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			In the far future, the people of Earth have reached the stars and found they are far from alone, but not in the way they expected.

			 


			The galaxy teems with countless human civilizations, and the two greatest are the Aktenai and the Grendeni.

			


			Betrayed five years ago, the Aktenai and their allies from Earth now fight a bitter war against the Outcasts, led by the ancient and treacherous intellects of the Original Eleven.

			


		


		
			Chapter 1: Broken Warrior

			


			The knife over her wrist gleamed. Luminous slats from a rising sun peeked through the room’s half-open blinds. The blade’s edge shone with the carefully crafted sharpness of surgical steel.

			Quennin S’Kev held the knife in a firm hand, staring down at it like an accomplice to a crime. She toyed with the notion of finally using it, of finally drawing the blade across her wrist. Almost playfully, she placed the edge below her palm.

			She shivered. The metal was cold against her naked skin.

			Death held little fear over Quennin. As a seraph pilot, one of Aktenzek’s warrior elites, Quennin had confronted death more times than she could count. She had triumphed over impossible odds to make a true difference for her people. Her life had been filled with meaning and purpose.

			But what she had now was not life. It was exile. Worse than death.

			Why bother anymore? Why endure this pointless and repetitive shadow of an existence?

			Quennin turned the blade over and drew its dull back across her wrist, trying to imagine what the pulse of crimson would look and feel like. She huffed out a frustrated breath, knowing she didn’t have the courage for this, at least not yet.

			With a shake of her head, Quennin picked up the sheath and slid the knife in until it clicked. She tossed it onto an oval table next to her futon.

			“Besides, I can’t kill myself today,” she sighed. “I have guests coming over, and that would just be rude.”

			With a light press of her fingers, two dresser drawers opened smoothly. 

			“Now, where’s my swimsuit?”

			She rummaged in the drawers, digging deep through the neatly folded articles. Near the bottom, her fingers brushed across a familiar texture, and she froze. It was her old pilot uniform, buried and forgotten with the armband scrunched in the corner. The soft feel of the storm-gray fabric sent a wave of nostalgia rushing through her.

			Quennin pulled the armband out and gave it a sad, contemplative look. Against a silken green backdrop, the seal of the Aktenai resembled an inverse cursive i, the black shape encircling a white sphere. She traced its outline with a finger.

			A symbol of all she had fought for.

			An unwanted reminder of her past.

			Quennin yanked the rest of the uniform out of the drawer, marched over to the room’s recycler, and tossed it in. The recycler let out a quiet threshing sound as it mulched the fabric.

			She wiped her hands off. “Should have done that years ago.”

			Quennin found her one-piece swimsuit in another drawer and dressed. With a mental flick over her neural link, she switched the room’s wall screen to a mirror and studied herself. She’d aged well in the five years since her combat injuries. No traces of white or gray marred her brilliantly red hair. Nor had slothfulness decayed her tall, elegant figure. She picked up a green cord off the dresser and bound her waist-length hair at the neck.

			Quennin looked into her own emerald eyes. There was no look of defeat in them. Rather, they possessed a cold, silent determination. Yes, a part of her wanted to end her life, to rid herself of this useless existence, but only a small part. In a strange way, contemplating the suicide knife each morning strengthened her resolve to continue.

			I will be of use to the Aktenai once again, she thought. I will see Seth again.

			Seth …

			Quennin bowed her head, the burning threat of tears rising in her eyes. She placed a hand over her face and sniffled sharply, pushing the thoughts away. She would not weep like some babe, without control over actions or emotions. She would not think of Seth today.

			Quennin queried her neural link and requested the time. She’d dawdled too much this morning and quickly headed downstairs for breakfast. The Choir and the Sovereign of Aktenzek had not been unkind in their dismissal of her. They had granted her an estate on Earth: a fabulous beach house that overlooked the Pacific Ocean.

			Lavish accommodations. Sandy beaches. Hot and sunny weather. Plenty of things to see and do.

			But however pleasant, exile was still exile. Earth would never be her home. 

			She ordered breakfast from the autokitchen underneath a wide circular table. Her plate rose from the hole in the table’s center. She ate through half of the cold idri ball, which resembled a blueberry muffin in taste and texture, then stuffed two strips of Earther bacon into her mouth.

			Quennin pulled a loose shirt over her swimsuit, rushed back upstairs, and slipped her sheathed suicide knife into a pocket. She patted the familiar shape, feeling comforted by its presence, then exited the house.

			Her skin prickled from the mild morning chill. She followed a stone path down to the beach.

			Zo Nezrii, pilot of Aktenzek and honor guard to its Sovereign, waved excitedly and rose from the sand. She stood a head shorter than Quennin, slight of build with long, black hair twisted together in a complex weave. Her braid bounced happily behind her as she jogged up the shallow sandy incline.

			Quennin immediately noticed the swimsuit. It was very hard not to, since there was so little of it. “Scandalous” might have been a good word. It looked like an Earther style.

			“Quennin! It’s been so long!” Zo hurried over and gave her a tight hug.

			“Yeah.”

			“You been well?”

			Quennin broke away and held Zo at arm’s length. “As well as can be expected. Where’s Mezen?”

