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Chapter 1


[image: ]




MALIK’S HIBERNATION pod cracked open like a metallic egg, flaps of it peeling away and receding into the grated floor of his quarters aboard the battlecruiser Vengeful. A cloud of fumes purled forth, was quickly cleared from the air by straining ventilators. Malik emerged from this, scarred flesh still steaming, senses and sensation returning to a body that was no longer entirely human.

He wobbled once, mind and body shocked by the assault of stimuli he’d banished during the long hours of his meditation. But it was more than that, more than the return to a harsh, dark, metal existence.

The vision had returned.

He stood not aboard the flagship of his rebel fleet, hurtling through hyperspace. And he stood not in the now. He strode in the past, drifting nightmare-like through a snow-dappled night, through flames and wreckage and the screams of blasters and throats. He was stepping over bodies, drifting between torched shelters, clenching his force sword close.

And he was brought to a halt by the vision, that ghostly vision.

A girl on the brink of womanhood in the tatters of what almost looked like had been a festival gown staggered into his path. She froze at the sight of him, brown eyes as huge as planetoids while dirty-blonde hair unraveled in a smoke-marred breeze. A chain of flowers woven into that came apart, petals loosening, mixing with the snow and sparks from the flames. She said nothing as she trembling before him, surrounded by the slain members of her cult.

She never said anything.

A ping rang from an overhead speaker, mercifully banishing the ghost. A voice crackled from it. “My Lord?”

“Hold,” Malik rasped, striding towards the far side of the chamber. The relief of the anesthetic fog of his pod was fading, reminding him again of his ravaged lungs, throat, and ruined nose and mouth. Breathing was still work, even after years of healing and treatments. And sometimes, he could still feel the plasma fires that had done all that damage.

A panel whisked back from a wall at his approach. Shelves extended and Malik paused to consider the rows of masks. Each had a story and a purpose. One, fashioned of bone interwoven with plastic, had been a gift from the Nazzeradi, after he’d smashed the Theocracy forces that had held them down so long. Another was a nearly-featureless curve of steel, etched with thaumaturgic sigils, presented by the Fenreir, who believed him a god.

But his hand went to the one of black metal, crafted into a monstrous, fanged snarl. This, the cult on Galdamon had forged for him, and told him of the curse laid upon it only much later.

Considering the vision haunting him—the memory, he knew in all truth—it seemed a day for curses.

“Sir?” the voice from the speaker pressed.

Malik pushed the mask to his face, grimacing against it as tiny needles worked into flesh to knit with nerves. It fused to his face like a living thing, a symbiote that eased his tortured breathing and hid the damage and secrets beneath. He drew a long inhalation, savored air not knife-edged as it coursed into him.

“My Lord?”

Malik touched a control blinking from a wall panel and turned as a hologram wove together in the air before him. The man in the image wore an olive drab uniform of sparse decorations that he nevertheless gave a kind of gravitas with his stiff posture. Snow white eyebrows knit over his cold blue eyes, matching an equally white mane of hair and precisely-trimmed mustache.

“I thought I told you not to call me that,” Malik told the image, his voice metallic and deep—not really his, but as much his as anything could be.

Everild, Admiral of Malik’s ragtag fleet, flinched. “Of course, sir.”

Malik’s ruined features crinkled into a smile under the mask. Rumor had it that Everild had been a midshipman back in the days of the Empire, before its collapse into the Theocracy. And the old man still had the habits and manners of that lost order.

“What is it?”

“Less than an hour till hyperspace exit, sir,” Everild replied, sounding very much like he wanted to make sir into sire. “You told me to inform you. The briefing is assembling as we speak.”

“Any sign that our approach has been detected?”

Everild’s lips pinched under the mustache, as though the question offended. “We won’t know for certain until we revert to real-space. But there were no warnings when we left Farbanks. I anticipate we will breach the Anea System with no resistance.”

“Very good. I will be there, shortly.”

Everild bowed stiffly. “My Lord.” The hologram dissolved before Malik could tell if that had been a mistake.

Malik snorted under his mask and stepped away from the shelves, turning to another closet as it opened from the wall. But he paused, stood flexing the fingers of his fists, fully working the feeling into them. He flexed his mind as well, and his other senses.

The Flux thrummed in his blood as he called it to him. Hurtling through hyperspace, still a parsec out from a living world, it was as sparse as fog burning away before a dawn. The bloodstream of the Universe, all living things fed it, filled its great, glistening springs beneath the material plane. In Silence, one could call upon it, to shift reality, to clear or cloud minds, to help or harm.

The Silence that Malik had honed in the solitude of his pod like a blade’s icy edge should have cut through all.

But it couldn’t cut the spectral fragment of that vision.

Anea System, he thought. Where it all ended. Where it all started. Where, he knew, the vision had had its birth.

The Flux, it seemed, would not aid him in forgetting. It seemed It wanted him to remember. He’d long ago learned that his destiny was not truly his to control.

He tried not to fear that.

***
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THE CONFERENCE ROOM was an amphitheater-like chamber, situated aft of Vengeful’s bridge. A plastisteel dome curved over it and offered a shimmering, purplish view of the weird space-time vagaries of hyperspace whipping by the starship. These gave the room an uneven, unsettling light.

The harsh blue of a massive hologram countered this as the Revenants, Malik’s rebel—or criminal, depending on who you asked—organization gathered. The image of a star system shined from the projection as men and women filed into tiers of seating overlooking it. The rumble of their many conversations filled the air. Tension under-pinned these, giving the atmosphere a crackle that was as much physical as it was in the Flux, stirred by their turbulent souls.

All of this stilled as Malik stepped into the chamber.

Silence descended, save the scuffle of the last of the Revenants hastily finding spots. As they settled, their gazes invariable rose to him. And he would be a sight, he knew. The mask’s fearsome effect would be complimented by the black leathers, reinforced with blastisteel armor strips and studded with steel that was functional as well as frightening. An equally dark cloak flowed about behind all this, puffed out by the stirred air of the chamber like a living shadow.

Few of those gathered would know his attire closely mimicked the garb of the now-defunct Sacred Band of the Theocracy. Only Everild, still standing and expectant by the holographic projector, knew the symbolism behind that.

Malik held up a hand to the Admiral. “Let us begin.”

“Sir.” Everild touched a projector control and the image of the star system at its heart flickered with pointers and labels. A bluish halo pulsed at the rim of the system’s elliptic plane. “We expect to enter the Anea System here. The other elements should emerge from their rally points in roughly the same vicinity. The System is G-type, a yellow primary, four worlds, two of which are too close to the star to support any settlement.” He touched the control again and a pointer touched the largest planet in orbit. “The furthest, Bahamut, is a gas giant. There are several occupied moons and we know the Theocracy’s primary fleet base is there.”

A lesser hologram popped out from the main one to show a closeup the giant and its satellites. One of these blinked and schemata scrawled into being beside it, detailing space stations and construction docks. But this view swerved, shifted dizzyingly down-system to a lesser, blue-green marble.

“The primary inhabited world is Circe, here,” Everild continued. “The angle of our entry should allow us to cut between it and any response from Bahamut. We do expect there will be patrols near Circe and certainly orbital defenses.”

“We’ll make short work that,” a voice called out from the crowd. A youthful, burnt honey face turned towards Malik, met his gaze arrogantly but likeably. “We’ll make short work of all of it!”

Rumbles of agreement and a few whoops joined the statement. The speaker’s lips peeled back from shining teeth and his green eyes glinted merrily. He wore his battered olive uniform vest unbuttoned and informal, almost slovenly, but notably festooned with decorations. The winged star of the Revenants’ starfighter command winked from his collar.

