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Malik dodged back a half-step as Edie slashed for his face. Her force sword—a length of crystal energized with a lightning-bolt’s equivalent of plasma—squalled as it seared through the air, but not the monstrous, fanged visage of his mask. His breath quickened, rasping in the ventilator slits between its artificial teeth.

Experience, more than any sense, warned him of her reverse stroke. Having missed with her opening, the young woman pivoted instantly into an eye-level hack. This, he had to block, bringing his own blade up from his right and angling it to catch the stroke at arm’s length. Plasma fields met without the blades cocooned within them touching and energy forked out from the crash of their collision.

“Not bad,” Malik grated over the screech of grinding energy fields.

He stepped into her and shoved straight out, sending her stumbling back a step, though not pursuing. Surprise gave way to a narrowing of her eyes as Edie clearly recognized his hesitation. Lips stripped back from her teeth. “Though nowhere near actually getting you, am I?”

What remained of Malik’s face under the mask crinkled into a smile. “You would be more than a match for a whole squad of Shock Troopers.”

Edie raised her blade, point-first and aimed at his face. “And an Immortal?”

The ruin of Malik’s grin smoothed behind the durasteel fang-grates of his mask. She, more than most, knew of his mixed lineage—that he was dhampir; half mortal, half vampire. The jibe maybe wasn’t meant to dredge that up. But it had an edge, nonetheless.

“A lesser one perhaps.”

Malik batted the point of her blade aside with a one-handed swipe from his right, almost contemptuously. He saw the surprise, then anger as Edie recognized it. The spark of her, the spirit blazed from her brown eyes. He could see it; but of her aura—of her actual spirit—he sensed nothing across the Flux.

It was unnerving.

More unnerving was the fury with which she came at him now, slashing for his throat from a low guard at her right hip. The Flux—the energetic current of life energies underlying all—tingled with warning as he ducked to his right, let the force blade carve the space where he’d been. He knew the next stroke would mirror the first and backpedaled as it lashed up from her right hip, completing a figure-eight pattern.

Malik extended his sword point for her face, throwing her off-balance as she flinched back from it. Reflexively, she swung right-left to deflect the hissing edge. He followed that with a hack for her exposed right leg. She caught the blow, but the leg remained extended. He swept his foot under her ankle and hooked it, flinging her airborne.

She landed with a huff of air jolted from lungs. Malik dashed her weapon from her fingers with a smack of his own, sending the force sword skittering across the floor of the chamber. It settled with the plasma charge fluttering out, leaving a suddenly dull length of machined crystal blade.

Calmly, he pointed the tip of his sword at her chest.

“Oof!” Edie grunted. “Definitely not near you.”

After a theatrical pause, Malik stepped back and with a twitch of his thumb extinguished the plasma flame at the heart of his own sword. “I am accustomed to the sensory boost of the Flux,” he replied, “in the same way you learn to trust your muscles after long conditioning.” He stepped towards the bench on the far side of the circular room, where his baldric sheath rested. “I know what I can do.” He picked it up and slid the force blade in. “And I know my limitations.”

“The Warp Wraith has limitations?”

Malik half-turned to offer the woman a glower. But the expression almost became a wince and he was glad for the mask in that moment.

Rising from the floor, he saw Edie as he had, all those years ago, on that fiery night. He’d served the Theocracy of the Blood, then. He’d killed for it. And that evening, he’d killed plenty—likely many of Edie’s kin. But they’d had to be stopped. Even if he despised the Theocracy, what the Sisterhood of Circe had had planned for their Conclave was beyond abomination.

He'd found Edie amidst the wreckage and flames, a child-woman, then, still in the ceremonial garb of the impending Conclave. The flowers in her dirty-blonde braids had unraveled and mixed with the sparks of inferno. Something about that had stayed his hand, which hadn’t ceased in the work of slaughter till that moment.

That the two of them stood facing one another now, as allies, seemed almost a cruel joke.

“You have seen already that I do,” he muttered and turned to set the sheathed weapon down on the bench.

“It was a joke,” Edie said softly, obviously sensing his change of mood. She turned away, herself, and strode over to where her weapon had landed.

Malik glanced over his shoulder at her. Again, he reached out with his mind for her, feeling for her aura, the impression of her against the backdrop of the Flux. Again, he could find nothing. All living things left ripples across the Flux. But not her. He’d never encountered a nullity like her, outside of an Immortal.

The thought iced his blood for a moment.

She was kneeling beside her dropped weapon. “Why the force sword?” she asked, picking it up. She turned to him. “A blaster’s the superior weapon, beyond arm’s length.”

“Is it?” he shrugged. “Prove that.”

She arched her eyebrows at him. “You can’t be serious.”

“I already told you,” Malik replied, holding his arms out to either side in mock-surrender. “I know my limitations.”

“Seriously...?”

“Prove it!” he snapped in the voice of teacher—of master—now; not ally.

The chamber chosen for these sparring sessions was in the lower levels of one of the Legion barracks in Aleister, capital city of the planet Circe. Abandoned after the Theocracy had withdrawn from the city with their defeats of the previous fall the leadership of the Freedom Brigades had taken up residence. Malik had claimed the space—what had obviously been an officers’ gymnasium—for his own.

Equipped for all manner of training, the gym would be proof against any abuse—even blaster fire.

Edie hesitated, then stepped towards the bench on the opposite side of the sparring floor, where she’d left her own things. A blaster belt lay there, as did the sheath for the force sword she’d appropriated for the purpose of these sessions. She set the blade aside and paused again.

Malik couldn’t feel her aura. But he could see the tension of her muscles, the flexing of fingers, the indecision—then the moment that became decision. And the Flux, he could see, and where it guided him next.

She spun with the blaster drawn and fired. The cyan bolt slashed air that burned instantly with its passing. A force field squalled to life on the far side of the chamber, absorbing the blast harmlessly.

Because Malik hadn’t been in its path.

Edie twitched, the smoking blaster muzzle tracking to the right, where Malik had stepped with speed no true mortal could match. Shock gave way to frustration—and maybe something else, something more like vengeance. The Flux tingled in Malik’s nerves. She knew of his role in her horrid past. In a moment of fury, she might succumb to—

Another blast followed.

Again, Malik wasn’t there.

Sweat beading across her forehead, Edie let out a snort and lowered the weapon.

“You can’t expect to remain beyond arm’s length against an Immortal,” Malik told her. “More than that” he folded his arms “how do you slay a vampire?”

Momentary fury crinkled her features. “Fire. Disintegration. Decapitation.” He knew she knew these things, firsthand. She’d slain one before. “Killing it before it can regenerate.”

Malik reached out a hand toward his bench—reached out simultaneously with the Flux. He felt the grip of the force sword before ever it leapt from its sheath to smack into his palm, drawn to it by telekinesis. It ignited in nearly the same motion and he held its snarling, crackling length before him.

“Fire,” he said. “Disintegration. Decapitation.”

Edie grinned. “I see your point.”

“You can usually get a couple shots into an Immortal,” he told her, deactivating the blade once again. “But rarely enough to be sure.”

She nodded and turned back to the bench to re-holster the blaster. “Is that why your Sacred Band trained this way?” she asked over her shoulder without fully looking at him.

Malik heard the faint tremor in her voice. And he felt it in his own blood.

The Band had been with him on that night of slaughter.

“They weren’t mine,” he answered, and the mask did not hide the hoarseness of his voice. “And, yes; they were the elite enforcers of the Pentarchy.” He turned and strode back to his own bench to sheath the force blade again. “Enforcement was assumed to sometimes mean upon Immortal, as well as Mortal.”

“Secret Police,” she hissed.

Malik’s shoulders twitched as though prodded by a knife point. “Not so secret that they weren’t exterminated from within.”

Silence hung in the air between them, neither turning to look at each other. Wounds dwelt in that quiet—wounds visible and otherwise. Wounds that they’d inflicted upon one another and that the tides of fate and history had inflicted upon their peoples.