			“Down by the dock. Someone—” Zo bobbed her head towards the dock. “—thought it would be fun to go for a boat ride. He has no interest in swimming but wants to ride in some rickety deathtrap made of wood! From trees! I swear, some of these Earthers are insane, and I think it’s contagious. We should just pitch Mezen overboard when we get out to sea.”

			Quennin couldn’t help but smile. Zo hadn’t changed a bit. 

			The two women walked leisurely down the beach until they reached the dock. Craggy rock jutted up out of the ground, bisecting beach and ocean. Stairs cut up through the rock to the flattened top, where the wooden dock extended out further into the ocean. Quennin spotted Mezen walking back from several vessels. Some of them were so primitive they actually used wind to move.

			Mezen, another member of the Sovereign’s honor guard, resembled a slab of muscle in storm-gray pants with a white shirt buttoned up to the neck. A crosshatch of scars peeked out near his throat and wrists: grim tokens from his imprisonment at the hands of the Grendeni decades ago. He had never spoken to Quennin about his scars and probably never would.

			Zo cupped her hands around her mouth. “Are you done finding us a deathtrap to sink in?”

			Mezen looked back at the boats for a few seconds, then turned to Zo and nodded.

			“Well, we can all die out in the ocean later today!” she said. “We ladies are going for a swim!”

			Mezen nodded again before heading back to the boats.

			“Uhh.” Zo gave Mezen’s back a dismissive wave. “Come on. Let’s go.”

			“Sure.”

			They followed the shore towards the beach house. Wet sand squished between Quennin’s toes. The morning sun warmed her skin, and a cool salty breeze blew in over the waters.

			“Are Kevik and Kiro stopping by?” Quennin asked.

			“Yeah, the twins will be around later today.” Zo shielded her eyes and gazed across the ocean. A pair of seagulls flew overhead. “My, real planets are something, aren’t they?”

			“If you say so.”

			“Oh come on. You have beautiful weather, sandy beaches, and a real sun over your head. A real sun!”

			“I can’t tell the difference.”

			“And just look at this ocean! It goes on and on!”

			“Same as ours.”

			“Come on. Ours only look like they’re endless.”

			Quennin grimaced at this.

			A familiar shape peeked over the horizon. The fat off-white orb rose into the morning sky, appearing many times larger than Earth’s Moon. 

			It was Aktenzek, the fortress planet.

			My rightful home, Quennin thought with a pang of bitterness.

			The fortress planet’s surface was a random patchwork of pale armor plains and mountainous machines. Lights twinkled across its cold, airless shell, some of them marking passages into the planet’s subterranean labyrinths. Despite its obvious proximity and mass, the tides remained unaffected by the Earth’s artificial neighbor.

			“My, would you look at that,” Zo breathed, grinning.

			Quennin stared at her feet instead.

			“Oh,” Zo said. “Sorry. I didn’t mean …”

			“Don’t worry. I’m used to seeing it from here.”

			“Try not to let it get you down, okay?”

			“Mmmhmm.” 

			“You should be enjoying yourself more. Have you been socializing with the locals?”

			“Not really.”

			Not at all, to be honest, Quennin thought. The cultural rules were so different on Earth. So much hiding behind false words. She didn’t know where to begin, and even if she had, she still wouldn’t bother.

			“It’s easy,” Zo said. “You remember Jared? The weird Earth Nation pilot that keeps hanging around my daughter?”

			“Yeah, I remember him.”

			“Well, he explained it to me once. The girl dresses nice and goes to something called a bar. A bunch of guys approach her, and she picks the one she wants.”

			“I somehow doubt it’s that simple.”

			“Come on. You should give it a try. It’s better than sitting at home feeling sorry for yourself.”

			“Have you spoken to … to Seth recently?”

			“No,” Zo said too quickly.

			“You’re lying.”

			“Seth is out of your reach. You need to move on.”

			Zo’s words stung like a slap to the face.

			“If you won’t tell me about Seth,” Quennin said, “then tell me how the war is going.”

			Zo shook her head and let out a weary sigh. “You know, I’ve just spent six months on the front. This is the last thing I want to talk about.”

			“Well, it’s something I want to talk about. All I get are watered-down news reports. I want to know how the war is really going.”

			“It’s been tough,” Zo said, her voice growing quiet. 

			“Are we winning?”

			“Hard to say.”

			Quennin grabbed her shoulder. “Zo, are we winning the war?”

			“Look, I shouldn’t talk about this, but …” Zo’s lips trembled on the edge of a word.

			“Are things really that bad?”

			Slowly, Zo nodded.

			How was that even possible? How could Aktenzek lose when it had the seraphs and their pilots? Were the Dead Fleet and its Outcast allies really that powerful?

			Quennin knew the basics of the war, but not much beyond that. Powerful enemies opposed Aktenzek, such as the Dead Fleet: thousands upon thousands of robotic warships controlled from the fortress planet Zu’Rashik. The Dead Fleet answered unswervingly to the Original Eleven: founders of the Aktenai people who were once their most revered leaders.

