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Content Warning


 


This erotic novella contains
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Prologue


 


“Cole? Cole!”


The voice was so faint it sounded like a ghost crying
out from another world. I opened my eyes and searched for the speaker, and it
was only then I realized I was trapped beneath a pile of rubble. A battle raged
nearby; the whine of pulsefire drowned out everything except the rhythmic
pounding of distant explosions. Had we been attacked? Where was Raxyl? Where
was Kaveri?


“Cole!”


I clawed at the dirt and tried to wriggle free.
One of my arms was completely pinned, and by the time I wrenched it loose my
hand and elbow were a bloody mess. But strangely enough, there was no pain—I
could barely feel anything at all, actually, except from the sudden ball of
panic rising in my throat. 


“Cole! You need to stay focused, sweetheart.
You need to stay calm. Just follow the sound of my voice.”


It was so dark I could barely see two
centimeters in front of my face, and I had to hold my breath to keep from choking
on the acrid smoke. I still had no idea who was calling out to me, but for lack
of any better alternatives I decided to crawl towards her. Gritting my teeth, I
focused on putting one hand after the other until I finally caught a glimpse of
daylight up ahead. 


 “Can you hear me, Cole? Can you see me,
sweetheart?”


“I can hear you,” I croaked. My voice sounded
strange to my ears, almost like it was also coming from a great distance. 


“Then just keep coming, Cole. Just keep…oh,
no.” The voice trailed off for a moment, but I swore I heard the sounds of
movement. “I won’t let them take you, Cole. Just stay where you are,
sweetheart. Stay right there.”


I ignored her and continued crawling. The light
grew brighter and brighter, but just before I reached it I heard the whine of a
pulse rifle, the shrieking of a small child…and then silence. 


I didn’t stop moving. I continued dragging
myself towards the light, desperate to figure out what the hell was going on.
But when I finally emerged from the rubble, I was more confused than ever. 


“What…?” I breathed. 


I was lying amidst the smoldering ruins of a heavily
bombarded city. The sky was green with smoke, and nearly every building in
sight had been reduced to a smoking crater. Corpses littered the area around
me, and as far as I could tell they were all human. Most of them were wearing
blue and gold military-style uniforms—uniforms that were haggard and filthy, as
if they hadn’t been changed or cleaned in days. 


“Cole…”


The voice seemed even farther away now. None of
the bodies had moved, but I felt compelled to crawl towards the closest one
anyway. Even through the smoky haze, I could tell that the corpse belonged to a
young human woman about my age. I might not have recognized the planet,
the city, or the ethereal voice in the distance, but I knew exactly what this
woman’s face would look like even before I turned her over. 


How could I not? I had seen in her in my dreams
almost every night for a week straight. 


“Who the hell are you?” I asked. “What do you
want with me?”


She didn’t respond, of course. She never did. 


I sank back on my haunches and shook my head.
The woman was in her early twenties with a round face, a slender nose, and
shoulder-length blonde hair. Her eyelids were dusted with purple shadow that
precisely matched her lipstick, both of which were made more striking by the ghostly
pallor of her skin. Her beauty was haunting, mostly because every time I saw
her she was dead. 


Except for today. I reached out to touch her
cheek, and the instant our skin made contact her eyes shot open. They started
right at me, green and terrified, as if they had seen something deep within my
soul…


 


I awoke with a start, and my vision was so clouded
it took me a solid thirty seconds to remember that I wasn’t on my bunk in the Wild
Gazack. I wasn’t whipping through hyperspace en route to another job, and
Raxyl wasn’t in the cockpit waiting for me with snide commentary about how I
always slept in too late. 


I also wasn’t alone. 


Kaveri stirred next to me, her soft, naked body
still pressed tightly against mine. She made an adorable cooing sound but
didn’t actually wake, and I slowly stroked my hand through her black hair.
Almost four weeks had passed since she had delivered us into the arms of her
so-called friends here on Varsus II, and I hadn’t learned a damn thing about
controlling my precognitive abilities or flying starfighters. I had been having
more nightmares, though, which probably meant one of two things: either my
latent psionic abilities were finally starting to assert themselves, or I was
slowly going insane. 


Those options aren’t mutually exclusive.


“Cole?” One of Kaveri’s luminescent blue eyes had
cracked open, and her brow creased with concern. “Did you have another dream?”


I sighed softly. “Yeah, but it’s no big deal.
Probably just those kajniv wings from dinner exacting their revenge.”


Her other eye opened, and her cranial tendrils
began twitching nervously. “Did you see the same woman again?”


I briefly considered saying no, but lying to a
telepath seemed pointless. “Yes. I was on the same planet, too.”


Kaveri leaned up. “This must be another
premonition.”


“It doesn’t feel like one,” I said. “I usually
only have a few seconds of warning.”


“Well, it has to mean something. You need
to tell Master Mosaad.”


Somehow, I resisted the urge to scoff. “Why? He
hasn’t shown any interest in helping me control my powers before. And he still
won’t let me anywhere near the Valkyries.”


“You just have to give it some time,” she said,
smiling. “There aren’t many psionic ships left in the whole galaxy, let alone
out here in the Far Rim. He can’t afford to let all the adepts fly a
Valkyrie—he needs to be absolutely sure they are ready.”


“This has nothing to do with being ‘ready.’ I’m
the best pilot on this base and everyone knows it.”


I grimaced at the sourness in my voice. I had
never been a patient man, as Raxyl would readily attest, but something about
this place and the people here had gotten under my skin even more quickly than
normal. A month ago, I had watched in amazement as a squad of Valkyries had
stood head-to-head with a Convectorate battleship and forced it to retreat, and
I had immediately started dreaming about what it would feel like to sit in the
cockpit of a true psionic starfighter. Kaveri had assured me that her mentor, a
legendary Blade of the Seraph named Wynn Mosaad, would teach me everything I
needed to know about Valkyries and my powers. 


I was still waiting. 


“You need to tell him,” Kaveri said again. “He’s
the only one here who can help you.”


I closed my eyes and tried to recall the details
of what I had just seen. The images didn’t rapidly fade away like a normal
dream; I could still see everything just as vividly as if I had actually been
there. The problem was that I didn’t know where “there” was, and I didn’t
recognize the girl with the green eyes, either. All I knew was that all of it
seemed incredibly familiar, more like I was seeing specters of the past than
having a vision of the future…


I snapped out of my reverie as a flash of
lightning illuminated the room. The wall-spanning transparent steel window
behind our bed offered a breathtaking view of the Havali Mountains…or would
have if it weren’t dark and raining ninety-five percent of the time on this
stars-forsaken planet. Raxyl and I had run errands out of this place for years
back when it had been controlled by the pirate lord Gol Zabras, but I had never
realized just how dark and oppressive Varsus was until I had actually lived
here. 


“Maybe I’ll talk to him later,” I said, slouching
back down onto the pillow. “In the meantime, you should get some sleep. I don’t
know how you have any energy left considering how often you run through that
training program of yours.”


“Blades of the Seraph are known for their
endurance,” Kaveri said, grinning and running her fingers across my chest. Her
knee slid up my leg until it gently brushed against my cock. “Though as it
turns out, so are you.”


I smiled back and traced my finger along her
cheek. This planet might have been terrible, and my experience in the academy
so far might have been disappointing…but despite all that, I was currently sitting
next to a naked Velothi Succubus who was literally attuned to my libido on a
genetic level. I had fucked her so many times over the past month that I was
surprised my cock hadn’t shriveled up and fallen off. She was easily the most
beautiful woman I had ever seen, and she was as eager and hungry for sex as the
most hormone-addled teenage boy.   


Complaining about anything else in my life seemed
incredibly petty as long as I was sharing a bed with her. Rich and powerful men
traded entire star systems to have their own Succubus, and Kaveri had been bred
to serve as the personal concubine of the Dominion’s late Crown Prince. I
wasn’t just lucky—I was cosmically blessed. 


“We’re supposed to be up in a few hours,” I said.


“I always sleep better after having something warm
to drink,” Kaveri replied coyly as her knee continued past my erect member and
settled on my stomach. A moment later, I felt her tail curl between my legs and
constrict my cock like a serpent. 


I groaned in delight and nibbled at my lip. “I’m
honestly not sure I have anything left for you.”


“You haven’t let me down yet.”


Kaveri stretched out and brought her lips to mine.
Her tongue was as warm and soft as ever, and I was seriously tempted to just
lie back and let her do all the work. She wouldn’t complain; her Succubus
conditioning would ensure that. As long as her Imprinted mate was enjoying
himself, her brain would be drowning in endorphins. Arousal was as reflexive
for her as breathing. 


Still, as entertaining as it would be to watch her
inhale my cock and guzzle my seed, ultimately nothing could compete with her
cunt’s wet, smoldering embrace. I kissed her for another few seconds, then
roughly grabbed her waist and pushed her over onto her bed. She squeaked in delight
when I wedged myself between her legs and again when I pinned her arms behind
her head. Her eyes rolled back when I slipped inside her, and she whimpered in joy
after each and every thrust. 


I still couldn’t believe how different she felt
every time I plunged into her. Perhaps it was just my imagination, or perhaps
her Succubus condoning was designed to give her Imprinted master a unique
experience every time her took her. Whatever the reason, her cunt’s hot,
velvety embrace was impossible to resist for more than a few minutes no matter
how many times I had already spilled inside her that day. 


Tonight was no exception. Her legs locked around
my back, and her tail curled around her ankles like a bowtie ensuring I
couldn’t escape. Pushing her arms as flat as I could behind her head, I pounded
into her again and again until her whimpers eventually became so loud and
frantic she actually bit down on one of her tendrils to muffle the noise…


“Not yet,” I said, pulling out of her a split
second before I exploded. “I made a promise to myself just after we met, and I
still haven’t fulfilled it.”


Kaveri looked up at me, confused and desperate for
me to give her what she wanted. It was a rare moment where she didn’t know what
I was going to do next. I grinned and uncurled her tail, then gently pushed her
knees flat onto the bed. She looked baffled right up until the moment I
straddled her chest and placed my cock between her tits. 


“If you want any more, you’ll have to work for
it,” I told her. “And wear it proudly.”


Her eyes lit up at the challenge, and she
gleefully cupped her breasts together to create a fleshy blue tunnel for my
shaft. I started gently thrusting between them, amazed I had waited this long
to savage her marvelous tits. Every time my cock neared her chin, her tendrils
were there to massage the swollen head. 


“Fuck,” I breathed as I started pounding her more
rapidly. Even her breasts seemed to mold into whatever shape my cock
needed—there was just enough friction that I knew I wouldn’t be able to last
more than a few seconds. 


“Give it to me, Cole!” she begged. 


“You want it?”


“Yes!”


“You’re sure?”


“Please, cover me! Cover my pretty face!”


I roared in triumph and exploded. Despite the fact
I had already filled her cunt a few hours earlier, I apparently still had
plenty left in the barrel. The first two volleys struck her upturned nose and
cheeks, and the last three spurts left a thick trail across her chin and neck.
Kaveri didn’t even flinch; she kept staring directly at me even when her eyes
fluttered from her own climax. When my cock finally fell silent, she lovingly
kissed and lathered the tip. 


“By the stars,” I murmured, trying and failing to
catch my breath. I watched in fascination as her tendrils began gathering the
seed from her face and seductively sliding it into her mouth. She sucked and
licked them clean one by one, all while keeping her eyes locked on mine. 


All of this and you still aren’t content. All
of this and a part of you still wants to run to the Gazack and blast out of
here. 


I watched her clean herself off for a minute
before I slumped down onto the bed. I was so thoroughly spent I couldn’t
believe she fell back asleep before I did, but something about the Imprinting
process seemed to make her drowsy after she had satisfied me. I smiled down at
her, gently stroking her horns and hair, before I gingerly slipped out of the
sheets and lumbered towards the window. I stood there naked, my palm pressed
flat against the transparent metal, wondering what I could have possibly done
to deserve my own Velothi Succubus. 


And wondering why the only reflection I saw amidst
the flickering lightning was that of a green-eyed woman I had never met. 
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“Another wave of interceptor drones is inbound,
bearing zero-zero-five mark two-nine-three. They will be in weapon’s range in
forty-seven seconds.”


I closed my eyes and took a deep breath as my
fingers curled tighter around the flight stick. My starfighter was still intact
despite my pitifully languid performance so far, but I sincerely doubted I
could keep it that way through another wave. Just because these particular
Convectorate interceptor drones were running obsolete piloting algorithms
didn’t mean they weren’t dangerous, especially considering there were only two
of us left. 


“What’s the status of our frigate?” I asked over
the com. “Can’t they jump yet?”


“The Stalwart’s hyperdrive remains
offline,” my only surviving squad mate, call sign “Spectrum,” said in his calm,
perpetually patronizing voice. “We cannot leave the combat zone until they
complete repairs.”


“Maybe we should tell them to hurry the fuck up,”
I growled. “How many people are supposed to be on that damn ship, anyway? What
kind of cargo are they carrying?”


“Enemy interceptors are closing,” Spectrum said,
ignoring me. “They will be in firing range in twenty-one seconds.”


“But seriously, aren’t these important questions?”
I went on. “We’ve already lost two pilots defending this damn barge. At what
point to we cut our losses and run?”


“I am preparing to engage. Do you intend to assist
me?”


I sighed and glared down at the tac-holo. “Sure,
whatever. Let’s get this over with.”


“Then I shall follow your lead, Outcast.”


I rolled my eyes at the idiotic call sign and
shunted my fighter’s auxiliary power into the forward shields. “Moving to
engage. Attack pattern…I don’t know, pick one.”


I slammed the throttle to max and rolled hard
towards the encroaching interceptors. They were moving straight towards the Stalwart
in a standard V formation, and in about a minute they would launch their
torpedoes and finish off the frigate. A part of me wanted to let them—any
reasonable engineers would have had the damn hyperdrive repaired twenty minutes
ago. 


I squeezed the trigger and unleashed a barrage of
blue-white death from my fighter’s pulse cannons. The lead interceptor exploded
almost instantly, but the other five predictably scattered. Spectrum, clinging
tightly to my starboard wing, took out a second interceptor and severely
damaged a third, but then the real dogfight began. The drones’ AI adapted based
on data from the previous waves, and keeping a lock on them became virtually
impossible. 


“There’s one on my tail,” I said through clenched
teeth as I rolled into a tight, evasive corkscrew. “Where the hell are you?”


“Attempting to compensate for your lack of
planning,” Spectrum replied bitterly. I could almost see his scales shimmering
green in annoyance. “My shields are weakening. I cannot aid you without
exposing myself to a crossfire.”


I grimaced at the translucent HUD sprawled across
my cockpit canopy. “All right, come about and make a run for grid fourteen.
I’ll try to—”


The words died on my lips as my fighter violently
lurched from another hit. I twisted the flight stick and punched the throttle,
hoping to buy myself a few seconds before the last of my shields evaporated.
Unfortunately, the interceptor tailing me didn’t buy it. Green bursts of fire
continued streaking past the viewport, and the tac-holo screamed as the aft
shields collapsed—


And then the grav restraints loosened, freeing me
from the pilot’s chair as the hangar lights came on and the simulation powered
down. I sighed and pinched my nose, bracing myself for the inevitable scathing
tirade from my squadmates. 


“Well, that was a poor performance,” Raxyl—aka
Spectrum, aka the most annoying lizard man I had ever met—said from the
simulator chair next to me. “Even by your increasingly low standards.”


I hissed between my teeth and glanced across the
room as the other two members of our squad hopped out of their sim pods and
circled around the chamber towards us. Neither of them looked amused. 


“There’s no way in hell a CDF interceptor would
have the firepower to take out a Valkyrie that quickly,” I grumbled. “You’ve
seen the power readings—you’ve seen how much energy those psionic shields can
muster.”


“We were not flying Valkyries, Cole,” Raxyl reminded
me. “The point of this exercise is to familiarize us with basic starfighter
formations, tactics, and—”


“We’ve only been here a month and you’re already
parroting the instructors,” I interrupted. “Apparently I never realized how
much you like being told what to do.”


A curious blue ripple shimmered up his neck
scales. “And apparently I never realized how much you seem to enjoy
repeated-yet-easily-avoidable failure.”


I grimaced and started to yell at him, but then a
tall, muscle-bound man about my age stormed up in front of us. The woman next
to him was a third his size but looked every bit as irritated. 


“What the hell is wrong with you?” Anton “Hammer”
Kalvera growled. “I told you to cover our flank!”


“You tell me a lot of things,” I muttered. “Maybe
next time you should consider watching your own flank instead of running your
mouth.”


Hammer scowled and crossed his enormous forearms.
“You were you supposed to be my wingman!”


“And you were supposed to be capable of hitting
an interceptor that was sitting directly in front of you. I guess we all get to
leave disappointed.”


“We would have been fine if you had bothered to
stay in formation!” the woman, Darcy “Cobalt” Morrow snarled in her
high-pitched, nasally voice. 


“That ‘formation’ didn’t make any god damn sense,”
I protested. “Just because the simulator is running obsolete AI software
doesn’t mean the Vecs will. The semi-sentient cores on modern drones are way
too smart for fifty year-old tactics. We have to surprise them.” I snorted.
“Besides, if we were all flying Valkyries, that formation would be even more
idiotic. We could use our superior durability and firepower to—”


“You ignored your orders, and you got the entire
squad killed because of it,” Cobalt hissed. “Congratulations.”


“Don’t worry—the two of you would have gotten
yourselves killed with or without my help,” I sneered back. “You lost a
straight-up dogfight with a damaged interceptor before the AI even had a chance
to process data from the first wave.”


“She was only in that position because you were
ten clicks away in a completely different grid!” Hammer growled. 


“In the real galaxy, things don’t always go as
planned. Learn to cover yourself and you’ll never be disappointed. Now if
you’ll kindly get the hell out of my way, I’m going to hit the mess hall and
find something to eat.”


I stepped forward and tried to head towards the
exit, but Hammer immediately shuffled over to block me. “I don’t know what the
hell Mosaad sees in you, but this is the last time we let you fuck up our
scores.”


“Perhaps we should all take a break,” Raxyl
suggested, a nervous orange smear rippling across his neck. “Squabbling over
simulation scores seems especially petty, even for humans.”


“No one asked you,” Cobalt hissed. “Why in the
hell are you here, anyway? You’re a Kali—you couldn’t fly a psionic ship even
if you wanted to.”


“Because Outcast gets nervous when he doesn’t have
aliens around to hold his hand,” Hammer sneered. “You can see it in his eyes—he
hates other humans.”


“Not all of them,” I said. “Just you.”


I heard his knuckles crack as he lowered his arms,
and I honestly wondered if he might try and hit me. I wanted him to try; I had
been waiting for an opportunity to punch him in his square,
looked-like-it-skipped-several-centuries-of-evolution face for weeks now. I
probably should have been more worried given that his arms were almost as thick
as my head, but I knew that Raxyl would back me up. 


Well, I assumed he would back me up. There
was a nontrivial chance he would just sit there and watch me make a fool of
myself. It wouldn’t be the first time.


“He’s not worth it,” Cobalt said, placing her hand
on his shoulder from behind. “Let’s just get out of here.”