Dashawn—Dee—Callisto hadn’t been with Malik as long as Everild, but he’d been with the Revenants longer than most.

Waving away the burst of jocularity, Malik nodded to Everild. “Continue, Admiral.”

“Most of the system’s industry and strategic value—such as it is—comes from the mining operations in the asteroid belt around Bahamut,” Everild explained. “But most of its population and material sustenance is on Circe. Thus, it is not without its defenses.”

The hologram zoomed in till the blue-green globe took up its entirety. Details of its surface crystallized. The image rotated slowly, giving all a view of a single, winding continent, coiled like a great dragon with its tail unravelling into a long chain of islands across its equator. Rugged mountain ranges gave the dragon its scales. Plains opened up at one point, giving the beast its soft underbelly.

Points of light winked out from this, highlighting settlements and installations. A series of these flashed red, most of them situated atop mountain peaks or at high elevation points.

“There are anti-orbital batteries at these locations” Everild gestured “and planetary-scale deflector shield generators.” He scowled at his audience. “They are proof against a stand-off bombardment.”

“They’re no proof against our starfighters,” Callisto declared, his smile never slipping. “Those fusion batteries can’t track us. We’ll give ‘em the slip and make a hole for you all!”

“We don’t just need a hole,” Malik rumbled and stepped down from his spot at the top of the amphitheater seating, strode between seats. “We’ll need control of at least one site.” He paused as he came to stand before the projector and pointed up at a particular icon. “This one.” He turned to a figure seated off to Everild’s side. “Ingrid?”

The long-legged, iron-muscled woman stood from the front row and took a step forward. A mane of chestnut hair was drawn back into a severe ponytail and her hard-boned features only contributed to that severity as she looked around with silver-gray eyes. She wore her olive drabs tight to accentuate her athleticism. A tattoo of a wolf-like creature snarled from along the left side of her exposed neck.

The beast symbol marked Ingrid Vulfsdottir as a proud daughter of Clan Fury of the Fenreir. And despite her cold loveliness, that palpable fury kept most standing a least a step clear of her. Her ferocious rages were as notorious as her passions.

Malik smiled behind his mask, being familiar with both.

“Once the defense satellites are down,” she said with her thick-voweled accent, “and whatever fighter cover Circe has is distracted, strike teams will drop on this installation.” The mountaintop anti-orbital installation winked as she gestured to the hologram. “Malvik Station, once under our control, can provide the planet-side forces top-cover. And its elevation and position mean it can hold off any over-the-horizon artillery.”

“What about planet-side forces?” Callisto asked. “The Theocracy’s got to have at least a couple divisions of garrison troops, maybe Shock Troopers. And there’s a Dark Science installation down there, too. So, we’ll be dealing with whatever weirdness they’re cooking there, too.”

Weirdness, indeed, Malik thought, eyes settling on an otherwise unremarkable icon squatting atop a spur of mountains that ran down to what passed as the planet’s capital city. The Dark Science Citadel was color-coded appropriately red, like the hellish things he knew filled it. Even as a mere hologram it tormented like a sore, like an oil-slick stain on the surface of the energetic sea of the Flux.

More than anything—more than Circe or the whole system or the cause of rebellion, itself—that was Malik’s target.

“The Freedom Brigades report they can muster the equivalent of three divisions of light infantry,” Ingrid was replying. “Reinforced with our own battalions and our heavy weapons, we estimate they’ll actually outnumber the local garrisons.”

“So they say,” Callisto snorted.

Everlid cleared his throat. “Commander.”

Callisto’s lips pinched together at the scolding note and he relented. “Sir.”

“The catch with all this,” Ingrid resumed with a chilly sideways glance at the starfighter commander, “is that the Brigades will need time to muster in force. To that end, they’ll send crack units to these mountain passes, to block up a reaction force out of the capital city of Aleister, to the south, here.” Points highlighted gaps in a notably rough-looking mountain range. “Reinforcing those will be our priority, after seizing the Malvik compound. We have to hold there to keep Theocracy armor from breaking through to these plains until the Brigades are ready.”

She paused, turning her gaze towards Malik’s at the last. Cold eyes warmed for a moment and the ghost of a smile flicked across her lips. Truly, she was frightening, and thrilling in the same moment. More than one kind of Hunger quickened within Malik and he had to banish the thoughts as he nodded and looked around at his ragged, piratical bunch.

“The first few days will be the most dangerous,” he declared. “After that, the Brigades, popular uprising, and momentum will all combine in our favor.”

No one answered that immediately, though the unease of the gathered commanders was obvious in their sideways glances and shifting.

Clearly sensing it, Everlid cleared his throat again. “Questions?”

“Yeah, a few,” Callisto quipped to nervous laughter.

“Commander,” Everild sighed tolerantly.

“Admiral.” Callisto nodded to Everild, but turned his eyes fully upon Malik. “Sir. We haven’t done anything on this scale before. This is an invasion; not simply raids in support of a local resistance movement. And we’ve brought almost the entirety of the Revenants.” He stood from his bench, glanced about once. “So, I’ve got ask what everyone else is thinking: does this have the support of the Rebel Stars?” He locked gazes fearlessly with Malik. “Or are we on our own in this?”

Malik crossed his arms, recalling the bitter arguments and final break that had led them all to this point. The so-called Rebel Stars claimed to be fighting to restore the old Empire. In reality, they seemed to do little fighting, except amongst themselves. But they’d been the only faction standing up to the Theocracy and the cadre and ships that made up his Revenants had come from them, so this point deserved careful attention, indeed.

“We’ve always been on our own, Commander,” Malik rumbled in reply. “To answer more directly” he paused, let a bitter note enter his voice that he hoped his mask didn’t totally obscure “the Revolutionary Council favors more cautious strategies.”

Murmurs passed around the chamber.

“So, on our own,” Callisto concluded, then hastily added, “Sir.”

“They’ll be watching our progress closely.”

“To see which way the wind’s blowing,” Callisto retorted.

“The Anea System is far from Theocracy power,” Malik spoke up over the rising voices, with force that caused the amplifiers of his mask to crackle. “Success here will create a reaction. We will force the Rebels’ hand.”

Silence answered that. But Malik could sense the storm beneath it, through the Flux, through each of their auras feeding it. It was out fully now; the Revenants had mustered at his call, as they always had. But always there had been the assumption of moving with a broader movement.

“This is the plan,” he declared. “We are committed. Are the other questions?” He looked around, meeting as many stares as would look back at him. Silence remained the only answer. “Good.” He turned to Everild. “Admiral.”

“We estimate real-space reentry in forty minutes,” Everild spoke up in a business-like tone that belied the severity of the moment. “You should all have time to return to your ships and make any final preparations.”

All eyes were still on Malik.

“The Flux moves with us, my friends,” he intoned solemnly. “Good luck to us all.”

The Revenants broke up without further formality, rumbling like pack animals clearing from a carcass picked clean. Callisto was muttering to one of his squadron commanders. Ingrid lingered a little longer, eyes upon Malik, perhaps calling to him. But there was no time for that now. Grudgingly, she followed the flow out of the conference room, leaving Everild, staring through the bluey glow of the hologram.

He deactivated it with a click of a control, leaving nothing between them. “I can have words with Callisto.”

Malik waved dismissively. “Leave it.”

“He’s always been a favorite of yours, but in front of the others—”

“Leave it, I said.”

Everild nodded grudgingly. “We...left a great many things out of that briefing.”

“We did.”

“People will come to understand the entirety of it, once we’ve succeeded.”

Malik ran a hand across his bald, scarred scalp and sighed through his mask. “And why we have done things will matter less, then, than success.”

