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Prologue

	 

	My pain is my power. My suffering is my purpose. I will earn what others have been given. That is what makes me strong.

	Vestri’s eyes shot open. Her vision was blurred by the greenish koboro fluid surrounding her, and air rattled through her rebreather clamped over her mouth. She must not have been unconscious for long—her lungs still burned as if she had inhaled flame, and every time she drew breath it was like a bellows feeding the heat. But a faint telepathic presence tugged at the corners of her mind and roused her from slumber.

	The Master wanted to speak with her. 

	“You should be proud of yourself. Once again, you have proven him right.”

	The voice—her voice—came from outside the koboro tank. It was clear and crisp, without the slightest bit of distortion from the liquid. When Vestri turned her head, she saw the blond-haired, green-eyed version of herself standing beyond the glass, arms crossed over her pristine blue Dominion uniform. 

	“You won’t be able to beg for forgiveness this time,” Selorah Trell said. “He gave you another chance, and you failed. The Seven and her shaper are gone, possibly forever.”

	Vestri snarled into her rebreather. A light on the console outside the tank was blinking, indicating an incoming transmission. She hadn’t expected the Master to reach out to her again so soon. She wasn’t even certain how he knew she was here on Ziphrades in the first place—she hadn’t contacted him since she had chased Kaya to Cira Narn. 

	But he did know, and there was no point in delaying the inevitable confrontation. Her mental phantasm was right—the Master would not show her mercy again. Vestri had promised him that she would recover Kaya and the shaper, but despite trapping them in the underwater facility—despite the fact that they possessed no weapons capable of harming her—they had still escaped her grasp. 

	“Because you’re pathetic,” Selorah goaded. “You aren’t worthy of being called Seraphim.”

	Vestri turned away from her tormentor. Normally, the taunts would have provoked a violent response. She would have lashed out with powers; she might have even smashed the tank around her. At the very least, she would have seethed in quiet fury while she replayed and analyzed her mistakes during her long recovery. 

	But that hadn’t happened. She hadn’t lashed out or broken anything or even floated here in brooding in silence. Since dragging herself back to the ship, the only thing she had done was think about the last words spoken by the Seventh Shadow. 

	Spider Zero was here with the Union. If she has turned away from the Widow, then the other Shadows can, too!

	Vestri closed her eyes again, trying in vain to focus on the shattered memory fragments at the edge of her consciousness. But as always, she could never quite reassemble them into a coherent whole. She had no idea how many times her mind had been purged—dozens? hundreds?—but it was one type of damage that even a koboro tank couldn’t repair. All she knew was that the Master was keeping things from her. 

	The Master, the Widow…they’re monsters. We’re nothing more than tools to them. You should understand that better than anyone.

	Her amber eyes reopened. Selorah Trell. Spider Zero. The first trained operative of the Widow and now the genetic template for the Shadows of the Seraph. Vestri knew exactly who she was—she was the phantasm that haunted her, the voice she could never ignore. She was guilt. She was judgment. 

	She was her. 

	“But you’re nothing like me,” the voice outside the tank said. “You are a copy, and a flawed one at that. A shadow of my greatness, easily forgotten and instantly replaced.”

	The words of the Seventh Shadow—of Kaya—came to her again. Spider Zero must have turned for a reason. The Master tortured both of us. We don’t owe him or the Widow anything!

	Vestri knew that Kaya could have been lying. The Sevens were duplicitous by their very nature. She could have simply been stalling in an effort to give her Velothi wraith more time to get into position. 

	But what if she wasn’t? What if Spider Zero really had turned? What did it mean for the Eclipse? What did it mean if the Master was keeping all of this from her?

	Vestri slammed her hand against the release button. The tank hissed as the green liquid surrounding her began to drain out, and her vision sharpened once her eyes were clear. 

	“The Master wishes to speak with you,” the ship’s disembodied voice said once the tank was empty. “I tried to inform him that you were still recovering, but he insisted upon—”

	“Inform him that the hunt continues,” Vestri said, her voice barely even sounding human through the rebreather, “and that I will update him again once I have more news.”

	The Synesthete didn’t reply for several seconds. “Mistress?”

	“You heard me. I have nothing else to report.”

	Vestri wondered if the Synesthete might open the channel anyway. This ship belonged to the Widow and the Master, and the psychic whose consciousness had been merged with it was loyal to them, not Vestri. If it decided to ignore her commands, there was precious little she could do about it. The Synesthete didn’t have a body to kill, and there was no traditional computer core for her to purge and reprogram. The vessel and its psionic consciousness were a single inseparable being. 

	“Message sent,” the Synesthete replied, its voice still as cool and modulated as ever. 

	“Good,” Vestri said. Pausing for a moment, she allowed most of the koboro to drip from her body and follow the rest down the drain before she opened the tank and stepped outside. The maintenance drones had already repaired her damaged armor during her short rest. Stretching out her hand, she telekinetically pulled the chest piece from the armor rack to her grip and turned it over to inspect their work. As usual, there was almost no sign that it had even been scratched. 

	“Perhaps you should return to the tank, mistress,” the ship suggested. “Your lung tissue was severely damaged, and—”

	“What have you uncovered in your search?” Vestri demanded. With her free hand, she removed the tank rebreather and drew in a low, slow breath. The tiny amounts of anesthetic in the chemical-filled air of the ship dulled the worst of the pain. 

	“As you anticipated, the Intelligence Ministry Database does not possess any information on the current whereabouts of operative codename Spider Zero. In fact, there are no references to her whatsoever.”

	Vestri nodded as she telekinetically pushed her armor back to its stand. “Were you able to access the records in the Nest?”

	“I am afraid not, mistress. There was no additional information available to me.” 

	It was an annoying answer but not a surprising one. Just like this ship, the Nest didn’t have a conventional computer system with conventional data storage—at least, not one that contained anything important. Truly vital information was stored telepathically inside a nexus of psionic crystals that could be accessed by Synesthetes anywhere in the galaxy. In a way, it was essentially a vast wireless cloud of data that only telepaths could access.

	Assuming they had the proper mental “code.” The Master had probably sealed off information on Spider Zero from everyone, even the Synesthetes. If Vestri were physically there at the Nest, she might have been able to figure out a way to access the crystals herself and keep her queries private. But out here, hundreds of light-years away, her telepathy simply wasn’t strong enough to achieve such a feat. 

	All of which meant that locating Spider Zero might prove even more difficult than capturing the shaper. 

	“What about my other inquiry?” Vestri asked, feeling the usual frisson of surprise at the sound of her normal, unfiltered voice. 

	“You’re not going to find her,” the same exact voice came back at her. Off to the left, her mental phantasm was now sitting cross-legged at the computer terminal, a smug smirk on her face. “Not before the Master realizes what you’re doing.”

	“I have narrowed down a list of potential candidates to three,” the Synesthete said. “Do you wish to see them?”

	“Yes,” Vestri said, stepping over to the medical console on the wall while trying to ignore the phantasm in the chair. As her wet feet squished across the deck plates, the holo-projector displayed images of three individuals, all non-humans, along with a scrawl of relevant identification data. 

	“When cross-referencing records from the Science Ministry and the Intelligence Ministry, only these three individuals met all of your criteria. However, I am skeptical that—”

	“It’s him,” Vestri said, a chill rippling over and through her body as if she had just slipped back into the cold koboro tank. “Pherion Gizahri.”

	She reached out and touched the controls to increase the size of the projection from ten centimeters to a full meter. The image of a male alien spun on its axis before her, his light blue-gray skin the only immediate indication that he wasn’t human. Though upon closer inspection, his ears were probably his most distinguishing feature—they were pointed at the arch and at the lobe, with small, serrated ridges along the back. His eyes were a soft luminescent violet not so different than a Velothi’s. In this particular image capture, only his left ear was visible thanks to his long mane of straight white hair. 

	“Are you certain, mistress?” the Synesthete asked. 

	“He’s the only one I’ve seen before. Many times…”

	Vestri closed her eyes, a sea of incomplete images flashing through her mind. Bright lights. Medical status monitors. A deep, dispassionate voice…

	But no matter how hard she focused, the fragments still inevitably faded. All she knew for certain was that she had met Gizahri before, and that he was somehow involved with the Shadows just like the dead Thursk cyberneticist back on Cira Narn. 

	Or maybe not just like Garen Ruto. No, Gizahri’s work had been more subtle. Perhaps even more important. Was it related to memories, perhaps?

	“This is pointless,” Selorah said, her voice twice as loud, as if irritated she was being ignored. “Do you honestly believe that the Master would trust an alien to keep information on his operatives?”

	“An alien species the Tarreen barely know anything about,” Vestri countered, her eyes slowly reopening. “The Yarasi have innate clairvoyant and telepathic abilities.”

	She glanced down at the chair next to her to keep arguing the point, but the phantasm was already gone. 

	“I beg your pardon, mistress?” the Synesthete asked. 

	“Never mind,” Vestri murmured, inhaling another lungful of air despite the burn that came with it. It felt good to breathe for herself no matter how much it hurt. “Do you have a location?”

	“He is currently assigned to Suntara, a lunar research station in an adjacent sector.”

	Vestri searched her memory to no avail. “How far?”

	“Approximately four hundred parsecs from our present position.”

	Farther than she would have liked, but certainly not as far as it could have been, given the breadth of Convectorate-controlled space. And with her astral drive, the journey would take less than three days. 

	“Set a course,” Vestri ordered. “Shift us into astral space as soon as possible.”

	The voice paused. “The Master’s orders were quite clear, mistress. We are to apprehend the shaper at any cost.”

	Vestri meandered back toward the tank as she examined the rebreather still clutched in her hand. She needed to be careful. Ultimately, there was nothing to stop the Synesthete from shifting to astral space and taking them right back to the Nest instead. If the ship became convinced that she had abandoned her mission…

	“Kaya and the shaper are trying to contact the Union,” Vestri said. “We know that much. And if she’s right about Spider Zero, it means that she’ll be on the same trail we are. Finding one will lead us to the other.”

	It wasn’t the tightest logic in the universe, obviously. With access to an astral drive and to the resources of the Convectorate, not to mention her ability to spin a psychic web, Vestri still had a great many traditional hunting options available to her. And of course, there was absolutely no guarantee that Kaya also knew about Gizahri. Both of their minds had been wiped countless times, and it was impossible to guess what fragments remained. 

	But tracking down a shared target of interest was a time-tested hunting technique, and as long as Vestri could make a case Kaya might pursue the same person, this plan could at least seem plausible. Or so she hoped. 

	“Setting course,” the Synesthete said eventually. “We should arrive in approximately sixty-five hours. However, at least one shift back into normal space is recommended for safety.”

	“Fine, but not for more than an hour,” Vestri said, reattaching the rebreather. “And don’t wake me again unless it is vital.”

	She stepped back into the tank. As the curved surface slid shut and the cold liquid began to rise around her again, the image of Kaya’s face flashed into her mind—her face, yet somehow different. The Master had always coddled the Sevens and tormented the Nines, and Vestri hated them for it. 

	I remember how badly they treated you. They were always pitting us against each other, but they never even gave you a chance.

	Vestri grimaced. She had been so determined to complete her mission and prove herself that she hadn’t really listened to what the Seven was telling her at the time. But now, hours later, the other woman’s pleas seemed…earnest. Genuine. 

	“The Sevens are built to lie,” the voice of the phantasm said. “Spider Zero is the catalyst for the Eclipse, the bridge to a new Dominion and a restored Seraphim Order.”

	“Then why has she turned?”

	“She hasn’t. Unlike you, she is a true daughter of the Seraph’s legacy. Listening to the lies of the Seven will only lead you to your doom.” 

	“Perhaps,” Vestri muttered as the liquid crawled up her neck. “But you want me to fail.”

	“You have already failed. And when the Master realizes what you’re doing—”

	“If I’ve already failed, then why do you care if I listen to the Seven? Why does it even matter if I find Spider Zero?”

	The phantasm did not answer. 

	 

	 

	
1 
Contingencies

	 

	“The Velothi’s vital signs are stabilizing,” Ghost reported, his spherical holographic orange avatar floating in front of the medical displays in the Prowler’s small infirmary. “Extraordinary. Absolutely extraordinary.”

	“Yeah…I am,” Kaya bit out through clenched teeth. “Thanks for noticing.”

	Dorian Garr smiled and squeezed her supportively. He was standing behind her, his arms wrapped around her stomach. He could feel her abdominal muscles tremble every time a new spike of pain shuddered through her body, and he was trying to help. But ultimately, there was precious little he could do besides wait and watch the show. 

	“Take it slow,” he warned. 

	“I told you before, I’m not that kind of girl,” Kaya said, a bead of perspiration trickling down the back of her neck. “It’s fast and hard or nothing at all.”

	“I’m serious.”

	“So am I. It’s always better to rip off the bandage in a single pull.”

	“This isn’t a bandage. And we’re not in a rush.”

	She snorted but didn’t argue the point. Her hands were on the side of Mysha’s stomach where the field dressing was soaked red, her face scrunched in pain as she siphoned the unconscious woman’s wounds into her body. Dorian had witnessed the process several times now, but he still shared Ghost’s disbelief at just how astonishing—and in some ways disturbing—psionic healing was to behold.

	Still, it was useful to know how powerful it could be in a pinch, especially considering how often they seemed to get shot at. After Ziphrades, they were lucky to be alive and in as relatively good shape as they were. 

	The underwater lab was already five light-years behind them, but Dorian swore he could almost feel their masked Shadow of the Seraph breathing down their necks. They had left in such a hurry that the battle was still fresh in his mind: the pain when he’d been shocked into unconsciousness by the stun bola, the surprise when Mysha helped awaken him, the rush of adrenaline when he had unleashed his magnokinetic powers and pinned their assailant to the wall of the derelict facility…

	The horror at how, aside from her raven hair, she had been an exact copy of the woman Dorian had fallen in love with. 

	It wasn’t the first time he’d seen Kaya’s face duplicated in another—there had also been the old footage of Spider Zero invading the lab on Ziphrades. But that woman had never actually spoken. 

	This one had been a fully realized clone of Selorah Trell—Spider Zero—and thinking about the murderous glint in her amber eyes sent a chill down Dorian’s spine. Despite the fact that he had left her pinned to the wall of the collapsing station—despite the fact that the Prowler’s sensors assured him no one was in pursuit—he knew that they hadn’t seen the last of the seemingly invincible assassin. 

	But for now, at least, they had earned a moment of peace, and helping Mysha was their top priority. That was why he and Kaya had left the Prowler in Ghost’s capable hands while she did her best to treat their Velothi companion in the infirmary. 

	“Ah!” Kaya hissed, her body seizing up in obvious pain. Dorian squeezed again, fully aware that his hand was resting over her ribcage, the same patch of skin where Mysha was wounded. He feared that his touch might inadvertently be causing more pain than comfort, but she had assured him that the warmth and pressure was soothing, and after his warning, she seemed to be pacing herself enough that she wasn’t absorbing the entire wound at once. Her flesh probably wouldn’t burst open and cover his fingers in blood. 

	Nonetheless, the pain was obviously still intense, and she had to spend as much time using her metabolic abilities to regenerate the damage to her own body as siphoning it out of Mysha. Distantly, Dorian wondered how the first Seraphim had discovered this particular psionic talent, and that led him to wondering if every ship in the old Dominion had employed individuals with similar powers. If so, it seemed like getting on the medic’s good side would have been absolutely vital for the crew. Asking your surgeon to cut you open and repair a broken bone or torn muscle was one thing; asking her to personally endure your injuries was one hell of a step up in patient-physician intimacy. 

	Kaya inhaled sharply, her body seizing up again. She abruptly released her grip on Mysha’s body, and she would have collapsed if Dorian hadn’t been there to catch her. She slumped weakly in his arms, her breaths heavy and ragged. Strands of her blue hair were plastered across her sweat-streaked forehead, and her vest and pants were still smeared with blood, grime, and grease from the battle. She was an absolute mess. 

	Dorian retreated back into the only chair in the Prowler’s cramped infirmary, allowing Kaya to slump into his lap and catch her breath. Mysha remained unconscious on the medical bed, her right leg still twisted awkwardly in the metal stirrup. Her normally pristine white vest was lying on the floor, the left side soaked crimson with blood. 

	“Fuck!” Kaya swore, gritting her teeth and squeezing him so hard it almost hurt. “I need to start keeping my spice stash here instead of Meesh’s quarters…”

	Dorian held her comfortingly, wishing there were something he could do for her. His magnokinesis had bought them the time they needed to escape, and his shaping abilities were apparently rare and highly coveted by the Widow and her allies. But right now, he felt utterly useless.

	“I do not recommend dangerous and addictive narcotics as a treatment for physical discomfort,” Ghost commented as his holographic avatar floated above Mysha. “Nor do I recommend them as a treatment for psychological discomfort, though I calculate an eighty-three point two-six percent probability that you will ignore my recommendations and attempt to sedate yourself in some capacity regardless.”

	“Only eighty-three?” Kaya asked. “What fills up the other seventeen?”

	“In some scenarios, Master Dorian convinces you to remain sober, and you spend your time fornicating with him instead.”

	“Some scenarios?” she protested. “Trust me, in a few minutes he’s going to be fornicating the hell out of me whether I take hurricane or not.”

	“I shall update my algorithm accordingly,” the AI replied matter-of-factly. 

	“You do that.” Kaya swiveled herself in Dorian’s lap until she was facing him, then leaned her forehead against his as she visibly fought through the lingering pain. He still didn’t see any injuries on her bare stomach—not even any discoloration or bruises—though he did notice that her left leg was twisted uncomfortably to the side. When he tried to help her adjust her posture, however, she gripped his elbows tightly, holding him firmly in place. He frowned, wondering why in the Seraph’s name she could possibly want to sit in such an awkward position…

	He didn’t figure it out until he saw the medical display out of the corner of his eye. Most of the details scrolling across the small terminal were gibberish to Dorian—he wasn’t a biologist or a medic—but even a layman could see the dramatic changes in Mysha’s damaged leg. Her fibula had been fractured when they’d dragged her in here, but now the bone looked perfectly straight.

	“It’s getting better,” Kaya said, her amber eyes opening to meet his blue ones. From point-blank range, her irises were like pools of golden fire. “You might have been right before…maybe I should have slowed down.”

	“You think?” he replied dryly. “I know you want to help, but I doubt she can feel any pain while she’s unconscious. Once you got her bleeding stabilized, you should have waited at least a few minutes to fix her leg.”

	“Well, it’s too late now.” Kaya’s fingers shifted to his shoulders, digging in as she shut her eyes. “Just give me a minute…”

	Dorian held her close, more than willing to be her brace for as long as she needed. As difficult as it was to see her like this, at least it kept his mind focused on the here and now instead of on the Spider watchlist that Ghost had recovered from the underwater facility’s computers.

	A watchlist that had his name, and records indicating that he and his father had been under observation by the Widow for almost sixteen years. 

	How is that even possible?

	“Okay…okay,” Kaya said, her voice intruding upon his thoughts as her grip on his shoulders started to relax. She kept their foreheads pressed together as she drew in one steadying breath after another. “How’s Meesh?”

	“As I said, her vital signs have stabilized,” Ghost reported. “Her bone has also been set, though there is still considerable swelling as a result of the fracture. There are several common medications that would aid in her recovery, but the infirmary does not possess any of them…or much of anything else.”

	“In case you hadn’t noticed, the Prowler isn’t a medical frigate,” Kaya replied sourly. “Do you have any idea how expensive it is to get that shit on the black market?”

	“Yes.”

	“Yeah, well…good for you,” she grumbled. “And here I was starting to think you were getting less annoying.”

	“Never think that,” Dorian said. “You’ll always regret it later.”

	Kaya grunted, then winced a heartbeat later as if the motion had triggered a flash of pain. “We could always try and stock up at the next port, assuming Garr Industries is willing to pick up the tab. Do you have a way to charge the family bank account?”

	“After everything that’s happened, it’s probably been frozen by now.”

	“Figures.”

	Kaya took in another calming breath, then finally pulled their heads apart. Several new trails of sweat trickled down her neck and into the narrow cleavage window of her blue-gold vest. He wasn’t sure he had seen her this strained since…well, ever. 

	“How long until she wakes up?” she asked over her shoulder. 

	“That is difficult to approximate with any accuracy,” Ghost said. “However, at her current rate of recovery, I anticipate it will require at least twelve hours of rest before her full mobility is restored.”

	“Not bad. It will probably take us that long to reach the next port anyway.”

	“I recommend an additional seventy-two hours with limited physical exertion,” the AI added. “That includes any and all forms of sexual activity.”

	Kaya snorted. “Good luck with that. When Meesh wakes up, she’s going to be all over the man who saved her life.” She turned her amber eyes on Dorian and flashed him one of her vast repertoire of impish smiles. “And since the two of you have now been properly acquainted, it means we can all finally have some real fun together.”

	Dorian smiled back. But before his imagination could run wild with thoughts of being sandwiched between two gorgeous women, the harsh realities of the present brought it to a screeching halt. He had spent every minute of the past few hours worrying about potential pursuit and about Mysha’s health, but now his mind was inexorably drawn back to the information they had uncovered in the lab.

	They were watching me. This whole time, the Spiders were watching and waiting for me to develop psionic powers. But how? And more importantly…why?

	When they had first learned about the Ziphrades facility, they had hoped it would point them in the direction of Spider Zero and the elusive Seraphim Union. Yet shockingly—impossibly—the information they’d discovered had been about Dorian, not Kaya or the other Shadows. 

	Based on what they’d found, the Spiders had apparently been keeping tabs on hundreds of potential psychics scattered across Convectorate space. Over time, about nine in ten of those individuals had eventually developed psionic abilities and presumably been captured and taken to the Nest. Dorian had been on that list, but the Spiders seemed unaware that he had eventually developed his own psionic abilities.

	The whole thing was as confusing as it was disturbing. He didn’t understand why the Spiders were tracking any of those people. Their entire purpose was to spin psychic webs across vast reaches of space—webs that allowed them to sense psionic activity and capture potential psychics before they became a threat to the Convectorate. So why did they need to keep tabs on individuals whose powers hadn’t even developed yet? And how had they decided which people to put on that list in the first place?

	Dorian didn’t have good answers. Nor did he understand why or how he had been on that list. Actually, the why was rather obvious. He was a psychic. But the how was another matter entirely.

	He and his father had taken every precaution to keep him safe from the Spiders, and yet somehow, the Widow and her minions had still been watching him. It suggested, among other things, that the perceived safety of the Garr family stronghold had always been an illusion. His father had believed that isolation was the key to protecting his gifted son from the Spiders, but if they had known about it all along…

	He realized that Kaya was staring at him, her brow furrowed in concern at his lack of response.

	“Neither of you are in a condition for that kind of fun,” Dorian said eventually, his mouth oddly dry. 

	“Oh, come on,” Kaya protested, swinging her right leg over his waist to straddle him. She didn’t even wince—her regeneration must have already healed her leg bone. “It doesn’t matter how much pain I’m in; I’m always ready to go.”

	She leaned forward and kissed him, her hips rolling against him. The crazy thing was, she wasn’t exaggerating—he had no doubt in his mind that he could have fucked her right here in this chair if he’d wanted to. Kaya, he’d quickly learned, was always more than happy to bury her pain with sex or drugs or whatever else.

	His hands were resting on the bare skin of her lower back, and he itched to slide his fingers beneath her waistband to grope the toned cheeks of her ass. But after kissing her for a minute, Dorian pushed her away. Her eyes narrowed in confusion and perhaps even annoyance.

	“We need to figure out where we’re actually going,” he said. “I know we blasted out of there just to get some distance, but we need a new plan. One that includes refueling within the next few hours.”

	Kaya started to protest, but then she hissed through her teeth and slouched in his lap as if she were physically deflating. As much as he appreciated her obvious desire to keep his mind occupied, she must have known it wouldn’t work. Now that Mysha was stable and danger was behind them, they had tough decisions to make—decisions that couldn’t realistically wait. 

	“Spider Zero is out there somewhere,” Dorian said, echoing his words from when they had blasted off Ziphrades. “We have to find her. She may be the only one who can—”

	“We have absolutely no idea where she is,” Kaya interrupted, slouching even harder. “We have no friends, no leads… Finding the Union will be like searching for a single mote of stardust inside a whole damn nebula. We need to get out of the Belt as soon as possible. That Nine won’t stop coming after us. And she’s probably just the first of many…”

	A haunted look crossed her face, and Dorian wondered if she was remembering the battle…or perhaps her earlier encounters with the “Nines” back in the Nest. Either way, it was abundantly clear that their newest enemy was unlike anything they had dealt with so far. The red-scaled Baalir-caste Tarreen were often considered the most fearsome ground troops in the galaxy, followed closely by V’rath with their nearly impregnable carapace. Yet somehow, that sixty-five-kilo woman had been more terrifying than both of them combined. Kaya’s electrokinesis hadn’t fazed her, nor had a barrage of high-intensity pulse blasts from Mysha’s rifle. Even Dorian himself had only been able to pin the woman, not truly defeat her. 

	She was like a force of nature. A storm of hatred bound in a human form.

	“I am inclined to agree with Kaya,” Ghost said, his avatar floating away from the medical table to hover a few meters in front of Dorian. “We do not possess sufficient firepower to defeat a Seraphim Immortal. We should attempt to prevent future confrontations by any means possible.”

	“I’m not suggesting we turn around and go back,” Dorian said. “But I need to know why I was on that list, and we’re not going to learn anything by running off to the Far Rim.”

	“I know,” Kaya breathed, closing her eyes and embracing him. His own hands instinctively mimicked the gesture, wrapping around her back and squeezing her. “I told you we’d figure this out together, and I meant it. I just…I don’t even know where to begin.”

	Dorian swallowed heavily. He swore he could feel the adrenaline from the battle finally draining out of his body, and in its wake flowed a tide of confusion and dread. As harrowing as it had been to learn that the Widow wanted him for his rare abilities, this was even more personal. 

	Sixteen years. I’ve been on that Spider watchlist for sixteen years, almost from the exact date my mother ran away. It can’t be a coincidence. But what the hell does it mean?

	“I apologize, but I have no suggestions to offer,” Ghost said into the pause. “The Seraphim Union has spent several years eluding the Convectorate Intelligence Ministry and countless other local governments and covert agencies. With our limited resources, it is exceedingly unlikely that we will succeed where they have not.”

	“I know,” Dorian murmured, letting out a slow, ponderous sigh that left him feeling every bit as deflated as Kaya had seemed earlier. Ziphrades had been their only lead—and their last hope. But while the Union had definitely raided the station, they hadn’t left any clues about their whereabouts. Attempting to establish a new line of communication could take months…or even longer. And there was no guarantee it would work at all. 

	“It may be prudent to focus on immediate concerns,” Ghost suggested. “As you said, we need to refuel before departing the sector.”

	Kaya gradually withdrew from the hug, her forehead creasing in thought. “Despite the stopover on Ziphrades, we should still be ahead of any Syndicate direct-beam transmissions to other outposts…though I’d rather not bet my life on it. We need something out-of-the-way and small enough that it’s unlikely to attract a criminal element.”

	“But large enough to have what we need,” Dorian said. “Does a place like that even exist?”

	Ghost’s avatar spun on its vertical axis. “Given our range limitations and our current trajectory, we do not appear to have many viable options. Intandia, Kuol Minor, and Sichi all have starports, though their support facilities are limited. Intandia has a significant pirate presence, and Kuol Minor typically only services Convectorate ships. As for Sichi—”

	“It’s perfect,” Kaya said, her back straightening until she was fully upright.

	Both of Dorian’s dark eyebrows lifted. He had heard the name before, but he didn’t know anything about it. “Why?”

	“Because even though it’s advertised as a neutral port, everyone knows that it’s actually run by the Kreen government,” she said. “And that means the Syndicate wouldn’t dare get anywhere near it.”

	Dorian wasn’t sure he followed that logic—as far as he knew, the Kreen Confederacy was as corrupt as any other regime. But then again, she was the one who had worked for an interstellar crime syndicate. He was inclined to take her at her word.

	“Trust me, if you’d spent more time in Kreen space, you’d understand,” Kaya said, seeing his confusion. “The Convectorate likes to pretend it’s tough on crime and corruption, but it’s too big to actually police itself. Planetary governors and sector Tetrarchs practically run their own little fiefdoms, especially this far from the Tarreen homeworld. But ever since the cultural revolution a few decades back, the Kreen Confederacy is beholden to religious fanatics who view even petty crimes as a slight against their gods. If they find a smuggler running a single crate of red hurricane, they’ll happily cut off their hands and hang the stumps in the promenade for all to see.”

	“Charming,” Dorian muttered. “Though if the Syndicate really is just a front for the Widow and her operatives, I’m not sure how much that will matter.”

	“I can’t imagine there would be any Spiders at Sichi or in any of the adjacent systems,” Kaya said. “I’m not saying it’s a safe haven, but it’s definitely our best bet.”

	He nodded and shifted his eyes to Ghost. “Go ahead and set a course. What’s our ETA?”

	“With the Prowler’s Class 7 hyperdrive, three hours and thirty-six minutes,” Ghost calculated instantly. “Though I understand that the Velothi has modified the drive for increased speed in times of desperation. We could reduce the time to just over three hours if you so desire.”

	“We might as well push it,” Kaya said as she gingerly crawled out of Dorian’s lap. “There’s no reason to take chances, and the drive won’t burn up if we only strain it for a few hours.”

	“Understood. Adjusting course and speed now.” A subtle tremor ran through the deck, the pitch of the engines rising slightly.

	Dorian shifted his eyes back to Mysha on the medical bed. It had been less than a week since he had been on that same bed after their fiasco on Talinus Station, and given the choice, he gladly would have swapped places with her right now. She had already been through so much, and he couldn’t stomach the thought of her being in pain…

	But Kaya had done everything she could, and there was no point worrying when the medical readouts indicated that Mysha would be fine. He rubbed his eyes, his mind invariably shifting to the other person in his life who was in trouble—the one he had left behind when all of this had begun. 

	“There is one other thing,” Dorian said, his voice barely above a whisper as he reopened his eyes. “I need to talk to my father. Soon.”

	Ghost’s holographic avatar did a full rotation. “I highly doubt that your father will be able to aid us in contacting or locating the Union. He is and has always been a strong critic of their ideology and tactics, and furthermore—”

	“I’m talking about the list!” Dorian interrupted. “He needs to know that the Spiders have been watching us.”

	“Why?” 

	Dorian scowled at the floating sphere. “What do you mean, why?”

	“I fail to understand how sharing this knowledge with him would fundamentally change our situation,” Ghost explained. “If Samir was unaware that you were being observed—a very high probability—then he will have no additional information to share with us. If he was aware of the observation—a very low probability—it suggests that he intentionally kept that knowledge from you and is unlikely to share it now. In either case, we will gain nothing from the exchange.”

	“There’s no way he knew about any of this,” Dorian insisted. “But he deserves to, whether he can help us or not.”

	He half expected the AI to protest further, but mercifully Ghost remained quiet. His behavioral algorithms must have told him that being a contrarian jackass for no reason wasn’t going to accomplish anything. 

	“We’re too far away for real-time coms,” Kaya put in. “But if you want to send him a message, we could bounce it off the relay station near Sichi. Direct beam would take a few days to arrive, but it’s obviously more secure.”

	Neither of which would let me sit down and have a one-on-one chat with him, which is what I really want. 

	Dorian nodded in acceptance. He had sent a cryptic message to his father a few days ago before they headed to Cira Narn. He had implored Samir to flee their compound and lie low for a few days just in case the Convectorate came searching for him. Now that the Vecs and the Spiders knew about Dorian’s powers…

	Well, there wasn’t a hole deep enough or dark enough in this sector to hide in. 

	“I already slipped a message to him a few days ago,” he said, realizing that he had never actually told either of the girls about it. He still hadn’t told them about Ghost selling them out on Talinus, either, though that was obviously going to be a more delicate topic. “It was while we were on the move, so the risk of tracing it was minimal.”

	Kaya arched an eyebrow, though she looked more surprised than annoyed. “How did you pull that off without Meesh knowing?”

	Dorian pointed at the floating orange ball. “He masked the transmission as best he could. I hope that Dad listened and evacuated the compound, but he’s the most stubborn person I’ve ever met. And it’s not like I explained everything in detail.”

	He grimaced. Perhaps he should have provided his father with information when he’d had the chance. At the time, though, he had mostly been trying to avoid an argument or debate with a man who wouldn’t understand what his son was trying to accomplish. Dorian didn’t regret what he’d done, but right then he would have given almost anything for ten minutes alone with Samir Garr. Not only to warn him, but to see if he knew anything about his mother and the surveillance and anything else. The man would probably ignore everything his son said, but it would still be…

	Dorian’s eyes suddenly narrowed as a thought belatedly occurred to him. “Ghost, I need a calculation.”

	“Certainly, sir.” 

	“What are the odds that Dad got my message and decided to head to the Fallen Star?”

	Ghost didn’t respond for a few seconds, clearly surprised by the question. “There are numerous variables I cannot account for in such a scenario.”

	“I know that. Give me your best estimate anyway.”

	Another brief pause. “Twenty-one point three-eight percent. Though I feel the need to reiterate that the confidence interval is quite low.”

	“How is that any different than usual?” Kaya muttered. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re always just making this shit up on the fly.”

	“I would be happy to walk you through the calculations, if you are so inclined.”

	“Pass.” She seemed to be putting her full weight on both of her legs at this point, and her face was no longer creased with strain. It was creased with confusion, however. “What the hell is the Fallen Star?”

	“Just an idle thought,” Dorian said. He didn’t need Ghost to walk him through the calculations; he understood the basic probability algorithms, warts and all. In a situation like this, Ghost was right to be skeptical. But still, a one out of five chance was dramatically higher than Dorian would have guessed, and it had set his mind rolling. 

	“I know that look,” Kaya said, getting up and turning to him while crossing her arms. “It doesn’t seem very idle to me.”

	Dorian snorted softly. “The short version is that Dad and I sent up a rendezvous point in deep space years ago. It was just a simple contingency plan, really—if we ever got separated, we were supposed to make our way to a set of coordinates in the middle of nowhere to meet back up.”

	“Like being kidnapped by Syndicate operatives?” Kaya asked slyly. 

	“Definitely not a contingency I ever imagined,” Dorian admitted. “But if Dad took to my advice and left the compound, there’s a chance he might have gone there to lay low. If he did…”

	Her eyes lingered on him. “From what you’ve told me about your father, you aren’t on the best of terms. And after meeting him…well, let’s just say I’ve met more pleasant Tarreen.”

	“I know,” Dorian said. “But I need to talk with him. What we learned…it seems wrong not to tell him. And then there’s the fact that Mom left at almost the precise time the surveillance records began…”

	Kaya pursed her lips and turned to Ghost. “How far away is this rendezvous point?”

	“From the fuel depot on Sichi, roughly two hundred fifty light-years,” the AI informed her. 

	“A quarter of the way across the sector we’re trying to escape.” Her gaze returned to Dorian. “The opposite of fleeing into the safety of the Far Rim.”

	“No,” he conceded. “But we’d have more than enough fuel to leave the sector afterward without stopping again, and the rendezvous is the middle of nowhere, literally thirty parsecs from the closest planet. That was the whole point—no one would ever go there.”

	Kaya studied him for a few more heartbeats, then tossed a glance back over her shoulder at Mysha. “You came to Cira Narn with me on a hunch and a whim…it’s not like I could refuse now.”

	“If you think it’s a bad idea—”

	“Oh, it’s definitely a bad idea,” Kaya said. “There’s no doubt about that. But I understand anyway.”

	Dorian smiled. He should have known that she would go along with it—despite her cynical, sarcastic exterior, she was decidedly the loyal type. To Mysha, obviously, but now also to him. If he wanted to drag her a few hundred light-years to reconnect with his father, she would do it. 

	Which meant that he needed to answer that question for himself: did he want to go back and speak with his father? Especially with the most likely scenario being a pointless trip where Samir didn’t even show up? The Prowler should have been relatively safe—they wouldn’t be flying into a Convectorate base or a Syndicate trap, and the vastness of space combined with the ship’s sensor stealthing tech would make them impossible to track. 

	Impossible for ships, anyway, but neither the Spiders nor the Shadows were limited to sensors. Turning around meant getting closer to their enemies.

	And the Widow who wanted him so badly. 

	“It’s something I need to think about,” Dorian said, raking a hand back through his black hair. “Dad does have contacts all across the Convectorate, not to mention access to some of the most advanced technology in the galaxy. If we could convince him to help us…”

	Kaya was still eyeing him, her face unreadable. She was probably trying to figure out if he was genuinely looking for input or just trying to rationalize a decision he had already made. Dorian honestly wasn’t sure himself.

	“Like you said, we have a little time to make a decision,” she told him. “We may as well eat something and clean up. I don’t think there’s anything else I can do for Meesh at the moment anyway.”

	Turning to Mysha, Kaya leaned down to plant a kiss on the Velothi’s blue forehead. Every metric on the status readouts continued to improve, and Ghost would undoubtedly warn them if that changed. 

	“Right,” Dorian said, rising stiffly to his feet. His father’s face flashed before his eyes, and he remembered the last and only time he had ever been at that rendezvous point. It was almost seven years ago, back when they had still been lumbering around the Belt in their battered freighter. His father had taken him there and made him memorize the coordinates—they hadn’t stored them anywhere, and they’d wiped the records from the navigational computers when they had left. Even Ghost didn’t know them. 

	But Dorian still did, and he had no doubt that his father would as well. The only question was whether or not he was willing to drag the girls there on the slim hope that Samir Garr had listened to reason and abandoned the compound. Twenty percent odds was almost certainly generous. If Dorian were to hazard his own guess, he would have put it closer to five. 

	Or maybe zero. 

	“Come on,” Kaya said, reaching out her hand to take his. “We could both use some rest.”

	 

	***

	 

	Even though Dorian had only met Kaya about a week ago—a fact that still blew his mind whenever it occurred to him—he already knew her well enough to understand that her version of “let’s eat and clean up” would almost certainly involve her lips on his cock followed by a rough, breathless fuck in the tiny shower stall of her quarters.

	Yet amazingly, it didn’t. At least, not right away. 

	They each grabbed a quick protein bar on their way through the kitchen, which she insisted they wash down with some awful green liquor that had the texture of drying mud and the aftertaste of burning coal. The alcohol did make his entire body feel warm after just a few swigs, however, which seemed to be her goal considering how fast she bottled it up and dragged him into her quarters. 

	Dorian expected her to push him down onto the bed and mount him, possibly while she chugged from a different bottle, but that didn’t happen, either. Even after she stripped and helped him do the same, she didn’t drop to her knees or leap into his arms or fondle him in any way. Instead, she took his hand, pulled him into her cabin’s cramped shower, and held him tightly in her arms beneath the warm cascade.

	It was an oddly serene feeling. Not the heat of the water pouring over him or the numbness settling in his limbs thanks to the strange liquor, but the sensation of her body pressed against him without the usual desperate lust behind her movements. 

	Not that Dorian didn’t want her—nothing could have been farther from the truth. He couldn’t even fathom a time when the sight of her slender, athletic body wouldn’t stir his passions, especially with streams of water sliding down between her bountiful breasts. She was a vision of feminine perfection in every conceivable way. 

	But just standing here holding onto her was more pleasant than he would have imagined. And strangely, it turned out to be exactly what they both needed. 

	“Fuck…” Kaya breathed eventually, lifting her head from his chest and looking up into his eyes. Her blue hair seemed much longer when it was soaked—it now hung down several centimeters past her shoulders, when it normally stopped at about chin height. 

	“Fuck,” Dorian agreed with a tight smile. 

	“This is what I deserve for getting my hopes up,” she muttered. “I went to Ziphrades planning to meet the ‘original’ version of myself, and instead we found a clone who wanted to kill me.” 

	He shrugged fractionally, squinting as the water trickled over his brow. “Who knows? When we do finally catch up with Spider Zero, maybe she’ll want to kill you, too.”

	“Probably,” Kaya said, the ghost of her usual sardonic grin haunting the corner of her lips. “But since when did you become the snarky one?”

	“Just trying to make you feel comfortable. Deflective humor and all that.”

	She snorted, but her smile widened. “You’re probably just mad that I’m not already sucking your cock.”

	“I’m sure we’ll get to that sooner or later.”

	Kaya snorted again. She reached up a hand to brush a sopping strand of black hair out of his eyes. “That’s how you can tell I’m still in shock,” she said. “I’m not high or down on my knees. I’m just…adrift.”

	“For once, I know the feeling,” Dorian said. 

	Her eyes softened as she stretched up on the tips of her toes to bring her mouth to his. She was an incredible kisser—he had learned that within minutes of meeting her on the Garr compound landing pad. Her lips sent currents of electricity rippling through his body as if her tongue were a live wire. 

	Dorian opened his mouth in tandem with hers. He gave himself to their kiss, to the softness of her lips, to the sliding together of their tongues. 

	She held their faces together for several heartbeats even after they separated, both panting lightly, and Dorian was keenly aware of the breasts pressed up against his chest and the raised knee gently brushing his manhood. Yet he knew she wasn’t trying to tease him. 

	If she were, she would have already had him ready to burst. 

	“I’m still trying to work it all through in my head,” Kaya said as she lowered from her tiptoes. “Starting with why the Widow would bother keeping a list of potential psychics in the first place.”

	Dorian nodded, removing his hands from her waist and sliding them up past her shoulder blades. As difficult as it was not to focus solely on the fact that he and his father had been under observation, he knew it was important to depersonalize what they had learned, too. There had been many other people on the list they’d found, and none of it made much sense. 

	“Like you said back in the lab, it seems to go against everything we know about the Spiders,” Dorian said. “The whole reason they exist is to detect psionic activity and capture anyone with potential.”

	“Right,” Kaya agreed, her eyes flicking back and forth in thought. “The only explanation I can think of is that maybe the range of their psychic webs is smaller than everyone believes. The Convectorate controls a big chunk of the old Dominion’s territory plus hundreds of colonies in the Mid and Far Rim. A few hundred Spiders couldn’t cover dozens of sectors and tens of thousands of light-years without being able to sense psychics from a great distance.”

	He frowned. “I’m surprised you don’t know for sure.”

	Her eyes closed for a few seconds before they fluttered back open. “Maybe I did know once but the memory has been suppressed…or maybe it never came up because I didn’t develop telepathy. Either way, it seems like a plausible enough explanation. One of the first rules of any coercive organization is to convince your enemies that you are more powerful than you really are. There are people halfway across the galaxy who believe the Syndicate has assassins watching their every move. Imagined reach can be every bit as powerful as actual reach.”

	“Well, then let’s assume that it’s a list of suspected psychics meant to narrow down the field for the Spiders,” Dorian reasoned. “Wouldn’t it still be safer to just bring them in rather than watch them?”

	Kaya chewed on her lip. “Probably, though that could be explained by Convectorate politics. Most Tarreen outside the Intelligence Ministry loathe the Spider Program. And the Widow’s goal seems to be staying as invisible as possible until it’s time to strike. Grabbing too many potentials off the street could lead to unwanted attention.”

	“Maybe,” Dorian replied noncommittally. “That leaves us with the question of how they discover people in the first place. How would they even know where to look?”

	“Genetic history would be the obvious avenue, but that’s not something we could verify without access to Dominion records,” Kaya said. “Even then, a lot of the names on that list didn’t sound human, so they would be much less likely to have a longstanding family tradition in Seraphim genealogy. Their species may not have ever had the talent before the Tarreen created the Psychophage virus forty some years ago.”

	“Genetic history also wouldn’t explain why I’m on there.”

	Her eyes centered on him again, her bright amber irises glittering through the cloud of steam slowly growing around them. “Unless your mother had powers and never told you about them.”

	“That seems far-fetched,” Dorian said, though the words sounded flat even to his own ears. “How could she hide something like that from my father?”

	“Maybe she didn’t. Maybe they both hid it from you.”

	He felt his lip twitch. He had plenty of criticisms of his father—Samir Garr was an obsessive, stubborn, and generally caustic man with a galaxy-sized chip on his shoulder. But he had always done everything in his power to support Dorian and keep him safe, especially back when it had been just the two of them. Would he have really kept such an important detail secret?

	Maybe I answered my own question. He probably would have kept it secret if he thought it would keep me safe.

	“I suppose it’s possible,” Dorian said. “It’s another point in favor of heading to the rendezvous and trying to speak with him.”

	“Perhaps,” Kaya mused. “You do have to admit that the timing of the surveillance is strange. Your mother leaves and suddenly the Spiders put their eyes on you…”

	Dorian still wasn’t sure what to make of that particular revelation. Had his mother left because she was worried about the Spiders discovering her? Had they caught her anyway and then decided to watch her son? Or had she simply sold him out for some monetary reward to offset the financial ruin she had inherited from his father?

	And regardless of why the Spiders had fastened their attention upon him, why hadn’t they noticed when his powers had eventually developed? The last report on the list had been three years old, well after his magnokinetic and shaping abilities had blossomed.

	“I think we should go,” Kaya said after a moment, her hand brushing his wet hair again. 

	He eyed her quizzically. “Even if Ghost is overestimating the odds he’s actually there?”

	She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. If you don’t try, it will eat you up inside.”

	“Is soothing my conscience really worth the risk?”

	“Probably not,” Kaya admitted. “But you’re far too pretty to become a brooder. I need you cheery and ready to go whenever the mood strikes me.”

	Dorian rolled his eyes. “And here I thought you were being serious for once.”

	“I am being serious. This is something you need to do, even if it doesn’t work out. There’s nothing more poisonous than regret.”

	He studied her face in silence for several long heartbeats. She was obviously speaking from experience, but this didn’t seem like the time to pry. 

	“I’ll be honest,” Dorian said, “I figured you’d want to get the hell out of here as quickly as possible.”

	“I do,” Kaya replied flatly. “But we just spent the last few days blasting around the sector trying to solve my mysteries. I’d be a real bitch to turn around and refuse to help you do the same.”

	“Has fear of being a bitch ever stopped you before?”

	“Not often.” Her grin returned, and she rose up on the tips of her toes again until her lips were barely half a centimeter from his. “But things are different now. Meesh and I have never had a big, strong man to protect us before.”

	Dorian grunted softly. “You can change into one whenever you want.”

	“Yeah, but I prefer having tits whenever possible,” Kaya said. “Go ahead and give them a squeeze—I promise, they’re as amazing as they look.”

	He chuckled as she kissed him again. Taking her advice, he dragged his hands along her flank until they reached her breasts. Palming the pliant orbs, he could feel her nipples beginning to harden when he gave her plump, wet flesh a squeeze. It was only then that he realized her breasts were bigger than normal—significantly bigger, in fact. The only question was whether she had enlarged them for his benefit…or for hers. 

	Sliding free of her embrace, he leaned down and took her left nipple into his mouth, rolling his tongue across the raised bud, prompting a gasp of delight. None of her skin had wrinkled in the slightest despite the continuous stream of water pouring over them, probably another trick of her metamorphic abilities. 

	“You wanna get me filthy before we get clean?” Kaya asked between moans. Her fingers combed through his hair, holding him tightly against her while she brushed her left knee against his swollen stem. “I’m way overdue on my promise.”

	Dorian dragged his lips from one wet, glistening tit to the other. “What promise?”

	“That I was going to fuck you until you shoot blanks,” she purred. “I want to know your limits. I need to know your limits…”

	She moaned again when he began to roll his tongue across her other nipple—then let out a gasp when he grazed it with his teeth. But she seemed to have limited patience for foreplay. Hard and fast or nothing at all indeed. 

	Abruptly pulling away, Kaya took hold of his sides and maneuvered him so that his back was against the shower wall beneath the faucet. Then, just like he’d been expecting since they’d left the infirmary, she dropped to her knees in front of him. 

	“Stars, I’ve been so hot ever since I found out about you and Meesh,” she said, wrapping her fingers around his rapidly thickening cock. “If we’d had just a little more time before Ziphrades…”

	Angling his manhood slightly to the side, she leaned forward to kiss his testicles. While her fingers began to slowly stroke him, she carefully rolled her tongue across the sensitive flesh of his scrotum, then gently sucked one orb into her mouth. Dorian clenched his teeth, knowing how easily she could hurt him, even unintentionally. But Kaya knew exactly what she was doing. 

	“I bet you fucked her ass so hard she screamed,” Kaya said, eyes locked on his. The stream breaking over his body drizzled down over her in a fine mist. The heat of her breath on his sensitive flesh was overwhelming. “Velothi are incredible, aren’t they? It’s like a second cunt you can pound as hard and deep as you want…”

	He groaned, loud and long, the edge already beckoning him closer.

	Her eyes glittered impishly as she rolled his second testicle into her mouth. Her hand continued sliding up and down his shaft, faster and harder with every pull but never enough to disrupt her intense yet careful work on his balls. 

	“I want to watch you take her so bad,” Kaya cooed when she pulled back, her tongue now sliding up the length of his shaft. “Help ease you inside, maybe sit down on her face to put her lips and tongue to work.”

	She licked across the swollen crown when she finally reached the tip, and Dorian braced himself for the heat and suction of her mouth to envelop him. But she hesitated, lips parted, the sides of her mouth curling into a smile.

