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      To say that Star Conqueror was one of the biggest Virtual Reality Massive Multiplayer shooters in the world would be an understatement. The immersive world was so in-depth that more than a few of your wackier theorists thought it was real, that aliens made it or that the government used deep-space scans to make it for some nefarious purpose. It was a space opera game of epic proportions, of daring Resistance fighters struggling to save the galaxy from the iron vise of a band of magic-wielding aliens that converted kidnapped daughters into their elite soldiers.

      It also had a final story mission that was thought to be impossible to beat, and for two years now, it had been. But what most people thought was impossible, I simply took as a personal challenge.

      So, as the final boss, the High Priestess of the Matriarchy, collapsed to the marble floor of her throne room before me, consumed by the dragonfire still licking out of my snout, I dropped my Reaver Double rifle as the moment sunk in. She had resisted every other weapon in my arsenal, but dragonfire … that did the trick. A glow erupted from the tyrant’s body as a shining crystal manifested above her before being absorbed by my suit of ultra-tech armor, even as the power of the dragon, the key ability to beating the mission, drained out of me.

      While the crystal converted into a massive pile of power credits, the key currency in Star Conqueror to purchase upgrades, powers, and weaponry, I didn’t much care. My attention was purely on three words sitting across my HUD, glowing in the center of my field of vision.

      

      
        Congratulations

        The End

      

      

      I’d done it. I’d fucking done it. God fucking damn. I never thought this would happen, never thought I’d actually beat the mission. Sure, I’d practiced nonstop and missed more than a few hours of sleep, but it still seemed surreal.

      I swallowed hard and read the words for the tenth time, and yet they still didn’t seem real.

      “You did it, David!” Tulip, one of my NPC squadmates cried. She was a Fertish, a race of alien feline people with innate shapeshifting powers, making her the ace of covert operations in Star Conqueror. “I knew you were amazing, but this? This is exactly what I’d hoped for, what I knew you could do!”

      As I turned to look at her coming up beside me, I nearly cried out in shock. Tulip was sloughing off her Power Suit DVXL like she was Samus Aran stepping out of an old school Metroid ending. With each step, more of the form-fitting armor hit the floor until all that was left was a golden bikini-style suit that barely covered her substantial assets. Thin black fur covered her body, shimmering in the surprisingly bright light of the High Priestess’s throne room as she turned toward me, each step a promise I wondered if she would actually keep.

      “No, we did it,” I said, swallowing hard as I tried to make my mind work. No matter what happened next, I needed to remember the look of gratitude and almost awe-struck joy on her face as she looked up at me. Also, well, this was the most skin she’d ever shown, and real or not, it was truly a sight to behold. Her large breasts barely restrained, taut stomach and defined waist, and sultry hips made for a perfect hourglass figure, while the sleek fur and swishing tail added an unearthly exoticness.

      Her face was both feline and feminine, arousing a xenophilia I couldn’t have known I had before I’d started playing Star Conqueror. While I’d thought she’d been hot as hell before, nothing could compare to the way she looked at me right now. It was like I was her whole world. Like she was seeing me for the first time. Really seeing me. Only that was impossible … right? 

      “You’ve saved us all, David,” the catwoman said softly, fervently as she leaned in close. Turner, the massive Bolderian NPC demolitions expert, coughed and turned away, giving us some privacy. “You are the hero we needed, the hero we’ve been looking for.” Tulip put her hands around my neck, eyes raking over me as she pulled me toward her mouth. “And now it’s time for your reward.”

      The moment we kissed was unlike anything I’d ever felt before, even with the VR gear’s imperfect tactile responses, and as we broke apart, she met my eyes and for the first time, I saw real intelligence there, something beyond the rote AI systems of an NPC.

      “We can do more when we meet again, David.” She smiled at me and dragged one finger down the chest plate of my power armor. “I promise.”

      As the words left her lips, everything went black, and for a second, I wondered if my VR equipment was on the fritz again. Cursing, I moved my hand to log off so I could restart the game when white words appeared in the blackness that engulfed me.

      

      Connection established. Transmission initiating.

      

      As the words faded, I was standing in what I immediately recognized as the bridge of a Resistance ship. Steely grey deck plating went into the thick bulkheads, as multiple crew stations with holographic displays dotted the room. It was intimately familiar, but at the same time, it was totally alien. It was, well, not perfect enough. There were smudges of dirt, a forgotten rifle sitting in a corner, a strangely Earth-like plastic trash bin sitting on the engineering station filled with crumpled junk food wrappers, both alien and terrestrial.

      Almost as importantly, there was almost no crew at their stations. There wasn’t even any crew running about, none of the usual half-dozen NPCs I’d expect on a bridge this size. I didn’t even have my usual HUD readouts or menu prompts visible. The only thing that was reassuring in any way was Tulip at the science station, looking up suddenly from the holographic display of some program I could never identify in a million years.

      But this Tulip, like the room itself, wasn’t … perfect enough. Not in appearance, God no, she was every bit as beautiful as I remembered from a mere moment ago. But her black mane of hair was mussed, there were beads of sweat in her thin fur, and she was dressed, well, casually. Cut-off shorts that looked a lot like good old denim hugged her hips as she stood, and a white-and-blue cut-off jersey shirt barely constrained her breasts, leaving her taut stomach bare. There was some alien writing along with a logo that looked like any Earth sports team, but for a sport that certainly wasn’t from our end of the Milky Way.

      I was speechless, trying to process what I was seeing, when Tulip spoke up, relief clear in her voice as she wiped the sweat from her brow. “Great Felinus, it worked. Thank the gods!” She gave me a closer look. “You never know with those avatars, but … you’re David Briggs, correct?”

      “Yes, you know me, Tulip,” I said as I snapped out of it. She sounded both the same and different, the voice identical but the way she spoke … it was far more natural. “What’s going on?” I moved closer to her, and she eyed me curiously, then flushed scarlet.

      “What’s going on is now that I’ve found you, I need to come and get you.” She smiled at me, revealing just a hint of sharp teeth that sent my heart pounding in my chest. “That is, if you’ll come with me.”

      She held a hand over her chest, moving closer to me. As she stepped up, she opened her arms to embrace me and I went along with it, my heart pounding as I pulled her close. Her warmth against me felt so much more real than anything I had experienced in the game before, and everything in me wished this moment was as real as that warmth.

      “You do want to come with me, right?” she purred softly.

      “Yes,” I breathed. “More than anything.”

      “Good, we have your location.” Tulip pulled back a space, rubbing the back of my hand as she reached over to pluck a tablet off the crew station she had been sitting at. “3299 Albright Rd, the Inetect Corp offices. We are inbound to you now.”

      Another shock went through my system, eyes widening. That was exactly where I was right that moment. “What? How can you know where—”

      Tulip cut me off with a squeeze of my hand. “David Briggs of Earth, you have completed the dragon integration program, the first person ever to do it! This has triggered the first step of the great prophecy, something we were starting to think would never happen. Thank goodness we were nearby. We could use you now more than ever.” She smiled at me again and leaned in close, so I could feel her breath on my lips as she spoke. “I look forward to meeting you in the flesh.”

      “What do you mean?” I stared at her for a long moment, trying to put everything she’d said together. Dragon integration program? Prophecy? See her in the flesh? What the actual fuck was going on?

      “Exactly what I said,” Tulip said with a purring giggle. “You’ve taken the first steps to integrate with a dragon.” Her fingers drifted up my arm, leaving trails of warmth in their wake. “With your power, we have a chance to rebuild the Resistance. You may be our only hope.”

      “Your only hope?” It was only the first of a million questions racing through my head as my heart pounded harder, but something cut me off before I could say another word.

      

      Power Loss. Device shutdown initiated.

      

      I blinked as the bright, fluorescent lights of reality hit me like a wrecking ball, setting off a throbbing headache in my forehead. The familiar smells of the Inetect breakroom, a mixture of burnt popcorn and lost dreams, crashed into me as I sucked in a quick breath, still trying to orient myself to, well, reality.

      As I blinked my eyes, trying to get them to adjust to the light, my supervisor Phil stood over me with my VR goggles in his hand, and I realized what had happened. That son of a bitch had yanked them off my fucking head.

      Phil stood there, a look of smug satisfaction mixed with disgust on his stupid face. He had a suit on with a blazing red tie and black blazer. His black hair was slicked back, and the ensemble might have made him look tough if I gave two fucks about what he thought of me. I’d never liked the man, and as of late, he’d taken an extreme disliking of me. So, in a way, I guess the feeling was mutual.

      “What the hell, Phil?” I reached for the VR gear, but Phil stepped back, out of my reach. “Why did you unplug me? VR backlash can cause brain damage, man! Is the building on fire?” I looked around as my headache began to fade. “Because I sure as hell don’t hear any alarms.”

      I glanced around the room to see Jerry was still plugged in at one of the other VR stations in the break room and Janet sat at a lunch table, absently stabbing at her salad as she adjusted her shawl. Or at least she had been because when Phil grunted, she turned toward us. Her eyes went wide, and she gripped the edges of her shawl tightly like she wanted to pull it over her head and hide.

      “Well? Why did you yank me out?” I took a deep breath, trying to keep calm. I wanted to get back into the game right away. I needed to find out what Tulip was talking about. Even if I hadn’t felt some deep, intimate connection I had never had with her before, there were too many unanswered questions. It had been too real at the end, and that made me think of those conspiracy nuts about the game. Hell, she had even known where I was since she’d recited the company address. It was nothing a good program couldn’t figure out, sure, but I wanted to get back into Star Conqueror to hear the rest and find out the truth.

      Besides, I had just done the impossible. I had beaten Star Conqueror. I had a reward coming to me.

      Phil loomed over me, smug superiority etched on his face. “You’re in violation of company policy, playing games while at work.”

      “I’m on lunch break, Phil.” I shook my head. “That means I can do whatever I want. That’s how a lunch break works.”

      “You’re using company bandwidth without permission,” he retorted, the smug look not faltering one inch.

      I rolled my eyes. “Look, Phil, I have permission to use it. Jeff Trencher issued it, and you know it.” Just to back my point, I pulled out my phone to bring up the email Jeff had sent me.