“If you say so, Lor—” Everild winced, then tried to smile. “Sir.”

Malik chortled. “You are a good friend, Dom.”

“I presume you will lead the strike teams on Malvik?”

“You presume correctly.”

The Admiral squirmed at that, muttered to himself before snapping, “And I also presume it’s pointless to try and talk you out of that?”

“Completely.”

“If we lose you—” Everild paused, glanced towards the hatches exiting the chamber to make certain none lingered in earshot “—the whole thing falls apart.” He clenched a fist, shook it before him. “So far, the galaxy has bought into this Warp Wraith mythos you’ve built up. But if that’s shattered...” He trailed off, shaking his head. “What becomes of all these people? All this work?”

Malik considered the man before him, who’d been at his side longer than most—and knew far more of him than most. “The Warp Wraith is an idea; not one man,” he told him. “The Cause will carry on.”
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Chapter 2
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HOVERBIKES HOWLED OUT of a Circe night.

Edie Sundown couldn’t help the maniacal grin working its way across her lips as she gripped the handlebars of her ride and goosed the anti-grav throttle hard enough to make it scream. Flecks of snow stung off her exposed cheeks like icy bullets. Wind lashed through her leathers to sting the bones. And death waited ahead of her in the dark.

But she was alive now.

There was no sense in stealth now, racing up the Kraggar Pass into the Magvar Mountains. Her Hardcases followed her in a squalling tide, dozens of hoverbikes—two and sometimes three to a ride—armed and racing into the fight. The village of Reyes, perched near the high point of the pass like a fishbone in a throat, could not possibly miss their approach.

Blaster bolts, stitching cyan hatch marks down the pass at them, confirmed that an instant later. Blinding and thunderous, one of them found the bike to her right, struck its undercarriage with an actinic flash that suddenly became a fireball. The spindly frame of the bike flew apart, raining itself and a pair of pinwheeling bodies across the countryside in a curtain of blazing splinters.

Bad luck, that. Edie clenched her teeth and juked to the left to evade another bolt and a similar fate. She thumbed a handgrip control with her right hand. Targeting holograms painted across her goggles as the bike’s single, underside heavy blaster mated its software to her helmet. A halo scrawled into being around a highlighted figure, rushing to the edge of the village. She pulled the trigger.

Bluey fire scoured out towards Reyes. A blister of flame rose where it touched, burst in orange-red ugliness that tossed parts of a spread-eagled form skyward. She stroked the trigger again, hosing out staccato streams of energy. Firefly patterns of similar blasts spat from the other bikes, now filling the pass and lighting up its forested sides like momentary daylight.

A crescent of explosions walked along the village’s perimeter. Barricades and a checkpoint at the single military road running through it fluoresced as blaster beams smacked into them. Fire light illuminated more figures, spilling from bunkers further in, some emerging from the block-buildings common of settlements in this area.

Edie nosed her bike lower as her eye caught a pair of armored runners carrying a long, tube-shaped weapon between them. She was nearly on top of the barricades now, engines wailing, hurtling too fast, too close to pull out now. She held down the trigger, punishing the night with her blasts, but more to keep heads down than to hit anything.

“Heavy weapon!” she hollered over her shoulder as she pulled the bike’s forward hover pad frame up to carry it over the barricades.

“Got it!” the Hardcase clinging to her back, Moff, replied.

The little man pivoted rightward to bring a blaster rifle to bear as Edie took the hoverbike squalling over the checkpoint and its running, panicking guards. He stroked out tight, controlled bursts in threes that stitched across rushing forms. The pair hauling what became apparent as a heavy blastcannon tumbled to the ground in flames.

But they’d worn bulky crimson armor—not the ratty, hodgepodge fatigues and plates of Collaborator soldiery.

“Shock Troopers!” Edie snapped to Moff. “Shit! What are they doing here?”

Cyan brilliance scoured through the night after them. With a wince, Edie steered her bike to the left to avoid one of Reyes’ few three-story buildings and nosed it down into an alleyway to avoid the chasing fire. Ferrocrete walls lashed by to either side with the deafening echo of anti-grav howl. A dog-like animal darted low. A more human shape stepped out from a door before ducking instantly back in.

A main street opened up ahead and she hit the brakes with reversal of gravity fields that set the bike’s engine to screeching in protest. Leaning left as the vehicle’s tail slewed out from behind to the right, she let physics finish the turn for her before goosing the throttle again. Moff squawked behind her and held on desperately to her waist as the bike shot forth again, up the new street.

Drawing back on her handle bars, Edie nosed them for the sky. The bike shot up above racing roofs before she leaned them into a leftward arc, back towards the village’s south side. Fires spread from the periphery, walked up streets as Hardcase hoverbikes strafed. Blaster bolts chased these fitfully, but the defenses were already clearly breached.

“Shock Troopers!” Edie called into the mic of her helmet. “We’ve got Shock Troopers in the mix! Watch for them!”

As if to punctuate her point, one of the hoverbikes, rising just above the rooftops as it peeled back towards the barricades, caught a stream of blaster bolts at its midpoint. Trailing smoke, it careened back down for the streetside, coming apart. A stuttering crash sent metal and flesh flying, followed by a final plume of fire rising over the village.

Edie wrenched her bike back for the source of the bolts. She found it quickly, aided by the flashing pointers of her goggles: the cupola of a dome close to the checkpoint. The barrel of another heavy blastcannon was swiveling towards her from its vantage point, a Shock Trooper tensing behind its firing grips.

Moff was hollering something at her ear, but Edie ignored it, steering straight for the cupola and crushing down on her trigger. Blaster fire streams crisscrossed against the sky and she felt the artificial lightning burning past. But hers found its mark first. Masonry shattered and a gout of flame spat vertically with a roar Edie heard over the wind and din of the battle.

Shooting through the column of smoking rising above the battered dome, Edie turned them again, this time to the right. This gave her a view of the town without having to dodge ground fire. Hardcase hoverbikers were screaming this way and that overhead, an angry, metallic swarm, picking at the bones of the settlement. Blaster beams still flicked into the sky after them, but most of the fire was down in the streets.

The barricades burned and by the light of that conflagration, bikes were landing to disgorge passengers. These fanned out, probing wreckage and bodies with testing blasts, taking up positions to secure the checkpoint. From behind them, down in the pass, came the rumble of heavier engines.

Out of mist and flurries came a motley collection of hovertrucks. Some of these were armored; refurbished from stolen Collaborator models. Others were civilian models with ablative plate welded on and overhead blaster turrets improvised with sheet metal. Most had the fist-clenching-a-stake symbol emblazoned on their flanks.

The crest of the Circe Freedom Brigades—driving a stake through the heart of the bloodsucking Theocracy.

The trucks poured into the village from the north, side doors cracking wide to spill more Hardcases out into its streets. Blasterfire increased tenfold as the newcomers unleashed with pent-up nerves. Shouting from cadre leaders thinned that out, but not before they’d ripped a swath of wanton destruction into the lower fifth of the settlement.

A twinge went through Edie at that, knowing many of the buildings aflame or beaten down into rubble would have contained villagers, simply cowering and trying to survive yet another calamity on Circe. But the Hardcases didn’t get their names euphemistically; most had been in the fight to free their world for as long as they could remember. And it had been a savage one.

“Sundown!” a voice crackled in her ear from her helmet commlink. “This is Vasilache! Got holdouts at the city square!”

“Got it!” She touched a fingertip to the microphone stem protruding from her helm liner, a pattern to change the channel to the comm’s general address frequency. “Hardcases, this is Sundown; the bloodsuckers are falling back to the cathedral! Biker teams, pen ‘em in there! And watch that ground fire!”