			And then there were the Zekuut: Outcasts from the far side of the Galaxy, whom the Original Eleven had called to their banner. The Outcasts continued to send inexhaustible waves of ships and materiel against the increasingly stretched Alliance fleets.

			“Zo, I can help. You know I can. Even if it’s menial work, just let me contribute. Let me help. I want to help!”

			“I’m sorry,” Zo said.

			A firm hand squeezed Quennin’s shoulder, startling her. She hadn’t heard Mezen approach.

			“You should respect the wishes of the Sovereign,” he said in a quiet, gravelly voice. “He placed you on Earth for your own good. Please understand this even if you don’t know why.”

			Quennin didn’t meet his gaze. She felt suddenly ashamed that she’d made her guests so uncomfortable. Zo and Mezen didn’t have to visit her, and they had. But a small flash of anger heated her cheeks. She’d been exiled for her own good? She didn’t believe that for a second.

			“I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Mezen said to Zo. “I want to get a few things for the deathtrap.”

			“Sure thing, Mez.”

			Mezen headed up the stone path and disappeared into the beach house.

			Zo sat down on a wide, blue towel, and Quennin joined her.

			“I’m sorry about that, Zo.”

			“It’s not your fault. I know this isn’t easy on you. But Mezen is right.”

			“It sure doesn’t seem like that.” Quennin buried her toes in the sand at the towel’s edge. “Can you at least tell me about Seth? You’ve spoken to him recently, haven’t you?”

			“You know better than that. Please take my advice, and leave him in the past.”

			“Yeah,” Quennin nodded, accepting her defeat. There would be other opportunities, but she’d lost this one. “Sorry about being a bad host.”

			“It’s all right.”

			“I know this isn’t much of an excuse, but I haven’t felt like myself lately.”

			“Really? What’s been bothering you?”

			“I haven’t been sleeping well.” Quennin lay back on the towel. She gazed up at the crisp blue sky. “I keep having these recurring nightmares.”

			If Quennin had been watching, she would have noticed an immediate change in Zo, who was now listening very closely.

			“What kind of nightmares?”

			Quennin smiled humorlessly. “They’re pretty weird. They happen in these surreal places. One is in the sky. The most perfect blue sky you could ever imagine, stretching up and down and to all sides, with magnificent white cities floating serenely through it all.”

			“Sounds nice. How’s it turn into a nightmare?”

			“It’s strange. I feel so at peace in the beginning. And then this woman appears and forces me to the ground. Her face strikes me as familiar, but I’ve never seen her before, and her eyes are cold with these unusual silver irises. She’s so strong. I don’t even have a chance. She kills me, but I don’t wake up. I just lay there slumped against a wall, watching as she rips open my chest and starts tearing out my organs.”

			“Eww …”

			“Yeah.”

			“You have that often?”

			“Once or twice a week.”

			“Hmm. Any others?”

			There was another, more terrible dream, one filled with fire and brass and smoke and that same woman, but just thinking about it made Quennin’s heart race. She had no desire to talk about it.

			“Just variations of the one,” she lied.

			“A hobby. That’s what you need. Something to take your mind off things. Like Jared and those pointless Earther games of his.”

			“I’ll pass on that, thanks.”

			Zo patted her arm. “Only kidding. Come on. Let’s go for a swim.”

			“Sure.”

			The two women stood up and headed for the lapping waters.

			Thunder cracked in a cloudless sky. The booming sound stunned her ears and resonated in her stomach.

			A fast, sleek shape suddenly appeared. It streaked by overhead and crashed full force into the ocean. A gust of wind threw both women to the ground. Light distorted around them then snapped back to normal.

			“A fold engine?” Quennin rose to her feet. She rubbed an abrasion on her elbow. “That was a ship folding in!”

			“It couldn’t be,” Zo said. “Not this far into a gravity well. There shouldn’t be enough of it left to fill a spoon.”

			“Then what did we just see? Did you get a good look at the ship? I didn’t recognize the type.”

			Zo shook her head. “Just a glance. If I were to guess, I’d say that ship was an Outcast orbital flyer.”

			“What, here? On Earth?”

			“Doesn’t make sense, I know. Every alarm in the Earth Nation Fleet must be going off right now. We need to get out of here.”

			“Right. My aircar’s in the house.”

			“Better than nothing.”

			“This way!” Quennin ran up the beach. Zo sprinted after her.

			Water exploded behind them, and a ship like a silver arrow flew out and leveled itself above the water. Quennin glanced over her shoulder to get a good look. The Outcast flyer’s prow was a forward-facing delta with smooth curves and fat wings, all clad in reflective armor. Weapons bristled from the nose and hung in clusters underneath the wings.

			Behind the triangular front was a long cylinder, three times the length of the main body and encased in the same reflective armor. Quennin guessed it to be some sort of booster section.

			It’s built for speed, she thought.

			The flyer hovered above the shoreline. A rectangular hatch opened along its belly.

			Zo sent out a message over her neural link. Quennin patched in and listened. “Kevik! Kiro! Are either of you near your seraphs?”

			“We’re both nearby. What’s going on?”

			“Questions can wait! Get on board and get over to my position NOW!!!”