Hammer scowled at me for another few moments, his
pecs twitching in annoyance, before he finally turned away. I let out a deep
breath and lowered my guard—


At which point the premonition splashed over me
like a bucket of cold water. I reflexively ducked, and a millisecond later Hammer’s
fist whipped just past my face and slammed into the wall of the simulator. The crack
was so loud half the pilots in the base probably heard it, and the man’s pained
shriek was even louder. I sidestepped away before he could recover, trying and
failing to conceal a satisfied smirk when he whirled around and snarled at me. 


“So you punch about as accurately as you shoot,” I
said. “Good to know.”


In retrospect, continuously taunting a man with at
least forty kilos on me was probably not the smartest thing I had ever done.
And taunting a man with forty kilos on me who also possessed telekinetic
abilities relevant to his call sign…well, that was just downright stupid. Hammer
thrust out his good hand, and I flew backwards like he had somehow adjusted the
room’s directional gravity. I crashed into the wall hard enough that I felt at
least one rib snap, and I immediately keeled over, struggling for breath. 


Cobalt screamed something, but she couldn’t stop Hammer—he
pushed her aside and rushed forward like an enraged V’rath preparing to gore
his prey. But before he advanced more than a few steps, Raxyl lashed out with a
low, whirling kick and tripped him. 


“The use of psionic powers against your fellow
pilots is strictly prohibited,” Raxyl said, his scales gray and his voice
patronizingly calm. “Cole and I have only been here a few weeks, yet we seem to
understand the rules better than you.”


Hammer snarled and rolled back to his feet. He
lashed out with his good hand, swiping at the snake-like Kali with enough force
that he probably would have shattered half the cartilage in Raxyl’s face if he had
actually connected. He didn’t. Over the next twenty seconds, the Kali put on a
clinic in defensive fighting—he ducked, dodged, and bent out of Hammer’s reach
with slithery movements only a spineless man could pull off. And then, in a
final act of humiliation, he kicked out the back of Hammer’s legs and knocked
the man to the floor one more time. 


“If either of you had demonstrated half that much
enthusiasm during the simulation, we would have been victorious,” Raxyl said. “A
pity.”


“That’s enough!” 


All four of us turned as a tall human man in
elaborate white body armor appeared in the chamber doorway.  A flowing blue
cape draped behind him, and the gold brooch holding it in place glimmered even
in the dim lighting. From the first moment I’d set foot in this so-called
academy, I had thought that Wynn Mosaad, Grandmaster of the Blades of the
Seraph, looked more like a religious icon than the leader of a near-defunct
paramilitary organization. 


“Forgive me, sir,” Hammer said, hopping back to
his feet. “But Outcast refuses to—”


“Go to the infirmary,” Mosaad said, his deep,
gravelly voice every bit as imposing as his pristine armor. 


Hammer grimaced and glanced between us. “But sir,
he—”


“Go to the infirmary,” Mosaad repeated. His dark
eyes flicked over to Cobalt. “And you…return to your quarters. Now.”


“Yes, sir,” Hammer said, clutching at his broken
hand. He shot me one final seething glare then lumbered up the stairs with Cobalt
closely in tow behind him. Mosaad turned at the last second and allowed them to
pass, his eyes tracking them like twin plasma turrets just waiting for an
excuse to fire.


He waited until they were gone before he closed
the door, at which point he turned those turrets upon me. As usual, I couldn’t
shake the feeling that he was peering straight into my soul. 


“I am disappointed in you, Cole.”


“He’s the one who attacked me!” I protested,
grimacing at the sudden spike of pain in my ribs. “I never touched him.”


“I was not referring to the fight,” Mosaad said
flatly. He stared at me for another few awkward seconds before he finally
descended the stairs into the room and turned to face Raxyl. “What happened?”


“The squad performed even more poorly than normal,”
the Kali said. “Outcast refused to stay in formation, which caused Hammer and Cobalt
to overcompensate and leave themselves vulnerable. All four of us were
eliminated by the third wave of enemy interceptors—our lowest score in several
weeks.”


I shot my “partner” a baleful glare. “You left out
the part where Hammer couldn’t hit the broad side of a cruiser if it were
twenty meters in front of him!” I growled. “And Cobalt locks up the instant anything
starts shooting at her!”


“Their considerable deficiencies aside, we
achieved wave five quite easily just a few days ago,” Raxyl said. “In my
estimation, the most significant variable is your willingness to follow orders
and support your wingmen.”


My lip twisted in disgust. I could almost feel the
knife twisting my back. What in the hell had gotten into him?


“I appreciate your candor, as always,” Mosaad
said. “Now if you don’t mind, I would like a few minutes alone with your
partner.”


“Of course,” Raxyl said. His yellow eyes stared
down at me one last time, the faintest hint of apologetic red in his scales,
before he turned and slipped out of the chamber. I scowled at the door as it
closed behind him


“I wouldn’t judge him too harshly,” Mosaad said.
“He clearly has your best interests at heart.”


“You wouldn’t say that if you knew him better,” I
grumbled. “Anyway, if you’re planning on scolding me you might as well
save your breath. These simulations are pointless. They don’t test anything
that matters.”


Mosaad arched a graying eyebrow at me. “Other than
teamwork and cooperation, you mean?”


I snorted softly. “The Red Ring has plenty of
great starfighter pilots, and they didn’t have access to anything this
sophisticated. They learned the old-fashioned way.”


“We are not pirates, and I am not training you to
fly a freighter from a scrapyard. Valkyries are the most powerful starfighters
ever constructed—assuming they are flown by a skilled, experienced, and
disciplined pilot.”


 “I wouldn’t know, considering you’ve never let
met me within fifty meters of the hangar,” I grumbled. “I’ve been here a month.
I’ve shown you what I can do.”


“You’ve shown me that you can put up mediocre
scores in a basic simulation,” Mosaad said. “And that you can get into fist
fights with your fellow pilots.”


My lip twitched. “The only reason I’m here at this
‘academy’ of yours is because Kaveri promised you would teach me how to control
my powers and fly one of those fancy psionic ships. But I haven’t learned a
damn thing so far.”


“I wouldn’t be so sure of that. You’ve learned
that there are plenty of other humans out here with powers similar to your own.
And you’ve learned that you apparently have great difficulty working with
them.”


I glanced away. As a rule, I wasn’t easily
intimidated. Raxyl and I had worked with some scary bastards in the Red Ring,
and we had encountered enough Krosian warriors, V’rath commandos, and
Baalir-caste Tarreen that a middle-aged, two-meter tall human should have
seemed like a yewl kitten by comparison.


But somehow, Master Mosaad’s stern face was more
intimidating than all of them put together.  The man was like a thorotine wall;
nothing seemed to faze him. I had automatically assumed that a man of his
stature and experience would be an asshole—he was a military man and a great
hero of the Dominion, possibly the largest collection of assholes in the galaxy—but
I had never once seen him yell or even raise his voice. He didn’t need to.
Sometimes I swore I could feel his imperious presence from halfway across the
base. 


The silence lingered between us for another few seconds
before Mosaad finally paced across the chamber towards one of the empty
simulator spheres. It still bothered me that I didn’t know much about this man
other than a few scattered bits of his personal history gleaned from rumors in
the mess hall. Ostensibly, he was one of the last surviving Blades of the
Seraph, a secretive order of psychic warriors and assassins who had served the
Dominion Emperor for centuries. He had trained Kaveri after her escape from her
Succubus handlers, and now he was trying to train everyone else here how to
pilot psionic ships. In theory, we would be the vanguard of a renewed offensive
against the Convectorate.


In practice…well, in practice I wasn’t sure just
yet. And that was part of the problem. 


“Kaveri assured me that you had great potential,”
Mosaad said into the silence. “To this day, she still believes you will become
the best Valkyrie pilot in the Dominion.”


“I guess we’ll never know until you let me fly
one,” I replied bitterly. 


Mosaad placed his hand upon the chair inside the
simulator and grinned again. “I will tell you the same thing I told you last
week and every week before: once you stop holding back and show me what you’re
really capable of, I will put you inside a Valkyrie the next morning. Until
then, you get to run simulations and practice with your squad mates.”


I grunted. “I’m not holding back. I’m being held
back.”


“Your partner does not agree with that analysis. He
claims you are the only human who is capable of outperforming his piloting
algorithms. If he weren’t so brutally honest, I would assume he was lying to me
based upon your tepid performance thus far.”


I sighed and swallowed. Now that the rush of
adrenaline was fading, my ribs were really starting to hurt. “My powers are the
only reason I could beat his software,” I admitted. “But they don’t seem to
work when I’m in the simulation pod. I don’t know why.”


“Your mind knows that you are not in any real
danger,” Mosaad said. “Until you learn to consciously harness your precognitive
abilities, you will be completely reliant on existential danger as a trigger.”


“Then why don’t you teach me how to do that?” I
asked. 


 “Flying a Valkyrie is a tremendous
responsibility. Even if we had more of them at our disposal, I still wouldn’t
put anyone in the cockpit unless I was certain they were ready. The same is
true for any weapon.” He paused and glanced back over his shoulder. “And that’s
precisely what your powers are, Cole, whether you have realized it yet or not.
I need to be certain you can handle the responsibility before I teach you
anything.”


I snorted. “Kaveri was sixteen years old when you
met her, and she said you were willing to train her almost immediately. You
honestly thought a Velothi concubine was ready to learn how to crush people’s
skulls with her mind?”


“Yes,” Mosaad replied flatly. “From the first
moment she came to me, Kaveri was eager to prove herself and master her
abilities, but she was also eager to follow orders and accept responsibility
for her actions.”


“She was eager to follow orders because she was
genetically programmed to be a slave,” I grumbled. “But I guess you Dominion
types don’t care about that, do you? You’re all just a bunch of automatons
doing exactly what the Seraphim Council tells you.”


Mosaad cocked an eyebrow at me. “Do you honestly
believe that?”


“It’s what everyone in this part of the
galaxy believes,” I said. “I realize this may come as a shock to you, but just
because folks out here hate the Convectorate doesn’t mean they’re eager for the
Dominion to return. They don’t like rules, they don’t like psychics, and
they’re not particularly fond of humans, either.”


“And neither are you.”


I blinked. “What?”


“You’ve spent your entire life around aliens,”
Mosaad said. “You are more comfortable around them than your own people.” 


“Now you sound a lot like Hammer.”


Mosaad paused for a moment, and once again I swore
his eyes were peering straight through my soul. “Since you arrived here, you’ve
barely spent any time with the other pilots. You don’t eat with them, you don’t
exercise with them, you don’t watch krekball tournaments with them…” 


“It’s not my fault that the only agreeable people
on this planet don’t share my DNA,” I said. 


“I understand that you know very little about your
own heritage,” Mosaad said. “And I understand that you know even less about the
Dominion. Very few of the adepts here do. Even Kaveri never had the chance to
visit Keledon or Eladrell or any of the other Core Worlds.”


He turned and let out a long, slow breath. “The
only thing you all have in common is that you have suffered at the hands of the
Convectorate. Hammer’s home world was conquered a decade before he was born. Cobalt
grew up in the slave pens of a mining colony. And you…you were forced to run
carsenium for the Red Ring just to survive.” Mosaad shook his head. “Fifty
years ago, you would have all lived rich, free lives. Your powers would have
vaulted you into the ranks of the Seraphim. You would have all lived like kings
rather than refugees.”


“We might have, but Raxyl and Kaveri
wouldn’t have been lucky,” I countered. “I still can’t believe you were willing
to train a Velothi as a Blade of the Seraph. Everyone out here believes that
the Dominion is only for humans.”


A shadow seemed to sweep across Mosaad’s face. “You
run from your heritage out of shame,” he said softly. “I understand that better
than you know. But humanity’s legacy—our legacy—is more than conquest
and bloodshed. The Seraph and her followers freed trillions from the grip of
the old Tarreen Empire. They were liberators, not conquerors. And with your
help, that’s exactly what we will be again.”


I grunted softly. “No offense, but if the
Convectorate beat the Dominion during the height of its power, I’m not sure
what you think a handful of a starfighter pilots are going to accomplish.” 


“More than you know,” Mosaad whispered, his lips
curling into a faint smile. “But right now, I would just be happy to transform
you into a starfighter pilot. Unfortunately, you still need a lot of
work.” He gestured towards the door with his chin. “Head to the infirmary and
ask the doctor to take a look at those ribs of yours. Just make sure Hammer is quarantined
in his own room first.”


“Sure,” I grumbled. “Why not?”


I stood and clutched at my ribcage. It had started
hurting badly enough that I knew I had bruised or broken something. Thankfully,
walking didn’t seem to make it any worse, and I left the simulation chamber and
made my way across the base towards the infirmary. I wasn’t surprised in the
least to find Raxyl waiting for me. 


“Come to see if you can slip another dagger
through my ribs?” I asked. 


A pink shimmer rippled up the Kali’s neck. “I
merely told Master Mosaad the truth.”


“Is that what you were doing? Funny, it didn’t
seem like it.


“Defending you from physical violence is one
thing,” Raxyl said. “Defending you from your own stubbornness and stupidity is
quite another.”


I scoffed in disgust. “Whatever you say.”


The pink shimmer transformed into a concerned
orange streak. “Cole, even you must admit that your recent performance leaves
something to be desired.”


“The only thing I’ll admit is that agreeing to
come here seems like more of a mistake every day,” I murmured. “You and I
aren’t soldiers, and we’re definitely not Dominion lackeys.”


“Master Mosaad hasn’t asked us to become anyone’s
lackey,” Raxyl pointed out. 


“Not yet, anyway. But he will soon. Trust me.”


The Kali’s scales turned a curious blue. “Whatever
else you may believe, this base remains the safest location in the sector.
Master Mosaad’s power is the only reason the Convectorate Spiders have not
found us yet.”


“Ah yes, these mythical ‘Spiders’ that everyone
likes to talk about but no one has ever seen,” I muttered. “I’ve been having
premonitions for years, and they never came after me before.”


“They did on Briton Chalo,” Raxyl countered. 


“We don’t know that for certain,” I said. “The
Vecs could have tracked Kaveri some other way.”


“We have been over this. And even if you wish to
deny the obvious, you and I both know from experience that the Convectorate
does not give up easily. We killed a CDF officer on Vrassk-Ka, and we were
caught associating with Dominion starfighter pilots. At the very least, the
Ministry of Intelligence will be searching for us.”


I waved a hand dismissively. There were times when
it felt like all anyone here could talk about was the Spiders. Ostensibly, they
were psionic operatives with the ability to spin a “telepathic web” that could
cover entire star systems and alert them to the presence of other psionic
minds. Kaveri insisted that they were real but rare out here on the Far Rim;
Master Mosaad insisted that the Spiders were almost single-handedly responsible
for ensuring the Dominion’s continued decline after the Thirty-Year War. 


Personally, I remained unconvinced. Raxyl and I
had bumped into the Vecs hundreds of times, and we had never seen any evidence
of the Spiders or any other psychic operatives. A part of me wondered if the
whole thing was just some kind of boogeyman invented by Mosaad to keep all
these people here. 


But Kaveri claimed that she had battled one before
and been forced to retreat. If that was true, I should have been scared
shitless. Given how often I saw her naked with her ass or legs in the air, it
was easy to forget that was one of the deadliest people I had ever met. 


“In any event, I hope the doctor can mend your
wounds,” Raxyl said. “Her powers are impressive, to say the least.”


“Yes, they are,” I said. And so are a
lot of other things about her. “I’ll catch up with you later. Aren’t you
due for a hibernation cycle soon?”


“In approximately eighteen hours,” Raxyl said.
“More than enough time to improve our score, if you are interested.”


I smiled despite myself. “After I get patched up
I’m going to find Kaveri and get some rest. Maybe afterwards.”


“I suppose that will depend upon how much the two
of you actually sleep. Rest does not seem to be your priority when the two of
you are together.”


An amused purple rippled spread across his neck in
lieu of a snarky grin. I smirked and patted him on the shoulder. 


“I suppose we’ll find out,” I said. “Go and stuff
yourself full of bugs so you don’t starve during the sleep cycle.”


“I will,” he assured me. 


I continued on towards the infirmary, once again
marveling at just how cold and sterile this place looked. Prefabricated
structures were almost always that way, in my experience; they lacked the
character of old, lived-in buildings. Gol Zabras’s pirate fortress had been a
dark, gloomy mess, but I would have traded the dank rooms, poor lighting, and
awful music for this any day of the week. 


Still, a clean infirmary had its own virtues, and I
loitered outside the door for a few extra minutes before I finally decided to
risk peeking my head inside. I heard Hammer bickering with the computer from
his bed in one of the patient rooms, which was probably the most relatable
thing he had ever done. No one liked a smart-ass AI, and medical versions were
easily the worst of the bunch. It was like they were trying to simulate the
all-too-common god complex of normal doctors but multiplied tenfold….


“Let me guess: the artificial gravity in the
simulator stopped working again.”


I actually hopped in place as my head whipped
around to locate the speaker. The doctor was standing behind me, one of her
thin blue eyebrows arched in amusement. 


“Sorry to startle you,” Shandris Krall said with a
wide smile that proved she wasn’t actually sorry at all. “I just assumed that a
psychic starfighter pilot would be more perceptive.”


I grunted and smiled back. “I think you secretly
enjoy sneaking up on your patients.”


“Only the cute ones. Or the dumb ones, in your
case.”


“Ouch.”


She shrugged. “You picked a fight with the
biggest, scariest man on the whole planet. I’m not sure what else to call you.”


“Good point,” I conceded. “Dumb one it is.”


Shandris chuckled, and I smiled at the sweet sound.
Kreen had always fascinated me, probably because I had a weakness for red alien
girls (and blue alien girls and yellow alien girls and green alien girls, if I
was being honest with myself). Aside from Kaveri and Raxyl, Shandris was the
only other non-human on this entire base. Perhaps Mosaad was right and that was
why we got along so well. 


She also happens to be smart and gorgeous,
which certainly doesn’t hurt. 


“Funnily enough, the wall is what did this to me,”
I said, wincing as I stretched out my ribs. “I’m pretty sure something’s
sticking out where it’s not supposed to.”


“A lot of men on this planet seem to have that
problem,” Shandris muttered. She stepped forward and gently placed her hand
against my ribs. “If it makes you feel better, Hammer is a lot worse off. He
won’t be able to use his hand for at least a day.”


“Good thing he has another one or he might get
lonely,” I said. 


Shandris smirked. The heat from her fingers felt
so good I actually winced when she pulled them away. “Come on in and lie down.
I think it is best if we keep the two of you separated for a while.”


I nodded and made my way over to the nearest bed
while she washed and sterilized her hands over the sink. The instant she wasn’t
looking, I sneaked a surreptitious peek at her alluring figure. She wasn’t actually
a doctor, and she didn’t dress like one, either: her sleeveless black top showed
off a few choice centimeters of her belly and lower back, and her neckline
plunged just low enough to give everyone a tasteful glimpse of her impressive
red cleavage. Her long, wavy-blue hair spilled halfway down her back almost
like a mane, which seemed appropriate given the vertical, cat-like slits of her
sparkling amber eyes.  