      “You did,” Phil said with a condescending nod, “but he revoked that permission, effective immediately.”

      “What?” I said as I brought up the emails on my phone. Damn Phil, there was a new one labeled Company Policy Change. The time stamp on it was what pissed me off. 11:59 am, one minute before I logged into Star Conqueror. I skimmed it to see that my, and only my, bandwidth privilege had been revoked.

      Phil might have been about the worst IT supervisor a guy could ask for, but he was good at manipulating the bureaucracy. I had no idea what he had done to convince Jeff, the office manager, to do this but …

      I didn’t need to be told this was a hack job targeting me directly, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to stand for it. “Look, Phil, maybe we should talk in your office.”
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      Phil seemed to consider my very reasonable offer to discuss his petty bullshit in his office, but I could tell the anger in him outweighed the logic. “I want everyone to see this. They need to know the punishment for breaking the rules.”

      I knew that Phil thought in his little brain that if we did go to his office, even if it made perfect sense, it would be a victory for me. No. This jerk-off couldn’t have that. Couldn’t act professional.

      In a way, I had been expecting this for a while. This situation had been building for weeks now. Ever since we’d had that meeting with the owner, he’d been trying to find a way to get rid of me. It wasn’t my fault I was better than him at the actual job of being an IT technician, which was a problem for Phil.

      In his eyes, he was the head chief, the master of the ship, and the dick head in charge in his little corner of Inetect. And to a man like that, I was a threat, no matter the truth of the matter. Add to that Phil’s ability to ingratiate himself to management and his utter disregard for the well-being of others. Most of the people in the department were scared of him and scared to lose their jobs in a time when jobs weren’t easy to come by.

      “This is a setup. We both know it. What’s the difference between me and Jerry over there?” I motioned to my fellow tech and gaming enthusiast. He was most likely playing Star Conqueror right at that moment, sucking up the same bandwidth I had been, but then again, Phil wasn’t gunning for Jerry’s head.

      “Let’s not bring other people into your trouble,” Phil said, a smile curling across his lips. “You should focus on yourself.”

      The breakroom door opened, and Jeff stepped in carrying a box. He looked sympathetic, and I knew exactly what was in the box. All my stuff. It was weird how everything I owned here at work could fit into one little box. Just one little box. You’d think after a year, I’d have had more stuff.

      Phil couldn’t hide his smirk as he looked down at me. “I’m sorry, David, but you will be suspended, effective immediately.”

      I wanted to punch the smug asshole. I needed this job. Like everyone else, I had bills to pay, food to put on the table, all the usual stuff. Sure, my savings would hold out for a time, and losing my job wouldn’t be the end of the world …

      But that wasn’t the point.

      Before I could respond to Phil in a way that wasn’t a right cross, Jeff set the box on the table and tapped the top of it. “I made sure that I got everything at your desk.” He risked eye contact with me for a beat and looked away, clearly upset. “I’m sorry, David, but the rules are the rules. After the complaint Phil filed, my hands are tied.”

      I stood up then, fists clenched but kept them lowered. “Fine, we’ll see what the Department of Labor has to say about this and Phil’s bogus complaints,” I said, but my thoughts drifted to Tulip.

      Her words rang in my ears, and as I pictured her face, I decided I didn’t much care about this place after all. After all, I was a vet. I’d been through harder stretches in the past, and I could adapt and overcome.

      “You know what, I don’t even care about it, Phil. Just give me my gear, and I’ll be on my way.” I shrugged and held out my hand. “Look, I don’t have all day.”

      Instead of doing this one decent thing, Phil only glared at me for a long moment, and I realized this wasn’t going as he’d planned. I think he’d expected me to grovel or beg or flip out. Who knows, but either way, I wasn’t doing what he’d wanted. Somehow, that knowledge was strangely satisfying to me.

      “Everyone, get out,” Phil snapped, turning toward where Jerry still sat playing his game, blissfully unaware of what was going on. “Janet, get Jerry.”

      Janet gathered her salad bowl and hustled over to Jerry. She used the proper etiquette method unlike Phil, pressing the ping button several times on the side of the helmet, alerting the user to an outside request to log out.

      A moment later, Jerry took his helmet off and smiled. “Is it time already?” he asked before looking around the room, from me to the box, then to Phil and Jeff. “Whoa, there’s like some serious tension in this room. What happened?”

      “Hey, Jerry,” I said with an offhand gesture toward my former boss. “Phil’s trying to get me fired, and I beat the game.” I smiled broadly. “You haven’t lived until you see Tulip take off the power suit.”

      “Tulip took off her power suit?” His eyes went wide as his mind struggled to process my words. “Wait … you beat Star Conqueror? Dude, you have to tell me how. The Star Con community is going to go nuts.” Phil grunted then, and the sound made Jerry’s face fall. “Wait, how is he trying to do that?”

      “Well,” I began, gesturing at Jeff. “Some asshole got Jeff to revoke my internet privileges a minute before I logged on. So, Phil here is suspending me.”

      Jerry blinked as he tucked his headgear under his arm. “Dude, right before the annual owner’s meeting?”

      That was when it all clicked. Phil had to fire me before the meeting. The owner would be there, and she already liked me more than Phil. It was looking likely that she’d promote me to his position, considering how despite Phil’s tyrannical rule, the rest of the IT department had been grumbling about him for a while now.

      “Jerry, get out,” Phil roared, his face turning a particularly annoying shade of reddish purple. “Everyone out.”

      Jerry tossed me a questioning look, and when I nodded, he left with Janet. Jeff arched an eyebrow, and I thought for a moment he was going to overrule Phil’s command, but then he relented, his eyes focused on Phil oddly as he left the room.

      A few seconds later, Phil and I were alone again, and I saw the anger in his eyes. This whole time, Phil had been screwing up his courage, ready now to really unload on me, but I beat him to the punch.

      “Look, Phil, you can’t make false accusations about me because you don’t like me,” I said, trying to stay professional. “That’s petty and dumb. These things always come out in the end, and when it does, you’ll definitely lose your job.”

      “Wrong,” he shot back childishly. “I run this department, and I can do whatever I want.”

      “This is about the owner, isn’t? Don’t like the fact that Miss Miranda is going to promote me over you?” I said, gesturing at him. “That’s just low, man.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” he snarled, and his knuckles turned white as he gripped my VR set tightly.

      “Look, it’s fine, Phil. You want me gone because you think that being the IT manager of some little tech firm makes you the king of the world and I threaten that.” I waved a hand at him. “It’s fucked up, but it’s your bag. I mean, it isn’t going to end well for you since she’s already looking for your replacement, but whatever.” I held my hand out. “Just give me my headset and I’ll go. You can tell everyone I begged or whatever the fuck you want.”

      “She won’t fire me!” The plastic helmet made a cracking sound in his hands, and as he released his grip, the gear fell into two pieces to the table.

      As I stared at the broken gear that took me months to save up to get, I nearly lost my cool. It wasn’t just some crap gear. It was the best, and it helped me become one of the best players at the game. More importantly, I had no way to log back in to see what happened next.

      Only, if I snapped and pummeled him into oblivion, he’d get what he wanted. He’d see that I cared, and I most certainly didn’t care about him or his stupid job. Besides, I could get a new set-up on the way home. It might not be as good, but it would do, and once I was caught up in SC, I’d hit the job hunt. Assuming Miss Miranda didn’t call me up to take Phil’s job after this insanity of his.

      I got up from my chair and took a step toward Phil. I was taller than him, and I looked down at the angry, little man with pity. “I’m sorry that your life sucks, Phil.”

      He stepped back even as anger built in his eyes. “I didn’t mean to break that, but … but I’m glad I did. You’re breaking my career.” And with that, Phil did the one thing I didn’t expect.

      He made a fist with his right hand and swung at me.

      My Marine training kicked in, and I blocked the punch with my arm before stepping to the side and driving my fist into his liver.

      Phil groaned and grabbed at his side as he crumbled to the floor, crying out in pain. I wanted to do more, but what was the point? This guy was a loser. He knew it. I knew it. The owner knew it. I controlled myself with a deep breath. I had a greasy taste in my mouth as if I’d taken a swig of kerosene. I swallowed it, and my gut felt like it was on fire.

      “Help,” Phil yelled out between groans.

      That was my exit cue. I grabbed my broken VR gear and dumped it into the box Jeff had so nicely gathered for me before jogging toward the door.

      “My cousin is a cop. I’m going to …” Phil tried to say but went into another fit of agonized groans.

      Jeff opened the door just as I reached it. He peeked in, saw Phil on the ground, and then looked at me curiously.

      “Call the police,” Phil yelled from the floor. “I’ve been assaulted.”

      Jeff stepped back, his brow rising as a smile flicked across his face. “Sure, Phil, I’ll get right on that,” he said and motioned for me to go by.

      I stopped right on the other side of the breakroom door as Jeff closed it behind me, cutting off Phil’s groans. “He punched first,” I said flatly.

      Jeff smiled. “I know, and I think we have enough to finally get this guy in trouble. I’m sorry I left you out to hang for a minute there, David, but I needed solid proof about Phil’s excesses. I mean, the breakroom has cameras.” He patted me on the shoulder. “For now, you should go. I’ll call you later.”

      I nodded with an appreciative smile. “I forgive you. Just happy to see that someone was already trying to do something about that asshole. Thanks, Jeff.”

      The rows of cubicles had many heads peeking over them as the rest of the employees of Inetect heard Phil screaming from the breakroom.

      Jeff gave me an appreciative nod as I walked by. I hurried by the different people I’d worked with over the last year. No one said a word, and even Janet pulled her shawl across her face as I passed her. That was when I heard it, a clap from one person, then more. In a few seconds, the whole office was applauding. I guess I wasn’t the only one that wanted to take a punch at the man. I bowed with a smile and headed toward the exit.

      Jerry stood near the exit door with a big smile. “Dude, as soon as you can, you have to tell me how you beat the game.”

      “It’s all in the dragon,” I said as I walked by him.

      “The dragon …” Jerry repeated softly to himself.

      I glanced back and spotted Janet on the phone, giving me a quick, furtive look. She was probably on the phone with the police. She had always been Phil’s chief toady, so that didn’t surprise me. Whatever. I wasn’t worried that I defended myself. After all, the man attacked me, with plenty of witnesses.