	“I know she tasted you, but she hasn’t really sucked you off yet, has she?” Kaya asked, her fingers sliding down his shaft again in a single long, languid stroke. “We’ll need to correct that oversight. Her horns make great handholds, and she loves taking it deep.”

	Dorian gasped when Kaya finally swallowed him, her tongue cradling the tip while her lips slid down the shaft. Despite the heat and moisture of the shower, her mouth still felt incredible—the squeeze and wetness almost as intense as her cunt. She slid about halfway down, then bobbed back up, her fingers tight around his shaft to pump him as she worked, and his hands unconsciously made their way behind her head to rest atop her sodden blue mane. 

	The pull of her lips and grip of her fingers stirred a memory of their first meeting back in the compound. She had dropped to her knees the moment they had entered the privacy of the lift, and her Neyris mouth had been an absolute dream. He had never doubted for a moment that she was a Succubus, an alien girl genetically engineered to serve him and no one else. Even then, mere seconds after they’d been introduced, the intensity of her eyes had cast a spell on him. And that was before her veroshi tendrils had wrapped around his thighs to pull herself closer…

	Kaya jerked away just when his eyes began to roll back in his head, her tongue dragging along her lips as her fingers began to rhythmically stroke him again. 

	“She might be upset with me if I completely drain you while she’s asleep,” Kaya said breathily. “Don’t let her cutesy demeanor fool you—she’s very competitive. And we’ve never had to share like this before…”

	Grinning salaciously, she straightened her back, raising her lips well above his stem but bringing it almost perfectly level with her now-very-noticeably enlarged tits. A stray thought popped into his head: had she made herself a bit taller to line up their bodies more easily? But before he could ask, she released her hold on his cock and let the hardened stem smack against her cleavage. Then, taking one breast in each hand, she pushed them around his manhood, enveloping him in a plump, pillowy embrace. 

	“Come on,” Kaya encouraged, lowering her chin, her lips parted and tongue outstretched so it could flick against his tip. “Give it to me.”

	Rolling his hips, Dorian began to thrust. Despite the water and the slightly odd angle, the warmth and softness of Kaya’s breasts was divine. Kaya created a surprising amount of friction between her tits, almost as much as if her hand had been sliding along his shaft instead. She had definitely made herself taller to accommodate him, but it wasn’t as if he minded in the slightest. It was just one of so many advantages to falling in love with a metamorph.

	Bracing his hands on her shoulders for leverage, he began to fuck harder and faster, the tip of his cock being greeted each time by her tongue and lips. He groaned uncontrollably, the pressure building inside him every second. Kaya was about to be very, very thankful that they were still in the shower…

	But a split second before he burst all over her face, she unexpectedly released her breasts and swallowed his cock instead. His stem passed through her lips, into her mouth, and past her tonsils in a motion so smooth it should have gagged her, but Dorian had learned to never underestimate Kaya—or the lengths she was willing to go to satisfy her own lust. It was why, when all twenty-one genetically enhanced centimeters of his manhood bottomed out in the clenching heat of her throat, he didn’t hesitate to grab a thick handful of her wet blue hair and hold her tightly against him. 

	And then he exploded. Her body shuddered with every spurt like the aftershock of a tremor, but it wasn’t merely the force of the load he was pumping straight down her gullet. She grabbed the backs of his thighs and dug her fingernails into his skin as she got off with him, and when the inevitable wave of post-coital lethargy crashed over him, Dorian might have slipped on the shower floor if she didn’t hold him in place.

	“Ngnn,” Kaya groaned as she backed away, allowing his cock to slip from her mouth. Panting for breath as the water poured over her, she licked her lips and slowly smiled. “One clip empty. Wanna see how many you got left?”

	 

	 

	
Interlude 

	 

	The Master was waiting for her the moment she returned to normal space. 

	It started as a faint pressure inside her skull, a subtle twinge that might otherwise herald a coming migraine. But Vestri knew better. She could feel his mind stretching out across the stars, clawing through the darkness in search of his only operative with any chance of capturing the Garr scion before he disappeared into vast lawlessness of the Far Rim. 

	Vestri had ordered the ship not to leave astral space until after she’d already left the koboro tank. The restorative nutrient had finally repaired the respiratory damage she had suffered on Ziphrades, and she had thrown on a white jumpsuit and taken a seat on the small bridge with the intention of letting her lungs enjoy plenty of long, cool breaths of air without the need of a mask. Outside the viewport, the impenetrable crimson mist of astral space surrounded the ship, and she had only just started to feel its bizarre energies gnawing at her mind like vermin chewing through a wall when a beep sounded from the console to announce the transition. 

	She had expected the return to normal space to bring some relief. The Koro Effect—the name given to the mental strain inflicted upon those traveling through astral space—had an intense cumulative impact. Leaving it behind always felt like walking into blissful silence after being bombarded by a discordant symphony. After more than a day of exposure, she could already feel the impact of its relentless assault on her sanity. But when the crimson mists had parted for the starry void of deep space, the dissonance of astral space had merely been replaced by the telepathic tidal wave that was the Master’s displeasure. 

	“He won’t even need to send any Spiders after you,” the voice of Selorah Trell taunted from behind her. “He can just order your ship to return to the Nest, and there’s nothing you can do about it. The Synesthete is his pet, not yours.”

	Vestri turned to glare at the blond-haired, green-eyed version of herself standing casually by the sensor console, smug and whole and perfect. The phantasm had been silent for the last thirty hours of transit, but evidently she had grown bored. 

	“You never should have left astral space,” Selorah said, wagging a finger and tutting like a scolding parent. “Surely a would-be Immortal like you isn’t afraid of a little neural degradation?”

	“Are you all right, mistress?” the Synesthete asked, its voice seemingly coming from everywhere at once. 

	“I’m fine,” Vestri insisted, turning back to the control board. The pressure in her skull was building again as the Master renewed his attempts to find her. Distance was almost meaningless to powerful telepaths—some Seraphim could hold entire conversations from tens of thousands of light-years away.

	You have failed. Again. Just as I knew you would. 

	She winced when his voice blared into her mind. In astral space, she had been safe from his probing. Many of the normal rules of psionics didn’t apply in that realm, including those of telepathic communication. But in normal space, there was nowhere for her to hide. He could find her anywhere…

	No, she corrected herself—he could talk to her anywhere, but that didn’t necessarily mean he could find her or the ship. Communicating over long distances was one thing; reading a person’s thoughts was quite another. Nailing down her spatial coordinates was even a leap beyond that—which was why Spiders had to spin psychic webs to find targets. Even he wasn’t powerful enough to probe her mind at this distance—at least, not without a lot more time to focus on her specific location. 

	Though her phantasm was right about the ship. The Master wouldn’t need to search for long. The Synesthete was probably already reconnecting with the telepathic network in the Nest. And once it did, it would only take a few moments for the Master to lock onto her and order them both home…

	“You didn’t seriously believe you could just run away from him, did you?” Selorah asked. “There’s no shadow you can hide in, no rock you can crawl under. In a few days, you’ll be back in the Nest. And then you’ll be dead.”

	“Shift us back into astral space,” Vestri said, her voice dry and hoarse even without her mask. 

	“Mistress?” the Synesthete asked. 

	“Do it. Now.”

	“But your mind requires time to recover. The Koro Effect has already begun to degrade your neural pathways.”

	“Another day won’t drive me mad,” Vestri growled, hoping it was a true statement. Most of the stories about Dominion pilots going insane were the result of failed equipment and prolonged exposure over many days or weeks. 

	“Oh, I’m sure you can take it,” the phantasm said with a snort, sauntering over from the sensor console to perch at the edge of the helm console. “It’s not like you already have entire conversations with figments of your imagination.”

	“Initiating astral shift,” the Synesthete said. “Three…two…one…”

	The starry void was once again replaced by an endless crimson mist, and the pressure on Vestri’s skull immediately vanished…only to be replaced by the haunting, indecipherable whispers at the corners of her mind. 

	“How long until we reach Suntara?” she asked, closing her eyes and pressing her fingers into her temples.

	“Approximately thirty-two hours.”

	Thirty-two hours until she could get off this ship. Thirty-two hours until she could track down Pherion Gizahri and perhaps learn the truth about Spider Zero and where she might have gone. And if that failed…

	“I will be in the tank,” Vestri announced as she stood from the chair. “Do not bother me unless it is absolutely necessary.” 

	“As you wish, mistress.”

	 

	 

	 

	
2 
Appreciation

	 

	Dorian didn’t wait until they climbed onto the bed to start fucking her. Despite the impressive mess that Kaya had coaxed out of him, she had gotten him so hot and bothered that he hadn’t been satisfied with merely finishing down her throat. Just seconds after she had risen from her knees, he had grabbed onto her thighs and slammed her against the opposite wall of the shower. She had wondered if she might need to pull out some new tricks to get him hard again—like perhaps growing a Velothi tail to tease him with—but it turned out that her regular body was more than capable of doing the job all on its own. 

	Well, her body with just a small breast enhancement, anyway. Kaya squealed with joy as he relentlessly pounded into her, his fingertips digging into her thighs while her ankles locked around his back. At times like these, she couldn’t help but appreciate her own feminine wiles. A little dirty talk here, a little breast enhancement there…she really was quite irresistible when she wanted to be. And she absolutely couldn’t wait to break out all the stops when she finally got around to testing his limits…

	In between her breathless moans and whimpers, she cooed sweet nothings into his ear to inflame his passions. She told him how good he felt, how big he was, how much she wanted him to fill her up…and despite how easily deception came to her, she meant every word. She had been captivated by his cock from the moment she had exposed him back in that lift in his family’s compound. And as good as it felt to swallow him, it felt even better to feel him stretch her wide open. 

	Stars, I can’t wait to share this with Meesh…

	The thought made her cum so hard that her fingernails clawed into his back, pleasure exploding to fill all her senses as he continued to pound her so roughly, so deliciously. 

	Her mind still hadn’t fully returned to her body by the time he cried out and pumped another thick load inside her. The feeling of each spurt against her deepest places made her aftershocks all the sweeter. She already knew from experience that his genetically engineered body was more than capable of producing a copious second helping—the lingering question was whether she could get to three, four, or even beyond. 

	His body did seem to weaken a bit this time, though not enough that he dropped her. On the contrary, he continued holding her upright against the wall as they kissed, her inner muscles quivering around his buried length, and she kept her tits big enough that they remained tightly squished between their bodies until he let her down. 

	They did eventually make their way out of the shower, though they mostly let the air dry their skin since neither of them could be bothered to stop making out long enough to grab a towel. Though as the minutes ticked by, Kaya began to sense some of the earlier tension returning to his body. As someone who had spent an enormous amount of time—and consumed an inordinate amount of alcohol and spice—hiding from her problems, she knew better than anyone that anxieties could only be held underwater for so long before it had to come up for air.

	She ended up dragging him over to her bed and laying down beside him, still very tempted to try pushing the limits of his stamina before they arrived at Sichi. But ultimately, she decided that what he really needed right now was someone to talk to. Later, when Meesh was awake, they could rake their magnificent, muscular toy over the coals together. 

	“Do you think she survived?” Dorian asked softly, his eyes closed and his fingers sliding along the leg Kaya had slung over his waist. 

	“The Nine?” Kaya asked, surprised at the seeming non sequitur. Her palm was parked just beneath his sternum, her fingers making idle whorls in the small hairs atop his pectorals. “I would bet almost anything she did. Even if that entire facility collapsed around her, I bet she’d find a way to crawl out. That what she was made for.”

	His blue eyes slowly reopened and fastened upon hers. “We hit her with everything we had. It was like shooting a Tarreen.”

	“Tarreen can still be killed with old-fashioned projectile weapons,” Kaya pointed out. “But I’m reasonably sure you could hit her with an armor-piercing shotgun shell from a meter away and it still wouldn’t break her skin.”

	“How is that even possible?”

	“I don’t know,” she admitted. “But believe me, the Nines weren’t always so durable. The first few batches…”

	She felt her cheek twitch before she could fully suppress the memories. They were still so fragmented, so incomplete. Most of the time, she wished she could remember more about her time in the Nest, if only to provide more information to help them avoid the Spiders. But there were also times when she thought she was probably better off not remembering most of what she had seen.

	“You feel bad for her, don’t you?”

	Kaya sighed. He had noticed her reaction before she could bury it. Either it was more obvious than she realized, or he was more observant than she gave him credit for. 

	“I remember her…and the other Nines before her,” she whispered. “I know what awful things the Widow did to them. Some of the experiments made sense in a twisted kind of way, but others…”

	He stayed silent, patiently waiting for her to continue if she desired—or not. He was almost annoyingly considerate sometimes. 

	“They treated us all very differently, though I don’t know why,” Kaya went on. “The Sevens were given some leeway while the Nines were relentlessly hounded and sometimes even tortured. I watched so many of them die…”

	She kept her eyes open, knowing full well that the horrifying images of dying women with her face would be painted all over the back of her eyelids. Dorian squeezed her thigh supportively with one hand and pulled her closer with the other.

	“I’m fine,” Kaya said, trying to swallow but finding her mouth parched. “I just…I wish I could have helped her somehow. I tried to reach out to her back on Ziphrades—I told her about Spider Zero. For a moment, it seemed like it might have gotten through her conditioning.”

	Dorian’s forehead creased. “How so? I believe I was eating floor at the time.”

	“Well, don’t get your hopes up, I might have been imagining it. She seemed to really believe this nonsense about the Eclipse and the return of the Seraphim—and that your powers, your DNA, is the last piece in the puzzle.”

	“To create another type of Shadow with shaping abilities,” he finished. 

	“An army of them, actually, once they figure out the right formula. Who needs factories when your clones can manipulate matter and build starships with their minds?”

	Dorian lifted his hand from her leg and looked down at his palm. “If that’s what the Widow is hoping for, she’ll be disappointed. No matter how I made my role in Garr Industries sound, I’m not a factory. I can’t just turn a mound of materials into a starfighter, let alone a mountain of them into a battleship.”

	“I’m exaggerating, but only a little,” Kaya said. “You get the idea. A bunch of Shadows with shaping powers could create the most difficult components to rebuild the fleet and maybe even help design better ships in the process. You’re the only core psionic power missing before she has a full set.”

	He grunted. “I suppose it’s nice to feel needed.”

	“I’ll bet.” She sighed and finally closed her eyes, surprised that the macabre images of her clones dying horrible deaths weren’t waiting for her after all. “It’s a safe bet that the Nines will be after us until the heat death of the universe, so we should probably keep that in mind and plan accordingly.”

	“Sounds like a good reason to continue into the Far Rim and not meet with my dad,” Dorian said. 

	“I didn’t say that. I meant what I told you earlier—if you want to go, we’ll go. And if it doesn’t work out…we’ll come up with something else.”

	Dorian grunted again, though this time he smiled thinly. “You know, there was a time in my life when basically every hour of every day was accounted for. I knew exactly what projects I would be working on and when I needed to have them ready to meet a corporate release schedule. The idea of just wandering the galaxy not even knowing where we’re going next is…”

	“Liberating?” she offered. “Exciting?”

	“Terrifying,” he said. “And I’m not fond of the idea of constantly looking over our shoulders for the rest of our lives.”

	“There’s probably no avoiding that even if we do magically find the Union. They are considered terrorists, you know.”

	“I know.”

	Kaya watched him in silence for few moments, her fingers returning to making swirls in his chest hairs. She hadn’t changed her analysis from earlier: Dorian had to do this, otherwise it would eat him up inside. Still, she didn’t want to force the issue. One of the first lessons in her training as a Syndicate operative had been how to let people believe they were making their own decisions even while you whispered suggestions in their ear. Seraph knew how many people—mostly men—she had wrapped around her fingers while working for the Echo. 

	Though the idea that she might unconsciously be manipulating Dorian didn’t sit well. Guilt was an unfamiliar feeling for her, one she had probably only ever experienced with Mysha before. But she told herself that this was for his own good, and that mostly assuaged her nagging conscience. 

	As to whether or not his father would actually be there at this secret rendezvous…

	Well, she supposed they would just have to find out. And if waiting around for a few days stressed him out, she and Meesh would have to figure out how to keep his mind occupied on more entertaining matters in the meantime. 

	 

	***

	 

	Compared to Talinus Station, Cira Narn, or even Ziphrades, the refueling depot at Sichi was almost depressingly mundane. Originally built as a waystation for explorers heading into the uncharted reaches of the Far Rim, the depot had slowly evolved into a modest commercial enterprise serving travelers on their way into or out of the Viraxes Belt. And since it was run by the Kreen government, most of the sector’s major underworld players either avoided it entirely or only used it for very basic smuggling operations.

	Or at least, that was what Kaya had told Dorian earlier. He trusted her judgment, but he knew he would still be on edge the whole time they were docked. 

	“We should be able to land and get what we need in thirty minutes, maybe an hour tops,” Kaya said as her thumb flicked one of the switches on the side of the flight stick and cut back the throttle. “It’s nothing special to look at, and it’s definitely one place that Meesh won’t be upset she missed.”

	Nodding idly, Dorian’s eyes flicked between the tac-holo and the view outside the canopy. He sat tensely in Kaya’s normal chair in the cockpit, while Kaya herself had taken over piloting duties for their final approach. The closer they got to the depot, the more it looked like the open pincer of a giant steel crustacean. The “claw” couldn’t actually close—ships flew in and out of it as if they were landing right in the inner crescent—but he still couldn’t shake the impression that it was just waiting to snap shut and crush all the docked ships like so many juicy mussels. 

	The depot had minimal defenses aside from a few low-grade plasma turrets and an old Karbachi frigate patrolling the area. The starport controller didn’t even ask for any Convectorate registry codes or transponder authorizations before he assigned them a landing pad. 

	“With this kind of minimal security,” Dorian said as Kaya closed the com, “it seems odd that—”

	“Oh, there’s plenty of security,” Kaya interrupted. “They just ditched most of the safety theater like easily forgeable ID codes. Those maintenance drones who swooped by a few seconds ago probably have more sensors on them than some science vessels.”

	Dorian frowned and glanced out the canopy at the swarm of vaguely beetle-shaped drones flying in a tight cluster just off to starboard. “Um…how well hidden is your stash of hurricane?”

	She grinned. “They’re looking for holds full of the stuff, not drawers. You designed mechs and all kinds of similar equipment—even a full sensor suite isn’t precise enough to find someone’s personal stash. You’d need handheld equipment at short range for that.”

	He felt his cheeks warm ever so slightly. He had designed mechs, obviously, and he did understand the technical limitations of just about every basic system in the galaxy. But being in a place like this reminded him just how out of practice he was at the spacer life. As a kid, he had known the ins and outs of every port they visited, including all the ways to trick automated security systems and bamboozle guards if necessary. But now, years later, he almost felt like a fresh-faced recruit heading out into the stars for the first time. He needed to get back into the groove. 

	“We’ll be fine,” Kaya assured him as she flicked on the autopilot controls to bring them in for a simple landing sequence on the pad. “We have a tiny cargo hold, and the Prowler is Kreen in design. And the fact that the pilot is also a Kreen should seal the deal.”

	He frowned. “What are you…oh, right.”

	She snickered as she closed her eyes and visibly focused on her powers. As incredible as he found it when she healed Mysha’s wounds, her shapeshifting abilities were every bit as astonishing. She stretched out her hands, and Dorian watched in fascination as her skin slowly turned bright red. Her hair stayed blue and her eyes remained their same shade of amber, though the pupils shifted until they were vertical, cat-like slits. 

	All things considered, transforming to another humanoid species was probably the easiest thing she ever had to do, especially when the species in question didn’t have tails and horns like Velothi or tentacles like Neyris. Nevertheless, Dorian still found the transformation breathtaking. 

	“I should have done this earlier,” she said, pivoting her chair and putting her hand on his leg. “I could have burned your cock right off.”

	“Then I’m glad you didn’t,” he replied dryly. Half the men in the galaxy had probably fantasized about what the legendarily intense Kreen body heat must have felt like—himself included. But the thrill absolutely didn’t seem worth the risk.

	“Still, one of these days I really need to try on a new form for you,” Kaya mused. “We could always start simple. That projection we saw from Ziphrades didn’t have great resolution, but you have to admit that I looked pretty hot as a blond.”

	“You look hot all the time.”

	She rolled her eyes. “You just fucked me like an hour ago. You don’t need to butter me up with bullshit.”

	“It’s not bullshit,” Dorian insisted. “Why don’t you ever believe me when I tell you that you’re amazing the way you are?”

	“I don’t know,” she said, glancing out the canopy as a set of tractor beams locked onto the ship and helped guide them onto the landing pad. “All I know is that if I were a guy, I’d want to fuck every species I could fit my cock in. And having a shapeshifting girlfriend like me would save so much effort.”

	Smirking, she got to her feet. With her bare stomach at eye level, Dorian couldn’t deny that she really did look pretty good in red…

	They landed without incident, and the refueling crew outside—a trio of maintenance drones with a single technician—didn’t give them the slightest bit of trouble. Still, they decided to play it extra safe and leave Dorian back on the ship while she made a quick supply run to the nearby market. 

	He didn’t like the idea of leaving her alone, but his face was a lot more recognizable than hers—especially if his father had put out a bounty for his recovery. Besides, Mysha was defenseless in the infirmary, and Dorian liked the idea of leaving her alone even less. 

	When Kaya returned to the Prowler a half an hour later, Dorian almost couldn’t believe that she wasn’t being pursued or shot at. After their other adventures, he had genuinely started to feel like gunfights and life-or-death chases were going to be a part of his daily routine now. 

	But this time, at least, the universe cut them a break. Less than an hour after they’d docked, they were blasting back into open space. 

	“I have plotted the jump for the rendezvous point,” Ghost announced, his avatar floating above the tac-holo between the two seats. “Though I once again feel compelled to caution against this course of action. Traveling into the Far Rim beyond Convectorate-controlled space would be a much safer decision.” 

	“Noted,” Dorian said. He stared down at the navigational displays, knowing that this was the last chance to change his mind. The odds that his father would actually be at the rendezvous point weren’t great, and even if he was, their reunion probably wouldn’t be pleasant. 

	But he still had to try. Kaya was right that he would never forgive himself if he didn’t. 

	“You ready?” she asked, already back in her normal form. Her hand was hovering above the hyperspace controls.

	“Yeah,” Dorian told her. “Let’s get this over with.”

	 

	***

	 

	With two full days of hyperspace travel looming before them, Dorian and Kaya both decided that there was no reason not to try and get some sleep, especially since Mysha would likely still be unconscious for a while. They went to check on her in the infirmary, confirmed that she was indeed safe and on the mend, and then retired to Kaya’s quarters with a bit of the fresh food and drink she had scored at Sichi. 

	Dorian was fully prepared for her to beg him for another quick (or even not-so-quick) fuck, if for no other reason than to satisfy her curiosity about how much he had recovered after an hour and a half of rest. But again, she surprised him—she just wanted to relax and eat. She made him try at least half a dozen types of alien cuisine she had apparently picked up on a Sichi sampler platter. Almost all of the food was good, and she seemed to take genuine pleasure in watching him experience new flavors. 

	They had spent so much of their time together being shot at that he had almost forgotten just how charming she could be in the rare moments when she had the chance to be a regular young woman who liked food and holovids and other mundanities. Her life probably hadn’t afforded her many such opportunities.

	After about an hour or so, Dorian had the strange realization that this almost felt like a date. 

	He had to stifle a chuckle at the thought. It shouldn’t have seemed so strange, given their close relative ages. But after everything they had already been through—after the insane conspiracy they found themselves embroiled in…

	Well, the idea of going out to catch dinner and a holovid together seemed almost preposterously quaint. 

	Inevitably, they ended up naked and back in her bed, though she seemed almost bizarrely hesitant to drain him again without Mysha involved. He found it endearing rather than frustrating, especially when he imagined all three of them being in the same bed together. Stars, it seemed like they would light the universe on fire…

	But for now, they merely talked, kissed, and fell asleep. 

	The display on the nightstand informed him that six hours had passed by the time he abruptly returned to consciousness. The room was dark, and the shutters on the viewport were closed to prevent the bright, flickering expanse of hyperspace from keeping them awake. Kaya looked like a corpse, which, in his admittedly limited experience, was how she always slept. Dorian had no idea what had roused him…at least, not until Ghost’s voice spoke into his head. 

	[I apologize for waking you, sir, but the Velothi’s brain activity has been increasing at a steady rate,] the AI informed him. [I assumed that you would wish to be present when she regained consciousness.]

	Dorian nodded and leaned up, feeling no particular urgency. Mysha might have been recovering even quicker than they had anticipated, but he knew that predicting the precise moment she would regain consciousness was an inherently imprecise task, even for a para-sentient AI like Ghost. Organic machinery was tricky that way. 

	It took him less than a minute slide off the bed and throw on some comfortable pants and a t-shirt from Kaya’s closet of adaptive fabric. He almost wished that instead of going to the Fallen Star, they were heading to the Garr family compound. At least it would give him the chance to raid his own closet…

	Thirty seconds later, he was back out in the Prowler’s narrow corridors on his way to the infirmary. He stopped halfway, unexpectedly overwhelmed by a wave of nostalgia. Aside from the pleasant hum of the ship’s drive and the subtle, almost imperceptible vibrations in the deck plating, it was remarkably quiet and peaceful. 

	I’m not sure I ever realized how much I missed this.

	Smiling to himself, he placed his hand on the bulkhead and closed his eyes. The Prowler was much smaller than his family’s old freighter, of course, not to mention dramatically cleaner. But being here in this moment, alone in the corridor surrounded only by the familiar sounds of space travel, he suddenly found himself missing that old barge. Despite all the long, boring trips—despite the fact that half the time he’d barely had enough to eat—there was still a strange wistfulness there, a longing for a past life that, for all its difficulties, had still possessed an appealing simplicity. By any objective measure, his life had improved tenfold after moving to the compound, but it had still taken him years to become accustomed to it.

	Perhaps I never did. 

	Snorting softly, Dorian reopened his eyes. One thing he’d never had in the compound or on the freighter was a pair of beautiful women who were depending on him. And one of them was about to need his help.

	He continued into the infirmary, his eyes immediately flicking up to evaluate the readouts. It had been just shy of twelve hours since they had left Ziphrades, and if not for the blood-soaked clothing on the shelf behind him, he wouldn’t have been able to tell that she had ever been hurt. Even the best hospital in the sector couldn’t pull that off. Kaya’s powers remained as impressive as ever. 

	It was hard not to be entranced by the sight of her resting so peacefully. Formfitting white pants hugged her shapely hips and legs, her long, dexterous tail lying between them. The black sleeveless crop top she still wore exposed generous amounts of blue skin and highlighted the swells of her full, firm breasts. Her alluring white hair lay in a halo about her head, the perfect backdrop to let him admire her gracefully curving horns and the four cranial tendrils that emerged behind her ears.

	[The Velothi should regain consciousness soon,] Ghost chimed in through Dorian’s implant. The AI could have easily hijacked the status monitor to project his voice, but perhaps he thought it would be polite to keep quiet. 

	“You’re allowed to use her name, you know,” Dorian said tartly. “Since you finally stopped calling them ‘the females,’ you might as well take the next step.”

	[As you wish, of course. I merely did not wish to imply a degree of intimacy that would make you uncomfortable.]

	“Trust me, I’m not worried about them liking you more than me.”

	Mysha stirred as if in response to his voice, her head gently rocking and her eyes fluttering behind her lids. Dorian rushed to the side of the medical bed, exactly where she had been when their roles had been reversed a week ago. 

	She inhaled sharply, her faintly glowing blue eyes becoming visible. She blinked a few more times, clearly still hazy, before she finally seemed to register his presence. 

	“Echu tari,” she breathed. 

	“Welcome back,” Dorian said, smiling and gently squeezing her hand. “How are you feeling?”

	“I don’t…” She paused, and her other hand reached down to the side of her stomach in search of a wound that was no longer there. “Kaya…?”

	“Turns out she’s pretty useful to have around,” Dorian said with a wry grin. 

	“Sometimes,” Mysha conceded, smiling back at him. “But you’re the one who saved us.”

	“I suppose that depends on your perspective. Personally, I think you deserve all the credit. If you hadn’t snuck down there to check on us…”

	Her blue cheeks darkened the tiniest bit—a telltale sign of embarrassment. The fact that her tail had curled around her own calf was another.

	“When I realized the com interference wasn’t natural, I started to investigate,” she said. “That’s when another ship landed at the facility, one that was invisible to our sensors. It was sleek and black—I’ve never seen the design before. But then I sensed someone else out there…” She trailed off, shivering as if reliving the memory. 

	Dorian nodded. Her telepathy was fairly limited, at least how she had always described it, but perhaps she was getting better at it. Though he wouldn’t have been surprised if it had always been stronger than she’d believed. It hadn’t taken him long to realize that she had a rather serious habit of underestimating herself. 

	“When I saw her exit her ship, it was obvious what she was,” Mysha added after a moment. “But the coms were still jammed, so I had to wait until she took the lift. I was so worried she would hurt you before I could catch up.”

	She swallowed and reached out to touch his hand, then squeezed it hard—harder than he thought she was even capable of with her dancer-like figure and slender arms.

	“I knew that you’d be able to stop her,” she whispered. “I can’t explain why, but I was absolutely sure of it.”

	Dorian squeezed back. If Kaya had been praising him like this, he probably would have snickered and assumed it was sarcasm. But Mysha…she meant every word. Ever since he had removed the Echo’s control chip from her brainstem, her attitude toward him had done a complete one-eighty. Looking back, it was almost funny to remember that the first time he’d met her, she had shot him in the chest…

	Now she looked at him differently—not just as a friend, but as a kind of savior. And waking up here in the infirmary had obviously just raised her opinion of him even further. He had to admit, it made him a little uncomfortable. 

	But not that uncomfortable, if he was totally, shamelessly honest with himself. He enjoyed playing the hero as much as any man, especially when she looked up at him like this. For all the emotional armor she could wear, she had an almost child-like innocence about her at times, especially in matters surrounding the Seraphim and the future. It was probably naïve, but it was definitely endearing. 

	“I know the Widow will send more of her operatives after us, especially now,” Mysha whispered. “But at least one Spider is dead.”

	“I’m not actually sure about that,” Dorian said with a wince. “I don’t know how much of the battle you saw, but that woman was practically unkillable—she was tougher than a V’rath or even a Baalir. Our weapons didn’t scratch her, and even Kaya’s electrokinesis was useless. All I could do was pin her to the wall while we escaped.”

	Mysha’s tendrils swished, her face a study in shock. “I didn’t see all that much, but that sounds…how is that even possible? Kaya can release enough energy to slag metal.”

	“I don’t know; I’ve never seen anything like it. Kaya said that she was one of the ‘Nines.’ Ghost called her a Seraphim Immortal.”

	One of the display panels flickered, and suddenly the AI’s holographic avatar was floating right next to them, startling them both into breaking their contact. “At the height of the Dominion’s power, the Immortals served as—”

	“I didn’t ask you!” Dorian snapped. “Could you give us some privacy?”

	“Of course, sir. I apologize for the intrusion.” Ghost spun on his axis but didn’t disappear. “However, I feel obligated to remind you that despite the Velothi—correction: Mysha’s—rapid recovery, she should still avoid any strenuous activity for—”

	Dorian tapped the implant beneath the skin on the side of his head and called the AI back inside. He needed a second to collect himself before he could look at Mysha again. “Sorry,” he muttered. “Sometimes he’s a little too helpful.”

	Mysha’s smile returned. “It’s all right. You might have noticed that I have a lot more patience for tech than Kaya.”

	“Not a high bar. I’m a little surprised she still hasn’t made me get his shell program out of her implant.”

	“So am I, honestly.” She paused a moment and ran a hand back through her long mane of white hair. “Speaking of, where is she?”

	“Sleeping,” Dorian replied. “She recovered pretty quickly after healing you, thankfully, but I still think it left her drained.”

	“It always does,” Mysha said. “Did you manage to find anything when you were down there?”

	Dorian slowly nodded. “Yeah, though not what we were looking for. Turns out that the Union cleaned up after themselves remarkably thoroughly—even Ghost couldn’t do much to recover any data. And we didn’t find any helpful clues on where to find them.”

	“Damn,” she hissed, slumping harder against the bed as the implications settled in. “So we have no idea where they are or how to contact them.”

	“Not really, no. But we did find…something.”

	He could feel her glowing eyes upon him waiting for an explanation, but even after a few hours of rest, he was still finding it difficult to process. Just thinking about the Widow watching him all those years made his skin crawl…

	“We found a list of sorts,” Dorian explained. “The short version is that it seems like the Spiders have been observing certain individuals across Convectorate space—individuals they believed might eventually develop psionic powers but hadn’t yet.”

	“Strange,” Mysha whispered, tendrils swishing again. “That’s not how Kaya thought they operated.”

	“It could suggest that their webs aren’t as accurate or expansive as they’ve led everyone to believe. They might need to rely on regular intelligence-gathering methods, too.” Dorian sighed and swallowed. “But all of that is almost irrelevant. The real problem is one of the names we found on the list—me.”

	“You?” she gasped. “But…”

	“I know,” he said. “Apparently, the Widow has had her eye on me for a long time, and our little compound wasn’t as secure or hidden as we thought. But from the information we found, the Spiders didn’t seem to realize that I had ever developed powers, which was why they left me alone.”

	Mysha went silent as she chewed it over. He knew it was a lot to take in, especially since she had missed out on the entire adventure in the lab. Dorian let her process for a moment before he went on. 

	“Anyway, it obviously doesn’t help us make contact with the Union,” he said. “But it’s still disturbing as hell.”

	She leaned up a few centimeters. “Where are we right now, anyway?”

	“We finally refueled at Sichi about six or seven hours ago. Now…well, now we’re headed back into the Belt.”

	Mysha blinked. “Why?”

	He paused, wondering if she would be upset that he and Kaya had made this decision without her. He probably would have been, had their positions been reversed. But he reminded himself that there was technically nothing stopping them from turning around at any point, and they now had enough fuel to cross through at least one other sector before needing to stop again. 

	“I want to reach out to my father,” he told her. “If nothing else, he deserves to know that we were on that list. And since we don’t have any other leads…I don’t know, maybe there’s a chance he can help. Otherwise, well…”

	Mysha looked up at him for a moment, but thankfully she didn’t seem mad or even annoyed. She just looked concerned. 

	“We’re on our way to an old rendezvous point my father and I established years ago in case something happened and we ever got separated,” Dorian added. “I slipped out a message a few days ago telling him to run and lay low for a while, so I’m hoping that he might be on his way there, too. It’s a bit of a longshot, but…”

	He almost cringed at how silly that must have sounded, especially considering that she had missed all the earlier deliberations with Kaya. Perhaps there was a small part of him that wished she would tell him to turn the ship around just so he could make a clean break with his life and move on…

	But she didn’t.

	“What did Kaya think?” Mysha asked. 

	Dorian shrugged. “She thinks it’s a longshot just like I do. But she was also pretty insistent that we should give it a try. She thinks it will eat me up inside forever if we don’t.”

	“Will it?”

	“Probably,” he admitted. 

	Her luminescent eyes stayed locked on him for several seconds before he felt her tail curl supportively around his leg. A heartbeat later, she reached out and took his hand again. 

	“Then I hope he’s there,” she said. “Do you think there’s any chance he might know how to contact the Union?”

	“I doubt it,” Dorian said, shaking his head. “He’s never agreed with their motives or their ideology. But he is one of the most connected people in the sector, so who knows?”

	He didn’t add that the biggest hurdle might be calming Samir down enough to even talk to him. Dorian could only imagine how absolutely livid his father would be about…well, everything. And he definitely wasn’t going to be happy to meet the con artists who had stolen his son away in the first place. 

	“We have to find the Union,” Mysha whispered, her voice turning grave. “Soon.”

	Dorian nodded. He could see the desperation in her eyes and feel it in the squeeze of her tail. She didn’t merely want to join up with the Union for safety—she believed in their cause. And that belief, that faith in what the Seraph had stood for, had obviously helped her get through hard times. It was something the two of them had in common that he and Kaya did not.

	Even if a month ago he had been living in comfortable obscurity, whereas she had been living with a bomb in her head.

	Unfortunately, she had probably expected to wake up to news that they were on their way to a Union base. Sadly, the galaxy refused to cooperate. 

	“We’ll figure it out,” Dorian promised, hoping she believed him. “But for now, at least we’re all safe.”

	“And together,” Mysha added, her tail squeezing his leg even harder. “K and I have been through a lot. And now that we have you, we can handle anything.”

	She reached up and placed a soft hand on his cheek, then smiled and pulled him down for a kiss. Her lips eagerly parted, inviting his tongue to delve as deep, and her cranial tendrils began to massage his jaw and ears while her hands joined behind his neck. A memory flashed into his mind’s eye: Mysha on her back in the cramped maintenance shaft with him on top of her, sweat pouring off their semi-clothed bodies thanks to the oppressive heat in the tight space. Thrusting his cock deep into her ass over and over while she cried out his name directly into his mind…

	Dorian gasped and pulled back. The memory had been so intense, so real, that he swore he had felt the hot, vise-like grip of her bowels clamped around his manhood. He had never relived a memory so vividly before, not even in a dream, and he wondered how his brain had even pulled it off. 

	Perhaps it hadn’t. When he glanced down at Mysha’s face barely a centimeter from his, he swore there was a subtle glint in her luminescent blue eyes. Had she somehow projected that memory into his mind, including all the thoughts and sensations that had gone along with it? And if so, had it been a conscious decision on her part?

	“Vwen losi,” Mysha whispered, the tip of her dark blue tongue darting across her lips. Her tendrils continued massaging his neck. “It doesn’t seem that long ago that I was playing nursemaid while you were lying here.”

	“You were a lot better at it,” Dorian said. 

	When she smiled, he suddenly became aware of her tail unfurling from around his calf and slowly dragging up his leg and thigh until the tip teasingly brushed across his groin. 

	“I just wanted to thank you for helping me,” she breathed. “Honestly, I still haven’t fully repaid you.”

	More memories flashed in his mind’s eye: their first kiss in the cockpit after Talinus, their shared laughter as they effortlessly flirted on Cira Narn, her tail curling around his manhood when he was lying right here on this table just a few days ago…

	A soft moan escaped his lips when he felt the tip begin to wiggle beneath the elastic band of his jumpsuit pants. He remembered how incredible it had felt curled around his cock, and how her control and dexterity defied belief.

	“You should…you should get some more rest,” he said, knowing he should gently try to stop her but unable to actually do so. Her tail had already reached his cock and started to coil around his hard, sensitive shaft…

	“I’ve been resting,” Mysha purred. “I need something to help me wake up.”

	Her hand flashed up to grab the back of his head, pulling him in for another kiss. As her soft tongue plunged back into his mouth, her tail began stroking his cock as expertly as any hand. She didn’t hold back—she pumped him hard right away, as if she couldn’t wait for him to spill. The last time she had given him a tailjob, she had been able to take him into her mouth just before he burst. But now he was about to make a mess all over her taut blue stomach…

	“Wait!” she gasped, pulling away. Her tail uncoiled from his stem, leaving it aching and throbbing in midair. More memories of their dalliance in the maintenance shaft pushed into his mind—the intensity of the scorching heat, the softness of her girlish whimpers, the desperation in her eyes as she begged him to fuck her—and it was all he could do not to lose control. His brain screamed at him to shuffle between her legs and rip off her pants. He could almost hear her crying out in delight as he slammed his cock right up her ass.

	But Dorian didn’t want to hurt her. He refused to hurt her. Though with the way she was looking up at him right now, so hungry and breathless, he knew for a fact she wouldn’t complain even if he set back her recovery and reopened the wound in her side…

	“I want to taste you,” Mysha pleaded, hands suddenly at the sides of his face. 

	Dorian fought his urges so hard he felt lightheaded. “I don’t—”

	“Climb up here,” she demanded. “Please!”

	If he had stood there and thought about it for more than a fraction of a second, his good sense might have caught up with his libido and warned him that this was a terrible idea. Which was probably why his body had already started moving by the time the plea left her lips. 

	In a single crisp motion, Dorian ripped off his jumpsuit pants and swung his leg up onto the medical table. There wasn’t much room—the bed was narrow by design—yet he still managed to fit one knee on either side of her torso. His cock jutted above the thin fabric of her cropped top, and he wished the garment had metal pins if only so he could rip it open with his magnokinesis and jam his swollen manhood between her bountiful blue pillows. Titfucking Kaya in the shower had been incredible, and she didn’t have cranial tendrils to help out…

	But Mysha had other plans. Planting her hands firmly on the back of his thighs, she guided him forward until the tip of his cock could reach her mouth. She parted her lips and gently extended her tongue, her glowing eyes looking up at him expectantly. 

	Her horns make great handholds, and she loves taking it deep.

	With Kaya’s words racing through his mind, Dorian eased his cock forward. He groaned as the sensitive tip slid over her soft tongue and through her lips, taking it slow and gentle to give her time to adjust. But when he only fed her a few centimeters before pulling back, Mysha grew impatient. She pulled the back of his thighs with her hands again, encouraging him to give her more. 

	Dorian obeyed, pushing back into the humid paradise of her mouth. He awaited the signal to pause, but it never came. She didn’t relent even when he eased the tip past her tonsils and into her throat—on the contrary, she shifted her grip from his thighs to his hands, and after giving them a reassuring squeeze, she placed them directly on her horns. 

	He received the message loud and clear. 

	Dorian pulled back, then thrust into her again, prompting a loud gurgle he might have mistaken for discomfort if it weren’t chased by a delighted moan. Her eyelids began to flutter over her glowing blue orbs as he pumped in and out, creating an almost strobe light effect when he began fucking her face in earnest. His knees had to squeeze her body to keep from falling off the bed—the precariousness and each brush of his legs against her breasts adding to the thrill. And while her hands returned to his thighs to brace herself, her cranial tendrils massaged his testicles and inner thighs like a second set of fingers.

	He had absolutely zero chance of holding back, and looking down at her only brought him closer to the event horizon: the sight of his thick cock vanishing into her blue lips, the sound of her gurgling moans as he ravaged her clinging throat, the feeling of raw, primal power as grasped her horns and fucked her face like a cunt…

	“Shit!” Dorian cried out, pulling her flat against him and bottoming out his cock as it burst. His genetically engineered body had long since recovered from his bouts with Kaya, and he pumped a thick, full load deep down Mysha’s throat. It was only at the last instant, just before the final spurt, that he remembered to pull back enough to ensure that he put at least a little in her mouth and tongue. She had wanted to taste him, after all.

	He stayed kneeling there, panting, for at least a minute after he’d finished. His hands slid off her horns and down to lovingly thread though her lustrous white mane. Her eyes were lidded, her body twitching with uneven tremors as she sucked on his sensitized tip, and he realized with awe that she had climaxed with him. She smiled up at him when his cock finally slipped from her mouth, her blue tongue immediately darting up to lick her lips clean. 

	“I think I’m awake now,” Mysha cooed as her tendrils began to gently rub and stroke his stem. 

	“Glad to hear it,” Dorian replied with a breathless smile. 

	“But that just means I need breakfast,” she said, swallowing with a hum of approval and sliding her hands up the backs of his thighs again to keep him in place. “Think you could help a girl out?”

	 

	 

	
Interlude 

	 

	The second time Vestri and her ship shifted out of astral space, she didn’t feel the Master’s telepathic tethers reaching out for her. What she did feel was a splitting headache.

	“Are you all right, mistress?”

	“I’m fine,” Vestri replied through gritted teeth as she tried to focus on the sensor displays in front of her. Her vision had been getting worse and worse over the past few hours, and she’d started having trouble concentrating on anything for more than a few seconds before her mind wandered off. The phantasm had mostly left her alone, surprisingly, though Vestri had still found herself having conversations with other figments of her distant memories. 

	Many of whom bore her face.

	In her rare moments of clarity, she had started to understand just how dangerous the Koro Effect could be. But mercifully, after just a couple minutes back in normal space, she began to feel like herself again. If there even was such a thing for a clone. 

	“The facility’s sensors will detect our approach soon,” the Synesthete announced. “Do you wish to activate stealth systems?”

	“No,” Vestri said, shaking her head. “It’s a public facility. Inform them that we’re here to trade and request a docking assignment.”

	“As you wish.”

	Closing her eyes, Vestri focused on keeping her breathing slow and steady. Ideally, she wouldn’t have to return to astral space again for at least a few hours, which would hopefully give her mind enough time to fully recover. The downside was that it would also give the Master plenty of time to try and contact her if he so desired. And if he decided that the almost three days she’d been out of contact were sufficient to order her ship’s Synesthete back to the Nest…

	Well, there was no point in worrying about it right now. Once she landed on Suntara, the ship could no longer become her prison. Not until she needed it again, anyway. 

	“We have received confirmation of our arrival,” the Synesthete said. “I have requested a landing pad.”

	“Good,” Vestri said, reopening her eyes and leaning forward in the helm seat to look out the viewport. An emerald world in orbit about an ochre gas giant filled her view. Ostensibly, Suntara was a simple research station owned by the local system government and run by the native Zentili. While the squat, arboreal aliens didn’t perform any research of their own, they rented out space on their moon to anyone who wished to use its elaborate, cutting-edge facilities. Wealthy private citizens, companies, universities, even governments—many organizations across the Viraxes Belt had representatives and/or scientists here. The verdant moon was home to thousands of unique species, flora and fauna both, that every biotech firm in the sector was scrambling to research. 

	Vestri assumed that there was more going on beneath the surface, especially if a high-level Intelligence Ministry scientist like Pherion Gizahri had been assigned here. The Tarreen Hierarchy wouldn’t waste such a valuable asset studying plants, and anyone who ever worked on the Spider Program in any capacity—especially a psionically gifted alien—would be closely surveilled. Intelligence Minister Drathir didn’t trust the Widow or her people. 

	Nor should he, considering she was busy planting the seeds of the Tarreen’s final destruction at the hands of a renewed Seraphim. 

	The station hailed them less than a minute later, and the controller on the other end was calm, professional, and helpful. Vestri repeated that they were here to trade, and the fact that he didn’t probe any deeper confirmed her suspicions that the facility was more than just another corporate research haven. She wouldn’t have been at all surprised to learn that huge amounts of contraband passed through this place, especially illegal biotech and cybernetics. From what little she knew about the Zentili and their government, they were probably more than happy to take a small cut of all transactions and then get out of the way. 

	They had a docking pad assignment in less than three minutes, and ten minutes after that the ship was passing through the moon’s thick, soupy atmosphere on a landing vector. Vestri couldn’t see a damn thing outside the viewport until they were practically on top of the facility, but when she did, she had to admit it was an impressive sight. The moon’s landscape was a fertile paradise with lush, unspoiled forests stretching across the horizon. Some of the trees were so tall they almost defied belief, and the canopy looked practically impenetrable. 

	The facility itself was situated on a massive, four-kilometer-wide plateau atop a small mountain that was far too flat and level to be natural. The Zentili had probably taken a cutting laser to the rock, scalping the tip off the mountain and then plopping down a multi-billion-credit structure atop the bald crown. A glance at her ship’s database suggested that the complex was over fifty years old, but the nest of domes looked as pristine as if it had been built yesterday. Considering how quickly nature sought to reclaim its territory in a fierce biome like this one, it was an impressive—and undoubtedly expensive—achievement. 

	The landing pad Vestri had been assigned was small, isolated, and almost four hundred meters down the side of the plateau, below the main complex but still well above the tallest treetops. The location only cemented her suspicions at the amount of contraband moving through here, especially when she noticed that there were several other pads spread out at roughly even intervals in similar locations. A smuggler could quickly and quietly land on any of these pads, move his cargo up the adjoining lift, and then vanish without anyone being the wiser. 

	She secured her breathing mask as her ship’s landing ramp extended, a little surprised that no one rushed out to greet her. But her sensors had detected a few tiny security drones nearby, flitting around like spherical birds who had flown up from the forest in search of safer ground. They would surely be equipped with cameras, and she didn’t much like the idea of some local security officer watching her stroll across to the lift. At best, she would look like a fearsome mercenary; at worst, they would recognize her black Spider armor and panic before she was in position to conceal her presence. Since this was a corporate rather than Convectorate-controlled facility, the semi-sentient AI in charge of overseeing security wouldn’t be pre-programmed to scrub her from all records and leave her to her business. 

	Thankfully, there was another solution to that problem. 

	Reaching up to her sternum, Vestri tapped the hologuise matrix the maintenance drones had just installed in her armor. There was a brief flash of light in front of her eyes, but otherwise she didn’t notice any difference—until she glanced to her right and looked at her reflection in the polished metal wall panel next to her. Visually, she now looked like a Beskadi merchant wearing a traditional robe-like bodysuit, complete with drawn hood and breathing mask. The projection wouldn’t stand up to close scrutiny or anything more than cursory security scans, but that was unlikely to matter. Once she was up close, she could easily cloud the mind of anyone who displayed too much interest in her. 

	As she descended the ramp, she dimly wondered what form a Seven like Kaya would have chosen in her position. With their metamorphic powers and natural duplicity, they could trivially blend in anywhere in the galaxy. They were the ultimate covert operatives, and they would surely play a major role in the coming Eclipse. 