What really drove me crazy, though, was the way
the high heels on her boots made her shapely legs stretch on to infinity. The
fact they arched her back and lifted her ass was just a bonus. 


“The medical AI could probably handle this, but
Master Mosaad wants me to practice any chance I get,” Shandris said after she
dried her hands and turned around. From the coquettish grin on her lips, I
suspected she knew I had been checking her out. “I told him he should stop
putting you in flight simulators and have you spar in the battle ring instead.
I’d have twenty patients a day.”


“You just want an excuse to skip out on all your
homework,” I said, gesturing with my head towards the holopad lying in the
center of her desk. “Reading medical journals and listening to training seminars
all day has to be pretty boring.”


“You have no idea,” she murmured as she pulled up
my shirt and ran her impossibly warm hands along my sides. “Honestly, given the
choice I’d rather be back home listening to drunk spacers shout bullshit
stories at me from across the bar.”


I reflexively leaned back on the bed as the heat
from her skin seeped into mine. Kreen massage techniques were famous for a good
reason; I felt like I had just been hit with a tranquilizer and she hadn’t even
done anything yet.


“Still,” I managed, “it had to get old fending off
dozens of men who wanted inside your pants on a daily basis.”


“Dozens? Try hundreds, honey.” She eventually
settled one of her hands on my sore ribs and the other on the base of my
collarbone. “Though honestly, it’s not that different here. There are
four men for every woman on the base so far.”


“We can’t possibly be as bad as the dregs you had
to deal with.”


“Not all of you, anyway,” Shandris said
with a smirk. “You could always do me a favor and convince Kaveri to visit more
often. I swear that girl spends half her time in the battle ring but rarely
gets scratched.”


I grinned. “I’ll tell her to trip and break an arm
more often.”


“I’d appreciate that.” Shandris winked at me then
pressed against my ribs even harder. “Now stay still for a second and let me
work.”


Her amber eyes fluttered shut, and I immediately
felt another ripple of heat across my skin. This time, however, it didn’t stop
until it coursed through my entire body. I swore I could actually feel my
heartbeat slowing, and after about ten seconds the two of us were breathing in
perfect rhythm. 


“Just relax,” Shandis soothed. “You know how this
works. I’ll do the breathing for the both of us.”


I nodded and swallowed. The entire concept of
psionic healing seemed crazy to me, but I had watched her perform enough
miracles over the past few weeks that I had full confidence in her abilities.
The way she explained it, her powers gave her near total control over her own
metabolism and nervous system. In practice, that meant she could accelerate her
body’s natural healing by several orders of magnitude. She could literally
slash open her own wrist and regenerate the broken skin before a single drop of
blood hit the floor. I wouldn’t have believed it was possible if I hadn’t seen
it with my own eyes. 


The even more impressive part, however, was that
she had learned to synchronize her nervous system with another person. Through
that connection, she could draw their wounds into her own body…at which point
her regenerative abilities would kick in and repair the damage. Master Mosaad
called it “indirect healing,” but whatever the name it was probably the most
astonishing thing I had ever seen. 


Well, aside from Kaveri’s tits, anyway. 


“I can already tell this is going to hurt,”
Shandris said, clenching her teeth to brace herself. 


“You really don’t have to do this,” I told her. “I
could…ahhh!”


I felt a sharp pain in my side, followed by a rush
of cool energy so soothing it practically turned my body into liquid. The pain
in my ribs vanished almost instantly...and a few seconds later, Shandris yelped
and stumbled forward instead.


She removed her hands and abruptly severed the
connection between us. Acting on pure reflex, I leaned up and touched on her arms
to help steady her as she worked through the pain. She took a series of long,
deep breaths, and I watched the crease in her brow slowly fade as her ribs
reset themselves. 


“People may not like the idea of their doctor
having alcohol before a surgery,” she said as her eyes fluttered back open,
“but I really need to get drunk before I do this.”


“Thank you,” I told her, and meant it.
“You’re…well, unbelievable doesn’t begin to cut it.”


“It’s nice to be appreciated, at least,” she said,
smiling tiredly. “Unfortunately, I can’t help you with your other problem.”


I frowned. “What’s that?”


Shandris gestured towards the enormous bulge in my
pants. “Maybe Kaveri can give you a hand…or a tail.”


I grimaced in embarrassment and tried to swivel
away, but she just laughed and playfully smacked my shoulder. 


“Don’t worry about it, honey. It happens to every
man who comes in here.”


“I can’t imagine why,” I murmured.


She continued smiling at me for a moment, her eyes
glimmering impishly, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she had secretly been
part of a Succubus program too. Like everyone else in this academy, Shandris
was an exile and a misfit. A year ago, she had apparently been the owner of a
nightclub on a Kreen world a few sectors away, but once her psionic powers had
manifest she had become a fugitive virtually overnight. Her people—or at least,
her people’s government—considered psionic ability a form of “corruption,” and
she had been chased halfway across the region before Master Mosaad tracked her
down. Now she was the academy’s unofficial doctor despite the fact she hadn’t
known a damn thing about medicine prior to a few months ago. 


“Well, I should probably get back to my studies,”
she said after a moment. “If you have any lingering pain, let me know.”


“I will,” I said, swinging my legs off the edge of
the bed. 


“Make sure you pass on my message to Kaveri.”


“You could always tell her yourself,” I pointed
out. “I’m headed to the rec center to watch her fight right now.”


“Maybe later, I really do need to get some more
work done.” Shandris grinned again. “If she doesn’t end up hurting herself, you
could help me out and rough her up a little during your private fun time.”


I arched an eyebrow. “I’m not sure she’d
appreciate that.”


“I really doubt she’d mind. In fact, I’d bet
almost anything that she’ll enjoy it. Besides, you’d be doing me a favor. Anything
to get her in here for a few minutes.”


Shandris held her eyes on me for a long moment,
and her smile was just wry enough I suspected a part of her wasn’t joking. The
thought made my cock even harder, so I quickly hopped off the edge of the bed
before I embarrassed myself further. 


“Thanks again, doc,” I said. “I’ll, uh…I’ll see
you around.”


“You know where to find me.”


Once I had stumbled back into the corridor, I
braced myself against the wall and let out a long, deep breath. Maybe Raxyl was
right; maybe it was important to remind myself that there were some genuinely
good things about living in this place. Well, two good things at least,
one red and one blue.


And speaking of blue…perhaps it was time for me to
listen to my doctor and get some relief for my other problem. Smiling, I strode
off down the corridor to find Kaveri. 
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Kaveri was finishing up her evening training
session by the time I reached the rec center on the other side of the academy. Given
the late hour I had expected it to be mostly empty, but I was quickly proven
wrong: a half a dozen people were inside, and they were all gathered around the
battle ring. It only took me a moment to figure out why. 


“Unbelievable,” the scrawny man near the edge of
the ring blurted out. He shook his head in wonder and pressed his nose against
the glass. 


I crept up behind him and peered over his
shoulder. Apparently Kaveri had just finished another round of combat—she was
kneeling at the center of the ring and gathering herself as the computer assembled
another wave of holographic enemies for her to deal with. 


“What wave is she on?” I asked. 


The scrawny man jumped at least twenty centimeters
and whipped around to face me. “Shit! Sorry, I didn’t see you, Outcast.”


Yet again I winced at the stupid call sign. “That
seems to be going around a lot today,” I muttered. “What’s the story?”


The man—Pavel “Squeaker” Anchev—grunted and turned
back to the ring. “She just finished wave seven.”


“Seven?” I asked incredulously. “I didn’t
know this thing even went that high.”


“Ten is the maximum, but it has never been beaten.”
Squeaker shook his head. “No one else here has even gotten past wave four.”


I blew a thin stream of air through my lips and
glanced back up at Kaveri. Her sleek blue body was encased in the snug, cropped
white jumpsuit she loved so much. Even from here, I could see the thin beads of
sweat glistening on her bare arms and taut stomach. Her entire body was tensed
and coiled like a snake waiting to strike at an instant’s notice. 


Still, if I don’t know better I would have assumed
she was mostly helpless. She had the figure of a dancer, not a fighter, and her
muscles and bones had been genetically engineered for durability and
flexibility rather than brawn. I wasn’t the strongest man here by any stretch
of the imagination, and I’d never had the slightest trouble overpowering her. 


Physically, at least. Mentally was a whole
different story. 


“Squeaker’s just getting excited,” a smooth male
voice said from behind us. “Better watch out or he might steal your girl.”


I turned when several of the other pilots laughed
derisively. The speaker was a tall, irritatingly handsome man named Rafael Mourne,
aka “Morningstar,” aka the most worthless husk of human flesh in this academy
aside from the guy who had tried to punch my face off twenty minutes ago. As
far as I could tell, Morningstar was the closest thing this place had to a
“ladies man.” 


He also happened to be one of the only “whelps”
here who had actually been allowed to fly a Valkyrie on occasion. That annoyed
me far more than his perfectly square jaw and finely-chiseled figure. 


“So, you want to bet on the next round or what?” Morningstar
asked. “I’ll give you three to one odds she doesn’t make it out.”


“Tempting,” I murmured, “but I’ll pass this time,
thanks.”


“Sounds like you don’t have much confidence in
your girl.”


“That ‘girl’ is a Blade of the Seraph,” Squeaker protested.
“Show some respect.”


Morningstar grinned. “She may be a Blade, but we’re
all Wings,” he said. “Well, some of us will be…I’m not so sure about you two.
You’d actually have to survive a few missions in the simulator first.”


He and his posse all shared a chuckle, and I
forced myself to take a deep breath and ignore them. Getting into two fights in
the same day was pushing it, even for me. Though if one of them hit me I would
get another chance to visit Shandris…


“Anyway, don’t worry about it, kid,” Morningstar said.
“We all know Kaveri is a good girl…well, not that good.” He snickered
and swiveled his eyes over to me. “Before you showed up she was a lot
friendlier. She used to personally introduce herself to every new recruit,
sometimes two or three times during the first night. Remember those days?”


Half the men behind him snickered lecherously, and
I felt my hands reflexively ball into a fist at my side. Suddenly another trip
to the infirmary didn’t seem like such a bad idea after all.


“You missed your chance, Squeaks,” Morningstar went
on. “She looks even better on her knees, if you can believe it. Tits out,
tentacles flapping, ass and tail straight up in the air…her Succubus genes
could never get enough. One night she took five of us down her throat in a row.
After we finished with her, she looked like the cheapest, filthiest Velothi
slut you’ve ever seen…”


I lunged forward, fully prepared to break his
face. But just before I could throw a punch the buzzer sounded and triggered a
new round. I pivoted back around as the doors on the side of the ring opened
and spewed forth a veritable stream of holographic combat mechs. Their
arm-mounted cannons unleashed a withering salvo of stun blasts at the lone
available target.


Kaveri rolled towards them, her tail and legs
tucked into such a tight, compact ball it almost seemed to violate the laws of
physics. When she finally sprang upright, she thrust out her hands and slammed
several of the mechs with a wave of telekinetic force. They crashed into the
wall and vanished as if they had never been there at all, and before their
friends could compensate she threw herself into another evasive roll. 


The AI quickly adapted to her movements; with
every shot the stun bolts burned closer and closer past her body. I clamped
down on my lip when she abruptly stopped, assuming she was about to get
peppered with fire, but then she caught one of the surviving mechs in a
telekinetic grip and yanked it towards her, instantly creating a makeshift
shield to absorb the incoming blasts. An audible gasp rippled through the
gathered crowd, and I smiled when Kaveri eventually hurled the mech back at its
friends like a wrecking ball. Had the mechs been real rather than holograms,
the crash probably would have been deafening. Even the simulated noises made me
want to cover my ears. 


Only two of the mechs survived, and they were so
spread out they had no difficulty rushing forward to flank her. She dipped and
writhed around their shots with a fluid grace that seemed impossible for someone
with a spine, and I had a strange flashback to Raxyl’s movements in the simulation
chamber. But then I realized she was attempting to bait the mechs into shooting
each other…and that such a strategy was doomed to fail. 


“They won’t buy it,” I whispered, placing my
fingers against the transparent steel. “You’ll have to—”


Before I could even finish the sentence, Kaveri
abruptly thrust out both her hands and telekinetically ripped the pulse rifles
from the mechs’ grasp. She seamlessly caught the weapons, dropped into a
crouch, and shot the holograms before they could calculate another strategy.


“Yes!” Squeaker shouted, banging his fist against
the glass. I smiled and started cheering alongside him. 


“How long of a break does she get?” I asked him. 


“Usually only a few minutes, but it looks like
she’s going to call it now,” he said. “She’s been there for almost two hours
straight—she has to be exhausted.”


“I can’t imagine she gets much of a workout
anywhere else,” Morningstar said, stepping up behind me again. “But don’t
worry, Outcast. The boys and I can help you out with that.” He sneered. “How
about you go first, then the rest of us can show you what you’re doing wrong.”


A fresh surge of rage boiled up in my veins, and
it was even more intense than before. I turned and glared at him, and I could
see the satisfaction in his eyes. All he wanted to do was get under my skin…and
it was working. Yet again I was a split second away from punching him in the
jaw before I was interrupted. 


“Cole!” Kaveri called out as she exited the battle
ring. Her face lit up when she saw me, and she dashed straight towards our
little gathering. 


“You looked good in there, K,” Morningstar said,
swiveling until he was standing in front of me. “Very impressive. I thought
maybe you could…”


He trailed off we she sidestepped right past him
and leapt into my arms. I braced my hands on her thighs as she squeezed her
legs around my waist, and before I knew it her tongue was my mouth and her arms
were locked around my neck. She didn’t normally greet me like this, but her
timing was impeccable. I opened my eyes and looked past her hair while she
kissed me, and I had the satisfaction of watching every single man in the room
turn green with envy. 


Rather than taunt them, I kissed her deeper.
Kaveri didn’t seem to mind in the slightest, and I wondered if she was doing
this purely for my benefit. If so, I doubt she would have cared if I slammed her
against the glass and fucked her right here. 


When she eventually pulled away, her luminescent
eyes glimmered impishly, and she abruptly glanced back over her shoulder as if
she had only just remembered we had an audience. 


“Oh, hey, Raf,” she said. “I hope you won some credits
this time.”


Morningstar’s lip twitched almost imperceptibly.
“You know I’d never bet against you.”


“Good. I plan to try wave eight tomorrow if you guys
want to come back and cheer me on. But I need to rest and relax for a bit.” She
swiveled back around and locked eyes with me as if we were the only two people
in the room. “Take me to bed.”


“Sure thing, sweetheart,” I said, peering over her
shoulder to give Morningstar and his posse a sarcastic wink. I didn’t even
bother putting her down; I kept her hoisted up in my arms and carried her out
of the room, reveling in their jealous frustration.


The academy had enough people that we drew
countless surprised looks as I hauled her through the corridor, and she clawed
at me so desperately I was honestly shocked she didn’t just pull me down and
beg me to fuck her right there in the middle of the floor. By the time I
spotted the door to our quarters, I was so hard my fly was on the verge of
splitting open. I was going to pound her blue cunt so hard even the sound
dampeners wouldn’t be able to muffle her cries of ecstasy…


“I can’t wait,” Kaveri stammered. “Put me down.”


I frowned. “But the door is right—”


She didn’t give me a chance to finish. She
wriggled out of my arms and shoved me flat against the corridor wall. I gasped
in shock, but before I could react she sank down to her knees, scuttled
forward, and unfastened my belt. My cock smacked her cheek when it sprang free,
but she barely seemed to notice. She inhaled my full length in a single smooth
motion, and I moaned in delight as my hands reflexively settled on her horns. 


“Oh my…fuck!” I gasped, glancing back and forth
down the corridor to see if we had an audience. Thankfully not, though a part
of me really wished that Morningstar had followed us out of the rec center. I
would have given just about anything to see the look on his face…


“Oh!”


I whipped my head around just in time to see a red
alien woman turn the corner and drop her holopad in shock. My entire body froze
in place, though Kaveri, unsurprisingly, had much more graceful reaction. She tilted
her head to look but only slowly pulled her lips from my cock.  


“Wow, I guess you decided to get some help for
your problem after all,” Shandris said, arching a blue eyebrow and gaping at my
thick, glistening member. 


“Sorry,” I blubbered as an uncomfortable wave of
heat rushed into my cheeks. I had a feeling they were even redder than hers
right now. “We, uh…we just got a little ahead of ourselves.”


“I can see that,” the Kreen murmured. “I had just
decided to take you up on your offer and come watch Kaveri fight after all. But
I guess the show’s over…well, sort of.”


“I’ll be back in the ring tomorrow,” Kaveri said,
smiling and licking at her lips as if nothing had happened. “I always perform
better with an audience.”


Shandris smirked. “I’ll bet you do.”


As she leaned down to recover her holopad, I
caught her amber eyes surreptitiously drinking in Kaveri’s figure. A part of me
couldn’t help but wonder if my Velothi partner had sensed the other woman
approaching the whole time…


“Well, I guess I’ll let the two of you get back to
it,” Shandris said, flashing us another sly grin. “Have fun.”


Shaking her head in amusement, she turned and
began sauntering off down the corridor, her hips swaying ever-so-slightly
thanks to the twelve centimeter heels on her boots. Unless I was imagining
things, her gait was slower and more pounced than normal. It made my already
arcing cock even more desperate for release. 


“You were in the infirmary earlier?” Kaveri asked.
“What happened?”


“It’s a long story,” I murmured, forcibly dragging
my eyes away from the Kreen. “Maybe we should move into the room…”


“I had no idea you found her so attractive,”
Kaveri said, ignoring me. Her tendrils stretched out and began massaging my
cock like extra fingers. 


“She’s not the one I’m thinking about right now,”
I said, moaning in delight. 


Kaveri smirked and fastened her eyes back on mine.
“You don’t have to worry about hurting my feelings, Cole. Do you really think
I’m that insecure?”


I shrugged. If she were any other girl in the
universe, I would have assumed this was some kind of trap to get me to admit
that I had fantasized about another woman. But Kaveri would never bother with
anything so petty; she knew precisely how irresistible she was. Honestly, she
was probably the least insecure person I had ever met. It was part of the
reason I had fallen for her so quickly. 


That, and literally everything else about her. 


“I think you always know exactly what you’re
doing,” I whispered as her tendrils began massaging the swollen head. Her lips
were so close to my cock I desperately wanted to grab her horns and start
fucking her face again, but when I tried she didn’t even budge.


“Then don’t be silly,” Kaveri said. “Plenty of
human men have a fetish for Kreen, probably because their body heat is so
dangerous. I imagine it’s the same reason you feel compelled to climb mountains
without a grav harness or race starfighters through an asteroid field.”


I swallowed and glanced back and forth down the
corridor again. I really, really wanted to get back inside our quarters.
Whether Kaveri swallowed me again or not, her tendrils were going to push me
over the edge at any moment. And as amusing as it was to imagine the rage in Morningstar’s
eyes if he saw my seed dangling from her lips and nose, there were some things
I still preferred to keep private…


“Maybe,” I said. “You’re the expert on what men
want.”