			“Understood.”

			“Help is on the way!” Zo shouted out loud. Quennin could barely hear her over the flyer’s engine.

			Watery blurs dropped from the flyer’s bay, hit the ground softly, and ran towards the two women. 

			Outcast warriors with active stealth fields and gravity harnesses, Quennin thought. She turned away and pumped her legs even harder.

			Something struck the back of her knee, and she tumbled. Zo shouted out, but her voice died against the shriek of the flyer’s engine. Quennin found herself on her back with two Outcast warriors standing over her. Colors and light constantly shifted to conceal their position, but this close, Quennin could just barely see a solid outline. They held their stubby weapons single-handedly, barrels trained on her.

			The closest Outcast grabbed her and effortlessly flipped her onto her stomach. He bound her hands behind her back and lifted her to her feet. His movements were practiced and precise, without waste, and inhumanly strong. 

			As her captor held her bound arms, Quennin counted four Outcasts total: two on either side of her and two in front with weapons trained on Zo.

			“Get out of here, Zo!” Quennin shouted, but Zo didn’t move. She’d stopped running a few strides away.

			“You can’t take her!” Zo shouted. “You have no idea what—”

			The rest of her words drowned in the flyer’s earsplitting roar. Outcasts kept Zo in their sights but held their fire. This was incomprehensible! A seraph pilot stood before them, and they didn’t shoot? It made no sense!

			The flyer halted directly overhead. Her captor held her bound arms with an iron grip. The air buzzed with the effects of a short-range gravity field, and she found herself lifted into the flyer’s belly.

			The four Outcasts and Quennin crowded into the flyer’s interior: a space designed for utility, not comfort. Screen-skin covered the walls, granting a view of their surroundings. As the bay door began to close, she spotted a silvery glint approaching along the shoreline.

			Just the sight of it made Quennin’s heart skip a beat.

			The seraph stood roughly in the shape of a man, but was so large it could crush the flyer in one hand. Six blade-like wings extended from its back, their edges glowing brightly. Its armored skin gleamed in the morning sunlight, so polished and beautiful that the Outcast flyer appeared dull by comparison. Delicate curls and curlicues etched across its chest, limbs, and wings, each burning with a fierce inner fire.

			It was one of the six Renseki seraphs flown by the Sovereign’s honor guard, and it bore straight in. The Outcasts had only seconds to make their escape.

			“You’re all going to die,” Quennin said.

			The bay door sealed, and the flyer accelerated hard towards the seraph.

			In a flash, the two craft shot past each other. The seraph reached out, and the tip of a finger grazed the bottom of the Outcast flyer. Quennin felt the craft shudder and lurch forward before righting itself.

			He must have launched without weapon pods, she thought.

			The Renseki seraph turned about, exhaust from its wings blowing sand off the beach in a great storm.

			The flyer’s booster section ignited with a deafening crack. Quennin instinctively fought against her bonds to cover her ears, to no avail. The flyer punched up through the atmosphere, shuddering so violently she thought it would break apart. Behind them, air friction turned the pursuing seraph into a flaming comet.

			The sound died down to a low continuous thrumming. Quennin couldn’t believe such a craft was capable of outrunning a seraph. She glanced around, appraising her situation.

			Even in this extraordinary plight, her thoughts remained calm. She observed where a lesser person would panic. Since early childhood, she had been raised as a pilot of Aktenzek, and the long years of discipline and constant battle did not fail her now.

			The four Outcast warriors had switched off their stealth fields and stashed their weapons. They wore flexible body armor that meshed tightly with their fit physiques. Without the stealth fields blurring color and light, Quennin spotted an ornate design painted like a sash across their chests: orange and black dancing in a diagonal swirl.

			Quennin didn’t recognize the pattern and took it to represent whatever Outcast nation these four men hailed from. But there was something else, a band across their right arms: black and white in a familiar pattern of tightly packed circles, semi-circles, and arches.

			The soldiers wore Veketon’s heraldry. These four were pawns of the Dead Fleet and its leaders, the Original Eleven.

			None of this makes sense! she thought.

			The closest Outcast removed his helmet. He looked human enough, despite being an Outcast. A buzz cut of black hair framed a square face that, if not handsome, was at least not ugly. Dark piercing eyes appraised her.

			“You serve Veketon,” Quennin said. It was not a question.

			Around them, sky turned into the black of space. Soon the flyer would be free of Earth’s gravity well and able to fold space out of the solar system. Quennin looked back, watching the Renseki seraph fall further and further behind.

			“My name is Plaerion,” the Outcast said. “And yes, I serve the First of the Eleven. By delivering you to him, our nation will gain great prestige.”

			Quennin shook her head. It just didn’t make sense. What value did she have? Why would the Original Eleven bother with a wounded and powerless pilot like her?

			Quennin reached into the flyer’s information network. As a pilot, she’d been fitted with one of the finest neural links in existence. Covertly, her implants hunted for chinks in the flyer’s network security. Perhaps she could find something that would explain her circumstances.

			The flyer folded space. The smiling crescents of Earth, Moon, and the fortress planet Aktenzek vanished from view. Formations of Outcast flyers snapped into existence, glittering in the light of the new system’s star.