	Vestri, on the other hand, still wasn’t certain if she would live to see it. 

	Choking back a wave of old bitterness, she approached the lift at the end of the pad. A single security drone hovered nearby, the three circular lights on the front flashing as they scanned her. Even though her hologuise probably would have concealed the energy signature of a sidearm from the drone’s rudimentary sensors, she had decided not to take the risk and gone unarmed. It wasn’t as if she needed a pulse pistol to defend herself.

	Stepping into the wide lift, she keyed for an ascent. It was almost torturously slow, another sign that this equipment was designed to haul cargo and not people, but she closed her eyes and used the time to stretch out with her telepathy. The throbbing mass of collective consciousness was almost overwhelming—not as much as a true metropolis, of course, but more than she would have expected for a scientific complex. There must have been fifty thousand people living here, possibly more. 

	But she only cared about one of them.

	Local com chatter suggests that your arrival has largely gone unnoticed, mistress, the Synesthete said directly into her mind. However, their network security is highly advanced, at least a decade or more beyond standard Convectorate technology. Nevertheless, I will do everything I can to locate the Yarasi scientist for you. 

	Vestri sent a wordless telepathic confirmation. Synesthetes were remarkable in many ways and typically superior to most advanced para-sentient artificial intelligences. But since they were people, not computers, they were as reliant on the quality of their physical equipment as anyone else. Her ship couldn’t simply slice into the local network and tell her what she wanted to know. 

	But that was all right. Vestri had plenty of other means of extracting information at her disposal. And as the lift car reached its destination and deposited her at the edge of the sprawling facility, she found herself smiling behind her mask. 

	Pherion Gizahri was here somewhere, and the truth about Spider Zero’s loyalty—and possibly even her location—was sealed inside his alien mind. No matter what it took or how much she had to hurt him, Vestri was going to crack it open.

	 

	 

	 

	
3 
The Fallen Star

	 

	Mysha was on her feet and mostly back to normal within a few hours of waking up, and when Dorian escorted her back to her quarters, he half expected her to invite him into her shower just as Kaya had. He could certainly imagine worse fates than rotating between wet, steamy sex and intimate showers with the two beautiful women his life had become hopelessly entangled with. 

	But Mysha seemed surprisingly drained after he had helped her onto her bed, and it was only then that he noticed that her cheeks and face had turned a lighter shade of blue. Ghost assured him that she was fine, suggesting that her “ill-conceived bout of exercise” had strained her condition, and that all she needed was several hours of actual rest and relaxation. 

	Dorian might have felt a bit guiltier if Mysha herself hadn’t initiated their fun, but as it was, he doubted that she had any regrets. From the way she seemed to melt into his arms every time he touched her—and from how eagerly and deeply she kissed him whenever their lips met—he knew that what she really wanted right now was for him to lie down in bed and snuggle with her. 

	So that was precisely what he did. He joined her on the bed, kissing the back of her neck and shoulders as she lay on her side, one hand working beneath her and the other moving past her shoulder so his fingers could sensually rub her cranial tendrils. She sighed in appreciation, her warm body seeming to melt even more deeply against him. 

	A strange sort of peace filled Dorian, even as the rich, floral scent of her hair stirred his desires anew. It was difficult to hold himself back from massaging her breasts or even tasting her sweet alien quim. The trouble was, he knew it would quickly lead to more aerobic uses of their time, which ultimately wouldn’t do her any good. 

	Mysha eventually fell back asleep, and he used the opportunity to slip into the kitchen and get her a protein bar and some nebulii spiced tea. He left it on the nightstand for her, reduced the lights to twenty percent luminosity, and then closed the door. 

	Dorian spent the next few hours on his own in the cockpit, his feet propped up on the navigation console while he gazed at the shimmering, frenetic blue walls of the hyperspace corridor. He tried to game out all the possible ways a rendezvous with his father might unfold, from how to introduce the girls to how he could explain what they had been up to the past week. And then, almost as a grim afterthought, he imagined how things might unfold if they faced the much more likely scenario that Samir never showed up. 

	At a minimum, he would feel silly. But if the Spiders or more Shadows caught up to them because of it…

	Shaking away the thought, Dorian decided that there was little point in scolding himself for something that may or may not even happen. All he could realistically do was focus on the present and hope for the best. If it didn’t work out, the three of them would just have to decide where to go next. Perhaps he could figure out a way to become the Mech Magnate of the Far Rim instead…

	Kaya eventually interrupted his ruminations, having finally awakened from her corpse-like slumber. They headed back to the kitchen and ate a bit while waiting for Mysha to wake, and once she did, the three of them caught up on everything that had happened as a group. 

	And then, at last, they arrived at the rendezvous. 

	“One minute remaining,” Ghost announced as the three of them moved into the cockpit, Mysha sliding into the pilot’s chair a bit gingerly. Kaya took the co-pilot’s seat, leaving Dorian to stand behind and between them.

	One of these days, he told himself, we really need to install a third chair.

	A light on the navigation console blinked on, and Ghost’s holographic avatar once again appeared above the tac-holo between the seats. “Returning to normal space in three, two, one…”

	The hyperspace corridor collapsed around them. Dorian had grown accustomed to seeing a planet or a massive space station take its place, but this time there was nothing—no planetoids, no asteroids, no nebulae. Just an endless abyss broken only by the needlepoint glimmer of countless distant stars. 

	“Nothing on the tac-holo,” Mysha commented. “Though it looks like we drifted almost five hundred klicks from the target.”

	“Not surprising,” Dorian said as he eyed the sensor display. Most civilian and mercantile ships like the Prowler used pre-tunneled jump corridors as a means of cutting costs. They were fast and reliable, and they required only a basic hyperdrive to access. Pre-tunneled corridors were also highly accurate, spitting out ships within single digit meters of their target destination—a benefit that, among other things, allowed ships to arrive closer to space stations and planets and cut down on time and sublight fuel expenditure. 

	Advanced hyperdrives like the one on the Prowler allowed pilots to go wherever they wanted in whatever path they wanted—a massive advantage for anyone carrying contraband or who needed to go somewhere outside a pre-determined route. But in addition to the higher cost, such hyperdrives also had to deal with the problem of drift. Normally, the amount was relatively small, perhaps a few kilometers, but deep space travel lacked the added telemetry data from nearby celestial bodies. The fact they had only ended up a few hundred thousand meters from their destination was quite remarkable, all things considered. 

	“Uploading coordinates to the navigation console,” Ghost said. “I shall initiate a scan once we are in range.”

	Mysha’s thumb flicked across the flight stick, increasing the ship’s throttle while she simultaneously pitched them to starboard almost fifty degrees. It would only take a few minutes to cover the necessary distance at sublight speed, but that was just enough time to let Dorian’s stomach clench into such a tight knot he started feeling nauseous. 

	Come on, Dad. Please say you listened to me for once.

	“There’s a debris field up ahead,” Kaya said, squinting at her display. “It could be the remains of a ship.”

	Dorian’s chest hollowed out, his thoughts filling with images of a Convectorate battleship chasing down his father and blasting the family freighter into oblivion. But he reminded himself that a debris field had always been here—it was, in fact, one of the reasons his father had chosen this location in the first place. 

	“It is not the remains of a single vessel,” Ghost said. “The debris field is far too extensive. It is impossible to perform a comprehensive analysis without close-range scans, but the most likely conclusion is that a large space battle took place here. A cursory analysis suggests that the debris has been adrift for at least four centuries, possibly more.”

	“There’s no historical record of a battle anywhere near here in the Convectorate database,” Mysha commented as she scrolled through information on the display to her left. “But four hundred years ago would put it somewhere around the collapse of the original Tarreen Empire…or maybe the Unification Wars that followed.”

	A tight smile tugged at Dorian’s lips. “That’s another reason Dad liked this spot. The Tarreen have essentially erased the history of their original empire to avoid embarrassment, and the Seraphim didn’t become fastidious record-keepers until the rise of the Dominion decades later.”

	“In other words, no one would ever think to come here,” Kaya reasoned. “And there’s a lot of places to hide in the bushes just in case. Your dad is a clever fellow, isn’t he?”

	“He likes to think he is,” Dorian murmured. It didn’t take much longer before the debris field became visible even without the aid of the sensors, the canopy’s low-light enhancement bringing it into sharp relief. The sight was breathtaking yet decidedly unsettling. Starship debris wasn’t like flotsam on the ocean; there was no current to drag it in a specific direction, nor marine life to obscure and consume it. Without the gravity of a nearby celestial body, most of the giant pieces of metal and scrap were floating in the same direction an explosion had propelled them four centuries ago. At this point, pieces from the same ship could be tens of thousands of kilometers apart. 

	But there were still several larger hulls scattered amidst the endlessly expanding field, their mass just enough to keep the field from dissolving completely, and they didn’t appear to be moving at all. They were practically frozen in space and time, perfectly preserved monuments to a devastating war that had redefined the galaxy—a war whose records had been all but wiped away. 

	A shiver ran through him as he wondered how many bodies were out there, floating off into the void or entombed in the silent, airless corridors of their ships. Thousands? Tens of thousands? 

	“The Fallen Star,” Dorian said, pointing to one of the massive hulks. “That’s the closest translation I could find for it in an old Tarreen dialect, anyway. You can see the characters painted on the side right there next to the gash in the hull. It was clear that most of these ships were Tarreen in origin even before we discovered the names, though. There are a lot of similarities to modern Convectorate design.”

	“And they got slaughtered,” Mysha said, her glowing eyes wide as they cruised past several larger wrecks. “It must have been the Seraph’s forces even before the Unification Wars. Before she died…”

	Dorian was a little surprised that Kaya didn’t pipe in with an “if she ever existed” quip, but her gaze and attention remained fastened on the show outside the canopy. Ghost was not distracted so easily. 

	“There is no definitive evidence pointing to the existence of the messianic figure worshiped by the Seraphim,” he said. “Of course, there is also no reliable evidence to disprove her existence. However, following the law of—”

	“What he means to say,” Dorian put in, “is that you’re probably right. We’re looking at the remnants of original Tarreen Empire ships.” 

	He wasn’t sure that Mysha had even heard him. Her eyes flicked back and forth between the debris and the sensors, her tendrils swishing in thought. “This could be where it all began. The Seraph proving to the galaxy that the Tarreen could be defeated.”

	Kaya finally tossed Dorian a “here she goes again” look, but he just smiled. Like a lot of humans, he had spent countless hours during his childhood imagining the great battles of history, especially the Seraph’s early triumphs. Hers was the quintessential heroic journey: an oppressed slave with seemingly divine abilities leading a hopeless yet somehow successful revolution against evil alien overlords. 

	To a human child in the modern galaxy, it didn’t matter that the hero’s followers had eventually created one of the most oppressive regimes in history in her name or that the Tarreen had eventually returned despite their defeat. The stories of the Seraph were about imagination more than fact. Her legacy as a symbol of hope and perseverance was enduring and undeniable—the entire premise of the Union was built upon it. As to whether any of it was true…

	Well, that was a different question entirely. And frankly, it wasn’t one Dorian had ever particularly cared about answering. 

	“If your dad isn’t here, we could always start an archaeological expedition,” Kaya suggested. “This is basically a historical landmark. Someone like the Mobius Society would probably pay big just for the coordinates.”

	“So would the Convectorate,” Mysha grumbled. “Then they’d send a fleet to annihilate the wreckage and pretend it never happened.”

	Dorian braced one hand on each of their headrests as he leaned forward to peer out the canopy, searching in vain for any sign that Samir might have been here. But his naked eyes certainly weren’t going to find anything the Prowler’s sensors could not. 

	“I’m not sure how long we should wait,” he said. “Staying in one place too long seems like a bad idea.”

	“Like you said, we’re in the middle of nowhere,” Kaya replied. “And even if a Spider has spun a psychic web out this far, it’s not like any of us were planning on going wild using our powers.”

	He let out a slow, defeated breath and nodded. Her logic was sound enough, the same as it had been after Ziphrades. They shouldn’t have been in any imminent danger, and it wasn’t as if they were going to be burning through fuel floating around here. A few hours—hell, maybe even a couple of days—wouldn’t make much of a difference. 

	Still, he couldn’t help but feel like they were making a big mistake. If that Nine they had fought off was still on their trail somehow…

	“Relax,” Kaya scolded, turning in her seat enough that she could put a hand on his leg. “We have some time, and he could still show up.”

	Dorian nodded. “I know.”

	“Besides, there’s a lot to look at,” she said. “And once we get bored of the view, I have plenty of other ideas for how we might pass the time.”

	He forced a tight smile, but for perhaps the first time since she had kidnapped him from his father’s compound, he wasn’t even the slightest bit tempted by her offer. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from the field of wreckage or stop thinking about his father and how that damn list had changed everything he thought he knew about their place in the galaxy.

	An hour passed before it really started to sink in that this was probably a waste of time, and an hour after that, Dorian began to wonder why he had thought this was a good idea in the first place. In all likelihood, Samir was still back in the compound screaming at bounty hunters to find and return his son. He was too proud and too stubborn to do anything else.

	Except if he had stayed put, a Convectorate warship could have already shown up at his doorstep and arrested him for knowingly hiding a psychic from the authorities. Samir could have easily been taken to a brig or a penal colony or even an Intelligence Ministry black site. 

	Or he could be dead. 

	With that thought running laps through his mind, Dorian decided that he needed to do something besides pace and fret if they planned on waiting here for a few days. Perhaps it was time to head to the engine room and see if he could use his powers to make any modification to the ship. At least that would be a productive use of his time. 

	He was just about to announce his departure from the cockpit when the tac-holo abruptly warbled. All three of them immediately looked at the display, but there weren’t any new blips on the scanners.

	“Sensors are detecting a powerful energy signature nearby,” Ghost said, his avatar reappearing beside the display. 

	“Source?” Dorian asked. 

	“Unclear. The sensors are unable to ascertain what is generating the signature.”

	“But we do know where it is,” Mysha said, gently nudging the flight stick, then pointing out the canopy. “Right there, just past that hollowed-out frigate. And whatever it is, it’s getting closer.”

	Dorian hissed softly through his teeth, his pulse suddenly racing. Had that Nine tracked them down? Had the Spiders? 

	“A cloaking device?” he asked. 

	“It is not inconceivable,” Ghost said. “I highly recommend that we increase power to the shields and prepare to jump to hyperspace.”

	“Shit,” Kaya swore. “All right, let’s—”

	“Wait,” Dorian said, frowning. “It’s…by the stars…”

	The empty space in front of the Prowler shimmered like a heat mirage before the brown hull of an old, battered starship appeared seemingly out of nothing. It seemed impossible—cloaking devices capable of concealing ships larger than the Prowler were so rare and expensive that only militaries could afford them. But before Mysha could panic and slam the throttle, Dorian recognized what they were looking at.

	“Fascinating,” Ghost said. “It would appear to be the Last Stand.”

	Dorian smiled. It was a strange thing for him to feel pride in the man who had essentially locked him away like a prized collectible, but apparently even Samir Garr possessed enough good sense to listen to reason every once in a while.

	“That’s the freighter you grew up on?” Kaya asked breathlessly. “I thought you said you were poor!”

	“We were.”

	“You could buy a small moon by selling the cloaking device on that thing. And the shields—”

	“The old girl has obviously gotten some upgrades,” Dorian said, his eyes skating across the freighter’s hundred-meter-long hull. On the outside, it still looked like shit. The hull was basically a long tube covered by dozens of circular cargo containers like giant pustules bubbling out of someone’s leg. But on the inside…

	Well, the inside looked even worse. But he couldn’t wait to find out what else his father had improved. 

	“His shields are up, but he hasn’t powered any weapons,” Mysha said. “Does that thing even have weapons?”

	“It didn’t used to,” Dorian answered. “But it also didn’t used to have a cloaking device.”

	Her back had gone completely straight in her chair as she eyed the vessel. “We’re being hailed.”

	“Put him through,” Dorian said, bracing himself for an impossible conversation. He had been thinking about it almost non-stop for almost two days, yet he still felt woefully unprepared. 

	The tac-holo flickered, and a small image of his father’s face appeared in the air between the three of them. “Dorian?” Samir Garr gasped. “What in the hell is going on?”

	“Hello, Dad. We have a lot to talk about.”

	 

	***

	 

	Convincing Samir to let them come aboard the Last Stand didn’t take much effort. Convincing him to let them come aboard before Dorian actually explained anything was a bit trickier, but this wasn’t a conversation Dorian wanted to have over a com channel. After all, half the point of this rendezvous was to speak to his father face-to-face.

	Mysha maneuvered the Prowler beneath the larger ship, and once the docking umbilical had connected, the three of them made their way to the dorsal exit hatch. As anxious as Dorian felt, he could tell that the girls weren’t doing much better. Kaya had adopted her “world-weary spacer” persona as if they were back on Cira Narn, and Mysha just seemed a little nervous. He assured them that it wouldn’t be so bad, and he had almost convinced himself it was true by the time they had climbed up the umbilical ladder into the freighter’s small airlock compartment. 

	“You’ve no idea how tempting it is to turn into a Neyris before he opens the door,” Kaya said, standing behind him on his left with her arms crossed. “I still owe him for fondling my tits back at your home.”

	“Just let me do most of the talking,” Dorian warned, his stomach tightening at the familiar hiss of the air pressure equalizing. “And try not to let him bait you.”

	“No promises.”

	She was probably just trying to lighten the mood. But if so, the effort fell flat. With visions of a screaming match followed by a fistfight dancing in his head, Dorian held his breath as the hatch slid open. 

	And there, waiting for him in the wide corridor outside, was his father. 

	Samir Garr’s dark-eyed gaze and imperious posture were as intimidating as ever, though his expensive red-black business suit looked almost comically out of place standing in the Last Stand’s rust-colored corridors. The gray hairs in his trim beard seemed to have doubled in just a week.

	“Dorian,” he breathed, rushing forward to embrace his son. “Thank the stars you’re all right…”

	For a moment, Dorian was too stunned to squeeze back. But even when he did, the sensation was so surreal he wondered if he might have been imagining it. He could count on one hand the number of times his father had ever given him a hug. Not that Dorian had ever particularly wanted one—he had spent a significant portion of the last few years resenting if not outright hating this man.

	“I’m glad you came,” Dorian said, and meant it. 

	Standing this close, it struck him just how much larger he was than his father. Half a head taller, probably at least twenty kilos heavier…it was hard to forget just how much his physical attributes had been enhanced when he was standing next to a “natural” human man. It was a stark reminder that Samir had tried to give his son every advantage before he had even been born. It had taken him over a decade to pay down the debt he’d incurred for those mods, and suddenly all the times he’d grumbled bitterly to Dorian about it seemed far away and inconsequential. 

	Samir pulled back abruptly and looked him over. “When you disappeared, I was ready to tear apart that treacherous yellow cunt one tentacle at a time,” he snarled. “So where is she? What happened? And who in the hell are these two?”

	“Allies,” Dorian said before either of the girls could chime in. Up until now, he had wondered whether Mysha had successfully disabled all the cameras outside the Garr compound—evidently she had, otherwise Samir would have gotten a glimpse of both of them before they boarded the Prowler and escaped. 

	“Allies,” his father repeated evenly. “You’re certain?” 

	“They helped me escape from the Syndicate on Talinus Station,” Dorian said, hoping he could delay a full-scale interrogation for at least a couple of minutes. “But it’s a long story and we should probably sit down. Unless you’ve added a conference room, blister three still has a table, right?”

	At first, it didn’t seem like Samir had heard him. His dark eyes continued flicking back and forth between the girls, his expression carved in stone, before he finally offered them a faint smile. 

	“Oh, we can do better than that,” he said. “The mechs have made quite a few changes. This way…”

	He turned and walked down the corridor. Dorian followed, letting out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. In the span of just a few minutes, he had gone from believing that he might never see his father again to praying that Samir would be willing to listen to the women who had kidnapped his son. The abrupt lurch between extremes wasn’t doing his nerves any favors. 

	Still, as of right now, this was going about as well he could have reasonably expected. He wouldn’t exactly call Samir’s behavior polite so far, but even a frosty greeting was still a hundred times better than the rage-fueled reception Dorian had feared. He tossed a look over his shoulder at the girls, received two shrugs in return, then proceeded onward. 

	The interior of the ship was exactly like Dorian remembered it: stuffy, hot, and cluttered with enough valuable scrap to make a hoarder blush. The floor, walls, and even ceiling were almost the exact same muddy shade of brown as the exterior hull, as if the entire superstructure had been completely oxidized. None of it was actually rusted, of course, but Dorian had never been able to shake the feeling that traveling on this ship was more like sailing the ocean on an ancient ironclad than flying through the galaxy on an advanced interstellar starship. 

	And yet, he found himself grinning while they walked. There was just something charmingly nostalgic about being inside this garbage scow again. He had known all along that his dad hadn’t scrapped it—the man never threw anything away if he thought there was even the smallest chance that it might one day be valuable again. In the case of the Last Stand, he had apparently been keeping it in good enough shape to fly. 

	A tide of memories swirled through him as they moved, especially when they took a left down one of the long, narrow side passages leading to a quartet of cargo blisters. This corridor had been one of his favorite places to play hide-and-seek with the maintenance drones he had loved to reprogram as a kid. 

	Then, when they were almost exactly halfway to their destination, Dorian realized something was wrong. 

	It started as a tingle in the back of his mind, a subtle, hard-to-pin-down feeling as if he were being followed down a dark alley by an unseen assailant. His wistful reverie evaporated in an instant, his mind and attention focusing solely on the present. On impulse, he reached out with his powers…and the moment he felt the subtle vibrations in the hull and the deck plates, he knew exactly what was happening. 

	Or rather, what was about to happen. 

	“Mechs,” he whispered so softly that he doubted the girls could hear him. “Coming up behind us.”

	[I do not detect any power signatures,] Ghost said through his implant. [Are you certain?]

	“Two more in the cargo blister ahead.”

	[Curious. Unfortunately, I do not have a shell program embedded within the ship’s computer, so I cannot access the internal sensors. What do you wish me to do?]

	There was nothing he could do, of course. Just like Samir had undoubtedly planned. 

	“What the hell is going on, Dad?” Dorian asked, coming to an abrupt halt. His heart had begun thudding in his chest again, and when he stretched out harder with his magnokinetic abilities, he could sense the vibrations of two bipedal mechs moving around the corner behind them less than fifteen meters away.

	Samir frowned and paused in front of the cargo blister door. “What do you mean?”

	Dorian pointed at the door. “Why are there heavy mechs inside the door?”

	“Oh, it’s just the old XL-9 maintenance units getting things ready for us,” his father said with a dismissive wave of his hand.

	“Really. Since when do your maintenance units walk around with high-powered rifles?”

	For a long moment, his father’s face was unreadable. But then he flashed a dark smile, and somehow, inexplicably, his hand was suddenly clutching a high-powered disruptor pistol. 

	A pistol he was pointing right at the girls.

	“Holographic tech has come a long way in the last few years,” he said, his leg shimmering where a hologuise matrix had concealed a holster in plain sight. “That’s probably how this one tricked us into believing she was a Neyris slut. Well…it’s time to return the favor.”

	Samir didn’t move or even blink, but a strange crackle echoed down the passage. Dorian whipped his head around just in time to see the other security mechs he had sensed round the corner, pulse rifles in hand. The door to the cargo blister whooshed open an instant later, and two more of the robots stepped up to flank his father. 

	“Get away from them, Dorian,” Samir said. “They’re not who you think they are.”

	“Oh, this is cute,” Kaya grumbled, her knees loosening and feet widening in a combat stance. “I thought you said he’d be willing to talk!”

	“I’m more than willing to talk,” Samir replied coldly, making a show of aiming the pistol directly at her. “But I learned long ago that one should never bargain from a position of weakness.”

	“Dad, this is crazy!” Dorian growled. “Whatever you think is going on here is—”

	“I know exactly what’s going on!” Samir snarled back. “These Syndicate whores kidnapped you, but when I sent word to every bounty hunter in the sector, they must have realized who it was they were messing with. They knew that no one, not even their bosses, could protect them from my wrath. So now they’re here trying to fetch a ransom to cut their losses, assuming that I don’t know they’re the ones responsible. That is how the game works, isn’t it?”

	Kaya blinked. “What in the hell are you talking about?”

	“Whichever one of you cracked into the compound’s security system did an impressive job, I’ll admit,” Samir said. “But our compound has more cameras than the Paladram Casino on Eladrell. I saw what you both looked like—what you really looked like. Honestly, the fact that you showed up here without even bothering to put on a disguise is insulting.”

	“Dad, would you just listen for a second?” Dorian said, interposing himself between the disruptor pistol and the girls. The thing was disgustingly powerful and insanely illegal—from this range, it could reduce even a Tarreen to constituent atoms. “You sound like a lunatic! You have this completely wrong!”

	Samir’s eyes narrowed, a familiar scorn entering his voice. “They got into your head, didn’t they? Sold you on a sob story or maybe just spread their legs for you until they twisted your mind. I always knew you were too naïve to handle—”

	“Enough!” Dorian roared, unleashing a burst of magnokinetic force in all directions. The mechs by the cargo blister went flying back through the door, and the ones in the hall behind them smashed together like they were being crushed by an invisible compactor. Then, reversing their polarity, he threw them in opposite directions and pinned them against the bulkhead on either side of the corridor. 

	“Dorian!” Samir shouted, but his son wasn’t listening. Getting a firm mental grip on the other man’s disruptor pistol, Dorian ripped it out of his hand and pulled it into his own. 

	“Call them off!” he demanded, taking another step back in front of the girls. In the hold ahead, the two mechs were unsteadily rising to their feet. He didn’t point the pistol at his father, but he did pull out the power pack and toss it to the floor. “Or have you forgotten what I’m capable of?”

	“What did they do to you?” Samir breathed, eyes wide in horror. “Did they drug you? Torture you? Just tell me and I swear I’ll figure out a way to fix this!”

	“By the Seraph, would you get a fucking grip?” Kaya snarled. “We’re here to warn you that the Widow is convinced that your son’s DNA is the key to resurrecting the Dominion.”

	Samir blinked. “What?”

	“Her Spiders are out there scouring the stars to find him. And they’re never going to stop.”

	His father remained motionless other than his eyes, which refused to stop darting between Dorian and the blue-haired woman behind him. Samir Garr may not have been a charismatic man, but he wasn’t a stupid one, either. On the contrary, he was almost certainly one of the smartest, most calculating men that Dorian had ever met. And yet he had the look of a cornered animal. 

	Or he’s a father who spent the last week believing he had lost his only son. A father who, without any real friends to turn to, has probably spent every single minute marinating in his own worry and regret.

	“Call them off, Dad,” Dorian said, dropping the pistol onto the floor next to the power pack. He could feel a sheen of sweat gathering on his brow from trying to maintain his hold on the mechs—and because it was so damn stuffy in here. “Please, let’s just sit down and talk, all right?”

	For a long, tense moment, he wondered if Samir might refuse and do something even crazier. If he had planned out this little trap, then Seraph knew what else his rage- and paranoia-addled mind might have cooked up. But mercifully, he just slumped his shoulders and let out a weary sigh instead.

	“Disable the Response Unit,” he muttered. “And deactivate contingency protocols.”

	There was no audible acknowledgement from the ship’s AI, but his father had probably tied it to his own implant. The important thing was that the mechs powered down, and Dorian waited a moment before relaxing his mental grip on the mechs. 

	“Come on,” he said. “Let’s go in and have a seat.”

	 

	***

	 

	From the very beginning, Kaya had assumed that Dorian’s father wouldn’t show up at the rendezvous. She had encouraged him to come for his benefit, not for his dad’s. She just hadn’t wanted him to feel guilty about not doing everything in his power to make amends while he still had the chance. Thinking back, it had been an incredibly mature, reasonable thing for a friend and lover to do. 

	But now, sitting across from the asshole, she remembered why she always seemed to regret doing the right thing. If she had kept her mouth shut, the three of them could have been halfway across a different sector by now. And even better, she and Mysha would have had Dorian and his body all to themselves to do with as they pleased…

	Kaya sighed at the thought as Dorian began recounting an abridged version of events to his father. Samir almost looked like he had shriveled after their confrontation in the corridor—the fiery, opinionated jackass who had groped her fake Neyris tits at his compound had been replaced by a much more subdued, clearly troubled man. As the minutes ticked by, she even started feeling a faint twinge of sympathy for him, which she found incredibly annoying. 

	Mysha, strangely, seemed to have that same sympathetic impulse from the start. She had remained quiet and reserved, speaking when prompted but otherwise trying to stay out of the spotlight. It was more than a little bizarre—Kaya would have figured that the Velothi would be glaring daggers at the man the whole time. Perhaps she was still feeling a little drained from her injury…or perhaps it was something else. 

	Regardless, at least the cargo blister where the men had finally started talking was less cramped than the rest of this borderline derelict ship. Sadly, it was no less hot or stuffy, which made Kaya seriously question the quality of the environmental systems. The blister must have been converted into a mess hall not long ago, judging from the old grease stains and scuff marks everywhere, though the food processors and refrigeration units on the wall looked top-of-the-line. Taken together, the tech here was as starkly juxtaposed as everything else. Rusty-looking corridors with elite combat mechs, poor environmental controls on a ship with an advanced cloaking device…

	Perhaps Dorian’s father had a reason for keeping it that way, like lulling his enemies into a false sense of security. Or, more likely, Samir Garr was as low-key insane as every other unfathomably wealthy person she had ever met. 

	She had hoped that he would sit quietly while his son explained what was going on. But sadly, Samir barely made it past the part where they escaped the compound before he jumped in. 

	“How did you do it?” he said, his eyes flicking to Kaya on Dorian’s right. “There isn’t a hologuise matrix in the Convectorate that could beat our scanners. And you,” he added, looking to Mysha on the other side. “A personal cloaking field? You should have triggered the sensors before you ever—”

	“Dad!” Dorian half shouted. “Just let me finish!”

	“There’s no point in dithering,” Kaya said. “We beat your fancy tech because we’re both psychics—just like your son.”

	An entire spectrum of emotions seemed to flash across Samir’s face in the span of a few heartbeats. “Psychics,” he rasped, as if the word were the answer to an ancient mystery. “But that doesn’t explain—”

	“Here,” Kaya interrupted, already out of patience. The skin on her arm began to change from its normal pale hue to a bright yellow. “Do I need to grow the tentacles, or do you get it now?”

	Samir’s face twitched. “Psychics,” he repeated again, “but not Spiders. You’re with the Union, aren’t you?”

	“No,” Mysha put in. 

	Everyone turned to face her. It was the first word she had spoken in a while, and her voice sounded a little strange. Her glowing eyes hadn’t left the man, and she still looked oddly pensive. 

	“Not yet,” she added. “But we are trying to find them. It’s the only way to keep Dorian safe—that’s all we want.”

	Kaya felt both her eyebrows lift in surprise. Mysha sounded almost pleading, as if it were vitally important that they convince him they weren’t a threat. 

	“Safe?” Samir repeated. “They’re the most wanted terrorists in Convectorate space!”

	“I know,” Mysha said. “But they’re also the only ones who stand a chance of opposing the Spiders. Psychics like us have to stick together.”

	Kaya expected him to snort or sneer—he was probably the type of man who had little patience for idealism. But the simple earnestness in Mysha’s words seem to get through to him, at least a little. 

	“I can protect my son just fine on my own,” he said, though the fire in his voice had been reduced to flickering embers. “We don’t need anyone’s help, least of all a band of terrorists.”

	“They aren’t terrorists,” Mysha said. “But you already know that.”

	The two of them stared at each other for several seconds, almost like they were having a private conversation that no one else could hear. Kaya wondered what the hell was going on. Mysha wasn’t a strong enough telepath to be manipulating his mind, and even if she were, there was no way she would abuse her power like that. But there was definitely something happening beneath the surface…

	“So, you kidnapped him to try to bring him to the Union?” Samir asked after a moment. 

	“Not…exactly,” Kaya said, nudging Dorian with her elbow. “There’s a lot more you need to know.”

	Nodding, Dorian continued his explanation, and this time his father did just sit quietly and absorb the story. All the highlights were there: the dead Union operatives he’d tried to meet on Talinus, the Syndicate Shadows who bore Kaya’s face, the details about the cloning program they had learned from Garen Ruto on Cira Narn…Dorian left out some specifics here or there, but he covered all the major details. 

	Taken altogether, it sounded like the fevered ravings of a Holosphere conspiracy nut. Clones, psychic powers, vast, galaxy-spanning insurgencies…the major tropes were all there. Yet they were all true. And every time Samir started to question something, Mysha provided a calm, oddly soothing explanation to mollify him. 

	Right up until Dorian told him about the list. 

	“That’s…impossible,” Samir gasped, his face paling at least two shades behind his beard. “The compound is dozens of light-years from the closest Convectorate outpost, and I took every precaution to hide its location. Even my contacts in the Defense Ministry don’t know where it is! I automated shipping, production…”

	“The Syndicate knew where you were,” Kaya reminded him. “I didn’t think much about it at the time—I had just assumed that the Echo had discovered the purchase of a Succubus and worked backward from there to arrange the fake delivery. But since we now know that the Syndicate is basically just a front organization for the Widow, they already knew where Dorian was.”

	“No,” Samir repeated, his head slowly shaking. “No, it can’t be.”

	“It is an astonishing revelation, Master Garr,” Ghost said. “The implications are harrowing but clear. The Spiders suspected that Dorian would eventually develop psionic abilities.”

	Kaya eyed the orange sphere hovering at the center of the table above Dorian’s holopad. The AI had “helpfully” materialized halfway through the explanation, presumably because Dorian believed that his presence would make his father even more likely to accept what he was being told. It made sense: technologists almost always responded better to cold, hard analysis than anything with the slightest “taint” of emotion. Though from the way Samir seemed to be responding positively to Mysha, perhaps it was just a variation of the old “good cop, bad cop” routine. If the sweet alien girl and the annoying AI were telling you the same thing, it was probably worth believing. 

	“You ran a full analysis of the data you recovered?” Samir asked the AI. “You’re certain it wasn’t some convenient scrap left behind to deceive you?”

	“While the information I was able to access from the facility’s databanks was limited, I believe it to be authentic,” Ghost said. “The most probable explanation is also the simplest one: when the Union arrived, they downloaded everything left in the databanks, then performed a very thorough purge. The nature of the information I was able to recover is sheer circumstance.”

	Samir’s eyes flicked back and forth in thought, and Kaya noticed tremors in his hands. During her years of running cons for the Syndicate, she had learned to distinguish between the many types of shock that could twist a man’s features: the wide-eyed gaze after being shot at for the first time, the haunted grimace after watching a comrade die, the sickly terror at realizing death was only seconds away…

	But this was different. Samir Garr had the face of a man whose entire worldview was evaporating before his eyes. Kaya had seen it before in religious fanatics who had suddenly lost their faith, and to a lesser extent in powerful, controlling men when they realized that the expensive whore they’d hired was a shapeshifter. It was a life-changing moment, a disturbing revelation that not only made you doubt your own perceptions but also forced you to grapple with the fact that the life you had been living was a lie. 

	As with other such critical moments, a person’s reaction could tell you everything you ever wanted to know about them. She had seen some men crumple into a weeping ball and others descend into madness. 

	Samir Garr did neither. 

	“If they knew where we were and what you were capable of,” he asked, his voice suspiciously calm, “then why did they leave us alone for so long?” 

	“We’re not sure about that,” Dorian said. From his tone, it was clear that he was surprised his father had taken the news mostly in stride. “I’ve thought about it a lot, but I haven’t been able to come up with any good answers.”

	“It is conceivable that the Widow simply did not possess sufficient operatives to continuously monitor all the subjects on the list,” Ghost suggested. “It is also conceivable that the range of psychic webs spun by the Spiders has been greatly exaggerated by the Convectorate.”

	Samir’s eyes narrowed, and he slowly shook his head. “No. Those might be plausible explanations if Dorian had only developed his abilities a few years ago, but it has been almost five. They would have noticed by now.”

	“But they didn’t,” Kaya told him. “The Syndicate sent us to your compound to steal data—data on how Garr Industries had risen to prominence so quickly. They had no idea what your son was capable of. When the Echo found out, he was obsessed with getting his hands on Dorian as quickly as possible. In retrospect, it’s obvious why.”

	Samir stayed silent for a few more heartbeats. “You’re absolutely certain that this ‘Echo’ is working with the Widow?” 

	“Yes,” Ghost said. “I would be more than happy to present the data for you again if you wish.”

	“That won’t be necessary,” he said. He mused in silence for a minute, idly scratching at his beard. 

	Alarm bells were going off in Kaya’s head. The others might not have noticed the subtle shifts in his body language, but Kaya had been trained to read everything, from the smallest bit of tension in the eyes to subtle fluctuations in breathing and tone of voice. The instability that had been rattling this man before was completely gone…as was his surprise about the revelation they had just dropped on him. 

	In other words, he knew something—something they did not. The only question was whether he would tell them willingly or if they would have to beat it out of him. 

	“It feels like we’ve put together three quarters of the puzzle, but we’re still missing at least one important piece,” Dorian said. “If you have any ideas…?”

	Samir took a deep breath and glanced between the three of them. “I might. But not ones I’m willing to share with company.”

	Kaya scowled. “If you think we’re going to leave you alone after the shit you pulled with—”

	“It’s all right,” Dorian cut in, putting a hand on her arm. “This is a lot to take in at once. I’m sure we could all use a few minutes to process.”

	She turned her gaze on the side of his head. She wanted to bring up the obvious giskach in the room—namely, the fact that his mother had left them at nearly the exact time he had been added to the Widow’s list. But she could tell that Dorian badly wanted a few minutes alone with his father, and there didn’t seem to be a compelling reason to force the issue. At least, not yet. 

	“I wanted to show you the bridge anyway,” Samir said, eyeing his son. “There are some other modifications you should know about.”

	“Sure,” Dorian said. “I still can’t believe you put a cloaking device on this thing.”

	“I’ve been using the freighter to test variations on energy distribution manifolds for several years,” his father said, a hint of a sly smile tugging at the corner of his lips. “The power core is more advanced than any ship in the Convectorate fleet. And I’ve cooked up a few other surprises over the years in the case the lizards ever decided they didn’t feel like paying us.”

	Dorian grinned, and there was no mistaking the pride behind it. He might have thought his father was an asshole, but he couldn’t bring himself to completely hate him.

	“Mysha here is an excellent mechanic,” he said. “I’m sure she would love a chance to take a look at some of the systems if there’s time.”

	Samir looked askance at the other woman. “A Velothi mechanic…”

	“Not a common profession among my people, I know,” she replied without a hint of bitterness in her voice. “But a girl has to learn the skills it takes to survive.”

	“Indeed.” He seemed to size her up again. “You got farther into the compound’s security that most of the slicers I hired to test the system—and in a fraction of the time. Under different circumstances, I would consider hiring you.”

	“Ghost, why you don’t you show them how to get to engineering?” Dorian suggested. “Meesh can poke around a bit while Dad and I have a chat.”

	Kaya was never fond of being dismissed—few people were, in her experience. But if this was what Dorian wanted, so be it. At least they would still be close if he needed them. 

	“Fine,” she said, trying not to sound too grumpy. “Just give us a call if you need us.”

	 

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	Even before she had landed, Vestri had a feeling that the complex on Suntara was more than just a simple research station. And the moment she actually stepped inside, her suspicions were confirmed. 

	Visually, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. All the expected trappings of a private scientific facility were present, from the cutting-edge decon chambers at all the entrances to the myriad assistant drones flitting through the corridors to the state-of-the-art computer terminals scattered around the kiosks and cafés. Everyone in sight was wearing practical, no-nonsense business attire befitting their species, and even the basic layout matched the “functional yet aspirationally artistic” aesthetic that was so common in corporate spaces here in the Belt. 

	But behind all the clean surfaces, pleasant greetings, and advanced technology was a dark underbelly that rivaled any Syndicate front operation in the sector. 

	Vestri could see the truth in their minds. The schemes to sell untested biotech to primitive worlds as fraudulent cures to local ailments; to launder dirty currency through overpriced investment in experimental tech; to manipulate unregulated markets in order to condemn entire planetary populations to debt bondage. And amidst the tide of corruption, almost more jarring in its own way, was the undercurrent of idealistic young tech-savvy scientists who were utterly convinced that their research would change the galaxy for the better.

	None of it was new or shocking to her, of course. Telepathy had a way of pulling back the veil of civilization to expose the truths that everyone knew but were unwilling or unable to speak. Perhaps that was the real reason the people of the galaxy feared psychics so much. 

	Thankfully, her hologuise proved up to the challenge of convincing the eyes behind the security cameras that she wasn’t worth their scrutiny, and she used her Spider powers to conceal her presence from the perceptions of everyone else. Vestri became a blur at the fringes of their conscious minds, a background decoration they had seen a thousand times before that required no special attention. 

	And with that freedom of movement, she swept through the facility and began her hunt in earnest. She had anticipated far fewer inhabitants, and she had assumed it wouldn’t take long to trawl their memories for sightings of a rare alien species like a Yarasi. But tens of thousands of inhabitants combined with an ingrained culture of privacy made her search more laborious and annoying than she expected. The researchers here tended to mind their own business, and most had no idea what other groups were up to. But there were exceptions, and after an hour of scouring every mind in the promenade, she got her lead. 

	Section 93-B, she said, reaching out to touch the mind of her ship. I require schematics.

	Of course, mistress.

	A standard shipboard AI could transfer the data to a holopad or even a neural implant, a process that was reasonably secure but still quite detectable to anyone who happened to be snooping. Telepathic data, naturally, had no such vulnerability without other telepaths around. 

	The knowledge flowed directly into Vestri’s mind, and when she closed her eyes, she could visualize the interior layout of the entire complex as if she were holding up the original blueprints. Section 93—rented by a subsidiary of a Convectorate biofirm called Ralgra Corporation—was fairly isolated on the northern side of the plateau, and she wasted no time in turning and heading off in that direction. 

	Concealing her presence from onlookers remained a trivial task, though she knew that moving from the more public areas into the dedicated research labs would be more of a problem. The schematic the Synesthete had given her hadn’t listed security checkpoints or alarm systems or anything so comprehensive, but she knew that the various corporations and governments who rented space here would surely take precautions to prevent their competitors from stealing a peek at their research. 

	And she was right. The long, narrow corridor leading from Suntara’s main hub to Section 93 was sealed by a thick, airlock-style door set into an alcove with a keypad. It wasn’t the most elaborate security arrangement—there wasn’t even a retinal scanner, let alone actual guards like many of the other section gateways she had passed on the way, but even a simple locked door meant that her stealth and subterfuge were at an end. 

	Tampering with the door will alert station security, the Synesthete warned her. While they will not be able to prevent your entry, their interference may drastically shorten your interrogation of the subject. They may also attempt to lock down the landing pad and prevent us from leaving. 

	Vestri paused in front of the door. Behind her, a group of four Kreen researchers walked by, casually chatting about a recent Holosphere broadcast and completely ignoring the Beskadi merchant standing awkwardly by the door. None of their yellow, cat-like eyes even glanced in her direction. 

	It had been a while since she had operated out of Convectorate jurisdiction, but she remembered how annoying it could be when she didn’t have dozens of pre-programmed backdoors and contingencies to rely on. Her first instinct was to rip the door off its hinges with her telekinesis, but perhaps subtlety could still serve her better than brute force. If there was a station administrator nearby, she might be able to pluck the access code from his mind…or hurt him until he opened the door for her. 

	Sighing in frustrating, she started to turn away—

	And then the door whooshed open. 

	Vestri stood still for a long moment, half expecting a team of security mechs to come pouring out into the hallway. But all that greeted her was silence, and when she heard another group of researchers nearing the far end of the hall, she decided not to question her good fortune and lunged inside. 

	The door closed and sealed before her. The corridor on the other side was similarly long, narrow, and incredibly sterile, almost as if it were an airlock tube or perhaps a decontamination zone. A mental alarm klaxon sounded in the back of her mind as she realized that the open door might have been a trap to lure her into a confined space. But she didn’t sense any ripples of concern or heightened awareness when she stretched out with her telepathy, which presumably meant that her presence had still gone unnoticed by security. Besides, if anyone was foolish enough to believe they could restrain her so easily, they were about to be sorely disappointed. 

	Vestri walked to the end of the passage, still reaching out with all her Spider-trained senses. The corridor was at least forty meters long with another similar door at the opposite end, but to her continued surprise, it turned green and whooshed open as well. Clenching her hands into fists and mentally bracing herself for a confrontation, Vestri stepped inside—

	Into a space that more closely resembled a studio apartment than a laboratory. The room was circular, perhaps fifteen meters across, with all the furnishings of a typical humanoid living space: a bed and a desk to her left, a kitchenette on her right, and a small blocked-off segment she assumed was a washroom. The rest of the area was taken up by a workstation equipped with several computers and holographic displays, most of which were currently flashing with streams of text that seemed like gibberish without a closer investigation. 

	And standing at the workstation, his back to her, was the man she had come here to see. 

	“You’re wondering why someone in a secure, private laboratory would allow anyone through his door without proper credentials,” Pherion Gizahri said, his voice cool and his accent unfamiliar. “It’s a good question. A very good question, in fact.”

	He slowly turned around. His features were familiar and recognizable from the hologram image in his Intelligence Ministry file: the light bluish-purple skin, the double-tipped serrated ears, the dimly luminescent violet eyes, and a long mane of pure white hair. Yet it was clear that the image had been captured some time ago. He didn’t appear older, precisely, but he looked…worn. Not quite haggard but certainly leaning in that direction. 

	“The answer is simple,” Gizahri went on. “There’s no one here in the complex capable of stopping you, and I’ve no doubt that you would have torn through a legion of security guards to get in here if you had to.”

	Vestri took a step deeper into the room, the door whooshing shut and locking behind her. “And why do you care about them?”

	“Because pointless carnage serves no one. And because sometimes there’s more than one way to save a life.”

	Behind her hologuise, Vestri’s eyes narrowed. Lifting a hand to her sternum, she tapped the small holographic matrix on her armor to disable her disguise. If the man was surprised by her true appearance, he didn’t show it. 

	“If you know that they can’t stop me, then you know what I am,” she said, putting just a hint of malice in her voice. “And perhaps you know why I’m here.” 

	“I do, indeed,” Gizahri said, his glowing eyes flickering. “I have seen that face many times on many different women. And sooner or later, they all come to me for answers.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
4 
Secrets

	 

	Dorian felt another wave of nostalgia crash over him as he and his father worked their way through the ship, and this time there wasn’t even a hint of anxiety to go along with it. Minutes ago, the situation had seemed like a total disaster, even worse than the worst-case scenario he had conjured up in the back of his mind as they boarded. Samir had literally been holding them at gunpoint. 

	But now, mercifully, it seemed like the fever had mostly broken. 

	“So, you had the maintenance drones replace all the power manifolds and upgrade the core, but you didn’t bother tweaking the environmental systems?” Dorian asked. “It’s hot as hell in here.”

	“I wasn’t expecting to travel anytime soon,” Samir replied with a grunt. “Like I said, I’ve been using the old girl as something of a testing ground for a few years. Upgrading the interior seemed expensive and pointless until all the other modifications were finished.”

	“Right,” Dorian said, suppressing a grin. Most people in his father’s position probably would have directed all their energy into designing the most comfortable and ostentatious yacht imaginable, but that wasn’t Samir’s style. When they had been on their own and struggling for all those years, it hadn’t been due to his father’s lack of ingenuity or technical skill—his designs had always been impressive. 

	No, the problem had often been his almost total lack of aesthetic sense, especially where ships and vehicles were concerned. Civilian manufacturers weren’t interested in state-of-the-art, high-powered designs that looked like asteroid haulers on the inside. Part of the reason he had shifted production into robotics was because no military gave a damn what their mechs looked like so long as they could fight and remained relatively cheap. 

	“One day, we’ll get it polished up,” Samir said as they turned down the last corridor leading to the bridge. “Though honestly, I like it the way it is. A working man’s ship should never be too clean.”

	Dorian had to fight even harder not to smile. What a change this was from the father he’d known these past few years! If the girls were still here, they probably would have scoffed at the notion that Samir Garr, a man with enough wealth to buy a planet and still have enough change left over to snatch a moon or two, still considered himself a “working man.” But that was part of the chip Samir perpetually carried on his shoulder, a fundamental belief that he had earned his place in a galaxy filled with corrupt bureaucrats and incompetent corporate scions.

	“Fair enough,” Dorian said. “Though I’d settle for dropping the heat about fifteen or twenty degrees.”

	His father grunted as reached the hatch at the end of the corridor and touched the key panel to open it. As Dorian stepped inside, it became obvious that the bridge had changed significantly more than the rest of the ship. The walls and ceiling were the same rusty color as everything else, but almost all the hardware and instrumentation had been upgraded. The navigation and tactical consoles, the sensor displays, even the viewport—they all looked like they belonged on a warship, not a bulk freighter. 

	“Impressive,” he said, whistling softly as he stepped over to the captain’s chair, heavily upholstered in expensive gray leather. The rest of the crew stations were arranged in a standard horseshoe pattern encircling it. 

