just means they’ll be harder to miss.”
Martyr snorted. “That may be the stupidest thing you’ve ever said.”
“If only,” Spectre added. 
I kept my finger hovering above the trigger. The enemy drones kept closing. Fifty thousand kilometers, thirty thousand kilometers, ten thousand kilometers…I kept waiting for a premonition to wash over me and warn me to get the hell out of here, but when it never came I focused all my attention on the enemy attack pattern instead. Even a few milliseconds of extra reaction time could be the difference between life and death.
“Steady,” I whispered. “Steady…now!”
We broke formation exactly like we had practiced. A storm of green plasma bolts surrounded us on all sides, but to my surprise—and pride—not a single member of Phoenix Squadron flinched. They steeled themselves, bolstered their shields, and unleashed a retaliatory hail of cannon fire. 
The next few seconds were a blur of blinding light and frenetic motion. My canopy flashed with explosions; without the Valkyrie’s sensors, I wouldn’t have been able to see or process a damn thing. I felt a brush of heat on my face as my shields absorbed a barrage of plasma bolts, but I clenched my teeth and forced myself to focus on my targets. Drone after drone darted in front of my cannons before being shredded into flaming cinders, and I tried and failed to keep a mental count of how many we destroyed…
And then we were clear. All five other pilots looped together on the other side of the swarm, and I didn’t even need to bark out orders to get them to fall back into formation. Our fighters were streaming information into our brains far faster than we could consciously react.
“Thirteen down, a billion to go,” Morningstar called out. “Those other idiots better show up soon.”
“Just keep it tight and hold together,” I said. “Let’s draw them a little bit further away from the shipyard.”
I slammed the Valkyrie’s throttle back to full, and the others stayed close on my wing as if we were about to execute a Kaysian Loop and dive right back into the heart of the enemy formation. Predictably, the CDF drones readied themselves for our maneuver: they spread out into a U-shaped cloud designed to maximize their firing solutions if we dared to attack them directly. 
Thankfully, I had no intention of challenging their targeting algorithms. I mentally counted down the seconds as we pulled further and further away, hoping Blackstar and his group were as punctual as they were supposed to be…
“There they are!” Morningstar blurted out as six more Valkyries suddenly appeared on the sensors. “Suck on this, you scaly shitbags.”
I grinned despite myself as Blackstar and Seraph Squadron dove towards the shipyard and strafed across its outer docking limbs. I couldn’t tell exactly how much damage they inflicted from here, but the important part was that the Avernal Fury took the bait. The battleship’s engines roared to life, and it abandoned its defensive position to chase down the pesky fighters. 
And the moment it had committed, the Vantrax shifted into the system and dove right towards the shipyard’s central command cluster. 
“Hell yeah!” Cobalt whooped. 
I watched, grinning, as the destroyer’s heavy cannons began thundering away. Once the drones inevitably changed course to go after the new threat, we would have the perfect opportunity to chase them down and pick them off at our leisure. 
At least, that had been the original plan. Unfortunately, the drones didn’t seem the slightest bit interested in the rest of the battle. They remained hot on our tails.
“Why aren’t they turning around?” Squeaker asked. “Something wrong with their software?”
“Unlikely,” Spectre said. “They must still consider us a larger threat.”
“Which makes no sense at all,” I murmured, my eyes narrowing. The shipyard and the Avernal Fury had launched a few additional fighters, but Seraph Squadron could handle them easily enough. If I were Admiral Ferron, I would be in full panic mode right now…so why didn’t the Vecs seem to care?
“Something’s wrong,” Martyr said. “What do we do now?”
I took a deep breath and shifted my attention back to the engagement at hand. “If they want to keep chasing us, fine—we’ll make them pay for it. Prepare for a Tyber’s Split in five.”
I felt their tentative acknowledgments through the Valkyrie, and I mentally shunted most of the fighter’s shield power forward. As the seconds ticked by, I almost wanted a dire premonition just to give me some kind of guidance…but yet again none was forthcoming. 
“Now!”
 All six of us banked hard towards the pursuing swarm of drones, and a blistering hail of fire greeted us the instant we moved back into range. Rather than dive straight through them and get eviscerated, however, we all abruptly split in different directions…and their loose formation suddenly became a huge liability. 
My psionic cannons tore through three of the drones before they could react, and a heartbeat later I had already emerged on the other side. My Valkyrie assured me that everyone else was having similar luck: Spectre took out two more drones, Martyr blasted one, and Squeaker—
The premonition finally hit me. My heart stopped, my breath caught in my throat, and the entire universe slowed to a crawl. The deluge of images and feelings was so intense my brain couldn’t consciously process them before my mouth blurted out a warning. “Squeaker, watch your six! There’s something—”
Too late. I felt a brief terrified ripple through the Valkyrie’s sensors…and then Squeaker was gone. I instinctively glanced back over my shoulder, assuming—dreading—that I would witness the last few instants of his Valkyrie exploding. But his starfighter was still there, and it was fully intact…I just couldn’t sense any psionic energy. 
“What the hell?” I breathed. 
“Incoming!” Spectre warned. 
My head snapped forward, and I reflexively threw my fighter into a tight evasive roll. The rest of Phoenix Squadron followed my lead, albeit slowly. I could feel the fear and shock rippling over them, and I knew we couldn’t afford even a split second of hesitation. I reached out through the Valkyrie and touched their minds, attempting to soothe their horror long enough for us to get some distance…
And then we were free. The surviving drones kept following us in a tight formation despite our superior speed, and they seemed completely content to leave Squeaker’s powerless Valkyrie floating in open space behind them. 
“Shit,” Morningstar hissed. “We have to get back to him!”
“What the hell happened?” Cobalt stammered. “Why didn’t they shoot him down?”
“I do not know, but they appear to have drained his power somehow,” Spectre said. “One of the drones fired an explosive device that detonated near his hull. I do not recognize the energy signature, but it appears to be psionic in origin.”
I grimaced as I tried to relive the last few seconds. Everything had happened so quickly, and the Valkyrie didn’t have normal sensor logs. “Is that even possible?”
“I do not possess enough information to speculate. However, if the Convectorate has developed some kind of anti-psionic technology—”
“We’re fucked,” Morningstar said. “Completely fucked.”
“Seraph’s mercy, I told you something was wrong,” Martyr hissed. “They were ready for us!”
I wanted to argue, but before I could figure out what to say Selorah’s voice spoke over the com. “Outcast, this is the Vantrax, do you copy?”
“I’m here,” I rasped. “What’s your status?”
“We just lost communication with Seraph Leader. His Valkyrie appears to have been disabled but not destroyed.”
I swore under my breath. “We’re down one too. I’m hesitant to reengage without knowing what’s going on.”
“The Vantrax is also encountering difficulties. The shipyard’s shield grid is significantly stronger than I anticipated. We will not be able to penetrate its defenses before we are overwhelmed.”
“Then it’s over,” Cobalt hissed. “We already lost…”
My fingers squeezed the flight stick so tightly my knuckles turned white. One way or another, we had all come to terms with the danger and difficulty of this mission, but somehow watching Squeaker’s fighter float there helplessly was almost more disturbing than if he had been killed. Rage and vengeance would have eventually overwhelmed my shock, at least temporarily, but outright confusion was a lot harder to cope with…
“We haven’t lost anything yet,” Master Mosaad’s voice said. “The original plan will work. We are going to board the Avernal Fury, and we are going to force the Tarreen to surrender.”
“But, sir,” Cobalt stammered, “how can we—?”
“Just keep those drones occupied as long as you can,” he interrupted. “We’re already on our way.”
The com cut out before I could protest, but my sensors confirmed the launch of their assault shuttle. Kaveri and Mosaad were barreling towards Ferron’s flagship, and there was absolutely nothing I could do about it.
“Seraph save us,” Martyr rasped. “What do we do now?”
I swallowed heavily, and for the first time in my life I whispered an earnest prayer to a being that probably didn’t exist. 
“We keep fighting,” I said. “To the end.”
 