      Strolling out of the office building into the sunny air, I actually felt sort of free, like a weight was off my shoulders. Still, I figured I should put a move on. I had to buy that replacement gear and see the rest of what Star Conqueror had in store for me. Tulip and her message were almost all I could think about, and any last concerns about Phil or Inetect drifted from my mind.

      Or they would have, if a crack of thunder overhead hadn’t ripped me from my thoughts. I looked up, wondering if the weather was going to turn on me to see a black cloud rolling out from the fluffy white ones. The whole sky darkened as the angry clouds spread over most of the sky, angling for the far side of the lot where I had parked.

      My ten-year old pickup sat side-by-side next to Phil’s brand-new Chevy Corvette. A self-bought birthday present, it screamed mid-life crisis. My car just screamed because the belts were loose, but even still, I didn’t want to get rid of my baby. I loved her, warts and all.

      That was when the stormy clouds peeled away from the distinct gunmetal gray hull of a Star Conqueror Hunter-class long range patrol vessel. The main body was roughly triangular, the whole thing the size of a football field and several stories tall … and this was a small vessel in game terms. As I gawked at it, I realized the bridge I had been standing in, the one in-game where the too-real Tulip had talked to me, was the right size to be that of a Hunter.

      As the Hunter’s landing legs extended out onto the fringes of the parking lot, one struck Phil’s yellow Corvette, smashing it into the asphalt so hard that it almost disappeared.

      The gray ship hummed loudly as the back blast from its atmospheric impulse engines sent waves of grass clippings, fast food wrappers, and dust over me. Even as I raised my hands to shield my face, partially blocking the view, it was still so fucking cool, all glinting metal and space-age tech

      As I stared uncomprehendingly at the ship, its door opened, and a ramp extended out from it, touching the ground.

      “This can’t be real,” I mumbled right before a cat-like woman I knew well stepped out of the door and hurried down the ramp. Tulip had on the same half jersey and jean shorts from our last encounter, and when she saw me, she smiled.

      “Hello, David!” As if this were totally normal, she strode toward me, and as she moved, it was evident she wasn’t wearing a bra because damn.

      This was the too-real Tulip I encountered just minutes before and even the smudge of dirt that had been on her brow was the same. The black, pointy ears on top of her head, black tail and feline face were distinctively cat-like, and combined with her hourglass figure and sleek, toned muscle to make her one of the most beautiful creatures I’d ever seen.

      “Hello,” I replied, finally able to make myself talk as she cleared the distance between us. “How are you here?”

      Tulip let out a purring giggle, thumbing back at the starship. “That’s how, obviously, or do you mean to ask why. That’s simple. I’m here because you beat the game.” Happiness washed over her face, and she moved closer to me. “I thought that was obvious. You did what no man could do. What no man has ever done.”

      “Right, okay—”

      Before I could say more, she hugged me, pulling me close to her body and rubbing herself against me in a way that felt distinctly feline. She moved her mouth against my shoulder, inhaling deeply, and said, “I’m glad we found you first, and I’m sure you have a lot of questions, but we need to get you out of here.”

      That was true. My co-workers couldn’t ignore this kind of spectacle, and they’d be out here with cellphone cameras and even more questions than me in a moment. What would they say when they saw this? Assuming I wasn’t crazy of course. But then again, this felt real, and I didn’t feel crazy …

      “I’m not crazy, right?” I looked right at her, and her eyes sparkled with amusement.

      “David, I promise you’re not crazy. Well, not more than any of us,” Tulip said, gripping my shoulders with her soft hands. “This is real. I’m real, and we need your help. Desperately.”
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      Somehow, I had managed to save my questions for when we were inside the ship, the landing ramp retracting behind me with a hiss of hydraulics. The scratches in the walkway, the little hitch the ramp did, and the just slightly imperfect lighting in the ship all clued me in to how real this was. There was no way any game, no matter how advanced could have this fidelity.

      The moment the ramp had sealed into place, the entire ship lurched, a soft hum filling my ears as what I remembered to be inertial dampers came online, preventing Tulip and me from being flung around by the turbulence of take-off. Every second, every little bit of sensory input, especially the tactile feel and scents convinced me more and more than I wasn’t crazy, that this was very, very real.

      Tulip was staring at me, a smile on her lips as she stroked my shoulder. It was an odd gesture, but I won’t lie. It felt strangely comforting. “I know this is so much to take in at once, but … welcome to the Orion, David, and welcome to the wider universe, something you humans have almost no awareness of.”

      I glanced around, memories of the game passing through my mind. How many times had I stood here in one Resistance ship or another, clad in power armor and waiting to disembark on a mission, or dressed down and eager to get back to home base? More than I could count and the whole idea of doing that again, but for real, made me almost bounce with excitement.

      “No, Tulip, I’m fine,” I said with growing strength. “I mean, yes, there is a lot to take in, like the fact that the game I just beat is real, you’re real … hold on, is Turner real too?”

      Tulip must have seen the eager excitement in my eyes and purred. “Oh yes, Turner is very, very real. He’s on the bridge now, taking us out of the atmosphere and on our way.” Her hand slid from my shoulder, tracing down the line of my arm before she took my hand again. “There is so much to tell you, but for now, please. Ask me any questions you have as you come with me.”

      Considering this ultra-hot catwoman was the real thing and she was leading me towards the bridge of an honest-to-God Hunter class starship, she would have had to beat me off with a stick to keep me from following her. Every moment was the height of awesome, and I know I was gawking at every bulkhead, every computer display, and every litter-bot rolling down the hallways like I was a tourist.

      “Okay, well, I guess first things first.” I shook my head and tried to get serious, focus on the bigger picture. “If you, Turner, and the Resistance are real, the Matriarchy—”

      Tulip frowned faintly as her eyes set with fierce resolve. “All too real, which is why it is absolutely vital to get you to the Resistance’s secret base on the fringe of the Milky Way.” Now I felt a little stupid for never giving the SC conspiracy nuts any credit. As she continued, her voice carried that same resolve and that hint of religious fervor I had seen in her eyes before. “With the power of the dragon in you, you truly will be able to fulfill the prophecy and turn the tide of the war.”

      I was about to ask the next, most obvious question, namely what this prophecy thing was about, when she led me into the bridge itself. To no further surprise of mine, I recognized it immediately as the same place that Tulip had contacted me from after my victory, right down to the plastic trash bin, though an empty Twinkies box had been stuffed into the top.

      Sitting in the engineer’s station beside that bin, large fingers working the holographic controls, was Turner. Not the game Turner, of course, but the real deal.

      Turner was humanoid like all Bolderians, but he would stand out in a crowd with his larger-than-possible head and even bigger body. Oh, and the man had no neck to speak of, just a solid plug of muscle and too-large skull. Add to that a double-row of teeth in his larger-than-life mouth, currently pulled back into a big grin, and he was a safe bet to win any corn on the cob eating contest in the United States. No taller than me but probably twice as wide, Turner mostly wore the standard camouflage uniform of a Resistance fighter, though his pants were smudged with grease and dirt, and his bulging arms and no-neck strained at the edges of a very non-regulation Han Shot First T-shirt, like a literal bit of Star Wars merch.

      I can only assume he bought it wherever he got the Twinkies.

      The forward viewscreens showed off a stunning view of the upper atmosphere and the starfield of open space beyond. As I stared at them, maybe it shouldn’t have been a surprise when Turner spun in his chair and said in a boisterous voice that matched his in-game counterpart but with a thousand times more character, “Hey there, David Briggs! You don’t happen to have any Twinkies on you? Sort of ate the last box we had in the galley.”

      I almost let out a laugh as Tulip patted the back of my hand softly, the feel of her fingers on my flesh sending little tingles of pleasure racing through me, her eyes narrowing at Turner. “Seriously? We have more important things to worry about than Twinkies, no matter how much you love them, such as getting out of the system.” She glanced between the two of us men. “We’ll have plenty of time to talk once we’re safe.”

      I nodded slowly, unable to help myself as I smirked. “Wow, you give good hand.”

      As Turner looked sufficiently chastised, spinning back to his controls with that same big, good old boy grin, Tulip smiled softly as she drifted to the navigator’s station. “It’s a cat thing.” As she sat down in the plush-looking, if well-worn, crew chair, she gestured to the captain’s station between her and Turner. “You’d better strap in. Even with the inertial dampers, things can get a bit rocky until we hit hyperspace.”

      I didn’t need to be told twice. I didn’t even think about why I was given the captain’s station other than it was a convenient place for them to keep an eye on me. As I sat down, I quickly did up the four-point harness. It was just like in the game and pretty much the same as similar rigs on Earth. Some designs were just universal, I supposed.

      Also, just like in the game, each crew station had a swiveling workstation that pulled in like a lap desk, the hologram display currently set to show an overall ship and crew status. While I could see plenty of similar functions and controls from Star Conqueror’s ship piloting missions, there were plenty more I wasn’t familiar with. Still, if push came to shove, I figured I could fly the Orion in a pinch.

      “So, as much as I want to ask about this prophecy thing, I have to start my questions with why exactly we aren’t safe,” I said as we broke out into the void of space, but that term didn’t do the view I had justice. I almost lost my train of thought as I took in the majesty of the stars, the planets, the whirling cosmic dance now plain through the front viewscreens. “Is it the Matriarchy?”

      Turner laughed loudly. “Isn’t it always the Matriarchy?” He leaned over towards Tulip like a gossiping high school football player. “I like this guy, Tulip. He already knows what’s up!”

      She flushed, which was weird to see on a cat girl, rolling her eyes at Turner before glancing back at me. “We, well, the Resistance I mean, seeded a vast array of the more primitive planets in this out of the way corner of the Milky Way with, well, Star Conqueror. It isn’t always called that on every planet of course, but they were all sent with the same purpose. To find the hero of prophecy, integrate them with the spirit of the dragon, prepare them for the greater galaxy, and signal us to come collect them.”