“Yes, I am,” she said as she began lathering the
swollen head with her tongue again. I didn’t claim to know exactly how Velothi
Imprinting worked, but whether or not it was biology, telepathy, or just good,
old-fashioned anticipation, Kaveri pretty much always knew what I wanted even
before I did. About a week ago I’d had a particularly rough day in the
simulator, and when I’d returned to my quarters she had already been there
waiting for me, stark naked and bent over the table just waiting for me to take
out my frustrations on her perfect ass. A few days later she had given me a
long, sensual massage to sooth my sore muscles while her mouth, tail, and
tendrils had brought me to an explosive climax. 


Now she was sensing something else, and whatever
guilt I might have felt about my wandering eyes evaporated when I saw the
pleased look on her face.  


“Still, it doesn’t take a Succubus to know how
much you’d love to have both of us at once,” Kaveri went on. “I could go try
and catch up with her in the corridor right now…”


My cock throbbed so hard I was surprised I didn’t drench
her upturned face. “You’re serious?”


She giggled playfully as she unexpectedly removed
her tongue and tendrils from my cock. “Why not? You’re obviously ready.”


“But that’s…” I swallowed and glanced down at my
aching member. It was so desperate to finish…all it needed the slightest encouragement.



“Don’t worry—I won’t make him wait long,” Kaveri
promised as she brought herself back to her feet. “Go on into the room. If I’m
not back in three minutes, I’ll owe you a bottle of Drellian brandy.”


“Three minutes?” I asked. “You think you can seduce
Shandris in three minutes?”


“I’m a Succubus, Cole,” she replied
matter-of-factly. “With luck I’ll be back in one.”


Her smile became downright devilish, and after
gently squeezing the head of my cock with her tail she turned and skipped down
the corridor. I watched her go for a minute, wondering if I had just imagined
this whole thing. Was she seriously going to do this or was she just trolling
me?


Grimacing in frustration, I pulled up my pants and
dashed into our room before anyone else saw me. My erection refused to shrivel,
and I stumbled over to the wall cabinet and poured myself a glass of Krosian
ale. I genuinely hated this stuff—it smelled like plasma coolant and tasted
even worse. But it was the only thing here strong enough to help me cope with
the fact I had the bluest balls in the whole damn quadrant. 


 She’s probably standing right outside the door
laughing at me right now. I love that girl, but she enjoys teasing me a little
bit too much… 


I grumbled under my breath and sat back down on
the edge of the bed. I waited there impatiently, one hand squeezing the liquor
bottle and the other idly stroking my cock. When I glanced back at the chrono
and saw that it had only been two minutes, I swore under my breath and started
pumping myself more quickly. I couldn’t take this any longer. I would just have
to settle for making her clean up the mess and—


The door whooshed back open, and my jaw fell to
the floor when Kaveri burst into the room with Shandris clutched in her arms. At
first, I was so shocked I just sat there paralyzed with my cock in my hand.
When my brain finally caught up, it still refused to believe what I was seeing.


This isn’t real. Kaveri is probably still
sitting next to you playing some kind of telepathic trick with your head. 


While I was busy gawking, the two women got to
work. Kaveri pushed Shandris up against the wall as they frantically pawed at
each other like long-lost lovers. They kissed so passionately I could have
sworn they were trying to devour each other, and I belatedly realized that
Shandris might not have even known I was in the room. Kaveri’s kisses had a way
of making the rest of the galaxy melt into the background.


Grinning, I slowly brought myself to my feet and
sauntered towards them. If this was real and not some kind of telepathic
illusion, I wasn’t about to squander an opportunity to—


I had barely made it halfway to the door before
Kaveri thrust out her right hand and smacked me with a wave of telekinetic
force. I yelped as I flew through the air and crashed onto the bed. 


“What the—?”


My jaw involuntarily snapped shut, and I belatedly
realized I couldn’t move. My arms, my legs, my mouth—they were all being held
completely still by an invisible field of psionic force. I glanced up at
Kaveri, half in annoyance and half in surprise, but then she opened her right
eye and winked slyly.  


She wants you to watch her in action. 


I stopped struggling. On one hand, I should have
been thoroughly emasculated at how easily my alien girlfriend had rendered me
completely powerless. On the other hand, I had a front-row seat to watch two
gorgeous alien girls ravage each other. Did I really have any right to
complain?


Kaveri didn’t waste any time in escalating their
make-out session. While her hands slipped beneath Shandris’s cropped shirt to
fondle her stomach and tits, her tail slithered into the Kreen’s pants and
began massaging her quim. Shandris gasped audibly, and when their lips parted
her amber eyes quickly rolled back into her head. 


I had seen—and felt—Kaveri work her Succubus magic
dozens of times over the past month, but I was still awed by just how quickly
and thoroughly she snared Shandris in her spell. Within seconds the Kreen’s top
was lying on the floor, and I caught my first glimpse of her perky red breasts.
A minute after that her pants were gone too, and Kaveri promptly sank down to
her knees, hoisted Shandris’s right leg over her shoulder, and leaned in to feast
upon her bald, crimson quim.  


“Fuck…” I whispered, straining against my
invisible restraints. My cock was rumbling like a long-dormant volcano
desperate for release, and there was absolutely nothing I could do about it
besides watch and suffer. 


And Kaveri definitely wanted me to suffer.
She tilted Shandris’s body just enough that I had a perfect view of her tongue
lashing the doctor’s clit while her tendrils took turns dipping inside her
quim. I could almost feel the Kreen’s intense body heat from here; Kaveri was
careful to never leave any given tendril inside Shandris’s molten cunt for more
than a few seconds. When the Velothi eventually leaned back for air, I could
see the sweat beading on her forehead. 


But Shandris didn’t let her stop. She clutched
Kaveri’s horns and held her close just like I did whenever I fucked her pretty
blue face, and when the Kreen cried out in climax I couldn’t believe I didn’t
erupt all over myself. 


“Barys ka taala,” Shandris muttered so
quickly my translation implants couldn’t keep up. Her eyes fluttered in ecstasy,
and she probably would have melted into the floor if Kaveri weren’t there to
hold her in place. The Velothi, for her part, turned and made eye contact with
me while she seductively licked the steaming juices from her lips and tendrils.



How did it take me this long to realize she was
such a sadist?


When Shandris’s mind finally returned to her body,
Kaveri stood and gave her another long, passionate kiss. The Kreen’s hands
explored her partner’s back until she found the clasp to her top, and a moment
later it too fell to the floor. Shandris started suckling on Kaveri’s right
nipple, and I was convinced they were going to force me to lie here and watch
her return the favor just to prolong my torture as long as possible. But then
Kaveri whispered something into the doctor’s ear, and from their diabolical cackling
I knew they had something else planned instead. 


“I see you still haven’t fixed your problem,” the
Kreen said, turning and acknowledging my presence for the first time. Her blue
eyebrows arched as she studied my hard, throbbing member. “Maybe you need a
healer to look at it after all.”


The women kissed one last time before they grinned
and sauntered over towards the bed like a pair of troxi cats on the prowl.
While they were side-by-side, I finally had the chance to appreciate just how
perfect both of their bodies really were. Shandris was the slightest bit taller
and more defined, but either of them could have easily been a professional
dancer. If they ever shared a stage, they probably could have earned enough credits
to buy a few battlecruisers in an afternoon. 


“If I had known you were this impressive, I would
have come up with an excuse to examine you before,” Shandris said as she
crawled up onto the edge of the bed. She hovered her lips less than centimeter
away from my cock, and her blue hair spilled down over my legs. The warmth of
her breath was so intense I couldn’t even imagine how hot her mouth was going
to be. 


“Go ahead and introduce yourself,” Kaveri said.
She was fiddling with something just behind me, but I couldn’t turn my head to
look. “He’s very friendly.”


“I’ll bet he is,” Shandris purred. She opened her
mouth and kissed the tip, then slowly began lathering the swollen head. Her
tongue was like a flaming whip; I couldn’t help but grit my teeth in
anticipation of scalding pain. But she was careful to never make contact for
more than a few seconds at a time, and it was nothing short of a miracle that I
didn’t detonate all over her lips and face. 


“Oh, shit…” I blubbered, balling my hands into
fists at my side. 


Shandris swallowed the head of my cock for a
fraction of a second before she popped back up. “You ready, honey?”


“Absolutely.”


I heard Kaveri stick something in her mouth, but
before I could look Shandris dove back in. This time she took my entire length
down her throat, and it felt like I had just started fucking a wet, velvety
volcano. I was a split second from bursting when the pain became so intense I
actually hissed between my teeth. Shandris pulled back and nodded at Kaveri,
who promptly leaned down and took her place. But somehow, her Velothi mouth
wasn’t hot—it was freezing cold. 


“Holy…fuck!” I gasped. It was only then that I
spotted the half melted ice cube in her hand and belatedly realized what she
was doing. After cooling me off for a few seconds, she leaned back and flashed
me a coy grin as she placed the ice cube back atop her tongue and innocently
rolled it into her mouth. 


 “He’s ready for more,” she said. 


Shandris eagerly obliged. She inhaled my cock a
moment later, and this time the scorching heat of her mouth was more than I could
take. I exploded so violently I couldn’t believe she didn’t gag. My cock fired
spurt after spurt down her throat, and she didn’t even flinch. I was so
exhausted after I finished I was genuinely surprised I didn’t pass out right
then and there.


“By the stars,” I murmured. “That was…”


I couldn’t even finish the sentence. As I craned
my neck to look down at her, Shandris gingerly removed her lips from my cock
and left them parted just enough that I could see my offering filling her mouth
to the brim. On cue, Kaveri leaned forward over me, and the two women kissed
every bit as deeply as they had at the door. The tiniest bit of seed leaked
over their lips and down their chins as they shared the fruits of their labor. 


Oh my fucking god, I’d have to pay a fortune
for this kind of thing on Briton Chalo…


Eventually Kaveri leaned away and looked down at
me, her lips still wet with saliva and seed. “I promised our guest you’d make
enough for both of us. I really hope you don’t take long to whip up desert.”


I grinned and glanced between them. “It should be
ready any minute.”


“Good. That should give the two of us some time to
finish our conversation from earlier…”


Grinning lasciviously, she lunged forward and
practically tackled Shandris onto the bed. After forcefully kissing her for a
few seconds, Kaveri licked her way down the doctor’s neck until she reached her
perky red tits. The Velothi suckled on one nipple while her tendrils and hands
massaged the other, and Shandris gasped and twitched like an electric current was
coursing through her—and that was before Kaveri’s tail wriggled between her
legs and slid into her quim. 


I probably would have gotten hard if I had seen
this on a low resolution monitor from a hundred meters away, let alone in real
life at point blank range. My cock was back at full length in no time, and if
Kaveri’s telekinetic vise wasn’t pinning me in place I would have immediately
crawled behind her, grabbed her by the waist, and slammed into her sopping
cunt. But as far as I could tell she was holding me down specifically to
prevent that, and so instead I had to sit here aching as two of the most
beautiful women I had ever seen ravaged each other one more time.


 All things considered, it was still a pretty good
deal. 


It took Kaveri less than a minute to get Shandris
off again, and two minutes after that the Kreen was practically screaming at
the top of her lungs as a third orgasm shuddered through her. By the time she
finally came down she looked completely spent; her entire body was covered in
tiny beads of sweat, and her arms and legs were flopped listlessly on the bed.
Kaveri wasn’t tired in the slightest, of course. She studied her handiwork with
an almost sadistic glint in her eye, especially when she brought her own tail
up to her lips so she could taste the Kreen’s juices. Everything was obviously
proceeding exactly the way she had planned. This was even more proof (as if I
needed it) that even though she was psychologically and physiologically attuned
to human males, she was more than capable of adapting to the needs of another
species…or another gender.


“Barys ka taala,” Shandris murmured, her
hand idly stroking the Velothi’s cheek. “I never thought…I never imagined…”


Kaveri grinned. “Just relax. Desert is ready.”


Just like that, the invisible telekinetic force
pinning me to the bed vanished. I leaned up and placed a hand on Kaveri’s back,
half-tempted to slam her face-first into the pillows and pound her ass as
penance for making me wait like this, but then she grinned and gestured towards
Shandris’s splayed body like a harem mistress offering up her latest girl. 


“She’s waiting,” Kaveri said. She opened her palm,
and one of the ice cubes she had set out earlier flew into her hand from across
the room. 


I practically leapt across the bed to crawl
between Shandris’s long, shapely legs. She was still wearing her boots,
astonishingly enough, and despite her exhaustion she smiled eagerly when I
propped her slender calves up on my shoulders and nudged the tip of my cock
against her scalding quim. 


“Take her,” Kaveri said, sliding the ice cube onto
her tongue. “Take her hard.”


Shandris was so wet I couldn’t have gone slowly
even if I had wanted to; my cock slipped all the way inside her with the
slightest thrust, at which point her fiery alien cunt enveloped me like a
plasma conduit. My mind flashed back to the Kreen girl I had fucked on Briton
Chalo. At least this time Raxyl wasn’t around to ruin my fun.


“Son of a…fuck!” I gasped as I started pumping in
earnest. Shandris placed her arms around my neck, and her cat-like eyes
sparkled brighter with every thrust. 


“Fuck me, Cole,” she pleaded. “Fuck me now!”


I slammed into her a half a dozen times before I
had to pull out, and Kaveri’s mouth was there waiting to cool me off. At first
I couldn’t even feel the ice on her tongue, but she delicately dragged the cube
along the top of the shaft while her tongue bathed the underside. I buried
myself back inside Shandris a few seconds later, and after one more rotation I
knew I couldn’t hold out any longer. 


“Here it comes,” I breathed, leaning down close
enough that I could kiss her nose. “Where do you want it?”


Shandris clasped her hands beneath my cheeks and
looked right into my eyes. “My tits. Cover my tits!”


I gleefully obliged. Unleashing a primal cry of
triumph, I pulled out and erupted. The first jet was so powerful it shot all
the way across her body and onto her nose and lips, but the rest splattered
across her neck, breasts, and stomach. Shandris giggled in delight, and Kaveri swept
in to clean me off with her tongue. 


I smiled down at the two women as I tried to catch
my breath. Suddenly, sticking around this academy a bit longer didn’t seem like
such a bad idea. 
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I slept far longer than I had intended for some
reason, and the three of us were almost twenty minutes late for the morning
exercise drills. Shandris tactically staggered her entry to avoid suspicion,
but I wasn’t embarrassed in the least—the annoyed look on Morningstar’s face
was worth all the punitive janitorial duty in the galaxy. 


I met up with Raxyl after his large breakfast of various
squiggling worms and insects, and he was significantly more cogent than usual
before a sleep cycle. 


“You want to try one of the two-pilot missions
before you go under?” I asked. 


“Yes,” he replied. “Though I am surprised you
suggested it.”


I shrugged. “I’m feeling more energized today,
what can I say?”


“I see,” the Kali murmured, a splotch of curious
blue appearing on his neck. “This energy wouldn’t have anything to do with your
near confrontation in the rec center, I assume?”


“Hey, no one threw any punches this time,” I
protested. “Morningstar and I just had a little disagreement.”


“Your diplomatic abilities are a constant source
of inspiration.”


“He was talking shit about Kaveri!” 


“And you felt the need to defend a woman who could
kill either of you with a flick of her wrist.”


“Well, yeah, I mean…” I sighed. “You wouldn’t
understand.”


“Evidently not. Can you avoid picking more
pointless fights while I am hibernating, or should I ask Doctor Krall for some stimulants
to stay awake?


“I’ll manage,” I muttered. “I forgot how cranky
you get when you’re tired. You sure you can handle flying?”


“The odds that I will negatively impact our
performance are low,” Raxyl assured me. “If only I could say the same about you.”


I groaned. “Come on, let’s get this over with. If
you fuck something up, I’ll hold it over you for weeks.”


“I would expect nothing less.”


Ten minutes later we were back in the simulator
pods, and ten minutes after that we were deep into another escort mission. I
couldn’t believe how much more at peace I felt running these things when Raxyl
and I were alone. 


Maybe Master Mosaad is right after all. Maybe
you really don’t like working with humans. 


“The Convectorate battleship has launched another
wave of drones,” Raxyl said through the com. “I detect four bombers and six
interceptors bearing three-two-three mark seven-seven-five.”


“Bombers in wave two?” I asked. “That’s new.”


“Our medical frigate will not be able to jump to
hyperspace for another nine minutes. The bombers are our first priority.”


“What are you, the simulation narrator?” I
snarked. “Fine, let’s do this. Hang in tight. We’ll come in it at full throttle
and scatter them with a Tyber’s Peel.”


“Understood,” Raxyl said. “On your wing, Outcast.”


“Here we go.”


I rolled my fighter hard to port, and the two of
us surged towards the incoming drones at maximum speed. The Convectorate
battleship was keeping its distance—something no real CDF commander would
do—but the scenario was really just testing our ability to prioritize targets
and win dogfights when outnumbered. As long as I didn’t have to rely upon
idiots, I liked this setup just fine. 


“All power to forward shields,” I ordered. “Split
in ten seconds.”


The interceptors opened fire the instant we entered
range of their weapons, but our shields absorbed their initial salvo. Most of
the drones reflexively veered away as planned; the entire point of the Tyber’s
Peel was to make them “blink” and break formation. But one of the interceptors
was weirdly obstinate and held out until the last possible second…


“Split!”


Raxyl and I rolled in different directions just
before we collided with the interceptor, and when we came about several of the
bombers had isolated themselves just like we had planned. I fired a volley of
plasma bolts at one of them, shredding its fuselage and throwing it into a
frantic, flaming death spiral. A second one rolled into view, and I lined up a
quick shot to finish it up as well—


Watch out!


I squeezed the flight stick and rolled hard to
starboard as my danger sense screamed a warning into my mind. Several
green-white blasts streaked just past my cockpit, and I belatedly spotted the
one stingy interceptor following me so tightly the tac-holo had confused it for
debris. It was one hell of a trick—I didn’t even realize it was possible to
fool the proximity sensors like that. Without my danger sense, I would have
been vaporized. 


“There’s one on my tail,” I said, furrowing my
brow and throwing my fighters into a loose corkscrew. “I can’t seem to shake
him.”


“Head for grid thirty-four,” Raxyl told me. “I
will attempt to cover you.”


I tried to heed his advice, but the interceptor
wasn’t making it easy. It seemed determined to keep me isolated; it managed to
cut me off each and every time I attempted to return to Raxyl’s side. I had
never seen the AI behave this way before. Then again, I had also never had a
premonition in the simulator before. 


“Oh, shit,” I whispered as the truth belatedly hit
me. That interceptor wasn’t an “it”—someone else was here in the simulation
with us! And he was trying to make my life miserable. 


 “Cole,” I cannot get to you,” Raxyl said. “The
surviving bombers are regrouping and continuing their attack run. They will be
in torpedo range of the frigate in thirty-two seconds. We must engage now
before—”


“The bombers are all yours,” I said, grinning.
“This interceptor is mine.”


“The interceptors are not mission-critical
targets. The bombers must remain—”


I flicked off the com as I juked hard to port. One
of the other recruits must have decided it would be fun to mess with us.
Perhaps it was even Morningstar himself. Regardless, I wasn’t about to give him
the satisfaction of showing us up. If my danger sense was working, no one in
this academy could beat me in a straight-up dogfight. 