 
 



Interlude
 
Wynn Mosaad winced as another barrage of plasma fire splattered across the transport’s forward shields. For a moment, he could have sworn he was trapped inside a living echo of the past. When he closed his eyes, he could see Emperor Falric’s flagship superimposed over the Avernal Fury, and when he blinked he could see the ashes of the Covenant fleet still burning in space.  
Talasea, Keledon, and now Nelphari…how many chances can one man get? How many times can he try and fail to change the galaxy?
“I suggest the following approach vector,” Selorah’s calm, crisp voice said over the com. “It should minimize the firing solutions from their point-defense cannons.”
“Agreed,” Mosaad said, rolling the shuttle slightly to port. A few moments ago the Avernal Fury’s point-defense cannons had been busy harassing the nearby Valkyries, but apparently Admiral Ferron had only just realized he was about to be boarded. Now it was too late to stop them. 
The transport skimmed along the Fury’s outer hull until the cannons lost their firing arcs. The fighter drones could still shoot them, of course, but they were too busy trying to evade the Valkyries. Ferron could throw all the secret weapons he wanted at them—nothing was going to keep Mosaad off that ship. 
“Activating docking clamps,” Kaveri announced. “Rerouting all additional power to shields.”
“Set the self-destruct and move,” Mosaad said. “We have to be quick.”
He vaulted out of the chair and rushed into the back of the shuttle. Kaveri popped open the hatch, revealing a two meter long stretch of the Fury’s hull directly beneath them, and her luminous eyes were narrowed into thin slits as she prepared herself for the battle ahead. Once again, Mosaad couldn’t help but feel like he was staring at a reflection of the past. Her blue eyes, her splendorous combat armor, the intense focus on her face…
But Kaveri was not Natalya, and this was not Keledon. Today, things would be different. Today, the Blades of the Seraph would prevail. 
Mosaad would make certain of it. 
“Strange,” Kaveri whispered as her brow creased in concentration. “I cannot sense any living soldiers on the other side.” 
“We caught them by surprise, but I guarantee that Ferron will have commandos on the way,” Mosaad told her. 
She nodded and stretched out her hand. “Ready, master?”
He knelt down opposite her and nodded. “For the Seraph.”
Their psi-blades materialized at the exact same moment, and they thrust their blazing blue beams directly into the Fury’s exposed hull. In theory, one of the laser drills on the Vantrax could have done the job—its former Krosian owners prepared to board ships in exactly this way. But such devices consumed an absurd amount of power, and the work would have taken at least twice as long. 
Besides, he knew from experience that ripping open the hull of a starship with a psionic sword was far, far more intimidating, especially to the average Tarreen. They were used to being nearly indestructible, and he enjoyed reminding them that even their thick scales were no match for the blades of the righteous. 
“Almost there,” he said, grimacing with exertion as he continued carving the circular hole. “Three, two, one…now!”
The instant their blades finished carving the circle, Mosaad slammed the loose piece of metal with a wave of telekinetic force, ripping it free and hurling against the deck below. Alarms wailed inside the ship, but Mosaad didn’t wait. After psionically bolstering his strength and speed, he dropped down through the opening and landed in a combat-ready crouch. 
The corridor was mostly empty—they really had caught Ferron by surprise. A few old combat mechs charged around the corner once he landed, but Mosaad was already vaulting towards them by the time their targeting software identified him as a threat. He sliced them both in half with a single clean blow, then whipped around when he heard two more approaching from the other direction. They did have their rifles out, and in theory they could have shot Kaveri the moment she dropped down. But before they had a chance to fire, Mosaad telekinetically hurled the still-smoldering chunk of hull plating and crushed them against the wall like insects. 
“Clear,” he said, taking a deep breath and stretching out with his telepathy. He still couldn’t sense the presence of any conscious minds, which was more than a little strange. Surely Ferron had ordered at least one Baalir commando team to stop the intruders…
“We appear to be alone,” Kaveri said from behind him. Her blue blade cast an eerie shadow down the length of the dim corridor. 
“Ferron must be marshalling his forces to try and ambush us elsewhere,” Mosaad said. “I’m just surprised he’s not even trying to slow us down.”
He took a deep breath as he mentally sorted through all the potential ambush spots on the ship. He didn’t need his holopad; he could navigate a Pirilex-class battleship blindfolded if he had to.

“All he’ll care about is stopping us before we reach the bridge,” he said. “We’ll take the junction on deck two—it’s the most direct route. With luck, he won’t have time to get all of his guards organized.”
“And if he does?” Kaveri asked. 
“Then we’ll kill them,” Mosaad told her. “Come on!”
They raced through the ship, blades blazing as they scythed down squad after squad of mechs. At the very least he had expected Ferron to throw some Katakori hunter-killers at them, but apparently the admiral had left all of his heavy defenders on the actual shipyard. The miscalculation would cost him dearly. 
When they reached the door to the bridge, he gestured for Kaveri to access the console while he took up a defensive position. “Try Selorah’s codes,” he said. He could feel her reaching out with her telepathy, but judging from her frown she wasn’t having any more luck than he was. It didn’t make any sense. Even with the Convectorate’s advanced automation, a ship this size would still have a crew of several hundred…
The locking mechanism beeped, and Mosaad braced himself for a full-blown counterattack as the door slowly slid open. He had expected to be greeted by a firing squad of mechs and commandos, but the bridge was just as bizarrely empty as the rest of the ship…aside from a pair of Baalir commandos and one all-too familiar face. 
“I really must give your new ‘students’ their due credit, old friend,” Admiral Ferron said. “They’re much more resilient than your last bunch.”
Mosaad slowly stepped onto the bridge, the feeling of déjà vu growing stronger with each passing moment. The Avernal Fury had a much more “standardized” bridge than the Damadus—there was no elevated saucer or pit of psionic crystals—but it was still large and spacious, especially since Ferron appeared to be alone aside from his bodyguards. He was sitting calmly in his command throne hovering just in front of the massive, ovoid viewport that dominated an entire wall of the bridge. The crew pits were empty, and half the consoles didn’t even have power. Other than a few soft beeps from the tac-holo, the only sound on the bridge was the soft hum of their psi-blades. 
“Still, I see your taste in personal companions is as bizarre and disgusting as ever,” Ferron went on. He tapped a button on his armrest, and his command throne hovered down to the deck. “At least that old Subari mongrel of yours was designed to be a warrior, not a whore.”
“Where is your crew?” Mosaad asked, waving his blade at the armored commandos even though they hadn’t yet made a move for their weapons. 
“On the shipyard, of course,” Ferron said as if it were obvious. “I have all the help I require to run this vessel…and to cripple your pathetic little fleet.” His maw widened into a grin as he glanced over to the tac-holo. “Ah, there goes another one. Such a pity. I hear those fighters are quite expensive these days.”
Mosaad’s lip curled. “If you want to live through this, order your men to drop their weapons and command your forces to stand down.”
Ferron snorted contemptuously, though given his massive frame it sounded more like a bestial growl. “Have you really become so weak that you would offer the ‘Butcher of Talasea’ mercy?”
“You will suffer for your crimes, I promise. The only question is whether you wish your soldiers to suffer with you.”
The Tarreen’s red tail flicked back and forth in amusement. “What soldiers? Destroy a thousand drones and we will simply build a thousand more. Can you say the same?” He flicked a claw towards the tac-holo as another Valkyrie disappeared from the scanners. “I suspect not.”
Kaveri’s tendrils twitched nervously when she looked at the projection. “Master…”
“Last chance, Admiral,” Mosaad snarled. “I’ll gladly kill you and take control of this ship manually if I have to.”
Ferron sneered. “You dreega are truly remarkable. All the long years, all the crippling defeats, yet you still refuse to accept the truth. You lost.”
“Master, I still can’t sense anything,” Kaveri said, her brow furrowing in concentration. 
Mosaad’s cheek twitched. He stretched out with his telepathy again, but he still didn’t sense anything—not even from the three Baalir directly in front of him. He couldn’t understand how this was possible; the Tarreen weren’t resistant to psionics like the Kali. He should have been able to read every one of this butcher’s monstrous thoughts…
“Someone is blocking us,” Kaveri whispered. “There must be a Spider somewhere on the ship.”
“Did you seriously believe you could just storm on my bridge and take my ship?” Ferron asked. “Did you actually think I would come here without some kind of protection from your powers?”
Mosaad snorted. “Commandos, Spiders…you can throw anything you want at us. Nothing is going to stop us this time.”
Ferron bared his fangs in a disgusting Tarreen smile. “We shall see.”
Mosaad caught a flicker of movement from the corner of his eye, and he turned just in time to watch a concealed door hiss open in the back of the bridge. His warrior instincts took over: he instinctively dropped into a combat crouch behind Ferron, fully expecting a squad of assault mechs or even Spiders to come charging in. Instead, there was only a single man. 
A single human man. 
A single human man who Mosaad had killed a long time ago. 
“No,” Mosaad whispered. “This isn’t possible…”
“Hello, Wynn,” Emperor Falric Tisarys said. “It has been a long time.”
 