      A fervor was building in her voice, the sound of a true believer in something. “The Resistance didn’t think they’d ever hear from one of you, so they sort of gave up. Turner and I, well, we never lost our faith. As for the Matriarchy, even they can’t watch the entire galaxy at once, and only we have the encryption keys to decipher the game’s transmissions. Still, when you beat the game and transmitted, it’s possible that the signal was detected by other parties. They won’t know exactly what happened, but a signal of this strength coming from your primitive planet will catch their attention.”

      Tulip shrugged. “Maybe the Matriarchy wasn’t listening and I’m just being paranoid, but I’ll feel a whole lot better with a few systems between us and Earth.”

      I nodded slowly. “Okay.” It was all sinking in and now the excitement was tinged with the very real danger I was in, but I didn’t let it perturb me. “I can handle this. I was a Marine. I’ve fought for the freedom of others in the past. I was proud to serve then, and I’ll serve now, but I still want to hear more about this prophecy thing—”

      Tulip reached out and stroked my arm again, in soft, petting motions, and the tingling warmth that set off in my body made my mouth forget what it was saying. “You can’t imagine how often I’ve prayed that we would find someone like you, with your power, and have them be as courageous as you are being now.” She turned toward me and gave me a once over. “We’ve spent a lot of resources to find you, David. We didn’t do that lightly. You really are our last hope.”

      I mulled her words over in my head for a second. “I’m glad to hear that. The question is how, exactly, am I supposed to do that? To help you fight the Matriarchy?” I took a deep breath. “Because in the game, they were nigh unstoppable and had both crazy magic and technology.” I gestured at myself. “I beat the game, sure, but I had a lot more tools there. Right now, I don’t even have a power suit.”

      “You will soon enough.” She winked at me. “And as for the rest, we’ll teach you, though the game was a critical first step, not only to synchronize you with the dragon, but teach you about the greater galaxy.” Splitting her attention between the screen and me, she put her hand on mine again.

      “Say, what’s with all the touching?” I gestured at our hands. “Not that I mind, but, well, what’s up?”

      “Don’t mind her,” Turner said from his station, his voice holding the edge of a smile. “It’s a Fertish thing. They’re constantly touching people, especially those they like.” I turned to find those massive double rows of teeth grinning at me. “You’ll get used to it.”

      “Um … is that true?” I asked, turning back to Tulip to find her still absently stroking my hand, her face twisted in concentration as she stared at the navigation controls. It was weird, sure, but it honestly did feel good and her touch was surprisingly soothing. “And what is this prophecy thing?”

      “Huh, what?” Tulip said, shaking herself back to reality. “Sorry, um, yeah, anyway, as I was saying, you are a dragon, well, the dragon.” Her tone sounded like someone reciting a passage from the Bible in Sunday school. “As for the prophecy, it tells us: And lo, did the dragons fade into the shroud of the Draconis Nebula, rumbling a mighty promise. When the High Priestess and the Mother of Chains spread their wings across the galaxy, the dragons would return, investing their might into a champion of humble origin. With the Flames of Freedom, their champion will right the wrongs of old and throw off the chains of tyranny!”

      She squeezed my hand warmly. “You, David, are that champion, a uniquely powerful being that hasn’t existed in this galaxy in thousands of years.”

      I let that sink in, finding comfort in the warmth of her grip. Yes, in that final mission, I had learned just how important it was to use the strangely out-of-place Dragon Form ability to defeat the High Priestess. I always wondered why it was in Star Conqueror and got so much emphasis in the lore, but then again, the game had winged evil angels with magic powers. Either way, I had indeed managed to transform myself into a dragon-man in the game, but there was a huge difference between learning an ability in a game and being able to transform into a dragon in real life.

      On top of that, the idea of being the chosen one in a prophecy … that brought on a wave of mixed feelings. Sure, the idea of being someone special, someone destined to change everything appealed to my ego, like it would to anyone, but I didn’t want to lose my head. I wasn’t even sure I believed in fate or destiny. Though I might have doubted the prophecy thing, what I didn’t doubt was that I hated the idea of tyranny. That was why I had served my country after all.

      So, prophecy or not, if the Matriarchy was as horrible as the game had painted them as, I’d be more than happy to do what I could for the Resistance. If this whole destiny thing could help boost morale with the good guys, it was a weapon to win a war and I could play along.

      Turner reached over and clapped me on the shoulder, breaking me out of my thoughts and drawing my gaze to the side viewscreen, the Moon passing by large and luminous on our starboard side. “Check it out. You’re making history. You’ve now gone further from your planet than any person in history.”

      My worries were blown away by the amazing sight passing alongside us. It blew every NASA picture I had ever seen out of the water. “Wow.” It was all I could manage to say. It was so mind-blowing, I was surprised I remembered to breathe the whole time.

      “No matter how often I see a moon, I’m always amazed at how pretty they are,” Tulip said softly, taking my hand in hers and moving to point at one of the craters. “Each one has its own unique personality, its own unique beauty marks.”

      “Have you seen a lot of them?” I asked, unable to take my gaze off of the Moon.

      “Oh, quite a few, and if you trust me, you’ll see many moons yourself.” She smiled at me.

      “Well, I’m onboard, even more so than I was before, if that’s possible.” I nodded to the vast vista of space stretched out before the Orion. “This is pretty much what I’ve always wanted.”

      Turner laughed with joy. “I’m with you, David.” He thumped his chest. “I wanted to meet interesting and stimulating people of an ancient culture ... and kill them.” When I didn’t immediately respond, he added, “I wanted to be the first kid on my block to get a confirmed kill!”

      My attention was now totally focused on the Bolderian. “Are you quoting Full Metal Jacket?” I asked, practically unable to comprehend it. “Because it sure sounds like you are.”

      “Yes!” His hand fell on my shoulder and shook me, that meaty mitt easily encompassing my entire shoulder. “I knew you and I could be friends. Eighties movies are my jam!”

      “You like eighties movies?” I laughed a little. “Well, I guess I can’t be too surprised, based on your shirt there.”

      “Yeah, he loves them. By Felinus’ whiskers, he eats up about anything your Earthers put out.” Tulip rolled her eyes. “But it’s time to get out of here.” She gestured at Turner to hurry up.

      I guessed that not only was he a demolitions expert, but a ship’s engineer as well. How many other hidden wrinkles would I discover about these very real people? I was hyped to find out, as I was growing already to love these two even more than I had loved their NPC counterparts.

      “In a minute,” Turner chuckled as his big fingers tapped away at his controls. “Just hold on to your whiskers. We have to prime the hyper-drive first, so we don’t blow up Earth.”

      “Wait, it could blow up the Earth?” I looked back at him, shocked.

      He saw my expression and grinned. “Don’t worry, I’ll protect your planet with my life. I’ve seen Die Hard a hundred times. If I blew up a planet that had produced such an amazing cinematic masterpiece, I’d never forgive myself.”

      “Don’t forget the Rambo movies,” Tulip added before smirking at me. “He makes me watch those on a regular basis. It’s like a ritual for him before a big mission.”

      “Hey now, Ms. Kitty, don’t dog on my boy John Rambo. He’s an honorable fighter that kicks ass.” Turner cracked a huge smile, not missing a beat on his controls the whole time. “Much like me!”

      “I’m still in shock that you know our movies,” I said, pausing for a second to mull something over. “Because this whole thing has me thinking: Greetings, Starfighter. You have been recruited by the Star League to defend the frontier against Xur and the Ko-Dan armada.”

      Turner laughed. “The Last Starfighter. Classic.”

      It was indeed a classic, a movie I had watched dozens of times as a child and more than a few times as an adult. I had always dreamed of being the one picked to be a Starfighter, to fly out into the greater universe, and save the day from some great threat. Now, it wasn’t a dream.

      It was reality.

      I smiled. “Great, well, let’s just Death Blossom the High Priestess’s flagship and get this over with.”

      “I knew I was going to like you.” Turner slapped his leg with delight. “Okay, we’re a safe distance from Earth. Priming drives.” The hyper-drive status display on my captain’s controls showed the steadily building power in our engines. It wouldn’t be long now.

      Shaking my head with a chuckle, I tapped at the controls myself, bringing up a view of the space behind us, Earth hanging like a shining jewel among the stars. “Do you think we just freaked out my entire planet?”

      Tulip grinned and shook her head. “As if. I’m a thousand times better hacker than my in-game counterpart. My jamming protocol can easily scramble the sensor net of your primitive world. Uh, no offense intended.”

      Turner added, “And I dropped a little EMP present on that box of a building you worked in right before we landed. That should sufficiently fuck their shit up … electronically speaking. Hope you’re okay with that. Couldn’t risk cameras recording us.”

      I nodded my head slowly, understanding the basics of what they were saying. A million questions flooded my mind as the stars streaked by.

      “Entering hyper-space,” Tulip said and pressed an icon on her screen.

      The ship vibrated, and the windows shimmered as if water was being poured over them. It was the familiar look of the first layers of hyper-space from the game as well. It took a few moments for starships to fully phase through the vibrational barrier, and it was in those few moments a ship was most vulnerable. Still, as we began shifting to the non-Einsteinian physics of hyper-space, we were picking up terrific speed.

      I sat in my seat, frozen as I stared out at the vistas of space before us. We moved past Mars and when I spotted Jupiter, I got chills. I rubbed the prickles on my arm as we zipped by the planet. All my life, I had looked to the stars and wondered what was there. To some extent, that was the appeal of Star Conqueror to me. It gave me a world to play in outside of my own, but I always knew it wasn’t real. This, though, was all too real, and my senses were overwhelmed with euphoria.

      In a few minutes, we were passing the Ort cloud and exiting the solar system.

      “Almost ready,” Turner announced.

      Tulip sighed. “Good, I can’t wait to get out of here.”

      As she spoke, a red tab flashed on all of our screens as alarm sirens blared across the bridge.

      WARNING! Vibrational grapples attached! Leaving hyper-space!

      My heart sank as I pointed at the alert and said what was on everyone’s mind.

      “Well, shit.”
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      “Shit, shit, shit, shit, where they hell did they come from?” Panic flashed across Tulip’s face as she leaned forward, her hands a flurry of movement across the controls. “Those vibrational grapples are already locked in! Hyper-spatial field is totally messed up.”