			“Why have you captured me?” she asked.

			“Master Veketon ordered us to.”

			Quennin snorted out a joyless laugh. An automaton’s answer: He did it because he was ordered to. What other reason would he need?

			Her neural link gained some purchase into the flyer’s network. For now, she could covertly monitor several data streams, though actual intervention would alert her captors.

			Loud mechanical clanks reverberated through the flyer’s hull. The spent booster drifted away.

			Quennin found a tactical data stream and examined it. Over one hundred Outcast flyers formed up around them. She was now hidden in a swarm of identical craft, escorted by sixteen powerful warships. Ten sleek frigates and five massive dreadnoughts established a tight defense around a stubby negator, which activated its disruptive field effect, disabling enemy fold engines in range.

			They’re going to pin our pursuers in this system, Quennin thought. That will delay the pursuit for when we fold again.

			The Outcasts were going through great lengths to capture her. Negators were notoriously expensive to build and operate.

			A fold point snapped open, and the Renseki seraph flew out of a ring of twisted light. With her flyer now hidden in a shoal of one hundred, the Renseki hesitated for a moment, then turned towards the negator. Outcast warships came about and opened fire, but their concentrated plasma beams ricocheted off the seraph’s barrier.

			The seraph rammed the negator like a kinetic torpedo, buckling the warship’s armor and causing it to spin end over end. The seraph clambered across the exterior until it reached the midsection and raised an arm back. It ignited a chaos dagger from its wrist and sunk the energy blade into the negator’s thick armor.

			With both hands, the seraph forced the hull open. 

			Two more Renseki seraphs folded into the system.

			Quennin closed the data stream. “You didn’t answer my question. Why did you capture me?”

			“Master Veketon will explain his reasons to you in person,” Plaerion said.

			“In person? That’s a strange way to talk about the Original Eleven. They’ve been dead for millennia.”

			Plaerion gave her a smug grin. “I find your ignorance amusing, Quennin S’Kev.”

			The shoal of one hundred flyers folded space and vanished.

		


		
			Chapter 2: Alliance

			
			The war was going badly, and few knew it better than Seth Elexen.

			But now, finally, they had a chance to turn the tide.

			From within his black seraph, Seth saw with its scanners and sensed the hard radiation of space with its armor. The seraph’s hands were his hands. Its wings were his wings. He felt the fierce beating of the central pump and the flow of energized fluid pulsing through the giant limbs and wings.

			Seth didn’t merely pilot the seraph. He was the seraph.

			He banked around a gargantuan derelict warship, leaving a faint trail of purple energy in his wake. Shunts stylized as runic script burned hotly along his dark, angular armor. They projected a powerful energy barrier around him: the light of his soul amplified and given physical form.

			Twin swords, each as long as the seraph was tall, were docked against his back. He summoned a burst of speed, and the edges of his wings heated from purple to almost white.

			Seth ducked through the gaping, leprous hole in an ancient juggernaut and darted out the other side. The Graveyard lay beyond, site of one of the largest battles between the Aktenai and the Grendeni. Remnants of the thirteen-thousand-year-old conflict still choked the region. The forgotten technology deployed in the battle had permanently scarred this area, granting the debris field a surprising level of stability.

			The field extended for millions of kilometers in each direction. All around him, cadaverous battleships suffocated space. Ethereal ribbons of darkest, faintest red flickered between the dead hulks, remnants of the reality-tearing carnage. Both sides had deployed their pre-Exile doomsday arsenals, depleting weapon stores that no one today, not even the Original Eleven, knew how to replicate.

			Perhaps that was for the best.

			Seth flew past the pockmarked spine of an archaic dreadnought and entered a wide gap in the field. Ahead was a sight none in that battle could have imagined.

			Even just a few years ago, I would have said this was impossible, he thought.

			Over a hundred modern warships floated in neat rows, Aktenai dreadnoughts flying alongside their Grendeni counterparts.

			And neither were shooting at each other.

			Each faction’s robotic warships were now almost indistinguishable. They shared the same battle networks, flew in mixed squadrons, and combined their exodrone swarms to patrol the debris fields. In a sense, the Aktenai and Grendeni fleets no longer existed. There was only the Alliance.

			Seth angled towards a cluster of eight seraph carriers. A squadron of matte gray Earth Nation seraphs stood watch, wings retracted against their backs, long-barreled rail-rifles held at the ready. Though the carriers had all been manufactured in Aktenzek, the majority of their pilots hailed from Earth. 

			No one in the Alliance knew why, but Earth was the lone source of seraph pilots in the galaxy. Pilots that weren’t born on Earth could always trace their lineage back to that tiny, primitive planet.

			An EN seraph with command bars on its shoulder waved as Seth flew past. He slowed his approach, then stopped underneath the carrier Resolute and folded his wings.

			Armored shutters flinched open, and twin rails extended down. Locking mechanisms rode the rails down, latched onto his wings, and pulled him up through three shutters to the seraph bays.

			Soft white light illuminated a ledge at waist height to the seraph, and a high balcony overlooked the bay. A dozen repair and maintenance arms dangled from the roof like dead insect legs, ready to remove his weapon pods.