Malik released a sigh that rasped in the grates of his mask, feeling every scar on body and soul. But he pressed by it, turning back to face the woman who’d—maybe not forgiven him; probably never totally that—but accepted his help. “The force sword form lends itself well to exercises that strengthen your connection to the Flux,” he said. “You have found that to be so, yes?”

“I have.” She turned to face him, a faint smile on her lips—perhaps relief at moving on. She held up a hand, flexed the fingers. “I sometimes feel as though it’s not my own hand guiding the blade.”

“It still is,” he told her. “You’re merely moving with speed and surety that comes of seeing beyond material considerations.”

Her brows crinkled. “The future?”

“Not exactly.” Malik folded his arms behind his back and paced the perimeter of the sparring floor. “Flux is change,” he explained. “You are able to see the change.”

“Not sure there’s a difference there.”

“There is,” he replied lightly and paused his prowl to face her. “You will learn it.”

She nodded, but seemed uncertain. That was good, Malik thought. She should be. None of this is ever certain.

“Change, you said.” Edie met his gaze with a bunching of her brows. “The Flux is always moving. Everything is, right?”

“Except the Immortals,” Malik noted. “They are only ever undeath. And their struggle is to stay unchanged or be swept away into oblivion.”

“But all other things...the whole universe is just...” Edie chortled. “I guess you’d say ‘in flux’?”

“That is nature,” Malik agreed with a chuckle of his own. “Some have attempted to label that entropy, or even chaos. But that’s oversimplification. A river is always in motion, always changing; but it has a path and a purpose.”

“People drown in rivers,” Edie mused darkly. She looked at the floor. “Too much change drives people mad.”

Malik tensed, knowing where her mind roamed. “You speak of your mother.”

Edie looked up at him, eyes shimmering. She rarely spoke of the woman who gave her birth, and never mentioned a father. What little she had told Malik described not so much a parent as a tormentor.

“All of this ate her alive,” she told him. Her free hand raised to brush a loosened twist of hair from her brow. “It ate her mind.”

Malik nodded understandingly. “Perhaps she simply didn’t have the right teacher.”

Edie offered him a grim smile. “And you think you are?”

“We can stop whenever you like,” he replied in as soft a voice as the mask over his ruined face and throat would allow. “But you are not your mother.”

Her eyes narrowed. “How would you have taught her?”

Malik considered his answer carefully.

The Sisters of Circe—the Witches, as many knew them now—practiced a kind of folk-magic version of the Flux. But behind that simplistic explanation was a deeper origin, one steeped in a very dangerous practice. Where Malik’s learning of thaumaturgy came first from the coldly-codified formulae of the Theocracy—though later from many corners of the galaxy—the Witches were summoners first. They listened to the Flux, and to the things that dwelt within it; wild things, untamed things.

Things that whispered from beyond the material plane, jabbering, misleading, taunting.

“Silence,” Malik answered at last, “as I have told you before—and as I learned from one of your own Sisters.” He gestured to the center of the sparring mat as he stepped towards it, himself. “Stop. Sit.” He lowered himself to the floor and arranged himself cross-legged. “Breathe.”

Grudgingly, she followed his example. Always with her was that lingering distrust. He could hardly blame her, considering their shared history. But it was also the stubbornness that was part and parcel of her character. Long-suffering Circe, ravaged by war and endlessly divided by factions, gave birth to hard people.

“Listen,” Malik told Edie as she sat before him and closed her eyes. “Become stillness.”

He felt the Flux, himself, then. He felt its energetic surface, glimmering just beneath the grubby surface of all things material. That surface rippled like a stirred pond as his mind touched it, joined by Edie’s. All living things gave it its motion, and fed its springs. It was the bloodstream of the galaxy.

“There,” he purred, the mask adding a metallic rasp to it, “all change stops and there is only you.”

This was not a lesson he’d gotten from Theocracy task masters or the cultists of the Dark Science Division. Silence he’d learned right here on Circe, after betrayal had left him in the most horrid of prisons—alone with a Witch. Silence had freed him. Silence had led him across the galaxy and into rebellion against those that had made him.

“Stop...”

Malik’s eyes popped open. “What?”

Edie’s face was chorded with tension and greased with sweat. “Stop...don’t,” she moaned. “I don’t want this!” She shook her head, slowly at first, then harder, loosening the braids of her hair. “Get away!” Sweat droplets shook free. “I won’t be a part of this!”

Malik pushed off from the mat and scrambled to the woman’s side. “Edie?”

He sensed it, then, a shadow across the energetic sea; a ripple, a disturbance—a presence. And he recalled what sort of things dwelt in the raw Flux. Oh damn. He grabbed at Edie’s shoulder. Careless, damn it!

“Stop!” she cried out at his touch. “No!!!”

“Edie!” he barked, putting both hands on her and giving her a shake. The presence, the Entity, circled close, like a predator in blood-tinged waters. “Edie?!?!”

She convulsed in his arms. An arm lashed out to blast off the side of his face. The force of it struck him like an avalanche, dashed sparks across his vision and flung him back to skid across the floor. He rolled once and came to a rest dazed and struggling to recover a sense of himself. His mask wobbled on his face and a hand shot reflexively to secure it once more. But it was already fastening itself, tiny metallic cilia prickling into the scarred flesh to fuse it once more, like a parasite.

Malik gave himself a shake to steady double-vision. The blow had carried more force than Edie’s not-insubstantial strength should have had. He knew, looking up at her, that something else had lashed out at him.

She’d fallen over on one side, hands on her face, breathing slowly.

“Edie?”

“I...I...”

Malik pulled himself up onto all fours and crawled to her side, set a hand cautiously upon her arm. “Are you alright?”

“I...am.” She peeled her hands from her sweat-slathered face. Her unfocused eyes wandered the room around them before settling upon his and widening. “I saw...”

“What?”

She blinked once. “I don’t know.” She shrugged away from his touch and pulled herself up from the floor, stood unsteadily. “Only that it hated me.” She shivered, but didn’t look back at him, seemed to stare off into something else. “It hated everything.”

A ping sounded from the gymnasium’s overhead speakers. Malik winced at the piercing note—more at the interruption. Casting a worried glance Edie’s direction, he leapt to his feet and crossed the room to touch the commlink panel near the chamber entrance. “Here,” he said, touching its actuator key.

“My Lord,” a husky female voice replied. Ingrid.

Malik snorted. “I thought we talked about you calling me that.”

“So sorry, sir,” Ingrid replied in a taunting note only she’d dare with him. But the teasing passed, replaced by hard purpose. “The reconnaissance elements have made contact. I thought you’d want to be in the command center for it.”

Malik stiffened as the world beyond this chamber, a whole galaxy riven with strife, crashed back in. “Of course.”

“It’s alright,” Edie called over her shoulder. “Really, it is.”

Grudgingly, Malik touched the commlink control again. “We’ll be right there.”

***
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A GLOBULAR HOLOGRAM lit the gloom of the circular conference room. Within it, a scene of early-spring countryside showed in damp greens and speckles of color where blossoms had opened. The terrain was rugged and heavily-forested and primordial in the way wide swaths of Circe had gotten as cycles of war had lowered the population and collapsed development.

Those cycles of war continued in the hologram as a volley of cyan streaks ripped across an open glade to shatter on trees in sprays of fiery splinters. In the foreground, figures in the ragged camouflage of Freedom Brigade troops ducked low. Their foes were obvious only by following the bolts of blaster fire back to their sources. They began to return fire and the crisscross of energy bolts carved a deadly tracery from the air. Undergrowth flamed, wood shattered, and flesh began to scream.

“Enough,” a voice spoke gruffly into the dark of the conference room.

The hologram froze, just as the Freedom Brigade troopers began to advance from cover, a wide-eyed, bespectacled man caught in the frame. Malik thought the man looked like he’d been a teacher, perhaps running a school in secret from the Theocracy, before the Brigades had been called out last fall to aid the great, planet-wide uprising.

A map superimposed itself over the scene, showing Circe’s single main continent, Dracon—aptly named for its resemblance to a wyrm half-curved around itself, its tail unwinding southward into a long chain of islands. The map zoomed in on the point where the “dragon” seemed to stoop; the Central Basin, a long, low region of plains and prairie ideal for agriculture. The capital city of Aleister blinked from the center of this. To the west of it, another icon pulsed. Again, the map zoomed in.

