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The mask stared back at Malik Vigil from where he’d placed it on the floor of his quarters. Crafted by the quasi-cyborg Nazzerradi as a gift to him for saving their people from extinction, it was as much art as it was functional—a bestial clenching of metallic fangs that doubled as life support. It had also become the face of his alter-ego, known across the galaxy.

The Warp Wraith.

Now, it mocked him as he sat, cross-legged, staring at it. Now it was a prison.

A shudder went through the deck, disturbing his near trance. Frowning, he glanced at the communications panel near the hatch to the small compartment. But no crackle of static came from its speaker and no klaxons sounded, warning of imminent action to the torpedo frigate Mauler, aboard which he rode. Likely, she was simply decelerating for the approach on Bahamut.

And, like all her complement, she’d taken her share of beatings.

Malik regarded the mask again as he took a deep breath. That, by itself, still felt alien—something he’d once needed the device to do without struggle. Plasma wounds had scoured him to the soul, years ago, leaving a scarred body, a ruined face, and charred lungs. In truth, the damage should have killed him. But was no normal mortal. He was dhampir; half living, half vampire. And years of recovery had allowed him to heal things that no normal man could have mended.

He'd never expected that process to ever fully finish, not before he was truly dead.

But now...

Reaching his right hand to his face, Malik touched lips, a nose, flesh over a jaw line beginning to stubble with whiskers. Fingertips tickled across features that he didn’t remember having anymore. Nostrils flared, picking up the scents of metal, of recycled air, of his own sweat. He was whole again, luxuriating in senses he’d not experienced in a decade.

He could almost forget how he’d gotten this way.

A chime from the commlink panel went through him like a blaster bolt.

Lunging, Malik swept up the mask and pressed it to his face. He grimaced as metallic cilia extended from its underside, a hundred pain-pricks as the device literally mated to his flesh. Like a living, hungry thing, it bent, folded over nose and mouth, driving a spike of panic through him as it cut off his air. But the gift of the Nazzerradi adjusted for his new state, melding itself around newly-regenerated features, and breath rasped anew through the grates between its teeth.

“Come,” Malik ordered in the deep, amplified tones all recognized as the voice of the Wraith.

The hatch whisked open on its magnetic rollers to reveal a long-limbed figure and a sardonic smile.

Damn.

“You’ve been keeping to yourself,” Ingrid Vulfsdottir chided as she stepped into the room. The hatch slid shut at her back and she was nearly face-to-face with Malik, already. The compartment hardly had enough space for one. “Brooding?”

“Meditating,” he half-lied. “Searching the Flux for some sense of our path.”

She arched eyebrows the same chestnut hue as the mane she’d allowed to grow out. “Did you find anything?”

“Nothing,” he replied, realizing her entrance had crowded him into the corner of the quarters, his backside bumping the simple cot. Seeing her smile—the meaning behind it—he cringed and cleared his throat. “You’ve news?”

Her smile acquired a hint of mischief, perhaps noting his evasion. “Two hours, Venture says. We’ve got a starfighter screen out. No sign of a response from Bahamut.”

“We know one Mangler survived the fight over Circe,” Malik said. “And the moon, itself, will have defenses.”

“And we’ll have a couple hours before we can do any more about it,” Ingrid replied. Her smile quirked up even more and she reached for his bare chest. The smile changed slightly, acquired curiosity. “Your scars have faded considerably.”

Malik barely heard the words, for a moment could only take in the sensation of her fingertips on his sternum. Hot, electric spots dimpled the skin, shot through to the core of him. His heart pummeled and he knew she’d feel it. Part of him didn’t even care.

His bodyguard, confidante, and oftentimes lover, Ingrid had been with Malik since he’d freed her lycanthropic people, the Fenreir, from the slavery of the Theocracy of the Blood. Where he’d always hidden the wreckage of his appearance from others, he’d allowed her to see it all. And she hadn’t recoiled. She’d embraced. What that said about her past that she could be with such monstrousness, Malik didn’t want to ponder too long; but he was glad for it.

Except for now. Now, she was temptation. Now, she could unleash monstrousness that she couldn’t imagine.

The Hunger.

Taking her hand from his chest and cupping it in both of his, he answered, “I’ve had time to rest.”

Her brows knit and she reached with her other hand to his scalp, brushing gently. “And you’re starting to get bristles again.”

Less gently now, he reached up to pull her other hand away. “That’s always been there,” he lied.

The bunching of her eyebrows spread to the rest of her face, becoming a frown. “What’s happening with you?”

Panic iced Malik’s nerves. “How do you mean that?”

She blinked at his suddenly-harsh tone and retreated a step from him. “This distance you’re putting between us.”

Malik exhaled, hoping the mask would hide the note of relief. She was closer to the truth than he could afford; but not all the way. “There’s no distance.”

“There’s plenty of it!” she snapped.

The Hunger growled in Malik’s soul. Ingrid’s anger, her vitality called to it. Sweat prickled his scalp as the battle he’d fought over and over again since he’d drained the lifeforce from that Immortal, Sestus, resumed once more. He was only half-vampire, but that half blazed brighter than it had since the days that he’d served the Immortals. Everything throbbed with red-hued life around him, hot, sickeningly candy-like. The Hunger wanted it, wanted them all.

If Ingrid found out...if any of the others did...

“You’re imagined things,” he rasped at her.

“The hells, I am.” She leaned towards him, threatening and enticing at the same time. “I’ve known you longer, better than any of the others. Better than Callisto or Venture...” she drew very close “...or Edie.”

Malik scowled under the mask and the Hunger delighted, prowled like a caged beast sensing its bars were about to loosen. And, of course, Ingrid brought up Edie Sundown. Since he’d allied with the Circean partisan-leader and witch-woman, she’d hardly let it rest.

“We always come back to this.” Malik glowered back. “And you always make this about you.”

Even with senses heightened by the Hunger, Malik didn’t see Ingrid’s palm coming until it had already blasted across his face. Jolting to one side, he caught himself from flopping onto the cot with one hand on a bulkhead. The other shot to the mask, pressing hard as it wobbled and the cilia struggled to re-knit to his flesh and bone.

“Bastard,” Ingrid hissed, her gray eyes glittering.

Certain that he’d gotten the mask re-affixed to his jaw, Malik glared at her. “I’m that, for certain. But am I wrong?”

Ingrid flinched. “It’s about you,” she insisted. “It’s about how your distance from everything and everyone is affecting things.”

Malik looked to the floor, rather than have to meet her stare, piercing eyes that might see what hid behind his own. And the Hunger swirled within him. The gift, the curse of the Immortals.

Malik had no sense of his parentage, only that one had to have been mortal and the other vampire. He’d been raised in the court of Syvannia among servants of the Pentarchy, the ruling body of the Theocracy. He’d circulated among the most vicious of killers, thinking that normal, learning to protect himself, learning that the rule of the galaxy was hunter and hunted.

But he’d never partaken of that most vampiric of his Immortal heritage—the Feeding.