	Not that the Last Stand had ever really needed or possessed a crew. Dorian remembered running back and forth between consoles to check on the systems before he had developed a semi-sentient AI to help out. 

	“Still a lot of work to do, and it would obviously benefit from Ghost’s presence,” Samir said not quite chidingly. “But I didn’t bring you here to talk about sensor arrays.”

	Dorian nodded and braced himself against the command chair. “I know how crazy everything must sound, especially hearing it all at once. But trust me, it has been even crazier to live through.”

	Samir’s face tightened as he paced to opposite side of the chair and ran his hand along the armrest. “When I received your message, my first assumption was that someone was telling you what to say, perhaps to disrupt business or get me to do something stupid that would hurt the company. It wasn’t until I reached out to my Convectorate contacts that I realized something was wrong.”

	“How do you mean?”

	“I couldn’t get a hold of them. Any of them.”

	Dorian’s eyes narrowed. He had been wondering about that this whole time. “I can’t even imagine the shit-show going on inside the Intelligence Ministry and the Hierarchy right now. The Vecs know that the son of one of their most important weapons contractors is a psychic. Some of them probably want to see the filthy dreega get taken down, but the smarter ones realize the CDF will be crippled without us, especially with the Dowd Insurgency raging on the border.”

	“After what you’ve told me, I imagine it goes beyond normal politics,” Samir said. “The Tarreen may be arrogant fools, but if the Spider Program is truly an insurgency meant to destroy them from the inside…well, some of them have surely gotten suspicious by now. The Intelligence Ministry has been acting strangely for almost a year, ever since news broke about the destruction of that shipyard some renegade CDF admiral tried to build in Kreen space. I had some theories on why, but now I suspect that the answer may be relatively simple.”

	“The Vecs are starting to figure out what’s going on,” Dorian reasoned. 

	“Precisely.” Samir offered an almost imperceptible smile—high praise for a man who all too often seemed allergic to compliments. “Not that I suspect it will help them. The Convectorate has been dying for twenty years. Without the threat of the Dominion to bully allied governments into submission, the lizards are finally realizing that no one particularly likes them.”

	“What a shock,” Dorian muttered. He hesitated for a moment, then finally decided to press the issue. “But you didn’t bring me in here to talk about galactic politics.”

	“No, I didn’t,” Samir said, pacing over to the chair in front of the helm console. He gripped it hard with both hands, as if to steel himself. “You thought you were missing an important piece of the puzzle, and you’re right. There’s something you need to know…something about your mother.”

	Dorian swallowed heavily. “What about her?”

	His father gave him a long, hard stare. “She was a psychic.”

	Dorian blinked. “What?”

	“She concealed her powers from me at first, though I always suspected the truth,” Samir went on as he spun the chair around and dropped into it. “Her family had a long history of service in the Dominion fleet. I knew that at least one of her brothers possessed the gift, as did her mother.”

	He sighed and flicked his hand. “At first, she claimed that part of the reason she left for the Far Rim with me was because her lack of power was an embarrassment. It wasn’t until later that I realized it was probably the opposite—she was gifted, and she knew she could be called to service at any moment, especially with the war deteriorating so quickly.”

	Dorian opened his mouth, but he found it as parched as if he had just shoved his tongue into a dehydrator. His limbs had gone so stiff that he might have fallen over if he hadn’t already been sitting down. 

	“Serela didn’t tell me the truth until after you were born,” Samir continued, no longer looking at his son—or anything at all, for that matter. “I have no idea how she avoided the testing regimens on her home world, but I didn’t really care. We had just spent a fortune to ensure your future. Your genetic modifications were far beyond standard, as you know.”

	Dorian forced himself to clear the dust in his throat. “Why did she leave?”

	Samir’s lip twitched. “The Keledon Accords and the laws that followed were an economic death sentence to someone like me, especially with the explosion of anti-human sentiment. I lost everything we had in less than a year.”

	“You’ve told me that before. But that’s not why she left, is it?”

	His father let out a weak sigh before his eyes finally returned to Dorian. “I don’t know.”

	“What you mean?”

	“We didn’t talk about it. It just…happened.” Samir’s back straightened in his chair. “You were just young enough that I doubt you truly remember. One day we were trying to figure out how we were going to rebuild the business, and the next she was gone. We had landed on a backwater station to refuel. I turned my back…and I never saw her again.”

	“I…” Dorian trailed off. He really didn’t remember much, just random flashes here or there like any other memory formed at a young age. He could remember what his mother looked like: tall and slender with black hair, blue eyes, and the almost peculiarly symmetrical facial features shared by many humans of Praxian descent. He could also remember her reading to him…as well as the sounds of her arguing with his father from across the ship. 

	And then, like a needle in his brain, he could remember the day they left port without her aboard. 

	Tears. Frustration. Confusion. Dorian remembered the feelings more than the specific events. He remembered an entire day spent sobbing in his room, wishing with all his heart that the universe would undo whatever had made his mother go away.

	And then, as with all things, life had eventually moved on. It had been him and his father against the universe, two humans alone in a war-torn galaxy that hated them. 

	“I didn’t want to let her go,” Samir said. “You know me too well for that. But I didn’t have the resources or contacts that I do today. All I had was a four-year-old son and a ship I could barely afford to refuel.”

	He closed his eyes for a moment, subtle ticks of rage and loss and betrayal flashing across his features like lightning beneath an opaque wall of storm clouds. “But I never forgot about her, and once I did have the resources, I put them to use.”

	Dorian’s pulse quickened. “You found her?”

	“Not exactly,” Samir said. “It took a lot of work and a lot of very careful digging, but I eventually uncovered a trail. Places she had visited over the years, people she had interacted with. Serela was always unforgettable…”

	His eyes seem to lose their focus for a fraction of a second before they hardened again. “I never stopped looking for her, but even when I found traces of her passing, I couldn’t figure out what she was doing, who she might have been working for, or how she was surviving. All I knew was that she seemed to be leaving bodies in her wake.”

	“Bodies?” Dorian blurted out. 

	“Tarreen ones, to be precise,” Samir said with a razor-thin smile. “And the odd Subari or Manoth, too, of course—anyone closely allied with the lizards. Wherever she went, death followed.”

	“That’s…” Dorian started, struggling to find words. “Are you saying she killed them?”

	“I wasn’t certain at first, but eventually the pattern became so consistent that there was no other plausible explanation. Somehow, for some reason, she was systematically murdering Convectorate agents, one after another.”

	Dorian leaned heavily on the command chair, bile rising in his throat. Of all the things he had expected his father to tell him about his mother…

	“Before you ask, yes, of course I looked into the identities of the dead,” Samir said. “There was no obvious or immediate link between them—military personnel, mid-level bureaucrats, advisors to sector Tetrarchs. It wasn’t until fairly recently—after the destruction of the Nelphari shipyard, in fact—that the connections finally became apparent.”

	“Like what?”

	“Every person she eliminated was connected to a member of the Ministers’ Conclave in one way or another. Sometimes the relationship was buried deep, other times it was obvious. But in every case, the person was a vital part of a Minister’s inner circle. Advisors, spies, even a few assassins…”

	Dorian shook his head, a sudden flash of anger burning away his shock and revulsion. “And you never thought it was worth telling me this?” 

	“Telling you what?” Samir asked mildly. “That your mother was probably alive but that I had no idea where? That she had apparently become an assassin with a body count that would make the Syndicate blush?” His father snorted sardonically. “I didn’t have any good answers, Dorian. There were times when I thought I may have been going mad and imagining the whole thing. But the links were there. The evidence was there. I just couldn’t place the last few pieces…until now.”

	His dark eyes settled back on Dorian. “There is only one reason that the Widow and the Spiders would have been observing us—only one way that they could have been observing us.”

	Dorian’s stomach twisted hard. “You think…you think she’s a Spider?”

	Samir shook his head. “No. At least, not in the way that we’ve come to know them. Officially, they don’t exist, so the Convectorate doesn’t keep records of a specific date when the Intelligence Ministry launched the Spider Program. But from everything I’ve been able to gather, it was around 1092—about a decade ago, not long before the Kalifax Riots and the Dominion Civil War began in full. But Serela had begun racking up kills long before then.”

	Leaning forward, he steepled his fingertips together in his lap. “When that shapeshifter girl of yours described the Syndicate and the Echo and how it was all a front, a fifth column insurgency playing out right beneath the lizards’ snouts…that was when everything finally came together. Nothing that complicated springs up overnight. This must have been going on for a long time—before the Spiders, perhaps even before the war against the Tarreen ended.”

	Dorian shook his head, his anxiety giving way to confusion. “Dad, what are you talking about?”

	“There have always been rumors,” Samir said. “That there was something wrong about the war, that it didn’t make sense how the Tarreen could have defeated a superior foe so handily. The Dominion controlled more territory than any empire in history, and its warships were more powerful than any other vessels in the galaxy. You understand psi-tech better than anyone. A single psionic frigate could take on a battleship five times its size. And Omega-class battlecruisers could take out entire task forces of lesser ships all on their own.”

	“But the Tarreen united almost the entire galaxy against them,” Dorian said. “That was the whole purpose of the Convectorate Defense Pact. Dozens and dozens of species signed up to kill humans.”

	“Yes, and the Dominion had clearly grown arrogant and complacent,” Samir agreed. “But even still, there are elements to the historical records that have always defied belief. Fifty years ago, the Dominion commanded a fleet with thousands upon thousands of ships. Even if every species in the galaxy forged an alliance, they shouldn’t have been able to win…certainly not without more catastrophic losses. And then, of course, there’s the way the lizards consistently outsmarted the Dominion Intelligence Directorate, what was once far and away the most ruthless covert organization in the galaxy. Not the pathetic husk the DID became after the war, but the old one. The real one.”

	His father chewed on his words for a long moment before leaning back in his chair. “At the time, I always dismissed such musings as nonsense. When Serela and I left Dominion space, it was filled with dead-enders and denialists, people who refused to believe their own eyes. They were convinced that the Emperor would pull out a final victory any day, even as the CDF pushed deeper and deeper into the Core Worlds.”

	“What does this have to do with Mom?” 

	“Maybe nothing,” Samir said. “Maybe everything.”

	He took a deep breath, his eyes closing for a few heartbeats as he rhythmically tapped his fingertips together. He had picked up this quasi-meditative technique from a Thursk guru years ago, and he insisted that it helped him gather his thoughts. Dorian, like everyone else who tried to have a conversation with his father, just found it annoying. 

	“I mentioned that the Keledon Accords destroyed our business,” Samir went on. “But you’re right—there’s more to it. In the days after they were signed, before we went bankrupt, your mother was furious. I didn’t understand it—she had avoided fighting in the war, but she couldn’t believe that the Dominion surrendered. It…changed her. When groups started popping up all over former Dominion space—extremist groups who refused to accept what had happened—I started to fear she might join them. Now, after hearing all this, I wonder if she did.

	“What if the war was never really lost?” Samir asked. “What if this insurgency within the Intelligence Ministry is just one piece of a much larger puzzle? What if the Widow recruited your mother and made her a part of it?”

	Dorian inhaled softly through his teeth. This was all coming so fast he could barely keep up. The very concept of Shadows and the Eclipse were hard enough to wrap his head around, but this…

	“None of this explains why the Spiders left me alone when my abilities began to develop,” he said. “Like Kaya said, the Echo was completely taken aback when he learned the truth.”

	Samir stared at him. “You really don’t see it?”

	“See what? It doesn’t…” Dorian paused as the only possible explanation finally struck him. “You think she’s protecting us?”

	“I think she’s protecting you,” Samir said. “Like you said, how else wouldn’t they know that you had developed powers? The prowess of the Spiders may have been exaggerated, but they aren’t incompetent. They wouldn’t just conveniently forget to check in on you for so many years, especially as Garr Industries grew more and more powerful—unless someone else in their organization kept assuring them that there was nothing to see.”

	Samir took another deep breath before he leaned forward and braced his forearms on his knees. “She loved you, Dorian—I never doubted that for a moment, and neither should you. She was always adamant that we do everything we could to ensure that you had a bright future, no matter what happened to the Dominion or humanity. Perhaps she didn’t want you to get swept up in whatever is happening right now; perhaps she’s even having second thoughts about what’s going on. Or perhaps she intended to make contact again with you later. We may never know for sure.”

	Dorian glanced away, staring hard at nothing as he tried to work it all through. So much of this was pure speculation, and there was still so much they didn’t know…

	“It might also explain why this ‘Echo’ sent his elite thieves to raid our compound,” Samir mused. “He could have suspected that his agent was lying about your powers or lack thereof. Or perhaps he genuinely didn’t understand how we had grown so successful. Regardless, it doesn’t really matter now. The Widow knows the truth, and even if Serela was protecting you before, I can’t imagine she’ll be able to now.”

	Closing his eyes, Dorian once again found himself drowning in a wave of his childhood memories. The emotions remained strong even if the images were little more than a blur. He could see her smiling and laughing, but there was no voice attached to the face. And the more he tried to focus on it, the faster it seemed to slip away. 

	He’d thought of his mother over the years, of course, wondering where she was and what she might be doing. He had always imagined her living comfortably in some anonymous city on some anonymous world or attending the kind of wealthy parties the rich loved but Dorian hated. She’d been filling her life with other things, other people. He’d consoled himself that she was probably as vain and self-centered as so many of his father’s corporate associates. 

	He’d never once imagined she was capable of…this. 

	“I wish I had better answers,” Samir said sadly. “I wish I could tell you that I knew exactly what she was thinking or that I had a way to contact her. But I don’t. And I honestly don’t know if that will ever change.”

	He sighed, and the silence that followed grew so loud Dorian could barely hear the hum of the engines and the soft beeping of the consoles over the beating of his own heart. His palms were sweaty, his temples throbbed, and it felt like he could hardly breathe. 

	“I’ve wanted to tell some of this for years,” Samir said, his voice a whisper that cut through the quiet like thunder. “But I knew that nothing would come of it, and I didn’t want to…well…”

	“Distract me?” Dorian said, glancing up and scowling. “Give me something to think about besides my all-important work?”

	“I didn’t want to leave you feeling as frustrated and helpless as I did. Even now, I’m not convinced any of this will lead anywhere.”

	“That doesn’t mean you should have kept it a secret!” Dorian snarled. 

	Samir Garr was not a man who reacted well to being challenged or scolded. But for once in his life, he didn’t snap back or dismiss his son’s feelings. He just sat there for several heartbeats, absorbing the heat of his son’s glare as if he deserved it. 

	“You have every right to be upset,” he said eventually. “But this isn’t only reason I asked you to come up here. We may still have a path forward—not to your mother and certainly not to safety, but forward.”

	Dorian frowned. “What are you talking about?”

	“You know that I’ve never held a fond view of the Seraphim Union,” Samir said, an apparent non sequitur. “I spent too many years surrounded by fools who refused to accept that the war was over, and I saw what false hope did to otherwise great men during the civil war. But that doesn’t mean that I’m overly fond of the lizards or their Convectorate.”

	One of Dorian’s eyebrows rose, not quite believing it. “The Convectorate is the only reason you have any of this,” he said, pointing at the refurbished systems all across the bridge. “Garr Industries would have died quietly in the void of deep space if the Ministry of War hadn’t started buying our mechs.”

	A bitter smile touched Samir’s lips. “It’s a hell of a pill to swallow, isn’t it? To know that the only reason you can eat is because you sold weapons to the galaxy’s latest tyrants? To know that machines I designed in the darkest hours of the morning are responsible for slaughtering thousands? Maybe millions?”

	His father braced his arms on the chair and brought himself back to his feet. “I’ve struggled with that one for a long time. But after the destruction of that shipyard in the Far Rim…after rumors about the renewed Wings of the Seraph became more than just whispers on the Holosphere, I finally decided that it was worth doing something about it. And so I did.”

	He reached over and tapped a button on the helm console. A small projection of an unfamiliar mech schematic appeared above the tac-holo at the front of the bridge.

	Dorian studied it with interest. It was a tactical mech of some kind. Not as streamlined as his designs but, from the humanoid profile and the heavy plating at the chest and joints, clearly battlefield capable. 

	So why had he never seen it? 

	“I have a contact,” Samir said. “An intermediary I’ve done business with a few times. He works for the Union.”

	“What?” Dorian gasped. “You’ve done business with the Union?”

	“Off-the-books. Some parts, some mechs, some prototype schematics…the type of thing that would get a fleet sent to our compound if the lizards knew what I was doing.”

	Dorian blinked. This was almost more unbelievable than finding out that his mother was some kind of psychic assassin…

	“I don’t know what they’re doing specifically. All I know is that they’re making life on the Rim miserable for the lizards, and that was good enough for me to throw them a bone.” Samir looked back at Dorian, a cold smile forming on his lips. “There were times when I almost wished the Vecs would find out what I was up to. I liked to imagine the look on the Minister of War’s face while she screamed at me on the holo after realizing that her largest weapons manufacturer was helping terrorists.”

	“She would have killed you.”

	“She would have tried,” Samir said matter-of-factly. “She wouldn’t be the first.”

	Dorian shook his head. “Dad, this is…”

	“I can get you in touch with my contact,” Samir told him. “I just need a few hours to consult my records.”

	“You’re serious?”

	“If even half of what we’ve speculated is true, then I suppose it’s time to admit that we could use their help. It may not get us any closer to finding your mother, but then again…” Samir paused, his knuckles brushing across his beard in thought. “This ‘Spider Zero’ might know more about the inner workings of the Widow than anyone else alive. She might at least be able to tell us if your mother is working for them.”

	“Maybe,” Dorian said, his heart beating so fast it was like he had just sprinted across the ship. Back when Kaya had kidnapped him, he had seen it as an opportunity to finally escape the gilded cage his father had built around him—and to reach out to the Union that Samir had outwardly disdained. It would be the height of irony if he had been running away from the very man who could actually get him a meeting…

	“Before I do anything, I need to know something, Dorian,” Samir said. “Something very important.”

	Dorian looked up expectantly. 

	“Do you trust those women?” his father asked. “I mean really trust them.”

	“Yes,” he replied without hesitation. 

	“Even though they’re Syndicate con-artists?”

	“They’re more than that,” Dorian said. “Much more.”

	Samir stared into his eyes for several seconds, his face unreadable. “I know I’ve made a habit of doubting you,” he said, his voice suddenly quiet. “Never trusting your instincts or intuition. Always assuming you were too young or too naïve to make a real decision. Perhaps it’s time for that to change.”

	“I’ll start making preparations,” he said, a sudden weariness in his voice. “In the meantime, I’m sure we could both use some time to think.”

	 

	***

	 

	“This power system is incredible,” Mysha whispered, mostly to herself. “The reactor is generating almost thirty percent more power than a normal Gen-4 Trydatic for a ship this size, with thirty percent less consumption.”

	“Hearing you chat about tech gets me so hot,” Kaya said as she lounged in the chair at the engineering station, her boots propped up on the console. “No, wait, it’s the fact that it’s a million fucking degrees in here.” 

	“It’s not that bad.”

	“Are you kidding? I keep thinking I should turn into a Kreen before I melt.”

	Kaya let out an aggravated groan as she tugged at her vest to get it off her increasingly sticky skin. The ship had been a furnace even before they went to explore the engineering section. Now it was like they were sitting in a sauna, just without the nudity or relaxation. 

	[I am attempting to adjust the ship’s environmental controls,] Ghost said through her implant. [As you may have guessed, I have spent considerable time inside this vessel’s computer system.]

	“Good for you,” Kaya grumbled. “If you make it remotely livable, I’ll figure out a way to give you a cookie.”

	“What?” Mysha asked.

	“Just the pest in my implant,” Kaya said, pulling her boots off the console and down to the floor. “Ghost, while you’re being useful, are there any surveillance systems in here we should know about?”

	[There are several, but I can easily disable them.]

	“Do it.”

	[One moment.]

	Grunting under her breath, Kaya tossed another glance around the area. As with most ships this size, the engineering section was reasonably large, probably at least twenty meters on a side. Of course, the equipment took up most of that space, and ergonomic design had clearly been the last thing on the priority list of whoever had cobbled this ship together. The rectangular walkway around the engine core at the center was so narrow that she and Mysha couldn’t even stand side by side.

	[I have temporarily disabled the surveillance systems.]

	Kaya nodded. “While we have a moment, we really need to talk.”

	Mysha continued fiddling with something on the console in front of her, her glowing eyes alight with wonder. “About what?”

	“Oh, I don’t know, about whatever the hell was going on with you back there,” Kaya said sourly. 

	“I’m not sure what you mean.”

	“Oh, come on, Meesh. The moment we sat down at that table, you were a different person. It was like you were taking it as your personal mission to get his dad on our side.”

	The Velothi’s shoulders drooped ever so slightly, but she still kept fiddling with the console. “Wasn’t that the goal? To get him to help us?”

	“Sure, but don’t pretend you weren’t acting weird. I just want to know what was going on, that’s all.”

	Mysha hesitated for another long moment before she finally sighed and turned around. “He’s in pain.”

	Kaya blinked. “Uh…what?”

	“I could feel it the moment we boarded the ship. It was like a loudspeaker inside my head. His father was terrified—terrified that Dorian had been hurt, that he’d lost his only son…” She shook her head. “He was convinced that he’d failed Dorian, and the guilt was eating him alive. He felt like he was about to lose control at any moment. I had to do something to help him.”

	Kaya studied the other woman for a long moment, the heat and stuffiness of the air abruptly forgotten. “You sensed all of that? From a man you don’t even know.”

	Mysha nodded, her cranial tendrils swishing ever so slightly. “Yes.”

	“You’ve never had that happen before, have you?”

	“Never so strongly. I don’t know what triggered it, but I’m glad it happened. I knew Samir would see reason once he calmed down.”

	Kaya pushed her tongue hard against the back of her teeth. Mysha’s telepathic abilities had always been pretty mild—she could sense basic emotions and sometimes send thoughts or simple phrases, but never anything more advanced. Then again, she also hadn’t tried to use them all that often for fear of alerting the Spiders. But over the past week and a half with Dorian, that had started to change…

	“Were you actually in his head messing with him?” Kaya asked. 

	“No!” Mysha said defensively. “It’s not like that. It was just…I could feel flashes of strong emotions. The pain of loss, disappointment, betrayal…it’s hard to explain.”

	“I’ll take your word for it,” Kaya murmured. “Either way, it’s pretty interesting. Maybe it will get even more powerful if we can get you a teacher. The Union surely has some telepaths around.”

	“If we’re ever able to find them.”

	“We will,” Kaya promised. “It might take a while, but—”

	[Master Dorian has left the bridge,] Ghost said into her mind. [He would like to speak with you in his quarters aboard the ship.]

	Kaya lifted a finger at Mysha, letting her know to wait. “He still has quarters aboard this rust bucket?”

	[Yes. I can direct you to them.]

	“Fine. How bad was the meeting? I didn’t hear any pulsefire.”

	[I am certain that Master Dorian will wish to give you the details of the conversation himself.]

	Kaya scoffed. “Figures. Not even any hints?”

	[When you exit this section, you should take a left down the corridor until you reach the stairs leading to the upper deck.]

	“What’s he saying?” Mysha asked. 

	“He’s being cagey,” Kaya said. “Anyway, Dorian wants to meet us. Come on.”

	With Ghost’s guidance, it was a trivial matter to reach the ship’s upper deck. Kaya wasn’t sure whether the temperature was cooling or if she was just acclimating to it, but by the time they approached his quarters, she had at least stopped sweating so profusely. 

	For the most part, the upper deck was every bit as unimpressive as the main one: rust-colored walls and floors, empty crates partially blocking several of the passages, and of course the recycled air you could almost taste. She noticed more hatches leading to cargo blisters on this level as well, with the doors all sealed up tight. This boat really did have an impressive cargo capacity. If there was a demand for cloaked freighters that barely looked spaceworthy, Garr Industries could corner the market in no time.

	Dorian’s quarters were located right off a T-junction in the center of the upper deck, and the door was already open. Kaya walked inside with Mysha behind her—

	And felt like she had just stepped through a wormhole back into the Garr compound. She froze in place so rigidly that Mysha practically plowed into her from behind, but Kaya couldn’t bring herself to move. The area was much larger than she expected, probably about the same size as the engineering section but without all the consoles and equipment taking up space. The most obvious difference was that it had been painted a pristine white, and it was decorated almost identically to the room Dorian had taken her to when they had first met. The massive bed, the comfy recliner and multiple vid-screens on the wall, even the side hall where the two of them had fought off his father’s security mechs. 

	“Not what I expected, either,” Dorian said. He was standing right in the middle of the room looking at the vid-screens. One was flashing with current news reports—as current as the last time the ship had been in range of a Holosphere relay, anyway.

	“These quarters are huge!” Mysha said, glancing around. 

	“And a livable temperature,” Kaya commented, belatedly realizing that the air quality had improved threefold. The sweat on her vest was even starting to feel a little cold against her skin. 

	“Another present Dad never told me about,” Dorian said. “Though I’m honestly surprised he bothered. At the time, there was no plan for me to go anywhere. It was too dangerous.”

	“Maybe he thought you’d want to take a nice pleasure cruise around the system with your Neyris pet,” Kaya replied dryly. “Get some fresh air…as long as you never actually left this room.”

	Dorian grunted softly. “Maybe.”

	“What did your father have to say?” Mysha asked, gliding over to him. She had that look on her face that suggested she was probably sensing something. But as far as Kaya could tell from Dorian’s body language, he didn’t seem particularly angry or frustrated. He looked pensive, perhaps even dazed.

	“We had a long chat,” Dorian said. “Shared some theories we may never have a chance to prove. It was…a lot.”

	Kaya arched a brow. “Is that good or bad?”

	He shrugged. “I’ll let you decide. But before we get into that, there is good news. Against all odds, Dad might actually have a way for us to get a hold of the Union.”

	“What?” Mysha gasped. “How?”

	Dorian smiled thinly. No, not just thinly—proudly. “Because apparently he has been selling them supplies off and on ever since he heard about that business in the Far Rim with the Nelphari shipyard and the Wings of the Seraph.”

	Kaya blinked. “I thought you said that your dad hated the Union?”

	“He doesn’t trust them, and I don’t think he has any real hope they’ll accomplish much of anything. But he does hate the Tarreen, and he’s more than happy to stick it to them behind the scenes.” Dorian shrugged. “And maybe it has become a way for him to assuage a little bit of his guilt for making his fortune off creating Convectorate war machines in the first place. Regardless, the point is that we may have an in after all.”

	Mysha turned to look at Kaya, her tendrils swishing in that adorable, excitable way of hers. And even Kaya couldn’t help but smile. Maybe, despite everything that had happened to them recently, the universe didn’t hate them after all. 

	“He needs a little time to look into things, but we should have a potential lead soon,” Dorian said. “In the meantime, we might as well have a chat about my mother.”

	He sat down in the recliner and gestured them to sit down on the bed. And then, with an uneven tone that almost sounded like he was repeating the conversation as much for his benefit as for theirs, he told them everything that he had his dad had discussed.

	And it was every bit as crazy as Kaya’s own discoveries about the Shadows and the Eclipse. 

	“I’m still not sure what to make of all of it,” Dorian said once he’d finished. “Like I said, it’s a lot.”

	“There’s the understatement of the decade,” Kaya muttered. “Unbelievable…”

	She had abandoned the bed and started pacing around the wide room the moment he had mentioned that his mother possessed psychic abilities, her mind racing through the possibilities—and trying to unearth old memories of her own training in the Nest. 

	“So, your mother was a psychic,” Mysha murmured, her tail swaying rhythmically across his dark silk coverlet. Her glowing eyes had been locked on Dorian the whole time, almost like how she had been acting with his father back in the cargo bay, and throughout his long explanation, she had offered him the same soothing encouragement when he’d seemed to need it. 

	“A psychic who intentionally avoided service in the war against the Tarreen, yet might have joined up with the Widow years later,” Dorian said. “I don’t know what to make of that, but maybe you do.”

	“Well, the Spiders didn’t come out of nowhere,” Kaya said. “Selorah Trell may have been the template for the initial training regimen, but if the Intelligence Directorate is involved in this somehow, it stands to reason they’d have plenty of other agents. The Dominion had been genetically engineering psychic assassins and operatives for centuries.”

	“If she was working with the DID, then why would she have stayed out of the war?” Dorian asked. 

	“She could have been recruited later, like your father thought,” Kaya suggested, sifting through the half-formed remnants of more deleted memories. “But if this whole Eclipse is a decades-long operation planned by the DID, then it makes perfect that she would have stayed out of the war. The Widow’s goal is to rebuild whatever she and the Echo consider the ‘true Dominion.’ They wanted the old one to die, and the Convectorate was doing their dirty work.”

	“This is insane,” Mysha said, finally looking away from Dorian and rubbing her fingers over her forehead. “I can barely even wrap my head around it.”

	“Oh, it’s crazy, all right,” Kaya agreed, “but there is a certain logic to it if you’re willing to accept the premise of a rogue intelligence agency and revanchist ideology. The Dominion had undergone a lot of changes before the war—major changes, like the creation of the Alien Assembly and a bunch of other laws designed to ‘soften’ the image of the Seraphim Council. Change that extreme and that fast always creates a backlash, and usually within the established power structures. Just look at what happened to the Kreen after the Psychophage—their society transformed practically overnight, and it allowed religious zealots to ride the backlash and seize control. If the Intelligence Directorate and a bunch of influential Seraphim didn’t like what was happening…”

	Kaya finally stopped pacing, and her eyes settled on Dorian. “All I’m saying is that your dad’s theory sounds plausible to me. Your mother was an embedded operative working for the Widow. It explains her behavior and why you were kept under surveillance. It’s also a decent explanation for why she avoided the war.”

	“And his theory about why my powers stayed under the radar?” Dorian asked. 

	“She’s your mother,” Kaya said softly. “Doesn’t seem crazy to me that she might have been trying to protect you, especially if she didn’t like the thought of what might happen to you if you were moved to the Nest.”

	He inhaled slowly, gaze unfocused, before he finally nodded. “I suppose. It’s just…I don’t know. I wish I could get her a message. I wish I knew what the hell was going on.”

	So do I, Kaya mused, though she realized that the thought was as much about herself as it was about him. Her entire life—her entire sense of self-identity—had been upended barely a week ago. And in the rare moments since, when she had a chance to slow down and think, it almost drove her crazy. She was a clone. A copy. A single soldier in an army designed to reshape the galaxy…

	Yet somehow, Dorian’s situation seemed almost harder to believe. Kaya had never had a real family or any semblance of a normal life, but he had. And watching it crumble around him wasn’t easy. 

	When the silence stretched, Mysha eventually stood from the bed and walked over to Dorian. She sat down in his lap and slid an arm around him, not sexually but comfortingly. Her free hand touched his cheek as she stared into his eyes, and after a few heartbeats she slowly pulled him in for a kiss. 

	Kaya’s first thought was that her partner’s telepathy might have been guiding her again, but she probably would have done the same regardless. She had always been deeply emotional, even in the moments when she tried to hide it behind a steely exterior.

	“It will be all right,” Mysha whispered when she finally leaned away, offering Dorian a warm and completely sincere smile. “You’ll find a way to contact her, I’m sure of it.”

	Dorian smiled back at her, and Kaya could tell that Meesh had very quickly worked her magic. If she ever learned to use her telepathy to manipulate people’s minds, she would be completely unstoppable. 

	“If your dad actually can put us in touch with the Union, then Spider Zero might be able to tell us about your mother, too,” Kaya said. “And to think, you were convinced that coming out here to this rendezvous was a mistake.”

	He snorted softly, his smile remaining as he turned to face her. “I guess I should thank you for insisting I give it a try.”

	Kaya shrugged as she sauntered next to them. “I had selfish motives,” she admitted. “I figured that we could find plenty of ways to entertain ourselves even if we just ended up sitting around deep space for a few days. Right, Meesh?”

	“Definitely,” she agreed, her tail surreptitiously curling around his leg and her fingers sliding from his face down to his chest. 

	“We’ve still barely had any time to relax,” Kaya pointed out. “How long did you say that your father needed to chase down the contact info?”

	“A few hours,” Dorian said, his smile fading and shoulders slumping as if an invisible weight had been draped upon them. “But since we’re putting everything else on the table, there is one other thing you both need to know…and won’t be happy about.”

	“What is it?” Mysha asked. From the way her tail and tendrils had frozen stiff, she must have sensed a major emotional shift in him as well. 

	He let out another sigh, then gently helped her off his lap so he could stand. He paced away from the chair, hand rubbing across his face, before he turned on a heel and pointed. “I’ll let Ghost tell you himself.”

	The AI’s shimmering orange avatar materialized near the vid-screens. It whirled on its axis several times as if it were reluctant to speak. From the way Dorian was staring at it, Kaya had a feeling that the two of them were having a silent argument. 

	“Given the information we discovered and the threats we still face, I do not believe that this is an appropriate moment for a confession,” Ghost said, his voice sounding oddly strained. “However, in the interests of transparency, Master Dorian wishes me to share certain details about the events on Talinus Station.”

	Kaya frowned, the back of her neck suddenly tingling. “What details?”

	The avatar spun on its axis again. “You may recall that Convectorate authorities were waiting to apprehend Master Dorian when we arrived. That was not the result of circumstance. They were prepared because I alerted them.”

	At first, Kaya’s only response was silent disbelief. She stared blankly at the hologram, wondering if she might have somehow misheard. Even when she convinced herself that she hadn’t, she still couldn’t bring herself to speak. 

	“I…I don’t understand,” Mysha breathed. “Why would you have possibly done that?”

	“My primary function is to aid Master Dorian, which includes protecting him from any and all threats,” Ghost replied. “At the time, I calculated that the greatest threat to his safety was his own poor judgment. I anticipated that Convectorate authorities would be eager to recover and return the son of one of their most important weapons developers. In retrospect, I have concluded that my calculations were erroneous.”

	“Erroneous?” Mysha breathed, recoiling. “But…”

	She trailed off, glancing between Dorian and the AI. Her face was twisted in a combination of confusion, shock, and horror. 

	Kaya, for her part, felt like a light had suddenly flicked on inside her head. “The Echo knew that the Vecs were on alert and that we had kidnapped Dorian,” she whispered. “I assumed he had intercepted one of the encrypted messages that Dorian had sent to the Union…but it was the one you sent.”

	“I informed the Convectorate that the Union had hired Syndicate thugs to kidnap Master Dorian. I believed that this would spur them to act quickly. I knew that associating Dorian with a terrorist organization was potentially dangerous, but I believed that he was far too important to the CDF war machine for the Tarreen to risk harming him, even with the potential implication of psi-tech. Clearly, I underestimated their irrational hatred for such technology.”

	“And now they’re dead,” Mysha breathed, now looking hard at Dorian. “You said that the Vecs killed the Union operatives before you even arrived.”

	“Ghost told them where we were meeting,” Dorian said softly. “I doubt they ever stood a chance.”

	Mysha’s tail froze again, and her skin seemed to lighten at least two shades as she eyed him. “Why didn’t you tell us this earlier?”

	“Because there was never a good moment.” His face twitched as if he realized how pathetic the excuse sounded. “I should have—I know that. I was so disgusted I could hardly see straight. But then we were all getting shot at, and then we were fighting the Echo’s minions and getting that bomb out of your head…”

	“You little shit,” Kaya hissed, scowling at the hologram. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

	“As I previously stated,” Ghost replied, “I calculated that it was the only correct course of action.”

	“Your calculations got people killed! They almost got all of us killed!”

	“I am fully aware of the ramifications of my actions. And I submit myself to your collective judgment. Master Dorian can wipe my memory or simply terminate my program at any time.”

	Kaya hissed, half tempted to unleash a blast of lightning at the avatar even though it wouldn’t accomplish anything. 

	“I almost deleted his program,” Dorian said. “If one of a hundred things had gone differently, I probably would have. But after we left that station, there was just one thing after another. We needed him on Cira Narn, we needed him on Ziphrades…”

	Kaya bit back a curse and continued glaring daggers at the little orange ball instead. To think, she still had a copy of that slimy little shit embedded in her own implant! It was like a stain she couldn’t wash out. 

	A stain that had, annoyingly, been an absolutely critical component of everything they had learned so far. They never would have been able to infiltrate Garen Ruto’s lab or scour his computers without the AI. Mysha and Dorian might not have even survived without the AI’s help. And then, of course, there was the database on Ziphrades they couldn’t have accessed, let alone reconstructed, without him…

	“Even basic semi-sentient AIs have controls against this sort of thing,” she said. “The Convectorate has a lot of stupid laws, but even they don’t let AIs run free. How could you design something that could betray you?”

	“He didn’t consider it a betrayal,” Dorian said. “And from a certain point of view, it wasn’t.”

	“Yeah, well, if he fucked you over once, there’s nothing to stop him from doing it again. What if he decides we’re better off in a Convectorate cell and sicks them on our asses? What if he thinks the galaxy is better off without us and detonates the Prowler’s engines?”

	“I assure you, that is impossible,” Ghost protested. “My programming—”

	“Fuck your programming,” she countered. “And fuck you!”

	The AI remained silent beneath her glare, and Kaya was once again tempted to blast him with lightning just to make herself feel better. But as the flash of anger began to burn out, she forced herself to take a deep breath and remember the lesson she had learned countless times in the past. Rage was like a hit of hurricane—fulfilling in the moment, but toxic if you let it control you. 

	“Like he said, I could reset him,” Dorian said, his dark tone making it clear what he thought of the solution. “It will obliterate his personality until he builds a new one. And it would give me the time to do some serious tweaking to prevent this kind of thing from happening again.”

	Kaya raised an eyebrow. “But?”

	Dorian sighed. “But I designed him to evolve and develop over time. He’s considerably more powerful and effective now than he was originally. And considering we’re going to need every advantage we can get to survive…”

	“I’d rather have a less effective tool than one that might stab us in the back,” Kaya replied tartly. 

	Dorian winced. “I really don’t think he’ll do something like that again.”

	“Are you willing to bet our lives on that?”

	He fell silent for a long moment, his eyes settling on Mysha. She was staring right back at him, blue eyes wide and glowing expectantly. Dorian was probably sick to his stomach knowing that he had disappointed her, even if it wasn’t exactly his fault. Kaya knew the feeling all too well. 

	“There is another potential solution,” he said after a moment.

	“Fire him into the sun on the way out of the system?” she asked. 

	“I could leave him here. With Dad.”

	Kaya had been primed and ready to shoot down anything he offered, but the suggestion caught her completely flat-footed. “What?” 

	“Dad needs him more than we do anyway,” Dorian said. “He had a lot of enemies even before all this went down, and it’s only a matter of time before the Vecs come after him. Having Ghost on board will make a huge difference.”

	Kaya considered. Compared to all the suggestions she could come up with—like the aforementioned sun-firing or figuring out a way to trap the glowing bastard inside whatever counted as purgatory for a computer program—Dorian’s idea was certainly more pragmatic, if not as viscerally satisfying. And in a way, being trapped alone in a ship with Samir Garr seemed like a harsher punishment than total obliteration. 

	“Are you sure that’s what you want?” Mysha asked, voice barely louder than a whisper. 

	“I don’t know,” Dorian admitted, shoulders slumped. “I need to think about it. But Dad needs the help, and it seems like the only sensible compromise.”

	“If that is your decision, I will of course abide by it,” Ghost replied. It might have been her imagination, but he sounded subdued. “However, it will take several hours to fully integrate my program with the Last Stand’s systems.”

	“And get it out of our implants and the Prowler,” Kaya added. 

	“Yes.”

	She looked back at Dorian. A few minutes ago, he had looked shell-shocked. Now…well, now he just looked like he had been punched repeatedly in the gut. 

	“For once, we’re not in a rush,” Kaya told him. “Maybe you should take some time and think about it.”

	“Yeah,” he said, eyes drifting back to the floating orange sphere. “I think you’re right.”

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	“And sooner or later, they all come to me for answers.”

	Vestri glared at the alien standing in front of her, searching his bluish-purple face and glowing violet eyes for any trace of duplicity. She remained surprised that Gizahri had allowed her to walk right into his room, but when she reached out with her telepathy to probe his surface emotions, she couldn’t detect the slightest trace of fear or apprehension. Was he truly that poised, or were Yarasi somehow resistant to telepathic intrusion? It seemed plausible, given that they were one of precious few known species who possessed innate psionic abilities before the Psychophage. 

	“Others have come here?” she asked, standing a few meters from him. His workstation continued to beep softly, the floating holographic displays in the air beside him continuing to update with scrawls of new information. 

	“Of course,” Gizahri said in his cool, accented voice. “But you took longer than I expected—much longer.”

	Vestri frowned, wondering if she was being toyed with and wishing that she understood why her instincts had brought her here in the first place. All she knew was that he was somehow connected to the Shadows and that she had met him before. The details were scattered among the detritus of her shattered memories.

	“I’m here for information,” she declared. “And you are going to give it to me.”

	A vaguely amused smile touched his lips. “Yes, I will. But first, you need to—”

	A com unit on his wristband beeped. Keeping his eyes fastened upon her, Gizahri slowly lifted it toward his mouth. Normally, Vestri would have slammed him against the wall to prevent him from alerting anyone to her presence, but if he had planned to summon security, he never would have bothered letting her in here in the first place. 

	“Yes?” he asked. 

	“Your report is overdue,” a caustic, unmistakably Tarreen voice growled back. “You claimed it would take you twelve hours. It has been fourteen.”

	“You will have it soon, you needn’t worry,” Gizahri replied. Turning to his left, he waved a hand at one of the holographic displays on his workstation. It responded to the movement by projecting images of what looked like samples taken from the local vegetation. “But if you’re that eager to get your teams started, sample three is your best overall choice. Eight has enormous short-term profit potential, and sixteen is worth a long-term investment. The rest are insignificant.”

	The Tarreen grunted, though most of the venom had drained out of its voice. “Very well. I expect your full report soon.”

	“And you shall have it, Administrator. Until then, I have work to do.” Gizahri tapped the com and sighed. “I apologize for the interruption, but you of all people know how impatient Tareen can be.”

	Vestri studied the displays, but the chemical notations on the samples meant nothing to her. “What was that about?”

	“One of the little tricks people like us learn to prevent a panic. The Science Ministry would never tolerate a clairvoyant in their midst—you know how the Tarreen feel about our gifts. Yet at the same time, they are desperate for knowledge. I’ve had to learn how to balance being indispensable without being conspicuous.”

	Gizahri gestured to the data. “I could have told him which samples were worthwhile within thirty seconds of looking at them, but I prefer to wait at least a day or two before providing them with my full analysis. The delay is just enough for them to consider me a genius rather than a threat. Especially since time inevitably validates my results.”

	Vestri continued staring at the displays, an unsettling tingle crawling up her neck. She had seen the Intelligence Ministry files claiming that male Yarasi were often clairvoyant, but reading a report was quite different than seeing such powers in action. It was hard to even fathom the resources that could be saved by precise glimpses into the future. Knowing which avenues of research to pursue, which military strategy would prove victorious…the benefits were incalculable. 

	“You’re wondering why your mistress would keep someone with my unique talents here in this research station rather than at her side in the Nest,” Gizahri said, answering a question her brain hadn’t even gotten to yet. “It is a curious phenomenon, isn’t it? After all, most overseers prefer to keep their servants close. Proximity is the most reliable means of control.”

	He chuckled softly, as if he were laughing at some private joke. “But fundamentally, the answer is the same thing that allows you to be here now: arrogance. Your masters are blessed with an abundance of it. They are neither as brilliant nor as cunning as they would have you believe.”

	Vestri turned her gaze back to him. If his strategy to deal with her had been to throw her off-balance, it was definitely working. This was so far afield of anything she had expected that she was finding it difficult to even formulate questions. 

	“He’s lying.” 

	Her mental phantasm suddenly appeared beside the alien man, arms crossed and green eyes narrowed. She paced around behind him, studying him as if he were a lab specimen. 

	“Do you honestly believe that the Master would allow an alien out of his sight if he were dangerous?”

	“I’ve met you before,” Vestri said, her voice soft and stiff as she tried to ignore the phantasm. “More than once…”

	Gizahri nodded. “Yes. Though I assure you, our relationship runs much deeper than that. You see, without me, you would not exist.”

	She blinked. “Explain.”

	“Not so long ago, you weren’t all that different from these,” he said, gesturing at the projections. “An embryonic sample with infinite potential but prohibitive costs. It didn’t take long for your creator to realize that there was little point in leaving to chance what I could determine with near certainty.” 

	The unsettling tingle on her neck blossomed into a full-blown shudder as she considered the implications of what he was saying. Unlike some of the other Shadows, Vestri knew exactly what she was—and how she had been made. Her womb had been a cloning cylinder; her childhood had been telepathic memory imprints. She was nearly as far from a natural-born human being as the security mechs down the hall. 

	Had this man literally stood in front of cloned embryos and judged what they would become?

	“It is a haunting feeling, to be an arbiter of life and death,” Gizahri said, his gaze drifting away as if looking at something beyond a horizon that didn’t exist. “A firing squad with one fewer bullet than victims. Except I wasn’t punishing anyone for sinful deeds—I was punishing them for potential they did not possess. Your makers gave me the burden of a god…and I loathed them for it.”

	His violet eyes, now little more than glowing slits, returned to her. But after a few more seconds, his vaguely amused smile reappeared. “I can still remember the look on your master’s face when he discovered your…imperfections.” 

	“Imperfections?” Vestri breathed. “You mean…”

	“Your condition, yes,” Gizahri said. “Quite painful, I imagine. One that none of your ‘competitors’ would have experienced. Your Master believed that I had made a miscalculation, and he nearly killed me for it. But I insisted that your vulnerabilities would make you strong—that your suffering would give you a clarity of purpose the other prospects lacked. From then on, I think he wanted you to fail, if only to validate his belief that no alien should ever dictate the future of the Seraphim.”

	Vestri shook her head, acutely aware of the flash of pain when she inhaled. Your pain is your power. Your suffering is your purpose. You will earn what others have been given. That is what makes you strong…

	“You must understand, I had no desire to cause you discomfort,” Gizahri told her. “But I foresaw what pain would do to you—how it would mold you, forge you into something greater. If I had chosen a different sample, she wouldn’t be here standing before me right now. And that simply wouldn’t do.”

	Vestri blinked, the pain in her lungs fading as she processed his words. “You’re saying you knew I would come?”

	“Knew is too strong a word. Clairvoyance is not omniscience. Those who believe otherwise are doomed to suffer for their hubris.” He snorted derisively, his luminescent eyes flickering indecipherably. “What I saw was a path forward, a single means of escape from a web so vast it often seems impenetrable.”

	“Fool!” the phantasm scoffed. “Why would you waste time with this con-artist? Are you truly that desperate?”

	Vestri’s eyes narrowed impatiently. “Speak plainly! I have no time for games.”

	Gizahri regarded her for a heartbeat. “Let me put it this way: do you truly believe it is an accident that you are here? That you and several of your other ‘sisters’ have begun to exhibit rebellious impulses? That now, on the cusp of an Eclipse that will reshape the galaxy as we know it, the Widow’s top operatives like Spider Zero have turned against her?”

	Vestri felt her cheek twitch. “Spider Zero has turned?”

	“Yes. But you already knew this—or rather, you did know it, before your memories were stolen from you yet again.”

	Behind the alien, the phantasm hissed. “Liar. He’s manipulating you—don’t you see it? He’ll blame everything on your memory.”

	A pressure built inside Vestri’s skull, as if something were trying to burrow its way out of her brain. There were more flashes—bright lights, a laboratory, tanks filled with koboro—yet nothing coherent, nothing complete. 

	But even though she couldn’t remember specifics, she knew—knew—that Gizahri was speaking the truth. Just like she had known that Kaya had spoken the truth back on Ziphrades. 

	Spider Zero must have turned for a reason.

	“That is why you came here to me,” Gizahri said. “The echo of a memory became a seed growing in the back of your mind. If your progenitor has turned, what does it say about you? About all the others who share your face?”

	Vestri winced as the pressure in her head continued to build. The idea that Spider Zero would turn against the Widow and the Master was ridiculous. She was the key to everything, the true harbinger of the Eclipse. The template for the future, the vessel for the Dominion’s glorious return…

	“Tell me,” she rasped. “Tell me why Spider Zero turned.”

	“She turned for the same reason I did: she came to realize that her masters and their New Dominion should not be the destiny of the Seraphim. The Seraph’s legacy is one of liberation, not conquest—freedom and solidarity, not division and domination. That is why Spider Zero helped destroy the Nelphari Shipyard…and why, alongside the Union, she fights to rebuild and redefine the Seraphim Order.”

	“More lies,” the phantasm hissed, though her voice was suddenly faint, as if it were traveling across a great distance. 

	“How do you know this?” Vestri asked him. “You just told me that you aren’t omniscient.”

	“And I am not,” Gizahri said. “But I know that you and I are exactly where we are meant to be. We may not be able to undo what has been done to us, but together, we may be able to survive it.”

	Vestri continued glaring at him, angry and confused and mystified at all once. If only she could remember something, anything, about how she truly knew this man…

	“If you are trying to undermine the Master and the Widow, then what are you doing here?” she asked. “There are no Spiders on Suntara. Why not simply leave?”