      It was exactly as she said, I could tell that much by a cursory examination of the read-outs. As hyper-space movement relied on a vibrational field of a super-precise frequency produced by the ship’s drives, vibrational grapples (technically a type of energy weapon rather than actual cables) disrupted that field. No field, no faster than light travel.

      Basically, whoever ‘they’ were had blindsided us and until someone could get the drives recalibrated, we were screwed. Still, I wasn’t worried, not yet, because Turner and Tulip had been my favorite NPC squadmates in the game for reasons beyond Tulip’s devastating beauty. Tulip was supposed to be the best hacker and computer programmer in the galaxy, going under the hacker codename of Null-K, while Turner’s expertise with anything that went boom was legendary, but it extended to engineering all kinds of weapons and armor. From what I was seeing, that included ships as well.

      “They cloaked right in on us,” Turner called over to Tulip. “Can you keep us alive while I get the drives recalibrated?”

      “Can John McClane shoot glass?” Tulip grinned as she pulled up the tactical navigation controls. A few taps and the Orion was already diving into evasive maneuvers. Our attackers must have been closing in our rear, as the front and side viewscreens showed nothing.

      “You were paying attention to the movie,” Turner acknowledged before muttering, “Technically Hans Gruber ordered Karl to shoot but … I get your meaning.”

      With the controls and engineering in able hands, the least I could do was assess the threat. The viewscreen controls were as easy to use as I remembered from the game and a few taps later, I brought up a window in the front viewscreen, filtering imagery from the rear sensor array of our ship. What we all saw in that moment was a bit jaw-dropping.

      Arrayed behind us was a Tierra-class Matriarchy battleship, escorted by a couple of Corbyn-class frigates. These were top of the line warships, the Tierra being one of the finest capital ships produced by the Matriarchy shipyards, and the Corbyns were no slouches either. The Tierra alone was the size of a city, a long, brilliantly white needle, with the curving design of a unicorn horn, if that horn was bristling with enough plasma launchers, rail guns, and particle beam emplacements to ravage New York City. That was a lot of firepower for just us.

      “Is that the Left Hand’s ship?” Turner asked, his eyes as big as saucers even as his fingers never stopped working at the engineering controls.

      His sudden case of nerves was understandable. The Left Hand of the High Priestess was the third in command of the entire Matriarchy, a frighteningly powerful woman that I only ever saw from a distance in-game. Strangely, despite the content of the last mission, I never wound up fighting her, so the truth of her identity and magical power was a big unknown to me, despite rampant speculation on the Star Conqueror message boards.

      “I don’t care if it’s the High Priestess’s ship, we’re jumping as soon as you get the drives back online,” Tulip growled before smacking the screen in frustration. “It couldn’t have been a scout or something simple. It had to be a Tierra class! How the hell did they get here so quick?”

      “Don’t worry, guys,” I called out, putting on my best superior officer voice. “You’ve fought through worse, I know you have, so let’s focus. Get us a course they won’t expect, Tulip, and give me those drives, Turner.”

      Any worry I had that I might have overstepped my bounds with the pair disappeared the moment Turner flashed me a big thumbs-up and Tulip smiled sidelong at me. “You’re right, David. Thank you for the faith.” She focused on her controls and my own captain’s window updated with her new navigation path for our hopefully very soon next jump.

      Being the only one without a critical job at that moment, I was the only one who saw the Incoming Hail signal on my screens. “She’s hailing us for some reason,” I called out.

      “Good, stall her,” Turner shouted as he worked his magic, our hyper-spatial field slowly coming back into proper focus. “Use some of that Earther fast-talking I have seen in your famous action cinema!”

      “Me?” I pointed at my chest just to make sure there was no confusion as to who me was.

      “Yes, you,” Tulip chimed in as she worked feverishly to finalize a new hyper-drive route. It apparently was a hell of a lot harder to do in the real world than the game. “Turner and I can work while you talk. You can do it!” Now, she was the one with reassuring me, and it worked.

      They needed me, and I wanted to help. The communication system looked identical to the one in-game, so I pressed the button to respond to the hail.

      A comms window opened on my screen, dominated by an alien woman. Light, grayish skin like soft marble accented her perfectly heavenly visage and a pair of large, white, feathered wings stretched out past her back and out of the screen’s view. Most humans would mistake her as some sort of angel, but I knew better. This was a Matriarch, and she was pure evil. Her blue eyes seemed to glow, and I couldn’t help but stare at her like an exotic zoo exhibit. Her camera angle, like mine, left little else visible on the screen.

      Something snapped in me as I took her in. Heat swelled from the pit of my stomach, an inner flame that rose and raged at the sight of this alien figure with perfect teeth and unnatural blue eyes. I had no idea what this burning heat was as it tried to rise up in my throat, stoking up a fiery anger to go along with it. Struggling to keep it down, I could feel the sweat beading on my brow as it abated … for the moment.

      What the fuck was that?

      “I am Inquisitor Alyra,” the Matriarch announced, her voice surprisingly soft as she gestured grandly, never once meeting our eyes directly, “Left Hand of the High Priestess, Grand Starshaper, Wielder of the Golden Light of Thar’zoul. You will release your ship’s controls to us.”

      I growled, an undercurrent of anger still flowing, my hands curling into fists at her outrageous demands. Any thought of glib wordplay from an action movie was going right out the window.

      “Do you understand what I’m saying?” Alyra pressed, her voice rising in annoyance. “You have five seconds to comply.” Even as annoyed as she seemed to be, that was all it was, like we were a fly in her soup. She let out a slight yawn as she looked off camera, arrogant in her superiority to us non-Matriarchs.

      The arrogance brought the fire back ten-fold, pushing the rage back up to the forefront of my mind. Anger grabbed me from inside out and I felt something try to press its way out of my body, changing it from the inside out.

      Golden claws, just like those of my dragon form in-game, started to peek out of my fingertips before retracting, and as I looked down at them, I licked the insides of my mouth, tasting the same sweet, oily substance from my encounter with Phil. All in all, the shift back and forth had taken less than a second, but that little taste was enough to make me feel powerful in a way I couldn’t quite explain. There was a brief moment of surprise mixed with the endorphin rush of all that power. Any thought about this dragon thing not being real was purged from my system. Sure, maybe I should have worried about that, but I had so much adrenaline coursing through me that I just didn’t care.

      Not when I had this bitch staring me down like I was less than a worm, anyway.

      “I do not comply,” I growled, fixing the Inquisitor with a glare. “And you’d best leave us alone. I’d hate to have to kill you.”

      As I met her eyes, I took in the fear behind them, an existential panic that probably drowned out every word I said. In that panic, she turned to off-camera and gestured frantically, her shrieks of fear much different than her soft speaking voice. “Captain, fire everything you’ve got at that ship now!”

      “Guys! I think I made her piss her pants and now she’s going psycho!” I shouted. “We need to move and now!”

      “I’m on it,” Tulip cried, her fingers never stopping their rapid motion. “Hyper-drive route punched in and initiating evasive maneuvers!”

      The screen went black as the Left Hand cut channels, even as multiple alerts flashed across my screen, showing weapons systems on the Tierra charging as the two frigates moved to cut off our escape.

      “They’re firing on us, as if that’s some big news,” Turner snarked as his fingers flew to another window on his controls. “Launching counter measures!”

      I instinctively moved to my screen and saw those same firing controls pop up for me as well. “Turner, I can handle this. You finish those calculations for the jump!”

      “You got it, David,” the Bolderian said, utter confidence on his face as he pulled up the engineering window again. “We just need to buy twenty seconds, tops!”

      The estimated time for the first missile’s impact was ten seconds thanks to Tulip’s brilliant maneuvers. It was more than enough time for me to bring up our counter ballistics, a series of small rail gun turrets mounted along the triangular hull of the Orion. High speed projectiles burst from our rail guns and slammed into the first barrage of incoming missiles, blowing them to kingdom come.

      As the last missile exploded, I glanced out the port viewscreen, the one facing the small fleet. All three Matriarch ships were turning so they could launch every weapon they had at us in a vicious broadside. That was fine though. I’d dealt with worse odds when I did the Arcadian Moon Run back in Star Conqueror.

      A smile crossed my lips. I’d beaten that fight by exploiting a maneuverability issue on the Matriarch targeting scheme. Maybe that would work here too.

      Taking a deep breath, I focused on the controls, feeling my mind go to that deep place it always did when I entered the game. My hands flew across the controls, so familiar, it was like coming home. “Tulip, Turner, I’ve got a plan. I’m taking over some nav and engineering functions, but don’t worry. I’ve got this.”

      Tulip nodded eagerly, even as she sent the Orion in another twisting spiral to avoid a barrage of plasma bolts, while Turner just gave me his big thumbs-up.

      With a grin at their show of support, I brought up our fuel cells, and dialed them to maximum, but instead of driving the power to our engines, I pushed the power to our aft rail guns. It was a little-known fact that Matriarch ships prioritized incoming ordinance based on speed. I wasn’t sure why that was, but they did. Well, I was about to make this mother fly.

      I hit the fire button while swinging our ship up in a tight arc that sent a wave of steel lancing between the rightmost frigate and the Left Hand’s ship before coming down on her right. More projectiles cut through the air between the left ship and the battleship, and just like in the game, their targeting locked onto the projectiles, drawing their weapon systems to track the rail gun bursts instead of our ship, buying us much needed time.

      “Does this thing have Gamma bombs?” I asked, glancing at Turner who was staring at me in open mouthed shock.

      “How did you …?”

      “Turner, Gamma bombs?” I said, cutting him off and he blinked.

      “Yeah, it does.” He nodded at me. “But those have to be dropped manually.” His eyes went wide. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Turner, I’m deadly serious,” I said, and when he started to object, I smiled at him. “What would John McClane do?”

      That got him on board.

      “He’d kick some Matriarch ass!” Turner nodded. “The last calculations are child’s play, so I’m shunting them to you, Tulip.” He hopped to his feet, turning toward the open door to the rest of the ship. “Give me two shakes, and I’ll be in position to drop them.”

      “Good.” I took a deep breath as I turned my attention back to the enemy craft. My maneuver had caused them to turn completely away as their targeting locked onto the projectiles and blasted them out of the air, but that was over now. They were already spinning back toward us, but I didn’t care.