Service in the Sacred Band, the Pentarchy’s elite enforcers, had ground down any ideologies he’d had. He’d seen the underbelly of the Theocracy, then; the dysfunction. Starvation, plague, massacre. A whole galaxy allowed to fall apart—so long as the Immortals could Feed. Eventually, the dysfunction had consumed him, too, when the Sacred Band was betrayed by its own masters, and Malik was imprisoned.

Escape that, he did, earning his terrible scars and his new identity.

And, for the first time, he’d Fed.

“You’re right,” he said hoarsely, shaking his head. “You are. Things have drifted apart.” He met her gaze again. “With Circe won, no one understands why we have to keep fighting. And the hard feelings over the nature of our victory linger.”

Ingrid winced, knowing of what he spoke. “Decisions had to be made.”

“Not everyone agrees.”

At the height of the space battle over Circe, Malik had faced a rebellion among his captains. They’d wanted to save the flagship of their ragtag fleet. Malik needed to stop an unholy Flux entity from being born on the surface. He’d let the captains go—really, had had no choice.

And none of their choices had turned out to be right.

“Is that why Sundown remains on Circe?” Ingrid asked.

“It’s certainly why Callisto barely speaks to me,” Malik replied, “and then, only when it’s orders.”

“Dashawn will come around,” Ingrid said with fond dismissiveness. “He always does.” More softly, “So will the rest of the Revenants.”

“The Revenants were Dom’s creation, originally; not mine.” He sighed, remembering for a moment the white-haired admiral who’d commanded their piratical rebel fleet—who’d perished along with so many others in that climactic fight. “I don’t know.”

Ingrid reached for him, touched his arm gingerly. “I am with you.” She drifted closer when he didn’t resist her. “The Furies are with you.” Her voice grew husky as she pressed close to him, her hip bones touching his. “To the end.” Her hand drifted up his arm to his neck, to the mask. “But you can’t push us away.”

He didn’t want to. The Hunger didn’t want him to. It wanted him to tear the mask free, let her see what he’d become. And he wanted her. Lust of the darkest, bloodiest intensity sizzled beneath his tightening skin, warmed his bones. It was beyond any carnal desire; it was the need for gory, flesh-rending release. He’d resisted it for so long.

Trembling, he started to put his hands on her body.

“Sir,” a voice blatted from the commlink panel by the door. “This is Venture. Getting a long-range pingback from the Slayer recon. Thought you’d want to be on the bridge for it.”

Ingrid stiffened, then pulled back from Malik, snorting.

The Hunger receded and Malik gave thanks, even as tremors continued to work their way through him. He could beat it. He had to. “On my way.”

Ingrid smirked. “How convenient for you.”

“It’s not like that,” he protested.

The were-woman who’d been as loyal as any to him held up her jaw defiantly. “How is it then?”

Malik blew a breath out through the grates of the mask he no longer needed to live—but certainly needed for other things.

“Complicated.”

***
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THE GAS GIANT, PROXIMA, fourth planet of the Anea System, grew to titanic proportions outside the canopy of Dashawn Callisto’s Slayer starfighter. Red-brown swirls that were easily the size of a planet, themselves, defied any sense of proportion as he watched them wheel around its globe. It hammered home a sense of utter insignificance in the larger universe.

Callisto hissed to himself. No damned gas-ball got to make him feel like nothing. Nothing and no one did. Never again.

His gaze flicked to something more pleasant. Stuck to his instrument panel with a glob of tack, a rectangle of holo-fiber, embedded with a single image, greeted his eyes. And a pair of brown ones stared back at him—a mischievous twinkle warring with a deeper gloom in their depths. Edie hated that he’d gotten the picture of her, at all, and would probably hate that he kept it now, where he did.

Probably worry that I’m distracting myself.

She was definitely that.

“Hey, DC,” a voice crackled from his helmet earbud. “Don’t you think that’s weird?”

Callisto tapped his helm mic to cue the channel. “What’s that, Chuckles?”

“No long-range sensor pings,” the pilot flying the Slayer off his starboard flank replied. “No patrol sweeps.” The nervous laugh for which the pilot had gotten his nickname sounded. “Thought this was the bloodsuckers’ system-wide headquarters?”

Frowning, Callisto considered the view outside his canopy again, then his own sensor holograms. An itch in the nerves he’d long-since learned to trust started to annoy. “We’re still a way out, and Bahamut’s on the gas giant’s far side.”

“Come on.”

Callisto smirked at the other pilot’s disdain. Chuckles was one of his old hands, one of the few survivors from his old First Squadron. In the reconstitution of the Revenants’ remaining starfighters into two, understrength squads, Callisto had made certain to place Chuckles with him. And making this reconnaissance, way out in the darkest of the Theocracy’s holdings in Anea, he wanted an old hand at his side.

“The bloodsucker fleet was decimated over Circe,” Callisto answered. His blood cooled a little at that, remembered the hellish, supernatural way in which that had happened. “They’re likely as short on everything as we are.”

“Bahamut’s their sanctum sanctorum,” Chuckles pressed. “Their boudoir, their pleasure moon. You really think it doesn’t have defenses of its own?”

“I really think you’re annoying me,” Callisto quipped to hide his unease.

Chuckles chuckled.

But he wasn’t wrong. The quiet in the stars over Proxima began to unnerve him. The moon wasn’t just Theocracy headquarters; fleet repair docks were known to accompany it, and ships—many ships. Callisto had expected to have stirred a hornet’s nest by now, just by making an appearance. That, in fact, had been the idea.

A ping from his early-warning computer came as nearly a relief. That faded as a pair of red-coded icons appeared on his tactical display. Schemata from his war book computer popped out next to each as his sensors consumed data, but Callisto didn’t need them to know; a pair of Orlok-class starfighters, workhorses of the Theocracy fleet.

“Happy now?”

“Only two?” Chuckles countered.

Callisto rolled his eyes. “You’re impossible.” It occurred to him, though, that the other pilot wasn’t necessarily joking. It seemed a feeble reaction to what should have been a long-expected probe. “Maintain course,” he commanded. “Let ‘em think we don’t see them, yet.”

“Roger, that.”

The pair of Slayer starfighters continued their course, curving slowly, fighting a little as Proxima’s gravity worked on them. The gas giant’s curve flattened to what was a truly endless horizon, tilted up on its side off to starboard. Callisto gave the stick a twitch to “right” himself relative to that. But his attention remained mostly on the tactical.

The Orlok pilots were no slouches, keeping low to the upper atmosphere of Proxima and letting some of the background clutter of its ever-shifting outer layers hide them. Winks of static discharge far below added to this and Callisto’s sensors actually lost them a couple times. But they returned, skimming along at a course parallel and below them—and gaining.

“They’re going for belly-shots,” Chuckles growled.

“Mm-hm.”

“Still just the two.”

Callisto’s jaw tightened, not in annoyance but in acknowledgement of the other pilot’s unease. They’d been seen. By now, the rest of Bahamut’s defense forces should have been abuzz with activity. The skies should have been littered with Orloks; not just this single pair, playing hide and seek.