The hoverbikes swirling over Reyes lurched inward for its heart. Edie steered her own into a warbling turn that drew a grunt of protest from Moff behind her. Dipping low, she followed one of the streets running out from the village center like a spoke. She caught snatches of rushing shadows out of the corner of her eye, but saw only Hardcases when she looked; probing down side alleys, kicking in doors, jolting out occasional flashes of cyan.

The fight for the village was already nearing its end.

That end was reaching climax at the spired building smoldering at the center. Originally a temple to Circe’s animist pantheon of nature spirits and ancestor-worship, Theocracy domination had converted it to a garish, black basalt cathedral. Looming over the squalor of Reyes around it in lugubrious splendor, it was the perfect analogue for their entire order; finery and glory for the life-draining oligarchy at the top—blood and misery for the rest of Circe, and the galaxy.

But the Hardcases were putting paid to that now. Blastcannon chattered from hoverbikes as they whined round and round the cathedral’s four spires, powdering ebon stone and blowing out stained-glass windows. More of the bikes were setting down at the edges around the central square, releasing passengers to attack on foot.

Pulling back on her handlebars and throttling down on her bike’s anti-gravs, Edie followed their example. Moff leapt off the back while they were still a couple meters from the street, whuffing with relief as he landed. Spindly landing gears groaned beneath her as Edie settled the bike to the crude paves and keyed her commlink again.

“Ground teams,” she called, “I need heavy weapons at the cathedral, now!”

Moff had joined a trio of Hardcases at the edge of the square in the rubble of a fallen-down storefront. They pecked away at the smoldering windows of the cathedral, occasionally drawing return fire. But the firefight swelled as shouts rose from their left and they turned their attention that way.

A clot of figures burst from a side street, sprinting for the cathedral. A howl rose from the Hardcases as they saw their gray fatigues and hand-down gear. Blaster fire swelled, tearing into the vainly fleeing troopers. Covering fire from the cathedral spat forth vainly, but the distance was too long and too open and Hardcase blaster bolts mowed them down.

Edie’s lips drew together into a hard line. Shooting a man in the back—even Collaborator infantry, who’d mostly be local conscripts—sat poorly with her. But they’d made their choices. And the Hardcases were making theirs, now.

“Here, Sundown!” a voice hollered over the din from behind her.

Turning, Edie found a quintet of Hardcases scrambling up the street behind her, hugging its side. A pair brought the long tube of a rocket-launcher and its spare, three-round clip. The others scanned windows and rooftops with their rifles as they settled into place around Edie’s idling bike. Their leader, a huge brute with the hand-cut and -sewn chevrons of a cadre leader—sergeant—grinned out from a grimy face at her.

“Got the dogs on the run, this time,” he called. “Nice change of pace!”

Sliding off her bike, Edie pointed to the front of the cathedral. “Gonna need a rocket put into that door, Isaak!”

The big noncom pointed to the missile team, who immediately took up a position behind a slab of crumbled façade, one man hefting the launcher to his shoulder while the second loaded it.

“All teams near the church,” Edie called into her helmet mic, “we’re going to crack this egg!” She reached for her blaster rifle, side-slung in a saddle holster, and pulled it free. “I want covering fire on the windows and upper floor when the door bursts. Everyone else moves in!” She didn’t wait for acknowledgement, turned to Isaak and the missile team and nodded.

The man with the launcher stood from behind his cover and took aim. A blaster bolt from the cathedral kicked up gravel and sparks near his shin, but he didn’t flinch. An instant later, his launcher jerked with an eardrum-punishing whump and sent a vapor trail ripping forth.

The missile’s tiny motor hardly had time to light, crossing the open square, but it didn’t matter; the antimatter warhead that tipped it did. Striking the heavy, brown-black panels of the double door, the tiny seed of antimatter cracked, mixed with its surroundings, and became instant annihilation.

Edie felt more than heard the explosion, jolting bones and jellying her innards with its ferocity. She saw its flash, even through clenched eyelids. Then it was over, and everything was debris clattering down, a piece of it ringing off her helmet.

Lurching from behind her bike, she hollered into her helm mic. “Go! All teams, take the place!” Then she was running.

Blaster fire hammered the steaming front of the cathedral as she exploded out into the open. The missile had left only glowing shreds of the doors and blackened the arched frame. She sprinted for the opening, just to its right. Footsteps scrawled rubble behind her, shouts following. She reached the lower steps, vaulted up them in two strides.

Energy bolts clawed out from the fuming dark beyond the wrecked doorway. Edie ducked to the right and slammed in tight against the side. She could feel warmth from still-glowing stone. The smoke pouring from the shrine hurt her lungs with its abrasive heat. Coughing, she waved to Moff, rushing up to join her as more blaster fire licked out from within. A gesture towards the grenades hanging from his belt drew a nod and he set down his blaster to paw one free and prime it.

Across the way, on the other side of the door, Isaak was doing the same while a handful of Hardcases waited behind him. At a furious jabbing motion from Edie, both men leaned slightly out and threw their explosives, then ducked back. A wham-WHAM followed, jolting sparks, splinters, and wild vortices of smoke forth from the cathedral’s innards.

“Go-go-go!”

Edie was in motion, even as the words exploded from her throat. A vague ache of fear slowed her motions. But she couldn’t not be at the front. She’d been out in front of the Hardcases ever since she’d joined them.

A shape staggered from the fumes within and Edie put a blaster bolt through the center of its mass without hesitation; there’d be nothing friendly—or innocent—left in here. The Shock Trooper—an arm gone at the scorched shoulder plate—flopped back in a spray of sparks. She juked behind a pocked column as an answering shot strobed from within the smoky gloom. Her goggles highlighted figures rushing to-and-fro behind the shreds of wrecked pews. She stroked the trigger, brought a second Shock Trooper down.

Moff slammed up behind her and knelt, firing wildly. Isaak and his team came in behind him, pouring blaster fire into the open nave of the cathedral. A spasm of counter fire answered them before the sheer volume of the Hardcases brought the last of the Shock Troopers down.

Relative silence followed.

Edie didn’t trust it. With the vague rumble of the fight outside beginning to pierce the ringing of her ears, she prowled forward, blaster at the ready. Scanning fallen shapes in armor, she found no movement. But the stillness allowed awareness to creep back into her guts; fear and shock at what she’d been through and done. She began to shake.

Her tremors worsened as her path up the nave, between wrecked pews, brought her to the apse of the cathedral, where smoke was clearing. Atop a low dais, and apparently untouched by the violence around it, perched a black metal container. Indicator lights pulsed faintly red from side panels and burnished silver hardware gleamed coldly.

Not a container, Edie thought with a gulp, a sarcophagus...a coffin!

“Holy shit,” Moff muttered slowly. “Now we know why there were Shock Troopers here.”

“Incendiary,” Edie hissed to the little man as she crept up the steps to the coffin. She could feel chill emanating from it, like a door flung open before a winter breeze.

Moff nodded and pulled a red-banded grenade from his belt, a fuel-air bomb. Fire was the best way to handle what lay encased within. Isaak was creeping up the dais from its other side, blaster tight at his shoulder and cheek. Others were fanning out into a semicircle around it.

Edie gestured at the coffin until the others nodded understanding, then took aim, fired into its side. The first of two clasps blew apart at the touch of her bolt. The other splashed into slag from her second and she was lurching forward before conscious thought—and fright—could catch up, hooking the muzzle of her blaster under the loosened lid of the sarcophagus and wrenching it up and open.

She froze with her blaster aimed. Purple velvet cushions mocked her with their emptiness, only a faint indentation where a body should have been.