			Seth concentrated for a moment, forcing the connection between his true body and the seraph into remission. The flow of energy through the seraph dwindled, its shunts darkening until they were black. He breathed in with his own lungs and exhaled slowly through his own mouth. He wiggled his fingers, and they were the digits on his true hands, not the seraph’s.

			He was nothing more than a man once again.

			The walls of the cockpit entombed him in darkness, then widened into a spherical chamber. The outer hatch opened downward, meeting an extending gangplank. Seth pushed out of the pilot alcove and exited the seraph.

			The technician waiting on the ledge was a head taller than him. Most people were.

			“Does your seraph require any special attention, pilot?” she asked.

			Seth broke the seals on his interface-suit helmet and handed it to the technician. He ran a gloved hand through damp locks of short black hair, turned, and appraised the seraph with dark eyes.

			“There’s still some stiffness in the left shoulder. I’d like you to take another look at it.”

			The technician bowed her head crisply. “At once, pilot.” She straightened and snapped her fingers. Three more technicians hurried over and opened holographic interfaces facing the seraph. Slender arms deployed from the ceiling and began peeling the flexible armor off the left shoulder.

			Seth walked to the back of the ledge and took a lift up to the Resolute’s command center.

			Wall screens covered every vertical surface in the circular room. A black ceiling with concentric rings of light illuminated a central dais surrounded by several desks. Two pilots sat across from each other at a desk on the far side, a holographic interface floating between them.

			Commander Jared Daykin of the Earth Nation looked up from the pile of d-scrolls he was thumbing through. He rose to attention.

			“Sir, welcome back.” 

			Jared wore the storm-gray uniform of a seraph pilot, white six-winged hawks at the cuffs and collar. His red armband carried the EN planetary seal of Earth and Moon ringed with stars.

			“Good to be back, Jared,” Seth said.

			Yonu Nezrii, daughter of Renseki Zo Nezrii and Renseki Mezen Daed, sat across from him. She stood up and bowed her head to Seth. She resembled her mother greatly, though with a noticeably fuller figure. A shower of black hair formed a complicated braid that almost reached the backs of her knees. Her soft, oval face framed a pair of ocean blue eyes. The blue armband on her uniform bore the seal of Aktenzek.

			The two pilots formed an unorthodox couple, one from Earth, the other from Aktenzek. Together, they commanded Knight Squadron, a rare mixed-tactics squadron of twelve pilots from both worlds. Some said they now rivaled even the Renseki in fame and prowess.

			“Pilot Elexen,” Yonu said, “have they reached a decision?”

			Seth nodded. “We’re proceeding with the attack on Wise Counsel.”

			“Finally,” Jared said. “About time we went on the offensive.”

			“Are the Grendeni joining in?” Yonu asked.

			“As much as they can,” Seth said. “They’re still recovering from the destruction of those two forward supply schisms.”

			Jared accessed a strategic hologram of Alliance space. Zones opened above his desk, outlined in red or green and speckled with icons. Over the past few years, Outcast forces had claimed a deep wedge of territory pushing towards Earth and Aktenzek. Over thirty percent of Alliance space was now either disputed or completely under enemy control.

			But hope remained. Much of the Alliance’s industrial might was focused within the fortress planet of Aktenzek. So while territory may have been lost, the Alliance’s ability to produce ships and munitions remained potent. Even better, as the Outcasts pushed towards Aktenzek, the Alliance could reinforce its fleets with greater speed while Outcast supply lines were stretched dangerously thin.

			The Wise Counsel and stations like it were the enemy’s solution to that problem. Part supply depot, part mobile manufacturing center, the Wise Counsel could service and support hundreds of warships, and it had just received a massive shipment of munitions, parts, and even whole ships piloted by skeleton crews.

			Jared grinned. The red glow of the map lit his face from beneath. 

			“They are going to be so upset when we blow it up.”

			Yonu clapped him on the shoulder. “I should let the rest of the squadron know. They’ll want to hear this.”

			“Yeah. Good idea.”

			“Pilot Elexen?” she asked.

			“Go on. It’ll be good for morale.”

			Yonu gave him a curt nod and took the lift down.

			“Has Tesset returned from her recon flight?” Seth asked.

			“Not yet, sir,” Jared said. “But she’s due back shortly.”

			Seth nodded thoughtfully. He hadn’t realized how much he missed her until that moment.

			“There’s nothing to worry about, sir,” Jared said. “She has a real gift for this kind of work.”

			“Is my concern really that obvious?”

			“Quite obvious, sir.”

			Seth let a grin slip onto his face. “Is it now?”

			It’s only natural, he thought. She’s out there alone. Of course I’m worried about her.

			But Seth knew that was only half true. As it often did, his thoughts of Tesset drifted to memories of Quennin. Pilots didn’t choose their partners. The Choir of Aktenzek did, and he and Tesset had not been paired under the best of circumstances. 

			The logical part of Seth understood why. The talent to pilot a seraph was one of the most precious abilities in existence, and science could not copy it. It was hereditary, but not genetic. Only through the natural breeding of pilots could the next generation be born, and the Choir chose those pairings with great care.