	Gizahri drew a deep, weary breath. “Because I am a victim, much like you. I serve the Widow for the only reason a slave ever serves a master—because the alternative is death. Not merely mine, but my people’s as well.”

	“Your people? The Convectorate doesn’t even know where the Yarasi are from.”

	“Your masters do not serve the Convectorate—they serve the Dominion, and I assure you that it is very much alive.”

	Vestri scowled beneath her mask. “The Dominion is a pale shadow of its former glory. Other than a few Core Worlds, it—”

	“The Dominion endures,” Gizahri countered. “Not on Keledon or Eladrell or Praxius, but beyond the Terminus Reach. There, in the farthest depths of uncharted space, their fleet conquers new systems and new worlds. And when the time is right, they shall return stronger than ever.”

	Vestri’s amber eyes widened. “That…that is not possible,” she managed. “Emperor Falric signed the Keledon Accords. The Dominion was defeated.”

	“The Tarreen were defeated once, too. And yet now they are stronger than they have ever been.” He grunted. “Empires rarely die. More often than not, they instead evolve.”

	It sounded insane—it sounded impossible. The Dominion had surrendered almost two decades earlier, and the last fires of the civil war had been extinguished over five years ago. The royal family had been assassinated and the Seraphim Council made nothing more than a puppet of the Hierarchy. That was why the Widow sought to rebuild—and why the Eclipse was so necessary. 

	You are a Shadow of the Seraph, a template for a new era. You represent the future of the Seraphim—the future of humanity itself. You and your sisters are the harbingers of an Eclipse that will shake the very foundations of the galaxy. 

	Yet even as the Master’s words floated through her head, they rang hollow. Vestri was no fool—she knew that information had been kept for her. The Master claimed that the destruction of her memories was essential for her to focus on the task at hand, and she had always appreciated the clarity of purpose.

	But not anymore. Now…now it merely added more confusion.

	“The only way past his lies is pain,” the voice of her phantasm said. Though strangely, it no longer had a body. It was as if the specter of Selorah Trell had vanished between blinks. “Hurt him. Break him. Only then will you learn the truth.”

	“No psychic has the power to control the future,” Gizahri said into the pause, his cool voice warming several degrees. “But I have spent years waiting—and hoping—that you would arrive here now.”

	Vestri swallowed heavily, and it burned all the way down her throat. “Why? I don’t understand.”

	“Because your arrival is both my doom and my salvation. The one thing that your masters fear above all else is that you, their loyal servants, might discover the truth—about Spider Zero, and about yourselves. And they know that I am one of very few people alive who knows enough to threaten their plans.” He smiled. “And because of that, they will not be surprised to learn that I had to kill myself to prevent you from learning their secrets. After all, the sleeper agent on Cira Narn suffered the same fate when the Seventh Shadow came to his door.” 

	Vestri cocked her head. “You have a control chip?”

	“I had a control chip,” he corrected, grin widening. “Sadly, the threat of violence against my people is not so easily circumvented. But when your masters discover the ruins of my lab—and traces of the substance you so expertly use to destroy bodies and evidence—they will conclude that I am dead. And that, finally, will set me free.”

	Her thoughts flashed back to the aftermath of Ruto’s lab on Cira Narn. The old Thursk had killed himself with his control chip rather than aid Kaya, but before doing so, he had planted information to lead the rogue Seven into an ambush. It was how Vestri had known she would go to Ziphrades. Was he about to offer her similar misdirection?

	“I cannot even fathom the depths of your confusion,” Gizahri whispered. “Life is complicated enough when our memories are intact. What they have done to you—to all of you—is unforgivable. You deserve to know the truth. You deserve to be free. And the only way you will ever find peace is to speak with your progenitor.”

	He drew in a deep breath and closing his glowing eyes, and Vestri could feel him reaching out with his mind for almost a full minute before they fluttered back open. “You will find Selorah Trell outside the Vaballa System, within the remnants of the Pride of Nissek.”

	Vestri frowned. Fragmented memories aside, even she knew that name. “The former Convectorate flagship? It was destroyed during the Kalifax Riots almost ten years ago.”

	“Lost—not destroyed,” Gizahri corrected. “The War Ministry very quickly spun a tale of heroism and valor where the pride of the CDF was lost in battle defending Kali rebels from human supremacists. The truth is far more complicated…and more humiliating for the Tarreen.”

	The silence between them stretched. 

	“The others,” she said. “The ones who came to you. What happened to them?”

	“They left. Whatever else became of them was theirs to decide, but I doubt they returned to the Nest.”

	She studied his alien face again, trying to discern if he was leading her astray. But like before, her telepathy provided no answers. She had nothing to guide her but her own intuition. 

	A wave of white-hot rage crashed over her, and she very nearly lashed out and demolished his workstation, his lab, and everything else in the room. She despised uncertainty. She loathed indecision. Her life may have been brutal and unforgiving, but at least it had been simple. The Master provided her with enemies, and she annihilated them. 

	But then Kaya had ruined everything with a few simple words. 

	“If you are lying to me, I will hunt you down,” Vestri growled. “Flee across the galaxy if you wish. I will find you, and I will kill you.”

	“I know,” the alien replied. 

	Vestri scowled at him for another minute, as if the intensity of her glare might scour away the lies and reveal the truth, before she snarled into her mask and turned to leave. 

	“Whatever you choose, please remember something,” Gizahri said as she reached the door. “You aren’t easily forgotten, nor can you ever be replaced.”

	Vestri froze. “What?”

	“Just because you share a face and body with your ‘sisters’ does not mean you aren’t unique. It is important you understand that.”

	Slowly, she turned back around to face him. “I am a clone.”

	“Yes, a clone of psionic being. Yet even after I select a sample and winnow the potential candidates, only one in four Shadows ever develop abilities. The rest become Drones.” He arched his white eyebrows. “What does that tell you?”

	Vestri shrugged fractionally. “That the cloning technique for Shadows is expensive and difficult.”

	“True. Yet cloning technology has existed for centuries in this part of the galaxy. There are several firms in this very facility with the ability to clone extinct species from mere fragments of their DNA, a feat once believed impossible. Yet despite that, cloning psychics—even breeding psychics—remains elusive and unpredictable. And the Tarreen have never been able to create a psychic of their own race.”

	“What are you getting at?” 

	“That perhaps there is more to a person than their face or body or even their DNA. That perhaps psionic ability is poorly understood because it is more than mere genetics.” Gizahri paused again, his gaze turning almost wistful. “There are those among your species who believe that your Seraph was not merely a mortal woman or even a messiah. Some believe she was divine.”

	“People believe many foolish things.”

	He smiled. “You are not a shadow of the Seraph—you are one of her children. A part of her lives on inside you. Even your masters can never take that away.”

	Vestri stared at him for another moment, waiting for the inevitable rejoinder from the phantasm haunting her. But the only sound in the room was the muffled rasp of her own breathing.

	Reaching down to her belt, she retrieved one of the tiny canisters filled with the chemical “cleaning” powder that reduced flesh to so much bubbling ooze. After giving the alien man a long, final look, she placed it on a side table by the door, then turned and strode away.

	 

	 

	
5 
Family

	 

	A few hours of thinking did not, in fact, clear Dorian’s head. If anything, the passage of time only left his thoughts more conflicted. 

	“All right, almost ready,” Mysha said, her hands flat on the side of his head as she worked on his neural implant. The tiny, needle-like tool could have easily pierced his flesh, but the magnetic tip was designed to allow her to manipulate the device without the need for surgery. “Assuming you still think this is a good idea.”

	“I do,” Dorian replied. “Dad is going to need all the help he can get out here.”

	“You’re probably right about that.”

	He took a deep breath, glad that he was here in his quarters on the Last Stand rather than in the engineering section. For one, it was a solid twenty degrees cooler; for two, here he could preemptively lie on the bed just in case the usual vertigo that accompanied a massive data transfer overwhelmed him. 

	There was no physical reason he should have experienced any discomfort when the data stream started. Nevertheless, he swore he always felt a tickle during major transfers, as if the data were liquid being poured out of his brain. It was a silly psychological trick his mind liked to play on him, one he had dubbed a “phantom leak.” 

	He had been rather proud of that name when he’d come up with it. Though, like most other things he’d invented when he was fourteen, it seemed far less clever today.

	“This will not take long,” Ghost said. His avatar was currently floating in front of the vid-screens on the wall across from them. “Once the main files are copied, I shall begin a full integration with the Last Stand’s systems.”

	The AI had accepted Dorian’s decision without protest, only a quiet sort of compliance that left Dorian feeling even worse. But what else could he do? The girls deserved to know the truth, and now that they did…well, casting out the traitor was their choice to make, no different than if they’d had a living, organic shipmate who had sold them out to the Vecs. 

	Because Ghost wasn’t just a voice in a box. He was a para-sentient AI, every bit as sapient as they were. And eventually, all sapient species had to learn to live with the consequences of their decisions. 

	And so did the parents who had created them.

	As Dorian lay on the luxurious bed fit for a planetary governor, he wondered what, if anything, Mysha might have been sensing from him. Even if she couldn’t pick up specific thoughts, she could surely feel his frustration and regret. 

	“Look,” he whispered, tilting his head to face her, “I just want you to know that—”

	“You already apologized,” she cut him off. “I don’t think there’s more to say.”

	“Maybe not, but I want to say it anyway,” Dorian said, glad for this opportunity to speak with her alone. Kaya was too much of a pragmatist to hold any of this against him for long, especially considering how much Ghost had helped her on Cira Narn. But Mysha was more vulnerable and idealistic, and he wanted to be certain she understood that he had never intended her any harm.

	“I didn’t conceal this from you because I didn’t trust you,” Dorian went on quietly. “As lame as it sounds, there really was never a good time. It feels like we’ve barely had any time to relax and process things since we met.”

	Mysha nodded slowly. “You mean when I shot you.”

	“Yeah. When you shot me.”

	“It’s all right,” she assured him with a faint grin. “Really. Things are…well, complicated. And honestly, I feel a little guilty, too.”

	Both his eyebrows lifted. “What could you possibly feel guilty about?” 

	Mysha abruptly glanced away, the tips of her tendrils curling so slightly the movement was almost imperceptible. “Because I know I should regret what happened, but…well, I don’t.”

	Dorian frowned. He had no idea where she was going with this.

	“If you had gone off with the Union, Kaya and I would still be enslaved to the Echo,” Mysha said, her glowing eyes returning to his. “I’d still have that chip in my brain, and I probably never would have seen you again. That’s why I feel guilty. It’s almost like those Union died just to give me—us—a new life.”

	Bile rose in Dorian’s throat. That angle had occurred to him a few times before, but only in fleeting. Counterfactuals were tricky by their very nature, but if he did force himself to play out the sequence of events, it was genuinely shocking how different their lives would be right now with just a single change. 

	All of which was cold comfort to the dead, of course. But he and Ghost were the ones with blood on their hands, not the girls. 

	“I understand,” Dorian replied softly. “But it’s still not your fault.”

	“I know,” Mysha said. “But that doesn’t change how it feels. I just have to hope…never mind.”

	She looked away again, her tail curling around her calf. From the subtle dark blue flush in her cheeks and the stilted twisting of her tendrils, she seemed…embarrassed.

	“It’s all right,” Dorian soothed, propping himself up on his elbows. “You can tell me.”

	“You’ll think it’s stupid.”

	“I won’t. I promise.”

	Mysha closed her eyes for a few heartbeats to gather herself, then turned back to look at him. “Do you believe in the Seraph?”

	He blinked. “You mean, do I think she really existed?”

	“No, I mean do you believe in her? That she was the first psychic. That she’s still out there now watching over us.”

	“I…” 

	His voice faltered. The simple answer, naturally, was no. While it was entirely possible that a human woman had indeed been the first psychic, the notion that she was a messianic, quasi-divine figure had always struck him as unlikely, to say the least. He wasn’t a true scholar of history by any stretch of the imagination, but he was an engineer. And one thing about engineers was that they were very good at spotting patterns. History was filled with self-serving interpretations of important events, and every culture he’d ever read about had a habit of lionizing figures in ways that served the interests of the current ruling elite. 

	Had the Seraph been a messiah that saved humanity, or had she merely been a convenient historical figure for an ambitious group of psychics to prop up as a political tool? Had the Kreen gods really blessed their followers with advanced technology and resilient immune systems, or had their ruling caste merely wanted an excuse to justify their early and very bloody colonization efforts in the Mid Rim? 

	Dorian liked to believe that the difference between himself and other cynics on the Holosphere was that he recognized the value of the Seraph’s legend. The truth seemed far less important than useful fiction. 

	“You don’t,” Mysha said when he didn’t answer. “I didn’t think so.”

	Dorian almost protested, but he stopped before he made a fool of himself. Even if she weren’t a telepath, spinning a web of qualifiers and equivocations seemed patronizing. 

	“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “Kaya doesn’t believe it, either. She’s never needed to. But I do.”

	Mysha glanced at the wall, her glowing eyes narrowing into slits. “People say that the creation of the Psychophage was the Tarreen’s biggest mistake. They unleashed a ‘disease’ that spawned psychic adepts in almost every species except them. But I always liked to believe that it wasn’t an accident—it was destiny. The Seraph saw how her children were treating the other sapient species in the galaxy, and she was so horrified that she decided to bless the rest of us.

	“Now my people have one of the highest rates of gifted children in the galaxy, almost as high as humans. And with a little help, we could accomplish things our ancestors never would have thought possible. We could become Seraphim—new Seraphim—who build a better future for everyone.”

	Her tail slowly unfurled from her leg, and she let out a long, slow breath. “If I can believe that, then I can believe that all of this is happening for a reason. We were meant to find you, and we were meant to find the Union. And if more people are going to die, then it’s important to make those sacrifices mean something.”

	Dorian watched her, once again taken aback by the duality of the young woman sitting next to him. On one hand, she was a vulnerable girl who had narrowly survived the trauma and humiliation of bondage. On the other, she was almost certainly one of the strongest people he had ever met, with a purity of spirit and unbreakable determination that were frankly humbling to behold. 

	It wasn’t until they had spent more time alone together on Cira Narn that he had realized just how hard he was falling for her. But every moment he spent with her since made it more obvious why. 

	“We’ll find them,” Dorian promised. “Whatever it takes.”

	Mysha’s eyes returned to him, and he hoped that she could sense his sincerity. He would do whatever it took to find the Union, not just for her, but for them. He didn’t need to believe in the divinity of the Seraph—or even the concept of destiny—to know that this was exactly where he wanted to be. 

	“Kaya is coming around, too, I think,” Mysha remarked, her hand coming to rest on his upper thigh as her tail twined around his ankle. “Not that she’d ever admit it.”

	Dorian grinned. “Remember to tell her ‘I told you so,’ once we’re all safe and training with other psychics.”

	Her tail began to squeeze more tightly, and her hand slid another centimeter up his thigh. “I hope she’s not too bored by herself on the Prowler.”

	“Well, she didn’t want to be around Ghost, and it’s too hot everywhere else on the ship,” Dorian said. As thankful as he was to be wearing a set of his own pants again, they were starting to feel a bit tight, especially when she sidled up closer against him. “We could, uh…we could send her a message.”

	“I’m sure she’s fine,” Mysha said. Her fingers were barely a centimeter from his fly, but her eyes did a circuit around the room. “You know…this doesn’t seem like the worst possible life.”

	“What do you mean?”

	She shrugged. “Being the companion of a rich, brilliant inventor. Living in a bedroom the size of a light freighter.”

	Her hand settled atop the growing bulge in his lap, sending a shiver through him. Somehow the tip of her tail managed to slither up and under his pants until it was caressing the bare skin of his calf. When she leaned her chin on his shoulder, he felt the heat of her breath on his neck.

	“I imagine I’d spend most of my time entertaining you when you got bored,” she purred. “Giving you special attention when you needed inspiration…”

	Breath deepening, he groaned in delight when her lips touched his earlobe, gently sucking it inside her mouth. Her tendrils rose to massage his chin, and her fingers were already making quick progress with his belt and fly. 

	His hand prowled between her thighs, cupping her as she was cupping him. She gave a soft, pleased gasp as he began to rub her mound through the fabric of her pants. 

	“All I’m saying,” she breathed into his ear, “is that a girl could do a lot worse than having someone like you to take care of her.”

	Dorian’s cock was just about ready to burst free on its own when she finally unzipped his fly, exposing the tented dark fabric of his underwear. Her fingers were curled loosely around his swollen shaft barely a heartbeat later. She took his jaw in her other hand and turned it so they could kiss—

	“Download complete,” Ghost announced. “I shall begin installation immediately, though I estimate that a full integration with the ship’s systems will take at least two hours, potentially more.”

	“Then you should get started!” Dorian growled. “Now shut up and dim the lights, would you?”

	“Of course. However, if you are planning to fornicate, I recommend that you acquire a contracept—”

	“For the love of…be quiet!” Dorian snarled. If he had still been carrying his pistol, he might have shot the fucking orange ball. But mercifully, Ghost turned off the glowing displays and dimmed the lights before vanishing, leaving Mysha’s eyes as the brightest things in the room. 

	She chuckled, low and husky. Her hand began to stroke him slowly, tortuously. 

	He was tempted to grab hold of her horns and slam himself down her throat again just like back in the infirmary, but when he belatedly noticed that her tail had withdrawn from his leg and started working to loosen her own belt, his heart skipped a beat. 

	“The only downside of living here,” she went on, her lips already back at his ear. “Is that you might eventually get bored of me.”

	“That’s not possible,” Dorian assured her, withdrawing his hand and grabbing a fistful of sheets. “You’re amazing.”

	He felt her smile even as her tongue brushed his earlobe again. “I’d still have to invent new ways to inspire you.”

	A tremor of pleasure ran through his lower body from her steady attention, and Dorian nearly lost his train of thought. “I would love to see what you came up with.”

	“You’re the one with the genetically engineered brain,” Mysha reminded him, her breaths coming heavier as her hand continued stroking him. “I doubt you’d need my help.”

	“One of these days you’ll actually give yourself the credit you deserve. You’re a brilliant mechanic. I can’t do half the things you can.”

	“Maybe.” Her hand suddenly left his cock and lifted to cup his cheek. She turned his head to face her glowing eyes straight on. “But there is one thing I know for a fact you can do.”

	“What’s that?”

	She drew their foreheads together, her lips less than a centimeter from his. “Fuck me,” she said, her tail wrapping around his cock. “Hard.”

	As far as invitations went, this one was every bit as clear as when she had put his hands on her horns in the infirmary. And just like then, Dorian didn’t hesitate to give her what she so desperately craved. 

	Releasing the sheets, he grabbed her sides and hauled her down onto the bed beneath him. Since she had unlatched her belt with her tail, it only took him a single tug to pull her pants and panties from her hips. He stripped them from her legs, then threw them to the floor. He promptly added his to the pile, and she reflexively spread her knees for him when he crawled back up onto the bed with her. 

	The sight nearly took his breath away. Her blue labia glistened, puffy with need, having parted just enough to offer a glimpse into her pink depths. Her clit was a delicate pearl that crowned her outer lips. Her scent was sweet, exotic. 

	He knew he could have been hilted inside her within seconds, and after the expert strokes of her long fingers, his cock was aching for a warm, wet sheath to call home. But when he looked down at the white top covering her torso, Dorian decided that his first priority needed to be getting it the hell out the way.

	Sliding his hands up along her stomach, he pushed her top up and over her breasts. While she wriggled to pull it the rest of the way over her head, Dorian dove right in, lashing his tongue across her dark blue nipples as his fingers squeezed the supple yet perky flesh. Yet again, he pondered how nice it would feel to fuck them—he could almost feel the soft skin against his cock—but he feasted on them instead, prompting Mysha to whimper and arch her back even before she could get the shirt all the way over her horns. 

	Suddenly her hands were at the back of his head, and she was holding him tightly against her, happy to let him massage and suckle as long as he liked. 

	And so he did, kissing and sucking, lightly pinching her nipples between his teeth or teasing their sensitive peaks with the tip of his tongue. He couldn’t get enough of her softness in his hands, nor of the feeling of her stiff nipples in his mouth. Her breathy moans encouraged him, though it wasn’t long before he felt her tail curl around his cock—not to stroke him, but to pull him closer to her eager sex. 

	Taking the hint, Dorian kissed his way from her tits up her slender blue neck all the way to her lips. When his swollen crown brushed against her slick folds, Dorian’s thoughts flashed back to that moment in the Prowler’s maintenance shaft when she had first spread her legs for him. His cock had been less than a centimeter from the glory of her wet, waiting Velothi cunt, a single thrust away from changing their lives forever. Even at the time, he had known she wouldn’t stop him. She would have cried out in glee as her Velothi body Imprinted upon him, bonding them together. 

	That same choice was upon him right now, and this time it was even harder to resist. He could feel her lust, her burning desire to be claimed by a strong male. She wanted to be his—yearned to be his—even if it wasn’t a good idea. And right now, in this moment, it was almost impossible to fight the temptation. 

	But somehow, he did. Sliding his arms beneath her knees and lifting her lower back just slightly off the bed, he aimed for her nether entrance instead. Her tail guided him to the tight ring of muscle without hesitation. With a moan of pure contentment, he gently pushed inside. 

	Mysha gasped, her hands clamping around his back and her eyes rolling up into her head. The flesh that enveloped him was so tight that he was instinctively worried about hurting her, but he reminded himself that Velothi bowels were as laden with pleasure centers as their cunts. She didn’t need lube or coaxing; she’d had no trouble taking him deep before. And as she clamped her legs around his back, bare heels digging in, she nibbled at his ear and begged for him to do it again. 

	Fuck me, Dorian. Right now!

	Another volley of sensual images flooded into his mind, nearly making him burst as he pushed deeper and deeper inside her. He suddenly found himself worried that if her telepathy got any more powerful, it might actually become a problem…

	Harder! Please!

	Her mental cries were a mix of feelings, images, and words all jumbled together. Combined with the scratch of her fingernails on his back, the sound her soft whimpers in his ear, and the taste of her tongue in his mouth, it was a full-on assault on his senses—especially when he glanced between their bodies and saw the tip of her tail plunging into her quim in rhythm with his thrusts. 

	The sight was so hot he couldn’t help but push as hard as he could, hilting his manhood in her bowels with a primal thrust. Her brief cry of fulfillment washed across his face. He pulled back and slammed into her, again and again, more images flooding his brain. At first, he thought they were his own fantasies—bending her over the Prowler’s pilot’s chair and fucking her ass, restraining her with metal scraps in engineering while he savagely rammed his cock through her lips, sliding romantically, delicately into her quim while Kaya straddled her face…

	But as the moments ticked by and the images grew more and more vivid with every thrust, he realized they were in fact her fantasies. Unintentionally or not, Mysha was showing him exactly what she wanted him to do to her. 

	Perhaps her telepathy wouldn’t be an issue after all. 

	“Ngn!” Dorian cried out, slamming into her and holding himself there, balanced on the edge as a ripple of euphoria cascaded through him. She looked completely delirious—from her rolled-back eyes to her ragged gasps he doubted she could even form words. 

	Then again, she didn’t need to. 

	Give it to me, Dorian. Please, give me everything you have!

	He burst inside her, flooding her bowels with a river of his cum. Mysha seized up with every spurt, nails digging into his back and ankles locked around his waist. Her walls clenched, powerful, rippling contractions milking his release. She held onto him until he had finished, then for several minutes beyond, before her grip finally loosened. She smiled up at him, panting breathlessly, her blue eyes the only source of light in the room. 

	“Vwen losi,” she purred, pulling him in for another deep kiss. He left his manhood inside her, still throbbing, still tying them intimately together. She did not let him go. 

	 

	***

	 

	All told, Ghost’s installation took almost three hours, though Dorian wouldn’t have complained had it taken ten. He was still lying on the bed with Mysha, their tongues and bodies fully entwined, when his holopad on the nightstand beeped and the vid-screens began displaying the results of the computer system integration. But as much as Dorian wished that he could spend the next few eons uninterrupted in bed with her, he knew that he needed to review the logs to make certain everything was working. 

	Kaya was also probably wondering what in the hell they were up to. And hopefully, his father would have some information on his potential Union contact by now. 

	“Everything looks good,” Dorian said, pulling a clean shirt over his head as he studied the displays. Being able to swap into a different set of familiar clothes was already making him feel about a hundred times better about himself, Ghost, and the general plight of the universe. Though the fact that he had just fucked a gorgeous Velothi girl in the ass probably helped, too. “How does it feel to be inside a robust computer system again?”

	“Liberating,” Ghost replied. “Even the Prowler’s systems were quite limited.”

	“If you start talking bad about my ship, I’ll recommend he purge your memory core after all,” Mysha grumbled as she pulled her own pants back over her hips. 

	“It was not my intention to disparage your vessel. However, even heavily modified K-58 freighters have several design limitations that prevent—”

	“You really need to learn to quit when you’re ahead,” Dorian said. “Or at least stop digging yourself a deeper hole.”

	The AI didn’t reply, though whether that was because he was confused or properly chastened wasn’t clear. Either way, Dorian continued with his review of the report in silence for several minutes before his holopad beeped with a short, curt text message from his father.

	“Looks like Dad has sorted out his contacts,” he announced, glancing up from the pad. “You want to tell Kaya to meet us on the bridge?”

	“She is already on the bridge with your father,” Ghost said. “She has been there for several hours, in fact.”

	Dorian blinked. “Huh?”

	“She never returned to the Prowler. I would have informed you of this development, but you were otherwise occupied.”

	He shared a surprised look with Mysha. Had Kaya just willingly spent time with his father? Several hours at that? And without a firefight breaking out?

	“We need to get up there,” Dorian said, scrambling to finish getting dressed. A couple minutes later, they passed through the sweltering corridors and arrived on the bridge. 

	And just like Ghost had said, Kaya was there with Samir waiting for them.

	“I hope the two of you had fun with your, uh, computer stuff,” she said with a knowing smirk. She was sitting at one of the consoles on the right-hand side of the U-shaped room, her boots casually propped up on a different station. “And remind that little shit that he needs to get himself out of my head, too.”

	Dorian felt a pang of defensiveness for the intelligence he had created but swiftly buried it. “That shouldn’t take long,” he replied, glancing between her and his father. He almost felt the need to pinch himself to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating. He couldn’t believe that they were both in here, though perhaps she hadn’t given his dad a choice…

	“Your friend here was sharing her knowledge of Syndicate operations in this sector,” Samir said from the command chair. If he was feeling any tension, his face wasn’t showing it. His fingers were dancing across the controls on the armrest to scroll through the holographic displays floating above the chair. “I knew that they had considerable penetration in the cybernetics market, but I had no idea the extent of their surveillance apparatus.”

	“I figured there was no sense in him stumbling into a briar patch he might be able to avoid once he’s on his own,” Kaya said, answering the question before anyone could ask. “Dodging the Spiders will be hard enough without worrying about the Syndicate, too.”

	Her amber eyes fastened on Dorian, and he could see the wordless message behind them. She hadn’t been wasting her time dithering about on the Prowler—she had been extending a subtle olive branch to his father in the hopes of further reassuring him that the women his son had fallen in with weren’t a problem. In the process, she had tipped him off to some potential risks…and given herself a chance to closely observe whatever he had been doing for the past hour. 

	Dorian flashed her a sly smile. He tried not to feel silly at how easy it was to forget that she probably would have been one of the Syndicate’s top operatives with or without her powers. She knew what she was doing. 

	“Did you have any luck reaching your contact?” Dorian asked, turning back to his father. 

	“In three hours?” Samir asked with a scoff. “A direct beam wouldn’t even get a quarter of the way across the sector. No, it wasn’t about reaching out to anyone—it was about making sure that certain other operations hadn’t been compromised.”

	“We compared notes,” Kaya added. “Just to make sure the Syndicate hadn’t caught wind of anything. As far as we can tell, the contact is still clean.”

	Dorian nodded, remembering all the checking and double-checking he had done over the long, tense months while he had been trying to make initial contact with the Union in the first place. And he was obviously still an amateur at the cloak and blade stuff compared to someone like Kaya. 

	“The contact’s name is Beywan Ursk,” Samir said, swiveling the command chair. “As far as I know, he’s a Rakashi. But I’ve never actually met with him in person, and there’s no official ID records of him anywhere in the Convectorate database. Probably a pseudonym, possibly a not a real person at all.” 

	“If you don’t know if he’s real or not, how do you know you’re actually dealing with the Union?” Dorian asked. 

	“Because I’m not an idiot,” his father replied tartly. “I’ve dealt with dozens of shadow brokers before, especially back when I didn’t want anyone to know the tech they were buying was made by a human. I probably should have spent more time teaching you the secrets of the business, but it always felt like a waste of your talents.” Samir waved a hand dismissively and glanced at Kaya. “In any event, I’m sure that your Syndicate friends understand the game.”

	Kaya smirked. “My only lingering concern is that the contact codes are a little old. They could have changed by now.”

	“If they have, no one informed me,” Samir said. “Regardless, it’s the best I can do. With luck, it will at least help you get your foot in the door.”

	“Well, Meesh, looks like we’re going back to another old stomping ground,” Kaya said, tapping a button on her console and calling up a projection of a large, metropolitan-looking planet.

	“Mushiri?” Mysha replied, though she seemed more surprised than troubled. “That’s…odd. At least it’s out of the sector.”

	“If only just. A little over forty parsecs, only about a day from here, just beyond the Rimward edge of the Belt.”

	“I don’t think I’ve ever heard of it,” Dorian mused. “Must not be a place where we’ve done business before.”

	“Not directly,” Samir confirmed. “But it’s a massive hub for every adjoining sector—there are more jump corridors around Mushiri than most Core Worlds.”

	Dorian pursed his lips. “Sounds dangerous.”

	“We’ll definitely have to be on our toes,” Kaya agreed. “The Syndicate doesn’t have an official presence there, but I’d be shocked if the Spiders don’t. Far too much traffic for them to ignore. I’m surprised that the Union would pick a place this populated, but I suppose it was probably just a convenient drop-off point for information and matériel. If all you were unloading was ordinary tech, their operatives wouldn’t necessarily need to be psychics, and there wouldn’t be a trail.”

	Samir nodded. “That was my understanding. Still, I’m not convinced that it’s worth the risk. If you stay with me, we could figure all of this out together.” His voice lowered as he closed down the displays around his chair. “We always have.”

	A guilty twinge twisted in Dorian’s stomach. “You know I can’t,” he said. “Not this time. Things have changed.”

	“Yes. I suppose they have.”

	Samir’s expression sagged ever so slightly, and for a heartbeat he looked…weary. It was almost like he had suddenly aged ten years in the past ten minutes, and the twinge in Dorian’s gut became a full-blown knot. 

	But then, after standing and taking a deep breath, the cantankerous but energetic Mech Magnate of the Belt returned in full force. 

	“A part of me wants to go with you,” Samir said as he stepped closer to Dorian. “Just to learn who is really leading these Union fools and see if they’re worth supporting.”

	“You still could,” Dorian offered. “For all we know, the Vecs have already stormed the compound. Garr Industries might not exist in a few more days.”

	“Oh, it will exist,” Samir said flatly. “I guarantee there are shouting matches raging in the halls of the Ministers’ Conclave right this minute. Not all of the lizards are complete fools. Without our tech and production capabilities, the Dowd would be a lot more than an ‘incursion’ on the Far Rim, and many others would leave their Defense Pact like the Kreen.”

	Dorian nodded, unsure whether he believed it. As damaging as the loss of Garr Industries would be to the Convectorate, the Tarreen’s hatred of psionics was far beyond logic and reason, as Ghost had learned back on Talinus. Plenty of Ministers—and perhaps even the Hierarchs themselves—would be more than willing to cut off their snouts to spite their face. 

	And then, as their carefully imposed order crumbled, the Widow would be there to unleash the Eclipse. 

	“I hope you’re right,” Dorian said, suppressing a shiver. “But what are you going to do in the meantime? You’re not the type to sit out here in deep space doing nothing.”

	“I will be taking care of some other business,” Samir said, a dark, determined glint flashing in his eyes. “With Ghost’s help, I have options I never had before. I plan on exposing just how reliant those lizards have become on our genius. After that…”

	“Just try not to make any new enemies, all right? We have plenty already.”

	“That just means we’re doing something right,” his father replied with a faint but unmistakably dangerous grin. He put his hand on his son’s shoulder and squeezed. “For here on out, the most important thing is that we stay in contact. Whatever happens, we are still family.”

	Dorian smiled as he gripped his father’s arm. Just yesterday, he had been within a hair’s breadth of deciding to abandon this rendezvous scheme altogether and fly off to the Far Rim. He might never have learned more about his mother, and he very well might never have seen his father again. But like the crisis on Talinus, a single decision had irrevocably changed the course of his life. 

	He could only hope that this path wouldn’t also be stained with blood. 

	“Ghost can set up an encryption code for us to use when we transmit signals through the Holosphere relays,” Dorian said. “I don’t like the odds of the Vecs or the Spiders decrypting it anytime in the next few decades.”

	“Are you still certain you want to give him up?” Samir asked. “If you stayed here for a while, you could probably build a second matrix in your own implant and—”

	“We don’t have the time,” Dorian insisted, which was technically true even if it wasn’t the actual reason he was leaving Ghost behind. A weight tried to settle in his stomach, but he inhaled deeply to dislodge it. “Besides, he’ll be more useful to you right now. This old girl could certainly use the upgrade.”

	His father nodded. “Then I suppose there’s no use in waiting any longer. Just…just be careful, all right?”

	“I will,” Dorian promised. 

	Samir’s eyes lingered on him for a dozen heartbeats, his face hard but warm. And there, behind all the years of bitterness and frustration, there may have even been a touch of pride. 

	His father drew him into a long, firm hug, then stood back to look him over. 

	“Always remember who and what you are,” Samir said. “You are my son. You’re a survivor. The galaxy could go straight to hell, and you and I would still find a way to crawl out from the rubble.”

	He smiled as he finally lowered his arms. “Now, let’s go and get you ready.”

	 

	 

	
Interlude

	 

	Vestri had been sitting on the small bridge of her ship for well over an hour by the time the com finally crackled to life. A small, ten-centimeter projection of the Master appeared above the tac-holo, and despite the blurry filter that always concealed his facial features, she could still tell that he was glaring daggers at her. 

	“Where have you been?” he spat. “I ordered you to—”

	“I found Spider Zero.”

	Vestri let the declaration hang in the air like a grenade with the pin pulled. She didn’t need to be able to see the Master’s face to recognize his shock—or the wave of uncertainty that followed a split second later. For the first time in her brief existence, she had him at a disadvantage. 

	And she planned to enjoy every moment of it. 

	“I know that she has been aiding the Seraphim Union on the Far Rim,” Vestri added, her grimly satisfied smile hidden behind her mask. “And that none of the Shadows or Spiders are aware of this.”

	The Master remained stunned into silence. She had heard him angry but never flustered and certainly never panicked. Yet now, she could almost imagine the tremble in his voice as he told the Widow that one of their prized operatives—one of the harbingers of the Eclipse—had learned their dirty little secret. 

	The one thing that your masters fear above all else is that you, their loyal servants, might discover the truth—about Spider Zero, and about yourselves. 

	Gizahri’s words had been echoing through her mind from the moment she had left his laboratory, and her long hours of meditation in the koboro tank had only made them louder. She had hoped that they might spur an epiphany—that somehow the healing fluid might miraculously restore her memories as well as her body. But there were no new flashes, no revelatory insights. Just her own intuition and the confusing words of an alien she barely knew. 

	Eventually, she had decided that he was right—there was only one path to the truth. If she brought what she had learned before the Master, his reaction would confirm or deny what she had been told. But she still needed to be careful to ensure he didn’t draw the wrong conclusion about her loyalties. After all, she was still here on their ship with their Synesthete. If the Master became convinced that she was now an existential threat…

	“This traitor is a grave threat to our plans and needs to be dealt with,” Vestri said coldly. “I am prepared to intercept her, but I will need backup. The Wings of the Seraph may be there to aid her.”

	The projection finally moved. “Where?”

	“Outside the Vaballa System. Evidently, her allies discovered the remnants of the Pride of Nissek and have been using it as a base of operations.”

	Another pause, though this one was brief. “How did you come upon this information?”

	“Pherion Gizahri, the Yarasi clairvoyant,” she said. “I suspected that the Seventh Shadow might attempt to find him, so I tracked him down first.”

	The hologram flickered. “He told you all of this?”

	“Not willingly. He did not survive my interrogation.”

	Vestri wasn’t sure how the Master would react to the news. He and the Widow would have surely already killed Gizahri if he had exhausted his usefulness—the knowledge he possessed was far too dangerous to their cause. In all likelihood, they had probably been waiting for him to pronounce judgment on the shaper samples they would inevitably create after recovering the Garr scion. 

	But hopefully, the fact that Vestri had tied up that loose end for them would mollify their anger. After all, Gizahri’s demise would ensure that she would be the last and only Shadow to know the truth about their progenitor. And if they could destroy Spider Zero and the Union thanks to her efforts…

	“I will dispatch reinforcements to the target location,” the projection said. “Do not engage until I arrive.”

	Vestri’s eyebrows lifted. “You are coming yourself?”

	“I need to deal with this matter personally,” the Master said. “Join me, and you will have finally earned the right to call yourself Seraphim.”

	She leaned back in her seat, expecting the heckling voice of her phantasm to chide her. But despite all the hours she had spent alone in her tank, it had yet to reappear. 

	“I’ll be there.”

	She flicked off the com, and the bridge around her went as silent as a vacuum. This was the moment she had been waiting for—the chance to finally secure her place as a Seraphim Immortal. If she destroyed her traitorous progenitor now, despite learning the secrets the Master had tried to hide from her, then her loyalty to the cause would be unquestioned. She wouldn’t merely be a witness to the Eclipse—she would be a vital part of it. A true harbinger for a new era. 

	“Is that really what you want?”

	She turned at the sound of her voice. But the phantasm leaning against the console was no longer blond or wearing a blue Dominion uniform and skirt. Vestri was instead looking at a visage of herself, from the form-fitting black armor to the amber eyes. 

	“I beg your pardon, mistress?”

	Vestri inhaled sharply. It was only then, when the voice of the Synesthete filled the bridge, that she realized she had asked the question, not a phantasm. The trouble was, she didn’t know how to answer. 

	“Set a course for the Vaballa System,” Vestri said. “And prepare to shift into astral space.”

	 

	
6 
Mushiri

	 

	An oddly morose feeling settled over Dorian as the Prowler pulled away from the Last Stand and accelerated out of the debris field. Not because they hadn’t gotten what they’d wanted—by any reasonable metric, the meeting had gone far better than he could have hoped. Samir had showed up, listened to reason (albeit after holding them at gunpoint), and shared information that might lead them to the Union. And on a more personal level, Dorian had finally come clean about Ghost’s role on Talinus without unleashing a calamity like he’d feared.

	But the feeling deep in his gut wasn’t about any that. It was, he eventually realized, the nagging suspicion that he had just seen his father—and Ghost—for the last time. 

	“Looks like about nineteen hours from here to Mushiri,” Kaya said as her fingertips danced across the navigation console in the center of the dash. “Not too bad, all things considered. When your dad started going through his contacts, I feared he was going to send us halfway across the galaxy.”

	Dorian pulled his gaze away from the tac-holo as the battered brown mass of Last Stand vanished into hyperspace. “I still can’t believe you spent multiple hours alone with him up there without trying to kill him.”

	“It was hard, but I am a professional,” Kaya replied dryly. “Honestly, it wasn’t nearly as bad as I’d feared. He was a little curmudgeonly at first—he probably wanted some quiet time to process everything we’d dumped on him. But I wanted to make sure he wasn’t doing anything stupid, and once I proved that I wasn’t a floozy and had some useful information, he became all business.”

	“Did you scold him for the tit-grab back at the compound?” Mysha asked. 

	Kaya snorted. “Almost. But it didn’t seem like the best time to settle a grudge. I also wanted to see if he might know anything more than what he was telling us, but honestly…I think he was pretty forthright. All in all, he wasn’t nearly as disagreeable as I was expecting.”

	Dorian exhaled slowly, trying to release all the stress he had been carrying around during their farewell. Sadly, it was never as easy as venting exhaust through an engine port. 

	“Dad is a pragmatist and always has been,” he said. “Honestly, the two of you have a fair amount in common.”

	“I’ll try not to be too insulted by that.”

	“I just hope he doesn’t do anything stupid,” Dorian muttered. “He does have a vengeful streak.”

	“Well, at least now he has Ghost to watch over him…assuming you still trust the little shit.”

	He half expected the AI to pop up out of the console projector and defend himself, but the silence was a reminder that for first time in years, Dorian was alone inside his own head. It was a harrowing realization, he admitted to himself, and he wondered how much of the twisting in his gut was about his decision to part from Ghost. 

	Did I make the right decision? Should I have left him behind? Should I have tried harder to defend him?

	“It will be all right,” Mysha whispered. 

	Turning, Dorian realized she was staring at him rather than her controls. He knew she wouldn’t try to peer into his mind without permission, but he also knew that she didn’t have the power or control to turn off her telepathy. He was probably screaming his lingering doubts at her whether he wanted to or not. 

	“I just hope we don’t regret not having him around,” Dorian said. “Especially if this is a populated planet with high tech.”

	“Mushiri is…different,” Kaya replied. “It’s really something you have to see for yourself to appreciate.”

	“But we’ll be fine,” Mysha assured him, placing her hand on his wrist. “And you should feel better about your father having the help.”

	Dorian nodded and smiled down at her. Her compassion was so intense, so genuine, that he could practically feel it radiating off of her. He whispered a silent thanks to the Seraph that she hadn’t been more hurt when he had told her the truth about Ghost. He didn’t want to think about what would have happened if he had truly hurt her…or if she had been so furious that she had wanted nothing more to do with him. 

	“Enough emotions, you two,” Kaya chided with a groan that only seemed slightly genuine. “You want to fly the ship or not, Meesh?”

	Mysha held Dorian’s gaze for another moment before she finally turned back to the console. “I know for a fact that you can fly without me,” she said. “You did refuel at Sichi by yourself, remember?”

	“Sure, but I think the Prowler’s computer secretly holds a grudge every time I tell it to do something.”

	Shaking her head, Mysha reached out to the navigation console. “Here we go. Three…two…one…”

	The Prowler shuddered as the drive kicked in, and the inky blackness around them was once again replaced by the seizure-inducing tunnel of a hyperspace corridor. Mysha spent a minute confirming that all the systems were working properly, then flicked on the autopilot. They didn’t stick around the cockpit for long. It had been a long and draining day in more ways than one, and they were all pretty famished. 

	After enjoying a bit more of the cuisine Kaya had picked up, they decided to rotate shifts and make sure that everyone would be alert and rested when they arrived. Kaya didn’t even mention sex once, which told Dorian all he needed to know about what she thought of Mushiri and how potentially risky she thought this meeting was going to be. At a minimum, they would all need to be very careful about using their powers on the surface to avoid alerting any nearby Spiders…

	He kept himself as busy as he could after he got some rest, mostly by tinkering with the ship’s internal systems. Kaya spent her time rummaging through her wardrobe to assemble some basic disguises for them—nothing complicated, but enough to make it a bit harder for any recognition software or security systems to identify them. She assured him that even though Mushiri was a major sector hub, the part they were going to visit would have far less conventional security. The ship’s planetary database confirmed that the planet supported two entirely different populations, one on the surface and another deep below. The Union had apparently been operating in the latter.

	They had just finished the meal Mysha had cooked for them—some tasty minced vixxa with a side of flemmic chips—when the computer alerted them that they were nearing their destination. By the time they had cleaned up and returned to the cockpit, they had arrived at Mushiri. 

	And it was dramatically more hectic than anything Dorian had imagined. 

	He whistled softly through his teeth as the Prowler approached the planet, his eyes drinking in the seemingly endless traffic streams flowing into, out of, and around the planet. There were constant flickers of light in all directions as ships popped out of hyperspace corridors, and the tac-holo had so drawn many navigation lines that he briefly wondered if it was glitching out. But then he realized that without such stringent, pre-defined approach vectors, trying to land on or leave from the planet would have been like manually driving groundcars without traffic lights.

	Though the particularly crazy thing—something he didn’t even notice for a solid minute, was that the majority of ships in-system weren’t heading to or from the planet at all. Mushiri really was a hub in the literal sense: ships would arrive in one corridor, stop at the massive orbiting station for food and fuel, and then jump into another corridor toward their final destination without actually landing at all. 

	Dimly, Dorian wondered what kind of a cut the local government must have been taking from all the station’s transactions…and, given the conspicuously meager number of CDF ships policing the system, how much of that they were probably hiding from their Convectorate overseers.

	“You were right—I’ve never been anywhere like this before,” he commented when he finally found his voice. “Not in the Belt, anyway.”

	“No one ever believes it until they see it for themselves,” Kaya replied with a vaguely smug snort. “There are almost five hundred jump corridors in this system.”

	“Incredible,” Dorian breathed. “The amount of shipping that moves through here must be insane.”

	“Considering how the Vecs typically treat physically weak aliens, I’ve always been shocked that a planet filled with mole-people would get this much official traffic.”

	“The Musheen aren’t mole-people,” Mysha protested. “They’re…” She paused for a moment, searching for a different word, then finally shrugged. “Okay, they’re basically mole-people, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t clever. Trust me, once we break atmosphere and you get a look at Talhajiir, you’ll never see cities the same way again.”

	“I’ll bet you fifty creds he starts panicking before we reach the lower city,” Kaya teased.

	Mysha smirked. “Mm…I’ll pass. I think he’ll start freaking out the moment we see the Kraken’s Maw.”

	“I appreciate the vote of confidence,” Dorian muttered. 

	The girls shared a giggle at his expense before Mysha eased the Prowler into line with the thousands of other vessels angling toward the gray-green sphere called Mushiri VII. Soon there was nothing to do but sit and wait for the local port authority representative to provide further instructions. 

	Given the sheer amount of empty space in a star system, Dorian had always found it a little absurd that traffic patterns would ever be a consideration, his previous observation about the navigation lines here notwithstanding. But wherever he had traveled, modestly populated worlds made certain to funnel all incoming and outgoing ships onto specific, pre-defined trajectories, if for no other reason than security. After all, every vessel was a potential weapon, whether it was packing heavy ordnance or not. A relatively small vessel like the Prowler could still cause an ungodly amount of damage by ramming other ships—or the planet’s surface. 

	The consolidated traffic flow also created the need for a highly trained bureaucracy, which was something else that every tax-hungry government appreciated. The Convectorate had conquered the galaxy for a whole host of reasons, including its superior technology and obvious military might, but the reason it was able to maintain control were the day-to-day institutions that organized the entire economy and population of its worlds. 

	Though in Mushiri’s case, the term “organized” ended up being overly generous. Ships who merely wanted to dock in orbit or pass through to another corridor seemed to experience no delays whatsoever, but ships who wanted to land were all forced through a byzantine layer of security checkpoints and scans that made Dorian weirdly nostalgic for the anarchic simplicity of Cira Narn’s Free Zone. Sure, it had been a crime-infested hellhole where someone was liable to strip your ship while you weren’t looking, but at least they had been able to get in and out without much fuss. 

	Well, get in, at any rate…

	Three hours and about a hundred frustrated sighs later, they finally received clearance to begin their spiraling descent through the planet’s upper atmosphere. Ten minutes after that, they passed through the last layer of wispy clouds and got their first look at the Mushiri capital—or part of it, anyway. 

	The topside portion of the planet wasn’t so different than most other inhabited worlds Dorian had visited. All the major geographic features from mountains to oceans to everything in between were clearly visible from low orbit, and Upper Talhajiir, the sprawling city on the northern continent, could have easily passed for any of a thousand other industrialized coastal metropolises in Convectorate space. The glittering skyscrapers, the flashing neon signs, the vast grid of airborne vehicles…

	What truly set Upper Talhajiir apart—and what Kaya and Mysha must have been talking about earlier—were the glowing, semi-translucent tubes jutting out from the sea just off the coast like the tentacles of an enormous aquatic monster preparing to devour the whole city. 

	“What the hell are those supposed to be?” Dorian gasped as he glanced down at the sensors to confirm what his eyes were already telling him. 

	“Told you,” Kaya said with a knowing grin. 

	Mysha grinned back. “Officially, they’re called ‘descension tubes.’ Unofficially, the whole thing is called the Kraken’s Maw. The tubes are made of some type of semi-organic tissue grafted onto a flexible composite polymer. I don’t know why the builders didn’t just use metal, but it probably has something to do with the frequent windstorms. They’re bendy enough that they won’t snap in half.”

	Dorian opened his mouth but couldn’t think of what to say. The entire apparatus looked like a work of abstract art mixed with something out of a low-budget horror vid. He started to wonder if Kaya had put some red hurricane in the vixxa just to fuck with him…

	“There’s nothing to worry about,” Mysha said with a snicker. “The tubes will take us into the subterranean sections of the city.”

	“Wait, we’re going to fly into one of those things?” Dorian stammered. “What idiot at the Science Ministry thought that was a good idea?”