“Right here,” the voice from before spoke up. “Right where the overhead shields start to pick up and their anti-orbital guns have the angle to harass our starships.”

Malik, standing halfway around the hologram from the speaker, nodded. “Right where you said it would be, General.”

Esli Vier, self-appointed General of the Circe Freedom Brigades, straightened the beret on his gray-burred head and scowled. “Not exactly.” He pointed. “They moved into our left flank up the Wyrm Valley.” Blue blocks to denote friendly units materialized; had been moving westward towards Dracon’s coastal region. “That’s more than a skirmish,” Vier said. “Scouts say there’s armor and even Shock Troopers.”

Malik nodded again. “They’re trying to cut across our line of communications back to Aleister.”

“Yes, sir.”

Malik’s gaze went to the coast and the icons denoting a hazy outline that from orbit was obvious as the ruins of a city. “They don’t want us advancing on Vosmus.”

“Of course they don’t!” called out a new, hoarsely-biting voice. “They know what’s there!”

Sighing under his mask, Malik turned to the new speaker. Lit by the hologram’s bluey illumination, shadows bunched at the corners of the old woman’s sharply-boned face. Wizened creases deepened as she glanced his way, challenging with her cold, cold eyes. She leaned on a smoothed, intricately-carved staff, suggesting frailty that Malik knew was a façade because he could feel her strength emanating across the room.

He could feel the Witch’s power.

“The mouth of the Dovan River could easily support large-scale amphibious landings, Magda,” Vier pointed out with an exasperated note. “It’s a perfect staging area for re-taking the Central Basin.”

“It’s the spiritual heart of Circe,” the woman snapped. “It was the great capital before the coming of the Theocracy, before even the Empire, when a more just power ruled this world.”

Vier pinched the bridge of his nose. “Here we go again—”

“Scoff all you want, Esli Vier!” Magda Bauer, greatest of the Sisterhood of Circe and present at this conference in that leadership capacity, bristled. “But the people know. And the Immortals know!” She turned those frigidly gray eyes back towards Malik. “And the Wraith knows!”

Feeling gazes turn and settle upon him, Malik folded his hands behind his back and forced mildness into his voice. “What I know, Lady Bauer, is that the Circe Freedom Brigades have been getting ready all winter for this move. What we didn’t know was where the Theocracy would be waiting for us.” He gestured at the map. “Now we do.”

“South of Vosmus,” she pressed. “Massing there, obviously to seize it.”

“They could have struck any time in the last four months,” Malik countered.

“Maybe they couldn’t,” Magda replied. “Maybe they have been getting ready.”

“What is it you think is there?” another voice asked.

Malik looked toward the source and would have smiled had there been much left to his face under the mask. The speaker stood close to Vier in the olive drab uniform of the Revenants—Malik’s rebel movement, who’d come to Circe to help free it. The winged star of a fighter pilot winked from the man’s collar and his burnt-honey features creased into a smile as he noticed the eyes upon him.

Dashawn Callisto always liked being the center of attention.

“We’ve done fly-overs,” Callisto said. “It’s rubble, mostly overgrown.”

The attention of those gathered for the conference swerved back to Magda.

She seemed to consider her response. “When the Sisterhood ruled not only this world, but many, Vosmus was a place of great learning, of great research, and a focal point of the Flux. My ancient mothers were in tune with this world in a way almost unimaginable today. Through their will they could control the elements, the weather, the very crust of the planet.”

“Legends...” Esli Vier sneered quietly.

“Records!” Magda hissed. “We know of them still, kept them even after the Empire came and destroyed all. We preserved the memory of those days. The Theocracy knows. They came and stripped out the ruins, after they overran the last of the Imperial forces here. They took what they could, off-world, to study or just to make certain none would use them again.”

Malik’s blood chilled at her words and the hint of truth he heard in them. And he thought of the session he’d just left in the gymnasium, and what had disturbed it. His eye went unconsciously to Edie, standing among some of the other Freedom Brigade officers to his left. But her stare was squarely upon Magda.

“Use what?” Callisto asked with a crinkling of his brow.

“Weapons, Commander,” Magda replied, turning towards the pilot. “Or rather, things that could be used as weapons.”

“You believe that’s what the Theocracy is after there?”

Her lips pressed into a thin line. “I am certain of it.”

“She just said the bloodsuckers stripped the place and took it all,” Vier interrupted.

“The place still has power,” Magda retorted. “It can still be used to terrible purpose.”

Vier smirked. “I’m sure yours is entirely benign.”

That started a rumble of discontent from the onlookers. Malik tensed as it grew and voices raised, took on an edge as divisions appeared amongst erstwhile allies. Factions, he sighed inwardly. Always factions.

Esli Vier and the Freedom Brigades and the politicians backing them were a newer phenomenon on Circe; a movement to restore the old governance of the Empire, stomped out by the Theocracy. Magda and her Sisterhood were a far older presence, supported by the common, more rural folk, who clung to the folk religions predating invasions from the stars. And Malik’s Revenants, of course, represented just another invasion—even if it was one aimed at freeing them all.

The only thing they could all agree on was that they hated Circe’s vampiric overlords.

“Enough,” Malik called out, letting the speakers of his mask crackle with the force of his voice. “Regardless of their intent, it does appear the Theocracy is moving on Vosmus. The Brigades’ reconnaissance in force merely revealed it in motion.” He looked around the room as it quieted. “Which means we must stop them.” He pivoted to a ghostly, shimmering figure at his side. “Dom, can we risk an orbital pass?”

The hologram of Admiral Dominic Everild, piped into the conference from orbit, shimmered with interference as it “turned” to Malik. “We’ve ID’ed at least three anti-orbital stations still operable south of the Central Basin line.” The white-haired, white-mustachioed officer shook his head. “I don’t like those odds. Not with the shape the Vengeful and Mauler are in.”

Everild commanded what remained of the Revenant fleet. Exposing the starships that were all that protected the space surrounding Circe from a Theocracy counter-attack would never be something he’d do eagerly. And the old man loved his ships. A relic of the Imperial Fleet, before its collapse and absorption into the Theocracy, he’d gathered them and husbanded them and mourned openly when so many were lost in the battles to invade Circe.

“Understood.” Malik pivoted back to Callisto. “Commander, we’re going to need your services, I think.”

“Slip a couple Slayers under the shield umbrella,” the younger man asked with a wide grin, “take out an anti-orbital or two?”

“I’d settle for a full scan of the surrounding region,” Malik replied with a fond chuckle, “and getting back in one piece.”

Callisto’s smile widened further. “I can walk and chew gum at the same time, sir.”

Chuckles filled the conference room. But Malik waved them away. “And we only have fourteen operational starfighters, so let’s not get carried away.”

“Sir.”

“Now that they know we’re coming,” Vier spoke up again, “that may trigger a response.” He pointed at the hologram. “If Vosmus is the target, they might risk much to get there first.”

“They are already in motion—” Magda began to rasp.

“I agree with you,” Malik cut her off, then met both her gaze and Viers’. “Both of you.” He pivoted to his left, dreading the next part. His eyes settled upon Edie, who was already watching him, expectant. “Captain Sundown, your Hardcases are in a state of readiness?”

“Have been since the New Year,” she replied. “They’ve been lounging around Aleister, getting soft and stirring up trouble.” An eager smile crinkled her features. “They could use the action.”

“They’ve got it,” he told her. “Saddle up. I need a scout team there in two days.” He gestured at Vier. “General, deploy the Brigades as you deem appropriate. We still need to cover the approaches towards Aleister, but if you’ve got force to spare, Vosmus is the place.”

“Of course, Lor—” he winced at the near-slip, knowing Malik despised the honorific that many of them—especially those with Imperial sympathies—still slipped into. “Sir.”

“Where will you be?” Magda asked with a flicker to her eyes that might not have been just the hologram reflecting.

“In Vosmus,” Malik replied, “as soon as Captain Sundown ensures we aren’t flying into an inferno.”