 
 



Chapter Six
 
The Nelphari System
Varsellian Sector, Far Rim
1101.7
 
“Dagger and Cobalt have been disabled, and Vesper’s weapons are out,” Morningstar said over the com. His voice was so tight I barely recognized it. “We have to pick them up and get the fuck out of here!”
“Just hold on,” I ordered, clenching my teeth. “Spectre, you ready?”
“Yes,” the Kali replied. “Engaging in three, two, one…”
His Valkyrie suddenly reappeared on the sensors, and he dove towards the trio of CDF bombers like a great cat pouncing from the foliage. His cannons raked across the starboard drone, shearing off one of its wings and disintegrating the other. The fuselage spiraled out of control and collided with one of its wingmen, and the explosive fireball drove the third drone right into my sights. I destroyed it with a single precise shot before I tucked my Valkyrie into a hard roll and whipped around the Vantrax for cover. 
“I do not detect any additional bombers,” Spectre said as he reformed on my wing. “However, six more fighter drones just launched from the auto-factory.”
I swore under my breath and glanced out the canopy to the Avernal Fury. The assault team had been onboard for almost fifteen minutes now, though it felt like it could have been fifteen hours. Unfortunately, we had no way of contacting them—the Fury was generating some kind of intense but highly-localized jamming field, and when I stretched out through the Valkyrie’s sensors I couldn’t even feel their conscious minds. 
For all you know, they could already be dead.
 “It’s time for a change of plans,” I said, grimacing and thumbing the com switch. “Selorah, you there?”
“Copy that, Phoenix Leader,” she replied from aboard the Vantrax. 
“Have you had any luck punching a hole in those shields?”
“Negative. All attempts to boost power and change targets have failed.”
“What are the odds that will change in the next few minutes?”
“Virtually zero,” Selorah replied.
“That’s what I thought,” I murmured. “Then it’s time for a change of plans. You’re going to come about and retrieve our disabled fighters. Get them in the hangar while the rest of us cover you.”
“What about the assault team?” Morningstar piped in. “What if we don’t get a signal from them by the time we’re loaded up?”
“Worry about surviving the next few minutes first,” I said, shifting my focus to the drones still madly chasing us about the battlefield. “Split off into pairs and keep your distance. These energy-draining bombs of theirs only seem to work at close range.”
“Dammit,” Morningstar swore. “You heard the man. Martyr, you’re with me. Let’s go.”
I watched as the last few groups of Valkyries split off and dove back into the fray. We were even more outnumbered than when we had started at this point, but as long as no one else ended up disabled I was reasonably confident we could still protect the Vantrax. The big boat might not have cracked through the shipyard’s shields, but it had absorbed plenty of punishment like we’d planned. In theory, we could still shift to astral space at any time…as long as we were willing to abandon the assault team on the Fury. 
Unless they are already dead.
“They are not dead,” I snarled at myself. “Kaveri and Mosaad will get the job done. You just need to give them a little more time.”
Taking a deep breath, I leveled out my shields and flicked the com back on. “All right, let’s go after that cluster of drones in grid three. One of them is packing torpedoes…I’d rather not let them get any closer to the Vantrax.”
“Agreed,” Spectre said. “On your lead, Outcast.”
Clenching my teeth, I banked hard to starboard and punched the throttle. I tried to focus on chasing down our new targets, but in the back of my mind I couldn’t stop worrying about our disabled squadmates. They were still alive—I could feel the faint psychic echoes of their minds through the sensors—but a single errant drone could change that at any moment. And I still didn’t understand how their power had been drained in the first place. If Ferron had access this kind of technology, why hadn’t he used it to prevent our escape on Varsus? Why hadn’t he protected his convoy of reinforcements a few days ago? It didn’t make any sense. 
“Firing range in ten seconds,” Spectre said. “They appear to be splitting up.”
“They want us to do the same, but we’re not going to take the bait,” I said. “Hold tight and we’ll—” 
Another premonition struck me, but this time it wasn’t about the ongoing space battle at all. For a split-second I could see inside the Avernal Fury. Kaveri and Mosaad were there, psionic swords blazing, and a red-scaled, Baalir-caste Tarreen was on the bridge with them. Everything seemed to be going as planned…but then a wave of confusion and fear crashed over them. The images flashed across my vision too quickly for me to discern many details, but I was certain I saw Kaveri screaming in pain…
And then I was back in the cockpit again. I barely had time to blink before a pair of drones strafed right past me. My Valkyrie rumbled as their cannons splattered over my shields, and I frantically clutched the flight stick and threw the fighter in hard evasive roll.  
“Cole, what’s wrong?” Spectre’s voice said into my ear.
“I, uh…” I swallowed as another volley of fire burned past my canopy. Grimacing, I attempted to accelerate away from the dogfight, but the drones were in too close. I would have been in a lot of trouble if Spectre hadn’t vaped both of my pursuers a few seconds later.
“For a man who does not enjoy playing bait, you are quite effective at it,” the Kali said mildly. 
“We have a problem,” I said, the back of my neck still tingling. “We need to get aboard the Fury.”
I could almost see his scales rippling blue with confusion. “I beg your pardon?”
“Kaveri is in trouble—I saw it.” I licked at my lips and abruptly banked my Valkyrie back towards the looming battleship. “I’m going to help her.”
If I could have placed a bet, I would have wagered a million krynar chits that Raxyl would spend the next few minutes arguing with me even if we were being shot at by a dozen fighter drones. The fact he didn’t was so disturbing I almost couldn’t cope with it.  
“With the Fury still concentrating its fire on the Vantrax, you should be able to breach the hangar,” he said. 
I had to blink twice. “You really think so?”
“Yes. This battle is lost unless we are able to commandeer the Fury soon.”
I swallowed again as I mentally scanned the battlefield. So far the others were still holding their own, but it was only a matter of time before more of them were disabled, including Shandris. At least with my help they might have a fighting chance…
“They are stronger than you think, Cole,” Spectre said as if reading my thoughts. “They will buy us the time we require.”
I blinked. “‘Us?’”
“I am going to accompany you. It is the only logical course of action.”
“Are you sure that’s—?”
“There is no time to argue,” he countered. “We must go now.”
I nodded soberly, trying hard not to think about Shandris and the others. Every lesson and simulation over the past few months had taught me to never abandon my squadron, but deep down I knew we didn’t have a choice. My powers had never betrayed me before; Kaveri and Mosaad were in trouble. And like it or not, Raxyl was right that the Fury was our last and only hope to turn the tide. 
“All right,” I said. “Here goes nothing…”
Angling my shields forward, I slammed the throttle and charged straight at the Avernal Fury. The battleship’s heavy cannons didn’t bother firing at us, but its point-defense turrets were more than eager to pick up the slack. I threw the Valkyrie into a tight, winding spiral as the blinding green bolts burned space around me, and I happily allowed my shields to eat a hit or two as long as it allowed me to dodge a larger cluster of fire. Raxyl surged ahead of me, his fighter shimmering until it was almost invisible, and he flit between a crossfire of plasma blasts and punched through the hangar’s containment field. 
I followed as closely as I could, wishing for about the hundredth time that I could copy his Kali cloaking trick. The glimmering blue hangar grew larger and larger out the canopy…right up until it suddenly started to close. 
“Oh, shit,” I hissed. I couldn’t possibly make it in time, at least not at a speed where I would still be able to stop before crashing into the other side of the hangar. And unlike Kaveri and Mosaad, I couldn’t conjure a magic blade to carve through the hull. I just didn’t have that kind of power.
Or did I?
Grinning, I closed my eyes and focused on controlling my clairvoyant abilities. I had seen how Raxyl and Shandris could enhance their powers through the Valkyrie. He could practically turn his fighter invisible, and her metabolic link had been so powerful she had mentally downloaded piloting techniques straight from my brain. There had to be some way I could augment my abilities too—
It happened so quickly I almost thought I’d suffered a stroke. The entire galaxy seemed to screech to a halt around me; I could actually turn my head and watch the green plasma bolts streak right past the canopy. But unlike my normal “time freeze” or whatever the hell this was, I had control over more than just my body. I could move the Valkyrie right along with me, and I promptly fired the thrusters and pushed even harder for the hangar door…
I barely made it. Time returned to normal the instant I slipped through the narrow opening, and I slammed on the reverse thrusters in a frantic attempt to land without smashing into anything.  The grav restraints on my seat fired, the landing gear skidded across the deck, and I clenched my teeth and braced myself for the worst. But the Valkyrie did eventually come to a halt, and when I leaned up to risk a glance outside I didn’t even see a brigade of assault mechs waiting to blast me. Could this have actually worked? Had I finally concocted a plan that didn’t suck?
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I muttered as I popped the canopy and grabbed my pistol. As usual, disconnecting myself from the psionic interface made me nauseous, but the sensation passed quickly. Apparently I had enough adrenaline churning through my system to counter the worst of the psychic withdrawal. 
“We appear to be alone,” Raxyl said, sliding out of his own Valkyrie with a pistol in hand. An anxious orange smear rippled down his scales. “Perhaps the Blades have already drawn the ship’s defenders elsewhere.”
“Maybe,” I said, hopping down to the deck and taking cover behind the landing gear. My coms still weren’t working, but at least the automated security systems hadn’t responded. Selorah must have already disabled them remotely somehow.
Even the maintenance drones seemed content to ignore me. “Either way, I don’t see any point in waiting.”
“Agreed.”