“Oh shit...”

A blood-freezing hiss filled the sanctuary.

Movement at the corner of her vision drew Edie into a look upwards. She was barely in time to see something like living darkness descend from the flying buttresses of the domed transept, spreading itself into wings and flashing fangs. She fired reflexively, but the bolt found only the masonry high above.

The darkness landed upon Isaak and latched onto his throat. Jets of ruby spray erupted from his gurgling throat as fangs gnashed and a pair of inhuman eyes flamed like blown embers. One of Isaak’s team screamed and fired, sent the bolt glancing off the dark shape. With a bone-breaking wrench, the thing whipped Isaak’s limp form about to absorb follow-up blasts.

Striking the open lid of the coffin down with her blaster barrel, Edie took aim once more, fired. Cyan ripped into an ebon-clad shoulder, set fine fabric alight. The beast squalled in fury, releasing Isaak in a fan of gore to heft his broken body high. Despite blaster bolts ripping into it from all around, it flung the crimson-spouting corpse straight at Edie.

She ducked behind the coffin. Moff wasn’t so lucky, caught Isaak’s hurtling body squarely in the chest. They tumbled down the steps in a gruesome tangle. The darkness swept over the top after them, and was suddenly on top of her.

Wrenching her blaster rifle up crosswise before her chest, Edie absorbed the crash of the thing as she fell onto her back behind the coffin. The impediment of the blaster barrel kept those terrible, wetly-red fangs from her face. But the wild-beast strength of the thing and its horrific dark weight crushed down.

The Immortal—the goddamned vampire—cackled, speckling her in blood as it leaned in for the final bite. Her arms bent before the force, bones shivering on the edge of fracture. A frantic, disbelieving part of her couldn’t believe this was it—that after fighting these things to free Circe for years, she’d end with one of their teeth in her neck. The fury of that drove a last burst of strength, lifted the monster a few centimeters back for an instant.

It was enough time for Moff to leap forward and grip the vampire’s flowing black mane, ripping back on it. With the thing’s long ivory neck exposed, he drew a sigil-inscribed knife blade across it. Crimson exploded into Edie’s face, blinding her. But the monster’s weight jerked off her with a gurgling squeal.

The vampire twisted, driving an elbow into Moff’s ribs with a crunch. The man flinched back from the blow, but dragged the beast with him, opening up enough space for Edie to roll free, and onto her dropped blaster rifle. Rolling again, she gripped and raised the blaster, perfectly framing the Immortal’s thrashing torso in its sites. She pulled the trigger.

Energy fire knocked the vampire backwards, tumbling over Moff and down the steps of the dais. It crashed into a crumpled pew hard enough to splinter. Thrashing and spouting gore, it staggered to its feet, clenching at the ruby ruin of its throat.

Blaster bolts scoured in from three sides. Already smoldering from multiple hits, the creature crumpled before the punishment. Dropping, it tried to slip behind a slab of wrecked pew. Energy blasts kicked off splinters and the shadow wormed beneath these, gaining speed like blackened gore running into the fuller of a sword.

“He’s changing!” Edie rasped, unable to force her voice higher from battered lungs. “Shapeshifting!” Even grievously wounded, the thing would still have a chance if they couldn’t keep the punishment on.

Her eye caught the red stripe of Moff’s incendiary grenade on a stair where it had fallen. Scooping it up, she primed it and threw under-handed, sending it clanking between the seats. Shouts—one of them hers—sounded as Hardcases dived for cover.

The floor jolted and the air boomed around her as she dropped where she was. Breath-stealing heat crushed her in its invisible grasp, flung her across the stair and into yet another roll where their mass partially shielded her. Yellowy glare swelled through the chamber and a scream like a buzzsaw on concrete filled it.

Regaining her feet, Edie beheld the still-expanding fireball of the explosive, painting wreckage and walls in fresh flame. From the heart of this writhed what remained of the vampire, flesh scoured away from bones. Eyes of white-spark pinprick stared out from a charred-skull face and fangs stretched wide. But a blaster bolt smote these away in a spray of ash and the rest of the thing crumbled where it stood, finding no succor from the flames. Gunfire swelled for a frenzied moment, then cut out.

All was smoke and the crackle of still-spreading fires and the crunch of Hardcases scrambling over ruins to surround the glowing crater where the vampire had been to confirm its demise. But she knew, slumping buttocks-down on the steps of the dais, suddenly as crushingly tired as she’d ever been. Beside her, Moff crawled the last few meters to her side, coughing as he clenched his battered torso.

“Notch up another one for the good guys,” the little man muttered, eyeing the flames.

Edie snorted. Her helmet speakers were ringing with reports filtering in from Hardcase team leaders, reporting victory and surrendering Collaborators—though not Shock Troopers; no one ever took them alive. Reyes was theirs, though she knew it wouldn’t be without cost. And she knew holding the place wouldn’t come without further.

It wouldn’t be held, at all, if they didn’t get the help promised to the Freedom Brigades from beyond the stars. The promise of rebellion.

The promise of a myth coming to Circe.

The Warp Wraith.
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Chapter 3
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“THEY’VE SEEN US.”

Everild’s words across the command frequency were made redundant a moment later as red icons winked to life across the tactical display in the cockpit of Malik’s Scorpiod-series assault shuttle. His eyes went to the pastisteel canopy before him and the blue-green orb of Circe, growing amidst the stars outside it. The Theocracy ships weren’t yet visible to the naked eye, but they were out there.

“Acknowledged,” Malik replied and read from the tactical. “Mangler-class battlecruiser and two Bleeder-series escort cruisers. Maybe four starfighter squadrons flying off the Mangler.”

“And who knows how many from the planet...” Everild fretted. “I had hoped we’d get closer before detection.”

Mass and gravity had congruent shadows in hyperspace. A starship at faster-than-light could only pierce so deeply into a star system before the gravitational shadow of its primary pulled it back into reality. That the Revenants had emerged as close to Circe as they had—and with all ships present—was a small miracle, itself.

“We’ve still got them,” Malik countered. “And any help has to cross the system to get to us.”

That had been not so much miracle as good planning. Everild had chosen this time of the Anae System’s year because the relative rotation of its planets around the primary put Circe on its opposite side. A response from Bahamut would be over a week away, even burning conventional drives at maximum the whole time. Unless they got help from outside the system—which mean speed was still the Revenants’ primary concern.

Malik’s tactical blatted a warning. Around the trio of red icons speeding towards the Revenant fleet, a cloud of lesser crimson flecks formed. “Fighters launching,” he rumbled, reaching a hand up from the Scorpiod’s controls to adjust the readout to take in further details. “They’ll draw attention to our descent.”

“Callisto’s on his way,” Everlid replied. “Engage your countermeasures.” A grudging pause followed. “You’ll be invisible to us, too.”

“And on radio blackout,” Malik added. “This is farewell until I see you on the surface then, my friend.”

“Victory, my Lord.”

Everild’s connection cut before Malik could scold him.

A snort sounded from the Scorpiod’s co-pilot at Malik’s side. The long-limbed man wore his Revenant green flight suit tight over bulging muscles, seemed almost too big to be in the cockpit. Runic script and pawprint-like symbols riddled the sides of his helmet and similar characters marked each of his cheeks—Clan Fury tattoos.

“Something to add, Skraar?”

“Not a thing, chief,” the Fenreir replied, stubbled lips crinkled into a half-smile.

Malik wanted to snort, himself; despite the note of irony, Skraar uttered the honorific with more meaning than Everild had. The Fenreir regarded him with near-mystical status. To Clan Fury, Malik was their chieftain.