“Then that is where I must be.”

Malik worked his jaw under his mask. “We’re going into a fight, Lady Bauer.”

“You will need my help,” she insisted, the knuckles tightening about her staff. “This is not a request.”

A protest formed in Malik’s throat, but an electric ripple from the Flux stayed it. Frowning inwardly, he considered the warning from the Beyond. The day had already had its share of those. Things were in motion. Things stirred the Flux. He decided not to resist the current.

“Very well.”

“Sir—” Vier began to protest.

“Thank you, General,” Malik cut him off sharply enough that the officer’s mouth clacked shut. He looked around the conference room at the leaders of the various units and factions that had to come together to finish the work of freeing this world. “Thank you all. I think that’s everything for now?” He shot Vier a warning look.

The older man nodded grudgingly. “Sir.”

At that, the conference broke up. Malik released a long breath, relieved for it as the shutters of the chamber clattered back from its windows and the holograms dissolved from the air. He had a momentary view of the city of Aleister, its pollution-stained buildings and streets emptied—save the patrols and vehicles of its new occupiers.

“Dom,” he called out as the hologram of the Admiral started to fade, “stay on a moment.” The image reconstituted as the officer waited expectantly. A few of the conference attendees paused at the door, but hustled out at a glower from Malik. The technician who’d managed the commlinks paused, looking at him, but he waved her on her way. “You can go, Hutch.”

The doors to the conference room slid shut.

“Any sign of the Theocracy Fleet?” Malik asked Everild.

“Nothing,” the Admiral answered. “But they’ve got to be out there. They can’t let this stand.” He folded his arms and arched his snowy eyebrows. “And, Mal, I’m not going to be standing off much with two ships.”

Malik nodded. “When are we expecting the reinforcements from Farbanks?”

“Any time now. But that’s hardly enough.”

“It’s more.”

“Mal.” Everlid shook his head, then focused a withering stare through the hologram. “We have to consider calling the Rebel Stars.”

Malik winced under his mask. The Stars were the largest rebel movement in the galaxy. His own Revenants had largely been built from personnel and ships of their fleet. But they dithered. They worried over politics and public relations more than fighting the Theocracy. Malik’s impatience for decisive action had eventually led to his break from them—led him to Circe.

“We’ll get the same answer,” he told Everild bitterly.

“You have to consider it.”

He nodded once. “I will.”

“Good.” Everild didn’t sound fully convinced, but relented. “Anything else?”

“You’re looking better,” Malik lied. In truth, Everild looked marginally better than dead—which is what he’d nearly been after a strike on his flagship had blown open its bridge to hard vacuum and left him comatose in recovery for days. The effects of that ordeal were still clearly written on his gaunt face. “It’s good to see you hale and hearty, old friend.”

Everild snorted. “‘Old’ is right.” He offered him an archaic, Imperial-precision salute. “I’ll talk to you soon.”

Malik returned it as the hologram disappeared.

But he was not alone, he realized with a start.

Careless, he scolded himself as the other presence lingering in the chamber tingled the corners of his senses. Its familiarity probably accounted for his missing it. Turning, he regarded the woman standing in the shadows against the far wall of the chamber.

“You know he’s right,” she told him.

Ingrid Vulfsdottir pushed off from the wall and approached, nearly as tall as he was, long-legged and muscular in the way of a natural fighter. And it was more than fight to her; she crackled with feral, animal energy. All natives of Fenreir shivered between the human and the monster; cursed with a peculiar sensitivity to the Flux that warped them from within, sometimes at their command—sometimes without.

A lycanthrope.

“I said I’d consider it,” Malik replied lamely.

Ingrid smirked as she came to stand before him. “That’s what the Wraith says when he’s not ready to consider something.”

“Oh, and you know me so well?”

She set a hand tauntingly upon his forearm. “You know I do.”

Despite himself and his long association with her, her touch prickled across his skin. Her intent was not hard to miss and he’d be lying if he said he hadn’t indulged it many times before. She wore her shoulder-cut chestnut hair loose today to advantageously frame her sharply-boned, but still attractive features. Deadliest killer of Clan Fury, she had been his bodyguard and chief subordinate among her people for years.

But this was no time for indulgences and he pulled back from her.

Noting it, the playful flicker to her silver-gray eyes faded and she withdrew her hand. “Your training with Sundown goes well?”

Malik winced under his mask, hearing the note of hurt in her voice—but also the bitterness. “More quickly than I’d ever anticipated,” he answered. “It worries me. The currents of the Flux brought us together, that much is clear. But I cannot read her. There is power. But there is also nothingness.”

Ingrid’s lip quirked up at the corner. “She fascinates you.”

“Don’t be like that.”

“Don’t be like what?” Her eyes glittered and now she folded her arms. “Protecting you?” She shook her head. “Clan Fury is yours; but you are also ours.”

“Sundown is no danger to me.” Malik shook his head. “She may be to herself, though.”

“Which is why it surprises me you’re letting her lead the way in.”

Malik considered that. “Vosmus is a crux of some kind of energy we don’t understand; that crone, Bauer, is right about that.” He thought about his new—was student even the right expression? “Edie is, as well. Combining them may reveal something.”

Ingrid frowned. “Combining unstable elements sometimes just leads to an explosion.”

Malik drew in a long breath. “Well, that will be an answer, as well, won’t it?”
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Chapter 2
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Edie Sundown was jumping from the hover jeep before it had even fully stopped. The driver—one of Vier’s staffers, who’d obviously delighted in careening through the streets of Aleister—brought the vehicle to an engine-squalling halt; long enough to make certain she hadn’t fallen out. She spun to him with a smile and a sloppy salute. He returned it before goosing his anti-gravs again and shooting away in a spray of dust.

With the debris cloud dissipating around her, Edie turned to look out across the fairgrounds at the edge of the city. Hundreds of vehicles of a dizzying variety crowded the packed-dirt expanse. The Freedom Brigades had hoarded any number of them over the years, everything from antique wheeled trucks to confiscated Theocracy APC’s—these refinished with the garish stake-through-the-heart symbol of the Brigades painted on their sides.

On the near side of the grounds, though, she saw what she sought and started for them at a rapid walk. Parked like herd animals grazing in the dust, dozens of hoverbikes crowded together. Their riders were already in motion about them, checking over engines, sensors, and gear strapped to their narrow sides. Each sat on spindly landing gears and inert anti-gravity pads. Each had been modified in some way to the preference of their teams. Hers she found instantly by the skulls painted along one flank—each for one Immortal slain. Equally familiar was the short, muscled man standing at its side, who held his hand high in greeting as he saw her.

She returned the gesture fondly and strode towards him.

These were the First Irregulars—the Hardcases—one of Circe’s most notorious partisan bands. When she’d first joined, they’d been little better than bandits. But time and hardship had forged them into something the Brigades could use—and had, to devastating effect. They were also the closest thing to a family that Edie could claim to have had, until the Wraith and his Revenants had arrived.

An overloaded hover truck peeled by her, dragging one of its durasteel skirts and kicking up a gout of dirt. Flinching away from that, Edie paused to let the fumes clear. Rubbing grit from around her eyes, she resumed her stride.

Then stopped abruptly.

The day had been starkly hot, but her flesh chilled instantly. And suddenly it wasn’t day. Night enveloped her—night that could not possibly be. Instead of dust-fume hanging in the air, snowflakes glinted against darkness. Where vehicles had parked, she saw huts huddled in the chill, silhouetted against the yellowy flutter of campfires. And she heard not the howl of engines, but the low notes of song or chanting.

Edie gave herself a shake. No good. The vision enveloped her, syrup-like and heavy. And she realized with a sharply-drawn breath that it was a vision. It was the same vision she’d seen earlier, when she’d attempted to feel the Flux in Silence.

No, she heard herself groan. No, I don’t want this.

But she was pulled through the other-reality, regardless of her will. And she knew the steps as well as she knew her own skin. She’d raced through the village as child, more times than she could remember. Always, her course carried her to the hut at the settlement’s far side—apart from the others, she’d always known; a mark of shame. She reached the heavy, blanket door and paused. Some part of her resisted.