			After her injuries, the Choir had forced Quennin into exile, and Tesset was her replacement.

			That didn’t mean Seth didn’t love her. Despite her youth and the way they’d been forced together, he really did care for her. She was special in so many ways: a unique woman he’d grown fond of. Talented. Energetic. Loving.

			But she will never be Quennin.

			“Sir?” Jared asked.

			“Hmm? What?” Seth replied, breaking from his reverie.

			“I just said that Tesset has landed.”

			“Ah, yes. Sorry. My mind was wandering.”

			It didn’t take long for Tesset to reach the command center. She stepped in, still clad in her i-suit. Seth found himself smiling. Tesset always looked frail to him, even though she wasn’t. Her build was slim and athletic, her blonde hair short and attractive.

			But it was the blindfold that made her look frail. Stripped of her sight as a child, raised in secret as an experiment by the Original Eleven, Tesset could see the world in powerful and unique ways. Her latent chaos talents had manifested at a young age, allowing her to sense the world around her with surprising detail.

			Only empty sockets and scar tissue remained of her eyes, now concealed behind her blindfold: a green band of cloth woven with a subtle stepping pattern of darker and lighter shades.

			Tesset perceived Seth’s smile and returned it warmly.

			“How did your recon flight go?” Seth asked.

			“Uneventful.” Tesset walked over to him. “Outcast pickets remain mostly unchanged, and the Wise Counsel’s new arrivals still haven’t been fully crewed. I already gave my report to the Choir.”

			Seth nodded. “So nothing to change the timetable.”

			“Not that I saw, and I got pretty close to the depot,” Tesset said.

			“Any chance you were spotted?” Jared asked.

			“Of course not,” Tesset said. “I’m too good for that.” 

			Jared grabbed a d-scroll off his desk and opened it. “What about their archangel deployment? Any changes in total strength?”

			“Same deployment as before. You could tell time with their patrols, they’re so regular.”

			Jared opened the d-scroll a little more. “Any throne sightings?”

			“None. Same as before.” Tesset made a subtle movement with her eyebrows and mouth that gave a vivid impression of rolled eyes. Jared didn’t see it.

			“What about the command ships?”

			“None.”

			Jared looked up. “Did you happen to notice … ahh …”

			Tesset glared straight at Jared. For someone without eyes, this was quite a trick, but she pulled it off convincingly.

			Seth cleared his throat. “Jared, perhaps you should check on your squadron. I think Tesset would like to speak to me alone.”

			“Right, sir …” Jared grimaced at being stared down by the girl with no eyes. “I’ll, uhh, I’ll go do that.”

			“That wasn’t very nice,” Seth said once they were alone.

			“Well, I can’t help it. I missed you.” Tesset put her arms around him and rested her head against his.

			He held her close, fingers stroking her hair. “I missed you, too.”

			“I received some news from the caretakers while you were out,” Tesset said.

			“Really? About what?”

			She giggled. “About Saera, silly!”

			“Well, I know that. I meant what kind of news.”

			Saera—Tesset’s daughter. His daughter. Pilots didn’t raise their own children, at least not until they also became pilots. The Choir would never waste an elite warrior on something as mundane as childcare.

			“Did you know?” Tesset asked. “She’s two years old today!” 

			“Already? Huh. Time just flies by.”

			“They think she’ll grow up to be a very strong pilot,” Tesset said excitedly. For such a large chunk of her life, pilots had been distant heroes, people to be revered and respected, lofty models for all Aktenai to follow. She often said she’d never truly gotten used to being one.

			“You should be very proud.” Seth ruffled her hair playfully.

			“Hey! Quit it!”

			Seth just smiled.

			Tesset smoothed out her hair as she stepped away. “I’m not a kid, you know.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes, really.” Tesset adjusted her blindfold. “Say, are you hungry? I haven’t eaten since heading out on my recon flight, so I’m famished.”

			“Well,” Seth glanced over at the nearest wall screen. His neural link triggered it to display the current time. He frowned. “I still have some business to attend to.”

			“Is Jack due to call in?”

			“Yeah. Hopefully within the next hour. I should be here to receive his report. You know that.”

			“Yeah, I know.”

			“Don’t worry about it. Go on ahead without me.”

			Tesset shook her head. “No, don’t you worry. I’ll wait for you to finish.”

			* * *

			Seth sat down at one of the command center’s desks and thumbed through Jared’s d-scrolls. He couldn’t help feeling a little sad for the young man.

			Jared was an exceptional field commander, where his powerful chaos talents came to the fore. All pilots experienced heightened reflexes in combat, but Jared was unique in that his mind also accelerated.

			In a seraph, Jared was brilliant. Outside one, he merely remembered what brilliance felt like.

			Idling the time away, Seth signaled one of the wall screens to pull up the galactic layout. Three locations glowed prominently, represented as triangles of differing colors. There, in the lower left, the twin system of Earth and the fortress planet Aktenzek. Seth tried to remember the last time he had visited his home. Two years ago? Three?

			I can’t even remember, he thought, shaking his head.