We charged across the empty deck and through the exit into the ship’s wide, Tarreen-sized corridors. The path was much, much easier than I had anticipated. Mosaad and Kaveri must have already drawn away and defeated the actual guards, though I didn’t see many signs of battle. The eerily empty hallways reminded me of when Kaveri and I had boarded that Spider ship all those weeks ago. The memory didn’t exactly fill me with confidence. 
If this is a trap, they have already walked into it. And you and Raxyl are the only ones left who can help them. 
I kept my pistol ready as we scurried through the ship, though I was painfully aware of how thoroughly inadequate our weapons would be if I actually encountered any combat mechs or—Seraph forbid—an actual Tarreen. I couldn’t hurl objects with my mind or conjure a fancy psi-blade out of thin air, and as far as I knew Raxyl couldn’t either. Perhaps this wasn’t such a good plan after all…
The farther we moved without facing resistance, the more concerned I became. We did eventually stumble upon some trashed mechs in the corridors, though, and we followed the path of destruction to the lift and up to the main deck. I kept concentrating on my powers, hoping they might grant me another quick glimpse of insight, but they remained strangely silent until I reached the bridge. 
The scene before me was almost how I’d imagined it: Mosaad and Kaveri were standing nearby, their blazing blue psi-blades extended and ready while they stared down two red-scaled, heavily-armored Baalir commandos. A third Tarreen—Admiral Ferron, presumably—was sitting in the egg-shaped command throne next to the translucent display screen that made the front of the bridge look like a giant window. 
The only difference between my premonition and reality was the tall, thin human man standing calmly on the opposite side of the bridge. He was clad in a splendorous blue-gold uniform, and his trim brown beard was only just beginning to turn gray. I was reasonably certain I had never seen him before, yet he looked so eerily familiar I would have recognized him from a hundred meters away. 
“Ah, there you are,” the man said, a disturbingly smug smile on his lips. “I told you he would be along shortly.”
“Cole, stay back!” Kaveri warned, the tip of her blazing psi-blade wavering between Ferron and the strange human. “You shouldn’t have come here…”
“You act as though he had a choice, my dear. I called out to him, and I knew he would answer. He was destined to answer.” The man’s smile widened. “It is good to see you…son.”
Yet again the entire fabric of reality screeched to a halt around me, but this time it had nothing to do with my psionic abilities. A tremor shuddered through my body until I had to clutch my pistol in both hands to keep from dropping it. 
My father, Falric Tisarys. The man who betrayed his people. The man who tried to steal me from my mother. 
The man who was supposed to be dead. 
A thousand questions looped through my mind, and a thousand different emotions followed in their wake. If I didn’t know better, I would have assumed I was having another prophetic dream. None of this seemed like it could possibly be real…
“All these years, it was as if the galaxy itself was conspiring to keep us apart,” Falric said, still beaming. “You have no idea how long I’ve been looking for you. No matter how many times my operatives insisted you were dead, I refused to believe them. I always knew you were out there somewhere…and I always knew that one day we would finally be reunited.”
My throat was so parched I couldn’t have talked even if I had known what to say. Just looking at his face unlocked another trove of memories I didn’t realize I had. Voices, images, vague sensory impressions…they were the fractured, insubstantial recollections of a child. I hadn’t been in the same room as my father since I was a toddler. All my real, tangible memories of him revolved around my mother’s stories, like how he had tried to buy her silence before throwing her to the wolves…
“And I see you’ve brought your mother’s pet lizard with you as well,” Falric said. “The man who stole you away from me—the man who brought you to this wretched backwater and denied you the glory of your birthright.” My father’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “You have no idea how much I have wanted to meet you.”
Raxyl’s scales turned completely yellow, and his body was frozen so stiff he seemed petrified. I had never seen him stricken so speechless…or so obviously afraid. 
“You will never understand how much I have missed you, Cole,” Falric went on, his eyes slowly shifting back to me. “If your mother and this wretch hadn’t stolen you away from me, so many things would have played out differently.”
“How touching,” Admiral Ferron sneered. “The dreega rats are finally reunited.”
I turned to face the enormous red-scaled Tarreen. Never before had a four-hundred kilo Baalir seemed like the least threatening figure in the room…
“I came here the instant I learned the truth,” Falric went on as if he hadn’t heard the admiral speak. “I spent the entire journey dreaming of all the ways you and I can finally rebuild what we have lost.”
“What trickery is this?” Mosaad asked breathlessly. “I saw you fall. I saw you die!”
Falric looked at the other man as if he had only just remembered they had an audience. “You saw exactly what you wanted to see, as always.” 
Mosaad shook his head. “But the official reports…the Emperor-Regent…”
“Have all served their purpose. Make no mistake: the Emperor of the Old Dominion died that day on Keledon.” Falric smiled as he glanced back to me. “But the Tisarys dynasty is very much alive.”
“Alive, and finally in its proper place as a Convectorate vassal,” Admiral Ferron sneered. He flicked his claw towards his Baalir bodyguards. “Enough of this. Take them to the brig while our drones neutralize the last of their fighters. If they resist, subdue them.”
The sight of the two hulking commandos aiming their rifles was enough to snap me out of my momentary paralysis. I reflexively grabbed Raxyl and pushed us both behind the nearest console for cover, but the Baalir were completely fixated upon the two Blades of the Seraph…for good reason. 
Despite their stunned surprise at my father’s appearance, Mosaad and Kaveri leapt into action with calm, coordinated, almost machine-like precision. They rolled in opposite directions as the Baalir unleashed a barrage of stun blasts, and when they bounced back to their feet they simultaneously reached out and telekinetically snapped the enemy rifles in half. These particular soldiers obviously weren’t used to fighting Seraphim; they glanced down at their broken weapons, confused and staggered in equal measure, and by the time they recovered it was already too late. Mosaad and Kaveri lunged forward and cut the Tarreen down with a flurry of searing slashes and telekinetic thrusts. 
 Ten seconds later, it was all over. 
“You honestly thought your men could handle two Blades of the Seraph?” Falric snickered as he arched a dark eyebrow at the smoldering red corpses. “You really have grown overconfident.”
Ferron, orange eyes gaping wide, slapped his hand against the com on his chair. “Where are the rest of the commandos? Get them up here now!”
When the com remained silent, Mosaad’s eyes narrowed like he’d just had an epiphany. “There’s no one left on this ship who can hear you.”
“What?” Ferron snapped. “I have twenty commandos and a hundred mechs just waiting to—”
“There aren’t any other sentient minds within a half a kilometer,” Mosaad interrupted. He lowered his blade and stepped over the corpse at his feet. “Falric must have already ordered them to move onto the station. Even he couldn’t conceal a whole crew from two telepaths.”
“Impossible,” Ferron hissed as he flicked an unsheathed claw at his accomplice. “What is the meaning of this?”
“The meaning, Admiral, is that you no longer serve a purpose,” Falric said. He flashed a dark smile at Mosaad. “Feel free to kill him if you wish. That is what you have been waiting for all this time, isn’t it? A chance for revenge against your mortal enemy?”
Ferron continued glaring at my father, his tail frozen in midair. I wasn’t an expert on Tarreen body language by any stretch of the imagination, but “stunned silence” seemed like a fairly universal reaction.  
“Dreega wretch!” he snarled. “I warned the Hierarchy not to trust you. I told the Intelligence Ministry to keep you on a tighter leash!”
“What are you waiting for, Wynn?” Falric asked, still looking at Mosaad. “Don’t you want to avenge all your friends at Talasea and Keledon? He’s the one who led those fleets. He’s the one who ordered the massacres.”