“Let’s see how you like this,” I said, killing the
throttle and pulling straight back on the stick. Given the interceptor’s
superior speed, it should have shot right past me and given me a clear shot.
But whoever was piloting this thing knew exactly what he was doing; he
effortlessly matched my maneuver and forced me into another hard roll to avoid
a fresh spray of plasma fire. 


Grimacing, I readjusted my speed and tried another
trick. And another. And another after that. But no matter what I tried, this
bastard always seemed one step ahead of me. I could avoid his shots easily
enough—my psionic brain warned me even if the tac-holo didn’t.  But actually
killing him seemed like it would be impossible. 


And then, for no discernable reason, he broke of
his pursuit and started surging back towards his command ship. I assumed it had
to be some kind of trick, but I wasn’t willing to waste the opportunity to
finally take a clear shot. I eagerly fell in behind him, firing salvo after
salvo as he slowly but inexorably pulled away. I scored a few minor hits on his
aft shields, and once I took a moment to evaluate the pattern of his movements
I felt confident predicting where he was going to head next. 


“I have you now,” I said, pulling the trigger. 


My fighter rumbled but didn’t fire. I paused,
confused, when the simulation abruptly beeped and shut down. The lights came
on, and the pod slowly opened. 


“What the hell?” I snarled, tearing off my helmet.
“He was about to lose so he shut the whole thing off?”


Swearing under my breath, I hopped out of the
chair and searched the room to see who had sneaked in here without us knowing.
A figure emerged from one of the other pods, but the lights were still too dim
to see who it was. I hopped over the railing and stormed towards him, fully
prepared to pick my third fight in two days…


“An interesting choice of tactics,” Wynn Mosaad
said. “Kaveri was right: you do have some talent after all.”


My stomach sank so quickly I couldn’t believe it
didn’t end up on the floor. “I, uh…I wasn’t expecting a live opponent.”


“Obviously. That was the point of the exercise.”


I was so shocked to see him that I didn’t even
notice Raxyl slide up behind me. “The medical frigate was destroyed, and all
five hundred people on board are dead,” he said. “Congratulations.”


I closed my eyes and hissed softly through my
teeth. That’s why the simulation ended, you idiot. You swallowed the bait
and completely abandoned Raxyl. 


“Your precognitive abilities are genuinely
impressive,” Mosaad said after a moment. “You have the finely-honed danger
sense of a veteran Blade of the Seraph.”


“For all the good it did me,” I muttered. 


“Your instincts would have served you well if you
hadn’t abandoned your wingman.”


A wave of embarrassment warmed my cheeks as I turned
to Raxyl. “Sorry. I got a little carried away.”


“Interesting,” he said, his scales shimmering an
annoyed shade of green. “So you are capable of humility after all. I was
beginning to wonder.”


I instinctively wanted to snap back at him, but he
wasn’t wrong. I had never been particularly good at admitting when I had made a
mistake, especially while flying. My ego couldn’t take it. 


“You have the knowledge, the skills, and the
reflexes to become a fearsome Wing of the Seraph,” Mosaad said. “In time, you might
have the discipline, too.”


“I can learn,” I insisted. 


“And you will.”


I paused and eyed him for a long moment. “Why do I
sense a ‘but’ coming?”


Mosaad smiled faintly and turned towards the
console at the back of the room. The interface flickered as he telekinetically
manipulated the buttons, and a moment later the simulator pods closed up and
began sinking back into the retractable floor. In their place emerged the large
holo-projector we used for simulation briefings. 


“About a week ago, Seraph Squadron returned to
base with vital information on enemy positions,” Mosaad said, conjuring an
enormous holographic map of a nearby system. “They discovered the location of a
hidden Convectorate shipyard in the Nelphari system. Once it is fully
operational, Admiral Ferron will be able to manufacture enough drones, attack
ships, and combat mechs to extend his reach over every sector in the region.”


My eyes narrowed as the projection zoomed in.
“That system is damn close to the Rakashi border. And the Kreen border, for
that matter. They won’t be happy about the Vecs setting up shop so close to
their backyard.”


“No, they will not. But they have no idea what is
going on in that system, and frankly even if they did I doubt their governments
would be willing to do anything about it—at least, not until it’s too late.”
Mosaad paused and glanced between us. “That is why we are going to destroy it
for them.”


My mouth fell open. “What?”


“Seraph Squadron has spent most of the last two
weeks running battle simulations and planning an attack. They’re almost ready.”


“You want to attack a Convectorate shipyard with
six starfighters?”


“Not starfighters—Valkyries,” Mosaad
corrected. “And by the time we’re ready to strike, all twelve of them will have
a pilot. That’s why I’m here with you today.”


My stomach fluttered anxiously, and a thick lump
formed in my throat. On one hand, the thought of finally sliding into the
cockpit of a Valkyrie was enough to make me giddy with anticipation; on the
other hand, the thought of attacking a Convectorate shipyard—a shipyard that
would almost certainly be defended by hundreds of fighter drones and several
capital ships—was enough to make me nauseous. 


 “I needed to see for myself if you were truly up
to the challenge,” Mosaad went on. “Unfortunately, you aren’t. Yet.”


The lump in my throat instantly sank into my gut.
“What?”


“You have more raw talent than any of the other
recruits in the academy. You’ve grown more in a month than many of them have in
six.” Mosaad paused. “But to be blunt, you don’t work well in a team, even when
paired with someone you respect. A life among fringers and pirates has molded
you into a lone wolf. And I am simply not willing to risk the lives and safety
of the other pilots with someone who cannot place the needs of the pack above
his own.”


Yet again my first instinct was to argue the
point, and yet again I somehow managed to bite my tongue. I had never felt bad
in the slightest for abandoning Hammer or Cobalt or any of the other idiots who
could barely shoot straight, but I had just turned my back on Raxyl in pursuit
of a pointless kill that had cost us the mission. I wanted to believe I
wouldn’t be so reckless outside of the simulator, but at this point I wasn’t
sure. Even in the Red Ring I had never truly flown in a squadron before. We’d
had teams, of course, but at the end of the day everyone had always been out
for themselves. 


And if I was being completely honest with myself,
I liked it that way. I didn’t want to rely on anyone else. What Mosaad
called being a “lone wolf” I called self-reliance. It was a mandatory virtue
for anyone who wanted to survive in the Rim. 


Still, for the first time since I had arrived here
I understood his point. I couldn’t believe how determined I had been to prove
myself chasing down one measly interceptor. And I couldn’t believe how readily
I had ditched Raxyl. 


“You will get your chance soon enough, I promise,”
Mosaad said. “Assuming you’re willing to put in the work.”


“I want to learn,” I said, my voice hoarse. 


“Then I will teach you. I promise.”


Mosaad put his hand on my shoulder, and for the
briefest moment his stern face almost looked sympathetic. He turned and eyed
Raxyl, then started up the stairs leading out of the chamber. 


“There will be an official mission briefing
tomorrow afternoon,” he said, glancing back over his shoulder. “Your presence
would be welcome. Your knowledge of this sector will undoubtedly prove useful.”


I nodded, and when the door closed behind him I
slumped against the railing like my body had just deflated. 


“You are surprisingly sanguine, considering the
circumstances,” Raxyl said. “I had assumed you would be furious.”


“About the fact I’m not being given the privilege
of flying a suicide mission?” I asked. 


“About the fact you were not chosen to fly a
Valkyrie. That is the only reason you wish to linger here, is it not? You have
said so repeatedly.”


“It’s one reason,” I whispered. 


“Then my point stands. You are taking this
surprisingly well.”


I sighed and rubbed a hand across my face. “Yeah,
well, I fucked up. I shouldn’t have left you in the sim. He tossed out some
bait, and I swallowed it right up.”


The Kali’s serpentine eyes widened.
“Self-awareness and humility, interesting. At this rate, you will be an
entirely new person by the time my hibernation cycle is complete.”


I rolled my eyes. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t
disappointed, but at least I understand his reasoning for once. Or maybe
staying in one place so long is just driving me crazy.”


“That seems like a more plausible explanation,”
Raxyl replied dryly. “Though on a more serious note, I admit I am curious about
the details of this operation. It seems…ill-conceived.”


“What, you don’t like the odds of twelve
starfighters taking out a whole shipyard?”


“I was not referring to the tactical
considerations. I am more concerned with the political ramifications.”


I shook my head. “Huh?”


“Skirmishes between Convectorate and Dominion
forces remain quite common despite the fact the war ended eighteen years ago,”
Raxyl said. “However, a direct assault upon a major strategic asset would be a
significant escalation—enough, perhaps, to restart the war in the full.”


“Your point being…?”


“The point being that we are almost twenty-five
thousand light-years from Keledon and Eladrell and the other vital Dominion
worlds. I find it difficult to believe that the Seraphim Council or the
Emperor-Regent would approve of a preemptive strike that could threaten the
safety of trillions upon trillions of Dominion citizens while giving them very
little in return.”


I eyed him for a long moment as a nervous orange
ripple finally appeared on his neck. He was genuinely concerned about this for
some reason. He must have been even more tired than I thought.


“Since when do we give a damn about what happens
on the other side of the galaxy?” I asked. “You said yourself that Mosaad seems
like he’s basically running his own private war out here. He’s never asked us
to take any kind of oath to the Dominion or the Seraphim or anyone else. Why do
you suddenly care about politics now?”


“I merely wish to understand the situation so I
can properly deduce the motives of the participants,” Raxyl replied. “The fact
you do not speaks volumes about your priorities.”


I groaned. “I’m really not interested in a
lecture, especially when you’re tired and pissy.”


“All I am saying is that more details would be
interesting. But unfortunately I will be asleep during the briefing tomorrow.”


“I’ll make sure to take notes for you,” I
muttered. “And speaking of sleep…it’s long past time we got you to bed. Come
on.”


We left the chamber and maneuvered through the
base. I half-expected Morningstar or some other asshole to stop me and gloat
about making the squad, but mercifully everyone left us alone. I helped Raxyl
into his quarters, and he stopped moving within seconds of lying down in his
bed. I had no idea what evolutionary purpose his species’ three-day hibernation
cycle served, but it was creepy as hell. The first time I’d seen him go under I
legitimately thought he had suffered a heart attack and died. 


“See you soon, buddy,” I whispered, touching his
arm one last time before I shut the door and locked him in. 


I promptly returned to my own quarters, and even
though it was still pretty early I was seriously tempted to just lie down and
pass out. But Kaveri would probably be along shortly, and if I was really
lucky perhaps she would have Shandris with her again…


 


“Cole? Can you hear me, sweetheart? Cole!”


I inhaled sharply and rubbed at my eyes, and
when my vision cleared I was no longer in my quarters. I was standing amidst
the same ruined city I had seen over and over again in my dreams, but this time
I wasn’t trapped beneath a mountain of debris. For once, I was standing on top
of it. 


“Promise me. Promise me that you will keep him
safe.”


I glanced around in search of the speaker, but
the air was so thick with smoke and ash I could barely see two meters in front
of me. The battle was still raging—I occasionally caught a glimpse of bombers
streaking through the sky, and I could clearly hear the staccato thumping of
pulse rifles and the shrill whine of plasma cannons. 


Taking a deep breath, I hopped down from my
perch atop the pile of debris. I crouched low and tried to maneuver towards the
other voices, and it didn’t take long before I was surrounded by corpses. The
vast majority of them were human, as always…but this time they had company. 


“What the hell…?” I whispered. The smoldering
chassis of Convectorate combat mechs were everywhere, but interspersed among
them I would occasionally see the body of a Subari technician or Manoth shock
trooper. Eventually, I even spotted a massive Baalir-caste Tarreen warrior.
Their thick red scales were virtually immune to small arms fire, but this one
had apparently been crushed by a few tons of rock. 


“Promise me!”


I glanced up past the Baalir and pressed
forward. The voice belonged to a woman, as always, but I couldn’t make out the
responses of whoever she was speaking to. When the smoke eventually cleared, Yet
again I saw the same human woman that had haunted my dreams for the better part
of a month now. She was lying there lifeless amidst a pile of rubble, her
blonde hair streaked with blood and dirt. I leaned down over her and placed my
hand against her cold cheek. 


“Who are you?” I asked. “Why do I keep—?”


Without warning, her eyes shot open and her
hand clutched at my throat. I grabbed her wrist and tried to pull free, but her
grip was unbreakable. 


“Talasea,” she said in a smooth, cultured
voice. 


I tried to respond, but the last of the air was
already seeping from my lungs. As my vision blackened, I stared straight into
her green eyes and wondered what the fuck was going on…


 


“Cole? Cole, are you all right?”


My eyes popped back open, and I looked up to see
Kaveri crouched on the bed next to me, her hands pressed against my cheeks and
her brow creased with concern. 


“I’m fine,” I said, reaching up to touch her arms
as my mind slowly returned to the real world. A quick glance back at the chrono
revealed that I had been daydreaming for almost half an hour. 


“You had another vision,” she said. “But you were
awake!”


I let out a deep breath and nodded. “I guess
there’s a first time for everything.”


“I could feel your tension from across the
academy,” she said. “I thought you were in serious trouble.”


“I hope I didn’t interrupt anything important. I’d
hate to be the one who cost you level eight.”


Kaveri shook her head. “This is serious. You’ve
gone from having momentary flashes of foresight to nightmares to waking dreams.
And you still haven’t mentioned any of this to Master Mosaad, have you?”


“He seems like he has plenty of other things on
his mind.”


She scoffed and shook her head. “If you won’t tell
him, I will.”


I ran a hand back through my hair. I couldn’t get
the face of the green-eyed woman out of my head; it was seared into the back of
my eyelids like an afterimage. 


“Did you see the same planet again?” Kaveri asked.
“And the same woman?”


“Yes, though it was a little different,” I told
her. “This time she tried to choke me.”


Kaveri placed her hands against the side of my
head. “May I look?”


I swiveled back to face her. Telepathy could be a
real time-saver, but it still made me nervous allowing her to peek around my
mind. Not that I would have known if she did it more often. 


“Go ahead,” I said, closing my eyes. As usual I
didn’t feel anything, which was somehow even more disturbing than the pain. Was
all telepathy like this, or were Blades of the Seraph taught how to hide their
probing?


“Talasea,” Kaveri whispered. “The woman…she
mentioned Talasea.”


“It’s a planet, right?” I asked. “Maybe it’s the
place I keep seeing.”


Her luminescent eyes fluttered back open. “I do not
understand why you would be having premonitions about events so far away.”


“That’s just it…I don’t think it was a
premonition.” I swallowed and licked at my lips as the images flashed before my
eyes again. “I think it was a memory.”


Kaveri’s brow furrowed. “A memory? Of a place
you’ve never been?”


I pressed my tongue hard into my cheek. “I don’t
know, but this all feels different than my normal flashes of warning. It’s like
I’m slowly pushing my way through the fog inside my own mind.  But like you
said, it doesn’t make sense. Talasea is what, twelve thousand light-years away
at least? I’ve never been anywhere near that close to the Core.”


Her tendrils twitched idly in thought. “Talasea is
where Admiral Ferron launched his final offensive against the Dominion at the
end of the war.”


“You mentioned something about that battle when he
was chasing us here,” I said. “You called it a massacre.” 


“Because that’s what it was. Almost a hundred
thousand people were killed, mostly civilians and wounded.” Kaveri sighed and
shrugged. “Though honestly, considering how many billions of people died during
the war, Talasea probably wouldn’t have been so memorable if not for the fact
it took place after the Armistice.”


I frowned. “What?”


“Master Mosaad told me that all the Holosphere
relays in the system had been damaged or destroyed,” she explained. “No one on
the planet knew that the war was over. They didn’t get the news until almost a
week later just before he was about to a launch a counterattack.”


“Mosaad was there?” I asked. 


Kaveri nodded. “He was in command of all Blades of
the Seraph on the planet. I think he might have been in command of the entire
Dominion base by that point, I’m not sure. All I know is that the Vecs
stretched themselves thin during the attack, and he believed he could break
their lines and finally drive them off the planet. But then news of the Armistice
arrived, and Ferron withdrew his surviving forces in peace.”


I leaned back on the bed, and odd taste in my
mouth. I really wished that Raxyl were still awake to hear this. He knew all
kinds of random factoids about galactic history, probably because his Kali brain
was basically a computer. 


“Let me guess: Mosaad still holds a grudge about
what happened almost twenty years later,” I reasoned. 


Kaveri shrugged. “I’m sure he does. Admiral Ferron
is a monster. He knowingly slaughtered thousands of civilians and got away with
it.” She paused for a moment. “Mosaad is convinced that Ferron knew about the
Armistice—otherwise he never would have ordered such a reckless advance. He
wanted to inflict as much damage as possible knowing the Dominion forces would
never have the opportunity to retaliate.”


I merely wish to understand the situation so I
can properly deduce the motives of the participants.


Raxyl’s words echoed through my head. “Is that the
real reason Mosaad started this academy?” I asked. “To try and get revenge
against his old nemesis?”


Kaveri’s face soured. “I realize you don’t know
him very well yet, but Master Mosaad has saved countless lives over the
years—including mine.”


“That’s not what I asked.”


She frowned. “I’ve no doubt he would be ecstatic
to finally bring Ferron to justice, but this goes far beyond a simple vendetta.”


“If you say so.”


Kaveri stared at me in silence, her luminescent
eyes narrowed, and for a fleeting moment I was no longer looking at the face of
my lover—I was looking at the face of a young woman who had been narrowly rescued
from a life of bondage and rape by a Blade of the Seraph. Master Mosaad was
more than just her mentor; he was her savior. I couldn’t blame her for
defending him. In just three short years he had transformed a Velothi concubine
into a living weapon. He had given her life purpose and meaning beyond her
genetic destiny of spreading her lips and legs for the Crown Prince. 


And here I was, casually questioning that same
man’s character purely out of resentment. He had taken us into his sanctuary,
shielded us from the Convectorate, and asked almost nothing in return. Yet I resented
him because he wasn’t willing to trust a total stranger to fly one of the most
powerful starfighters ever designed. 


I sighed. “All I’m saying is that this is a
strange coincidence,” I said, wondering if I could possibly dig myself out of
this hole. “If I am remembering something about Talasea, and if Master Mosaad
was there…maybe this is all related somehow?”


“Maybe,” Kaveri whispered. “The only way to know
is for you to tell him about it.”


“Fine,” I groaned. “I’ll talk to him in the
morning.”


She remained silent for a few moments, and I
wondered if we were about to have our first fight. But then she placed her hand
on the side of my cheek and lifted my chin. “If these are some kind of
repressed memories, there might be a way to restore them.”


“You mean with your telepathy?”


“Not mine—I wouldn’t even know where to begin.
Master Mosaad might be able to help, but there’s another option.” Her lips
finally curled back into a smile. “There is someone else on this base who knows
a great deal about psionic healing. We could invite her back in here to take
another look.”


I smiled thinly. “I suppose we could.”


“I’ll supervise and make sure she gives you a
thorough checkup,” Kaveri said. “Who knows what she’ll find?”


She leaned forward to kiss me, but for the first
time since I had met her the warmth of her lips didn’t immediately get me hard.
I was tired and annoyed and drained, and until I got some answers here I
doubted any of that was going to change. 