She’d resisted earlier that morning, too, seated across the from Malik, as his vision overwhelmed her. And she failed again. Her hand went to the edge of the blanket and drew it back from the entrance.

A single candle fluttered within, struggled to illuminate darkness as heavy as smoke. The corner Edie had occupied as a child was as tidy as she could make it, her blanket and few belongings ordered and neat. But the rest of the space looked as though an animal had thrashed about, leaving clothes strewn about like rent flesh and a water bladder thrown aside and still leaking out its contents.

No...

Edie didn’t know if it was her mind that spoke, or the thing huddled in the middle of the mess. But she was drawn to the shape. She heard a rattling breath under the pile of soiled blankets. She knelt and reached for them, despite her own resistance. Gripping a corner, she drew the stinking covers back.

Horror shot up from under mess and glared into her face. The woman shared Edie’s dirty-blonde hair, though filth and neglect made that hard to tell. Poor eating had left the bones sharp under discolored skin. Sweat stood out in jewels across her brow and vile breath puffed out through clenched, gapped teeth.

No...mother...

The vision grabbed for Edie. Fingernails bit through her sleeve as she clenched her close. Her cracked lips moved, but no words escaped. And her eyes blazed with purple flames, swallowing any sign of the humanity behind them.

“Hey!”

Harsh daylight and swirling dust crashed back in upon Edie.

“Hey, Sundown!”

Blinking, Edie glanced about in disorientation. Realization was followed by an avalanche of relief as her senses became her own again. The man who’d stood beside her hoverbike was striding towards her, features crinkling in concern under the rim of his battered helmet.

“You alright?”

Skin prickling with a flush, she lurched towards him, waving off the question as she hefted her own helm onto her head. Making certain her braids were tight and secure beneath it, she touched the microphone stem protruding from its cheek piece to key up the channel she shared with her unit.

“Mount up, Hardcases!” she called out. “Devil’s on the prowl and it’s time to ride!”

“You sure we’re not serving the Devil?”

Reaching her bike, she turned to the little man with a glower. “Always the complaints with you, Moff! The Wraith has led us this far...”

“Yeah, right back into another fight.”

Edie snorted and hiked a leg over the saddle of the vehicle. “You had a nice long rest, over the winter.” She settled and checked to make certain her blaster rifle was in its spot in the side holster. Patting it once, she turned back to Moff. “But there’s still a job to do.”

He regarded her with obvious hesitation on his blocky face. Built like a squat barrel, Moff was as hard as life on Circe could make a man. Edie didn’t know a lot of his history before the Hardcases but could fill in the blanks form her own experiences. Probably lost everything; family, home. Maybe prison or the work camps. Then the long fight.

“Quit looking at me like that,” she snapped at him.

“Just making sure you’re safe to drive.”

She rolled her eyes at him and tapped the mic stem again. “Listen up, everyone.” She tapped again and a holographic globe projected from opposite cheek piece, showing a map of the coastal region west of Aleister. A yellow halo outlined the ruins of Vosmus. “This is the spot.”

Her earbud speakers popped and crackled with muttering from her squad and platoon leaders. Once voice, harsh and gravelly, broke in over the others. “Not joining the fight in the Wyrm?”

“Wraith doesn’t think the scrap in the valley is the main event,” Edie replied. “And the ruins were always something the Sisters wanted. Propaganda value, and all that.”

“Heard it’s more than that,” the voice from before muttered.

Edie clenched her jaw as other voice joined it. The Irregulars of the Hardcases were just that; irregular. Eslie Vier could order his Freedom Brigade fanatics around like a formal military organization because that’s how he’d built them—from the shell of old Imperial authority. The Hardcases followed Edie; they didn’t obey her.

“Maybe it is,” she acknowledged, “but our job is securing the position, not arguing over what it all means, alright, Vas?”

“Whatever you say, Boss Lady,” the man—Vasilache, Edie’s Senior Cadre Leader—grumped. But his resignation seemed to quell the others.

“We leave in ten, Hardcases,” she told them, glancing around at the parked hoverbikes and watching her people shuffle onto them, or check their gear—or mumble a quick prayer to whatever they still believed in. “Be ready to bounce!”

No sooner had she cut the connection to her people than a fresh ping sounded in her ear. The incoming signal chimed three times in a pattern she knew well. Rolling her eyes again, she considered not answering it. But a smile itched at the corner of her mouth and she couldn’t help a glance across the fairground, through the dust-wreathed air, to where a line of Slayer starfighters waited, a pair of them growling as their power sources fired up.

And she couldn’t help the tingle of something she’d suppressed for longer than she could recall as she tapped the mic stem. “What do you want?”

“Just making sure you have a reason not to get your ass shot off, Sundown.”

Edie snorted, could almost see Callisto’s burnt-honey half-smirk in his voice. “Oh, and you think that’s you?”

“I know it is.”

She snorted again, less certainly—the fact that she liked what he was doing gave her a squirm. “Got a lot of confidence for a man who’s known me for three months.”

“I’m a Slayer jock, lady; confidence is everything.”

“Just worry about your own backside, Callisto,” she told him. “The Hardcases can take care of their own.”

Silence on the other end of the commlink made her think he’d cut the connection. But his low chortle carried through after a moment. “What was the name of that little club in Aleister?”

Eide sighed. Callisto had barged his way in amongst the untrusting Hardcases in the same way he’d barged into her life; joining them, uninvited in their rabble-rousing through Aleister during the icy months of a Circe winter. The brash pilot had become a quick favorite of the Irregulars—even Moff, who’d designated himself Edie’s babysitter, years ago—with his stories of the wider galaxy and his endless dogfights.

“The Moon Mad,” she replied, and chuckled. “I should have let the bouncer finish you there.”

The little tavern was tucked into a back-alley Edie had discovered one night at Callisto’s side. The locals had been none too happy to have their water-hole invaded by the ill-tempered partisans. And there was good reason for that; tensions between the formerly Theocracy-controlled populace and would-be liberators were high. Callisto had done nothing to ease those, deciding he could serve drinks to the Hardcases from behind the bar, himself. The establishment’s management had not been amused.

“But you didn’t,” he said. “Maybe it’d be fun to see it again in less stressful situations.”

“They’re never going to let you back in there. Not after you tried to walk out with half their liquor.”

“It was one bottle.”

“It was one bottle in every one of your pockets!”

He laughed long and hard and the tingle she’d felt in her blood before intensified. “I was going to share them with you.”

“You’re funny, Callisto. I’ll give you that.” She shook her head. “Just don’t know why you’re wasting your time.”

“Because I know I’m not.” The humor left his voice—there was even the faintest quiver of uncertainty to it. “I think you know it, too.”

Edie didn’t answer immediately, didn’t trust herself to force sarcasm for fear he’d hear the falseness of it. She’d known men. One of her first real breaks from her mother and the Sisterhood had come when she’d tried running off with a boy from the village—and tried hiding out from them in Aleister, as a matter of fact. But that had ended as poorly as everything else in her life that hadn’t been fighting.

“Come back, Dashawn,” she managed, then hurried to add, “I’m not saying that because I agree with you. I’m saying it because I’ve got a list of all the ways you’re wrong and I need you to hear them.”

“Whatever, Sundown.” He chortled softly. “I’ll be back in a flash.”

“I’m sure you will.”

The link cut with a sizzle of static. On the far side of the fairgrounds an antimatter engine bawled up to full power and first one, then two Slayers lifted skyward on plumes of stirred debris. She knew Callisto’s by the olive trim on fuselage and wings and the utterly-abused appearance its of hull and armor. It pivoted on its cushion of anti-gravity and engaged its thrusters with a howl, shooting off across the countryside with its partner on its flank.

“Your Revenant buddy, again?” Moff asked as the din faded, shaking the hoverbike as he climbed onto its back behind her.

“That’s right.” She glared over her shoulder at him. “Problem?”

Moff flinched a little at her tone. “None.” He shrugged. “Just seem to be in tight with a lot of the off-worlders, these days.”