Another blat sounded from the tactical display. The cloud of Theocracy starfighters was distending as individual formations broke off and sped for the Revenants. And red characters flashed along the perimeter of the display, adding further warnings.

“Picking up active sensor pulses,” Skraar growled.

“Engage cloaking device,” Malik replied.

Skraar reached to his right and pulled back on a switch. Lights and holograms dimmed for a moment as the cloak drew power from the rest of the shuttle’s systems. Enveloping the ship in a fourth-dimensional mirage, the device created a barrier that hostile sensors would not be able to mathematically reconcile. They’d appear to scanners as deeper holes in the void of space.

Glancing out the port side of the canopy, though, Malik could still see the small mob of Scorpiods following his quite clearly. Each had a vaguely arachnid profile, with lander legs folded up beneath their chassis and the heavy blaster module of a “stinger”—as befitted its name—perched along its spine. Each was a speeding mass of ablative armor and weaponry that no cloak would hide if a fighter got close enough.

“Problem?” a voice purred from behind, already close enough that Malik felt breath across the back of his neck.

He twisted right to find Ingrid perched in the crawlspace directly behind the cockpit, a hand upon the back of his seat. Her eyes crinkled at the corners with a smile as they met his, but her jaw was set.

“Just as expected,” Malik replied. “Welcoming committee.”

Red flashes from the tactical glinted across the gray of Ingrid’s stare. “They won’t stop us.” The way she said it had an ominous certainty. All Fenreir were Flux-sensitive, but Malik had wondered if hers extended to something more expansive.

“Hope you’re right,” Skraar said. “If we pick up a tail on the way down, it’s going to point us out to ground scanning like a flashlight.”

The early part of the plan was always going to be one of the trickiest. The strike teams had to get down before detection and seize the Malvik station. Doing so opened a gap in the planet’s defenses to allow the rest of the heavy landers through. It also gave the fleet a shadow within which to operate off Circe, where the Theocracy’s other ground-based defenses couldn’t traverse, due to the curve of the planet.

But the strike teams couldn’t be seen before landing.

“Ride’s about to get really bumpy, Sister,” Skraar said—the title not exactly literal; but all of Clan Fury were kin of a sort. “Better get back in the hold and strap in.”

Ingrid’s fingers crept forward to patter along Malik’s shoulder and her breath was hot against his cheek. “Pity there isn’t time for you to strap me in.” She withdrew and her passing was like a fire doused by an icy wind.

Skraar snorted again.

Malik scowled under the mask. She’d gotten ridiculous. And that was his fault, indulging it. As his body had continued its slow but preternatural healing over the years, instincts he’d long thought quenched had quickened anew.

Ingrid, to his shock, had been more than willing. There was an element of status to it, he knew. The Fenreir that remained in the galaxy were clannish and pack-like. Bonding to the being they’d taken to considering the incarnation of their God of Vengeance—and may the Flux forgive him, he’d encouraged that—offered her a unique advantage. But there was a frantic, freakish flavor to her attachment, as well.

There would have to be; despite all the time and regeneration, under the mask he was still a scarred ruin.

The tactical warbled with intensifying alarm, banishing the thoughts. 

“They’re turning this way,” Skraar growled.

Shoving his control stick to the right, Malik veered the Scorpiod to starboard, knowing the others would follow suit. At the same time, he touched the communicator control. “Fighter cover,” he called out. “Callisto, were you planning on work today?”

In answer, swarms of wing-shapes streaked past the Scorpiods with a roar Malik could feel across the Flux, even if it didn’t carry through the airlessness of the void. These arched and spread out to port as the bluey glow of their thrusters intensified to full throttle. Seconds later, the darkness of space lit up with cyan streaks and the tactical network howled with battle cries.

The Slayers had arrived.

***
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“WE’VE GOT ORLOKS INBOUND!” Callisto called into his helmet mic.

He never thought too hard in these moments, while starfighters streaked for one another at a measurable fraction of the speed of light. He never counted the enemies dotting his skies and scanners like fireflies on a summer night—he was a Revenant; outnumbered was a constant. And Callisto sure as hell never thought about dying.

He thought about that massacre on Lydiria.

He thought about orders that had sent his squadron—his Theocracy squadron—strafing down on that forlorn planet’s capital city, which had then been in the throes of a mass food riot. He thought about plasma bombs—his among them—raining down into city streets that turned instantly into rivers of slag. And he made himself think about those starving people—children among them, no doubt—trapped in that inferno.

But most of all, he thought about how the Revenants would never ask the same of him.

A squall erupted from the early warning computer nestled at Callisto’s right elbow in the tight confines of his Slayer-class fighter’s cockpit. Blaster bolts stitched hellfire lines across the vacuum from the onrushing Theocracy tide an instant later. One of these smacked across his starboard deflector shield, plasma spalling off the energetic barrier in multihued impotence.

“Second and Third Squads,” Callisto barked, “punch through these guys!” He wrenched his control stick left. “First and Fourth, jump ‘em!”

The orientation of Circe off his nose flipped to one side as he stood his Slayer up on its port wingtip. Another enemy blast skipped off his ventral shields, excess energy translating through them to rattle his hull and his teeth together. But the shot pointed straight back to the shooter, now centered in Callisto’s holographic targeting reticle.

The Theocracy’s Orlok interceptor was a cyclopean bulb of engine and cockpit nestled between a widespread pair of segmented wings whose spiny thumbs extended into blaster prongs. The workforce of their fleet, it epitomized a design philosophy of simplicity, speed, and inexpensiveness.

Durability could not be listed among its attributes. Callisto proved this a heartbeat later, squeezing his blaster cannon trigger and sending alternating strobes of cyan into the central bulb. Absent shields and graced with only the barest of armor, the fuselage flashed apart in white-hot slag. The wings spun away from the fireball, lost after a moment as obsidian flutters in the endless dark of space.

Callisto clenched his teeth and drove his Slayer straight through the conflagration. Fiery gasses enveloped him with a clamor of shrapnel off his shields. Not waiting to see what lay beyond, he opened up the throttle and reversed course, wrenching his nose to starboard as the Slayer’s antimatter engines howled through the hull with the strain.

Anarchy whirled around him as the starfighter formations met and shattered upon one another. Like metal-clad falcons amidst obsidian-skinned bats, Slayer and Orlok intermixed, lashing out with claws of plasma, bleeding out against the blackness in smears of orange red. Callisto veered around on the tail of one of the latter, blaster cannon jolting out blue-white bolts.

The Orlok juked hard to port, then nearly shook Callisto as the slick devil reversed course with a bone-pulping turn. Most Orlok pilots were trash—Callisto knew—but this one had the reflexes and kill-decals along the fuselage of a veteran. Determined not to let the pilot add another, Callisto peppered the fighter’s flank as it whipped cross his nose, then held course, leading it as the Orlok doubled back again, right into the cone of his fire. Holding the trigger down, Callisto’s cannon hammered the Theocracy ship into a spew of glowing shreds.

“They’re getting by us, DC!” a voice squawked in his helmet earbud.

“Stay on ‘em, First Squad,” Callisto snapped back, lifting his Slayer’s nose over the still-expanding plasma ball of his second kill. The starfighter shook from shockwave, then stilled as the nose followed a pair of speeding wing-shapes beginning to pull away. “Don’t let them pick up the Scorpiods!”

Spotting the Wraith’s ships wasn’t even as fatal as simply letting a few of the Orloks get amongst them. They’d be fat cattle against the fangs of those bats. Even one or two damaged or destroyed could endanger the landings. And if Circe’s ground guns did draw a bead on them while that was happening, it was all over.