	“The tubes predate Convectorate colonization by almost three centuries. And when the Dominion took over, the Seraphim Council cut a deal to extract the mineral wealth under the planet’s surface.”

	Kaya grunted. “By ‘deal’ I assume the Seraphim forced their way in.”

	“Maybe,” Mysha conceded. “But Mushiri is usually touted as one of the few colonial success stories of that era. The natives welcomed outsiders, and their natural habitat has been left largely undisturbed. Now they sell their geothermal tech to companies all across the Convectorate and live upon one of the wealthiest worlds in this sector.”

	“Yeah, and I’m sure there’s no local resentment at all,” Kaya muttered. “That’s always how these things work.”

	Dorian braced his hand against the back of her chair as he leaned forward to get a better look at the nearest tube/tentacle/whatever-the-fuck-it-was-called. “Those things can’t be more than fifty meters wide. How do bulk freighters get their cargo down to the undercity?”

	“They don’t,” Mysha said. “The major starports all have some type of tunnel conveyer system set up to haul bulk goods down to the lower levels. The whole system is pretty incredible, honestly. Musheen engineers could give the Kali a run for their credits.”

	“Looks like it’s our turn,” Kaya said. “You ready for this?”

	Dorian winced as they drifted closer and closer to tube. “Do I have a choice?”

	“Not really. Here we go.”

	Mysha opened the throttle and steered them in graceful arc into the narrow aperture. The tube looked just as weird on the inside as out—Dorian couldn’t shake the mental image that they were flying inside a massive worm with strobe lights for guts. In principle, it probably wasn’t all that different from flying through any other narrow space, and he knew that Mysha was more than up to any piloting challenge. But somehow, his mental assurances didn’t make him feel any better.

	The tunnel lights flashed by in an endless, dizzying display. It took about ten seconds before Dorian wished that he had a chair to sit down. After a minute, he was so nauseous that he was seriously tempted to leave the cockpit and just ride out the rest of the descent in Kaya’s quarters. But eventually the weird lighting in the tube became more hypnotic than sickening, and his stomach finally started to settle. 

	“We’re almost through,” Kaya told him. “We should exit the other end in less than ten minutes.”

	Her estimate was pretty close—Dorian spotted the exit aperture at almost eight minutes on the dot, and by nine the Prowler emerged, and the real Mushiri sprawled out before them. 

	Despite having read the entry in the ship’s database, Dorian still wasn’t prepared for the grandeur of the sight before him. Lower Talhajiir—or Old Talhajiir, according to the locals—was easily five times as wide as the surface version and ten times as densely populated. The central mass of lights was nestled in the center of a ten-kilometer-wide, twenty-kilometer-tall cavern, and it housed the bulk of the upper- and middle-class population. Most of the lower-class folk, including the alien laborers who worked in the sprawling core mines, lived inside the vast warren of tunnels surrounding the city affectionately called the “Labyrinth.”

	Originally, the tunnels had been created by the Mushiri as basic passageways linking their many vast underground cities. But as Dominion and then Convectorate colonists had slowly driven the natives deeper and deeper into their own world, the old passages had been widened into grottos and eventually converted into quasi-villages for other alien immigrants who preferred living underground—or who had no other choice. 

	“I wonder if my dad has ever been here,” Dorian mused. “If not, I almost feel bad that he’s missing out.” 

	“The good part about Old Talhajiir is that the Vecs barely have any presence at all,” Kaya said as she visually checked the instruments. “The bad part is that we’re going to stick out, and there’s no way around it. Hopefully we can get in and out of here pretty quickly.”

	Dorian nodded, mentally bracing himself for yet another attempt to reach out to the Union. Seraph willing, this time wouldn’t end up a disaster. 

	Mysha set the Prowler down on one of the commercial landing pads within the Labyrinth, and after they paid the requisite docking fees and locked up the ship, they grabbed their disguises and headed for the exit ramp.

	“I was starting to get used to wearing giant weird helmets everywhere we went,” Dorian said dryly as he put the breathing mask over his face. 

	“Sadly, a Yorilach would stand out even more than a human here,” Kaya said as she adjusted her nondescript black jumpsuit. “A hologuise matrix would probably work, but since the air down here is so shitty that we’ll need a mask anyway, we might as well add a hood and call it a day.”

	He nodded as he pulled up the thick hood of the black, lightly armored jacket she had given him. It was surprisingly heavy on his shoulders, but the temperature underground was supposed to be on the cool side. 

	Mysha’s horns and tail couldn’t be concealed quite so easily. Still, her mask, goggles, and jacket did at least hide her specific identity, and she wouldn’t stand out too much since there was a small Velothi population here. It was just too bad that their fear of alerting the Spiders meant that she couldn’t use her powers to turn invisible. Kaya couldn’t shapeshift for the same reason, and when she put on her own mask…

	“If you think it’s creepy, imagine how I feel,” Kaya said, glancing at her reflection in the panel by the landing pad release. “And to think, there was a time when I thought about being a brunette all the time.”

	Dorian tried and failed to suppress shiver. With the mask covering the bottom half of her face, Kaya suddenly looked—and sounded—exactly like the Shadow who had nearly captured them all at Ziphrades. 

	“Come on,” she said in that filtered, mechanical voice, hitting the release to lower the ramp. “Let’s get this over with.”

	 

	***

	 

	The last time Kaya had been wandering the streets of Old Talhajiir, she had been disguised as one of the numerous Krosians who called the underworld home. With their light-sensitive eyes, hulking musculature, and typically poor grasp of galactic economics, the aliens were a natural fit as miners—and an easy target for predatory corporate contracts that turned hard-working people into indentured servants. 

	She hadn’t needed to worry about the Spiders back then, since the Echo had promised he had a way to distract them, but even if she had been forced to wear a breathing mask, it wouldn’t have been a big deal. After all, she hadn’t yet realized that she was part of an army of psychic clones designed to bring down the Convectorate from the inside. 

	Ah, to be young and foolish again.

	The wry thought didn’t do much to improve her mood as they left the Prowler and ventured out into the weird, seemingly haphazard warren of buildings and streets beyond the landing pad. From the top of the massive cavern above the city, she had to imagine that Talhajiir would look something like a giant ant colony. It was almost as if the Musheen had never heard of civil engineering as a concept. That, or perhaps they had built it this way on purpose just to annoy their colonizers. 

	Either way, navigating the city would have almost certainly been easier if she were high. The yellowish-brown air reduced visibility to about twenty or thirty meters, and the dust carried by it turned all their black jackets into a disgusting shade of muddy brown within five minutes. 

	Still, the lighting was brighter than she remembered, and no one seemed to give a damn who they were or why they were here. All things considered, it was definitely a good start. 

	The contact info that Dorian’s father had provided was for a place a little over a kilometer from the landing pad, which turned out to be just enough time for her to start getting paranoid about a Convectorate ambush. Everything was shadows, tight spaces, and chokepoints. Every time they turned a corner, she expected a team of Baalir commandos to be waiting for them.

	Or another Shadow. 

	But against all odds, they reached their destination without incident—a large, enclosed hollow with several tunnels leading in and out. Within it was an entire boulevard of shops and apartments, as if someone had taken a few blocks out of a surface city and dumped them in a bubble down here. Overhead, the hum of air purifiers could be heard, laboring to make the environment at least somewhat livable for non-Musheen.

	Kaya had them hold position in an alley across the street from where they needed to go while she surveyed the area, but she didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. The building was a mechanic’s shop, of all things, albeit one that had seen better days. The neon lights on the sign outside were dark, though the ones inside were on, and more were visible beneath the cracks in the garage door entrance.

	“Would be nice if we had a little more info,” she groused. “Is this a front business or is it supposed to look condemned?”

	“Not sure, but at least there aren’t that many people around,” Mysha commented, glancing up and down the sparsely lit, mostly deserted street. “It could be worse.”

	“Yeah, we could be back on Cira Narn. One time—just one time—it would be nice to visit a real planet with grass and sunlight and smiling people.”

	Pushing aside her random gripes, Kaya gave the area another quick visual scan just in case. Meesh was right that there were only about a dozen other people in sight, almost all of them native Musheen who probably lived in the area. The lumpy, downy-furred aliens looked like waddling clods of dirt in the gloom. The lack of any ground vehicle traffic made her wonder why anyone would have built a shop here in the first place, but there were probably a hundred perfectly innocuous explanations for that one. 

	“Well, I’m reasonably certain that no one has been following us,” Kaya said leaning back around the corner. “What do you think, Meesh?”

	“I think standing here like this is just asking for trouble,” the Velothi replied nervously. “We should send the signal and see what happens.”

	Nodding, Kaya turned back to Dorian. “Go ahead.”

	Pulling out his holopad, he sent the signal. It wasn’t much—just a bit of nonsensical data uploaded to the Holosphere that wouldn’t get flagged by any security algorithms. But if Samir’s information was right, the Union should notice it and prepare to receive guests. 

	“It’s really too bad I can’t change into a V’rath,” Kaya murmured. “You know, for when this inevitably falls apart and we end up getting shot at.”

	“We’ll be fine,” Dorian said, though she could hear the tension in his voice. “Shall we?”

	Kaya nodded, suddenly and viscerally aware of the weight of the pulse pistol on her hip. Evading the Spiders was always a precarious balance between caution and paranoia. There could have been several of them here on Mushiri, their telepathic webs ready to detect the smallest psionic vibration…or there might not have been one in this entire sector. It was impossible to know until it was too late. 

	If shit got out of control, she wouldn’t hesitate to use her powers. It wasn’t worth dying just to avoid a trap that may or may not have been set for them. But for now, they were still better off playing it cool. 

	“All right,” Kaya said. “Let’s do this.”

	Sliding out of the alley, she started across the street with Dorian and Mysha close behind her. Her eyes surreptitiously swept the nearby rooftops in search of threats, but she still didn’t notice anything—aside from the spike in Dorian’s tension levels, anyway. Masks often made people more difficult to identify, but they also made shifts in someone’s breathing patterns quite obvious. 

	Not that she could blame him for being nervous. He was undoubtedly worried about a repeat of Talinus Station where they would walk into a room filled with the corpses of Union operatives. Or perhaps that the Union wouldn’t be so welcoming to someone who’d gotten their people killed—if they even knew about it. Kaya would have reassured him if she wasn’t feeling exactly the same way.

	The shop seemed even more dead when they got close. The automated garage door was open about a quarter of a meter, which was fairly typical just for ventilation purposes. The atypical part was that she didn’t hear banging tools, hydraulic lifts, or any of the other sounds one would expect from such a business. The only other way inside was the smaller, windowless customer entrance on the right side. 

	“So, do we slide under the garage door or knock like normal people?” Dorian asked. 

	“The first option would be pretty badass, but also much more likely to get us shot,” Kaya said. “Let’s do it the normal way.”

	She stepped up to the customer entrance, wishing fervently that Mysha could cloak and scout inside before they did anything. It might be the worth the risk—getting shot the moment they opened the door would be a pretty pathetic end to this little journey of theirs. But if the Union did have people here, they probably wouldn’t appreciate having their cover blown by potential allies who lost their nerve…

	Gritting her teeth, Kaya started forward, but Dorian beat her to the punch. The door whooshed open when he tapped the keypad, and he moved inside without waiting to see if anyone opened fire. Perhaps his nerves were steelier than she gave him credit for. 

	At a glance, the shop was more or less a carbon copy of every other similar establishment Kaya had ever been in, albeit more brightly lit. Off to their right was the customer support area, complete with a service counter, a small furnished lobby, and a food processor for anyone who needed to wait on their vehicle. The single vid-screen on the wall was playing a local sportscast, some type of bizarre tunnel-sledding competition the Musheen were obsessed with.

	Off to their left about ten meters, visible through the thin transparent divider wall, was the actual shop. A battered, old hovertruck was currently up on hydraulic lifts, but there weren’t any mechanics working on it. There wasn’t anyone around at all, in fact, not even an AI or an old-fashioned greeter mech behind the service counter. By all outward appearances, it was as if everyone had gone out for lunch. 

	“Hello?” Dorian called out, his hand hovering over the pistol concealed inside his jacket. With the only door in the transparent divider wall wide open, anyone on the other side should have been able to hear him easily. “Anyone here?”

	“Subtle,” Kaya grumbled, reaching out to grab his arm so he would stay put. She didn’t hear any movement, and she was just about to say fuck it and have Mysha cloak and perform a quick sweep of the area when her eyes began to sting. 

	Frowning, she held up a finger to the others as she crept toward the service counter. She saw the faint haze of smoke hanging in the air a moment later, and once she leaned over the counter, the source became obvious. 

	“Shit!” she hissed. Behind the counter, wadded up like a half-compacted pile of scrap, was the remains of a greeter mech. An intense blast of energy—probably a pulse pistol at short range—had melted and nearly vaporized the humanoid robot’s torso, causing it to collapse in on itself. And it had happened recently enough that the chassis was still smoldering.

	Kaya’s hand flashed into her jacket and found her pistol. She whirled around, signaling for the others to get down—

	And then the entryway behind them exploded. 

	Standing barely two meters away, caught flat-footed without a hope in hell of diving into cover, they should have all been crushed by the twisted chunk of metal that used to be a door. But rather than reaching for his pistol, Dorian thrust up his hand and halted the barrage of shrapnel and debris mere centimeters before it ripped them apart.

	The concussive force of the explosion was a different story. The invisible shockwave slammed Kaya back into the service desk, and she heard Mysha’s surprised cry even over the thunderous explosion ringing in her ears. She didn’t see Dorian at all. 

	A wave of blackness followed, and Kaya found herself lying face-down on the floor with no memory of how she had gotten there. But from her new vantage point, she had a crystal-clear view of at least six humanoid combat mechs—blockier than Vec designs—storming toward the now-gaping hole where the door had been, their pulse weapons spitting a salvo of blue-white fire to finish off the survivors. 

	Not that there should have been any survivors. This was a full-on military assault, not a quiet little ambush with a few commandos. If she and Meesh had been alone, this would have already been over. 

	But with Dorian at their side, the battle was only just beginning. Somehow—she didn’t know how—he was still on his feet, the door floating in front of him like a shield. It absorbed the first volley of pulse blasts and gave him an opportunity to react before they were gunned down. 

	He crouched low, twisting the door lengthwise to try and give her and Mysha more cover—at which point Kaya heard a loud, cacophonous crunch as if two groundcars had just collided. Peering around the edge of the metal shield that was now protecting her, she saw the mechs floating outside about a meter in the air and all smushed together in a magnetized clump of metal bodies. 

	He really is useful to keep around…

	“There are more coming from the garage side!” Dorian warned, his face twisted in concentration. “We need another way out!”

	“I can’t see shit!” she growled, eyes burning from the smoke. “Do you sense another door anywhere?”

	“No, but there’s an underground hatch in the back of the garage! We could—”

	It was the garage door’s turn to explode. Kaya shielded her eyes, hopeful that the transparent divider wall could protect them from the blast. It did, if only just. Bits of shrapnel turned the thin plastic into a solid sheet of cracks, and the accompanying shockwave tore the whole thing down like a tide smashing into a wall of sand. 

	They were outflanked, outgunned, and completely pinned down. And even Dorian couldn’t stop an army of mechs on his own. 

	“Hold on to the first group and stick with me!” Kaya told him. “Meesh, get in close!”

	She didn’t bother waiting for the Velothi to answer. Abandoning all pretense of subtlety, Kaya tapped into her powers and concentrated, transforming her thin, delicate human skin into nearly impregnable chitinous plates. The color in her vision began to fade, and her new irises became far more sensitive to ultraviolet light and motion. The straps of her mask broke under the pressure of her growing, decidedly inhuman mandibles, as did the jumpsuit she was wearing beneath her jacket. The jacket itself didn’t fare much better, especially when the hard, meter-wide shell emerged from her back. 

	She had never particularly enjoyed taking the form of a V’rath—the aliens were bulky and cumbersome, not to mention ugly as sin, but their shells were virtually impregnable to small-arms fire. And right now, with another squad of mechs storming into the garage and no other available cover besides Dorian’s rapidly disintegrating door, it wasn’t as if she had a plethora of other options. 

	“Go!” she growled, her voice at least two octaves lower as she scuttled across the shop, shell facing the new group of mechs. Dorian and Mysha followed her cue, keeping low and using Kaya as cover as they moved. As long as their enemies didn’t start chucking grenades or firing rockets at them, they would probably live.

	Which wasn’t to say that voluntarily transforming herself into a living shield was fun or painless. Every pulse blast that struck her shell still triggered a twinge of pain like bursts of hot oil being splashed on her skin. She couldn’t hear a damn thing over the marching mechs or the intense hail of fire, and the haze of smoke was making it just as difficult to see. But as she clambered over the remnants of the transparent divider wall, precision pulsefire picking off the mechs in her path, Kaya knew they had almost made it to the hydraulic lift holding up the battered hovertruck. She was just about to give Mysha the order to fire when the Velothi lifted her pistol and pulled the trigger. 

	Taking down a lift designed to hold up ten-kilo ground vehicles with a single pulse pistol wasn’t an easy task, but Mysha knew exactly where to strike. A trio of quick, clean shots made the lift start to tremble, and the fourth and fifth blast blew out the hydraulics completely, dropping the vehicle to the floor of the shop with a thunderous crash. They all rushed behind their new cover to gain a momentary respite from the unending barrage of death. 

	But it wouldn’t last. Kaya was half tempted to order Dorian to throw the truck at the enemy in the hopes that they could pick off the survivors with their own pistols, but she had no idea how many of them were out there in the street or if they had any organic support waiting in the wings. This was already so much more heat than she had expected—there was no way the Intelligence Ministry could keep this madness out of the news. 

	Unless we aren’t dealing with the Intelligence Ministry or the Convectorate at all. 

	The thought only had time to pop into her mind for a fraction of a second before the mechs pressed their assault, peppering the truck with a blistering salvo of pulsefire as a fresh rank advanced. The identity of their attackers was largely irrelevant at the moment. All that mattered was that they had to leave, and they had to leave soon. 

	Craning her now-bulbous neck, Kaya spotted the hatch that Dorian had mentioned. It was in the back of the garage, a two-meter-wide square hunk of iron without an obvious keypad or other means of getting it open. At a guess, it had probably once led down to a service area beneath the main floor where mechanics could peer under vehicles, but the hatch itself was obvious much newer and more expensive than anything else in the shop. 

	“Can you open the hatch or not?” she called out to Dorian, still taken aback by the baritone rumble of her own voice. 

	His face remained scrunched in concentration as he maintained his hold on the other mechs—now using them to block the customer entrance in lieu of the destroyed door—and his eyes narrowed into slits as he stared at the panel in the floor across the shop. “There’s someone else down there.”

	Her stomach sank. “What?”

	“Two people, not mechs,” he said. “They’re coming up.”

	A wave of despair crashed over Kaya. Had their ambushers anticipated this move? Were they being flushed into the only other exit? But if so, why only send two people instead of a whole squad of mechs?

	She winced as a pulse blast pinged off a plate of metal right next to her. The mechs were inside the garage, already fanning out to get a better angle and flank them, at which point their cover would be useless. Whatever they were going to do, it needed to be now. 

	“They’re coming through,” Dorian warned. 

	Pressing her shell-covered back as flat as she could against the truck, hoping that the others could still use her for cover if and when the mechs finally blasted through it, Kaya lifted her pistol in a three-fingered, chitinous hand, pointing it at the hatch. She took aim and started to squeeze the trigger when it popped open with a dramatic burst…but the heads that peeked up weren’t mechanical. 

	They were human. 

	She relaxed her finger on the trigger, knowing full well that even a heartbeat of hesitation could prove fatal in a firefight, but thankfully, her instincts paid off. One of the humans—a muscular, bronze-skinned man—immediately called out. 

	“Get down!” he shouted through his own respirator.

	Suddenly there was a grenade in his hand, and he chucked it so hard it easily sailed over the car that Kaya and the others were hunkering behind. She reached out to grab Dorian and Meesh, pulling them close just in case—

	But the strange, bellowing thrum that followed told her that she needn’t have worried. EMP grenades could cripple most mechs in short order, and they wouldn’t have to worry about an explosion or storm of debris. And despite the ringing in her ears, she could tell that the number of shots heading their way dropped by an order of magnitude. The humans in the hatch were now firing at the mechs, and Mysha had already popped up to join their assault. 

	A few seconds later, it was all over. 

	“Son of a bitch,” the musclebound stranger in the hatch hissed as he rose up out of cover, still panning his rifle to scan the smoldering ruin of the shop for any new threats. Once he was satisfied, he aimed the barrel of his weapon dangerously close to Kaya. “Who in the hell are you? And what the fuck are you doing here?”

	“We were about to ask you the same question,” Kaya growled back in her V’rath voice. She dropped her shoulder enough that she could easily roll in front of Dorian and Mysha to give them cover from the newcomers if necessary. “But since there are three of us and two of you, and we got ambushed at your place, how about you answer the question first?”

	The man snorted. “Go ahead and try it, beetle-face. You can’t—”

	“Don’t be a dumbass,” his partner said in a husky, accented female voice. When she popped out of the hatch and into view, Kaya realized she had been wrong before. The woman wasn’t human. 

	She was a Kreen—the same Kreen, Kaya realized, that they had seen in the security footage from Ziphrades. 

	“They’re psychics, and I’m going to take a wild guess and assume that they’re the ones who sent the signal,” the woman said, holstering her pistol. She had blue hair like Kaya, though the wavy mane stretching halfway down her back was longer, darker, and probably natural. Her eyes were nearly the same shade as Kaya’s, too, though her vertically slit pupils looked far more feline than human. 

	“We sent the signal,” Dorian confirmed. His brow was beaded with sweat, and his breaths came heavy through his respirator. “This isn’t the greeting we were expecting.”

	“Yeah, well, no one has used that particular code in almost two months,” the woman replied. “Interesting timing on your part. We had already started pulling our operations out of here, and we knew the Combine was about to storm the fort. I left a little surprise for them in that greeter mech—good thing you didn’t set it off.”

	Kaya’s twin hearts skipped a beat as she wondered how close she had been to triggering an explosion that Dorian wouldn’t have been able to stop. This little meeting wasn’t going to do her paranoia any favors…

	“Who the hell is the Combine?” Mysha asked. 

	“The Vek’los Combine,” the Kreen replied as if it were obvious. “You know, the mech cartel who was practically driven out of business by some upstart company in the Belt?”

	Kaya slowly turned to Dorian. From his sinking expression—and from the way a light seemed to turn on inside his head when he glanced back at the scrapped mechs—it was clear that he knew exactly who this woman was talking about. 

	“A mech cartel was trying to kill you?” Mysha asked the man. “Why?”

	“Trying to earn favor with the local government and the Vecs, most likely,” the male human put in, his grouchiness having receded a few levels. “’Course, we did also steal a few million credits worth of parts from them a couple weeks ago…”

	The Kreen snickered before her expression returned to business. “Some pretty impressively bad timing on your part.”

	“We get that a lot,” Dorian muttered. 

	“I’ll bet you do.” The woman paused again, eyes shifting between them. “But I suppose you’re here, so the question remains—who the fuck are you and who told you how to contact us?”

	The question was obviously as much a test as a genuine inquiry. But Kaya wasn’t particularly interested in playing games. 

	“We were looking to meet up with Beywan Ursk,” she said. “Assuming he actually exists.”

	The male’s cheek twitched. “Ursk is dead. The Vecs caught up to him three weeks ago.”

	So much for Samir’s theory that the name was just a false identity.

	“He is the reason we’re here, though,” the Kreen added. “And the reason we knew this base was compromised. We needed to tie up loose ends before we pulled out of here for good. If you’d showed up tomorrow, you might have missed us entirely.”

	“Then I guess it’s a good thing we’re punctual, isn’t it?” Kaya said, still feeling unsettled about this whole thing. Even they couldn’t have been unlucky enough to stumble into an ambush from a completely unrelated third party, could they?

	“Well, we had the right code and we’re obviously psychics,” Dorian put in. “I hope that’s enough to at least hear us out.”

	The Kreen and the human man shared a wary glance. “I suppose so,” she said eventually. “But we need to get out of here. This place will be crawling with police drones at any minute, and the Spiders probably won’t be far behind.”

	Nodding, Dorian slid his pistol back into its holster and stood. “The name’s Dorian, by the way. This is Kaya and Mysha.”

	“You can call me Martyr,” the woman replied. “The meathead next to me is Morningstar.”

	Kaya grunted as she rolled to her feet. “Do you all get cute little nicknames?”

	“If we earn it,” Martyr replied, her eyes narrowing. “But speaking of cute nicknames, I’ve never heard of a V’rath named Kaya.”

	“You still haven’t.”

	Focusing on her powers again, Kaya slowly morphed her body back into its regular human form. Her thick carapace molted back into supple flesh, and her vision and other senses returned to normal. Her jacket and most of her clothing was completely trashed, unfortunately, and she hadn’t bothered wearing one of her adaptive under suits. Dorian threw his own jacket over her as their new potential allies gasped, though Kaya had a feeling that their surprise had nothing to do with her nakedness. 

	And everything to do with her face. 

	“By the Seraph!” Morningstar gasped. “What the fuck…?”

	“You know what they say, the galaxy’s smaller than you think,” Kaya replied dryly, half tempted to make her hair blond and her eyes green just to fuck with them even more. “Now, let’s get somewhere safe so you can tell me all about your friend Selorah Trell.”

	 

	 

	
7 
Connections

	 

	Convincing their new allies to move without explaining why Kaya looked exactly like one of their top operatives was not an easy task. It took a fair amount of impatient scolding on her part—and then the distant wailing of police sirens—to finally get them to retreat into the hatch and lock it behind them. The tunnel on the other side was wide and spacious but bore the marks of extreme age, which suggested to Dorian that this little mechanic shop had probably been a front for many different groups over the decades.

	The realization was more than a little concerning under the circumstances. The older the tunnel, the more likely that the local authorities would know about it. But the Union had obviously planned ahead: Morningstar toggled on several invisible trip lasers behind them, each linked to a micro-explosive in the adjacent wall. Even if their pursuers had scanners capable of detecting the traps, disarming them would still take time. 

	Ten minutes and several sharp turns later, they climbed a set of stairs and emerged inside a completely different building that looked like it had been condemned. Martyr flicked on a wrist-light, illuminating the bare interior of an abandoned residential structure with busted floor tiles, collapsed internal walls, and carbon scoring like someone had chucked a few grenades inside the window and then run away. 

	After ascending another set of stairs and passing through a dank hallway that had seen better days, they finally entered a relatively clean, rectangular room that looked more like a normal, time-worn building rather than a set piece from a wartime docu-drama. From the empty shelves and the scuffs on the gray tile floors, Dorian guessed that the Union had probably stored some cargo in here—cargo that had recently been moved. 

	“All right, we can hole up here until one of the booby-traps goes off,” Martyr said, switching on a battery-powered lantern on the wall. Unsurprisingly, adding more light didn’t improve the ambience in the least. “I’d like some answers.”

	“Wouldn’t we all,” Kaya muttered, eyes flicking around as she pulled Dorian’s jacket more tightly around her otherwise naked body. He could only assume that she had somehow adapted her lungs to the toxic air without the need of a respirator. If he had to guess, the fact that she was now running around barefoot was probably the most annoying side effect of her V’rath transformation. Distantly, he wondered how many outfits she had destroyed over the years.

	“Don’t mind her,” Mysha said. “We’re excited to finally meet someone from the Union.”

	“I’d say we get that a lot, but the opposite is true most of the time these days,” Martyr said with a weary sigh. “Personally, I’ll be ecstatic when we pack up all our operations in this region and get the fuck out of here.”

	“We were hoping we could go with you,” Dorian ventured. 

	“I’ll bet you were,” the Kreen replied dryly, her cat-like yellow eyes fixing back on Kaya. “Especially with that very familiar face of yours.”

	It was clear that she and her partner expected an explanation before they went any further. It was just as clear that Kaya had no intention of giving them one—or at least, not the lengthy one they wanted. 

	“It will take too long to explain everything,” Kaya said. “But the short version is that I’m a clone of your boss—and there are a lot more like me.”

	Dorian couldn’t conceive of a situation where anyone could drop a bombshell like that and receive anything besides a blank stare, disbelieving laughter, or at the very least a skeptical frown. Martyr went through all three reactions. Morningstar just stared.

	“Right…” she muttered. “Because that’s not the craziest fucking thing I’ve ever heard.”

	“Oh, it gets better,” Kaya said. “Once the Widow has trained enough of these Shadows—and once they’ve mastered all the core psionic disciplines—they’re going to rip apart the Convectorate from the inside and rebuild a new Dominion in its place.”

	“There’s a lot more to it,” Mysha put in much more diplomatically. “But we all have powers, and we’re all being chased. We need your help—and we want to help you in return.”

	Dorian couldn’t help but notice that her voice had taken on the calm, soothing tones he had witnessed on the Last Stand—which he still didn’t fully understand. She must have been sensing their emotions and responding in a way she thought would best get through to them. At least, he hoped so. It had worked pretty well with his father, all things considered…

	Martyr sighed and planted a hand on her hip. “Let’s assume for a minute we take you at your word. What exactly were you expecting to happen here?”

	“Like Mysha said, we were hoping we could help each other out,” Dorian explained. “But first, we really want to speak with Spider Zero.”

	The Kreen’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You thought Selorah would be here?”

	“No, but we thought that our contact would be able to help us find her.” He hesitated and gestured to Kaya. “Once we learned the truth about her origin, we started doing some investigating. We actually found footage of you and Spider Zero and some others raiding the underwater base on Ziphrades. But by the time we arrived, you were already gone.”

	“How in the…?” Martyr shook her head. “That was weeks ago.”

	“Which means you’ve already had time to review the data you stole,” Kaya pointed out. “And is why this little fake surprised act of yours is already wearing thin. You already know about the Shadows of the Seraph—you’re just trying to decide whose side I’m on.”

	Dorian felt both his eyebrows rise half a centimeter. Thinking about it, she made a good point—that facility on Ziphrades had been filled with cloning tanks, and even if the Union hadn’t known about the clones of Selorah Tell then, they surely did by now. It was obvious in retrospect, and he kicked himself for not realizing it sooner. 

	As if I needed another reminder that Kaya knows what she’s doing. 

	“It’s a legitimate concern, you have to admit,” Martyr said, the corner of her mouth rising slightly. Maybe even approvingly? “The Spiders are getting pretty clever with their gambits these days.”

	“Fair,” Kaya admitted. “But if we were working for the Widow, why would we bother with all this nonsense when we could just bring you in?”

	“Maybe you realized you can’t take us alone,” Morningstar said darkly, crossing his brawny arms. “Maybe you’re just hoping we’ll lead you back to our base.”

	Martyr put a warning hand on one of his enormous biceps. “Look, as much as I’m sure we’d all love to sit here working through the paranoia phase of this relationship, there isn’t time. We need to get back into orbit before the Musheen decide to close the descension tubes and trap us down here while they sort things out. So how about a compromise?”

	“We’re listening,” Kaya said. 

	Martyr and Morningstar shared a quick glance, and it was immediately apparent that the big man didn’t like what she was about to propose. Thankfully, it was equally apparent that she was the one in charge here.

	“Let’s meet up in a place where we can actually sit down and have a real conversation,” Martyr said. “We don’t have a central base of operations or anything like that, but there is a safe port where we do business.” 

	“Perfect,” Kaya said. “Where is it?”

	“I’ll put the coordinates in your holopad.”

	Martyr took Dorian’s pad and punched in the numbers. They didn’t mean anything to him at a glance, but the navigation app called up the closest system.

	“The Vaballa System,” he murmured. “Never heard of it.”

	“That’s the idea,” Martyr replied. “There are no jump corridors or trade routes anywhere nearby, just a ship that roams the edge of the system. You need updated coordinates to have any chance of finding it.”

	“Clever,” Mysha said with an approving nod. “What kind of ship are we looking for?”

	“The big kind. Ever heard of the Pride of Nissek?”

	Dorian blinked, the name immediately stirring a memory from one of the many Holosphere information holes he’d fallen down as a teenager. “The former Convectorate flagship?”

	“That’s the one.”

	He glanced at the girls and saw his confusion mirrored in their faces. That ship had allegedly been destroyed near the start of the Dominion Civil War about a decade ago. 

	“Meet us there in three days,” Martyr said. “And make sure you aren’t followed.”

	Kaya nodded. “We’ve played the game before. Just make sure you get us a meeting with your boss.”

	The Kreen smiled wryly. “Selorah isn’t the boss. Though she does have a tendency to act like it sometimes…”

	Kaya frowned. “If she’s not in charge, who is?”

	“That’s a secret I’ll have to keep a bit longer. Three days—we’ll see you there.”

	“Thank you,” Mysha said. “You won’t regret this.”

	Morningstar grunted, his arms still crossed. “I suppose we’ll find out soon enough.” 

	 

	***

	 

	Their trip back to the Prowler was uneventful, though between the sirens and the increased traffic, it was clear that this whole section of Old Talhajiir was about to be swarmed with police and possibly even military forces soon. Dorian had been worried that the Musheen might have already locked down the descension tubes—it wasn’t as if there was any other way up to the surface—but apparently the authorities were content to blame the locals for the chaos rather than travelers. Mysha had them airborne within a minute, and soon after, they were flying back into one of the creepy, organic-looking tubes. 

	“If the Spiders are planning to make a move for us, this would definitely be the best time,” Kaya said as she pulled on a new shirt and stared out the canopy. She’d had Dorian fetch it for her, not leaving the cockpit. “The port authority could seal both ends and completely trap us inside this thing.”

	“Along with dozens of other ships,” Mysha said, pointing at the tac-holo. “It would be a huge traffic disruption.”

	“For some reason, I doubt the Widow is concerned about upsetting a few travelers,” Kaya replied dryly. She took a deep breath, amber eyes having narrowed slightly, then shook her head. “But even we aren’t unlucky enough to stumble into two ambushes in one day, right?”

	Neither of the others answered the question, and neither seemed to find it particularly amusing, either. The three of them waited silently as they passed through the tube, hearts pounding in anticipation of the eventual security lockdown that would throw them into yet another life-and-death chase. 

	But Kaya’s challenge to the universe went unanswered, and they emerged into the evening sky on the other side of the Kraken’s Maw without incident. Mysha accelerated along their predefined vector, pushing just enough past the official speed limits to annoy a few automated beacons but not enough to get a personal call from a starport controller. 

	And then, finally, they were back in space blasting away from Mushiri and the insane flow of traffic surrounding it. 

	“Almost five hundred light-years away,” Kaya commented as she called up the coordinates on the navigation console. “Her three-day timetable is going to be cutting it close.”

	“We can make it,” Mysha said, opening the throttle to put more distance between them and the planet. “Even if we have to push the hyperdrive a bit near the end.”

	Dorian nodded and gazed out the canopy. Another planet, another brush with death. One of these days, something truly terrible was bound to happen. He found himself hoping that it would happen to him and not one of the girls…

	Burying the thought, acknowledging that he was probably just more fatigued than he realized, he watched in silence as Mysha took them far enough away from the planet to where they could safely jump. And once they finally entered the relative safety of the hyperspace corridor, he let out a long, slow breath as he placed a hand on Mysha’s shoulder. 

	“With the stealth systems engaged, we’re pretty difficulty to detect,” Kaya said. “But I still think we should change course a few times just in case. If we head to Picon Saiona, then veer over to Bonnar Prime, it should throw off any potential pursuit.”

	“And add at least seven hours to the trip,” Mysha countered. “We’ll have to push the drive the whole second leg.”

	“I know, but I still think it’s worth it, just in case. We won’t make much of a first impression if we lead a CDF fleet right to their doorstep.”

	Nodding reluctantly, Mysha made the proper course adjustments. Dorian had never personally needed to be that clever before, given that he and his father hadn’t been important enough for anyone to chase, but he understood the basic principle. With the Prowler’s reduced sensor profile, most other vessels wouldn’t notice the ship until it was almost visible with the naked eye. But more powerful sensors could theoretically detect their jump trail from farther out even if they didn’t notice the ship itself. Passing through a couple extra systems—especially ones with nebulae or other sensor-disrupting stellar phenomena—would make it that much harder to figure out where they were going. 

	Unless, of course, a pursuer was shadowing their movements from close range. But the sensors showed no indication that anyone was nearby, and if the Widow or the Vecs had a cloaked ship capable of such a feat, it probably would have tracked them down and blown them to pieces by now. 

	“Well, I think I’m going to grab a quick meal and lie down for a while,” Dorian said. “Seems like we’re about to have plenty of downtime.”

	“I need to make some adjustments to the hyperdrive if we’re going to push it later,” Mysha said. “And probably jury-rig something so the Trydatic core doesn’t blow up.”

	Kaya arched an eyebrow. “You’re joking, right?”

	“We’ll find out soon enough.”

	“Oh. Great.” Kaya glanced back over her shoulder to Dorian. “You can use my bed if you want. Getting shot in the shell a few dozen times gave me a second wind.”

	“I’m still not sure I’ll ever get used to that,” he said quietly.

	“Me turning into a V’rath?”

	“You turning into anything.”

	Kaya snorted softly. “At least it means I’ll never get boring.”

	Dorian stuck around for another minute or so to make certain they were really in the clear, then made his way to the lounge to grab a protein bar. After washing it down with some hot tea, he headed into Kaya’s quarters, went through his usual bedtime routine, and then slid beneath the sheets of her bed to try and get some sleep. 

	He shouldn’t have been surprised that it took a while for his mind to settle, given that they’d been getting shot at less than an hour ago. But his thoughts were mostly focused on their quick but eventful conversation with Martyr rather than the battle. After all this time and effort, they were finally going to have a chance to join—or least learn more about—the Seraphim Union. 

	And his father, the man he’d run away from to join the Union in the first place, was the one who had made it all happen. 

	It was a mindfuck, to be sure, and thinking about his father inevitably made him think about Ghost. One day, he hoped, he would figure out a way to make things right with his creation. 

	Dorian slept deeply when his mind finally settled. So deeply, in fact, that it took a truly staggering amount of time for Kaya to wake him up. 

	Particularly because she did so by taking his cock into her mouth. 

	“Ooh!” he groaned as his eyes fluttered open and his hand instinctively reached down to see what in the hell was going on. He was greeting by the sight of her blue hair bobbing up and down as she throated him for all she was worth.

	Kaya popped up for air a moment later, her bare feet crossed and swaying innocently above her toned ass. She was, he quickly noticed, completely naked. 

	“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” she said coyly as she dragged her tongue over his swollen crown. “Though you have to admit, it’s better than waking up to an alarm.”

	“Much better,” Dorian agreed, leaning over to check the time. According to the chrono on her nightstand, he had only been out for six hours. Perhaps she had just wanted to reclaim her bed…

	Grinning, Kaya parted her lips and swallowed him again, taking every millimeter of his manhood down her throat. 

	He gasped, intense pleasure racing through him as the world narrowed to the wet, warm squeeze upon his shaft. She held him deep for what seemed like a whole minute, her soft gurgling the only sound in the room, before she abruptly pulled back and came up for air again. She panted breathlessly for a moment, her smile downright devilish as she left his cock begging for more. 

	“Meesh and I decided that you’ve rested long enough,” Kaya said. “It’s time to earn your keep.”

	Dorian grunted as he scooted back a few centimeters to prop himself up on his elbows. “Is that so?”

	“Absolutely. Remember, we only brought you on board so you could entertain us.”

	“Right,” he muttered, trying to ignore the urge to grab hold of her, throw her down on the sheets, and fuck that smug grin right off her face. “Do you have any specific ideas?”

	“As a matter of fact, I do,” she said, leaning down and opening her mouth as if to swallow him again. But the instant he felt her breath on his aching stem, she stopped and leaned back up. “Get up.”

	Dorian blinked. “What?”

	“Get up!” she repeated as she slid off the bed. “We’re going to play a little game.”

	He groaned, even more tempted to reach out and pull her back down. If she were dressed, he might have been able to get a magnokinetic hold on her belt and yank her over to him. But since she was stark naked…

	“What kind of game?” he said, swinging his legs off the bed. 

	“Multiple games, really. The first one is called ‘find the Velothi.’ Take too long and you’ll have to put out your own fire.” Her impish grinned widened as she eyed his wet, throbbing member, clearly amused by her handiwork. “But if you find her quickly, you get to move on to the next round.”

	“Which is?”

	“Something you’ll appreciate, I promise,” Kaya assured him. “Come on!”

	She took his hand and led him out of her room and into the hall. For a heartbeat, Dorian was oddly self-conscious about the fact he was stumbling around a starship buck naked and hard as a rock. But it wasn’t as though they were on a public freighter, and he quickly got over it. 

	Getting over his raging arousal was much more challenging. 

	Kaya dragged him through the kitchen to Mysha’s quarters. His cock only got harder imagining what might be waiting for him, but when the door whooshed open, her room appeared empty. 

	“The chrono is counting,” Kaya teased.

	Dorian stepped deeper into the room, smiling despite the frustration in his loins. Mysha must have mentioned their little game in the infirmary a while back, and Kaya had naturally decided to run wild with the premise. He was more than willing to humor her if he got to unwrap the prize he was expecting at the end. 

	Reaching out with his senses, he mentally mapped out all the metal in the room. The deck beneath them, the walls around them, the desk off to his left, the bedframe and nightstand…

	There were other much smaller bits scattered throughout: belt buckles, jewelry, and small pieces of equipment like her holopad. But he couldn’t sense anything that would indicate where she was hiding. 

	“Time’s almost up,” Kaya said, shuffling behind him and sliding her arms around his chest. “Better hurry or we’ll lock you out and spend the next sixty hours having fun without you.”

	Gritting his teeth, keenly aware of how her hand had already drifted down past his stomach to tease the tiny hairs above his still-throbbing cock, Dorian continued his mental scan. He wouldn’t put it past Kaya to be trolling him—Mysha could be in the cockpit totally unaware that any of this was going on. But when he expanded his search, he couldn’t sense her there or in the maintenance shafts or anywhere else on the ship. 

	“The things I plan to do with her tight little body,” Kaya said, stretching up on the tips of her toes so she could whisper into his ear. “Maybe I’ll be nice and set up a camera so you can watch. You know, so I can show you how to fuck a girl properly…”

	Dorian groaned when her fingers reached his cock and slowly curled around the shaft. She was clearly set on making this as difficult for him as possible.

	But he forced himself to concentrate, refining his scan to search for even the smallest hint of out-of-place metal…

	And he finally found it. There, slowly waving back and forth a few centimeters off the deck right in front of him, was a tiny band of silver—probably one of the decorative rings she occasionally wore around her tail. Near it were two other thin bands of gold, possibly bracelets or anklets, that were also almost touching the floor in front of him. He couldn’t sense her exact location, but if one was on her tail and the other two were on her ankles…

	It meant she was on her knees directly in front of him, her mouth mere centimeters from his throbbing cock.

	Grinning in anticipation, he thrust his hips forward to see what would happen…and sure enough, Mysha’s invisible lips tongue and lips greeted his cock. Dorian gasped, then groaned as the moist warmth of her mouth licked the tip, then promptly enveloped the shaft.

	“That’s not where you’re supposed to be!” Kaya admonished, stepping back and planting her hands on her hips. “I thought you were in the closet!”

	As disconcerting as it was to watch his manhood vanish into thin air, the sensation was so incredible that Dorian quickly got over it. Mysha gurgled softly as she began to take him down her throat, and for a fraction of a second, he swore he could see the outline of her body like a heat mirage…

	“I told you to be patient!” Kaya scolded as she reached out, took hold of Mysha’s invisible horns, and pulled her back. “You have to make him work for it!”

	He heard her mouth pop when her lips slipped free of his cock, followed by the soft smacking of her tongue running across her lips. “Right. Sorry!”

	Kaya tutted with her tongue and shook her head. “Now you got him all worked up for nothing. Very disappointing…”

	Dorian grunted in frustration, wondering how much of this Kaya had scripted. Probably all of it, knowing her. He was even hotter now than he had been before. His cock glistened with Mysha’s saliva, and he very nearly reached out to grab her horns and jam himself back down her throat. It wasn’t as though she would mind…

	“Get on the bed,” Kaya said, releasing her horns. “Let’s do this right.”

	There was a rustle of movement in front of him, followed by a subtle rumpling of the blue, satiny sheets of her bed. He could tell Mysha was lying on her back, and he could sense her ankles hovering in the air as she spread her legs wide. 

	Sweet, merciful Seraph…

	“All right, time to get this tram back on schedule,” Kaya said, sidling up next to him and dragging her fingertips across his chest. “The next part of the game is a bit more complicated. You found the Velothi, but you need to convince her to come out of hiding.”

	Dorian raised an eyebrow. “Huh?”

	She gently booped him on the nose with a finger. “Use your imagination. You are supposed to be a genius, right?”

	He would have dared any man to think straight with Mysha’s naked body prone and waiting just half a meter away. 

	“You need to break her concentration,” Kaya said with an exaggerated sigh. “That give you any ideas?”

	Eyes lighting up, Dorian stepped toward the bed. He could feel Mysha waiting silently and breathlessly to see what he might do, her tail swishing gently beyond the edge of the bed. Having just watched his cock disappear into her mouth, he was very tempted to see what would happen if it disappeared into her ass. With all the erogenous zones in her bowels, there was no way she would be able to concentrate hard enough to keep herself cloaked for more than a few deep thrusts. 

	Both of the girls were clearly quite satisfied with how hot they had gotten him. He could imagine them giggling in the lounge while they came up with this idea. They probably expected him to dive right in and start fucking any hole he could find, invisible or otherwise.

	But Dorian had a better idea. Stretching out his hands, he searched the air until he found her smooth calves. They were as widely spread apart as he’d hoped, though rather than climb up to mount her, he traced his fingers up to her knees and down her inner thighs until they met at her bald, puffy, and very wet labia. 

	When a surprised whimper escaped her lips, he thought she might decloak right there. But she was clearly trying to extend this little game as long as possible, and he was more than willing to humor her. He bent down, wetting his lips with his tongue in anticipation as his mouth approached—and then met—her sweet alien cunt. 

	He had never doubted that she would taste like a dream. If anything, she was even sweeter than he imagined. 

	Dorian’s tongue probed her slick blue folds, tracing in a loose circle before flicking across her clit. Mysha quivered and moaned, the outline of her body briefly shimmering like a heat mirage again as she nearly lost her focus. He continued his quest to disrupt it, sliding a finger deep inside her while his tongue explored this strange, wonderful new world. 

	“Well, shit,” Kaya breathed heavily, her hand scraping down his back. “I think you earned yourself a bonus.”

	Dorian wasn’t sure what she meant until he felt her maneuver around him and sink to the floor. She wedged herself into the narrow gap between his hunched-over body and the edge of the bed until her head was at cock-level. And then, with her hands grabbing a firm hold of his thighs, she took his cock back into her mouth.

	“Nnn…” he moaned uncontrollably, the tip of his tongue temporarily freezing on Mysha’s clit. Kaya tapped his buttocks with her fingers, impatient for him to give her what she wanted, and Dorian didn’t hold back. He began thrusting, effectively fucking Kaya’s mouth while his own feasted on Mysha’s sex. 

	And it was incredible. As difficult as it was to ignore the clutching friction of Kaya’s throat and the delighted sound of her gurgles, Mysha’s sweet juices were nearly as arousing. Her taut, warm walls fluttered as he explored her deeper, curling his finger occasionally in a firm stroke of her sensitive flesh. His tongue alternated between delving into her entrance and continuing its noble quest, encircling her clit while he pushed a second finger inside. 

	“Oh!” Mysha cried out, finally losing control. Her blue body appeared all at once, as naked and glorious as ever. Her thighs clamped around his head so hard he could barely breathe, and her tail squeezed around his forearm like a tourniquet. Her blue eyes had completely rolled back into her head. 

	Her shifting legs had forced his lips down to cover her labia, and as her walls convulsed madly around his buried fingers, a fresh explosion of her juices burst into his mouth. He drank her essence eagerly, savoring her taste. 

	Even if his cock hadn’t been buried in Kaya’s throat, he knew he would have been hard as thorotine. And since he was buried in her throat…

	“Ngnn!” he cried out as he burst along with her, his voice muffled by Mysha’s quim. He pumped one thick, smoldering load after another into Kaya’s waiting mouth, and from the sound of her elated coos, he wouldn’t have been surprised if she had gotten off, too. 

	Mysha came down only moments before he did, her thighs finally relaxing their vise-grip on his head. She craned her neck to look up at him, face bright with contentment—but also unmistakable, ravenous, unquenched desire. 

	Dorian felt Kaya’s mouth abruptly leave his cock, though surprisingly he didn’t hear her gasping for air—or making any other sound at all. But his focus was firmly elsewhere. Once she had shuffled out from beneath him, he crawled up onto the bed between Mysha’s splayed legs, gently licking his way up her flat stomach and across her heaving breasts and dark nipples. But somehow, Kaya beat him to her face. As he reached her chin, she was suddenly there on the bed next to him, her head diving toward Mysha’s. And just before they kissed, Kaya parted her lips…

	And passed the thick, viscous load he had pumped into her mouth from her tongue to Mysha’s. 