“Off-worlders...” she chided. “Sounding pretty parochial, there, Moff.” She pivoted to the hoverbike controls and flicked the ignition switch. The anti-gravs snarled to life, giving the frame an eager quiver. Reaching for the handlebars, she gave the throttle a quick twist, goosing the engine. “This is a galactic war, after all!”

“Sure is,” Moff replied over the racket. “But in all that, it pays to remember where you come from.”

Edie saw the vision of her mother again. Memories before she’d broken away from the Sisterhood for good—and that only after they were nearly wiped out—were hazy, but she knew what she’d seen that morning in her attempted meditation had been one. It had been the night her mother died, consumed by the powers that, in all reality, had been consuming her for her entire life. Fire of a purplish hue had eaten her, had consumed the tent around her, had nearly devoured the girl who’d been her daughter in name, but rarely in deed.

“Oh, believe me,” she told Moff with a bitter chuckle, “there’s no forgetting that.”

***
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VONDRAK, IMMORTAL BARON of Circe, hungered for blood as he pushed himself up out of the cupola hatch of his Behemoth-class super-heavy hover tank. The Hunger came to him without control, anymore, but especially when he was anxious. And there was plenty to be anxious about, this morning.

A shaft of azure fire stabbed out from the wooded ridge about five kilometers ahead of his tank and glanced off the flank armor of the Behemoth with a clang like a great bell struck. Vondrak flinched low, heat prickling along his cool, undead flesh, and setting his fangs to extending reflexively. The building-sized tank could shrug off anything up to an orbital strike, but a fluke of ricochet would smear even a vampire from existence.

“My Lord,” a voice warned from within the turret from below him.

“Silence.”

Vondrak stared into the distance, let his preternaturally sharp senses take in the ridge and the swelling fight at the head of the Wyrm Valley. Columns of smoke bled inky black into the humidity-grayed sky. Flashes walked along the slope below the ridge line. Things burned brightly. And blood stank, even at this distance.

Another streak of blaster cannon fire etched a fiery line across the valley to smack off the Behemoth—easily the largest target as the Theocracy Second Shock Battalion advanced. This impact spalled off the side of the tank’s massive turret, close enough that the sleeve of Vondrak’s black Field Marshal uniform caught fire.

“Lord!”

Vondrak batted irritably at the flames, smothering them and ignored the tightness of pain on skin that would begin healing almost instantly. But that drained—oh, how it drained—and his Hunger spiked. “I’m fine!” he snarled. “But that’s a Freedom Brigade tank! Do one of you fools want to take care of it?!?!?”

One of the Behemoth’s secondary turrets fired, belching out a shaft of blue-white hell. The super-heavy’s monstrous main gun remained silent; its discharge would be dangerous to anyone not buttoned up within its armor. But the secondary proved sufficient, striking a fireball from the distant ridge that was followed by another, larger mushroom of flame.

As the thunderclap of the rebel tank’s demise reached him, Vondrak pushed the bill of his braided and embroidered hat back from his face and pressed holographic binocs to his eyes. Details that even Immortal eyes could not pick out sprang into clarity. The ridge line flamed and flashed around the burning Freedom brigade vehicle. Motion seethed everywhere.

Another shaft of blaster fire thundered down into the valley, missing the Behemoth, but striking the smaller, Bludgeon-class tank at its left flank. The ensuing explosion was enough to send Vondrak ducking down into the protective confines of the turret. Within, armored men worked holographic stations around him; one of these, a weapons display, showing targeting schemata settling on a rebel tank.

The Behemoth rocked with jolt from the main gun. The weapons screen blackened before the sensor-overloading flash of the blast. When it cleared, superheated gases were mushrooming skyward from where the rebel armor and a half kilometer of wood line had been.

Still, the Behemoth had been brought to a halt and wasn’t advancing.

Vondrak tapped one of the false ruby buttons on his right collar, triggering the commlink built in there. “Regulus, what’s happening?”

A hologram squirmed into existence before him, projected from the button. The mortal displayed within it had the visor of his helmet up to reveal a narrow, heavy-lidded face of perpetual scowls. Crammed into the turret of one of the Bludgeons pressing closer to the action, the officer looked more uncomfortable than frightened and his dark eyes glittered with zeal.

“My Lord,” Regulus, commander of the Second Shock Battalion grated, “the slope ahead is strewn with boulders and overgrown. I’ve got Freedom Brigade rebels behind every one of them. Heavy blaster cannon. Anti-armor rockets.”

A roar carried in through the still-open hatch of Vondrak’s turret. He considered shutting it, but the cacophony had already turned into series of crashes. On one of the Behemoth’s interior displays, the ridge and the slope below it was blossoming in a garden of detonations that walked downhill into stalled vehicles and scattering figures.

“Artillery,” Vondrak growled with the rumble in his ears.

“Yes, Sire,” Regulus replied. “And more of that every minute. Clearly, any element of surprise is lost.” The mortal officer dared to look right through the hologram. “This is a serious push.”

“Push back, Centurion,” Vondrak snapped. “If we take that ridge and clear this valley, we can get the armor out in the open. The odds favor us on open ground.”

Regulus squirmed visibly in the hologram. “Respectfully, Lord, with surprise lost, the odds are already against us.” His jaw worked and a flicker of sweat showed where the liner of his helmet met his cheek. “The rebels will simply fall back to the defenses around Aleister.”

And that was likely the truth. Regulus was Order of the Faithful, as dedicated to the Immortals at the top of the Theocracy’s aristocracy as indoctrination—and no small amount of abuse—could make him. Centurion of the Second Shock, he would sacrifice his entire unit—his own life, even—in service to his vampiric overlords. But he wouldn’t do it blindly.

“How?” Vondrak growled. Anger—and the Hunger; oh, how it howled—spiked in his gut and he smote the armrest of his chair, crumpling it with a ping of broken metal. “How did they anticipate us?” He speared Regulus’ image with a fiery-eyed glower. “A leak? Traitors?”

“My Baron, moving formations as large as the Second Shock can sometimes be done with speed” Regulus squirmed again “but rarely with secrecy. It’s just too many—”

“Your Sylvanian Academy training does not permit even a mortal as talented as you the right to lecture his betters, Centurion,” Vondrak hissed.

“Sire.” The mortal nodded once. “I was merely making the point that this campaign relied on catching the Freedom Brigades off-guard; not already in our way.”

Vondrak’s eye went to another display inside the turret; a tactical map, showing icons in red and blue, pulsing in time to weapons fire or hits. The red ones of the Second were bunching up like refuse caught in a clogged street drain. “They’re more than in our way,” he rumbled. “They were already on the move. You agree?”

“This does have the feel of a meeting engagement, yes. And our lookouts believe some of the rebels were already past the head of the valley, apparently moving west.”

“West...” Vondrak murmured and leaned back in his seat, steepling his long-nailed hands before pursed lips. He scanned the map and his gaze drifted toward the coast line and the Gulf of Hoon, around which the coil of the continent of Dracon curved. And his eye alighted on a faint outline there. “Vosmus?”

Regulus’ jaw worked in his hologram. “It certainly looks like it, Sire.”

Vondrak frowned and shook his head impatiently. “How could they have known so much of our designs?”

“I’m not certain they did, Lord.”

“You think Vosmus was their target and we bumbled into them?”

Regulus shrugged. “It’s a suggestion, Sire.”

Vondrak thoughtfully clattered the fingers of his right hand on the still-intact armrest. The goal of this spring offensive had been to slash north and then east towards Aleister, threatening the former-capital, and trying to draw the Freedom Brigades’ more numerous, but far less well-equipped forces into a costly showdown where the Theocracy’s still potent armored formations would have the advantage. Catching them already on the move and, indeed, in the way had never entered Vondrak’s calculations.

Neither had Vosmus.

“But to what advantage...?” he mused out loud.

A blat sounded from the sensor display in the turret to Vondrak’s left. The mortal crewman there leaned in close, yellow flashes lighting his tightened visage. “My Lord!” he cried, whirling to face Vondrak. “Contacts! Starfighters inbound!”