“We’ll see what Mosaad has to say tomorrow,” I
told her, pulling away and running a finger through her hair. “In the meantime,
I’d like to get some sleep.”


Kaveri cocked an eyebrow at me. “It’s a little
early, isn’t it?”


“Yeah, but I have a lot on my mind. It was a long
day.”


I stood and wandered over to the sink to wash my
face and brush my teeth. She observed me in silence, and I couldn’t help but
wonder what else she might have plucked from my mind earlier. 


“If you’re that distressed about this memory,
perhaps we shouldn’t wait,” Kaveri said. “We can go to Mosaad’s quarters and
meet with him now.”


“It’s not that,” I murmured. “He was there in the
simulator with us today. I, uh…I kind of made a fool of myself.”


She smiled and crossed her legs. “If he was
testing you himself, he must be impressed.”


“He was, in some ways. He told me about a plan to
attack a hidden Convectorate shipyard in a nearby system.”


“I just learned about that myself,” Kaveri said.
“It’s a great opportunity. Without it, the Vecs won’t be able to—”


“I already heard the spiel,” I interrupted,
lowering the washcloth from my face. “Honestly, I don’t know enough about
politics or strategy to have an opinion. Maybe it’s a great idea. Maybe it will
single-handedly drive the Convectorate out of this corner of the Rim. The
problem is that there are only six more Valkyries on this base, and he’s
figuring out which of the new recruits will get to fly them. Apparently I won’t
be one of them.”


I watched her reflection in the mirror as she
stood and moved up behind me. “What? Why?”


“He doesn’t believe I’m ready for the responsibility
of flying a psionic ship,” I said.


“There must be some mistake,” Kaveri said. “You’re
the best pilot on this planet!”


“Maybe, but I’m not much of a wingman.”


She scowled in frustration. “I don’t understand. Keeping
you grounded here is a waste. This mission is too important. If it fails, this
this whole project could fall apart. The Wings of the Seraph will officially be
dead.”


I pivoted back around and studied her. Once again,
I was reminded just how accurate my annoying call sign really was. Everyone
else in this academy had a genuine reason to be here. If Wynn Mosaad hadn’t
saved them directly, someone else here had. The pilots might not have been
loyal to the Dominion—a distant government was just as much of an abstraction
to them as it was to me—but they believed in the legend of the Seraph. They
believed that humans had liberated the galaxy from the Tarreen once before, and
they believed that we could do so again. 


Kaveri was no exception. She wasn’t even human,
but the legend of the Seraph still inspired her. Unlike me, a selfish jackass
who just wanted the chance to fly a psionic starfighter, she saw herself as
part of a greater collective. She earnestly believed that we could—and should—improve
the lives of the people in this sector. To her, the Wings of the Seraph were
more than just one old man’s private little war against the Convectorate.


Maybe she was right. Maybe this really was
important. Maybe I was so selfish and cynical that I had lost the ability to
think about anything besides myself. 


“Look, Mosaad isn’t wrong,” I said. “I have a long
way to go before I’m ready to fly with other people.”


Kaveri’s eyes widened as if she couldn’t believe
what I was saying. I didn’t blame her—I wasn’t sure I believed it either. Like
Raxyl said, humility wasn’t exactly my strong suit. 


She eventually paced over to the window. It was
raining yet again, and the crashes of lightning seemed to make her eyes glow
even more. “No.”


I blinked. “No?”


“Mosaad wasn’t there when we escaped the Vecs at
Vrassk-Ka,” she said. “He doesn’t know what you’re capable of.”


“You told them what happened,” I reminded her.
“And honestly, I haven’t made things any easier on myself considering—”


“They need to understand,” Kaveri went on as if
she hadn’t even heard me. “This is too important. The Seraph obviously sent you
here for a reason. We can’t afford to squander this opportunity.”


I bit down on my lip. I hadn’t expected her
reaction to be anywhere near this…intense. She looked like she was about
to storm across the base and demand Mosaad give her an explanation. 


“We’ll have to show them,” she said. “It’s the
only way.”


“Show them what?” I asked. 


“That you’re ready to fly a Valkyrie.”


I shook my head and took a step forward. “And how
are we going to do that?”


Kaveri turned and smiled mischievously. “We’re
going to break into the hangar and steal one.”
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If I had stood there staring at Kaveri any longer
I might have started drooling. “Uh…what?”


“The hangar should already be locked down since
Seraph Squad is back on the base,” she said. “Sneaking inside won’t be a
problem.”


“Okay, but…” I rubbed a hand across my face. “You’re
serious?”


“I’ve no doubt the Valkyries will respond to you.
You have enormous untapped potential—Master Mosaad said so the first moment he
laid eyes on you.”


I pursed my lips. “And you think that stealing one
of his precious, irreplaceable fighters is going to help our cause?”


“I think it’s long past time you had a chance to
prove yourself,” Kaveri said. “If this is what it takes…so be it.”


As someone who had spent the bulk of his life on
the Rim, I obviously didn’t have a problem with breaking the rules. Raxyl and I
had made a career out of bucking authority, after all, and I wouldn’t lose a
minute of sleep about ignoring Mosaad’s orders. But Kaveri was not me—she did
care about the rules, and she would be upset if she enraged her mentor. I
really hoped this wasn’t some side effect of the Imprinting process making her
reflexively defend me…


“Look, I appreciate the thought here, but don’t
you think this seems a little extreme?” I asked. “I mean, what if—?”


“You’re just going to have to trust me,” Kaveri
said, her mischievous smile returning. “Come on—there’s no point in waiting any
longer.”


She took my hand and pulled me along behind her.
The corridors were mostly empty at this hour, at least in this part of the
base, but everything changed when we crossed through the junction separating
the dormitories from the rest of the facility. A few of the other recruits were
busy having a conversation with their new mentors in Seraph Squadron, and one
of them, naturally, was Morningstar. 


“Son of a bitch,” I said, grabbing her shoulder
and pulling her back around the corner. “I’m really not in the mood for his shit
right now.”


“He won’t even know we’re there,” Kaveri assured
me. “None of them will, I promise.”


I frowned. “There aren’t exactly a lot of places
to hide in a five meter wide corridor.”


“That’s why I said you’ll just have to trust me.”


She winked and turned back into the junction. I
followed despite my better judgement, and I mentally braced myself for
Morningstar’s mockery when he inevitably spotted us. 


But he never did. None of them did, actually,
including the Seraph Squad pilots. It didn’t make any sense—we literally walked
right through their field of vision. After we reached the end of the junction,
I realized that none of the other people nearby had noticed us either. 


“How…?” I muttered once we had turned the corner
and moved out of earshot. 


“I’m a Blade of the Seraph, Cole,” Kaveri replied
matter-of-factly. “Why do you always have trouble remembering that?”


She snickered and pressed on. I couldn’t help but
glance back over my shoulder. Had she messed with their minds somehow? Had she
woven some kind of telepathic illusion? It seemed like the only possible
explanation. It was also yet another reminder that the nineteen year-old alien
girl I sodomized on a regular basis was far more than she appeared. 


Two minutes later we finally reached our destination.
The corridor was completely empty aside from a few cleaning mechs, and
thankfully they weren’t programmed to care what we were up to. The hangar door
was, unfortunately, and I squatted down to study the keypad. 


“Looks like a standard Dromm-Gall design,” I
murmured. “Raxyl could probably slice this thing open in thirty seconds.”


“I only need five,” Kaveri said. 


I grunted. “Telekinesis, telepathy…please don’t
tell me you’re a professional slicer, too.”


“No,” she said, crouching down and opening the
panel. “But I do know all the security codes.”


“Oh,” I muttered. “Right.”


The small service door whooshed open a
second later, and Kaveri winked as she dipped inside and pulled me along behind
her. The lighting in the hangar was poor, but I could still make out the
shadowy silhouettes of all twelve Valkyries inside. They were even more
beautiful up close than I had imagined. 


“I really hope the maintenance drones aren’t going
to report our presence to anybody,” I said as we passed several of the floating
robots. 


“They won’t,” Kaveri assured me. She paused and
gestured to several of the nearby fighters. “All six of these are still
unassigned.”


I nodded distantly and placed my hand on the wing of
the closest Valkyrie. The metal was strangely warm to the touch, and when I
closed my eyes I swore I could almost hear the fighter calling out to me. In
some ways, it was more like a beast of burden than a ship. Psionic vessels
weren’t alive, exactly, but they weren’t just hunks of metal and circuits,
either. They had a presence. 


“I still can’t believe these are real,” I
whispered, shaking my head. “For once, the holo-vids were actually right about
something…”


I dragged my fingertips across the warm metal of
the wing as I once again admired the simple elegance of the chassis. As a rule,
starfighters had more uniform design between cultures than starships, mostly
because they needed to be at least somewhat aerodynamic to handle atmospheric
flight. Broadly speaking, the Valkyrie’s classic T-shape frame was no different
than a hundred other similar variations from Rakashi Dreadfangs to Kreen
Scimitars, but none of those ships could be powered by the energy of a single
psionic mind. There mere existence of this technology still baffled me when I
really took a moment and thought about it. 


How had an interstellar empire with access to
psionic vessels lost a war against anyone, even the Tarreen? Convectorate
technology was highly advanced in all kinds of areas, particularly cybernetics
and robotics, but a few weeks ago I had watched one of their vaunted
battleships lose a skirmish against six measly starfighters. If Valkyries could
generate that kind of power with a single pilot, what could a command cruiser
with dozens or hundreds of psionic minds accomplish?


The pirates in the Red Ring had talked about the fallout
from the Thirty-Year War all the time, but never in terms of military details
or politics. All they had ever cared about was exploiting trade and supply
shortages on fringe Dominion colonies. I’d never had the time or inclination to
learn anything more specific, and by the time Raxyl and I had set out on our
own the war had been over for well over a decade.


“I don’t know how many Valkyries are left in the
entire galaxy,” Kaveri said as she wrapped her arm around my waist. “Master
Mosaad never wants to talk about it, but I get the sense that the Dominion
fleet is a pale shadow of its former self.”


“And he wants to change all of that,” I said,
gently dragging my hand across the fuselage. “Though I don’t see how that’s possible
without a factory to churn out more of these things.”


“One problem at a time,” she said. “We’ll have no
shortage of allies once we drive the Convectorate out of this sector.”


I nodded idly. She had no idea how tempted I was
to dock this thing on the belly of the Gazack and blast out of here. It
would solve so many problems…and create about a million more. 


“I’m glad we came in here,” I whispered. “But if
we head back now, no one will be the wiser.”


“We’re not going anywhere until you’re sitting in
that cockpit where you belong,” Kaveri said. 


“Do you know the codes for this thing too? Because
I don’t see a panel or—”


I was interrupted by a loud click, and a
moment later the Valkyrie’s canopy hissed open. My jaw dropped, and I quickly
glanced about the hangar bay to make certain we were still alone. Master Mosaad
was a telepath, after all. Maybe he already knew we were in here…


“The Valkyrie can sense your presence,” Kaveri
said, smiling. “She wants you inside her.”


“That’s a little disturbing,” I murmured. 


“I thought you preferred warm welcomes.”


I grunted and pulled over one of the ladders so I
could climb into the cockpit. The interior was about the same size as most
other similarly-styled starfighters, though the relative lack of accessories
meant it was lot more open. Half the systems on a normal starfighter simply
weren’t necessary on a psionic ship, and until now I hadn’t realized just how
much space that freed up. 


Against my better judgment, I hopped into the seat
and ran my fingers across the control board. Without power, the smooth,
glass-like surface was indistinguishable from any other computer screen, though
the bizarre crystal embedded at the top pulsed with a faint, inner green light.
On impulse, I leaned back and curled my fingers around the flight stick between
my legs. 


And in that moment, the Valkyrie came alive. 


The control board lit up, the ventilation systems
kicked on, and the grav restraints pinned me to my seat. I gasped in shock, but
it wasn’t until I started frantically searching for an override switch that I
finally felt the strange, subtle tingle in the back of my mind. As the flight
stick warmed in my hand, I belatedly realized the obvious: I hadn’t accidently
toggled on the power. 


I was the power. 


“Oh, shit,” I whispered. 


The pull on my consciousness was so subtle I had
to concentrate to notice it, almost like trying to pick out the notes to a
melody from across a raucous cantina. But once I heard those notes, I couldn’t
ignore them. They grew louder and louder in my mind, and everything else seemed
to fade into the distance. At first I thought the Valkyrie was simply using me
as a human battery, but the more I focused on the connection the more I
realized it was more symbiotic than parasitic. My psionic energy was sustaining
it, yes, but its systems were somehow sustaining me, too. And together, we were
far more powerful than we were apart. 


The Valkyrie’s sensors became an extension of my
consciousness. For the first time in my life, I could actually feel the
presence of other people around me. My fellow recruits were more than just
blips on the sensor HUD; I could sense the ebb and flow of their emotional
currents. One of them was annoyed about his performance in the flight sims
today. Another was annoyed that the food in the commissary was too spicy. Two
of them were apparently fucking like crazy in a closet just down the hall…


“Sandbox and Grinner,” Kaveri said. “He’s giving
it to her even harder than normal.”


My eyes popped back open as I belatedly remembered
she was on the ladder next to me. Her eyes were closed, and thanks to my
connection with the Valkyrie I could actually feel her reaching out with her
own telepathy. 


“Do you sense this stuff all the time?” I asked,
oddly breathless. 


“Not all the time. All telepaths have to
learn how to block out the extra noise.” She smiled, and her blue eyes slowly
reopened. “Still…it’s always useful to know who is sleeping with who at any
given time.”


  I snorted. The sensations were still
overwhelming; I felt like I could get dragged under the waves at any moment. 


“The design really is remarkable, isn’t it?”
Kaveri asked. “There’s nothing else in the galaxy like it.”


I swallowed heavily. “I can’t imagine what a
psychic as powerful as you could accomplish with this thing.”


“I’m sure I’ll have to learn someday. But right
now I am the soldier and you are the pilot.”


“I guess,” I breathed. “But I have no idea how the
hell to actually fly this thing.”


“The Valkyrie will tell you everything you need to
know,” she assured me. “The only thing it needs from you—from us—is power. But
not everyone is capable of bonding with a ship so quickly. The fact you’ve
already done so…well, it proves my point about your potential.”


“I’ll have to take your word for it,” I muttered.
“So…what’s next?”


“Next…we fly.” 


She crawled up the ladder and snuggled into the
cockpit next to me. Even with the extra space due to the lack of normal
starfighter equipment, she didn’t really fit. 


“You can’t be serious,” I said. “This is a
one-person fighter.”


“Dominion engineers aren’t known for their
imagination,” she said, tapping a button on the console and closing the canopy
around us. Her tail squeezed my leg more tightly, and she placed her left hand
on my chest. “Let’s see what this baby can do.”


“Uh,” I mumbled, my eyes flicking up to the closed
thorotine doors sealing us inside the hangar. “I know we blasted our way out of
Vrassk-Ka, but I doubt you want me to open fire in here. Also…how the hell do
you open fire with this thing?”


Kaveri giggled and pressed her fingers on the
console. Something outside rumbled, and a moment later alarms began wailing all
around us as the hangar doors slowly cranked open. Buckets of rain splashed in
through the widening gap, followed swiftly by the ominous crash of lightning. 


“There’s no turning back now,” Kaveri said,
squeezing my hand. “Master Mosaad will be awake, and the hangar will be filled
with angry pilots any minute.”


I bit down on my lip and shook my head. Of all the
stupid things I had done since I’d met her, from fucking another man’s “slave”
to accidently Imprinting myself upon her, this was easily the stupidest yet.
Even with this kind of insanely advanced technology, spaceflight wasn’t a game.
What if we crashed? What if I accidently decompressed the cockpit? What if I got
us both killed for absolutely no reason at all?


Raxyl would have brought up all of those points in
a clear and concise manner. But he wasn’t here, and my nineteen year-old
psychic assassin/seductress was. Who was I honestly going to listen to?


“Fuck it,” I said, squeezing the flight stick
again. “What’s the worst that can happen?”


The full power of the Valkyrie washed over me
again, and I placed my fingers on the console where I would normally fire the
maneuvering thrusters and prepare for takeoff. But I didn’t need to hit any
buttons—the instant I thought about what I wanted to do, the engines roared to
life. A few seconds later we were lifting off the ground as the landing gear
retracted. 


“Unbelievable,” I said. “How is this even
possible?”


“Does it matter?” Kaveri asked. “Take us out,
flyboy.”


Smiling, I pulled back on the flight stick and
punched the throttle. We shot out of the hangar like a psionic torpedo, and
when the curtains of rain washed over us I swore I could actually feel the
wetness on my cheeks. The rushing air nipped my skin, and every crash of
lightning raised the tiny hairs on my arms. When we shattered the sound
barrier, my heart actually froze in my chest. 


“I can’t…I don’t…” I stammered. 


“Just focus,” Kaveri soothed into my ear. “Concentrate
on where we need to go and the ship will handle the rest.”


I reflexively glanced down to where the tac-holo
was supposed to be, but I didn’t need to check the sensors for telemetry data
as we climbed through the stratosphere. Thanks to the Valkyrie, I just
instinctively knew where we were, where we were going, and how I needed to get
there. 


I couldn’t even begin to imagine how overwhelming
the rush of information would have been on a truly populated world, but
thankfully here on a backwater like Varsus I didn’t have to worry about satellites
or aircraft or other ships in orbit. After a few minutes, the heat of the
atmosphere on my cheeks was replaced by the impossible cold of space. It didn’t
hurt in the slightest, but the transition still made me gasp in shock. 


“Seraph’s mercy,” I whispered, reopening my eyes
and blinking in amazement at the endless starscape sprawling out in front of
us. “I feel like I’m a kid looking at space for the first time again.”


“In a way, you are,” Kaveri said, squeezing my
wrist. 


I smiled and drank in the sensations. Even though
the base was already a few hundred thousand kilometers behind us, I could still
feel the presence of the other pilots. Their minds weren’t distinct anymore—I
couldn’t pluck out individual thoughts or feelings—but I knew they were there.
Was this how telepaths felt all the time? Was this how Kaveri felt all the
time?


“No,” she said with a smirk. “The ship’s sensors
can drastically increase a psychic’s range. I haven’t been able to sense any of
them since we blasted out of the hangar.”


I swallowed, struggling to keep my throat wet. “You’re
going to have to teach me how to filter this stuff out.”


“Someday, maybe…but not right now. Just lie back
and enjoy it.”


I ordered myself to swallow and breathe normally,
but my body refused to listen. “This is…I almost feel like I’m going to drown.”


“Don’t worry, you can disconnect yourself if you
need to,” Kaveri said. “The Valkyrie will have plenty of power to sustain life
support and probably even get us home.”


I nodded anxiously. Somehow that didn’t actually
make me feel any better. It was getting harder and harder to breathe…


“It’s all right,” she soothed. “You just need
something to tether you to physical world so your mind doesn’t slip away. I
have an idea.”


She shuffled her left leg up over my knees, and
her hand crawled its way down my chest. I could barely even feel the
sensations; it was like I was wearing a dozen layers of clothing and putting on
more every second. I genuinely started to worry that the ship might swallow me…


And then Kaveri’s hand settled on my cock. 