“You will not ignore me!” Ferron roared in impotent rage. His maw frothed with wisps of flame, and he reared back in preparation to scorch the entire bridge—
At which point Mosaad turned and hurled his psi-blade like a dagger. The glowing blue weapon stabbed through the Tarreen’s shoulder and bowled him back into his command throne. Ferron roared again even as the blade dissipated like a wisp of smoke, but when he tried to stand Mosaad smashed the Baalir with a wave of telekinetic force and sent him skittering unceremoniously across the deck. He crashed into the wall so hard an entire console crumbled on top of him, pinning him flat.  
Falric chuckled and clapped his hands together. “Oh, I bet that felt good, didn’t it. You can thank me for the opportunity later.”
I stood, glancing between the buried Tarreen and my father. “What the hell is going on?” 
Falric’s smile widened as he shifted his attention back to me. “When we return to Keledon, there will be a grand celebration for us, Cole. Citizens from across the Core will come to see the triumphant return of their sovereign and the new crown prince. They will celebrate the end of a long darkness as the light of the Seraphim returns to the Crystal Throne at long last.”
I shook my head, more confused than ever. If I didn’t know better I would have assumed this was some kind of warped, twisted dream…
“There will be some resistance at first, of course,” Falric went on. “The Regent, the Council…but we needn’t worry about them. Once the people know the truth—once the people have heard our story—they will be bow at our feet and beg us to lead them into the future.”
“You’re insane,” I rasped. 
Falric snorted softly. “On the contrary, I have never seen the future more clearly than this moment. Father and son, reunited at last…”
Mosaad glanced back to Ferron as he shaped a new psi-blade in his outstretched hand. “No,” he whispered. “You can’t possibly be behind all of this…”
Kaveri shook her head, her tendrils twitching nervously as she hoisted her sword defensively in front of her. “Master, I don’t understand. What is going on?”
“He has finally realized how badly he underestimated me,” Falric said, acknowledging her presence for the first time. “I tried to warn you, Wynn. I tried to explain my vision of the future, but you refused to listen. Your pride wouldn’t allow you to admit that we couldn’t defeat the Convectorate by force. We needed to be clever. We needed to be patient. We needed to bide our time and destroy them from the inside.”
Falric flicked his arm to the viewport. “I have watched and waited as our enemies grew complacent. I have fractured delicate alliances and stoked old resentments. I have done exactly what the Blades and the military never could—I have defeated our greatest enemy without firing a single shot!”
Mosaad glanced down to the dead commandos at his feet. “You’re in control…and the Tarreen don’t even know it.” 
“You actually believed I wanted to hand the Dominion over to the Convectorate, didn’t you? You thought I would willingly serve disgusting Tarreen wretches like Ferron?” Falric scoffed contemptuously and turned back to me. “I’ve no doubt that he and the lizard have tried to poison your mind with stories of my alleged ‘betrayal’ at Talasea and Keledon. But the sooner you see through their lies, the better.”
He took another step towards me. “You and I…we aren’t like the others, Cole. We have clarity—we have vision. The Seraph has granted us the power to see the very fabric of the cosmos, and we can use that knowledge to mold it to our whim.” He gestured to Mosaad and Kaveri. “The Blades of old may have understood this, but Mosaad and his brethren have never been more than thugs. For generations now they have squandered their great power. That is why they needed to be destroyed—that is why I needed to build something new.”
My hands had started trembling at my side. “I don’t understand.”
“All those psychic adepts rounded up and stolen from their homes,” Mosaad murmured. “All the rumors about the psychogenetic engineering and secret training facilities…” 
Kaveri shook her head. “Master?”
The color slowly drained from Mosaad’s face. “The Widow,” he rasped. “He is the Widow.”
Falric chuckled. “Not precisely, though she is the reason I’m here. Everything changed the moment Spider Zero saw your face on that transport, Cole. The Widow felt her agent’s surprise from half a galaxy away, and I left everything behind to come here and reunite with my son.”
A lump formed in my throat when I thought about Selorah. She hadn’t told us much about the Widow; apparently her mistress was nearly as secretive with her servants as she was with everything else. But if the Widow was working with my father somehow…
“For almost a decade now the Widow has been helping me assemble a new army of pure, untainted human Seraphim,” Falric said. “Our Spiders are embedded in the Intelligence Ministry, the Defense Ministry, and a dozen other strategic places across the Convectorate. They are dormant for now, but soon I will call them to their true purpose…and the galaxy will once again tremble before the might of the Crystal Throne.”
“You’re insane,” Mosaad breathed. “There’s no way you could possibly—”
“Infiltrated the Convectorate?” Falric asked. “Manipulated the Hierarchs and the Conclave of Ministers? Have you ever listened to a word I’ve said, Wynn? Or is that addled warrior’s brain of yours incapable of understanding that there is more than one way to win a war?”
My father scoffed and turned back to me. “Cole, listen to me. I realize this isn’t what you were expecting, and I’m sure it must all seem very strange. But I promise that you have absolutely nothing to fear from me. Neither do your friends out there. I don’t want to harm them—on the contrary, I want to save them. They will return to Keledon with us and begin their new lives as true Seraphim.”
My eyes flicked over to the viewport and the battle still raging outside. Only a few blips remained on the tac-holo; every other Valkyrie had already been disabled. My stomach sank when I thought about all the other pilots—all of my pilots—floating helplessly in the void…
“They’re not going anywhere,” I whispered. “They’ve spent their whole lives being chased and terrorized by the Spiders.”
“My Spiders were only trying to protect them,” Falric said. “The galaxy is filled with ungrateful alien filth, and our people are easy targets without the old Dominion to protect them. But thanks to you, your friends will finally have a chance to reach their true potential. They will be trained by a real Wing of the Seraph.”
I swallowed and glared at him. “They have already been taught be a real Wing of the Seraph.”
“Ah, yes, the lizard,” Falric scoffed, shifting his eyes back to Raxyl. Thoughtful black streaks had appeared all across his scales amidst the fearful yellow. “No wonder they’re still amateurs. He was one of your mother’s many pity projects, an alien with a spark of psionic ability who fancied himself Seraphim.”
“Raxyl is Seraphim,” I insisted. 
Falric offered me a condescending smile, like a parent humoring the naïveté of a toddler. “Call him whatever you like, it changes nothing. He is no more Seraphim than your Velothi pet here.” He turned towards Kaveri and snorted. “Can you even imagine the odds? I tried to build my son a loyal whore, not a Psychophage-addled mutant.”
“She is a Blade of the Seraph!” I insisted.  
“No, she is merely the latest pet trained to perform tricks by an old, defeated man,” Falric said. “Just like your mother, Wynn here could never resist a good charity case. Has he ever told you about the broken mongrel he once took for a lover? Did he ever tell you how the mere sight of her nauseated his own men during the war?”
“You miserable son of a bitch,” Mosaad snarled as he lifted his psi-blade into a ready position. “I don’t know how you survived Keledon, and I don’t know how you wormed your way into the Convectorate. But honestly, I don’t care. You will not escape justice again!”
He lunged forward with a primal scream, his blade sizzling as he moved. He swung so hard, so viciously, he could have been striking at a giant feral beast rather than a man. I could feel the rage pouring off of him; I could feel his thirst for vengeance in every step. 
But an instant before he struck, my father calmly stretched out his hand and shaped his own psi-blade out of thin air. He lifted the weapon just in time to parry Mosaad’s attack, and when their swords met an explosive clash of psionic energy washed over the bridge and knocked me from my feet. My pistol flipped from my hand and skittered across the bridge, and Kaveri had to brace herself against the guard railing to stay upright. 