      Dropping the extra power from the rail guns, I pushed it into our engines. We rocketed toward them while I thumbed open the communications array and sent out a broad-spectrum comm.

      “Hey, bitches. Ready to play chicken?”

      “Cat god’s tail, what are you doing?” Tulip asked, glancing up at me. “We’re trying to get away from them.”

      “Yeah, but that’s no fun.” I smiled at her, thumbing off our shields, weapon systems, and pretty much everything as I poured every last ounce of energy into the engines. “You may not know this, but we Marines don’t run away. We just kick ass and take names. Oorah!”

      It was strange. For a second, I thought Tulip was going to argue or tell me I was an idiot, but instead, she just nodded. “You won in Star Conqueror, you’ll win here. I trust you.” Then she went back to her work, finishing up the hyper-drive calibration Turner had left for her.

      I smiled. I couldn’t help it. This badass freedom fighter believed in me, and I wasn’t going to let her down.

      The Left Hand’s ship was nearly dead on with us and closing fast. I could see the beam weapons on her ship flaring, letting me know I had at most six seconds until they turned our ship into slag. It was a good thing I only needed two.

      Pressing down the comm button, I signaled Turner.

      “I’m here, David. Got three loaded.” He took a breath. “We only have four total so …”

      “That’s plenty, Turner. Set the explosion distance for six hundred meters.”

      “Done.”

      “Great. On my mark, drop the first bomb. Wait a breath, then drop the second with the same specs. I’ll let you know when to do bomb three. Probably want four loaded too.” I stared down the ship ahead and smiled. She was reacting, turning to follow with her plasma weapons and particle cannons because it would be stupid to use missiles at this distance. Fortunately, I was just that kind of stupid.

      “Mark!” I shouted.

      As the word left my mouth the first bomb fell, and as it did, I dropped into a dive toward it. The huge metal cylinder flared as the surge drive on the top came to life, propelling it down. Right as the bomb reached four hundred meters, I jerked hard on the virtual control stick, pulling the nose of the ship out of the dive and bringing it straight up as I diverted all our power from acceleration to shielding.

      Overhead, the Tierra was moving to follow us, its front coming down so it could reorient its weapons, and that was when the Gamma bomb exploded. The force ripped out, hitting our turning ship and flipping us upside down. The sensors went insane as the shockwave of the bomb flung us upward far quicker than I could ever have managed, and thanks to my positioning, we zoomed right up toward the underside of the Matriarchy ship. The ship that wouldn’t have been in position if it hadn’t tried to blow us up.

      That was when the second Gamma bomb ejected. Only it didn’t need to go the six hundred meters because the underside of the Left Hand’s massive battleship was only four hundred away.

      The bomb slammed into the underside of her hull and exploded like a fucking nuclear bomb. The force pitched us downward as the entire blast site started to crater, the force so immense, it actually pushed her ship upward even as she moved forward, exposing more of her tender hull.

      “Turner, launch the third bomb, wait a breath, and launch four.”

      “Affirmative.” An eyeblink later, bomb three was flying away, and while we weren’t as close as before, there was still no way for the Left Hand to avoid it.

      See, that was the thing with Gamma bombs. They kind of went in the direction you fired and that was it. They didn’t track, didn’t follow targets. They were just a big badda bang, which was why no one used them. Unguided weapons in the three-dimensional dance of space combat, especially with so many gravitational forces involved, was stupid, at least on paper.

      Well, as the third and then fourth bombs slammed into the underside of the ship, practically cracking it in half, I smiled. That was why. That right there was fucking why.

      “Holy shit, David,” Turner cried through the comms. “You just crippled her ship.”

      “I did, didn’t I?” I said as more sensors lit up, letting me know the two smaller escorts had locked onto us. “Now, we just have to deal with these assholes.”

      “Got it!” Tulip said in triumph as she smacked her hand down on the controls. “These assholes can fuck off.”

      My screen popped to life with Alyra’s angry face on it. The Left Hand must have hacked into our comms, and part of me was glad they had because the look of rage on her face was fucking priceless. “We will hunt you down, no matter where you go!” she roared. “This is not the end. I will feast on your entrails.”

      Before she could say another word, the hyper drive engines roared to life and we jumped.
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      “I can’t believe we got away clean.” Tulip absently rubbed her right ear as we all gathered again on the bridge. That was something new. She had never rubbed her ear in game, and I enjoyed seeing that little nervous tic. The in-game Tulip never did anything like that, but she also never did anything that wasn’t in her extensive but limited animation cycles. This was unique. This was real. Despite the tension of the situation, I took a moment to marvel at the fact I was standing next to the real Tulip.

      “What are you staring at?” she said, lowering her hand.

      “I’m just so happy you’re real,” I said, smirking at her.

      “What about me?” Turner jerked a thumb at his chest. “Are you happy to see me too?”

      “Yeah, I love you too, Turner. Nice job with those bombs by the way.” I smiled at him. “You’re a real maestro at picking up heavy objects and putting them into holes.”

      “Nice.” Turner flashed me a wink and a smile. “Now, I must go and check to see if all that crazy shit you did fucked anything up.” He got up and walked off the bridge, carrying his tablet from the engineering station.

      Turner’s attitude nor his affinity for movies were in the game either, but I liked both as much as I liked all I was discovering about the real Tulip. Hell, I don’t think he’d spoken more than a hundred words in-game, mostly just quips about blowing stuff up and kicking ass.

      Speaking of change, I felt one in me as well. Something deep in me was growing, a powerful thing. The heat I had felt when I first saw Alyra on-screen was still there, and it was now a steady, burning heat. I glanced down at my hands, expecting to see those golden talons peeking out again. Only my hands seemed normal now as I looked them up and down. What had triggered that power, and now that I knew it was real, how could I harness it when I needed it?

      It wasn’t like I had a UI button to hit to change forms like in Star Conqueror.

      “Are you doing okay?” Tulip asked, coming over to me, but her idea of personal space was far different from my own, and I soon felt her body pressed against mine as she looked over my shoulder to see what I was staring at. It felt good, soothing, as she started to purr against me.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said, managing to smile even as I still looked at my hands. “Just wondering about this whole dragon thing. You know, how it’s gonna work.”

      “It is gonna hurt so much your head will explode.” She stepped around me and took my hands in hers. Then she burst out laughing. “Oh, David, I’m just kidding. Wow, you should have seen your face.” She sucked in a breath as she put her forehead against my chest. When she recovered a few seconds later, she looked up at me, but her face still had that Cheshire cat grin. “David, you’re the most powerful creature in existence. When you change, it’s going to be awesome.”

      “Part of me can’t wait,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Both you and the Matriarch seemed to think I was a dragon, so I believe you …” I waved my hands by way of example. “I still feel normal though.”

      “David, you’re far from normal.” She pulled my hand, leading me toward the door at the back of the bridge. “Come with me, I have something to show you.”

      “Is the ship okay, you know, without us in here?” I gestured toward the bridge.

      “It’s in the hands of the gods now and Turner. There’s nothing you and I can really do in hyperspace but wait.”

      “Fair enough.” With those words, I followed her through a good portion of the ship, from hall to hall and across various rooms. There were crew quarters, a dining hall, a kitchen, and even what had to be a bar with hanging glasses and colorful bottles on display. Some of this was new to me, as Star Conqueror kept most of its social aspects to hub worlds. The amount of ship customization and layout wasn’t as much as some folks in the Star Con community wanted. Now, though, I guess that didn’t really matter to me. I was in the real deal.

      The one thing that stood out again was the lack of people. The ship had no crew, but the normal compliment for a Hunter-class was fifty minimum and up to two-hundred if people got cozy with one another.

      “Where is everyone?” I gestured around the barren halls. “Shouldn’t there be a full crew?”

      “No, not at all. It’s just us,” Tulip said, smiling at me. “And Turner, of course.”

      I couldn’t hide my disbelief as I asked, “You and Turner are the only ones on this ship?”

      “Well, yes,” she said, frowning slightly as she tugged on her ear. “You see, some of the Resistance’s commanders … they’ve lost faith, you see.” Tulip turned to me, stroking my chest with one hand. “They wanted to pull all the monitoring ships entirely, focus all resources on directly fighting the Matriarchy, but I pleaded with them.” She let out a little laugh, her lips pulling into a wry grin. “This was their concession to me. Fortunately, while it’s just Turner and me, the command did make sure we were fully stocked to get you ready, assuming we found you.”

      Ah, now it made sense. Part of me couldn’t argue with the commanders’ thoughts, but the rest of me was glad that Tulip had kept the faith. “I understand. You have to make hard choices when you’re responsible for peoples’ lives, but I’m happy to know you threw your weight around.”

      Tulip smiled and turned back to the doors. “I’m happy too. Now, I want to show you this room and more importantly, start getting you truly ready for action.” She pushed open the doors and entered the chamber beyond.

      I followed closely behind, knowing what the room was the moment I saw it, a combat training room, just like the one commonly found in social hubs in Star Conqueror. It was a large room, maybe fifty feet across, and every surface was the same uniform white color. I’d spent many hours in rooms like this, practicing with new weapons and testing builds before I invested my hard-earned power credits.

      “Are we going to fight?” I asked with a bit of a chuckle. We had never fought in-game, but I’d always wondered how it would go down. She had such a graceful fighting style compared to my more brute force approach.

      “Maybe, if you get me mad,” she said as she sauntered over to a white cabinet on the wall. “I’m more interested in what you look like once we get you out of those clothes.” She gave me an appraising look before she pressed a button. The cabinet opened to reveal a pair of power suits hanging from a pole. “Because I think you’ll look way better in your very own power suit.” She looked me up and down. “Not that the jeans and button up thing isn’t working for me.”

      “You have power suits?” I said, my mouth practically falling open as I stared at the gleaming, bleeding-edge tech hanging there just waiting to be taken.

      “Yes, of course we do, and I think we need to get you outfitted with one now.” Tulip nodded, trying to suppress a grin. “We can’t let anything happen to that sweet body of yours.” She winked at me playfully.

      I barely heard her because I was too busy focusing on the suits. After all, a power suit was everything in Star Conqueror. It protected you from various types of attacks, and it was also the power source for many weapons and items you used, but neither of those things were really what made it awesome.