A buzz from the early-warning computer ended the game. On the tactical, the Orloks nosed up and put on terrific bursts of speed, climbing.

“Break right!” Callisto barked and wrenched his control stick the opposite direction.

The motion stood the Slayer up on its port wingtip and veered it violently. Cyan scoured the vacuum the starfighter had occupied a fraction of a second later. The Orloks followed their blaster bolts, shooting through the gap the Slayers had opened when they split up, then splitting, themselves, to hunt.

Callisto nosed down for the gas giant, dumping power to thrusters and his aft deflector shields. The latter flashed as a stray bolt from the frantically-pivoting Orlok skipped across his tail. The energy field absorbed the destructive power mostly efficiently, but a little translated through as a jolt.

With the throttle crushed forward, the Slayer groaned around Callisto. With an eye on his Systems display, he watched gravity readings to see how much of a hold the gas giant had on him. Too far into it and he’d be fighting that and his pursuer. But he needed some of it for what he had in mind.

Blue-white blades lashed past his canopy to either side, one of these splatting across his dorsal shields with a crackle. The Orlok was on him now. A spindly pair of bat wings welded to a bulbous cockpit module; they sacrificed structural soundness and even shields for maneuverability. But they had that in spades.

Callisto—who’d once flown one of the damned things—knew his bulkier, hawk-profiled Slayer could never out-fly it. Fortunately, his fighter could take a beating and deal it out, as well. And as the gravity hold on his Slayer reached his satisfaction, he ripped back on the throttle, killing the thrusters as he drew the control stick towards him.

With the Orlok’s blaster bolts raining past it, the Slayer flipped, end-over-end. Now falling tail-first towards Proxima, Callisto found himself eyeballing his pursuer, head-on. The heads-up display painted a holographic targeting reticle squarely over the diving Orlok and reddened instantly with lock. Callisto pulled the trigger to his weapons.

Four blaster cannons stuttered out alternating bolts. The Orlok’s own fire crisscrossed these, one blast crunching across Callisto’s forward shields and blinding him for an instant. That cleared in time for him to see several of his own bolts converge on the Orlok’s cockpit bulb. Durasteel fluoresced into slag, then a white flash as the fighter’s reactor blew, sending the disembodied wings spinning off like leaves in a fiery breeze.

Teeth clenched, Callisto rammed the throttle forward again, firing his thrusters to climb out of Proxima’s death grip. A flap of shattered Orlok hull skittered across his port deflector with a bone-jarring rattle. Alarms sounded from the yellow-flashing Systems display. He ignored them, pushing the Slayer clear of the gas giant’s pull.

“A little help?” Chuckles yelped in Callisto’s earbud.

“On my way!”

Climbing hard, Callisto found his wing-mate quickly, cutting back towards him and above with the other Orlok on his tail. Artificial lighting chased him, glazing his shields with near-misses. But Chuckles had had the presence of mind to cut squarely across Callisto’s path, leading the Orlok straight before his guns.

Squeezing the trigger, Callisto fully expected a fireball across his nose as the blasts spewed forth. But they found nothing. The batwing profile of the Orlok ripped over his head and to aft, having cut a gut-pulping turn at the last second to evade his volley.

“Damn!” Callisto grunted, veering to starboard and pulling back on the stick to follow. “Smarter than he looks!”

“Not so smart!” Chuckles replied. “Just what I needed!”

The Orlok’s evasion gave Chuckles enough time to veer his slower Slayer to port and bring weapons to bear as the fighter peeled away. The Theocracy pilot clearly recognized his peril, was putting on a terrific burst of speed to sprint clear. But Chuckles’ blasts were already enveloping it. A wing deformed before a perforating blast, then spalled free. Beginning to tumble, the Orlok shed the other one before antimatter leaking out of control from its reactor turned it into a momentary comet across the skies of Proxima.

“Yeah! Chalk me up another bloodsucker!”

Callisto grinned. But it faded as emptiness filled his sensors again. The pair had been alone, but he’d expected any friends they’d had to make a showing the moment the blaster bolts started flying. Instead, nothing.

“Form up on me,” he told the other pilot as he steered for the gas giant’s horizon again.

The Slayers streaked along the upper reaches of the planet’s thin, molecular hydrogen atmosphere. They’d approached the planet latched on by mech-links to the hull of the Mauler—awkwardly but necessarily, as the frigate’s bay could only accommodate a shuttle—to preserve their own fuel. The Wraith had ordered a wide, indirect course, which had added days to the journey from Circe, but wouldn’t be expected.

But they had to be seen now. Had to.

“Picking up the lesser moons,” Chuckles noted.

Callisto nodded, his own tactical display winking with contacts. The computer circled each and labelled, but few of them merited attention. Proxima had fourteen of them, mostly small lumps of iron-rich rock, long-since hollowed out by Theocracy mining. Only Bahamut really earned the title “moon”, and that only barely.

“Getting a large antimatter signature!” Chuckles announced with sudden tension.

A blat from Callisto’s own sensors confirmed it. “Far side of the planet,” he replied. “Big signal.” He gulped as he read the computer’s assessment. “Consistent with several starships in motion.”

Chuckles muttered something the commlink didn’t pick up, then grumbled, “Something’s goofy with my war book computer; it can’t seem to lock down any starship types. Keeps skipping back and forth between a Ravager-class dreadnought and a fleet repair dock. But that doesn’t make any sense!”

Callisto frowned at his own squirming hologram. “I’m having the same issues.” He scanned the red-brown horizon and the stars above it—folly, as naked eyes would note nothing his sensors didn’t; but human instincts still ruled. “Whatever it is, it seems to be moving away from the planet.”

“Good.”

“And down-system,” Callisto added, “towards Circe.”

“Not so good.”

Another blat from Callisto’s tactical drew his attention and he tensed his fingers around the control stick. “Coming up on Bahamut, based on the orbits of the other moons. Hang tight.”

“They’re gonna know we’re coming.”

Callisto had no answer for that.

Neither did Bahamut, as the seconds stretched out into silence. The itch of cool sweat on Callisto’s skin intensified. So, too, did the sense of something very off. No sensor pulses bounced off their hulls. No more Orloks challenged their approach. Only stars and emptiness hung over the gas giant.

The tactical computer chirped. Callisto’s brows knit as he turned his eyes to its readings and conclusions. What the...? He tapped the holographic screen to recalibrate the data. The same analysis came back. That can’t be.

“Uh...DC, what the hell?”

“You’re seeing it, too?”

“I’m not seeing anything,” Chuckles replied. “We’re in the right spot, aren’t we?”

“Exactly right,” Callisto answered. Confusion and dread conspired to empty his mind. He gave himself a shake. “Bahamut’s not there.”

He gave himself another shake, remembering something, and touched a fingertip to the display, zooming it out to the large energy emission they’d detected before. Finding it easily, he tapped it to order a focused sensor scan—something that would give him away to any Theocracy vessel, but that concern had already gone out the window. The results of the scan came back quickly and his mouth dried.