Vondrak’s eyes narrowed on the pair of contacts streaking down on the fight from the north. He didn’t need the schematics that popped out next to them as the Behemoth’s sensors identified the types to know they were those damnable Slayers the Warp Wraith’s Revenant organization had used to such destructive results against them.

“They’re after the mobile shield generators,” Regulus suggested tightly from his hologram.

“Of course, they are,” Vondrak sneered and tapped his collar button, cutting off Regulus and switching to another frequency. At the same time, he reached out across the Flux, sensing for a hint of another Immortal. “Petra,” he called out, “time to re-take the skies of Circe!”

***
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THE MORTAL SIMPLETON quivered in Petra Serrano’s grip like a lover. Indeed, the fool had wrapped his arms around her as he’d straddled her in the cockpit of her Orlok starfighter; lured there by her invitation, her beauty, or simply the irresistible power of her vampirism. Those arms had tightened with the strength of panic, though, when her fangs had sunk into his neck. It hadn’t been even remotely enough to unfasten her.

A ping from her commlink accomplished that.

Hissing in fury, Petra shoved the limp form of the mortal villager back in the tight, globular space of the cockpit and wiped a salty speckle of his blood from her cheek before touching the commlink control. “What?”

The hazy outline of a globular hologram filled in with the glaring visage of Baron Vondrak. “Do you read me, Petra? Starfighters on their way!”

A blatting from her idling starfighter’s sensor panel sent a jolt through her. So consumed with Feeding had she been, she hadn’t heard it. Cursing, she leaned over the nearly-drained mortal to inspect the screen and felt all the satisfaction of consuming his lifeforce chill from her nerves. Blue contacts streaked south. Slayers, she guessed before her war book computer had the chance to show a hawk-like silhouette in its schemata.

“This isn’t a Grand Review over Bahamut!” Vondrak snarled. “Drive them off!”

“On our way!” she replied and punched the commlink to silence it.

Cutting off Baron Vondrak would no doubt infuriate the eldest vampire on Circe, but she didn’t care. He was a dreg, a leftover cast off on this backwater to rule its feeble cattle and keep more important ventures of the Theocracy supplied. And he hadn’t even been able to manage that. Oh, how she craved service to a real Lord!

She’d had that. Lord-Admiral Sestus, her Sire, had been not just been an Immortal of real substance, but a master of other forms of prowess, of pleasure. He given her not only the Eternal Kiss, but taught her methods of true depravity. He’d embraced his Godhood as befitted one of their kind and encouraged her to do so.

His destruction ached like a gaping wound.

She could still see the horrid instant when his flagship, the Desolator, had been impaled by that Revenant cruiser in the orbital battles over Circe, last fall. She could still feel the despair as the crippled wreck had spun off into space, powerless and dead and leaving its surviving starfighter complement no choice but to land on the planet. Sestus’ doom had also been the doom of her own ambitions.

The commlink pinged again, this time from her squadron channel. One of her mortal subordinates, youthful Bruck, appeared her globular. “My Lady?”

“Slayers inbound!” she barked at him, then keyed the comm to address her whole unit. “Glaive Squadron, look alive! Liftoff as soon as your reactors are powered!”

With a stroke of a button, her Orlok Mark-II starfighter jolted with a full start-up of its antimatter engine. Instrument panels greened and pinged with readiness. The whine of her thruster spooled to a high frequency before dropping to an eager thrum she felt more than heard.

Cursing, she reached for the moaning body sprawled halfway over her still. The man’s color was the sickly purple-white of near-death, but not quite dead. Her nostrils flared at the blood drooling from the wounds at his neck, at the temptation to finish. But she knew she’d lose herself in it—she always did. And three minutes was no time, at all.

With a kick, she knocked the body back from her, then pried it out of the corner the blow had wedged it in. Immortal strength crackling in her sinews, she gripped the now-shivering body by the front collar of the man’s bib overalls and lifted. Damn, but he had been a bull of a mortal; hard peasant stock. It took real work to lift him to the egg-shell top hatch of the Mark II and shove him over the edge. Even that wasn’t enough and he caught on the lip, dangled halfway out of the fighter.

“Cursed bother...”

With a final shove to the brute’s backside, Petra knocked him over the edge. Emerging from the hatch, she looked to the right to make certain his fall had cleared the pinion of the starboard wing. A grimace followed as she noticed the smear of gore along the side of the fighter’s bulb-shaped fuselage—and the splatter of it on the dirt field where he’d landed.

But it was done.

Standing fully upright in the hatch, she glanced over her shoulder at the makeshift field where Glaive Squadron had made a temporary home. The other six fighters of the understrength unit were rising from donuts of dust kicked out by the cushions of their anti-gravity maneuvering thrusters—all Mark I’s. Only she’d merited the superior II. But all had the red-trim of her personal crest on their bat wings and bulbs. And all the pilots would follow her to hell.

She’d taken them there, often enough.

A scream sounded from the far side of the field, where farmhouses clustered. A stumpy-legged matron was rushing from one, flapping her arms like a bird struck by a rock. Undeterred by the whirling dust and pulsing energy fields, she charged for the crumpled form of the drained peasant. Her wails rose to a truly frantic note.

Petra dropped back into her cockpit and goosed the antimatter drive, sent out a pulse of power that cracked the dried-dirt field and churned out a wavefront of debris. The roar of engines drowned out the squalling peasant woman—clearly kin of some sort to the fallen man—and knocked her backwards. Petra thumbed the hatch control and cut out the racket. She caught a last glimpse of flailing limbs and fluttering dress in the dust out her canopy window.

“Glaives,” she called into her headset mic—no time to don the helmet now, “form up on me!”

They were already doing so, she saw, as she pulled back on her control stick and lifted the Mark II’s forward-swept wings over the wooded ridge at the end of the field. Bruck’s Orlok was on her starboard wing and the others spreading in pairs to either side of them. On her holographic tactical display, a hundred kilometers of rugged countryside splayed out. Her eyes found the enemies rocketing over this instantly.

“They’re going after the mobile shield generator,” Bruck noted in her earbud.

“Obviously,” Petra sneered back.

Once Vondrak’s forces had advanced far enough up the Wyrm Valley, they had cleared the protective—and concealing—umbrella of the anti-orbital deflector shields projected from the Theocracy-controlled city of Karpov, to the south of the Central Basin. Out from under this, they were exposed to blaster fire from overhead and would be easy meat for the Revenant starships still in orbit.

The Baron solved this with a Domination-class portable shield module—basically a monstrous generator mounted on a modified Behemoth hull. The unit allowed a hundred-kilometer dome of protection to continue to advance with Vondrak’s campaign. The downside was that it was as obvious as a bonfire at midnight.

And the Slayers had clearly noticed.

Petra gave the engine more throttle, sending a whine through the Mark II’s chassis and an ache through her bones at the acceleration. “They’re going to be fixated on the Domination. Stay at the treetops.”

“Use the groundside clutter to hide us?” Bruck asked.

“That’s right,” Petra replied. “We’ll pop up on their tails when they begin their runs.”

Surprise was always key in a dogfight. But against those damnable Revenant Slayers it was even more so. Petra eyed the war book schemata of one of her foes; hawkish profile, heavier engines, weapons, and shields. The Theocracy forces in the Anea System had already learned the hard way that Orloks couldn’t match them one-for-one, or even four-to-one. Only her Mark II even had shields, the others built to specs of affordability, rather than survivability.

But with surprise, they could mob a pair of Slayers.

Smiling, she let the thrill of speed couple with the rush of contentment from the life she’d sucked from that dumb mortal farmhand. Youthfulness and energy seethed along her veins. In moments such as this, she was as alive as she hadn’t been since Lord Sestus had taken a permanent liking to her and consummated that. She was almost that young pilot, again, the greatest ace flying off the deck of the now-defunct Desolator.

Sestus had chided his Get often for her recklessness in remaining a starfighter pilot after the Eternal Kiss. It was a waste, he’d insisted, to risk her precious undeath in the cockpit, where a fatal blaster cannon burst could end her as quickly as any cheap mortal’s life.