      No, the upgrades were what really did it. And the better your suit was to begin with, the more powerful your upgrades would be. At the beginning of the game, your suit had pitiful stats and a limited power supply, but nearly every aspect of it was customizable and upgradeable. Sure, the power suit started only as powerful as your base self, but the tech within it let you transfer a measure of a defeated enemy’s power credits into your suit, making you and it more powerful.

      I salivated, looking at the fitted jumpsuit hanging from the hook. It looked innocuous, but there were so many surprises hidden in the nanite-powered suit. “Does it work the same as in the game?”

      “Yes, and I know what you are wondering. Yes, you can collect power credits and apply them to this suit’s power. You just have to kill the enemy first to do it.” She took the suit off the hook and brought it over to me. “So, hopefully you’ll kill a hell of a lot of bad guys.”

      “I can do that.” I nodded as she rubbed her hand along the smooth material before handing it over to me. The moment I touched it, my mouth nearly fell open. “Wait … is this a DVRX 1100 power suit?”

      The DVRX 1000 was the most powerful base suit in the game, and it cost nearly a million power credits to get the base model. Having it was like the difference between a spear and an Abrams tank. And this one was even better. Crazy.

      “It is.” Tulip smiled at me, clearly pleased I recognized the suit. “These suits are of Dr. Eldridge’s design, the very person that created Star Conqueror. It’s the best one out there.”

      “I can’t believe you’re giving me this to start.” I’d never seen a power suit more beautifully constructed. The color, well, white wasn’t my thing. Hopefully, it would have the same color customization options as in the game.

      Sure, vanity is a sin, but if you’re putting your life on the line for the galaxy, you could afford to look good doing it, right?

      “Why wouldn’t we, David? This is real life. While the Resistance pulled back on monitoring duty, they still gave us the best gear to give to you.” She reached out, touching my chest with one slender finger. “Prophecies are great, but I think it’s always best to help fate along. If you died because we didn’t give you every possible advantage we could, well, we’d be fools, no?” She paused, waving off her words with a hand, giving me the distinct impression she’d actually made that argument before, probably to Resistance command. “Now, go ahead. Try it on.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice.” I quickly stripped down to my lucky platypus boxers before sliding my legs in and pulling the suit up and over my shoulders. It fit much like a jumpsuit, reaching to my wrists and ankles. I zipped the front up to my neck and hit the pressure nozzle on the side of the collar with my thumb. There was a hiss of compressed air as the suit tightened around me, form fitting to my body.

      I’m not sure what I expected it to feel like exactly, but it was strangely comfortable. Well, at least when it was unarmored, anyway. Using the wrist pad, I activated armored mode.

      In an instant, the internal nanomachines of the suit constructed layers of plating that felt like metal to the touch but were as light as plastic. They clicked into place over the base suit before connecting into a nearly impenetrable shell of armor around me. I moved my arms and legs around, testing my mobility with the suit fully armored. It was both comfortable and maneuverable.

      Pressing another button on the wrist pad caused the fabric to grow over my hands and form perfectly fitted gloves with a plate of armor over the back of my hands like gauntlets. Another button press did the same for the boots, and a moment later, I took a few steps. That was all it took to get my feet adjusted to the feel of them. They were thick but comfortable like the rest of the suit.

      “Damn. I feel like I could take on an army by myself.” I nodded at Tulip who smiled at me like a cat with cream.

      “That’s the idea.” She smirked at me. “This one has a new option too. In addition to the transparent dome helmet, there’s also an energy version, like a force field. Try it out.”

      “Really?” As she nodded, I found the option on my wrist pad and hit it. A golden dome of energy burst from the collar, surrounding my head in a nearly impenetrable force field. This was crazy.

      The old one had reminded me a bit of the old-fashioned pulp magazine concept of a space helmet, but the force field gave me full visibility and protection from small arms fire and most melee attacks with none of the weird mobility issues I’d experienced by having a giant dome around my head.

      “Does it still have the full environmental protection and air filtration?” I asked. “Or will I need the helmet for that?” Obviously, one of the biggest and most important purposes of a power suit was survival in space and alien environments. In the game, as long your helmet was fine and your suit had power, you could survive just about any environmental condition.

      “Yes, but it uses a lot more power.” She rubbed her chin. “You’d be better off using the dome in those situations if possible.” She shrugged.

      “Right.” I said as I hit another button on my wrist pad. A heads-up display straight out of Star Conqueror flashed to life in front of me. It was basic suit setup information, and while I could access it all from my wrist pad, I’d always found the HUD a lot easier to work with.

      Thank God, they had a whole suit of color options. I quickly scrolled through them, adjusting the polychromatic paint job to a near-black color that shimmered to a deep purple in the light. Now, I wanted a mirror to see how badass I looked in the suit.

      Just like in the game, the right arm of my suit also had a built-in retractable display that I could use to select everything in the menus if I didn’t want to use the wrist pad or the eye controls for the HUD projection to access the suit’s options. It was even detachable for use as a tablet computer, though I had never done too much with those hacking or robotics upgrade trees in the game, the ones that got the most use out of the detachable computer.

      “It’s crazy how familiar this all seems. I mean, I know I did it all in Star Conqueror, but even still …” I said, turning to look at Tulip.

      “That’s the idea. The game was designed to get you used to being in your suit, flying our ships, all that stuff,” Tulip said, the look on her face something I couldn’t quite explain. Part hunger, part something else I couldn’t recognize. “How’s the suit feel?”

      It was probably nothing, some alien thing that I just wasn’t familiar with. “Good,” I said, looking down at myself and touching the material. “I’m ready to kick ass.”

      “I’m glad, David. We’re counting on you. We need you more than you know.” She paused for a beat to let that sink in before continuing, “Do you have any questions about your suit?”

      I opened the menu and scrolled through it. Nothing else seemed to come to mind until I saw a number at the top left of the screen next to a swirling, golden coin.

      “Hey, I’ve got power credits,” I said, looking at my display in shock. “I thought you had to earn these in combat?”

      “Of course, you do, silly. Though you do start with what an amount the system gauges based on your core potential. Everyone is unique in that regard, since it is influenced by species, age, training, and a billion other factors I don’t even begin to understand. That’s why you have some even though you haven’t taken any from enemies.”

      Tulip smiled at me. “Like I said before, it’s just like in the game where you can use them to upgrade your abilities.” She gestured for me to go for it. “You can spend them now if you’d like. In fact, I suggest you do. This is a crazy, mixed-up galaxy and you never know when trouble will come knocking.”

      “But how does that even work?” I asked, confused. “Shouldn’t I just have access to everything?” I gestured at myself. “After all, that’s why you gave me the suit, right?”

      “No.” Tulip shook her head. “All suits have baseline abilities, but they’re completely customizable.” She smirked. “The system is similar to Star Conqueror, otherwise we’d have just given you everything at the start of the game. After all, the whole point of it was to prepare you for this moment.”

      “But how does that even work?” I rubbed my face. “Like the science of it.”

      “Complex math, magic, and a whole bunch of words even I didn’t understand.” She waved her hand dismissively. “Suffice it to say that it does work. When you kill someone, the suit will absorb some of their power, which you can use to make yourself stronger.” She rubbed her temples, eyes lost in thought for a second. “I remember having it explained to me before, but even with my understanding of quantum computing and artificial intelligence matrices, it still blew past me. So, just go with it until Dr. Eldridge can explain it to you. Even then, don’t feel bad if you don’t understand it.”

      “Fine.” I nodded to her. “Considering most of this is beyond me anyway, you’re probably right. I can take a thing or two on faith.”

      Tulip smiled and nodded. “Faith is what can set us free.”

      She was right, and I acknowledged the sentiment with a smile as I went back to my suit’s menus. As they popped up on my HUD, I realized I had two hundred and twenty power credits as a base line. That seemed like a lot, especially since the starting amount in Star Conqueror had always been around twenty.

      “Wow, I’ve got a lot. Over two hundred—"

      “You have over two hundred?” Tulip gasped, coming toward me. “Jesus, David. That’s incredible.” She chewed on her lip. “It must be because you’re a dragon. With species as a factor, that would grant you amazing potential.” She snickered. “Turner is gonna be pissed. He thought he was hot shit because he started with eighty.”

      “Ha, well, remind me to rub it in his face then. You know, just once.”

      She laughed as I began to study the different options I had in the various upgrade trees. Right away, I saw a few differences from how Star Conqueror would normally play out. A starting character would normally have to pick a base class, and that class would give you a baseline upgrade tree to work from. You would also get your choice of one of three specialty trees that can only be selected at character creation. From there, it was just spending your starting points and that was that.

      I didn’t have a class choice, which I suppose made some sense. It wasn’t like I was a newly born baby, and as the classes also determined what weapons and equipment you started trained in, well, I already knew my way around all manner of firearms and other weapons. Apparently, that had been enough for me to be assigned the Space Marine class, pretty fitting to be honest), along with the baseline Assault upgrade tree for that class. Also, much to my surprise, I had the Dragon upgrade tree already unlocked, something that had required both a story mission and a million power credits to unlock in the game.

      On top of that, I still had my choice of specialty trees. Spacer, Vanguard, and Ascension were all glowing green choices in my HUD. The Spacer tree had a ton of options based around space combat and zero-gee environments, both ship piloting and basic combat. It wasn’t my cup of tea in Star Conqueror, there weren’t enough space-based missions to make it feel worthwhile to me. I usually went for Vanguard, an upgrade tree that offered a lot of the baseline survivability bonuses that helped me survive my frontline tendencies. In fact, I was about to pick it without even considering the last option when I realized something important.

      I didn’t have to pick some of the more newbie options because I had two hundred points and Dragon Form.

      That might be enough for a viable Ascension build.

      It wasn’t the most common build, since it involved buying a bunch of skills that were sort of useless until you had them all, but then the synergy would make it ten times better. The problem was, you’d be gimped until you got them all, and thanks to the extremely high respec cost in Star Conqueror, getting it that way wasn’t a viable option, and even fewer had wanted to level up gimped to get it.

      Hell, I’d only done it once during an event, but I still remembered how powerful it felt.