“What...the...hell...?” Chuckles almost sounded prayerful.

Callisto tapped his helmet mic to key up his long-range communicator. “Mauler, this is Slayer One-One. We’ve got...” words failed him for a moment “...something you need to see!”

***
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MALIK FOLDED HIS ARMS as he stood on Mauler’s cramped bridge, right behind the command chair and watching the main screen display over Captain Venture’s shoulder. He’d long-since ceased being horrified at the Theocracy’s monstrous innovations. But the same couldn’t be said of the rest of the crew, who gawked in silence.

“It looks like they hollowed out part of its core for the engines,” Callisto’s voice crackled from the overhead speakers, distorted by distance. “The work doesn’t look recent, either. They’ve had this ready for a long time.”

“Likely since the Theocracy occupied the system,” Malik replied coldly.

An image of Bahamut dominated the middle of the main screen, beamed back to Mauler from Callisto’s Slayer as he closed in on the moon. Irregular in shape, its craggy oblong appeared spongy in surface, roughly forty kilometers in diameter, riddled with craters. Malik recalled survey entries describing it as semi-porous with much of its mass ice, rather than rock. Ease of adaptation had attracted Theocracy attention.

Their most outrageous adaptation glowed blue with Cherenkov radiation from the fatter end of the oblong; bank after bank of massive antimatter engines—what looked like modifications of the type mounted to the giant Ravager-class ships. All of them labored now to grind the small moon free of Proxima’s gravity, and down-system.

Venture turned in his seat to look over his shoulder at Malik. “I can confirm Dashawn’s conclusions.” The man’s bushy, salt-and-pepper mustache bunched. “At current course, once it clears Proxima, it’s heading for Circe.”

“Valdamon call us home,” Ingrid muttered at Malik’s side, invoking the Fenreir’s mythical afterlife.

Malik’s mask hid his scowl at that. Her words did neither Venture, nor any of his ashen-faced crew any good. “Estimated time to Circe, Captain?”

Venture glanced to his left, to the young woman at the Systems station in the tight oval space of the bridge. She typed something rapid-fire into her console. Characters splayed across her hologram. “Maybe two weeks, present speed.”

“Takes a lot of work to push all that mass,” Venture said in a note of awe. He turned a jaundiced eye to Malik. “But once they get going, all they have to do is coast.”

Flashes from the main screen drew Malik’s attention. Cyan bolts flicked out from the surface of Bahamut as it grew in the display. Metallic glints betrayed smaller vessels in motion, peeling away from the moon.

“There’s the welcoming party I was expecting!” Callisto crowed through a snarl of static. “Taking long-range turbo-blaster fire. And Orloks on their way; at least a squadron!”

“Get out of there, Dashawn,” Malik ordered. “You’ve done what you need to do.”

“Not going to argue that!”

The view of Bahamut swerved as Callisto veered away from it, then cut out. A tactical display replaced it, showing the twin blue icons of his starfighter flight pulling clear from a massive crimson one. Range-finding lines and estimates of velocity and course popped out around the latter, confirming the Systems tech’s guesses.

About fifteen days, Malik read from the screen. At which point it’ll be moving fast enough to crack the crust of Circe.

“Madness,” Venture said into the numb silence of the bridge.

“I don’t suppose it’s possible they mounted hyperdrives on that thing?” Ingrid hazarded.

“Were that the case, I’d expect they’d already be gone,” Malik replied. “Besides, if escape was Ruthven’s plan, he still has the Forlorn.”

“Maybe he is gone,” Ingrid pressed, “and this...” she winced “...suicide run—because that’s sure what it looks like—is his parting gift?”

Malik considered that. But, reaching out with his mind, touching the thin traces of Flux in the emptiness between worlds, he got no sense that that was true. If anything, the deeper darkness of undeath infesting the rogue moon seemed even more keen than before.

“Ram the planet...” Venture shook his head, didn’t appear able to digest what his eyes were showing him. “We control the anti-orbital batteries on Circe. They’ll knock the damned thing off-course, long before it reaches us.”

“That would be true if this was a natural phenomenon,” Malik replied. “But with those engines, it can course correct. And the anti-orbitals won’t have the firepower to slag the whole thing.”

“What then?”

There was a warbling hint of panic to Venture’s voice and Malik knew he couldn’t let it spread. “We have to take out those engines and whatever other power sources the moon has.” For the first time, he wished he could remove the mask and let everyone see his newly-regenerated smile.

“We were planning an invasion of Bahamut, anyway; it looks like that’s going forward.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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“This is lunacy!”

The shriek from the opposite end of the black marble table in Ruthven’s conference room was the like the final crack in a dam. Set loose, a flood of protests and accusations and pleas rushed into the chamber, almost overwhelming their subject.

Ruthven, Count of the Anea System and eldest Immortal in it, leaned back in his chair at the head of the table, swirling a goblet of blood freshly-shed from one of the mortal slaves. Nostrils flared as he inhaled of the already-cooling redolence and he made a show of sipping and savoring the lifeforce in it.

But truth be told, he was glad for the red-armored Shock Troopers he’d had array around the perimeter of the room with blasters at the ready. And even they might not be enough if the snarling pack of Bahamut’s senior Immortals lost control. Already, panic or rage had triggered the baring of fangs and the purple-hued flaring of eyes.

Very real fear tingled in Ruthven’s nerves; he could slay any one of them—or any five. But all...?

“You had no right to drag us along for this, Ruthven!” The vampire at the opposite end of the table was standing and raising her voice to be heard over the cacophony of the others. “You should have evacuated the Immortal population!”

“I had every right, Lady Radella!” Ruthven barked back at the female Immortal. With a surge of fury, he bunched a fist and brought it down on the table with enough force to splinter the marble. “Every right!”

The blow sent a crack splintering out across the table, aiming like a lightning bolt at Radella. The other vampires flinched back from it. One cupped a hand to blood leaking from a shallow cut left in his brow by a shard of flying marble.

“I am your Count,” Ruthven rasped, standing slowly from his seat to put his hands to the fractured top and glower at each of the others. He let his gaze come to rest at last on Radella and narrowed his eyes. “Or do you challenge the Holy Order of the Theocracy, itself?”

If it were possible for Radella to pale any more than the already alabaster hue of her flesh, she would have. “I would never—”

“No, you wouldn’t,” Ruthven cut her off. Again, he looked around at the others. “We are at war with these rebels. And my charge, as the Lord of this star system, is to put their rebellion down with whatever tools lie at hand.”

“We still have Forlorn,” bleated one of the other vampires, an unusually pudgy one, recently engorged and reddened from Feeding.

Ruthven snorted. “One badly damaged battlecruiser?”

“And whose fault is that?” Radella hissed, recovering some of her bile. “Who threw away the combined might of our fleet in this system?”

Ruthven’s fist tightened for another blow to the table—one that’d certainly compromise its structural integrity—but he held in the explosion, opted for ice instead of fire. “I didn’t see you in fight, Radella,” he said very quietly. “No, you’ve been content to longue on my moon, at my pleasure while the real work of running Anea has fallen to me.” He straightened up from the table and smiled dangerously around it. “All of you have.”