Callisto’s targeting reticle pinged and went crimson as it slid over the first of the Orloks that had gotten by them. Clearly detecting his sensor pulses, the starfighter cut sharply to port while its consort broke off, button-hooking right. Callisto kept on the leader, knowing that’d let the partner come around on his flank. Early warning alarms wailed a second later as targeting beams transfixed his silhouette.

Got ‘im!

Dropping his throttle killed forward thrust. Feathering his grav rudders flung his tail out from behind and the threw the Slayer into a side-slip with its nose spinning about. The targeting icon that had followed the leader whipped about to bear on the would-be backstabber and Callisto let loose with both cannon. Blast bolts crisscrossed. Head-to-head, the Orlok had no chance and crumpled into an ugly blossom of fire and shrapnel.

Debris showering across the void in his wake, Callisto wrenched the Slayer about and punched its thrusters anew. A fresh explosion greeted him as he shot up and away from the previous. The lead Orlok was flying apart and a yowl of glee was filling Callisto’s earpiece.

“Bet you thought you’d take ‘em both, eh, DC?”

Callisto grinned as he accelerated to catch up to the Slayer that had just finished the job. “Thanks for the hand, Kreeve.” His eyes scanned space around them, then flicked to his tactical display. Any sign of the Scorpiods had completely vanished and the Orloks were too busy fighting for their lives to prowl further.

Titanic flashes gouged space to starboard. The intensity of mega-blaster volleys was enough to trigger automatic polarization of a section of the canopy to protect Callisto’s eyes. But he could see the duel of giants commencing, nonetheless.

The Revenant fleet was coming on hard, following in the wake of the starfighter assault. Vengeful was obvious in their midst, a smooth-lined, almost nautical looking profile of the Imperial-era, flanked by a hodgepodge collection of more piratical-appearing vessels. Eight in all, calling them a fleet was being permissive—but the Revenants always punched above their weight.

The Theocracy squadron cruised arrogantly into a flood of their fire, absorbing blasts on their shields and spewing it back in torrents of azure hell. While outnumbered, the Mangler, at least, was larger than anything the Revenants could boast. Sprawling over a kilometer and a half long, the battlecruiser had a narrow hull like a pointed dagger, with its thruster package forming the hilt. Its point stabbed for the Revenants, energy bolts flaring out from flank turrets.

Rather than take that thrust head-on, the Revenants were already splitting to either flank, raking the ship in a crossfire. But the Mangler had plenty of firepower to spare. A concentrated volley found one of the nimble Revenant corvettes, attempting to scoot into its aft firing arc, and splattered its shields in a flood of energy punishment. Veering off, the smaller ship shuddered with white flecks of secondary explosions and internal damage.

“Wing Commander Callisto!” Everlid’s voice called through a staticky squeal. “We need that Mangler softened-up!”

“On my way!” he replied and quickly toggled channels. “First Squad, reform on me!” He glanced at the sub-display of the fighter wing’s roster, noted that the First had lost one already, with a second badly damaged and limping for safety. Still leaves a strong baker’s dozen, he thought, forcing calm. “Everyone else, keep the bats in the belfry!”

Veering hard to starboard, Callisto arched back for the fleet battle. A glance at his sensors showed the First falling behind him in flights of two, already readying themselves to strafe. Closer towards Circe, explosions and blaster bolt scintillas flamed as Second, Third, and Fourth continued their duel with the Theocracy’s remaining fighter cover.

“Ready plasma torpedoes!” Callisto called into his helmet mic as he flicked a selector switch on his control stick. “We’ll put ‘em into its portside hull!” A yellow halo materialized and overlapped with his blaster reticle. Unlike the latter, the former remained fixated on the Mangler, even when he twitched the nose of the Slayer through minor maneuvers.

The fleet brawl was reaching a crescendo of violence. The Bleeder-class escort on the Mangler’s left flank shuddered as its shields unraveled and mega-blasters ripped its guts open. Atmosphere torrented out in crystalline clouds, then mixed with the maelstrom of fire and hot metal and lit, enveloping the hull in hell. Staggering practically to a halt, it fell off from the Mangler, continuing to be picked apart by Revenant tormentors as the bigger ship cruised on.

“There’s our opening!” Callisto called and hit the thrusters.

With the First streaking in behind him, Callisto dived past the dying Bleeder for the Mangler’s exposed flank. The battlecruiser hurtled towards him like a cliff face. Adrenaline turned details supernaturally sharp, right down to blastcannon turrets that seemed to be pivoted straight for him. Sweat glued the olive drab flight suit to Callisto’s flesh and his knuckles creaked on the control stick.

The torpedo halo pulsed and began to ping with lock, but it was a short-range weapon—for all that it hit hard—and to kill with it meant launching late. Mega-blaster bolts that could swallow his Slayer in one hit lashed out vainly. The big guns couldn’t track for a damn, but only one had to get lucky.

A Slayer got very unlucky somewhere off Callisto’s right flank, flaming like a mosquito caught in a blowtorch. A second veered out of its run, flashing with damage as the Mangler’s smaller secondary armaments opened up, filling the space around it with crazed willow-the-wisp patterns. Someone was screaming in his ears across the tactical network.

But it was nothing. It was all nothing.

Dashawn “Dee” Callisto went to that place he always did, that focus where nothing else mattered. It was the same place he’d gone at the Academy on Sylvania, ignoring the Theocracy’s brutal propaganda—as long as they’d let a kid from the mega-slums like him fly. The same place after Lydiria, when he couldn’t ignore that brutality any longer. The same place that led him to the Revenants and rebellion.

The same place that let him hold on just a second longer while the targeting alarm wailed in his ears—then stroke the trigger and pull out of his dive.

The Slayer groaned as g-forces crushed down on bone and sinew. Callisto didn’t see the fluttering cyan path of his torpedo, saw only the mass of the Mangler whipping by, so close his ventral shields sparked. Then it was behind him and he was clear and everything to aft was flashes and inferno.

The faint nimbus of the Mangler’s port deflector screens intensified to nearly opaque with the direct hit of Callisto’s torpedo. That barrier disintegrated as the following Slayers strafed, hammering it down with successive hits. A torpedo sailed through cleanly, impacted on the Mangler’s hull and converted fifty meters of it into slag and fluorescing gasses.

“Get clear!” Callisto called over the squadron channel, then switched to the tactical. “It’s a hit!” The escape of his held breath made the words almost a gasp. “Direct hit!”

“We see it, Commander,” Everild replied in his never-impressed monotone.

The Mangler was wrenching its mass into a turn to port to protect its wounded flank and keep its still-intact shield presented to the enemy. But the lumbering maneuver only made it easier for smaller, faster Revenant frigates to slip under its belly and pepper the wounded hull from another angle. Explosions daisy-chained across the ventral surface, some of the blasts bulging up through the decks to erupt out of the dorsal plates.

The first escort cruiser was gone. The second was drowning in Revenant fire. And now the rest of the Slayers from Second and Third were on their way back from trouncing the Orloks. The Mangler would have no succor, was the wounded ungulate, bleeding out in the woods as slavering predators circling it for the last the rush to the kill.

“Slayer Squadrons reform,” Everild ordered. “Commander, pull your people back to Vengeful for reloads and fast repairs. There’s more work to be done over Circe.”

Callisto tapped his helm mic to key up a direct channel to Everild. “If he’s successful,” he said, thinking of the masked madman they all followed.

“Has the Warp Wraith ever not been?”

Callisto chortled. Can-do was absolutely not Everild’s normal mode. “Aye, sir. Re-grouping now.”