“You couldn’t kill me before,” Falric sneered as the burning psi-blades clashed a centimeter in front of his eyes. “What makes you think you can kill me now?”
He pushed Mosaad away with a sudden heave, but the older man’s rage couldn’t be quenched so easily. He lunged forward again, striking with a fury and precision I had seen in Kaveri many times. I didn’t know anything about fencing with a real sword, let alone one shaped with pure mental energy, but even I could appreciate his skill and grace. 
Just like how I could appreciate that it made no difference whatsoever. 
Falric clearly should have been overmatched; his movements were quick but stiff and stilted. His parries looked more like random flailing than a calculated defense. But for all Mosaad’s skill, he moved so slowly he could have been fighting underwater. At first I was terribly confused—how could someone with his obvious expertise be so sluggish?—but then I belatedly realized what was happening.
My father was manipulating his own time frame to make it appear as if he were dramatically faster than he actually was, and somehow I was caught in the temporal distortion with him. Everything around me seemed to moving at a tenth its normal speed: the tac-holo, the space battle outside, even Kaveri…
Then Mosaad abruptly screeched, and everything returned to normal. He stumbled backwards into the guard rail, a smoldering black streak across his left shoulder where Falric’s blade had seared through his armor. My father was suddenly several meters away near the command throne, a self-satisfied sneer on his lips. 
“Master!” Kaveri shrieked, leaping to his side. 
“Four and a half years,” Falric said, shaking his head. “Four and a half years and you’re still as predictable as ever. It’s almost sad, really. I still remember attending those galas on Keledon when I was a child. All the ‘great military minds’ would hail your plans and tactics. They practically worshipped you. But now…look at the pathetic mess you’ve become.”
Mosaad clutched at his shoulder as Kaveri helped him up. Despite the grimace on his face, his psi-blade continued burning as brightly as ever. 
“You see now why the Blades must finally be destroyed,” Falric said, glancing back over to me. “They are an old and tired order led by an old and tired fool. They were meant to obey the Crystal Throne unquestioningly…and soon, they will again.”
“Never,” Mosaad spat. “You will answer for your betrayal!”
He lunged forward again, and Kaveri joined him. Just like before, they attacked with the breathtaking, coordinated grace only true telepaths could ever hope to achieve. Every time one of them overextended, the other would compensate; every time one of them creating an opening, the other would exploit it. I could easily imagine them carving through a horde of Tarreen or combat mechs. I doubted that an entire army could have stopped them. 
But my father could. Time once again slowed to a crawl around me, and I watched the duel play out in the eons between my heartbeats. I had never felt so helpless; my breath caught in my throat every time my father’s blade clashed against Kaveri’s. He could kill her at any moment, and I had no idea what I could possibly do to stop him…
“Argh!”
Once again Mosaad’s agonized shriek collapsed the temporal bubble. A black, smoldering line marred the otherwise pristine armor covering his leg, and his blade vanished as he clutched at the wound. Falric’s backswing would have seared the head from the older man’s shoulders if Kaveri hadn’t deflected the attack at the last instant. The explosive clash of their swords unleashed another wave of telekinetic force that pummeled me backwards, and when I finally recovered and glanced back up Falric was looming over Mosaad’s body. 
“What a sad, ignoble end to a once proud order,” he sneered. “If you’d only had the courtesy to die on Keledon or Talasea like the others, you could have at least gone out with some dignity. The Blades might have even been remembered fondly, after a time. But this…this is truly pathetic. After all these centuries, the fabled protectors of the Seraph are reduced to one broken man and his latest alien whore.”
“Stop this!” I shouted, my voice trembling with helpless rage. “If you want to take me, fine—take me. Just let everyone else leave.”
Falric arched an eyebrow at me. “I’m glad to see that your mother and her lizard didn’t completely drain the integrity from your royal blood. I feared that a life in this Rim cesspool might have corrupted you beyond redemption.”
“Please, just let them all go,” I begged, holding up my hands. “I’ll come with you. I’ll do whatever you want.”
“Cole, stay back!” Kaveri warned as she crawled back to Mosaad, blade held defensively in front of her.  
“I already told you that he has nothing to fear from me, my dear,” Falric said. “You, on the other hand…what a disappointment you turned out to be. You were designed to serve my son from your knees and on your back. You should have embraced your role. You should have been honored by the privilege.”
“Leave her out of this,” I said, ignoring Kaveri’s warning and approaching closer. “Just take me with you and let the rest of them leave.”
My father studied me for a long moment, another disturbing smile tugging at his lips. “I can see your mother’s influence on you after all. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Thanks to her lizard, you’ve never had the chance to live among your own kind. How can I expect you to know what you’re missing?”
I raised my hands defensively. “Then show me. But please, just let them go.”
“If only it were that simple,” Falric said softly. “They will all come along with us, Cole, and I promise you I will take care of them. We will rebuild the Blades and the Wings, and together we will scour the Tarreen from the face of the galaxy!”
He glanced back down to Kaveri and Mosaad. “But first, you need to be untethered from this life,” he said. “For what it’s worth, my dear, I’m sorry it has to be this way. I suppose I’ll just have to order a new one…”
Falric slashed down at her with his blade, and Kaveri barely managed to deflect the attack in time. My heart froze in my chest as another temporal bubble distorted reality around us. My father lashed out with his blazing blue sword, and Kaveri frantically struggled to fend him off. She was one of the fastest, most dexterous people I had ever met, but even she couldn’t keep up forever. In a few more seconds, she would be dead.
“No!” I screamed. The thunderous ripples of my voice were so slow the words themselves enveloped me. I lunged forward, hoping against hope that I could tackle him before he overwhelmed her defenses. My movements were blindingly fast—my own legs were a blur of motion—but I knew it still wouldn’t be enough. Every footstep was still a microsecond behind his assault, and I opened my mouth to scream as he thrust his sword at her chest…
Only to be intercepted at the last possible instant by Mosaad’s blade. The explosive clash threw me off-balance; I tripped and crashed onto the cold deck plates just before I reached my father. And when I looked up, the vibrations of my fall rippling in the distorted air, I watched in horror as he drove his sword through Mosaad’s chest instead. 
I gasped, paralyzed, as time abruptly returned to normal. Everything seemed to happen at once: Master Mosaad crumpled to the deck, black wisps of smoke rose up from his scorched breastplate, and a shrieking Kaveri dove protectively over him even as his psi-blade dissipated for the last time. 
“A martyr to the end,” Falric said. “How disappointing.”
My heart pounded in my ears so loudly it drowned out Kaveri’s screams. My mind kept insisting that this wasn’t real—I must have been having one final nightmare in my bed on the Gazack. Of all the ways I had thought this attack could turn against us, I had never once envisioned that my resurrected father would be standing here threatening to murder or brainwash everyone and everything I cared about…
“Perhaps it is better this way, old friend,” Falric sneered. “For once, you won’t have to outlive the companions you failed.”
He pointed his blade back at Kaveri to finish the job. She glared up at him, her luminescent eyes streaked with tears, knowing she couldn’t possibly stop him… 