“Uh…what?” I blurted out. 


“Like I said, you need a tether to the physical
world,” she cooed into my ear. “Some kind of sensation to give your mind an
anchor even while you reach out across the stars.”


I couldn’t tell if she was serious or just teasing
me, but either way she only needed a few seconds to unzip my pants and free my
stiff member. As always, her delicate fingers fit snugly around the shaft.  


“I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you’re already
hard,” Kaveri said, nibbling at my earlobe. “Men do love their toys. When
Master Mosaad brought those new Apex skiffs into the base, I’m pretty sure
every male pilot got an erection on the spot.”


I groaned and bit down on my lip. “Kaveri, this is
really not the—”


“Quiet,” she hushed, placing her tendrils over my
lips. “You do what you were born to do…and I will do what I was born to do.”


I smiled despite myself. As insane as this “plan”
of hers was, it was starting to work. I could breathe more normally, and the
pull of the Valkyrie’s undercurrent didn’t seem quite so strong. Who knew that
a handjob could double as a mental flotation device?


I squeezed the flight stick and thumbed the
throttle. The sub-light engines roared as we blasted farther and farther away
from the planet. I knew almost nothing about the potential hazards in this
system, but I didn’t need to; the Valkyrie’s sensors telepathically fed me all
the information I could possibly want to know. When I stretched out, I could
feel the icy comet a million kilometers to starboard and the thick pocket of
ionized gas a million kilometers to port. I could feel the faint tug of the
gravity wells of the nearby moons and the increasing radiation from the burning
star. 


And of course, I could feel Kaveri’s hand on my
cock and tendrils on my face.


“Better,” she whispered. “But I’m still a little
worried you might get overwhelmed.”


She stretched her leg all the way over my knees,
and before I knew it she was completely straddling me. I was barely able to reach
around her waist and hold onto the flight stick, but she didn’t seem the least
bit concerned. 


“You don’t need it,” Kaveri assured me as she
placed her hand on my cheek and her lips on my chin. “Just relax and drink in
the sensations. I’ll take care of the rest.”


My fingers slipped off the controls and settled
upon her waist, and she gently cradled my cheeks in her hands as she kissed me.
I could feel the pulsing heat of her quim on my cock as she rhythmically ground
her hips against me (how in the hell had she managed to remove her panties
with me knowing?), but then her tail curled around the shaft and helped
ease me inside her.


Suddenly, the pull of the Valkyrie’s systems
didn’t feel nearly as strong. 


I moaned into her mouth as she began rhythmically
grinding her hips against me, and I was yet again blown away at how differently
her cunt felt every time I fucked her. Today it was gripping me so tightly I
would have already burst if not for the fact I was so distracted. I suspected
that was the point. 


“Shift us into astral space,” she said, pulling
away just long enough to speak.


I shook my head. “I don’t know how.”


“You’ll figure it out.”


“But where are we going?”


“Does it matter?”


She kissed me again, and her hips began milking me
so forcefully I knew I wouldn’t last much longer. I tried shunting more of my
attention to the Valkyrie, and to my surprise it actually worked—the sensations
of space washed over me again, and when I thought about jumping out of the
system the ship seemed to know exactly what I was talking about. After draining
more power from my mind, it gave me a mental countdown until the astral drive
had enough power to jump. 


Not that I was paying much attention; Kaveri was
determined to make me spill. I felt another stiff tug on my consciousness
followed by a loud hum that drowned out everything in the cockpit. The controls
flickered, the strange crystal on the dash flashed…and then I finally lost
control.  


“Shit!” I gasped. “Here it comes!”


I exploded deep inside her, and Kaveri masterfully
churned her hips in perfect synch with every spurt. I clawed feebly at her back
as my mind escaped my body…


And it was only then I realized we were no longer
in normal space. 


“Whoa,” I mumbled when I was finally able to speak
again. The endless black starscape outside the canopy had been replaced, but
not by the flickering blue pseudomotion of hyperspace. Instead, it was like we
were suddenly drifting through a sea of eerie crimson fog. 


“Astral space,” Kaveri said, leaning away just
enough that she could smile down at me. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”


“I’ve never seen anything like it,” I rasped,
still panting. 


“The Seraphim call it ‘space beyond hyperspace.’
I’m not exactly sure what that means, but ships can travel even more quickly
here. Many of the normal laws of physics don’t seem to apply.”


It was astonishingly hard to concentrate with her
straddling me, especially considering my cock was still nestled firmly inside
her, but beyond the mental pull of the Valkyrie I felt something else…it was
almost like a distant buzzing in my ear. 


“All psionic minds experience a kind of weird
resonance in astral space,” Kaveri explained. 


I pursed my lips. “It’s pretty annoying.”


“It will get worse the longer we’re here.”


“That sounds even more annoying.”


“Eventually, it will drive us crazy.”


 I froze. “What?”


“It’s called the Koro Effect,” she explained.
“Prolonged travel in astral space is dangerous. The energies slowly degrade
neural pathways.”


I pushed her away as far as I could—which, given
the space limitations in here, was only about two centimeters. “You didn’t feel
like mentioning this before?”


“Short jumps are reasonably safe.” 


“Reasonably safe?”


“As far as I know, the Koro Effect has only ever
claimed psychics on continuous, multi-hour jumps. But I wanted you to
experience it yourself. These are things you need to be aware of before you fly
a Valkyrie.”


I grunted. “Then maybe this wasn’t such a good
idea after all.”


She chuckled and dragged her fingertips down the
sides of my chest. “Your nerve endings will start going haywire after a while.
It can be very…stimulating.”


“You really are the demon girl sitting on my
shoulder,” I murmured. “You’d think I would have noticed before, what with the
horns and tail and all.”


Kaveri giggled and slowly unzipped her top. Her
tits spilled out barely a centimeter from my lips. “You’re sure I can’t tempt
you into trying it?”


 I groaned and gently kissed her nipples. Even the
thought of being slowly driven insane couldn’t keep me from them. If we’d had
more space, she probably could have convinced me to fuck them again. But
instead I settled for nursing on them while her hips continued grinding my cock
back to life. 


Unfortunately, a few minutes later the mental
tingling started to become noticeably worse. It still took an enormous amount
of willpower to pull my lips away. 


“How about we wait until we’re back home at the
base? After Mosaad throws us in the brig, we’ll have plenty of time to
entertain ourselves.”


I closed my eyes and concentrated on the ship. I
still didn’t know precisely how this worked or what I was supposed to do, but I
tried to mentally picture a starscape. Unsurprisingly, it worked: a few seconds
later the ship rumbled as we shifted back into normal space. Without a tac-holo
I had no idea where we were… least, not until the Valkyrie fed the answers
directly into my mind. 


“We’re almost four light-years away from Varsus,”
I breathed in disbelief. “How is that possible? We were only traveling for ten minutes!”


“I told you, astral drives are fast,” Kaveri said.
“We could cross the whole sector in about two days.”


I snorted and shook my head. The fasted ship in
the Convectorate fleet only could have traveled half this far. It was another
in a growing list of reasons why I didn’t understand how the Dominion could
have lost—


The premonition hit me like a brick to the face.
Time itself seemed to freeze around me, and a stream of images flashed through
my mind: a badly damaged transport ship, fires and poison gas flooding the
corridors, an unconscious, uniformed figure half-crushed beneath smoldering
scraps of debris…


Grimacing, I focused upon that figure and tried to
discern more details. Through the smoke I saw the face of a woman—a human
woman. 


A human woman whose green eyes had haunted me for
weeks. 


“Cole?” 


I gasped and glanced around the cockpit as time
resumed. As usual, the inside of my mouth had gotten so dry it actually hurt to
swallow. “She’s here,” I rasped. “She’s out here right now…”


Kaveri frowned. “Who?”


“The woman I keep seeing in my memories,” I said.
“She’s inside a damaged ship listing in deep space not far from here.”


“But how…?” Kaveri reflexively glanced down to
where the tac-holo would be on a normal ship. “Do you know where?”


“No,” I said. “I don’t sense anything nearby.
We’re in the middle of nowhere.”


“Reach out,” she said, placing her hand on my
chest again. “Psionic sensors have incredible range.”


“Assuming the pilot knows what the hell he’s
doing,” I grumbled. “Which, in case you’ve forgotten, isn’t me.”


“I will help,” she said, placing her hands on the
sides of my head. “Breathe. Just breathe…”


Taking a deep breath, I tried to stretch my senses
to their limit. I could feel everything around us—the tiny particles of dust,
the intermittent pockets of radiation…they were like bits of flotsam amidst an
endless black sea. But no matter how hard I pushed, I didn’t sense any ships.


What I sensed instead was a mind. Specifically, a psionic
mind. 


“Echu tari,” Kaveri said. “Another psychic
this close to Varsus?”


“Evidently,” I whispered, more overwhelmed than
ever. Is this why I’d had the premonition? Did my subconscious mind somehow
know that this mystery woman was out here? Was it all just one big coincidence?


“It doesn’t make sense,” Kaveri whispered, leaning
back and zipping up the front of her jumpsuit. “There are Spiders all over this
sector. They should have swept up this psychic long ago.”


“Maybe there aren’t as many of them out here as
you think,” I said. “Or maybe this freighter just jumped into the sector. Who
knows?”


She swallowed heavily, and for perhaps the first
time since I had met her Kaveri looked genuinely frightened. “This could be a
trap,” she whispered. “We shouldn’t have come out this far. Master Mosaad won’t
be able to conceal us all the way out here.”


“You’re the one who wanted to shift into astral
space!”


“I know. It was a mistake.” She pressed her lips
into a thin line. “We should return to Varsus and tell the others.”


“I don’t think this woman’s freighter has that
much time,” I said. “The closest Convectorate base is dozens of light-years
away, and this area isn’t exactly crawling with friendly locals. If we don’t
help, no one will.”


I could feel Kaveri’s entire body stiffen. “Cole,
we’re sitting inside a psionic ship we barely know to fly. What do you expect
us to do?”


“This was all your idea!” I reminded her. “But
this can’t just be a coincidence. I must have been seeing this woman over and
over again for a reason.”


Kaveri’s tendrils twitched nervously back and
forth. “Perhaps the galaxy has just been warning you to stay away from her.”


“I don’t think that’s the way this works. Besides,
isn’t the whole purpose of this ‘academy’ to provide a safe harbor for
potential psychics?”


She sighed and glanced outside the canopy into the
endless black expanse. Normally, Raxyl would be the one sitting here trying to
sink one of my colossally stupid plans, and after he chipped away at me for a
bit I would often agree with him. 


But not this time. I wasn’t usually one for
certainty—my entire life was basically just an absurd series of
poorly-conceived plans and reckless gambles. But right here and now, I knew
that I had to find this woman…even if I couldn’t logically explain why.


Kaveri sighed and squeezed my arm. “Can you narrow
down her location?”


“I think so.” Furrowing my brow in concentration,
I tried to focus on a single blip of humanoid consciousness amongst the endless
void. I couldn’t parse out any specific thoughts or emotions, just a faint,
intangible presence. But the more I concentrated, the more the mind’s
surroundings took shape. “The ship is pretty far…maybe a half a parsec away
just outside a nearby system.”


“Then we had better get moving,” she said. “We’ll
need to shift back into astral space.”


I nodded and smiled up at her. “You’re sure?”


Kaveri arched a black eyebrow. “You’re the one who
thinks this is a good idea.”


“It’s definitely not a good idea. I just
think I need to do this…but I don’t want to force you into anything.”


“You never have, and you never will,” she said,
smiling tightly as she pressed herself more tightly up against me. “Come
on—let’s see if we can rescue your mystery woman.”


Nodding, I closed my eyes and focused on shifting
us back into astral space. The Valkyrie responded, and before I knew it the
starscape was once again replaced by an endless crimson mist. The sensations
were slightly less overwhelming this time, but the strange buzzing was still
pretty annoying. Thankfully the trip was short, and I braced myself for the
worst when we shifted back into normal space. 


“There it is,” I said, peering out the canopy past
Kaveri’s shoulder. The ship looked exactly how it had appeared in my
premonition: it was listing hard to starboard, and the hull was riddled with plasma
scoring. The engines were flicking wildly, and even without sensors I could tell
it wasn’t going to hold together much longer. 


“I don’t recognize the ship design,” I said. “And I’m
not sure if the Valkyrie has anything resembling a normal database. Do you
know…?


I trailed off when I saw the look her face. Her
blue skin seemed at least two shades lighter, and her cranial tendrils had
frozen mid-twitch. 


“It’s a Convectorate prisoner transport,” she
whispered. 


I frowned and glanced back out the canopy. Nearly
all CDF ships, from the largest battlecruiser to the smallest shuttle, had certain
features in common. Their white hulls were almost always smooth, rounded, and
spackled with numerous green lights. This transport, by contrast, looked like
something that had crawled out closest junkyard. It was basically an oversized
“E”—or would have been, if the port wing hadn’t been so badly damaged. 


“They’re intentionally nondescript,” Kaveri went
on, sensing my confusion. “The Ministry of Intelligence salvages and converts
obsolete transports in order to move high-value prisoners without arousing
suspicion.” 


“Meaning what?”


“Meaning that the ship is transporting psychic adepts,”
she said. “Adepts who were captured by Spiders.”


The hairs on the back of my neck tingled. “That’s…not
good.”


“They were probably on their way to the CDF base
in the Bolas system when something went wrong.”


The tingling got worse. “Can you sense any Spiders
now?”


“No, but it’s still pretty far away.” She let out
a long, deep breath before her tail squeezed at my leg. “Try the Valkyrie’s
sensors.”


“I can only detect one sentient mind, and it’s
fading fast,” I told her. “Otherwise the transport is empty.”


Kaveri nervously nibbled at her lip. “The standard
crew compliment is ten, and only a few would be actual Spiders. You should be
able to sense some Subari technicians at the very least.”


“Maybe they died in whatever accident crippled the
ship.”


“Maybe,” she whispered, obviously unconvinced. “Is
it stable?”


“Hard to say,” I murmured. “The scoring on the
hull looks like someone has been using it for target practice, but I don’t
detect any debris from other vessels. There aren’t any lingering torpedo ion
trails, either. Something inside must have exploded.”


“Or was sabotaged,” she reasoned. 


I shrugged. As unbelievable as this Valkyrie was
in a thousand different ways, I would have given just about anything for the Gazack’s
“normal” sensor array right about now. Having Raxyl around would have been even
better…as long as he wasn’t also scrunched up in my lap. That was one mental
image I could definitely do without. 


“Anyway, as far as I can tell the engines are
totally gone and half the plasma conduits on the ship have ruptured,” I went
on. “But the fusion core seems stable enough, at least for the moment.”


Kaveri frowned. “We could still contact the others
on Varsus. I wouldn’t be surprised if half of Seraph Squadron was already in
their fighters. They could be here in ten or fifteen minutes.”


“Whoever’s still on that ship won’t last that
long,” I said. “We’re the only ones who can possibly save her in time.”


“I suppose so,” she murmured. I thought she might
try to argue, but then her entire body seemed to transform right in front of
me. Her posture stiffened, her jaw clenched, and I swore I could feel every
muscle in her arms and legs coil in preparation to strike. Once again, I was
completely baffled by her capacity to shift between her multiple personalities
so fluidly. In a way, I was no long looking at a Velothi Succubus. 


I was looking at a Blade of the Seraph. 


“We should be able to dock in the transport’s
hangar,” she said. “Take us in.”
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I steered us within about a hundred meters of the
transport, and the closer we approached the more I hoped the Valkyrie wouldn’t
randomly accelerate. I still had no idea what I was doing, though putting my
hand back on the flight stick had calmed my nerves more than I had expected. I
couldn’t tell if the controls were optional or not—the fighter responded to
mental commands just fine—but when I twisted the stick it still responded
normally, so perhaps it just had multiple inputs. 


Regardless, piloting the Valkyrie turned out to be
the least of our problems. 


“I don’t see a docking hatch anywhere,” I said as
we rolled around the listing ship. “And without someone to open the hangar for
us, I’m not sure how we can actually get inside.”


“Just bring us a little closer,” Kaveri said, her
eyes narrowing in concentration. “I have an idea.”


I eased within twenty meters of the closed doors
before I killed the engines and swapped to the maneuvering thrusters. “Okay…now
what?”


“Now we hope the internal containment fields are
still operational,” she said, stretching out with both her hands. At first I didn’t
know what she could possibly be doing, but then I caught a sudden glimpse of
movement from the transport. The hangar doors were visibly trembling, and after
another few seconds several sections of the metal started to buckle. 


“No,” I whispered, turning back to face her. “You
can’t possibly…”


I trailed off and stared at her in quiet awe. I
understood that she was a powerful telekinetic, but the amount of sheer force
required to rip the doors off a transport was…I couldn’t even imagine. It
didn’t seem possible. 


But then her glowing eyes intensified, and the
hangar doors burst open like she had wrenched them apart with a giant invisible
crowbar.  We couldn’t hear any sound through the vacuum, obviously, but the
screech of the shearing metal surely would have been deafening if we had been
inside an atmosphere. Thankfully, the bay didn’t decompress; a translucent blue
force field instantly materialized in the gap.


“There,” Kaveri said, slumping back against me and
gasping for breath. “As long as they don’t try and send us the repair bill, we
should be fine.”


I grinned and squeezed her arm. “One day I’ll
learn not to underestimate you.”


“We’ll see.”


Grinning, I nudged the flight stick forward and
eased us through the gap she had created. Once we crossed through the
containment field, the cacophony inside the transport finally became audible.
The sheer number of wailing alarm klaxons made me wonder if the ship was in
even worse shape than we’d thought. 


“The atmosphere in here is technically
breathable,” I said, hoping the Valkyrie wasn’t lying to me. “But there are a
lot of ruptured conduits throughout the ship. Half the corridors are probably
flooded with toxic gas.”


Kaveri nodded distantly as her eyes scoured the
hangar. “All the equipment in here appears intact. There should be respirators
in the supply room over there. Go ahead and pop the canopy.”


Bracing myself for the worst, I concentrated on
the controls and ordered the fighter to open up. The instant the oxygen seals
hissed open, I half expected to asphyxiate or get sucked straight out into the
vacuum behind us. But fortunately the sensors had been telling the truth, and
the air was light but perfectly breathable…at least in here. 


Hopping out of the Valkyrie was a little awkward
without a ladder, but we both managed to land on the flight deck more or less
gracefully. All told we had only been stuck in that cockpit for twenty minutes
or so, but being able to stretch my legs felt remarkably good. I took a moment
to glance around, instinctively reaching into my jacket for the holdout pistol
that wasn’t there. 


“Is it weird that we’re the only ship in here?” I
asked.


“A little,” Kaveri said, dashing over to supply closet.
“Most transports this size should have at least one emergency shuttle.”


I frowned. “Maybe the crew already boarded it and
got the hell out of here.”


“If that were the case, they wouldn’t have left
the transport intact. And we would have detected their wake trail when we got
close.”


“Mm,” I murmured, yet again wishing Raxyl were
here. As irritating as he was sometimes, I felt strangely alone without him at
my side. I guess that was what happened when you’d known someone since you were
a kid. 