But she’d never found quite the satisfaction in anything else after her life ended and her un-life began. And she’d become deadlier than any simple Orlok pilot. Her prowess had made a new name for her as she etched slaughter across the stars.

Petra, the Red Lady of the Anea System, was on the hunt again.

***

[image: ]


“GOING TO BE A TIGHT fit!” Callisto called into his helmet mic.

And that was putting it lightly. He was already hugging the undulations of hills and hollows as he pushed his Slayer south for the head of the Wyrm Valley. At least once, his ventral shields had clipped a treetop, searing branches free in a spray of sparks and a resounding bang that translated through his hull.

But his tactical display clearly depicted the real trick; the umbrella of the Theocracy’s mobile shield ahead of him, its outer edge dangerously low to the surface. They couldn’t lower it fully—that would require them stopping in place—but they’d angled in such a way as to allow barely five hundred meters clearance between ground and energy field.

“It’s never the easy ones with you, DC!” replied the pilot of the Slayer hugging his right wingtip.

“Easy would have been staying with the Theocracy, Scooter!” Callisto chuckled.

Like most of the starfighter pilots in the Revenants—and, beyond that, in the Rebel Stars—they were both former Orlok jocks. In a galaxy ruled by the Immortals, they’d had the privilege of at least being too valuable to be devoured on some vampire’s whim.

But easy service to the Theocracy had never been. Callisto had found that out that fiery night over Lydiria, when Immortal orders had turned him and his guns on starving civilians. Only years of service to the rebellion had even begun to wash away the stains of that act.

Azure fire thundered through the space between the pair of Slayers. Reflexively, Callisto split to port, away from his wing mate. No other bolt followed, but the horizon ahead rippled with cerulean flashes and smears of smoke. The were coming up on the fight. The shot had been random. But the next would likely not be.

Callisto clenched his control stick as sweat greased his flesh under his flight suit. “Got a lock on that generator?”

“Lit up like a firework!” Scooter replied as his Slayer wobbled back in close on Callisto’s flank. “No way we can miss!”

“Never say never, buddy,” Callisto snorted.

A holographic targeting reticle materialized across his heads-up display and a green light pulsed from his weapons panel to the right of his stick. He couldn’t see the target yet with the naked eye, but his sensor package had it dead to rights. And he had a plasma torpedo warm in its tube and ready to turn a Domination-class mobile projector into a crater.

A schematic of the bulky hexagonal hover chassis appeared in his war book screen to his left, crowned with the ungainly dish of its projector. Weighing as much as a building, the idea of it attempting an evasion was comical. The problem was its damned shield, the barrier of which was rushing for them, now. Callisto clenched to his core. Tight fit is putting it lightly!

Cyan screamed from the smoldering horizon to smack off Callisto’s starboard shield. Again, he juked away from Scooter—then dipped low to avoid another spray of ravenous bolts. “They’ve noticed us!”

“No kidding—”

Whatever else Scooter had to say cut off in a squeal of static. Flashes to starboard bit a dazzling wedge from the corner of Callisto’s right eye. Twisting to look over his shoulder, he saw the accompanying Slayer rock with explosions. The nimbus of his shields fluttered like a pond stirred with energetic splashes, then flashed out with an ugly orange-red smear. Shuddering, Scooter’s fighter veered away from Callisto’s, trailing smoke as he dodged blades of cyan slashing from behind.

“—on our tails!”

Callisto sawed the stick to port reflexively. A shaft of blue-green hellfire carved a tunnel from the air where he’d been a fraction of a second earlier. The clap as that vacuum filled-in violently hammered through the Slayer. Callisto let the concussion buffet the fighter further into its turn before opening up the throttle and ripping back on the stick, hostile-targeting alarms warbled from his instrument panel.

The Slayer was possibly the finest multi-purpose starfighter in the galaxy, but in the same fashion it excelled in no particular role—such as atmospheric combat. This fact hammered home to Callisto like heartbeats as the fighter struggled to climb with blaster bolts hacking the sky after it. A near miss scoured past his canopy, skittering apart off the port shield into a kaleidoscope of energetic fragments and half-blinding him. 

“Orloks!” Scooter hollered across the tactical network. “Six—no, seven of them!”

Blinking away afterimages from the near-miss to port, Callisto clenched his teeth and drew back with his left hand on the throttle, dropping all power from the engines. Wispy, half-gray sky whisked before him, marred as blaster beams chopped up past the fighter. Then the horizon was dropping from above as the Slayer tumbled end-over-end.

Callisto gulped back a rush of bile as the starfighter flipped at its apogee and began to drop, nose-first for the surface of Circe. Blaster fire cut bars all around and the bat-winged shapes of Orlok starfighters followed these, a quartet of them rocketing up after him. Three of four recognized his maneuver and split away like petals unfurling from a blossom.

The fourth reacted too slowly and drifted into his targeting reticle.

Thumbing the weapons selector to linked blaster cannon, Callisto squeezed the trigger. The foursome of his guns stuttered out alternating shafts of azure annihilation, catching the Orlok at less than a hundred meters below the Slayer. Without armor or shields, the spindly outline of the enemy ship shattered in a roiling fireball that rushed up to envelop Callisto’s shields in a halo of momentary brilliance.

“Too cute by half, assholes!”

Something glanced off his ventral shield as Callisto rammed the throttle forward anew, plunging the Slayer through the still-expanding flames and debris of the defeated Orlok. Circe shot up to meet him, but no hostile baster fire chased now. Grinding back on the stick, he let off the throttle and pulled up the Slayer’s nose—just as the uneven, boulder-littered ridges below him whipped by.

Early warning alarms squalled, but Callisto was already banking to starboard, letting a splatter of energy bolts gouge up the countryside in his wake. Red flutters from his tactical display signaled at least one Orlok diving for him from above, while the others looped ahead with obvious intent of cutting him off.

They’re corralling me, he knew, squinting his eyes through beads of sweat and juking to port as a blast turned a hilltop into a geyser of fire. “Scooter, you busy?”

“World of hurt, partner!” the other pilot called back.

And against the muggy overcast of a Circe afternoon, he could see the smoke trail off Scooter’s tail like a child’s scribble, worming back towards him. Jolts of artificial lighting lanced along the corkscrewing fume, none finding the Slayer at its end, but all getting closer. Three Orloks twisted after him, but one had gotten way out ahead of the others. And even at distance, Callisto knew they were dealing with something nasty.

The Orlok—Mark II, he recognized with an icy tickle to the nerves before his war book computer even pointed it out—sported an all-red finish, trimmed with black along the edges of its wings. And compared to its opposite-colored comrades, the Mark II engine had a thirty-percent increase in antimatter output, a third blaster cannon, and a shield generator. Word from Revenant informants was that they were fussy to fly, but the pilot of this one was having no problem cutting in on Scooter’s tail.

“They’re all over me, DC!” Scooter hollered, a note of panic making it nearly a shriek. “Can’t shake this red-bellied sack of—”

A spear of fire from the Mark II slashed down into Scooter’s flank. Stripped of its shields in the first seconds, the energy beam peeled away armor plate and turned half the Slayer into a fireball. Somehow, Scooter was still enough in control to pull up his nose, but that only presented the fighter’s spine to bolts raining from the Orlok. The Slayer flew apart at its midpoint, the fuselage bouncing across a pair of hilltops before filling a gulley with its final fireball.

“Scooter, dammit!”

But Callisto had no time for mourning. The leader of the Orloks pulled out of its dive, shot through the still-expanding cloud of fire, and put on a terrible burst of speed. Its red finish and huskier profile were sharp as a razor’s edge, even to his naked eye. Blaster bolts stabbed out from its outspread wings, one smacking across his dorsal deflectors.

Oh, hell...

Instinct took over. Callisto wrenched the Slayer to port and put its nose down. He leveled off in a valley, patches of forest and piles of boulders lashing by to either side. The shelter of the stretch offered him a momentary reprieve from blaster fire, but only a moment. Forced to pull up when the valley narrowed, cyan licked around him again and now his warning alarms wailed to draw his attention to six Orloks on his tail, led by the one in red.
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