A sun-like glare washed across his canopy, again compelling its systems to darken against damaging brightness. The Mangler’s fusion reactors had breached from damage, swallowing the entirety of the vessel in a globe of yellow-white cataclysm. Shockwave buffeted the Slayer, but Callisto kept it steady with a knuckle-creaking grip.

He saw the hellfire of Lydiria in that terrible glow. He saw his own crimes. But the cleansing blaze of a Theocracy battlecruiser’s doom washed them away. At least for a little while.

Maybe freeing Circe would wash them away permanently.
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Chapter 4
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FIELD MARSHAL FREITAG twitched feebly in Baron Vondrak’s iron grasp as he drew the last of her lifeblood from her neck. The Hunger had come upon him convulsively, mindlessly demanding as his rage and frustration had built. He’d sated it with the nearest, most convenient mortal food source.

Freitag’s pulse fluttered down to nothing and Vondrak released her neck from his fangs with a wet smack of the lips. Flux coursed into him from the glorious ingestion of her life. Youth poured back into bone and sinew. Mind sharpened. Powers sharpened. He held her limp form out one-handed, regarded the iron-haired officer that had been his chief military advisor disdainfully, then cast her to the floor like a marionette with the strings cut.

Sickened, terrified silence filled the council room. Mortal officers and administrators eyed him gray-faced, with lips pinched into unreadable, bloodless lines. The bluey light of a massive hologram, projected over the room’s wide, black marble table reflected in their quivering stares.

All knew they could be next, should their vampiric overlord’s whims demand it.

Vondrak turned from them in disgust. Fools. Cowards. He strode from the table to the wide slit of the room’s single window to look out over the capital city of Circe, Aleister. The black basalt tower of his palace looked down upon its lights, winking through fumes of pollution. That vile haze hid the teeming masses of mortal meat and blood from him, too, at these heights. But he felt them there.

“My Baron?” one of the advisors dared in a trembling voice.

Vondrak turned back to the men and women, drawing a hand across the gore still moist at his lips. With a flick that speckled Freitag’s body in her own blood he demanded, “Send someone in to clean that up, now.” He paid little heed as one of the Shock Troopers standing guard around the room’s periphery departed as he stepped back to the table to regard the hologram.

Disaster played across the illusory map of the space around Circe. He sighed, shooting Freitag’s corpse a glance. Cold fury filled him anew. Pang of Hunger returned with it. A shiver went through a few of the mortals, perhaps sensing it in the way dogs hear a far-off storm.

“How many ships was she saying there were?” Vondrak asked resignedly.

A mortal in the white uniform of the Fleet cleared his throat. “At least eight.” The man was nearly as tall as Vondrak, with patrician bearing and immaculate hair that grayed at the temples. “It’s a mixed group; several Imperial-era capital ships, but modernized.” Halos circled some of the icons in the hologram. “A few private security models heavily-retrofitted.”

Vondrak considered the starships, spreading out towards Circe in the image. “Our losses?”

“Complete, sire,” the officer replied with a grimace. The expression would be regret as well as terror at displeasing his master. This was Rear Admiral Vilan, Fleet liaison to the Baron of Circe; the commanders of those lost ships would have been comrades of his. “The entire Circe High Orbital Squadron,” he continued. “The attackers caught them cornered against the planet’s gravity well.” He gulped. “They didn’t have time to build up speed and maneuver.”

“You mean they were incompetent!” Vondrak snarled and whirled away from the table, stalked back towards the window, folding his hands behind him. It took real work to master his warring rage and Hunger demanding satiation. “The only upside of this debacle,” he growled, “is that I’ll no longer be saddled with Commodore Kyth.” He pivoted to face Vilan again. “Any remaining starfighters?”

Another grimace. “Again, complete loss, my Lord.”

“And the attackers’ fighters got through to take out most of our defensive satellites before the anti-orbitals drove them off,” another of the advisors, this one in the black and red of the Legions, growled as he shot the Admiral a glare.

“Who?” Vondrak seethed as he stalked back to the table. When no one answered, he smote the table, his Flux-empowered fist enough to crack its surface. “Who are these bastards?” He looked around. “The Rebel Stars?”

“The rebels haven’t been active in the sector in some time, sire,” Vilan replied shakily. “There’s the possibility that they’re pirates.”

“Pirates?” Vondrak shrieked, sending a flinch through the mortal. “Are you daft? With eight ships and modern weapons” he waved at the hologram “these are no raiders bent on plunder!”

“Several pirate bands have become increasingly bold,” the Legionnaire—General Konrad—put in hesitantly. “With the withdrawal of the Grand Fleet from the Rim Sectors, some marauders are seizing whole worlds.” He exchanged a look with Vilan. “It’s a theory.” A shrug followed. “There are others.”

“Such as?” Vondrak looked back and forth among the advisors, saw their squirming. “What? Tell me!”

“Kyth got some signals off before being overwhelmed,” Vilan replied, “footage and sensor readings.” His normally-tan features had been pale, before, and went utterly white now. “The markings and ship types do align with what we know of the Warp Wraith.”

Vondrak went rigid as fresh silence froze the room. Hunger intensified further, driven now by a flutter of fear. The points of his fangs, still extended from his feeding, poked out between the corners of his lips.

“The Warp Wraith?” he whispered icily. “Here? I thought you just said the rebels weren’t active in this region?”

“The Wraith is known to operate on his own, with his Revenants,” Konrad replied when Vilan hesitated. “And we’ve had some intelligence of a break between him and the formal rebellion.”

“Confirm that,” Vondrak rasped. The rage of before cooled, doused in the wash of sudden, real unease. He set his palms upon the table and stared into the hologram again, rattling his sharp, lengthy fingernails upon the marble. “Are we safe here?” he asked at last.

“My Lord,” Konrad spoke up, “our anti-orbitals can wreck any ship that comes into range.” He stepped up to the table and touched its holographic controls. The image shifted dizzyingly to Circe, itself, to its main continent, Dracon. It zoomed in on the region surrounding Aleister and several points winked across the tops of the mountains close to the city, as well as in ranges to the north and south. “They are powering up as we speak, as are the overhead shields protecting Aleister and the other major settlements and installations.”

“I’m not going to spend months hiding under deflector shields, Konrad!” Vondrak snarled. “We need to drive them off!”

“My Baron,” Konrad stiffened his spine for his master’s obviously-expected wrath, “without starship cover, sheltering in place may be our best choice.”

Vilan and the other advisors shifted as Vondrak’s glower fixed upon the Legionnaire, leaving plenty of space between them and the man.

The entrance to the chamber whisked open, triggering a flinch from all the mortals in the room. The Shock Trooper who’d gone out returned, leading a scuttling pair of crimson-coated Servitors bearing a stretcher. These gathered up the bloodied sack that had been Freitag and bore it from the place.

With the door once again shut at their backs, Vondrak felt anger and Hunger fading under a weight of dread. “Where the hells is the rest of the fleet, then?” He rattled his nails on the table again. “Where is that fop, Sestus?” He looked up at Vilan. “I want immediate comms with him.”

Vilan visibly swallowed. “Sire, Lord-Admiral Sestus’ location is not clear.”

Vondrak hissed and pushed off from the table, began pacing. “He’s probably sight-seeing, the fool!”

Sestus and Vondrak were Brothers in the Blood, sharing the same Sire in Anea System’s Count Ruthven. All high posts in the Theocracy were held by Immortals, and many of the lesser ones. And, typically, those Immortals held familial ties—such as they were among vampires.

Ruthven, Vondrak’s hated creator, Blood-father, and Sire, indulged Sestus with Circe’s defensive fleet, as well as riches and balls and endless streams of blood and flesh. Vondrak, he left banished to the grinding work of commanding the system’s only consistent source of supplies.
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