“We’re in luck,” Kaveri said, emerging from the
tiny service closet with a pair of respirators. “They’re designed for Subari
physiology rather than Tarreen.”


I took one of the masks and put it on. Subari were
similar enough to humans and Velothi that they fit well enough, and I felt a
lot better knowing we wouldn’t pass out the instant we breathed in a cloud of
vaporized coolant. 


“I don’t suppose you found a plasma rifle or two
in there,” I said, briefly taken aback by how ominous my voice sounded through
the mask. “I’d also settle for a rocket launcher.”


“Sadly no,” Kaveri lamented. Her eyes narrowed in
concentration for a moment. “I can sense the mind you were talking about, but
she’s fading rapidly.”


I bit down on my lip. Without the Valkyrie’s help I
couldn’t sense anything, and I hadn’t realized until this moment just how
unsettling that was. I suddenly felt like half a person. 


Flying that damn ship is going to be every bit
as addictive as carsenium. I wonder how the Seraph Squadron pilots are handling
it. 


I shook away the thought and drew my holopad from
my belt. “I can’t detect anything past a few meters,” I said. “There’s a ton of
interference, probably from a ruptured power conduit.”


“I know where she is,” Kaveri said. “This way.”


Mentally crossing my fingers, I followed her as
she dashed over to the only exit and fiddled with the keypad. I was a little
surprised she didn’t just telekinetically rip them open—interior doors had
probably a tenth as much mass as the exterior ones—but perhaps she wanted to
save her strength. That, or she was just looking for an excuse to find yet
another way to show off. 


“Here we go,” she warned. “Be ready.”


I nodded and wedged myself at the side of the
frame, pistol in hand, as the door abruptly hissed open. I half expected the
corridor to be filled with Convectorate assault mechs, but instead we just got
a face full of noxious grey-green gas. 


“I can’t see a damn thing,” I said, wishing we had
found full enviro-suits. My holopad insisted the gas wasn’t going to dissolve
our skin, but I still wasn’t overly fond about the idea of trudging through it.



“Her mind is fading,” Kaveri said. “We need to
move quickly.”


I nodded and rushed forward. Now I wished that
Shandris were here too—this was going to be incredibly anticlimactic if I found
the woman in my dreams only to have her die in my arms. Hopefully there was a
half-decent first aid kit somewhere on this ship…


We maneuvered through two narrow corridors and
past a half a dozen ruptured bulkheads when I touched Kaveri’s arm and bade her
to stop. 


“Where the hell is everyone?” I asked. “You said
the normal crew complement is twenty?”


She nodded. “I would have expected to find more
bodies.”


“I would have expected to find at least one
body,” I said. “Something’s wrong. Very wrong.”


“You haven’t had another premonition, have you?”


“No,” I murmured. “Though that doesn’t necessarily
mean anything.”


Kaveri glanced back down the corridor. “We’ve come
this far. I believe she’s in the brig. It should be just down that lift.”


I took a deep breath and tried to ignore the
uncomfortable tingle in the back of my mind. “The door looks jammed. Can you—?”


She thrust out her hands and telekinetically
ripped apart the door frame before I could finish the sentence. This time I
could hear the shearing metal just fine, and it was every bit as loud and
dissonant as I’d expected. 


“Right,” I muttered. “Down we go.”


The emergency ladder was built for Subari as well,
thankfully, so we had no problem finding enough handholds to descend the
smoke-filled tube. Dodging the small fires and intermittent electrical surges
was a bit more difficult, but somehow we managed that too. I spun into the
lower corridor in a crouch, pistol clutched in both hands, but again I didn’t see
anyone. No broken repair drones, no dead soldiers or technicians…it was like we
had boarded a ghost ship. 


“You’re absolutely positive that this is a
prisoner transport?” I asked.


“Yes,” Kaveri said, though she looked just as
unsettled as I felt. “The brig should be right through here.”


We found yet another door, but this one,
strangely, wasn’t even locked. The prison was surprisingly spacious: there were
six distinct holding cells along the walls, and the area between them was at
least ten meters wide. One of the power conduits in the back of the room had
ruptured, and the smoke made it difficult to see much of anything. 


Except for the woman in my dreams. 


I rushed forward the instant I saw her. She was
suspended in the air inside on of the cells, her arms and legs bound by tethers
of orange-red energy and her chin slumped listlessly against her chest. She
wasn’t wearing a mask; she might have been slowly asphyxiating in the noxious
gas. I stopped directly in front of her, genuinely disturbed by the accuracy of
my visions/memories. The shoulder-length blonde hair, the matching purple lipstick
and eye shadow, even the blue-gold Dominion military uniform…they were all
exactly as I had imagined them. I had never been this curious—or this creeped
out—in my entire life. 


“I don’t see any visible wounds,” I said, gently
lifting the woman’s cheek. Her skin was surprisingly cold. “She might be
suffocating.”


“She can take my respirator for a moment,” Kaveri
said. “We just need to get her down so we can—oh!”


We both leapt back when the woman’s eyes unexpectedly
shot open. She stared right at me, her green irises so hauntingly familiar it
sent a chill down my spine…and then all the alarm klaxons on the ship suddenly
fell silent. The damaged conduits stopped sparking, the noxious gas stopped
spewing from the vents, and all the lights in the area blinked back on as if
nothing was wrong.  


“Seraph save us,” Kaveri stammered. “It’s a tr—!”


Before she could finish the words, the energy
tethers dissipated and dropped the mystery woman to the floor. She thrust out
her hand, slamming me with a fist of invisible force. I soared across the room
like I had been punted by a V’rath commando, and I crashed into the wall hard
enough to knock the air from my lungs. I coughed and gasped for breath, my vision
pockmarked with black spots. But even through my concussed haze I could still
make out the blurry shapes of two women trying to kill each other. 


I had seen Kaveri fight hand-to-hand in the rec
center many times over the past month. Despite her feminine figure and modest
strength, she could trounce almost anyone in the academy with relative ease.
She was supernaturally quick and brutally precise, all thanks to her training
as a Blade of the Seraph. 


And apparently, she had finally met her match. The
mystery woman exploded into movement, lashing out with a series of kicks and
punches that seemed borderline impossible for someone wearing a stuffy uniform with
a skirt. To me it seemed like they traded blows for a solid minute, but it was
probably only a few seconds. And once it became clear that neither was going to
triumph in martial combat, they almost simultaneously whirled away and lashed
out with their psionic powers. 


The entire ship trembled from the telekinetic
clash. The deck shuddered, the bulkheads groaned, and Kaveri’s face creased as
if she were about to be overwhelmed. The mystery woman, on the other hand,
looked as calm and stoic as a combat mech. 


“You cannot escape,” she said in cold, cultured
voice that sent a chill straight down my spine. “The Widow will claim the Last
Blade. And you shall lead us to him.”


Kaveri growled as her boots began slipping on the
floor. “Cole, get out of here!”


My stomach sank so quickly I was surprised I
didn’t vomit. All these visions, all these strange memories, and the woman I
had been seeing over and over again was trying to kill us? Why? It didn’t make
any sense.


“Cole, go!” Kaveri shouted more desperately. “I’ll
hold her off as long as I can!”


My skull was still throbbing, and I didn’t even
want to think about how many bruises I was going to have on my arm. But my
fallen pulse pistol was still within reach, and I wasn’t about to abandon
Kaveri—not now, not ever. I grabbed the handle while I rolled, but when I
popped back up in a crouch and took aim I saw a strange shimmer of movement
near the entrance of the room. The residual smoke parted ever so slightly, and
a humanoid figure materialized a few meters behind Kaveri. 


A humanoid figure clad in the jet black armor of a
Spider.


My mouth went dry. Kaveri had described their appearance
to me many times, and she had recalled her encounters with them in great
detail. But until this moment, I hadn’t really believed her. I had assumed the
Spiders were some kind of boogeyman invented by Master Mosaad to scare all of
us into line. I hadn’t believed they were real.


I was wrong. Again. 


“No!” I shrieked, shifting my aim and blasting him
with a trio of blue-white pulse blasts. But he didn’t even turn to look at me;
the energy dissipated harmlessly into the shields of his armor. He lifted his
rifle, took aim…


And then he shot Kaveri in the back. 


The weapon was set to stun, thank the Seraph, but
it still shattered her concentration. She flew backwards immediately, crashing
hard into the wall and skidding several meters across the floor. She didn’t get
up. 


“Kaveri!” I shrieked. 


My legs were moving before brain consciously knew
what I was doing, and I fired shot after shot into the armored man as I ran.
But the blasts were no match for his shields, and he calmly turned and aimed
his weapon at my chest as if I were an afterthought. I froze, waiting for him
to pull the trigger and deliver me into darkness…


But then time itself came crashing to a halt. My
breath caught in my throat, and I glanced around the room assuming I had
triggered another premonition. But I wasn’t seeing the future—I was living
millisecond by millisecond in the present. I didn’t understand how or why it
was happening, but I knew this was my only chance to save Kaveri. 


I took it. Clenching my teeth, I tossed aside my
worthless pistol and charged the Spider instead. I slammed my shoulder into his
midsection, gambling that his shields were designed to deflect heat, not
kinetic energy. It paid off: he crumpled like a blind-sided krekball player as
I tackled him to the floor. He tried to defend himself, and under normal
circumstances he probably would have pounded me into oblivion. But he still
moved like he was covered in mud, while every one of my punches and elbows were
an order of magnitude faster than normal. I eventually managed to grab his
rifle, but rather than shoot him I whipped the weapon around and bashed the
butt into his helmet.


And then time returned to normal. The Spider
stopped moving, unconscious or possibly dead, and I sucked in a deep breath and
whipped my head around to the mystery woman. 


“Fascinating,” she said. “You are far more
powerful than the Widow thought.”


Grimacing, I whirled the rifle into firing
position. But just as I pulled the trigger the weapon jerked out of my hand and
flew across the room. I glanced down at my empty palms, wondering if my mind
would bless me with another fury of movement…


It didn’t. She lunged towards me, and with a
single whirling kick she shattered my respirator and knocked me to the floor.
Screeching in pain, I tore the broken mask from my face and spun around to try
and elbow her, but she effortlessly caught my arm in an iron grip and pinned me
to the deck. 


“I calculate an eighty-six point three percent
probability that the Widow will consider you a greater prize than the Velothi concubine,”
she said. “She will undoubtedly…”


She trailed off, and her already pale skin turned
bleached white. Her left eye twitched independently of her right, and I saw the
telltale focusing movements of a cybernetic iris. 


“You…” she rasped. “I do not understand how this
possible.”


I stared up at her, still immobilized, before I
belatedly realized that she probably hadn’t been able to see my face through
the respirator. 


“You have to get out of here,” she said. “You have
to get out of here now.”


“What?” I gasped. 


“More Spiders are already on the way,” she told
me, releasing her grip and standing up. “Take the Velothi and go. I will
attempt to delay them as much as possible.”


I shook my head, so stupefied I knew for an
absolute fact I had a concussion. “You try to kill us, and now you’re just
going to let us leave?”


“The Spiders do not wish to kill you,” she said as
if it were obvious. “They wish to use you as bait for the Last Blade. But all
of that will change when they realize who you are.”


“What the—”


“Go,” she said, opening her palm and
telekinetically sucking the rifle back into her grip. “If the Seraphim have any
chance of survival, you must escape.”


With that, she turned and dashed out of the brig.
I stared slack-jawed at the open door, wondering if I was finally paying the
price for a life of carsenium abuse. But then I heard Kaveri stir, and I dove
over to help her up. 


“Easy,” I said, taking her arm. 


Her glowing eyes blinked several times. “What…what
happened?”


“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I
muttered. “But we need to get back to the Valkyrie as soon as possible. Can you
walk?”


She swallowed heavily as she glanced over to the
insensate Spider and then back to me. “Yes. But how—?”


“Come on,” I said, helping her the rest of the way
up. “If we survive, I promise I’ll tell you all about it.”


 


***


 


The trip back to the Valkyrie was easy, given that
the ship was no longer falling apart. I had about fourteen million questions
looping through my head as we moved, and somewhere on that list was how in the
hell the Vecs had managed to pull off such a complicated ruse. We passed
conduits and bulkheads that I swore had been half-destroyed a few minutes ago,
but perhaps it had all been some kind of holographic chicanery. That, or
perhaps I had just been a lot more distracted than I thought. 


Regardless, no more Spiders popped out of the
shadows, and Kaveri was able to telekinetically float both of us up into the cockpit.
The starfighter thrummed to life the instant I sat down.  


“I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to
that,” I said, bracing myself for the surge of power. When I stretched out with
the sensors, I could feel the mind of the mystery woman on the transport. Her
emotions were…conflicted, to say the least. Confusion, surprise, even a
touch of anger…I wasn’t sure what to make of it. 


Or of her. 


“Well, here goes nothing…again,” I said, closing
the canopy as Kaveri folded herself inside next to me. “Ready?”


She nodded and braced her left hand on my chest. I
didn’t need the ship’s sensors to feel how much pain she was in. I would be too
the instant my adrenaline rush faded. 


Just focus on getting her out of here and worry
about the details later. That’s exactly what Raxyl would tell you, and as usual
he would be right. 


I took a deep breath and grabbed the flight stick.
“Here we go.”


The Valkyrie’s maneuvering thrusters roared to
life, and I steered us out of the hangar more or less competently before I
fired up the sub-light engines. As we surged away from the transport, I reached
out with the sensors just to make sure my green-eyed mystery woman wasn’t
powering up her weapons. I couldn’t imagine why she would try to kill us now
that she had let us go, but I had so little clue what the fuck was going on
here that anything seemed possible. 


“Powering up the astral drive,” I said. “So if
Mosaad was going to be furious at before, how mad do you think he’ll be now?”


“I honestly don’t know,” Kaveri murmured. “You
still haven’t told me what happened.”


“Because I’m not sure I believe it yet,” I
whispered. “Once that woman looked in my face she just…let us go.”


Kaveri’s tendrils twitched. “Spiders do not let
anyone go.”


“Yeah, I got that impression,” I muttered. “She
looked shocked. Beyond shocked, actually, as if she couldn’t believe who
I was.  Then she said something about me being the only chance for the Seraphim
to survive.”


“What?” Kaveri breathed. 


“I don’t understand it any more than you do. And
she didn’t seem eager to provide context. She just ran off and said she would
try to buy us as much time as possible.”


Kaveri’s brow furrowed, and through the Valkyrie I
could feel her mind futility trying to grapple with the exact same questions as
mine. 


“I don’t know what to make of it either,” I
muttered. “Maybe Mosaad will finally help me develop my powers so I can make
more sense of it. Unless he decides to just blast us both out of the airlock
for—”


The Valkyrie’s proximity sensors didn’t so much
warble in my ear as stab me like a cattle prod. I bounced in the seat,
wondering what the fuck had just happened, when I belatedly sensed the presence
of another ship. 


“Oh, shit,” I breathed. “There’s another ship
headed this way.”


Kaveri’s tendrils twitched nervously. “How close?”


“Way fucking closer than they should be. I thought
you said Valkyries have a longer sensor range than normal ships?”


“They do, with a competent pilot.”


I grimaced. “What are you, Raxyl now?”


“How long until we can jump?”


I closed my eyes and concentrated. I swore I could
hear the Valkyrie counting down the shift timer in my head. Sixty,
fifty-nine, fifty-eight…


“About a minute,” I said. “But they’ll be on us
way before that. They’re moving fast.”


I still didn’t really know what I was doing, but
when I stretched out with my senses I could almost visualize the incoming ship.
It was the size of a standard CDF corvette, but the sleek, vaguely bird-shaped
hull design was unlike any Convectorate ship I had ever seen. I couldn’t figure
out what kind of armament it was carrying, and yet again I lamented the lack of
a tac-holo and a normal computer…


“Shields are up…I think,” I murmured.
“Weapons…well, I guess they don’t really matter.”


“The more of your concentration you divert to
other systems, the longer it will take the psionic drive to accumulate enough
power to shift,” Kaveri said. “Just focus on the essentials.”


I grimaced when my bizarre mental countdown jumped
about fifteen seconds. “Fantastic.”


“You can do this, Cole,” she told me as her tail
curled around my ankle. “You’ve done it before.”


“When piloting the Gazack, sure,” I muttered.
“This time I think I’m going to use a new plan.”


She shook her head. “What does that mean?”


I relaxed my grip on the flight stick and let out
a long, slow breath. “It means I’m going to sit here and bet both of our lives
on my weird psionic power I barely understand.”


Her luminescent eyes widened. “What?”


“Trust me,” I said. “Or don’t. Seraph knows I
wouldn’t…”


The enemy ship barreled closer and closer, and my
fingers hovered a millimeter above the stick just waiting to react. I could
sense the corvette’s engines roaring to their limits; I could feel its weapons
charging to full capacity. And when I concentrated hard enough, I could
actually feel the collective malice of its crew focused upon me…


The corvette dropped out of hyperspace behind us
like a massive white eagle swooping down to grasp its prey. The ion cannons on
its wings immediately opened fire, and the Valkyrie’s sensors screamed a
warning directly into my mind—


But I was already moving. My hand jerked the
flight stick a millisecond before the ion blasts burned through our hull, and
then again when the corvette unleashed a second volley. I didn’t even open my
eyes—I simply allowed my powers to guide me second by second, decision by
decision, as if I was living in some kind of time-dilated bubble. Eventually
the corvette tried to adapt; it opened fire with its plasma cannons as well,
hoping to try and box us in with a wide spread barrage. But miraculously, none
of its shots connected. 


I was reasonably sure that Kaveri was saying
something, and I felt her tail and hands clutch desperately at my body as we
continuously avoided certain death. But I didn’t dare break my concentration. I
kept my breathing steady and my eyes closed as if I was listening to prophetic
whispers of the universe itself.


Three, two, one…


“Seraph save us,” Kaveri whispered. “How….?”


My eyes finally blinked back open, and I saw for
myself that the storm of plasma fire outside our cockpit had been replaced by
the endless crimson smear of astral space. We were safe. Somehow. 


I slumped back in the chair and let out an
exhausted breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “See?” I breathed. “No
problem at all.”


“Cole, that was unbelievable,” she gasped. “We
should be dead!”


“We still might be once we get home,” I reminded
her. “You know Master Mosaad better than anyone. Do you think he’ll throw us in
the brig or just flush us out the airlock?”


“He won’t be able to ignore what happened,” Kaveri
said. “The Spiders know we’re nearby—they laid an ambush just a few light-years
from Varsus. It’s only a matter of time before they find the academy.”


I swallowed heavily. “The green-eyed woman said
that the Spiders wanted to use us as bait to capture the Last Blade. I assume
she meant Mosaad, but…you’re a Blade of the Seraph too. Surely there are
others.”


“I don’t know. I always thought there were, but in
all the time he trained me we never met another one.” She pressed her lips into
a tight line, and her tendrils began twitching anxiously. “We need some
answers, and Mosaad may be the only one capable of giving them to us.”


“You really think he’ll be in a mood to talk after
we stole one of his precious babies?”


“He will have to be,” Kaveri said, her voice low. “Because
I won’t take no for an answer.”


 


To Be Continued
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