“No!” I shrieked. Inexplicably, a wave of telekinetic force exploded from my outstretched palms, slamming into my father and hurling him across the bridge. He crashed into the wall so hard he almost dented the bulkhead, and for a long, aching moment I stared down at my hands in stunned silence. I had absolutely no idea how I’d done that—I’d never actually moved anything with my mind before…
“It would seem you have some of your mother’s gifts after all,” Falric rasped as he propped himself up on an elbow. A trickle of blood seeped down through his hair and matted his sideburns. “Fascinating…”
I swallowed heavily and balled my hand into a fist. I could still feel the telekinetic vibrations shuddering through my bones, but I had no idea how—or if—I could harness them again. 
“All you lack is control,” Falric said as if answering my thoughts. “Your powers are purely reactive, just as mine were years ago. You must learn to focus—you must learn to make reality bend to your whim, not the other way around. And once you do, you will be invincible. The legacy of the Seraph flows through your veins!”
He slowly dragged himself to his feet. “You and I, we are not merely Seraphim, Cole,” he went on. “We are chosen—we are divine. The universe itself calls us to a higher purpose.” He shifted his eyes down to Kaveri and her fallen master. “For all his flaws, Wynn was right about one thing: we are destined to defeat the Tarreen. Our ancestors could have exterminated the vermin centuries ago, but when the day of the judgment finally came, the first Seraphim wavered. They allowed the Tarreen survivors to flee into the Rim…and look what their mercy has wrought. The monsters returned, just as we knew they would, and they found a weak, decadent civilization ripe for conquest.”
Falric shook his head, his movements still blurred by the temporal bubble. “My father—your grandfather—may have been a great man, but he was too willing to capitulate and compromise with his political enemies. He never should have founded the Alien Assembly. He never should have ceded a centimeter to the non-human filth trying to infest our empire!”
I swallowed between staggered breaths. “And you honestly wonder why so many of them joined the Convectorate?”
“That’s precisely my point,” Falric said. “Your grandfather thought he could buy the loyalty of the alien hordes with appeasement, but when the Convectorate attacked the Kreen and Krosians and so many others still joined our enemies. His compassion only revealed his weakness to the galaxy—a weakness our enemies were all-too-willing to exploit.”
“So your solution is to conquer them instead?”
“This isn’t about war, Cole. It is about enlightenment. I will offer them civilization instead of barbarism. I will offer them order rather than chaos.”
“And you think I have lived in bubble all my life,” I muttered. “The people out here in Rim despise humans…and I’m finally starting to understand why. They will fight you at every turn.”
“For a time, perhaps,” Falric admitted with a shrug. “The weak naturally follow the strong, and the mortal inevitably submit to the divine. They merely await a new symbol of leadership.” 
I scoffed. “You?”
“Us,” Falric corrected. “The rightful emperor resurrected from the dead, and the rightful prince returned from exile on the Rim. The rest of the pieces are already in place, I assure you. Once we add your friends to our army, we will finally be ready. The galaxy will tremble at the mere mention of the Seraphim Dominion!”
“Not likely,” I muttered, shaking my head. It was only then, when I glanced back to the console behind me, that I realized Raxyl was no longer there. He had been so quiet that I’d almost forgotten about him; I hadn’t even seen him for several minutes. Where could he have—?
Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of the faint, imperceptible shimmer of his Kali camouflage on the other side of the bridge. No one was paying attention to him, and he seemed to be slowly maneuvering his way towards the corpses of the Baalir commandos for some reason… 
“I will prove it to you, Cole,” my father said, still fixated upon me. “I can’t wait to show you the empire I have built in the shadows. My forces merely await my command to step into the light.”
I glanced at the tac-holo as the last Valkyrie finally winked out of existence amidst a swarm of drones. The Vantrax was still desperately trying to recover them all in time, but its defenses wouldn’t last much longer. In a few more minutes, everything we had built would be lost. 
But then I caught another flicker of movement at the fringes of my vision. I finally realized what Raxyl was trying to do…and I finally realized what I needed to.
I reached out and offered Falric my hand. He smiled and clasped my arm, and I begrudgingly pulled him in for a real embrace. 
“Whatever you think you know about me, I am on your side,” he told me. “You are my son, and I will always be your father.”
“There’s just one problem with that,” I said, locking my arms around his back. “I already have a father.”
I could actually feel a premonition shudder through Falric’s body. His eyes widened, his body stiffened, and he whirled his head around just in time to watch Raxyl drop his camouflage and retrieve one of the commando’s massive plasma rifles.
“For Maris,” Raxyl said. 
Falric shaped another temporal bubble around the instant the Kali pulled the trigger. The smoldering green-white plasma bolt crawled towards us so slowly I could actually see the air sizzling in its wake.  My father started to move clear of the blast…and I held him firmly in place.
His head whipped back around to glare at me, and I had the satisfaction of watching terror fill his eyes when he belatedly realized what was happening…
And then the temporal bubble collapsed. The plasma burst exploded in Falric’s back, and the impact sent both of us tumbling across the bridge. When I recovered, I stared down at the hissing black crater in my father’s back for what felt like a small eternity before I finally closed my eyes and grit my teeth. I found it even harder to breathe than to swallow; I swore I was choking on my own tongue. But eventually I heard Raxyl step forward and offer me his hand. 
“We must get off this vessel,” he said, his scales a shade of dark green I had never seen before. “The Vantrax has retrieved the disabled Valkyries, but their shields will not hold much longer.”
My neck nodded reflexively, though it no longer felt like it was attached to my head. I didn’t feel like I was in control of my body at all; everything had gone cold and numb. 
“We need to get Master Mosaad to Shandris as soon as possible,” Kaveri said, clutching her mentor’s body. “I can move him with my telekinesis to keep him as still as—”
“It’s too late for that,” he rasped, grabbing her hand before she could bounce back to her feet. “You have to get out of here. You have to get out of here now.”
Kaveri grimaced and shook her head. “We’re not going to leave you behind. We can still get you to Shandris before—”
“Kaveri, it’s over,” Mosaad said, his entire arm trembling as he clutched hers. “You have to take Cole and leave. Now!”
My stomach sank even further when I looked down at him. I wasn’t a doctor by any stretch of the imagination, but I’d patched enough stabs and pulse burns over the years to recognize a mortal injury when I saw one. If we had been lying in the infirmary surrounded by medical drones, they might have been able to save him. But here, trapped on the bridge of an enemy battleship a hundred meters from our only healer…
 “Save as many of the others as you can,” Mosaad said. “You are their protector now.”
“Master—”
“I will do everything I can to cover your escape from here,” he told her. “Now go. Go…and live.”
Her luminescent eyes flickered so intently I honestly wondered if they might stop glowing altogether. But then her warrior poise somehow reasserted itself, and she squeezed his hand as she leaned down to kiss him on the forehead. He whispered something into her ear, and she nodded and stood. 
“We should go,” Kaveri said. “The others need our help.”
I started to follow, but I stopped in the doorway and cast one last look back at my father’s corpse. I couldn’t even begin to parse the pain and terror and sorrow and relief all rushing through me at once. I had come here expecting to fight Tarreen. Instead…
The legacy of the Seraph flows through your veins. 
I closed my eyes and forced myself to swallow. My knees went weak, and I wasn’t even sure I could move until I felt Raxyl put his hand on my arm. 
“Come,” he said, his scales smeared a sympathetic red. “It is time to leave the past behind us.”
“Is that even possible?”
“I do not know,” he admitted. “We will find out together.”
 