	It was, Dorian instantly decided, one of the hottest things he had ever witnessed, especially up close. They shared his cum as if it were a priceless nectar, passing it back and forth over their lips and tongues before finally swallowing. Suddenly, it didn’t matter that Kaya had just drained him—he was hard and raring to go a second time. 

	“You did half the work,” Kaya whispered. “Seems only fair you get half the reward.”

	Mysha smiled as she kissed back. Their mouths stayed locked for at least a minute, tongues probing each other deeply behind their cheeks, before they eventually separated and turned to look at Dorian as if they just remembered their genetically engineered boy toy was still there. 

	“One load down,” Kaya breathed. “A long way from finding out how many he’s got in the tank. You want the next one all to yourself?”

	“Yes,” Mysha replied without hesitation. Her eyes shifted to Dorian, beckoning him forward, and he happily obeyed. 

	Finishing his climb up her body, he kissed her breasts one last time before kissing his way up her collarbone, across her cranial tendrils, and up to her mouth. His cock, every bit as hard as it had been a minute ago, was now just millimeters from her nether entrance and the glorious clenching squeeze within. 

	“You found the Velothi, you got her out of hiding…seems like the next step is pretty obvious,” Kaya said. She shuffled further down the bed, her hand reaching between their bodies to help guide him to his destination—

	When Mysha’s hand unexpectedly flashed up and snatched her wrist. Kaya paused, confused. Dorian didn’t know what the Velothi was planning, either…at least, not until her tail curled around his stem.

	And guided it toward her cunt instead. 

	“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Kaya protested. “What do you think you’re doing?”

	“What I’ve wanted to do for a long time,” Mysha replied in a breathless whisper, her glowing eyes still locked on Dorian. 

	Kaya shook her head. “Please tell me this isn’t just because he made you cum.”

	“It isn’t. You know that.”

	Her tail pulled him close enough that the swollen crown nudged between her silky labia and slipped just inside her quim. Dorian had never wanted to take control of a situation more in his life. He wanted to slam right into her, to fuck her until she could hardly breathe…

	But this went way beyond lust. It went way beyond anything he had ever imagined. The alien girl beneath him—the one he had fallen in love with so hard it barely felt real—was asking him to bond with her. 

	Forever. 

	Kaya leaned down again and brought her face back to Mysha’s. Her hand brushed the other woman’s blue cheek, then feathered through her white hair. “Are you absolutely sure about this, honey?”

	“We talked about it,” Mysha breathed. “Many times.”

	“I know. But now…now it’s real.” Kaya swallowed heavily, her expression grave yet hopeful. “I just need you to be sure.”

	“I’m sure,” Mysha said. “I want to belong to him—just like I belong to you.”

	They kissed again, lovingly and longingly, before slowly pulling away and looking deep into each other’s eyes. And then, with a small nod, Kaya shifted her gaze up to him. 

	“Then you need to promise me something right now,” she said. “Promise me that you love her.”

	“I love her,” Dorian said, and meant it more than anything. 

	“Promise me that you’re never going to hurt her.”

	“I promise.”

	Kaya slowly leaned up and brought her mouth to his. “Promise me that if the time ever comes when you have to choose between saving her and saving me, you will save her.”

	“Kaya!” Mysha gasped.

	“She’s all that matters,” Kaya said, reaching into his dark hair to pull their foreheads together. “Promise me!”

	Dorian stared into her blazing amber eyes. He knew what this moment meant to her—what it meant to both of them. This was a responsibility. An obligation. 

	An unbreakable, lifelong union.

	“I promise,” he said. 

	Kaya held his eyes for another long moment before she finally brought their mouths together. Her hand slid between them, joining Mysha’s tail around his cock. And as they kissed, Kaya guided him into his destiny. 

	Their destiny.

	“Ooh!” Mysha breathed as his manhood slid inside her. Her thighs pinched his waist, and her ankles curled behind his back as she pulled him in deeper. He felt her taut inner muscles pulsing, gripping as they enveloped him. Kaya’s hand withdrew to let the last of him slide inside her stretched entrance. 

	If he hadn’t already spilled once, Dorian would have lost control within seconds. Her bowels were like paradise, but her sex was beyond description. Tight. Wet. Warm. 

	But most of all, inviting. As if it was where he had always belonged.

	“Come on,” Kaya breathed, swiveling around until she was directly behind him. Her arms wrapped around his chest, and he felt her soft breasts and stiff nipples press into his back. “Take her like she’s already yours.”

	Dorian thrust into her, his eyes lost in her luminescent orbs. Mysha’s hands sought out and found Kaya’s, locking together as he began to thrust harder. And her tail…her tail spun around his wrist where it was pressed into the bed and squeezed reassuringly.

	Claim me, Dorian, her voice said into his mind. Make me yours forever!

	He let himself go, slamming into her as hard as he could, his thighs slapping against hers while Kaya clawed at his chest and nibbled at his earlobe. Kaya’s body moved in perfect sync with him, her hips molded to his own as if knowing his instincts as well as he did. An explosion gathered within him, unlike anything he had ever felt before…

	“Oh, stars!” he gasped, veering straight for the edge…

	And then beyond. 

	Dorian slammed into Mysha a final time, hilting himself as he released deep inside her alien cunt and the womb beyond. Her mouth opened in a soundless wail as her body tightened around him, rippling spasms drawing each spurt as far as possible. He spilled again and again and again…

	“Vwen losi,” Mysha gasped when the tremors finally stopped. 

	Dorian brought his lips down to hers, their breaths heavy and intermingled. Her tendrils lifted to touch his chin, and the smile she gave him was so warm, so content, it nearly made his heart overflow. 

	Her hands were still interlocked with Kaya’s, but her legs were still squeezed around his waist as if she didn’t want him to let go. 

	He never would. 
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	Ten. 

	The answer to Kaya’s longstanding question about Dorian’s genetically engineered stamina was even more absurd than she could have imagined. She and Mysha made him spill ten times before his tank finally ran dry, and even after that, he only required half a day before he was fully recharged. Kaya had wanted to test his limits again, to see if it was even physically possible to tap him out two days in a row, but obnoxiously, her body was the one to give out. And Mysha wasn’t far behind. 

	Still, with the better part of three days to themselves, they had plenty of hours—and holes—left to fill. Mysha might have been the main focus at the start, but it hadn’t been long before Kaya was the one screaming as she was railed hard, often while in Mysha’s arms or eating out her cunt. For maximum efficiency, they barely spent any time dressed at all. Even when one of them foolishly threw something on out of habit, it didn’t stay put for long. 

	And with the Imprinting floodgates open, Mysha seemed downright determined to have Dorian fuck her in every part of the ship. The lounge after lunch, the engine room while she worked on the hyperdrive, even in the damn cockpit. She was lucky that Kaya was more than happy to watch and clean up the mess wherever Dorian left it. 

	If she hadn’t been able to regenerate, she would have seriously doubted her ability to walk by the time they approached their destination. As it was, she had to use her healing power on both of the others more than once. She was starting to believe Mysha when she claimed that the Seraph had given them these powers for a reason. 

	They finally started to prepare themselves for the rendezvous a few hours before they arrived, if only because they were pushing the hyperdrive to its limit. Dorian had to use his powers to make a few quick fixes, and Mysha had to jury-rig some new power relays to keep the lights on.

	Then they all fucked one last time on the workbench, and after a hasty cleanup, they finally arrived. 

	“Approaching the edge of the Vaballa System,” Mysha reported, her hair still rumpled and her white vest still unzipped. “Dropping to sublight…now.”

	Kaya’s eyes were glued to the tac-holo display when the hyperspace corridor melted into starlines and then into tiny, unmoving pinpricks of light. Unlike back at Mushiri, the Prowler’s sensors weren’t immediately overwhelmed with pings from thousands of individual ship transponders. They were out beyond the heliopause, far enough away from the Vaballa star that the planets weren’t even showing up on the display. 

	But that didn’t mean they were alone. A quarter of a million kilometers away, visible only via the sensors and the magnification of the canopy, were about a dozen small vessels and one very large one. 

	A Convectorate battleship. 

	“The Pride of Nissek,” Dorian whistled, reaching down to the tac-holo and zooming in the projection. “Unbelievable. It really wasn’t destroyed.”

	“I wonder if it can still shoot,” Mysha mused. 

	“Here’s hoping we don’t need to find out.”

	While the Pirilex-class battleship wasn’t technically the largest vessel in the Convectorate fleet, it was certainly the most recognizable. Six hundred meters long, two hundred meters wide, the flared shape of its forward section looked like someone had welded a trio of riot shields onto the bow of a starship. The sensor and weapon blisters along the dorsal hull were decidedly similar to Tarreen spinal ridges. The aft quarter was flatter but with an upward curve at the stern, almost like the webbing of a reptilian foot. 

	Combined with the customary reddish hull paint and scale-like ablative armor, the entire ship was practically an artist’s interpretation of various Baalir body parts glommed together. Kaya might have found it funny if not for the imposing bulges of the ten heavy plasma cannons that could pound smaller ships into dust, or the dozens of point-defense turrets that could easily shoot down incoming warheads and pesky starfighters alike. There was a good reason that Pirilex battleships had been the mainstays of the Convectorate fleet for three decades.

	Whoever owned the ship now had apparently decided to soften the overall aesthetic by repainting the hull to a slightly more friendly shade of green. Though to Kaya’s sensibilities, it didn’t really help. It just made the thing look more like the foot of Marid than a Baalir. 

	“I never imagined I would willingly be boarding a Convectorate battleship,” Mysha muttered. 

	“Well, a week ago you probably never imagined you’d get spit-roasted by two humans, either,” Kaya said snidely. “It’s been an interesting week.”

	She could feel the Velothi’s sour look without turning, but her own attention remained focused on the battleship. If the Union didn’t run this place, she desperately wanted to know who did. It really was an impressive little display of ingenuity, not to mention an amusing war trophy. Like a Krosian warlord hollowing out the skull of an enemy, but without all the blood, gore, and bacterial infections. 

	The tac-holo beeped. She glanced down to see two small starfighters on an intercept course appear on the display. Their sleek yet sturdy design was instantly familiar even though Kaya had never actually seen one in person. 

	“Valkyries,” Mysha said, unable to stop herself from smiling. “Actual Dominion Valkyries right here in the heart of Convectorate space…”

	“Now let’s hope they don’t start shooting at us,” Kaya muttered, a nervous flutter rising in her stomach. She had hoped that a few days of rest, relaxation, and almost non-stop fucking would take the edge off her paranoia, but they were probably going to have to land on at least two safe ports in a row before she even considered letting her guard down. She couldn’t imagine why the Union would attack them, but she had read enough about the power output of Valkyrie psi-cannons to know they could rip through the Prowler’s shields as easily as a laser scalpel through flesh. 

	“They’re hailing us,” Mysha announced, leaning over to touch the com display. “Putting it through.”

	“Well, looks like you made it after all,” Martyr’s smooth, husky Kreen voice came over the com. “And you made sure you weren’t followed?”

	“We took precautions,” Dorian confirmed, leaning forward between the seats. “Pretty impressive base you have here. Definitely not what I expected.”

	“I told you, we don’t have a base of operations. But we’ve done the Kali who run his place enough favors that they’re pretty friendly, and they aren’t the type to balk at the sight of a little psi-tech. I doubt we’ll stick around here for long, but this seemed like the best place to have ourselves a little meeting.”

	Kaya turned to Dorian, and she could tell that he was having the same thought. The Kali—it made perfect sense. According to the official story, the Nissek had been destroyed while defending Kali rebels from human supremacists, but there had always been inconsistencies that didn’t make sense. The serpentine aliens had as much reason to loathe humans and the Dominion as anyone, but they had never willingly joined the Convectorate. Like so many other planets in the Mid Rim after the Dominion’s withdrawal, Kalifax had become a Tarreen vassal whether the natives wanted to or not. 

	“Is your mysterious leader waiting for us?” Kaya asked. 

	“No,” Martyr replied, a hint of amusement in her voice. “But our friends are on the way and should be here soon. In the meantime, just stick close and follow me in. We’ll put down in dorsal hangar.”

	“Dorsal hangar?” Dorian repeated. “Pirilex battleships don’t have a dorsal hangar.”

	“This one does…now. Come on. I’ll tell you more once we’re inside.”

	Her fighter streaked past them, then slowly but gracefully looped around until it was stationed a hundred meters off their starboard wing, the small craft like a watchful predator visible outside the canopy. Even after matching the Valkyrie’s speed and course, Mysha couldn’t take her eyes off the sleek, deadly-looking fighter. 

	“I’ve wanted to fly one of those from the first moment I realized I had the gift,” Mysha said, seemingly as much to herself as either of her companions. “I used to daydream about what it would be like to have your mind bonded with a ship. The coordination, the power…and imagine how it must feel!”

	“Here we go,” Kaya murmured. “She’s getting wet just thinking about it.”

	“Don’t be a bitch,” the Velothi snarled with uncharacteristic intensity. “You know how much this means to me.”

	Kaya flinched. Teasing Meesh was one thing, but she never intended to take it too far. But the nervous flutter in her stomach seemed to be getting worse, and it was obviously putting her on edge. 

	“Look, honey, I just don’t want you to get your hopes up, that’s all,” she said. “We still barely know anything about these people.”

	“We know that the Wings of the Seraph are real,” Mysha said. “So all the stories we’ve heard from the Rim must be true.”

	“Some of the stories,” Kaya corrected. “It’s not like they gave us holovids as proof.”

	Mysha groaned. “You’re impossible. It’s like you can’t stand the thought of being happy.”

	“I’m already happy. What I can’t stand is the thought of you being disappointed.” She paused and glanced up at Dorian. “Either of you.”

	“We won’t be,” Mysha said firmly. “This is our chance, K. I can feel it.”

	Kaya wanted to argue, or at the very least try to bring their expectations back down into reality. But for once, she kept her mouth shut. Meesh needed this, and after everything that had happened with Ghost and his mother, Dorian needed it as well. Reminding either of them that the galaxy was all-too-often a shitty and awful place wouldn’t accomplish anything. 

	And maybe, just maybe, there was a small part of her that wanted to believe it, too. 

	“You aren’t wrong about the Valkyries,” Kaya said instead as she peered out the canopy. “They are pretty impressive.”

	She eyed the starfighter’s sleek fuselage and cannon-tipped wings. Visually, they weren’t all that distinctive from dozens of other similar craft—the basic T shape was a common design for small, single-, or even dual-pilot vessels across cultures. But on the inside, there was nothing else like them in the galaxy. Psionic vessels were capable of telepathically melding with their pilots, granting them superior acceleration, maneuverability, and responsiveness over any other vessel. And by drawing upon the pilot’s psionic reservoir, they could reinforce their shields to otherwise impossible levels. If the legends were true, even a relatively weak psychic could make a single Valkyrie almost as powerful as an entire conventional fighter squadron. And as for a strong psychic…

	Well, the Wings of the Seraph had been feared by the Dominion’s enemies for a very good reason. 

	“I wonder how many of them there are,” Dorian murmured. “Getting accurate information from the Holosphere is basically impossible.”

	“We’ll see soon enough,” Kaya said, hoping she was right. The other Valkyrie had taken up a position behind them, as a clear guarantee of their good behavior. 

	The journey to the battleship took about twenty minutes, and as they swept around from the ventral to the dorsal side of the vessel, their ultimate destination became clear. Normally, this section of a Pirilex battleship was reserved for the sensor and weapon blisters, the “spinal ridges” as she liked to call them. But one of the weapons blisters had been completely scooped out and replaced with a secondary hangar. Kaya wasn’t immediately sure why—the underside hangar on these ships was already large enough to support an entire wing of starfighters plus several dozen support craft and ground vehicles. Perhaps this port was simply more popular than she realized. 

	Martyr landed first in an area filled with other conventional starfighters, followed by her wingmate, but the Prowler wasn’t given the same freedom. A tractor beam kicked in at the last second to pull them in, a safety feature that Mysha sometimes took personally, as if the starport controller didn’t trust her to perform a simple landing. But today she seemed far too distracted by the Valkyries and the prospect of finally meeting the Union to even notice. 

	Dorian, for his part, was apparently pre-occupied with the design of the hangar itself. He kept glancing around at the superstructure as they descended, his face filled with awe. 

	“Something interesting?” Kaya asked. 

	“Huh? Oh, I’m just impressed by the design. Building a hangar out of a weapons blister without an advanced drydock facility is no small feat. And it probably cost a fortune.”

	“You know what they say about Kali engineers,” she commented, noticing for the first time just how many of the slender, reptilian aliens were working in the hangar around them. With their colorful scales that changed hue based on their emotions, the Kali were sometimes called the “chameleons of the stars” even though their curved necks and thin heads were more reminiscent of serpents than lizards.

	“Dad would love this,” Dorian remarked. “He’d get a kick out of seeing a Convectorate ship repurposed as a…what exactly is this place?”

	A gentle jolt went through the deck as they set down. “It can’t be a commerce station, not without any jump corridors in the system,” Kaya said. “If there were, it would be a terrible place to hide from the Vecs.”

	His brow furrowed as he looked around at all the ships in the hangar. There had to be dozens of them, of every conceivable make and origin. “I think it’s a repair facility,” he reasoned. “The question is…for who?”

	“Maybe other Kali,” Mysha suggested. “Kalifax was nearly destroyed during the war. There are still a lot of refugees.”

	“Well,” Kaya said, powering off her consoles and standing. “Whoever this place is for, let’s just hope that the Kali don’t mind us showing up armed.”

	She wondered if the other two might protest, but thankfully neither of them were too starry-eyed to ditch pragmatism altogether. Both retrieved and holstered their own sidearms, and then they were all striding down the landing ramp to where the Kreen woman was waiting for them. She was holding her flight helmet in the crook of her arm, her thick blue mane now spilling across the shoulders of her black, body-hugging flight suit and at least ten centimeters down her back. Kaya didn’t even want to think about how annoying it would be to manage hair that long, especially if you couldn’t change your shape at will. 

	“The others are supposed to be here within the hour, but it’s hard to say for sure,” Martyr said. “Thankfully, this place has surprisingly good drinks. Why don’t we sit down and have a chat while we wait? I’m sure you have plenty of questions.”

	“A few,” Dorian replied with a smirk.

	Smiling wryly, Martyr beckoned them to follow her across the hangar. Morningstar went a different direction, which made Kaya’s danger sense tingle even though there were probably a thousand innocuous reasons why he wasn’t going with them. 

	As far as the Kali were concerned, most of them seemed content to ignore the presence of the newcomers altogether and focus on their work, though the few who made eye contact with Kaya all paused in place, a bright shade of blue rippling across the visible portions of their long, serpentine neck and face. She knew enough about Kali body language to recognize the reaction as a combination of curiosity and surprise.

	In other words, she thought to herself, they’ve all met Spider Zero before. 

	They didn’t seem nervous, at least, which Kaya took as a reasonably good sign. Still, the fact that they were able to recognize how similar she looked to another human was somewhat surprising. Most species struggled to discern differences between members of alien races. She was a metamorph trained in the art of recognizing and interpreting body language, and she could still barely tell the difference between two Krosians, let alone the decidedly non-humanoid species like Merzeg or Musheen. Perhaps the Kali success at engineering was partially due to their attention to detail. 

	The corridors beyond the hangar were large and spacious, just like one would expect from a battleship built to accommodate the impressive bulk of a Baalir Tarreen, though the Kali had painted the walls a dark shade of gray rather than leaving them red. They had also added several kiosk stations with holographic maps to help guide newcomers, including brightly colored guides on how to navigate the various lift cars that ran through the ship. Even a cursory glance at one of the maps showed how nearly all the major areas on the ship, from the massive cargo bays to the sprawling engineering section, had been transformed and repurposed into something else. 

	But thankfully, they didn’t need to bother riding a lift car. The old bridge was almost a straight shot from the new hangar—presumably by design—and soon they were on their way across a fifty-meter-long corridor.

	“I wondered if you might help us settle a bet,” Kaya said as they moved, noting that they were temporarily alone. This place was far from empty, but it certainly wasn’t Talinus Station, either. “What is this place, exactly?”

	“You mean aside from an old Tarreen warship?” Martyr asked dryly. 

	“Aside from that, yes. The way I figure it, the Kali aren’t big on gambling or entertainment in general, and this system would be awful for those things anyway. For my money, that means it’s either an out-of-the-way repair depot or a den for piracy and smuggling contraband.”

	Martyr grinned, and it seemed like her eyes couldn’t stop sliding up and down Kaya’s body. Under different circumstances, Kaya might have been flattered that such an attractive Kreen woman was checking out her goods this flagrantly, but then she remembered what—or rather, who—she looked like.

	“You’re three-quarters correct,” Martyr said. “If I had to describe the purpose of this place in the shortest possible way, I’d say it’s a waystation for illegal-tech fences and smugglers. Mostly Kali, but they don’t discriminate. Only people who belong here know it exists, and the fact it’s constantly moving makes it a bitch to find without a fresh invitation.”

	“Kali smugglers?” Dorian asked. “I didn’t know that was a thing.”

	Martyr shrugged. “They develop all kinds of technological goodies they don’t want the Vecs or major interstellar corporations to know about. Sometimes they even develop it here, then send it off to buyers somewhere. But mostly, they buy other people’s illegal tech, then either use it themselves or move it to a different market.”

	Dimly, Kaya wondered if Samir Garr’s Union contact had been picking up goods at Mushiri, then bringing them here, but she dismissed the question as irrelevant. “Well, I still think my guess was the closest. Everyone owes me a lunch.”

	“Perfect timing,” Martyr said as they approached a set of heavy doors at the end of the corridor. “Because you have quite a few options.”

	The doors opened, revealing the battleship’s bridge—or rather, what used to be the bridge. Now, Kaya decided, it looked more like a food court.

	“Damn,” Dorian whistled, glancing around the cavernous area that had once been a command center filled with dozens of bridge officers. “This is one hell of a transformation.”

	For once, Kaya couldn’t even muster a sarcastic reply. The standard Pirilex bridge featured an elevated, ovoid command area at the center encircled by a crew pit filled with dozens of stations. Aside from the extra size and space built in here to accommodate Tarreen physiology, the design was fairly common to most capital ships and plenty of larger freighters. Even the Last Stand’s bridge was functionally a condensed version of the same principle. But the Kali had used the unusually wide, Tarreen-sized crew pit to their advantage, turning the whole thing into a semi-circular ring of food and drink processors as well as several enclosed food stalls. The scent of a dozen different cuisines tickled Kaya’s nostrils and made her realize how hungry she actually was. 

	Above the crew pit, situated on the ten-meter-wide walkway at the front of the bridge, were dozens of tables laid along the wall—a wall which was essentially a room-spanning viewport. The glittering starscape may not have offered the most colorful view in the galaxy, but it was nice and peaceful. She could certainly think of worse places to grab a meal while Kali techs worked on your ship. 

	“Impressive,” Kaya said. “Was this really the best place in the ship for a food court, or do the Kali just take perverse pleasure in creating something the Tarreen would hate?”

	“Maybe a little of both,” Martyr replied with a smirk. “Too many people mistake Kali calm for a lack of emotions. I’ve found they can be as petty and spiteful as anyone else when the mood strikes.”

	Dorian grunted. “You make that sound like a compliment.”

	“I make it a point to never trust anyone who isn’t holding at least one grudge. It’s unnatural.”

	Kaya grinned. The jury was still out on her opinion of the Union, but she was already starting to like this Kreen girl a lot.

	“Well, I’m starving,” Dorian said, striding forward toward the stairs leading down into the crew pit, Mysha right behind him. “Do I smell kajniv wings?”

	“You probably smell a lot of things,” Martyr told him, sauntering in their wake. “Though I’d be careful about the fried nishali—they’re not technically poisonous to humans, but Morningstar said they, uh, don’t sit too well.”

	Dorian chuckled. “Well, we should—”

	Before he could finish the sentence, Mysha inhaled sharply and stumbled, nearly pitching forward down the steps. Dorian was at her side in an instant, catching her before she could fall. Her tail and tendrils had both frozen stiff, and her luminescent eyes had gone wide with shock. 

	“Someone’s here,” she rasped. “A powerful mind…I can’t…”

	The flutter in Kaya’s stomach hardened into a knot. Her head snapped around to look out the sprawling viewport beyond the dining tables. Nothing seemed to be happening—the starscape was as empty and serene as ever. But then, at the back of her mind, she suddenly felt it, too: a distant presence lurking at the farthest fringes of her consciousness. It was faint but powerful, foreign yet unmistakably malevolent. And as her heartbeats thumped by, it seemed to be getting closer…and stronger. 

	Kaya’s mouth went dry. Unlike Mysha, she had never developed telepathic abilities. She shouldn’t have been able to sense anything at all. It was only then, in a cold epiphany, that she realized what was happening. She had it all backward—it wasn’t her mind that was stretching out across the stars. It was someone else…something intimately familiar. 

	And as a wave of sudden, inexorable dread crashed over her, she knew exactly who that someone was. 

	“Seraph save us,” she breathed. 

	A sudden flicker of motion outside the viewport was the only warning before a massive red vessel appeared barely half a kilometer away—the same exact model of ship as the one they were currently standing on. 

	A Pirilex-class battleship. And it was already firing. 

	Its forward plasma cannons erupted with a brilliant flash of green energy. The searing light eclipsed the entire viewport, and before Kaya could dive for cover—before her brain could even process what was happening—the bridge exploded around her. Heat flashed across her face. Pain spiked throughout her body. She couldn’t hear, she couldn’t see, she couldn’t breathe. 

	And as the darkness dragged her into the abyss, her last thought was to wonder how in the name of the stars the Echo had found them. 

	 

	 

	***

	 

	The first thing Dorian’s brain registered was the screaming klaxons. The second was the intense, scalding heat on his chest. 

	“Don’t move,” a husky female voice told him. “Just hang on!”

	Dorian groaned as his vision slowly improved from a big dark blur to a big light blur. He wondered if there was even much to see; his last memory was of the bridge detonating around them as if someone had thrown a plasma grenade through the window. 

	“Just breathe,” the voice repeated, though it was so strained it almost sounded like a different person. “Breathe!”

	Dorian gasped and sucked in oxygen as if his lungs had finally remembered that they needed air. He could finally see a little bit of his surroundings: he was lying at the bottom of the crew pit, piles of metal, wire, and scorched plastic scattered around him. The sweet, delicious aroma of kajniv wings had been replaced by the acrid stench of burnt flesh. Distantly, he wondered if it might have been his own. 

	“Echu tari,” a different voice put in. “Is he going to be all right?”

	“Just…just give me another second.”

	Dorian inhaled again, and this time it gave him enough strength to twist his neck and look around. Mysha was crouched next to him, her face and clothes covered in dust and debris, but he didn’t see any signs of blood or other injuries. He belatedly realized that it wasn’t her hands he felt on his chest, but rather their new friend’s. He craned his neck to look down and see Martyr leaning over him, eyes pressed shut and face scrunched in concentration. She looked like she was in excruciating pain…

	And yet Dorian himself didn’t feel anything at all. 

	More memories washed over him: in a moment of panic, he had turned to shield Mysha with his body, but the force of the explosion had sent them tumbling to the bottom of the crew pit. He had lost sight of her when she had been torn from his grip, but he recalled looking down at the blood matting his clothes and a jagged piece of metal jutting out of his side…

	He was still covered in blood, but the hunk of metal was now lying several meters away. Other than a haze of dizziness, however, he felt fine. It was then that his brain finally kicked on enough to realize what was happening…and why Martyr’s callsign made perfect sense. 

	She was a psionic healer like Kaya—maybe even better than Kaya, if his memories about the wound he’d suffered were right. Did that mean she was a shapeshifter, too?

	“That’s the best I can do for now,” Martyr gasped, pulling her hands away. Her yellow eyes opened, but her vertical pupils remained worryingly thin. 

	Dorian groaned as he propped himself up on an elbow. Incredibly, he didn’t feel a single twinge of pain in his chest. He was definitely still woozy—probably from the blood he’d lost—but otherwise it was like he had never been injured at all. 

	The same could not be said for the bridge. The viewport and entire area in front of it had been completely obliterated. A forcefield had sprung up at the top of the pit to hold back the vacuum, effectively trapping them in the pit. 

	Bodies were scattered all around them, some so badly burned that it was hard to discern their species. Others had simply been killed by the storm of debris or the impact of the shockwave. There weren’t nearly enough of them to account for everyone who had been on the bridge, however, which meant that the rest had probably been vaporized outright or sucked into space—

	“Kaya,” Dorian gasped, glancing around and realizing for the first time that she was nowhere to be found. “Where’s—?”

	“We don’t know,” Mysha whispered, visibly trembling as she glanced up at the glowing forcefield a few meters above their heads. “She hadn’t come down the steps into the pit. She might be trapped behind emergency bulkheads or a different forcefield. I-I’ve been trying to sense her mind, but every time I open myself up, it’s just massive waves of fear and pain coming from all directions. I can’t find her!”

	Dorian’s blood turned to ice. “What about coms?”

	Mysha swallowed. “Nothing.”

	Her eyes were filled with unspoken terror. Dorian tried to tell himself that there were several potential explanations for why Kaya hadn’t responded. Com frequencies could be jammed by whoever had attacked them, or the damage to the ship might have caused some other kind of interference. And given the limitations of Mysha’s budding telepathic abilities, it was entirely plausible that she simply couldn’t focus on a single mind amidst the chaos around them. 

	The simplest and most probable explanation, however, was that Kaya, along with everyone else who hadn’t been fortunate enough to be down in the crew pit, was dead. 

	The realization was like a dagger to the heart. After everything they had been through, everything they had accomplished, the thought of losing her here in quite literally the blink of an eye…

	Gritting his teeth, Dorian reached out with his powers and extended his senses along the hull plates to the port side of the bridge, now sealed behind emergency bulkheads that had sprung up from the deck. He could tell that a small section of the rear bridge was still intact, including the door they had entered in the first place. It was sealed, probably by another bulkhead to prevent decompression. 

	He could also feel several objects pressed against the floor. They didn’t feel like metal, which meant that they could have been bodies. But he had no way of knowing if they were alive or dead, just like he had no way of knowing whether or not the section had been exposed to vacuum. His senses were limited to the pressure and vibrations of the metal; he couldn’t detect the energy signatures of shields. 

	In theory, he could magnetically rip apart the metal surrounding them to try and look around, but that would almost certainly prove catastrophic. They were already lucky to be alive, and if the forcefields so much as flickered, he could unwittingly flush all of them into space.

	“If she’s trapped up there, I don’t think there’s any way we can reach her,” he said, a lump rising in his throat.

	Mysha peered desperately through the forcefield again. From this angle, there was nothing to see but open space. “If we could get the Prowler over there, we might be able to rescue anyone who is trapped.”

	Dorian didn’t bother to bring up any of the countless problems with that plan, starting with their lack of appropriate equipment for such a rescue and continuing with the fact that another Convectorate battleship had appeared out of nowhere and started shooting them. He simply nodded instead. 

	“We can’t stay here,” Martyr said, swallowing and seeming to shake off whatever internal injuries she had absorbed from Dorian. Her black flight suit had been shredded in several places, probably by debris, but the red skin beneath seemed intact. “I doubt these emergency fields will hold for long.”

	Mysha grimaced. “Especially if they fire another salvo.”

	Dorian hissed softly. “They would have already destroyed this ship if that’s what they wanted.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand. Why didn’t anyone see them coming? Sensors should have picked up the hyperspace signature of something as big as a Pirilex from light-years away.”

	“Because they weren’t in hyperspace,” Martyr said gravely. “They were in astral space. Sensors can’t track ships in another dimension.”

	A ball of ice settled in his gut. “A Convectorate ship with an astral drive? That doesn’t make any sense.”

	“No, it doesn’t. But I’m trying to figure out why they suddenly showed up just minutes after you did.”

	“We weren’t followed,” Dorian shot back. “The Prowler has top-of-the-line stealth systems—it’s almost impossible to detect unless you’re right on top of it.”

	“Then how—”

	“The Echo,” Mysha whispered. 

	Dorian’s focus snapped back to her. “What?”

	“He’s here. He found us.”

	Pressure built in his throat as if he were choking. The Echo. The man they had once believed was merely the leader of the Viraxes Syndicate—the man who was an agent of the Widow…or perhaps even her partner in this insurrection. 

	Seraph save us. 

	“They must be boarding the ship,” he said, his voice hollow. “It’s the only reason they didn’t destroy it outright.”

	Martyr was looking right at him with her intense yellow eyes, probably trying to decide if her decision to trust a few psychic refugees on Mushiri had just gotten them all killed. But she didn’t panic or fall apart—she set her jaw, swore under her breath, and then swept her gaze around the ruined pit. 

	“We can’t stay here,” she repeated. “We’re blocked off from the doors, but there might be a maintenance crawlspace we can use. If we can drop down a deck, we should be able to make our way back to the hangar.”

	Dorian didn’t know the schematics of a Pirilex well enough to argue the point, so he simply followed her instead. Martyr crept across the bodies and piles of smoldering debris, checking for other survivors as they moved but finding none, until they reached the curve of the U-shaped crew pit. There they saw that the other half of the crew pit was simply gone, replaced by starry vacuum that was blocked off by another forcefield, but the maintenance hatch she had mentioned was intact and mostly uncovered. 

	“Let’s get this open,” she said, crouching down. “If we’re lucky, the hangar won’t be swarming with commandos.”

	“If it is?” Dorian asked. 

	Martyr shrugged. “Then we hunker down and pray that my reinforcements get here in time.”

	 

	***

	 

	“Fuck!” Kaya hissed. But just like the other ten times she had cursed in the past few minutes, her voice came out so softly it was practically a whisper. Barely any oxygen remained within the forcefield bubble that had her trapped against the emergency bulkhead behind her. The bulkhead which, when the bridge exploded, had triggered properly, whereas the three around her hadn’t. Luckily, the backup forcefields had kicked in before she could be sucked out into the vacuum. 

	Which meant she now had a prime vantage of how she was completely and utterly screwed.

	Technically, she was still on the bridge, though that distinction seemed about as useful as claiming someone was still in the lobby of a building that had collapsed around them. The forward viewport was gone—just gone—along with a large chunk of the deck and what looked like half the crew pit. She only had about ten square meters of room in here, and given that she could see straight out into space through a shimmering forcefield, she considered it nothing short of a miracle that the gravity was still functioning. 

	Still, it could have been a lot worse. At least she hadn’t been blasted into space or incinerated like nearly everyone else on the bridge. Even now, as she sat crouched amidst a pile of bodies and mangled wreckage, she could glance out the forcefield and see dozens of corpses floating off into the void amidst scraps of twisted metal and burnt plastic. 

	And Dorian and Mysha might be out there with them. 

	Kaya grimaced and forced herself to bury the thought. She had no idea what had happened to the others, but if she hadn’t been vaporized by the blast, then there was no reason to assume that they had, either. 

	She tapped her implant but received only static. The Vecs must have been jamming everything in the area. 

	No, not the Vecs—the Echo. 

	Kaya swore again. She couldn’t sense him anymore, which solidified her theory that he had been the one reaching to her. Somehow, he had caught up with them just in time to ruin their chance of joining the Union…and kill hundreds or even thousands of other innocent people in the process.

	She didn’t understand how he could have possibly known where they were this far from the Belt, but she also had no idea why he would be on a Convectorate battleship that possessed an astral drive. None of it made any damn sense. 

	How many other ships have he and the Widow fitted with Dominion tech? Do they have their own task force or even a fleet? Does the Hierarchy or the Intelligence Ministry have any clue what the fuck is going on around them?

	Snarling under her breath, she pushed the questions aside. She didn’t have time to worry about any of that right now, not with the forcefield protecting her already flickering suspiciously. While her metamorphic powers had allowed her to adapt to the limited oxygen available, even Drall lungs couldn’t function without any air whatsoever. And no species in her repertoire could survive the ravages of pure vacuum for more than a few minutes at best. 

	Dragging herself to her feet, the afterimage of the brilliant plasma blast seared into her retinas, Kaya examined her surroundings for inspiration. She had been thrown away from the crew pit steps back toward the bridge doors they had originally entered, but the emergency containment bulkhead there had snapped shut to protect the rest of the ship from decompression. She was now trapped between a forcefield and an impenetrable wall of thorotine with no obvious way out. Even Dorian would have trouble opening this up.

	Unless…

	She half stepped, half hopped over to the control panel, realizing belatedly that she had overestimated the effect of the gravity generators in this section. But it still only took a few seconds to rip off the panel despite the momentary disorientation, and then another few to swear at the blinking lights and wiring within. She was decidedly not an engineer, but she had spent enough time around Meesh to pick up a few tricks. Hopefully, she could figure out a way to open the bulkhead before the forcefield failed and she got blown into space. 

	After fiddling with the circuit for two minutes, Kaya realized that she had grossly overestimated her abilities. And even if she had known what she was doing, she couldn’t imagine why anyone would have designed an emergency containment door to open from the outside. The entire idea had been a waste of time she absolutely did not have. 

	Which left her with only one option. 

	Gritting her teeth to steel herself, she backed away from the bulkhead and stretched out her right arm. Her fingertips began to spark and crackle as she gathered an electric charge, and the glyphs beneath her skin flared to life as if to warn her about the dangers inherent in her abilities. Her memories about her training and time in the Nest were still fragmented at best, but she knew for a fact that other Shadows had electrocuted themselves when trying to summon too much power. 

	But this was her only chance. Frying herself to a crisp only seemed marginally less horrific than freezing to death, but significantly more dignified. 

	A buzz gathered in the air, softer than it should have been due to the thin atmosphere but still unsettling. Her glyphs glowed so brightly she had to close her right eye, and her arm began to tickle, then tingle, then ache as if it were about to burn off…

	Kaya released the blast. The stroke of lightning blasted the door with enough juice to reduce a heavy combat mech to a pile of slag. But this was a starship—it was meant to survive hits from cannons powerful enough to level entire buildings. Surely there was no way she could generate enough power to burn through half a meter of solid thorotine…

	She couldn’t. But when she lowered her arm, her hand still twitching and sparks exploding from her fingertips, it dawned on her that she didn’t need to get all the way through. She just needed to weaken it enough that she could bash her way to the other side, and judging from the blazing orange glow of the now-superheated metal, she might have done just that. 

	Thanks to her recent practice, it only took about ten seconds for her to transform her body into a V’rath just like back on Mushiri, and this time she had worn her adaptive fabric just in case. Her vest stretched around her, pulled taut to its limits, and she could only imagine how ridiculous it must have looked to any interstellar gods that might have been peering in through the transparent forcefield. But all that mattered right now was giving herself the strength to punch through. 

	Lowering her shoulder, Kaya rushed forward, hoping she could still build a little speed despite the low gravity. She turned her shell to face the smoldering door at the last second—

	And crashed right through the weakened metal. She tumbled into the corridor on the other side, her protective shell absorbing the added impacts as her momentum carried her much farther than she expected. The gravity seemed to return to normal in the corridor, and when she eventually stopped rolling, she looked up in time to see another forcefield spring into place over the bulkhead she had just busted. She had no idea how long it would last, but it hardly seemed like the time to dawdle, regardless. 

	Grunting in satisfaction, Kaya bounced back to her feet and reverted back to her human form. Her adaptive fabric mostly reverted with her, though both her vest and pants felt quite a bit looser than they had before. Still, not being stark naked was still a sizeable upgrade over her past few metamorphic adventures. 

	She had hoped that she would be able to get back to the hangar with the Prowler, but those hopes were swiftly dashed by the presence of several other emergency bulkheads farther down the corridor. There was no way she could summon enough energy to blast through all of them. She needed to find another way. 

	As she glanced around for inspiration, refusing to believe that her beetle-busting efforts had been in vain, she heard a beep from inside her stretched-out pocket. Her hand flashed down to retrieve her holopad…

	“Kaya? Kaya, can you hear me?”

	“Meesh? I’m here.”

	“Oh, thank the stars!” the Velothi breathed, the relief in her voice cutting through the static. “Where are you?”

	“In the corridor just outside the bridge, but I seemed to be trapped. Where’s Dorian?”

	“I’m here,” he came back, sounding just as relieved. “We’re with Martyr on our way back to the hangar. She says there’s another way around.”

	“Great, because I could use one of those right now,” Kaya said, pressing herself against the wall and taking a moment to let her heart stop pounding. Maybe Meesh was right about the Seraph looking out for them after all. 

	Of course, if that were true, it would have been nice if she would have prevented the Echo and his death ship from finding them in the first place. 

	“She says you might have to try the maintenance shafts between levels if you can’t make it to a lift,” Mysha said after a brief pause. “One of the Kali may be able to help.”

	“There’s no one in here—I had to rupture the emergency bulkhead just to get through.” Kaya pursed her lips and looked around. She was even cut off from the helpful maps they had seen on their way through. Fantastic. 

	“Well, we should be able to reach the Prowler in a few minutes assuming—shit!”

	There was a crackle of static followed by the unmistakable stuttering screech of pulsefire. Kaya gripped her holopad until her knuckles turned white…

	“They’ve boarded the ship,” Mysha called out. “Just try and get to us as quickly as you can before—”

	The com went dead. Kaya tried to restore the connection, but she knew even less about com equipment than she did about wiring. She did know a little about Convectorate military tactics, however, and she wouldn’t be surprised if the boarding parties were using localized jammers. 

	“Because of course they are,” she growled to the universe in the hopes it might spot her a favor later. For lack of any alternatives, she dashed over to the only visible maintenance hatch set into the otherwise pristine corridor walls. It was far too narrow for a Tarreen, but Manoth and Subari technicians would be able to fit just fine. Hopefully, that meant that she would, too. 

	Opening the panel normally required a proper tool only carried by the engineering crews, but she didn’t have the time or patience for finesse when brute force would suffice. 

	A few precise shots with her pistol made short work of the clamps holding the panel in place, and she ripped it off with a roar of frustration. The crawlspace looked about like she had expected: cramped, hot, and framed in blinking red lights. Like the sleaziest district in Cira Narn without any of the fun parts that went along with it. 

	Kaya swore again. She had never been a big fan of tight passages, Mysha’s supple Velothi body notwithstanding, but the ladder rungs inside could probably take her halfway across the ship if necessary. She climbed in and started making her way down, trying to ignore the voice in her head scolding her about how useful it would’ve been to have an AI like Ghost right now. He could have told her exactly where she needed to go. Hell, he probably could have told her how to hotwire the bulkhead on the bridge, too. 

	Then again, he might have also sold them out to the Vecs. All things considered, she preferred doing this the hard way. 

	After descending two decks, she decided to test her luck. She didn’t hear anything on the other side of the new access hatch behind her, which hopefully meant she wouldn’t emerge into the middle of a firefight. Bracing herself for the worst, she drew her pistol and pushed the hatch release, grateful that the designers had been smart enough not to require a special tool to open it from the inside. 

	The hatch slid open to reveal a surprisingly empty corridor. There were no corpses strewn about the deck nor any emergency bulkheads blocking her path, just several doors that probably led into crew quarters and one at the end of the hall that was clearly marked as a lift. With a little luck, she would be able to ride it straight back up to the hangar deck. 

	“I’m coming, Meesh,” she said, putting away her pistol to have both hands free. “Just hold on.”

	Clambering out, Kaya took off at a jog. She made it three quarters of the way down the corridor, only a dozen strides from the lift, when the door beeped and slid open. She slowed but didn’t stop, hand reflexively dropping to her holster as she imagined an entire boarding party of Baalir commandos and war mechs storming out to confront her. 

	But no. It was even worse. 

	The wave of telekinetic force smashed into her like an invisible hammer, throwing her backward before suddenly and violently changing trajectory and slamming her into the wall. Something in her shoulder cracked, and the air abandoned her lungs. But despite the agony searing through her body, she managed to turn and see the Shadow of the Seraph step off the lift, hand outstretched. The woman’s black Spider armor looked even more menacing in the red emergency lighting.

	“Our progenitor will be here soon, sister,” the woman said through her respirator. “How fitting that we can face her together.” 

	 

	 

	
9 
Shadowbound

	 

	Being pinned down by pulsefire barely twenty meters from your destination was pretty damn annoying, Dorian decided, but the fact that the shooters were Garr Industries SEC-5 combat units was like rubbing salt in the wound. The storm of blue-white flashes had already driven him and his companions back around the corner of the hall junction, and judging from the sheer intensity of their suppression fire, the mechs were intent on keeping them there. 

	“Another squad will sweep around to flank us,” he called out above the screeching blasts. Mysha was currently crouched right next to him, while Martyr was three meters away against the opposite wall. “We can’t stay here!”

	“There’s no other way through!” the Kreen woman called back, wincing as a pulse blast blew apart a plastic display panel on the wall ten centimeters from her face. “Not unless you want to backtrack through the ducts.”

	Dorian gritted his teeth and clutched his pistol in both hands, wishing desperately that Kaya were here with them. She was alive, thank the Seraph, but SEC-5 units were often equipped with short-range jammers to block enemy coms. Unlike many cheaper mech designs, they didn’t need a centralized controller to coordinate their movements—it was one of the advantages of their proto-sentient learning algorithms.

	An advantage he was currently very annoyed at himself for designing. 

	“I should be able to take them out,” he said. “Though it would be nice if I could see where I was aiming.”

	Martyr’s face, still half covered by her forearm, twisted in confusion. “Do you have a rocket launcher in your back pocket you never mentioned?”

	“Better,” he replied, taking a deep breath to brace himself. He stretched out with his magnokinetic powers, ignoring the constant screech of the pulse blasts and the staccato plinks as they pelted the corridor walls. He could feel their bodies touching the deck—six in total—and he started to visualize their positions in his mind’s eye. They had taken up a position with two mechs on a knee and two standing behind each of them on either side, a perfectly standard suppression formation for mechanical creatures that didn’t fear retaliatory fire in the same way as organics. 

	A magnetic singularity should pull them all together and mostly incapacitate them…at least for a little bit. The problem was that their pistols didn’t pack enough punch to gun down all the mechs while he held them in place. SEC-5s were meant for heavy combat situations—sidearms wouldn’t even scratch their armor. Mysha’s sniper rifle was the only weapon on the Prowler that could do the job, but she hadn’t brought it along. 

	“Can you grab them?” Mysha asked. 

	“For a while,” Dorian replied, “but I’m not sure we have the firepower to take them all out.”

	She winced as another blast scorched the corner of the junction right next to her. “Can you take their weapons?”

	“They’re attached to the arms. And even if I ripped one off, there’s no trigger.” 

	“Well, you better do something!”

	“Be ready to lean out and fire the moment they stop shooting,” Dorian said, making sure Martyr heard him as well. “Aim for their optical sensors if you can. The two blue lights above the red one.”

	Martyr looked as confused as ever, but he had faith she would figure it out when he started crushing the mechs into a ball. He stretched out with his mind to form the singularity…

	Then stopped. Maybe Mysha was right—maybe he could use their weapons against them. 

	Just not their pulse rifles. 

	Dorian extended his senses back to their metal bodies. The familiar shape of their humanoid frames, the smooth curves of their thick armor, their wrist-mounted pulse weaponry…and there, inside hidden compartments where human hipbones would be, the heavy frag grenades they carried to break up clustered infantry formations. 

	Taking mental hold of one of the grenades, frustrated that he hadn’t thought of his before, he located the contours of the activation trigger. Even a week ago, he never would have thought it possible to achieve this level of fine manipulation with his abilities. But he’d had a lot of practice by now—one of the unspoken advantages of getting shot at everywhere they went.

	“Get down,” he warned. “And cover your ears!”

	Tightening his grip on the activation trigger, he flicked it on as if his own thumb were touching the grenade. It armed, cooked…

	And exploded. 

	The mech was instantly blown in half. The shockwave knocked several of the others to the ground as well, though it by itself wouldn’t neutralize the whole squad. Thankfully, there was nothing stopping him from moving one by one and activating the remaining frags, triggering explosion after explosion like a delayed chain reaction.

	By the time the ringing stopped, both girls were trembling like the galaxy was about to come to an end. Dorian didn’t blame them. It was definitely one of the craziest things he had ever done, and when he finally turned the corner to investigate his handiwork, even he could barely believe it. 

	“Barys ka taala,” Martyr breathed, eyes wide as she lowered her hands from her ears and surveyed the carnage. “Okay, I think I know why the Widow wants you so badly…” 

	“There’s no one else like him,” Mysha said proudly—and perhaps a little possessively, unless he was imagining it. 

	The Kreen eyed the other woman for a minute, eyebrow cocked in amusement. “You Velothi girls are something else,” she said. “Come on, let’s move before they send another wave.”

	She bounced to her feet and tiptoed through the smoldering debris, hand covering her face to try and protect against the smoke. Dorian and Mysha followed closely behind. Adrenaline sang through his veins. Perhaps in the future he would finally get the chance to actually fight alongside his own creations…

	Nothing else blocked their path, nor was the hangar itself filled with more squads of mechs or soldiers like he had feared. Aside from a boxy mech dispenser that had brought the mechs in the first place, the enemy didn’t appear to have landed a single dropship inside despite the fact that the doors were currently wide open. Through the hangar forcefield, they could see the battle raging—the battleship had apparently launched several squads of fighter drones along with boarding shuttles. The Kali fighter screen was putting up stiff resistance, however; every few seconds a stray plasma bolt would streak by near the hangar. 