Silence and nervous glances among the senior Immortals on Bahamut satisfied Ruthven that the fools were beginning to understand their plight. Finally.

“Certainly, Lord,” the fat vampire said, “it’s time to call for reinforcements?”

“That’s already been done.”

Radella’s crimson eyebrows arched. “And we can expect them when?”

“Not soon enough,” Ruthven replied without fully answering. “That is why I’ve taken such drastic steps. That’s why I activated the Special Measures.” By which he meant pulling the entire moon out of Proxima’s orbit and setting it on its new course. “Understand this: I have done this to protect you all!”

“Certainly, room remains aboard Forlorn to take senior, noncombatant personnel off—”

“You want me to deprive us of our only remaining starship in order to shuttle you to safety, Neculai?” Ruthven sneered at the fat Immortal.

“I don’t think that’s how—”

“No one leaves!” Ruthven snapped. “No one should want to! Right now, Bahamut is the safest place in the Anea System for an Immortal. Do you all understand?” He glared at them, the foppish, opulent pack of Immortals who’d come to the Anea System out of boredom or opportunity or trouble back at Galactic Central. They sickened him and he waved dismissively. “You know, I don’t even care if you do! This is my command!”

“So, what is the plan?” Radella asked quietly.

“Not that I’m required to share any of it with you, but the plan is to stay in motion.” Ruthven left his seat and began to pace around the table, forcing the others to twist and crane to keep an eye on him. The path also served to force them to note the Shock Troopers and the muzzles of their readied blaster rifles.

“We know the rebels have been planning an invasion of Bahamut for months,” Ruthven said. “We’ve already seen the first probes suggesting that. By keeping on the move, we make that far more difficult. That will buy us time for reinforcements to arrive. Forlorn and our remaining starfighter complement will do what they can to aid that.”

“How soon till those reinforcements get here?” Radella asked.

“Fifteen days.”

Neculai’s double chin quivered. “Can we last that long?”

Ruthven spun to face him fully. “Your cowardice sickens me, Neculai!” He looked around the room. “You all sicken me, with your mewling. Everything I do now is to protect you and to defend the Theocracy!” He gestured vaguely at the Shock Troopers. “Interfering with that—with me—will from henceforth be met with the severest of measures! Am I quite clear?”

Silence answered him. For all their bluster, they didn’t have a single original thought in their skulls. They needed someone in charge. It was the end result of existences of luxury and unaccountability; they didn’t know how to do anything anymore.

“Good.” Ruthven jabbed a clawed finger towards the exit. “Get out!”

The Immortals scuttled from the chamber with poorly concealed haste, only Radella pausing to shoot him s fiery-eyed glower before retreating. Waiting for the door to slide shut at her back, Ruthven finally returned to his seat and slumped down into it, hiking a leg up on the armrest. The Shock Troopers arrayed around him made no movement, could have been crimson statues.

A side door whisked open on a thrum of magnetic fields and precise footsteps brought a new visitor in at Ruthven’s left. “That could have been handled with more poise.”

“Shut up, Klynn.” Ruthven turned his head to glare at the newcomer. “You try corralling this pack of vermin some time.”

The vampire smirked. Tall and gaunt, as though he rarely Fed, Klynn wore his platinum blonde hair up in a bun with a single loose strand draped across the corner of his left eye. A rumpled lab coat dangled from narrow shoulders and speckles of rust-brown that still smelled to Ruthven’s hyper-senses as slaughter marred its white.

“Point taken,” the Director of the Dark Science Division in the Anea System replied. “The transmitter is ready,” he continued. “Getting a fix on Sylvania was not easy, what with our current course, but it is done.”

Ruthven rattled the tips of his nails on the tabletop. “This chamber is secure?”

“As secure as any on this moon.”

“I’ll do it from here, then.”

The Director bowed. “Very good, My Count.”

It was hard not to take the gesture or words as mocking. Klynn was very much Ruthven’s junior in age—as Immortals measured it; from the time of receiving the Eternal Kiss—and certainly his lesser in rank. But Dark Science existed outside the nominal hierarchy of the Theocracy. Answering directly up through the ruling Pentarchy, their motivations could be...divergent from the aristocracy’s.

“Klynn,” Ruthven began with all that in mind, “the rebels will very likely manage a landing on Bahamut.” He got up from the chair and advanced on the other Immortal. “Your experiments are ready to aid in its defense?”

“Some.” Klynn didn’t back down but did squirm slightly. “Others are less stable. It would be best if a rebel incursion were not allowed to break through to the Halls of Dark Science.”

“Of course.” Ruthven hid his own discomfort. “Halls” was a euphemism for place of horror. He’d been down there, seen the hideousness Klynn and his semi-cultists worked in, reveled in. The Division researched and developed weapons and tools of a preternatural nature: mutations, foul surgeries, demonology.

“We will have many unpleasant surprises for the mortals...” Klynn’s ever-present smirk twisted up sharply in the corner “...and for Malik Vigil.”

“Do not speak his name!” Ruthven snapped, suddenly hot with anger—and, aye, a flush of fear. “These others must not know of it. Which reminds me” he came to stand face-to-face with the other vampire, half a head taller and staring down meaningfully “I expect trouble from Lady Radella and some of her peers, at some point. How ever many of your Guardsmen you can spare to keep an eye on them is now requested.”

“We only have so many, Sire,” Klynn protested. His smirk returned after a thoughtful moment, though. “But I may have a few other means of spying on them.”

“I don’t want to know.” Ruthven waved distastefully. “Leave me now. I will make this transmission.”

“Sire.”

Ruthven snapped and the Shock Troopers stiffened as one. With parade ground precision, they marched from the chamber. When the door closed, Ruthven glanced once more to ensure Klynn’s departure, then straightened his long, embroidered coat of black silk over white frilled shirt. Stepping forward to the table, he tapped a series of commands and code into the commlink controls on its surface.

Bluey whorls of holographic light fluttered from the transmitter lens affixed at the center of the tabletop, wove quickly into an image—a face. The visage of Duke Enoch stared sourly from the air; square-faced, perpetually tensed chords of muscle along his jaw line, flaring nostrils. Sable hair had been greased back from a high forehead and eyes glinted like polished obsidian—utterly absent sclera.

A brute, many thought. An uncouth bully, lacking his peers’ refinement.

Ruthven tried not to shiver before the simulacrum of his Sire. The image was constituted from memory. An artificial intelligence simulated the duke’s presence, would provide a passable substitute for the real thing as Ruthven made his report. Once completed, their “conversation” would be beamed back the extreme distances to Galactic Central for consumption by the real thing.

Still, Ruthven couldn’t help but imagine the chill presence of the Immortal that had made him. “My Duke, I beg to report.”

“Proceed,” the simulacrum rumbled.

“By now you have heard of the loss of much of the Anea Fleet and Circe.” Ruthven held up his chin in feigned surety, knowing every pixel of this recording would be analyzed. “I have activated the Special Measures and taken steps.”