			In the upper right, a triangle pulsed red: the fortress planet Zu’Rashik, lair of the Original Eleven and base of operations for the Dead Fleet. With its automated industries and robotic fleets, it represented a threat equal to Aktenzek’s power.

			But that was not the limit of the Eleven’s power. They had crafted their own versions of the archangels: anti-seraph humanoid weapon systems or, as Jared liked to put it, seraph-lites. They were superior to the Grendeni originals in almost every respect and nearly as plentiful. The Choir’s analysts still didn’t know how the Eleven had accomplished this.

			And, of course, there were the thrones.

			But Seth found his eyes drawn to the third location: a flashing blue triangle dangerously close to the front.

			The Gate to the Homeland …

			Seth was convinced this was the Eleven’s goal. It had taken years and hundreds of Alliance ships to secure the Gate, but the prize was worth it. The Gate represented the deepest cultural aspiration of every Aktenai citizen: the redemption of their Exile into this cursed universe.

			The return to paradise, to the Homeland: their reward for vanquishing the Bane.

			And now the Eleven would try to seize it from them, spending their Outcast allies in the process.

			Seth looked at the map once more, his eyes drawn to a large red circle representing the Glorious Destiny, mightiest of the Outcast command ships. The Glorious Destiny had moved towards the front in the last few days. Its new position placed it dangerously close to the Wise Counsel.

			Alliance intelligence always knew the Glorious Destiny’s movements with great precision. Seth had to admit Jack was very good at his work.

			Jack and Seth shared a tumultuous history, filled with battles where they had both tried to kill the other. And yet, five years ago, the two pilots had accomplished the impossible together. They had killed the Bane, a creature thought to be unkillable.

			The price had been terrible. Seth’s son was dead by Jack’s hand, Quennin was nearly killed by the Bane, and yet … Jack had been right. He had almost single-handedly rid the Aktenai people of their greatest sin. The twenty-thousand-year-old Great Mission had been fulfilled, and the Gate to the Homeland was now being stabilized. Against that achievement, any sins could be forgiven.

			The result of Jack’s actions had been a triumph beyond compare, but the guilt of his transgressions weighed heavily on his tortured mind. Despite the man’s crude Earther habits, Jack had made a pledge in the strictest of Aktenai traditions.

			On bended knee, Jack had declared an oath of fealty to Seth and Quennin. He would serve them in whatever capacity they wished until they declared his debt paid. This was the deepest act of penance any Aktenai could commit, and from that moment on Jack became a warrior-servant, bound by his word and driven by the hope of reclaiming his honor.

			Seth closed his eyes and let the wall screen switch back to its original data metrics.

			It was then that he became aware of a slight static at the edge of his senses, like the voices of a great crowd, but distant and muted. The din rose and then quickly fell, vanishing into nothing.

			Seth frowned. He tried to call up a recording of the incident, but as before, his neural link confidently stated that no sounds had been recorded or transmitted. A trickle of fear ran through him, and he wondered if these episodes might be symptoms of a deeper problem.

			He queried his neural link and ran a diagnostic. As before, it replied with no detectable problems. All systems green. Seth made a mental note to have his link looked at more closely. The last thing he needed was for it to malfunction in the heat of battle.

			He put the episode out of his mind when Jack called.

			“Hey, Seth,” Jack said over a speaker. “How’s it going?” 

			“Well enough. Yourself?”

			“Things have been a tad exciting on the Glorious Destiny. They’re gearing up for something. Not sure what.”

			“Any ideas?”

			“Not really. I’m sending a log of the messages I’ve monitored. Maybe the Choir will have better luck.”

			Seth checked the incoming burst of recorded hypercast transmissions. As usual, Jack had collected a huge amount of raw data. Seth forwarded the data burst to the Choir for further analysis.

			Hypercast worked in a similar fashion to fold engines, except that the hypercast arrays shunted energy instead of matter instantly from one point in the universe to another.

			That made hypercast virtually unblockable and perfectly secure. The signals did not actually traverse the space between two ships. There was no signal to intercept or block. And yet, somehow at short range, Jack could “see” hypercast transmissions, an ability he now shared with the original Bane. He described the messages as resembling long thin lines of zero length.

			Seth found the description completely incomprehensible.

			He sat up in his seat and skimmed the raw data. “That’s almost twice the usual traffic.”

			“Yeah,” Jack said. “That concerns me, too. Like just before they took down those two schisms.”

			Seth sighed, recalling the battle and the faces he would never see again.

			“Say, have you had any problems with my seraph lately?” Jack asked.

			With a mental flick, Seth pulled up the incident log. “As a matter of fact, yes.”

			“Sorry about that.”

			“Nightmares again?”

			“Yeah. I had a real bad one last week.”

			“And it seems we did have an incident during that time.”

			The Alliance kept Jack’s seraph onboard the Resolute, stored in a specially constructed cryogenic cell that kept the monstrous machine sedate and under control. Most of the time. Every so often, it would become wild and try to break free, slamming into the walls of its cell like a crazed animal. And then, after perhaps an hour of frantic madness, the episode would end, and the seraph would become inert once more.

			Jack’s unique bond with his seraph made the
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