 
 



Interlude
 
The command console beeped softly when Cole’s Valkyrie surged out of the hangar, and several warning lights began flickering when the assault shuttle detached from the hull. Wynn Mosaad couldn’t actually read most of the displays—Tareen ideograms were so convoluted they were almost impossible to decipher—but he had seen enough Convectorate tech over the years to understand the basics. He only needed a few seconds to activate the steering HUD and plot a new course. 
Once everything was locked in, he slumped deeper into the chair and watched as the shuttle and the Valkyries accelerated towards the Vantrax. A swarm of drones attempted to intercept them, but Cole and Raxyl had no trouble carving a path to the hangar. 
“May the Seraph guide your blades,” he whispered.
A gargling groan from the deck caught his attention, and he glanced down just in time to see a red claw emerge from beneath the shattered console on the other side of the bridge. Admiral Ferron slowly dragged himself free of the rubble, though it was clearly taking all of his willpower just to stay conscious. The heavy scales around his shoulders were cracked and hemorrhaging, and he scowled at Mosaad through bloodshot orange eyes. 
“Hello, old friend,” Mosaad said. “You’re just in time for the celebration.”
The Tarreen swept his gaze around the bridge until he spotted Falric’s corpse. “Rasska,” he hissed. “Treacherous dreega filth!”
Mosaad chuckled bitterly until the laughs transformed into coughs. “He beat you at your own game,” he whispered. “He beat us both.”
“I warned them about the Spiders,” Ferron seethed. “I told them it was a mistake from the beginning.”
“They should have listened to you. But by the time they realize what’s happening, it will be too late.”
“No,” Ferron said, slapping his tail against the neck and hoisting himself up into a crouch. “When the Hierarchy learns the truth, they will purge the treasonous filth from our ranks. They will send our fleets to your ‘Core’ and burn every dreega world to cinders!”
“And who is going to tell them?” Mosaad asked. “This ship will never send another transmission, and neither will your forces on the station.”
Ferron glanced back out viewport to the sprawling superstructure of the shipyard directly in front of them. “Your pilots flee the field,” he said, glaring at the small blip representing the Vantrax as it moved across the tac-holo. “The battle is over.”
“The battle might be, but the war…” Mosaad smiled. “You have no idea what’s coming for you. You have no idea what’s about to be unleashed.”
The admiral’s eyes narrowed as he belatedly realized they were drifting towards the shipyard. “No,” he rasped, clawing at his belt for a weapon that wasn’t there. “I will not allow it!”
“It’s long past time you answered for all the deaths you’ve caused,” Mosaad said, hovering his hand over the engine controls. “Maybe it’s long past time since I answered for mine.”
He touched the console. The Avernal Fury’s engines roared to life, and he smiled as the shipyard grew larger and larger in the viewport. 
“For the Seraph.”
 
 



Epilogue
 
Deep Space
Varsellian Sector, Far Rim
1101.8
 
“We just intercepted a whole package of transmissions from that Kreen scout ship,” Shandris said as she scrolled through the holographic data feed hovering above the Vantrax’s com station. “They’re not just annoyed—they’re livid. The Kreen government has already lodged a formal protest against the Defense Pact, and the news hit the sector Holosphere this afternoon.”
I leaned back in my chair and nodded. “It’s a start, at least.”
“A huge start,” Shandris corrected. “It takes a lot to get my people’s government to protest anything publically. A dozen of the border worlds have already been clamoring to pull out of the Convectorate for years—an illegal shipyard secretly built in their backyard could easily push them over the tipping point.”
“Then it’s working,” Cobalt said. “It’s actually working…”
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I warned. “We still have no idea what’s going to happen. For all we know, this will blow over in a few weeks.”
Morningstar scoffed and crossed his arms over his chest. “Now there is the cynical, bitter skeptic we all know and love. And here I thought the nicer, more personable version was here to stay.”
I snorted softly. Almost a week had passed since our frantic escape from Nelphari, but whenever I closed my eyes I could still see the afterimage of the shipyard and the Avernal Fury exploding behind us. Though sometimes—usually when the lights were off—I could see my father’s smoking corpse instead. 
Everyone and everything was here on the Vantrax: the Valkyries, the Gazack, the pilots…we had completely packed up the base on Maz Sepa and taken to the stars instead. Morale was a hell of a lot better than I expected, especially after the initial shock had worn off, and Selorah had made considerable progress repairing all the damage. We were as safe and secure as we could reasonably expect given the circumstances. 
The problem was that we were also directionless. 
“Master Mosaad believed that destroying the shipyard would send a message to the galaxy,” Kaveri whispered from her perch near the viewport. “He wanted everyone from the Rim to the Core to know that the Wings of the Seraph were back. And soon, they will.”
“Yeah, well, I won’t hold my breath waiting for an invitation back to Keledon…or anywhere else, for that matter,” Morningstar muttered. 
 “All revolutions have to start somewhere,” Shandris said. “It’s been a long time since anyone stood up to the Vecs.”
“Maybe, but we still have a long way to go before we get invited to the good parties.”
“All the more reason to get started sooner rather than later,” Blackstar said from the back of the bridge.
 I sighed and closed my eyes. This time, the image of my father’s smoking corpse was there to greet me. I’d had plenty of moments of weakness over the past week, and almost all of them involved second guessing myself and my choices on the bridge of the Fury. Sometimes I scolded myself for boarding the ship in the first place, but of course then my father simply would have killed Kaveri and Mosaad and captured everyone else. At other moments I regretted grabbing ahold of him while Raxyl fired that gun, but that scenario didn’t play out any better. Deep down, I think I knew I had done the right thing…but somehow that knowledge still hadn’t seared the image of my father’s corpse from the back of my eyelids. 
The legacy of the Seraph flows through your veins. 
A few months ago, I wouldn’t have had a clue what that even meant…and honestly, I wasn’t convinced I did now. Growing up on the Rim, I had never bought into the mythos of the Seraph as a righteous revolutionary who had liberated the galaxy from the yolk of the old Tarreen Empire. The people out here saw little difference between humans and the Tarreen. They felt like had merely traded one set of interstellar despots for another, and for most of my life I had more or less agreed with them. 
Then I had met her. 
I stood and walked up behind Kaveri. My arm slid easily around her waist, and I held her in silence for a long moment as we watched more and more news feeds stream across the holo-projector. This story really was taking off faster than I’d expected; the Rakashi seemed every bit as livid as the Kreen. Individually, their governments were little more than a blip on the radar, but together…
“If any of what my father said is remotely true, then this is only the beginning,” I said. “The Widow has been gathering psychic adepts across the galaxy to build a new Seraphim Order from the ashes of the old Dominion, and the Hierarchy has no idea what’s coming for them. We may be on the cusp of another war.” I squeezed Kaveri more tightly against me. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I have no interest in sitting this one out.”
“What does that mean?” Cobalt asked. 
“It means there are lot more Seraphim out there who need our help, humans and nonhumans alike,” I told her. “If we do nothing, we’re abandoning them to the Widow and her Spiders.”
“Okay, but it’s not like we have any reliable way to find them,” Squeaker pointed out. “And in case you hadn’t noticed, we don’t have a fleet at our beck and call, either.”
“We have a ship, we have Valkyries, we have pilots…” I smiled at Kaveri. “We even have a Blade of the Seraph. What else could we possibly need?”
“A few dozen battleships would be nice,” Morningstar muttered as he glared at his protein malt. “Though at this point, I’d honestly settle for some real food.”
They all shared an anxious chuckle. But awkward snickering aside, they were all waiting for something—or rather, someone. I had felt the pressure building ever since we had escaped from Nelphari, but until now I hadn’t wanted to acknowledge it. A part of me had been hoping for someone else to step up and take the reins. Blackstar, Nova, pretty much any of the senior pilots in Seraph Squadron…they had all far more experience than I did. They had all known each other far longer than they had known me. Hell, even Raxyl had been an actual Wing of the Seraph at some point, and he was a lot older than the rest of us. 
But for some reason, none of that seemed to matter. 
“Well, we can’t stay out here forever,” Shandris said. “We have to do something.”
“If my father had gotten his way, we would all be soldiers in a new Dominion army,” I said. “We would be every bit as brutal as the old regime, and we would validate what half the galaxy already thinks of psychics in particular and humans in general.”
I took a deep breath and turned to face them. “As much as I hate the Tarreen, I have no interest in watching a new group of thugs rise in their wake. I say the time for Hierarchs and Emperors is over. I say it’s time for something different.”
“Nice speech,” Shandris snarked. “But what does any of that actually mean? What are we going to do?”
“We save psychic adepts whenever and wherever we can, and we do our best to prove that we aren’t like the old Dominion,” I told her. “We honor the real legacy of the Seraph and liberate people from here to the Core.”
“Sounds nice, but there’s just one big problem: where do we possibly begin?”
Kaveri squeezed my arm supportively. I kissed her softly on the lips then returned to my chair. 
“Where else?” I asked, smiling. “We go home.”
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