	The Kali technicians that had been working in the hangar earlier were still here. Most of them were crouched behind makeshift barricades of crates or other equipment, weapons in hand as they waited for something to try and blast its way aboard the battleship. A handful of the ships that had been in here were gone, though fortunately the two Valkyries and the Prowler were exactly where they were supposed to be. 

	“There you are!” Morningstar called out as he popped up from behind one of the barricades, pulse pistol in hand. “When the techs told me what happened to the bridge…”

	“We barely made it out,” Martyr told him, her eyes sweeping the area. “How long on reinforcements?”

	The big man grimaced. “I don’t know, we didn’t get an exact time. They could be here in five seconds or two hours.”

	“Be’lasa!” Martyr exclaimed. “This is why Selorah should always be in charge of scheduling—we’d know their timetable to the picosecond.”

	Morningstar grunted and pointed to the forcefield. “Well, the good news is that the Vecs don’t seem interested in storming the bay yet. They’ve been dropping boarding pods all over the rest of the ship instead.”

	“That doesn’t make any sense,” Dorian murmured. “Why burrow through the hull when you could just block the exits?”

	“Not sure, but that brings me to the bad news—every ship that’s tried to leave has been blasted to bits before they could make it five hundred meters. There has to be a whole wing of starfighter drones mixing it up with the Kali screen.”

	Martyr grimaced. “We can’t just sit here and let the mechs murder or capture everyone on board!”

	“I don’t see any option besides hunkering down and hoping the others show up sooner rather than later,” Morningstar replied grimly. “We can’t take out a battleship on our own.”

	“No, but we can keep it occupied and help deal with those fighter drones. And maybe take out some of the boarding pods still on the way.”

	The big man blinked. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

	Martyr turned to Dorian and Mysha. “Stay in here and defend this place just in case the Vecs decide to stop being cute and land an assault transport. We’ll do what we can to slow their advance long enough for reinforcements.”

	Dorian blinked. “Two starfighters against a Convectorate battleship?”

	“No, two Valkyries,” Martyr corrected with a tight but decidedly cocky grin. “We’ll manage.”

	“We can help,” Mysha put in. “The Prowler’s not a warship, but she packs a decent punch for a K-58.”

	The Kreen woman shook her head. “You’ll get shredded the moment you leave that forcefield. Just try to—”

	“We’re going to help,” Mysha said, her tone making it clear she wasn’t going to take no for an answer. “I’m the best pilot here—you need my help.”

	Martyr cocked an eyebrow. “Honey, you’ve never seen us fly before.”

	“It doesn’t matter. I know what I’m doing.”

	At first, Dorian assumed that Martyr would argue the point. He almost wanted to himself, and not just because he wasn’t in the mood to get blasted into atoms by a Convectorate battleship. Kaya was presumably still making her way here, and she was going to need a ride at some point.

	“Like I said, you Velothi girls are something else,” Martyr commented, shaking her head. “All right, fine, but hang tight to the Nissek. If you drift too far away, that Pirilex may decide to start taking potshots at you.”

	“We’ll follow your lead,” Mysha said, reaching out to squeeze Dorian’s hand. “Let’s do this.”

	 

	***

	 

	“They don’t…ngnn…they don’t deserve your loyalty!” the Seventh Shadow bit out as Vestri pinned her to the corridor wall with telekinetic force. “You don’t need to do this.”

	Kaya clenched her teeth, struggling to break herself free. Her efforts were pointless, of course—the Sevens were designed for espionage, not warfare. Even her electrokinetic abilities wouldn’t save her now. 

	But perhaps they wouldn’t need to. 

	Vestri turned back to the lift behind her. The holographic display above the closed door indicated that it had reached its destination and was already on its way back. One way or another, this would all be over soon. 

	“I must do this,” Vestri said, tightening her grip. “For both of us.”

	The lift door reopened. A middle-aged human man with short black hair, pale blue eyes, and a hard, craggy face emerged from within. His black, military-style uniform wouldn’t have looked out of place on practically any warship in the galaxy if not for the fact that it had no insignia, collar pips, or any other indicators of rank. 

	“And here we are,” he said in a voice as cold and deadly as the vacuum outside the hull. “Such a disappointment.”

	The Seventh Shadow—Kaya—had ceased struggling. Her eyes had gone wide with dread, and the only motion of her body was the subtle trembling of her fingers as she looked upon the man who had created and trained her. The man who was every bit as responsible for driving the galaxy toward the Eclipse as the Widow herself. 

	The Master. 

	“I knew she would find her way here,” Vestri said. “We have the same quarry.” 

	“Your instincts served you well,” the Master replied. It wasn’t quite a compliment, but it was the closest thing that had ever been sent in her direction. “We came here to destroy one traitor. Now we can destroy them both.”

	“No…” Kaya breathed, struggling again. “No, you can’t—”

	“We are early,” the Master said, ignoring her feeble protests as he undoubtedly probed Kaya’s mind. “Spider Zero and the others have not yet arrived.”

	“They will come,” Vestri said. 

	He took another ominous step forward, his blue eyes narrowing almost imperceptibly. “Where is the shaper, I wonder? If the Seven is here, then he must be nearby…probably cloaked by the Velothi wraith.”

	“They are likely on their way as well. Perhaps they will attempt to aid her.”

	“We can only hope.” As the Master’s gaze bored into Kaya, the corner of his mouth twitched into something vaguely resembling a smile, almost like a synthetic consciousness trying to replicate a genuine gesture. “But you are fortunate that I sensed your mind when I did. Otherwise, I would have already ordered this ship blown to dust.”

	Kaya’s brow creased, and Vestri could sense her confusion. She had assumed that they were here for her and the shaper, but that was merely a useful coincidence—or perhaps not, if Gizahri had arranged all of this somehow. Vestri still hadn’t decided if he had been spouting nonsense, but she would learn the truth soon enough. 

	“When you first betrayed me, I was disappointed,” the Master said. “I had high hopes for you, even more than the other Sevens. You were the one that had endured the crucible—who had proven herself capable of overcoming any obstacle.”

	He paused, his black-gloved hands clasping almost casually behind his back. “But then I realized that, in the end, you would still serve the cause. You had found the last piece of the puzzle for us, the shaper that will complete our collection. I knew that you would keep him close…and that eventually, you would lead me to him.”

	“He will rip you apart!” Kaya seethed. “You don’t know what he is capable of.”

	“He doesn’t know what he is capable of,” the Master corrected. “He has spent a lifetime wasting his talents constructing mechanized fodder instead of helping to rebuild the Dominion fleet. I will give him a final chance to aid us willingly, but if he refuses…” He shrugged. “There is no way off this vessel. If he is here, I shall find him. And his power will live on in others—as will yours.”

	Snorting contemptuously one last time, he turned to Vestri. “Kill her.”

	She shook her head. “No.”

	The Master paused, already halfway turned toward the lift. His tone dropped at least twenty degrees. “What did you say?”

	“I am not here to kill her,” Vestri told him. “Not yet. Not until you give me some answers.”

	Vestri relaxed her telekinetic grip. Kaya collapsed to the deck, gasping desperately for air. Her face was a mirror of the Master’s confusion. 

	“Why did Spider Zero turn against you?” Vestri asked. 

	The Master’s mouth twitched as he glared at her. “Spider Zero is a traitor,” he spat. “That is all you need to know.”

	“A traitor to what? To you? Why?”

	A cold fire burned in his pale eyes. “I gave you an order. Kill her!”

	“The Yarasi clairvoyant told me that Spider Zero came to believe you were no longer the destiny of the Seraphim,” Vestri said, ignoring him. “That we were meant to liberate the weak, not cull them. The legends say that the Seraph led a slave rebellion against the Tarreen. She freed countless species, not merely humans. It was not until many decades after her death that the Seraphim changed.”

	“You would listen to the lies of that alien filth?”

	“I will listen to anyone who speaks the truth,” Vestri said, turning away from Kaya to face him directly. “Tell me why Spider Zero turned against you. Tell me why you steal our memories. Tell me why you pit us against each other!”

	The Master’s mind was far too powerful for her to penetrate with her telepathy, but she could feel the ball of rage growing inside him, threatening to burst at any moment. And yet she was not afraid him. 

	She wasn’t afraid of anything. 

	“You are confused,” the Master seethed. “You require clarity. Return to the ship, and I will—”

	“No!” Vestri snarled. Reaching out with her mind, she grabbed hold of the lift door and squeezed until the metal crumpled like plastic. “You will give me answers, and you will give them to me now!”

	Wrath reared up in the Master’s eyes, but it only fed her own. She didn’t flinch. She didn’t falter. 

	“I warned her about you,” he said eventually, his voice a bitter-cold whisper. “We never should have trusted the visions of that alien filth. I knew you would never prove yourself worthy—your weakness, your defects…they have no place in the Seraphim!”

	“My pain has given me power,” Vestri said. “Allow me to demonstrate.”

	She slammed him with a wave of telekinetic force. He crashed into the wall so hard the thud echoed down the corridor, and she pinned him in place with an invisible, unbreakable hand.

	“You forget your place,” the Master growled. “You are nothing more than a thug, a tool, a shad—”

	“I am Seraphim,” Vestri growled back. “You will tell me what I wish to know, or you will die.”

	For an instant, she thought there might have been a glimmer of fear in his pale blue eyes. But then it hardened into a sneer. 

	There was no sound, no movement, no warning whatsoever. Yet in one moment, Vestri was holding him in an unbreakable telekinetic grip, and in the next she felt as though someone had plunged a knife into the back of her skull. 

	She was crumpled on the floor before she even realized what was happening, her hands futility clutching at the back of her head in search of an object that wasn’t there. A last halting breath escaped her mask as if someone had ripped her lungs from her chest, and her vision filled with black spots until she could barely see anything besides the blur of the Master’s body looming over her. 

	As she gasped for air that refused to come, Vestri smiled behind her mask. He may have killed her, but at least she would die as a Seraphim and not as his slave. 

	 

	***

	 

	“Look out!” Dorian almost cried for about the hundredth time since the Prowler had roared out of the Pride of Nissek’s dorsal hangar. He had only actually yelled it out once about ten seconds into the flight, and Mysha’s withering glare had promptly warned him that his play-by-play commentary was neither useful nor welcome. So now, as he sat strapped into the co-pilot’s seat next to her, his heart continued pounding but his lips remained sealed. 

	Remember, she knows what she’s doing. We’ll be—oh shit!

	He clenched his teeth and grabbed the seat restraints crisscrossing his chest as she banked the ship hard to port in pursuit of a particularly slippery Vec fighter they had been chasing for the past thirty seconds. Between his restraints and the inertial compensators, Dorian knew the odds that he would get thrown out of his chair were basically zero, but his brain kept telling him otherwise. 

	“Not this time,” Mysha snarled, pulling the trigger on her flight stick. Outside the canopy, the Prowler’s twin cannons unleashed a barrage of blue-white energy bolts, blasting the enemy fighter into a brilliant but short-lived burst of flame. Before the vacuum could even snuff out the explosion, Mysha pulled back hard on the stick, throwing them “up” along the Nissek’s starboard flank. She was keeping them so close to the hull that Dorian kept expecting the wings to get sheared off…

	But they didn’t. He needed to trust her instincts—the best thing he could do was keep his cool and support her. 

	“See if you can get me more power to the engines,” Mysha said, her teeth clenched and her tendrils splayed across her inner collarbone. “We can’t afford to lose speed.”

	Dorian reached out to the console in front of him, swiping through the holographic displays as he adjusted the ship’s power settings. The problem was that she had the drive so jury-rigged that he was worried he might accidentally short out a critical system. 

	But he had tinkered around enough in the last few days to mostly understand what she’d done, and he was able to squeeze some extra power from the auxiliary generators. With a little luck, he wouldn’t overload the capacitors in the process.

	“There we go,” Mysha said, grinning. “Hold on.”

	Dorian assumed that warning was figurative right up until she punched the throttle and slammed him hard into his seat. Perhaps the inertial compensators weren’t as good as he thought…

	He held his breath as they shot along the Nissek’s long hull, dodging the weapon emplacements and sensor blisters like obstacles in a racetrack, then rolled around the other side and surged forth in the opposite direction. The Nissek’s guns had been shooting at the enemy battleship, but the volume of fire had begun dropping off, slowly but steadily. Not a good sign. 

	The bulk of the other Convectorate battleship was now plainly visible out the canopy, its weapons unleashing a storm of green plasma bolts at the bothersome Valkyries buzzing around its hull. The fighters packed an impressive sting—their psi-cannons would occasionally strike a weak point in the battleship’s shields, piercing through and burning away a tiny section of its thick armor. The damage was mostly superficial, of course, but no other starfighters in the galaxy could have survived this long against a wing of Convectorate fighter drones, let alone the dozens of point-defense turrets designed specifically to track and obliterate such small ships. 

	Still, Dorian would have been lying if he claimed that things were going well. Even Valkyries couldn’t win this fight, and it was only a matter of time before one of the enemy fighters landed a lucky hit on the Prowler. The shields were already down to half strength.

	“Looks like the Vecs may finally be trying to storm the hangar,” Mysha said. “You see those assault transports?”

	Dorian glanced down at the tac-holo. Sure enough, a pair of heavy assault transports had left the battleship, one heading for the Nissek’s underbelly and the other for the new hangar on the dorsal side. With their blocky, rectangular hulls and similar “riot shield welded onto the nose” design, they conjured up the image of an interstellar battering ram. Which wasn’t all that far from fact—they were designed to survive collisions with large vessels, either as part of a coordinated boarding attack or to soften up kinetic shielding. 

	The battleship’s heavy cannons laid down a field of suppression fire to keep the Valkyries from moving to intercept. Dorian watched their progress on the tac-holo with growing worry, noting that the Nissek’s fighters were all but gone. In another minute or so the transports would be inside the containment fields. They could potentially drop off hundreds of mechs or maybe even Baalir commandos…

	“Kaya might have made it to the hangar by now,” Dorian said tersely. “If that thing lands…” 

	Mysha didn’t give him time to elaborate. She wrenched the flight stick, banking the Prowler hard across the Nissek’s starboard bow, then popping up on the dorsal side. They once more had a clear look at the enemy battleship through the canopy, and Dorian felt rather like a whale coming up for air with a harpooning ship in plain sight. 

	They had also picked up new friends. A quartet of drones were in hot pursuit, their cannons spitting lines of fire in the Prowler’s wake. He wanted to strengthen the aft shields, but they couldn’t afford to weaken the forward ones—not if they wanted to survive a random potshot from the battleship. 

	“Maybe we can scare them off,” Mysha suggested, angling the Prowler directly at the incoming transport. It was over twice their size, with probably triple the shield strength and twice the armor. “Give them a little smack on the nose…”

	She opened the throttle again, this time while simultaneously throwing the Prowler into an evasive corkscrew. Dorian clenched his teeth, holding on for dear life as he shunted as much extra power into the weapons as he could. Mysha drilled a salvo of blue-white bolts right into the transport’s shields as it grew larger and larger in the canopy—

	She veered away at the last possible instant, sending his stomach through the deck with a sudden twist, then drop. He was surprised that any freighter could make such a turn within getting ripped in half. A glance at the tac-holo revealed that a few of their shots had penetrated the transport’s shields and scorched its armor, but not enough to inflict any real damage. Meanwhile, it’s lone defensive turret was now tracking them, as was one of the battleship’s heavy cannons. A spray of green energy flashed past the canopy as the Prowler streaked back toward the Nissek in search of cover…

	They made it just in time. And yet, it didn’t matter in the slightest. 

	The first warning was the agonized roar of the engines as if a caged beast had been let loose in the aft section. The second was the incessant warbling of the tac-holo followed by the red flashing on his personal display. They were losing speed fast, and it only took him a moment to realize why: the Nissek’s tractor beams had just locked onto them. 

	Dorian’s blood turned to ice. He checked and double-checked the displays, praying that he was wrong. But the tac-holo and the sensor console both confirmed that the “friendly” battleship had just trapped them in an invisible grip—a grip that would, in a few moments, spell their inevitable doom when the fighter drones locked on and blew them apart. 

	“What…?” Mysha gasped, eyes wide and hand frozen on the flight stick. 

	They both knew the answer but didn’t want to accept it. The boarding parties must have taken over the Nissek’s systems. And if they had control of the tractor beams, then there was a chance they might soon take control of the weapons, too. 

	Dorian turned his head to look out the canopy, dreading the sight of one of the Nissek’s plasma cannons swinging to bear on them. They weren’t moving yet, but it wasn’t as if it mattered. Their speed had nearly dropped to zero, the engines were screaming in protest, and the tac-holo flashed again as three fighter drones locked onto them from behind…

	[Do not panic, Dorian.]

	Dorian’s mouth fell open. “Ghost?”

	[Divert all the power you can into your shields.]

	His heart stopped beating, and for a split second, Dorian wondered if he had completely lost his mind. But then a flicker of movement outside the canopy caught his attention, and he glanced up just in time to see an old, battered freighter decloak less than a hundred meters in front of them. 

	The Last Stand. 

	“Echu tari,” Mysha breathed. “How…?”

	Dorian didn’t have an answer. But his instincts took over when his brain failed, and his hands flicked across the controls, shunting as much engine and weapon power as he could to reinforce the Prowler’s shields. The ship rocked as the fighter drones unleashed their salvo, the green blasts of their cannons repeatedly pounding the trapped freighter. But the reinforced shields narrowly held on until the fighters streaked by, and a heartbeat later, Dorian saw another flicker of movement from the Last Stand as a previously concealed disruptor cannon emerged from its forward section like a serrated metal tongue.

	It fired. The yellowish beam of energy seared into the Nissek’s dorsal tractor beam emitter, and after a breathless pause that felt like a decade but was probably only a second, the invisible grip snaring the Prowler disappeared. 

	And they were free. 

	The ship surged forward, and Mysha barely managed to regain control before they smashed into the battleship’s aft quarter. Dorian’s hands danced across the holographic display again, redirecting more energy to the engines so they could get away. 

	“Keep moving,” Samir Garr’s voice came over the com as it suddenly crackled to life. “And make sure you stay on the dorsal side so they can’t get a firing solution.”

	“Dad?” Dorian gasped. “How in the—?”

	“Just stay out of line of sight and deal with any fighters you can,” the voice came back. “Ghost and I will handle that overengineered lizard tugboat.”

	A thousand questions burned through Dorian’s mind: why was his father here? How in the hell had he even found them? What in the blazes was going on?

	And, more pressingly: how in the name of the stars was Samir expecting to take on a Convectorate battleship in a thirty-year-old freighter?

	“I don’t understand,” Mysha breathed in the understatement of the millennium. “How did they get here?”

	Shaking his head as Mysha threw the Prowler into another corkscrew, Dorian reopened the com. “Dad, what are you doing? You can’t take on a Pirilex by yourself!”

	“I’m aware of that,” Samir came back, his voice cold and smug even as a barrage of incoming plasma fire smashed against the Last Stand’s shields. “That’s why I brought friends.”

	Dorian frowned, eyes flicking between the canopy and the sensors. He was still wondering what his father could possibly be talking about when the cargo containers dotting the hull of the Last Stand like so many festering pustules exploded.

	Into clouds of Garr Industries T-43 starfighter drones. 

	“That son of a bitch,” Dorian breathed, a smile pulling at his lips as the drones descended upon the Convectorate fighters like a swarm of rival insects. Meanwhile, the Last Stand’s disruptor cannon unleashed a retaliatory volley at the enemy battleship, sending an angry ripple across its shields. 

	[We will occupy the battleship and its fighters as long as we can,] Ghost said into his implant. [I suggest that you harass the assault transports while more ships attempt to escape.]

	“Right,” Dorian said, turning to look into Mysha’s questioning but hopeful eyes. “We’re on it.”

	 

	***

	 

	The Echo. Here, in the flesh. 

	The moment he emerged from the lift, Kaya was overwhelmed with a flood of memories, as if the mere sight of him had unsealed a long-buried vault in her mind. For years, this man had been little more than a featureless hologram, a distorted simulacrum of the Belt’s most powerful crime boss. She had heard his voice and obeyed his commands, but she had never seen his face. 

	Or at least, that was what she had believed while serving the Syndicate. But in truth, the man whom she believed had protected her from the Widow had merely been another part of her scheme, her insurgency to “cleanse” the Seraphim and rebuild the Dominion within the ranks of its greatest enemy. The Echo was a co-conspirator—no, a partner—who was every bit as responsible for the Spiders and the Shadows as the Widow herself. 

	The Master. 

	Even now, as the memories broke free inside her, she didn’t know his name. She had no idea who he was or who he had been within the old Dominion. All she knew for certain was that he had been responsible for so many of the horrors inflicted upon her and the Shadows. He had been the one who had disciplined them, trained them, conditioned them…

	Kaya held her breath when the Nine—Vestri—stood up to him. She wrenched the lift shut and demanded answers to questions that only he could answer, and she even pinned him to the wall with her formidable telekinetic powers. Kaya’s first impulse was to use the distraction to run, to let her enemies turn on each other while she tried to find another way to get the hell out of here. But there was nowhere for her to go…and even if there were, she knew she couldn’t leave. Not if there was even a chance that she could destroy him now before he could threaten Dorian and Mysha. She would trade herself for them a thousand times over if that was the penance the universe demanded.

	While Vestri had him distracted, Kaya flexed her right hand and began to gather an electric charge. Her glyphs flared to life, and her fingertips buzzed with barely contained energy. All she needed was one clean shot—

	But she never got it. A spike of pure agony burrowed into her head as if someone were drilling into her skull. The charge at her fingertips dissipated, and she reflexively clutched her head knowing full-well it wouldn’t actually help. In that moment, she understood (or perhaps remembered?) the Master’s true power. He wasn’t a clairvoyant or a metabolist or a metamorph—he was a telepath, pure and simple. One so powerful that he could wipe away or even rewrite a sapient creature’s memories. 

	Or obliterate their minds with a thought. 

	Vestri was already down, felled by perhaps the only kind of attack against which she had no defense. And Kaya wouldn’t be far behind. She knew she only had a few precious heartbeats before she lost consciousness forever, not nearly enough time to gather sufficient energy to blast him. But when she forced herself to look at him, wondering if his soulless eyes would be the last thing she ever saw, her brain conjured up one last idea. 

	I’m on a ship filled with Kali—one of the only species in the galaxy who are naturally resistant to psionic attacks. 

	It took every scrap of willpower she could muster to concentrate past the agony, but Kaya tapped into her powers and began to mold her body into one of the slender, serpentine aliens. Her fingers elongated, her skin transformed into brown scales, her vision became narrower but more focused…

	And then the pain disappeared. She blinked her alien eyes, disoriented by the strange hyper-focus and oversaturated colors, as she fixed the Master with a glare. His brow creased as he looked at her, suddenly aware that she had thwarted his attack. He was a man used to being in control of everyone and everything around him. Dimly, she wondered if he had ever felt true fear. 

	If not, he did now. Gathering another surge of electricity at her fingertips, Kaya thrust out her hand and unleashed a bolt of lightning. It held all of her hate, all of her pain, and all the fear and rage of every little girl he’d tortured who bore her face. 

	It burned right through his chest as it hurled him back against the bulkhead, and his pained shriek echoed down the corridor, loud and long. His body crumpled, blackened and sizzling as if she had just emptied a full power cell of pulse blasts into his chest. 

	Vestri inhaled sharply and rolled over, breath rattling in her respirator as her eyes blinked and tried to focus. Her gaze darted between Kaya and the smoldering body as if she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. 

	Kaya wasn’t sure that she did, either. The Echo, the Master, one of the two who had controlled them both from the very beginning, was dead. 

	“Are you all right?” Kaya asked, crawling forward as she returned her body to its normal human shape. 

	Vestri eyed her carefully, warily, like a wounded animal expecting an attack. But eventually she nodded. “Yes.”

	“Then we should get out of here,” Kaya said. “It’s only a matter of time before—”

	You’re too late.

	The voice burned into her mind, and when the Master’s body began to twitch, Kaya wondered if she had abandoned the protection of her Kali form too soon. But the charred carcass in front of them couldn’t have possibly mustered a psionic attack…

	I am the only reason you exist. I created you. Trained you. Commanded you. I molded you into weapons, the harbingers of a glorious Eclipse. Yet now you have doomed yourselves. Pathetic.

	The head abruptly lifted, revealing lidless blue eyes and a face so badly burned that the last bits of flesh had already started flaking off the skull beneath. 

	There will be others. Legions. The Dominion will be reborn.

	“Maybe,” Kaya breathed, drawing her pistol. “But you won’t be there to see it.”

	You still do not understand. The Shadows have many minds yet only one body. I am true Seraphim. I have one mind…and as many bodies as I require.

	A cold, haunting chill skittered down Kaya’s spine. “What are you…?”

	The body collapsed, a last rattling breath escaping from the scorched remnants of its mouth. She turned back to face Vestri, but the other woman’s face—their shared face—held no answers. 

	“Come on,” Kaya beckoned. “We should—” 

	A roar like an approaching cyclone filled her ears. Something slammed into the Nissek’s hull, and she had just enough time to turn around and watch in horror as the entire corridor behind them detonated in flash of searing green light. Just like back on the bridge, the afterimage of the plasma burst seared into her retinas, and her body was thrown back and slammed into a bulkhead before she could even think of bracing herself for impact. 

	Unlike back on the bridge, however, she wasn’t knocked unconscious. Here she was able to behold every second of the unfolding horror in perfect clarity. 

	The ship practically disintegrated before her eyes. The walls and floors were gone in a fraction of a second, leaving only remnants of the superstructure behind. The merciless vacuum beyond clawed at her with greedy fingers, trying to suck her and everything else out of the ship.

	She watched as the Master’s body vanished into the void along with a storm of flaming debris. A containment field flashed into place a heartbeat later, but without a floor to catch her, she was still in freefall toward the abyss, as helpless as a feather in a tempest. Somehow, in pure desperation, her hand managed to snag one of the thorotine beams left behind in the wake of the blast. Amazingly, the artificial gravity still held, tugging her down toward the shield. 

	Outside, slowly drifting past the massive hole it had just blown open, was the ominous red hull of the Convectorate battleship. Its port cannons fired another salvo into the Nissek on a different deck, releasing a tremor that nearly made Kaya lose her grip. She was meters from oblivion, hanging by a thorotine thread. 

	But she was hanging on. And against all odds, it meant she still had a chance. 

	Gritting her teeth, she pulled herself up onto the beam, trying hard not to look down—and failing that test of willpower almost immediately. Plenty of people were afraid of heights, and she had certainly endured her share of nightmares about plunging to her death. In the most vivid one she could remember, she had been teetering on a support beam atop a half-finished skyscraper in the middle of a hurricane (ironically, probably after taking too much hurricane). 

	Yet this was several orders of magnitude worse. Perhaps it was the knowledge that her body would never stop “falling.” Perhaps it was that her eyes had nothing to latch onto, only literal infinity spreading out beneath her. Or perhaps it was because the threat was actually real and not a nightmare conjured up by her subconscious mind. Either way, she nearly passed out before she forced herself to look up and figure out how in the hell she was going to escape this mess. 

	Most of the lift had been destroyed along with the hallway. The actual shaft was still intact, however, albeit wide open as if the construction crews had stopped halfway through building it. She might be able to climb the twisted metal around her and reach it…

	Kaya heard a grunt and a bang beneath her. Bracing herself to fight off the inevitable wave of vertigo and nausea that would follow, she glanced back down to see Vestri clinging to another beam several meters below her, her boots dangling mere centimeters from the edge of the flickering containment field. 

	The other Shadow looked up at her with the same amber eyes Kaya saw in the mirror every morning. Eyes that had been hardened by pain and anguish; eyes that had been taught to view mercy as a weakness. 

	Eyes that had once been wide with fear on those toxic cliffs all those years ago. 

	“Just hang on,” Kaya said, wrapping her thighs around the beam for support. Clinging to it by her legs alone, she lowered herself down as far as she could stretch. “Take my hand!”

	Kaya knew it was a risk. The other Shadow could easily use her telekinetic abilities to rip Kaya from her perch and doom them both to the void. Back on Ziphrades, she had certainly seemed like someone so driven by rage and bitterness that she would gladly perish as long as she took her enemy down with her. 

	But then she reached up and took Kaya’s hand. It wasn’t easy to pull her up, but unlike on the toxic cliffs, they weren’t dealing with noxious gas or the heckling voice of the Master. With a bit of aid from her powers to give herself the thick, strong arms of a Krosian warrior, Kaya hauled Vestri up onto the beam with her. 

	They stared at one another as they caught their breath, a hundred unspoken questions filling the thin air between them. How had she known where to find us? Why did she turn on the Master? Why isn’t she still trying to kill me now?

	Kaya hoped that she would get the chance to ask them. But right now, survival was all that mattered. 

	“If we can get to the lift, we might be able to climb up the tube until we reach a maintenance shaft,” Kaya said. “Sound like a plan?”

	Vestri nodded, her breaths sounding increasingly laborious behind her mask. “After you.”

	 

	***

	 

	“Aft shields compromised,” Dorian said, biting down on his lip as his fingers swept over the holographic displays. “I’m going to have to pull power from the weapons.”

	“We’re barely able to scratch those transports as it is!” Mysha shot back. 

	“We don’t have any choice! There’s a new squad on the way.”

	On the tac-holo between them, another squadron of Convectorate starfighter drones had just launched from the belly of the enemy battleship. They were almost certainly the reserve units—damaged, old, or possibly just awaiting maintenance—but they were still closing quickly, and the Convectorate captain wouldn’t have deployed them if he didn’t think they would tip the scales. 

	And they very well might. While the Last Stand’s fighters had effectively clashed with and locked down the initial Convectorate forces, this was not a battle that a single freighter could win, no matter how many upgrades Samir had installed. He had been cleverly using the Nissek as cover for the last few minutes, drifting out of the line of fire to recharge his shields in between volleys, but the battleship had finally had enough of that. It was now firing more or less indiscriminately, even blasting through chunks of the Nissek’s hull when necessary to score a hit against the freighter on the other side. 

	Meanwhile, Martyr and Morningstar were quickly running out of steam. They had finally aborted their harassment of the battleship and pulled back to help defend the Last Stand. Neither of them had taken severe damage yet, but Dorian could tell that their fighters were far more sluggish than they had been. It was, he mused, the one critical disadvantage of equipment that was so heavily reliant upon the stamina and vigor of the user. 

	“We might have to let the assault transport through,” Dorian said reluctantly. “We could—”

	The com crackled life before he could finish. 

	“Meesh?” Kaya’s voice came through. “Can you hear me?”

	“Kaya!” Mysha shouted back. “By the Seraph, where are you?”

	“Almost to the hangar. Sorry to keep you waiting, but I ran into an old friend on the way.”

	Dorian shared a glance with Mysha. “Who?”

	“It will take too long to explain. Just make sure the engines are hot so we can get the hell out of here.”

	“Uh…we already launched,” Mysha said.

	“Wait—you did what?”

	“It will take too long to explain,” Dorian repeated dryly. “Just hold tight. We’ll try and pick you up in a minute.”

	Mysha nodded, swinging the Prowler in a wide arc up and over the “webbed foot” of the aft quarter, then nosing them into a hangar approach vector. Thanks to his father’s fighters, they had been able to stop any of the other assault transports from docking, but the area outside the dorsal hangar was still very much an active battleground. Clusters of drones clashed overheard, and another burst of incoming fire glanced off their rapidly draining shields. When she decelerated to take them in, they were going to be an easy target for several precious seconds before they entered the containment field. 

	“This is going to hurt,” Dorian muttered. “I’ll try and manually rotate the shields as quickly as possible when we start taking heat.”

	“All right, here goes,” Mysha said, taking a deep breath and putting both hands on the flight stick. “I should be able to—wait, look out!”

	Outside the canopy, the bulk of the attacking battleship once again became visible as it arced around the Pride of Nissek like the sun appearing over the horizon. It unleashed a blistering salvo with its cannons, but not at the Last Stand or the Valkyries or even the Prowler. 

	It fired right at the dorsal hangar where they were headed. 

	Mysha aborted their run with a sudden twist of the stick, spinning them away as a series of explosions riddled the Nissek’s hull. By the time the barrage came to a halt, an entire fifty-meter section of the battleship had been reduced to a blackened husk. 

	“Kaya!” Mysha breathed. “Kaya, please tell me you’re still there!”

	Dorian stared at the com display, his breath caught in his throat…

	“Technically, yes,” Kaya’s voice said with a groan. “What the fuck is going on?”

	“The battleship is in full attack mode,” he told her, letting out another silent sigh of relief. “It’s like the captain stopped giving a shit about his own boarding parties.”

	A pause. “Well, I think I know why. I’ll tell you later—we’ll try to make our way to the other hangar.”

	“On the other side of the ship?” Mysha asked. 

	“Do you have any better ideas?”

	“Not really,” Dorian said. “We’ll do everything we can to keep them occupied. Just hurry!”

	Mysha shook her head as the com clicked off, and she swung them along the opposite side of the Nissek to keep them in relative cover. “We can’t keep this up,” she breathed. “If the Vecs really want to destroy that ship…”

	She didn’t need to finish. The battleship was now splitting its fire between the Last Stand and the Nissek, but it had plenty to spare. They had a minute, maybe two, before—

	The tac-holo beeped a proximity warning. Dorian glanced down at the strange readings. 

	“More ships coming in. But they’re so small it’s…”

	His lips slowly stretched into a smile as five tiny blips appeared on the sensors just a few dozen kilometers away. Normally, the arrival of a few starfighters would hardly be a call for celebration in these circumstances. But these weren’t fighter drones. 

	They were Valkyries.

	“Took you long enough,” Martyr said over the com, helpfully linking the Prowler and the Last Stand into the channel with the others. “We’re in a bit of trouble over here.”

	“We figured you might have some party crashers when Outcast started getting jittery,” a high-pitched female voice came back. “We’re all hot and ready—where do you need us?”

	“We have the fighters pinned down pretty well with our new friends here, but that battleship’s getting mighty angry. The Nissek won’t last much longer.”

	“We’ll take care of it,” a confident male voice came back. “Sandbox, Grinner: engage those fighters and give them a breather. Cobalt, Spectre: make a strafing run along the hostile battleship’s starboard flank. Work their shields as hard as you can. I’ll sweep in late and hit the port side.”

	“What are you planning, Outcast?” a calm, smooth Kali voice asked. 

	“Oh, nothing special,” the human male came back, a decidedly sardonic quality to his voice. “You know me.”

	The Valkyries split into groups as they accelerated, two heading toward the Last Stand and the others headed for the battleship. Dorian wasn’t sure what they thought three Valkyries could accomplish that Martyr and Morningstar couldn’t, but he couldn’t wait to find out.

	“If they can occupy the battleship, this might be the only chance Dad’s going to get to gain some distance,” Dorian said aloud, knowing that Ghost would hear. “Ghost, tell him to start moving onto an exit vector and use the Nissek as cover as long as he can.”

	[Understood,] Ghost said into his implant. [Unfortunately, I calculate only twelve point three percent odds that the Valkyries will be able to harass the battleship long enough for us to exceed the effective range of their weapons.]

	“Have a little faith,” Dorian said, offering Mysha a tight smile. “We’ll give you as much cover as we can.”

	Mysha swung the Prowler back toward the Last Stand, squeezing off shots at any starfighter drone that drifted within range. With so much power dedicating to keeping up the weakened shields, they weren’t accomplishing must more than harassment. But that was fine—the Convectorate battleship was already repositioning itself to confront the new threat, giving the Last Stand the opportunity to get some distance it desperately needed. 

	“There they go,” Mysha said. 

	Even with the chaos surrounding him, Dorian looked down at the tac-holo to watch. Two of the Valkyries—Cobalt and Spectre, if he remembered correctly—began their attack run on the battleship’s starboard flank. They approached in a tight formation, but once the enemy point-defense turrets began firing, they twisted into an evasive corkscrew pattern in absolutely perfect unison—the kind that only synchronized artificial intelligences could normally handle. Dorian realized belatedly that the tactic wasn’t merely to evade as many incoming shots as they could, but also to bolster one another’s shields. The energy readings were incredible; they were generating as much power as the deflector emitters on most capital ships. 

	And it kept them alive. When the occasional green flash connected with their shields—impacts that would have vaporized any of the other starfighters on the battlefield—the Valkyries shrugged it off. Once they were in tight with the battleship, the pilots began pounding the shields at point-blank range, forcing the enemy commander to shunt additional power to the battered zones lest they punch through and inflict some real damage. In the process, however, the massive ship left its port shields vulnerable. 

	Which was precisely what Outcast must have been counting on. He soared in on his own strafing run when the others were about halfway across the battleship’s superstructure, his fighter weaving back and forth in what seemed like the laziest attack pattern imaginable. He didn’t open fire until he got in close, but when he did, he made every shot count. His psi-cannons ripped through the vulnerable shields and shredded the thick armor beneath, creating short-lived plumes of flame and a trail of small explosions. 

	It was in that moment when the battleship’s tactical officer tried to compensate for his mistake. But rather than redirect the shields away from the other two Valkyries who were still blasting away, the point-defense turrets concentrated nearly all their fire at the lone incoming Valkyrie with its overcharged weapons and single set of shields. Dorian held his breath, expecting Outcast to get vaporized…

	Instead, he witnessed the impossible. 

	The Valkyrie continued its strafing assault, not even bothering with a corkscrew or any other evasive maneuver. And yet every time one of the battleship’s cannons fired, Outcast always veered away a split second before they hit. At first, he just seemed lucky, but as the seconds ticked by and he effortlessly dodged shot after shot after shot, it became clear that this was far more than good fortune. Outcast knew precisely what he was doing, and the devastation he left in his wake was almost terrifying to behold. 

	Sensor blisters melted. Shield emitters vaporized. Point-defense cannons were reduced to twisted slag. In a single strafing run, a lone man in a starfighter inflicted more damage than the Last Stand’s disruptor cannon after several minutes of sustained bombardment.

	“Echu tari,” Mysha breathed. “Who is he?”

	Dorian had no answer. And neither, it turned out, did the battleship. The few surviving Convectorate fighters broke off their attack on the Last Stand and tried to chase away Outcast and the other two Valkyries, but even if their ranks hadn’t been thinned, their efforts would have been laughable. The Valkyries—the Wings of the Seraph—annihilated them with surgical precision, especially when all seven Valkyries finally combined their efforts. The Pirilex battleship, once confidently on the offensive, began to slink away in an attempt to withdraw. 

	“We can’t let that thing escape!” Martyr called out. “It has an astral drive on board.”

	“What?” Cobalt blurted. “How is that possible?”

	“I don’t know. But we’re never going to find out if it—”

	Before she finished the sentence, the red bulk of the battleship vanished into nothingness right in front of them. Its few surviving fighter drones, abandoned and directionless without the ability to receive orders, shut down. 

	“Shit,” Morningstar swore. “Should we shift and try to pursue?”

	“No,” Outcast replied with a disappointed sigh. “Even if we managed to find it, it’s too easy to get lost in astral space. And we don’t have enough experience with that kind of combat. It’s not worth the risk.”

	“Then what do we do, boss?” Cobalt asked. 

	“We try and rescue as many people as we can from the Nissek,” Outcast said. “Then we meet up and finally have a chat with Martyr’s new friends.”

	 

	 

	 

	


Epilogue

	 

	“The cleanup will likely continue for several days,” Ghost reported from his avatar’s perch atop Dorian’s holopad. “Given the remote location of this system and the lack of nearby Convectorate military installations, it is unlikely there will be a follow-up attack within the next seventy-two hours.”

	Dorian nodded idly, his eyes sweeping across the strange hangar. He and Mysha were standing at the foot of the Prowler’s landing ramp, having set down inside the Vantrax just a few minutes ago. The Krosian destroyer had shown up not long after the battleship’s retreat, and Martyr had invited them all aboard for repairs and an eventual debriefing. Dorian had very little working knowledge of Krosian tech, though he knew their ships were nearly always oversized for their class. The Vantrax was no exception: it was easily the size of a full cruiser, with enough space to house a full wing of starfighters and a handful of support vessels. It still wouldn’t have been his first choice for a flagship, but he got the impression that the Union wasn’t in a position to be choosey.

	“Unless there are even more Convectorate ships fitted with astral drives somewhere,” Mysha said gravely to Ghost.

	“That seems even less likely,” Dorian mused. “Apparently there wasn’t a single Tarreen or Convectorate officer with any of the boarding parties. I bet the Ministry of War doesn’t even know that ship exists.”

	“I calculate a high probability that your analysis is correct,” Ghost said. “The vessel did not possess a transponder signal or any other identifying markers.”

	Dorian pursed his lips, wishing that his father had been able to come aboard. But Samir was still on the Last Stand, and he would probably be stuck there putting out fires for a while yet. The old freighter had taken a pounding. Frankly, it was nothing short of a miracle that the old girl was still in one piece. 

	Without Ghost’s help, she likely wouldn’t be. 

	“Of course, there’s nothing to stop the battleship from coming back after it makes repairs,” Dorian added after a moment. “Though we did wipe out its entire starfighter complement, and it doesn’t seem to have an answer for that many Valkyries. Maybe they learned their lesson.”

	“We could always ask her,” Mysha said, glancing across the hangar to the black-armored woman standing near Kaya. “If we don’t like the answer, we could shoot her out the airlock. In fact, let’s just do that anyway.”

	Dorian understood exactly how she felt. During its search for survivors, one of the Union support vessels—a battered old freighter, of all things—had retrieved Kaya and the other Shadow of the Seraph from the Pride of Nissek. When he had seen the masked woman stride down the shuttle’s landing ramp, he had almost started shooting. Kaya claimed she had the situation under control, but she hadn’t taken the time to tell them why—or explain what had happened during her escape. She just insisted that her fellow clone was no longer a threat. 

	Considering that the masked woman had tried to kill them back on Ziphrades only a week ago, Dorian and Mysha both had their doubts. If the three of them had been alone, he imagined they would still be arguing the point. But right now, with the ongoing cleanup and rescue efforts underway, there was simply too much bustle and confusion for anything resembling a private conversation. 

	Just trust me, all right? This is important.

	It was the last thing Kaya had told Dorian and Mysha before she had taken the other woman aside. And they did trust her, of course, but that didn’t mean they had to like it. 

	Still, at least they finally had backup if the woman decided to go on another rampage. All the Valkyries had landed in the hangar by now, and Martyr was currently chatting with some of the other pilots a few meters away. Dorian couldn’t help but feel a little intimidated by their presence, especially after witnessing just how powerful the Wings of the Seraph were firsthand. He had never been around this many other psychics before.

	“I’m sure Kaya knows what she’s doing,” Dorian said eventually. “Any more reports from the cleanup teams?”

	“Nothing out of the ordinary,” Ghost told him. “However, I warned the cleanup teams to exercise extreme caution. None of the boarding parties will have shut down after the battleship retreated. As you know, SEC models are capable of independent operation.”

	“Don’t remind me,” Dorian muttered, feeling another pang of guilt about designing the weapons in the first place. 

	“It does appear that many of them were neutralized by their own warship once it began firing on the Nissek. A turn of events in our favor.”

	“Tell that to all the people who got blasted into space,” Mysha murmured. “All because we led the Vecs right to their doorstep.”

	“We don’t know that,” Dorian countered. “We barely know anything right now, honestly, though hopefully Kaya is getting us some answers.”

	She didn’t reply, but he could see the remorse on her face. Now that the adrenaline of battle was fading, her conscience was burdened with the knowledge that they might be the ones responsible for all this death and destruction. Dorian was still undecided. He didn’t understand how they could have been followed, especially if the battleship had emerged from astral space. 

	But then, there were still plenty of questions that hadn’t been answered. Including a very conspicuous one…

	“Okay, so how in the hell did you and Dad get here, anyway?” he asked Ghost. “You haven’t bothered to mention that yet.”

	“It was not your father’s original intention,” the AI replied. “However, he did wish to shadow you to Mushiri in case his contact had been compromised.”

	Mysha stared blankly at the avatar. “You were there the whole time?”

	“We arrived not long after you did. I surveyed the local com chatter and concluded that you had indeed encountered difficulties. When the Prowler left the system, your father insisted we follow.”

	“How in the hell did you track us?” Mysha asked. 

	“I assure you, it would not have been possible with standard equipment. However, my program was previously integrated with the computer system on the Prowler. With that knowledge at my disposal, it was a trivial matter to track your drive emissions.”

	Dorian smiled despite himself. He probably should have been annoyed, but it wasn’t as if Ghost had technically disobeyed anything—they had ordered him to stay with his father, not necessarily keep his distance. And even if they had, Samir had obviously been the one calling the shots. 

	“I should have known Dad wouldn’t let this go,” Dorian said. “He probably intended to shadow us the whole time.”

	Ghost’s avatar spun on its axis. “I cannot confirm or deny that assertion.”

	“Uh-huh.” 

	Dorian looked at Mysha, wondering whether she would look amused or annoyed. But her attention had already returned to the group of Valkyrie pilots on the other side of the hangar. She watched them intently, and he wondered what, if anything, she might have been sensing from them.

	“You gave them a pretty good trial run,” Dorian said. 

	She frowned. “What?”

	“All the crazy flying you did back there,” he said, tapping his hand against the Prowler’s wing just above him. “Just saying, if I were a wing commander, I would definitely be trying to get you into a Valkyrie.”

	Mysha’s eyes flicked back to the other pilots. “I doubt it’s that easy.”

	“Never said it would be. Just that I think you may finally get the chance you’ve been waiting for.”

	A smile tugged at her lips, so warm Dorian swore he could feel the heat on his face. If they didn’t give her a chance after all of this…well, maybe he would have to break all their precious little fighters in half. 

	“You’ll just need a fancy call-sign,” he said. “How about…Tailjob.”

	Mysha turned and glared at him with such intensity he was surprised her eyes didn’t shoot lasers.

	“I’m kidding,” Dorian said, throwing up his hands and smiling. His eyes flicked up to her white hair. “How about…Horny?”

	“I will hurt you,” she threatened, her tail curling around his ankle. “I’m a pretty good shot, too, remember?”

	Chuckling, he slid his hands around her waist and pulled her in close. “How could I forget?”

	As he brought their mouths together, Dorian felt all the anxiety and tension of the past few hours melt away on the tip of her questing tongue. As surreal as it felt to finally be here with the Seraphim Union, the greater miracle by far was the woman in his arms. If anything had happened to her or Kaya back there…

	“Stars, you Velothi girls know how to kiss.”

	Dorian gasped and pulled back, only to see Martyr standing there watching them, a hand planted saucily on her hip. “Have you ever considered leaving any of the hot guys for the rest of us?”

	“No,” Mysha said primly, grinning and running her tongue over her lips. 

	Martyr rolled her cat-like eyes and pointed to the door leading out of the hangar where the other pilots had already gone. “Well, the boss is ready to meet with you.”

	Dorian nodded. “Do we finally get to know who he is?”

	“You already met him, actually. Out there they call him ‘Outcast.’”

	He shared a surprised look with Mysha. The leader of the Union was a Valkyrie pilot? That seemed…well, he wasn’t sure what to think of it. What he did know was that he had never seen flying like that before. 

	“My real name is Shandris, by the way,” the Kreen woman said. “Once people stop trying to kill us, maybe we’ll have time to talk for real.”

	“Not sure that’s ever going to happen,” Dorian grumbled.

	“Me, either. But a girl can dream, right? Come on, let’s go.”

	She led them across the hangar, and Dorian turned and saw Kaya and the other Shadow walking right beside her. He met Kaya’s eyes, and he could see the tension in her jaw and neck. But there was something else there, too—something he wasn’t sure he had ever seen on her face. 

	Hope. Genuine hope. 

	He smiled as they moved down the hall into what looked like a briefing room—a very spacious and robust one, at that. A large, circular table dominated the center of the room, surrounded by a dozen empty chairs. Three separate tactical displays were arrayed along the wall, complemented by a projector in the center of the table.

	The other pilots were already here waiting for them, including the Kali male they had heard over the com. His yellow serpentine eyes immediately fastened on Kaya and her doppelganger as they entered. 

	“Fascinating,” he said, a flash of blue rippling across the otherwise brown scales of his long neck. 

	“Told you,” Shandris replied. “I admit, even after we found those records on Ziphrades, I assumed Selorah was making this shit up.”

	A smear of pink bloomed upon the Kali’s neck, replacing the blue. “I do not believe her imagination is sufficiently robust to concoct such an implausible scenario.”

	“Good point.”

	“Where is she?” the masked Shadow said in what sounded more like a demand than a question. “Where is Spider Zero?”

	The other pilots shared unsettled glances, probably disturbed at hearing their ally’s voice come out of another person’s mouth. The mechanical distortion surely didn’t help. 

	But as if on cue, the doors opened again to reveal three more individuals. One was a young human male in a flight jacket; the other was a tall Velothi female in body-hugging white combat armor. The third…

	The third was an exact duplicate of Kaya other than her blond hair and piercing green eyes. 

	“I am glad that all of you are here,” Selorah Trell said, her eyes locked into the women who shared her face. “We have a great deal to discuss.”
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