The corner of Enoch’s lip twitched and a low grunt that sounded utterly authentic escaped the hologram. “I’m impressed with you, Ruthven. You’d rather fall on the sword than return to Sylvania in disgrace and try groveling for a new title.”

“It is...more complicated than that, Lord.” Ruthven kept himself very still. “Malik Vigil is here. He is the Warp Wraith.”

Enoch’s features utterly blanked. “That is unsettling.”

“If word of his existence gets out, if word of our part in his original subjugation gets out, it will be perilous indeed for all of us.” Ruthven swallowed once. “For you.”

Malik Vigil had once led the Pentarchy’s Sacred Band, an all-dhampir unit of elite enforcers. A special project of Enoch’s rival, Luther, their power had grown to a point of discomfort. That Luther might use them on his peers had become a real concern—one that finally had to be dealt with.

“The rest of the Pentarchy would be at my throat,” the simulation of Enoch growled in a fairly convincing fashion. “The scum; they all wanted it. But they’ll lay the blame on me.” The simulacrum eyes narrowed. “On us.”

“Yes, Sire.”

“No word of this must be allowed to escape.” Enoch’s low bass shuddered in the marble of the table, in the floor, in Ruthven’s marrows. “No trace of it.”

“This is why I’ve engaged the Special Measures, my Duke.”

Protruding brows bunched together. “How many others know?”

“Few,” Ruthven replied with regret he didn’t quite hide. “Vondrak, Sestus, all the others are now gone.”

The Enoch simulacrum hissed. “Truly, things have fallen apart out there.”

“I will redeem the situation, My Sire,” Ruthven replied hurriedly, then chided himself for the reaction. This thing was not Enoch, though the real one would certainly react the same way. He cleared his throat. “Dark Science is aware, as well.”

The simulation pursed its lips. “Considering their part in botching Malik’s imprisonment, they’ll have as much incentive to keep it quiet as we do.” The Enoch-image shook its head. “Fools. We were going to use Mal against Luther; not have him turn on us.” The hologram fixed with its false gaze once again. “It would be best if Director Klynn didn’t survive what’s coming.”

Ruthven stiffened and shot the sealed side door a glance, hoping the room truly was secure. “Understood, Sire.”

Lips peeled back from sharpening, lengthening fangs. “And, of course, if at all practical, Ruthven, Malik Vigil must die.”

Ruthven nodded. “I already have things in motion to draw him to his doom, my Lord.” He raised a hand and clenched it into a fist, shook it. “The Warp Wraith will trouble the galaxy no more.”
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Edie Sundown paced around a hologram of Bahamut the size of a barrel suspended in midair. Generated by a projector placed on the floor the gymnasium in Aleister where her Hardcases had taken up temporary residence, it was detailed enough to feel like she could reach out and touch it.

“The population is believed to be less than fifty thousand,” she began her briefing. “At least a third of these will be slaves, another third Collaborators—probably laborers, civilians, servants; likely unwilling to fight.”

“And the other third?” a voice spoke up from the crowd of onlookers, seated on bleachers overlooking the gym floor.

Edie paused to look up at him. The man was tanned to point of looking perpetually dirty, which a dense five o’clock shadow did nothing dispel. The olive drab uniform he shared with other onlookers hung disheveled and stained from broad, peasant-stock shoulders. But his dark eyes glittered back at her with intelligence and experience.

“The holdouts, Vasilache” Edie answered him, “the die-hards.”

Just like her audience: the Hardcases. Part of the Freedom Brigades, the army that had won Circe back her freedom in the last six months, they were known on some Table of Organization as the First Irregulars. Which was true, enough. Partisans would be more accurate. Guerrillas. At one time, little better than bandits.

“The surviving vampire elite of the Anea System,” Edie clarified, “along with the Dark Science Division, any mortal officers or administrators of the Order of the Faithful, and the Shock Trooper garrison.” She smiled grimly at the gathering. “They’ll be our problem.”

Vasilache smiled back while some of the others rumbled eagerly. They were her Cadre Leaders, officers and long-time veterans with long-nurtured grudges against the Theocracy which had dominated their lives. Not all were original to the Hardcases, though.

She was still getting used to some faces. The original First Irregulars had been company-sized, before being whittled down in the campaigns of the last half a year. With Circe freed, they’d recruited up to an understrength battalion. And people were calling her “Major” now, though there’d never been anything official. The Hardcases were like that. Informal.

But they were all Circean, burning with the need for vengeance on the bloodsuckers.

“The layout is like this,” Edie continued, turning to point at the hologram. At the gesture, the hologram cross-sectioned. “The outer crust is predominantly carbon and iron and littered with these craters. High cliffs and peaks form perfect mounts for anti-ship turbo-blasters and missile launchers.”

“I’m gonna hope it’s someone’s job to take care of that?”

The gravelly voice triggered laughter from the others, but also a hard undertone; the Hardcases had dropped into more hot landing zones than any of them wanted to remember. And a landing zone exposed to vacuum wouldn’t just be hot; it would be the absolute zero of space.

“For certain,” Edie replied, glancing over her shoulder at the new speaker, a tiny, muscular little man as familiar as a brother. “No one’s going to let us try to land in a shooting gallery.” She smiled at him.

The man offered an ugly-handsome smile back. Moff, a scarred, squat knot of muscle and attitude. He shouldn’t really have been there. In fact, what rank he held these days was an open debate. What wasn’t was that he had guarded Edie’s back through more firefights than any could recall. No one would question his presence.

“I have personal assurances as to that,” Edie added when Moff didn’t say anything.

His smile spread. “Oh, I’ll bet you do!”

That triggered another ripple of laughter. And of course, Moff was referring to Callisto. Everyone in the gym knew of it, too. And with a flush tingling across her face, Edie wasn’t going to bother denying it. In fact, it felt alright to think about him. It felt right.

They’d only actually had a few months together, but she and Dashawn Callisto had filled them—oh, yes, they had. The warmth of memories and the strength of her feelings became an ache as she reflected on them, though, and that pain’s name was fear. Fear for him. Fear to lose what they were building together. Both had told the same lies. Both were avoiding those same three, deadly words everyone wanted to say to each other.

Either or both could be dead in a month. They couldn’t let it become more. But it already was for her. She selfishly hoped it was for him.

Clearing her throat, Edie resumed. “The Theocracy has used Bahamut’s porosity to easily hollow out a vast cave network.” She gestured to the cross-section, which showed levels burrowed into the crust of the moon. “These maps come to us from informants who either escaped captivity or served as spies.” She shrugged. “Their accuracy is questionable.”

“So, we’re going into a maze blind?” Vasilache asked incredulously.

“The major points are confirmed,” Edie replied, “either by recent intelligence or long-range sensor scans.” She pointed at the hologram. “This concavity, what looks like an old impact crater, serves as the major space port.” The point winked at her words and a network of passages wormed out from it. “A cavern has been hollowed out beneath it, which allows docking spaces for smaller starships. It also happens to be a hub for corridors throughout the interior.”

“Is that our likely entry?” Vasilache asked.

“Either that or one of these sealed-over craters.” Her finger moved to several lesser divots in the surface, each glinting with massive domes of plastisteel. “Living spaces, more open to the surface.”

Moff grunted. “That’ll be a mess.”

“No doubt,” Edie conceded. “They’ll be blown open to hard vacuum, if that’s the case.” She turned to regard her audience. “In fact, any route we take has the potential for that. Bahamut has little native gravity and no atmosphere—it’s too small for that. All life support is artificial and you can bet the bloodsuckers will shut it off the moment we seize a section.”

“Nice place,” Vasilache snorted. “Why the hells did the vamps pick the spot as their HQ?”

“Position partially,” Edie said. “Proxima is the furthest planet out in the system, so it’s a perfect stop off for out-of-system traffic. In fact, it’s recently been used as a depot for the Theocracy’s Far Rim Fleets. And there’s also the ice. The majority of the moon’s core is packed with it. Mining that out and supplying it to deep spaceships has been a major industry. Bloodsuckers may not need water, but the crews of their ships do.”

“What about the south pole?” Moff asked, gesturing at the fatter end of the oblong of Bahamut, where much of the surface glittered with metal. “All that construction?”

“We don’t know for sure.” Edie shook her head, regarded the point in question. “Energy readings indicate that at least part of the structure there is a series of antimatter reactor cores. They rest is anyone’s guess.”

“So,” Vasilache asked, “assuming we do get down and do make entry, what’s to stop the vamps from just blowing those and slagging the whole place?”

A rumble went through the gathering, indicating that the thought had occurred to more than just the grizzled Cadre Leader.

Edie nodded, acknowledging the concern. “It’s not enough,” she replied with surety that she didn’t entirely feel. “Bahamut barely deserves the name moon, but its mass is still more than a fusion blast or a fleet bombardment can hope to reduce. So, we have to take it, boots on the ground. And we have to free it.”

The rumble continued, more felt than heard as the Hardcase leadership shifted on their bleachers and shot each other looks.

“The Theocracy has been taking Circean natives there as chattel for decades,” Edie declared, raising her voice with anger she didn’t have to force. “Slaves. Food. They’re our people, our kin.” She looked around the gym, making eye contact with everyone who’d dare look back. “Remember that.”

“Assumes the vamps don’t just waste ‘em all,” Moff muttered.

“I’m going to assume there’s still some good we can do there,” Edie retorted.

That silenced the discontent of the others at last.

“Makes me understand why we’ve been drilling so much in the space armor,” Vasilache said into the quiet.

And, like that, the muttering returned. But it was the healthy growl of fighting men and women who’d earned the right to complain. And they were right to; the Hardcases had evolved from little better than bandits to hoverbike-riding raiders and occasional air-assault specialists. Scouting and ambush had largely been their bread and butter—and, yeah, as things heated up in the last year, taking and holding positions and slugging it out.

But on the ground, in the dirt.

Now—whether it had been because of their reputation or varied experiences—someone had decided the Hardcases could evolve again, into zero-g assault troops. Improvising from leftover Shock Trooper armor, Freedom Brigade engineers had provided them suits and they’d spent months getting comfortable in them, first on the ground, then in orbit in weightless, airless conditions, drilling endlessly.

“I know that hasn’t been fun, Edie answered, “and I know no one of feels like it’ll be enough. But we’re going to be the tip of the spear on this. Every one of you has fought across the nastiest battlefields on Circe, in the most varied of situations.” She attempted nonchalance as she shrugged. “This is just one more.”

“If we can get down in one piece,” Moff grumbled.

“We’ll get down,” Edie replied sharply, tired of the man’s mood. It was his way, of course, steeling himself for the work in the shell of a curmudgeon. But, damn, the others didn’t need an excuse to fear. “The Revenants will reduce Bahamut’s defenses and then fly near-space patrol screen while we go in. The Furies land ahead of us from the Scorpiod assault shuttles, securing the bridgehead.” The lycanthropic storm troopers of the Revenants were truly the only ones with zero-g experience, but they’d taken heavy losses over the last half a year. “Then we come in aboard the transports. Subsequent waves will follow.”

What went unsaid there—and Edie sure as hell wasn’t going to bring it up—was that the light transports, which had brought the Revenants to Circe in the first place, were few in number. They’d be enough to drop off the Hardcases and some support teams and not much else. Then they’d have to rush back for Circe to get more. That meant holding whatever they had for at least a couple days before reinforcements arrived.

Vasilache cleared his throat. “I hate bringing it up, Major, but it’s going to be really uncomfortable for us if the Theocracy Fleet makes a showing in the middle of this.” He looked her squarely in the eye. “Has there been any sign of a response? The Immortals have to know we took Circe, by now.”

Edie nodded, knowing that had to come up. “We will have plenty of warning,” she replied and met his stare. “But no. There’s been nothing.” She considered her next words, considered how much more to share.

“I do have word, though, that a general uprising has been in progress across the Far Rim, at least twenty worlds.” She looked around the room, allowing a determined grin to work its way across her lips. “We’re part of a bigger war now, people. And that means the vamps have more on their hands than just us.”

That was what the Wraith had told her. If anything he said could be believed, anymore.

“Shit,” Moff said. “This could work!”

Edie’s grin became downright fierce. “It is going to work, Moff.”

All the Hardcases were smiling back now. The expressions were tempered with the knowledge that each of them would have to convey all this to their own subordinates—replays of this exact scene, likely with naysayers like Moff. But they were all Hardcases. Hard. Cases. Not just a name, but a lifestyle.

“Alright,” Edie declared. “This is what I’ve got for you, this morning. It’s sketches, I know. We’ll have more details soon. The Revenants will have made their reconnaissance by now. That means jump off time in maybe weeks. Maybe sooner. Questions?”

Silence and an eager crackle to the air answered her.

“Alright, get out of here.”

The Hardcases broke up at that with the squeak of bleachers under foot and the rumble of their conversation. Vasilache threw her a casual salute that she replied with equal slovenliness. Moff stood and waited expectantly, clearly wondering if there would be anything added for him, alone—or perhaps just a scolding. But she waved him on.

A thrum from her left inner breast pocket itched and she reached into her jacket for it, pulling out the cylindrical numb of her commlink. Held in her palm, its indicator light flashed a pattern that sent a current of ice through her blood. It was the command channel, encrypted and restricted. Only a few people on Circe were able reach out to her that way.

Clicking its button and glancing about to make certain she was alone, Edie answered, “This is Sundown.”

“Major, I have General Vier for you.”

Edie chilled further. Esli Vier commanded the Freedom Brigades of Circe, had been one of the largest figures in the planet’s resistance movement for decades. In fact, he’d built the organization and the fact that the largest armed force on the planet was loyal to him, perhaps more than to Circe’s newborn civilian government, had become uncomfortable for all. But he’d been something of a patron of Edie’s for much of that time and trusted her with things her lowly rank probably didn’t merit.

“Understood,” Edie told the voice on the other end and waited. A ping from the comm indicated a change of channel. “Sir?”

“Edie,” Vier’s gravelly voice said. “I need you at main headquarters now. Something’s happened.”

Her blood had practically turned to ice water. “The Wraith?” she hazarded. Her mouth dried. Dashawn. “Something’s happened with the reconnaissance?”

“Not exactly,” Vier replied. “They’re nearly back, as a matter of fact. It’s something else.” He didn’t sound like he believed his own words. “They’re not the only starships out there!”

“What?” Dread curdled in her guts. “The Theocracy?”

“No, Edie. You need to get down here!”

Frowning in confusion and numb with fright, she clicked the button again. “On my way!”

***
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MALIK GAVE THANKS FOR his mask, for hiding his expression as he stared at the main screen on the bridge of the Mauler. One by one, the blips the frigate’s sensors had detected in orbit over Circe switched from hostile red to blue.

“It’s confirmed, Captain,” the young woman at Systems to the left announced. “Fourteen ships, mixed types and heavily-modified. All transmitting Rebel Stars transponder codes.”

Venture half-turned his command chair to face Malik. “They came!”

Malik folded his arms. “They did.”

“After all this time,” Venture nearly cheered, “they finally answered your call!”

That wasn’t entirely accurate. Malik had taken the Revenants to Circe with no agreement from the Rebel Stars that they’d follow. He’d assumed they couldn’t leave it alone. But as the months of fighting dragged on in the star system, he’d resigned himself to the idea that he’d been left to his own devices.

And he’d never sent any call for help, despite what his own commanders and allies wanted to believe.

“Mauler,” a voice crackled from the overhead speaker, “this is Slayer One-One! I presume you’re seeing this?”

“We are, Commander,” Malik answered before Venture could. He glanced at the main screen again, noted a snow-pattern of lesser blips spreading away from the cluster of main ones. “They’ve got fighters out; make certain you make contact well in advance of us. Make certain everyone knows we’re all friends here.”

“I’m feeling pretty friendly, right now, sir!” Callisto crowed back.

Malik snorted under his mask. “I’ll bet.”

A ping sounded from the Systems station. “Getting further confirmation,” the tech there announced as holographic schemata lit up her face. “Transponder and engine signature of their largest vessel is consistent with a retrofitted Hyperion-class battlecruiser. She’s the Jubilee, out of Avalon.”

A hint of cold nibbled at Malik’s nerves.

“Avalon?” Venture glanced over his shoulder at Malik with a frown. “Who do we know from there?”

“They were always one of the louder factions in the Stars,” Malik answered. And not, he didn’t add out loud, one of the friendlier ones.

“Inbound transmission from the Jubilee, sir!” the tech at the Comms station to Venture’s right announced. “They say it’s Admiral Tannor Donnal.”

“Admiral...?” Malik growled before he could think better of it. The chill in his limbs had shocked immediately into fire.

“Oh, boy,” came a groan from aft.

Malik shot a warning look over his shoulder at Ingrid, lingering back there. The Fury had a palm pressed to her brow as she shook her head. She knew that name as well as he did.

“Jubilee indicates they’ve already contacted Circe,” the Comms tech continued. “They’re asking if the Wraith is with us.” She turned from her seat, throat bobbing as she met Malik’s eye. “The Admiral wishes to speak with you, sir.”

“I’m sure he does,” Malik rumbled. With a sigh, he pivoted to Venture. “Do you have someplace private and secure for me, Captain?”

Venture smirked. “Not a lot of room on a torpedo frigate.” He stood from his seat. “You can take it here.” Raising his voice, he waved to the aft hatch. “Clear the bridge.”

Obediently, his crew got up from their stations—perhaps a little eagerly—and left them at idle. The helmsman took a little longer, making certain courses were locked in and they wouldn’t need his guidance.

Malik turned to Ingrid, still lingering as Venture followed the helmsman out the rear hatch. “You’ll need to leave, too.”

“Admiral...?” Her chestnut eyebrows arched and her eyes glittered with a mixture of mischief and outrage.

He waved her on. “I know.”

Waiting for the snick of the hatch sealing shut at her back, Malik stepped over to Venture’s empty chair. A control blinked from its left armrest, tied to the Comms station and ready. Taking a long breath to steel himself, he touched the control.

A globular hologram knitted together in the air before him. From its depths coalesced a stern, blocky face of patrician features. Neatly-cut blonde hair had been allowed to gray artfully and blue eyes glimmered with calculation and a vague sense of disdain. The smile that crinkled up the left corner man’s lips seemed alien on that visage.

“Good day to you, Malik,” came a voice ringing with false cheer.

“A good one indeed” Malik paused “it’s Admiral now.” He offered a gracious bow of the head—though not a salute. “Congratulations.”

Donnal’s smile spread across his face like oil on water. “A little sign of the movement’s appreciation and acknowledgement of my contributions to the cause.” He gave a little shrug, as though it was nothing, really, and totally expected. “Years of hard work coming to fruition, at last.”

“And the Stars have granted you quite the command.” Malik noted the over a dozen ships over Circe again. “I’ll not lie; you are a welcome sight. Winning this system has come at a cost.”

“I’ll say,” Donnal replied drolly. “I came expecting to find the Revenants, not one ship and a handful of Slayers!”

“It’s been a hard fight.”

Donnal’s smile acquired an edge. “One that, I’ll remind you, no one wanted you to undertake.”

Malik felt his eyes narrow while teeth clenched under his mask. “That sentiment has been passed on to me.”

Silence lingered between the two of them and it wouldn’t have taken a starship’s sensor suite to detect the current of dislike coursing between the two men.

Admiral Donnal had been Senator Donnal of Avalon the last time Malik had had to occupy the same space as him. That had been nearly two years ago, when he’d still been trying to argue the Rebels Stars into attacking Circe and across the whole Far Rim—as they were doing now, finally. Chief antagonist to Malik’s proposals had been the Senator—now the Admiral.

“I’ll not mince words with you, Malik,” Donnal said at last, “I’m here to rein you in.” He gave his gray uniform tunic a tug to straighten buttons and highly-polished rank pins. “The Stars have sent me to take command of things in Anea.”

“Rein me in...?”

“Now don’t go and bristle on me.” Donnal waved dismissively. “Everyone appreciates what you’ve done. But you can’t expect the Stars to exactly thank you for disrupting their timetables and rushing us to war.”

And there it was, the full accusation, stinging across Malik’s face like a slap. “Last I checked,” he said very slowly, very carefully, “no one was rushing to do anything.”

“Maybe that’s true,” Donnal admitted with a tiny flinch, “but things have definitely changed.” He held up his chin. “The Far Rim is in an uproar. The Theocracy has been thrown off two dozen worlds and counting. We’ve caught them completely disorganized. In fact, we ambushed a task force that we think was due for here two months ago and totally annihilated them.”

“Again, my congratulations, Admiral,” Malik grated. “But this is exactly what I’d been telling you all for years; Theocracy control out here was always brittle.”
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