      Taking a deep breath, I scrolled down past my other two choices to Ascension. Taking a deep breath, I read the description.

      Harness your inner dragon. The Ascension tree allows the user to use a portion of his dragon abilities while in human form, making him stronger, faster, and tougher.

      That right there was the main problem with the build. You had to select Ascension at the start of character creation if you didn’t want to spend the ten million points (and lose all the skills you’d already bought) to change your specialty tree, and it didn’t work until you got Dragon Form, the actual active ability. Considering what Tulip had been I figured I had Dragon Form already unlocked, but it paid to make sure.

      A few quick clicks through the menus and there it was. Dragon Form, already purchased. That in itself was insane since, in Star Conqueror the game, that upgrade had cost me nearly sixteen million credits and involved mastering several upgrade trees that were truly terrible. That was, in essence, seventeen million free power credits in total. It was almost mind-blowing to think about.

      Turning back to the suit setup options, I selected the Ascension tree for my specialty and hit accept.  The second it flashed to life, I began looking at the skills in the tree as I thought through what to do.

      My first choice was Breath of the Wilds, and as I selected it, the description popped up in front of me.

      

      
        Breath of the Wilds

        Cost: 50 power credits

        When activated, this ability allows the user to drastically increase his tolerance to the elements for 1 minute.

        Power Cost: 5% of maximum

        Cooldown: 3 minutes

      

      

      Even though it always irked me that Breath of the Wilds cost so much more than other starting active abilities in other trees that did similar things, I took it anyway, as did most players once they learned Dragon Form if they were going for Ascension. That skill was especially useful because it basically allowed me ignore fire, which, as a dragon, was pretty useful, as well as certain energy weapons, like lasers and plasma.

      Taking a deep breath, I purchased Breath of the Wilds. As I did, it deducted the fifty points required to open a tree. Like in the game, it seemed none would actually be spent until I finalized my selections. That was good. I wouldn’t have to waste points if I didn’t have enough to get the build I wanted.

      Next, I selected an upgrade to the left of it called Dragon’s Revolt.

      

      
        Dragon’s Revolt

        Cost: 25 power credits

        When activated, this ability allows the user to increase offensive and defensive attacks when engaged in battles where the user is outnumbered. For every enemy combatant actively engaged against the user, all abilities will be augmented by 1% for 1 minute.

        Power Cost: 7% of maximum

        Cooldown: 3 minutes

      

      

      All in all, it wasn’t that good of an upgrade since being outnumbered by more than a couple guys usually meant death, and there were way better abilities in other trees that weren’t active. That wasn’t the point though, because taking Dragon’s Revolt opened up the Claws of Virtue ability.

      

      
        Claws of Virtue

        Cost: 25 power credits

        When activated, this ability allows the user to increase offensive attacks when protecting an ally during combat. For every enemy combatant actively engaged against the ally, all abilities will be augmented by 1% for 1 minute.

        Power Cost: 8% of maximum

        Cooldown: 3 minutes

      

      

      Again, not the world’s best ability since there were better options in other trees, but this one scaled with the size of my party. Not that it really mattered since the main reason I’d taken Claws of Virtue and Dragon’s Revolt was to open the next two upgrades.

      

      
        Recompense

        Cost: 35 power credits

        When activated, this ability allows the user to absorb forty percent of any damage taken and reflect it back on the following attack.

        Power Cost: 12% of maximum

        Cooldown: 1 minute

        

        Scaled Victor

        Cost: 35 power credits

        When activated, this skill allows the user to ignore forty-five percent of any damage taken from the next attack.

        Power Cost: 12% of maximum

        Cooldown: 1 minute

      

      

      While I didn’t particularly want either of those upgrades since they both relied on getting hit, I could see how they could be fairly useful when used together, which was sort of the whole point of the tree because taking them opened up the tree’s ultimate skill.

      I smiled as I read it.

      

      
        Ascension

        Cost: 50 power credits

        This skill turns all active abilities within this tree into passive effects. In addition, the effect of all such passives is doubled when Dragon Form is active.

        Passive Upgrade

      

      

      I smiled. That right there was the whole point of the tree. By turning every one of those active abilities into passives, I made myself a walking tank that could ignore half of incoming damage and return it back. And, you know, I was also immune to fire. Let’s not talk about the incredible power when going dragon form. I’d be nigh-indestructible then.

      As I selected it, I let out a long “Yes!” and pumped my arm. I had enough points to get it. Sure, it’d reduce my overall power credits to zero, but I didn’t care. I was going to have an Ascension build.

      “What?” Tulip asked, looking at me as I finalized my selections, causing a golden glow to radiate from the suit for a moment before fading away.

      “Oh, I just got one of the best builds in the game.” I smacked my chest. “On account of all the power credits I get for being awesome.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      “Well, I’m glad your build is awesome. Hopefully it works as well as it did in the game,” Tulip said as she pulled off her top and dropped it on the ground before moving to slide her shorts down. The whole thing happened so fast, I could barely do more than gawk at her as she kicked her shorts off one foot.

      “Um, what are you doing?” I asked, trying and failing to not stare at her, but come on. She was wearing the same golden bra and panties her in-game version had worn during her Metroid shtick and they were so small, they left little to the imagination.

      “Getting my suit on, obviously. Why?” She took her own power suit in hand and studied it for a moment before turning her eyes on me and giving me that Cheshire cat smile of hers. “I don’t mind you looking, if that’s the issue.” She slid her right foot into the suit and the tight fabric seemed to hug her leg, somehow accentuating each muscle. “I’d actually be offended if you didn’t. After all, I was looking at you. It’s only fair.”

      “You were?” I asked, and Tulip laughed.

      “Of course. If you didn’t want me to look, you’d have gone somewhere private, no?” She winked at me before pulling on the rest of her light grey power suit. Even the undersuit was thinner than mine, and its armored mode wasn’t nearly as bulky. The plates were thinner, and I imagined it had increased mobility over my model. Game Tulip had relied on her superior cat-like agility to avoid enemy fire entirely, and the suit’s energy shields to absorb what few hits she took.

      It was hard to take my eyes off her as she walked right past me, every curve and motion accentuated by her suit. She kept on going and she was just as great to see leaving as she was coming. After a moment, she stopped at a door opposite the one we’d entered.

      “Come on,” she said, smiling at me as she pushed a button next to the door and stood back.

      It opened to reveal a deep closet. Two racks in that closer slid out for easy access, loaded with a bevy of lasers, blasters, slugthrowers, and flamers in an assortment of sizes and configurations.

      “What’s your favorite weapon type?” Tulip asked as she began to pick through the weapons herself.

      There wasn’t much question of what gun I wanted. It was on the far-right hand side, a rifle longer than my arm and as big around as my leg. It had a smaller barrel on top with a larger one underneath. While it wasn’t my end-game Reaver Double, it was similar enough to it that I was drawn to it.

      I picked it up, and as I touched it, my HUD displayed its values.

      

      
        Arclight Double Rifle

        Type: Blast Rifle

        Item Level: 19

        Durability: 74,000/74,000

        Damage: 120

        Accuracy: 35

        Enchantments: none

        Ability: Over-under. A second larger barrel for a single shot with 3X damage multiplier. This will expend all the energy in the gun and it cannot be fired again for three seconds after.

      

      

      “Is it working?” Tulip asked, looking at the weapon over my shoulder.

      “Yeah. Well, the stats thing works, anyway.” I hefted the gun in my hands and was surprised at how light it felt. The stats weren’t bad for its item level, plus the extra fire mode matched the Reaver Double’s. I turned over the boxy gun and looked at the larger barrel underneath. Shooting that would be an extra kick to the nuts for whoever was on the receiving end.

      As I examined it, the lead wire from the gun extended out automatically and connected to my suit. The gun lit up with a few purple lights on the side. That was when I noticed the power stat on my suit. It dropped from one hundred percent to ninety five percent. The gun took energy from the suit, just like in game. Good, I knew how this all worked, and I couldn’t wait to fire this bad boy for real.

      Tulip nodded. “We figured you might choose that one, based on the in-game data we received from your victory.”

      She pulled a pair of Starshot handguns off the wall, spinning them once each on her fingers with amazing grace before placing them on the hips of her power suit. Standard-issue magnetic clamps locked on to the slugthrowers, locking them in place better than a holster could. They were an excellent combination of fire rate, accuracy, and stopping power, well, for pistols at any rate.

      With smaller weapons and a lighter suit, she’d have a lot more mobility than I would. Still, I’d never liked the light armor builds. Sure, you were quick, but you were also a thousand times more likely to get one shot by some camper with a sniper rifle.

      That said, with her speed and my bulk, we’d complement each other well in combat.

      “You want to give it a whirl?” she asked as she closed the gun alcove up again.

      “Are you kidding?” I lifted the gun up. “Yes!”

      Tulip smiled as she leaned against the wall next to the weapons locker. “All the weapons are in training mode as long as they are in here, so you can’t hurt anyone or be hurt by anyone too much.”

      “What? What does too much mean?” I scanned the menu for pain suppression, something else intrinsic to Star Conqueror and most neural-link VR games, but there wasn’t any option for that.

      Tulip walked to the other side of the room. The way her suit clung to her as she moved was a work of art, and I’d have to personally thank Dr. Eldridge when we met. “It means that when I kill you, your suit just freezes up instead of you dying.” Tulip held her hand over the screen mounted in the wall. “You ready?”

      “Hell yeah.”

      She pressed her hand against a screen. The room changed into a jungle with a huge canopy of trees overhead and green foliage projected up and out from the walls in three dimensions.

      “That’s badass,” I said, after taking the scene in. “It was awesome in the game, but this is even more amazing in real life!”

      “I’m glad you like it. As you can see, this is a Projected Reality deck. When you move, it moves with you. When you shoot, it will look real. Go ahead, give it a try. Everything is simulated in here so you won’t damage the ship.”

      I had already picked out about ten things in the room I wanted to shoot. First up was a giant mushroom-looking thing not far from Tulip. Might as well go for broke. I switched the Arclight Double to the larger, lower barrel and pulled the trigger.

      A large ball of charged particles shot across the room in a red streak before slamming into the mushroom and blowing it into a million chunks of mushroom goop. The barrel kicked like a son of a bitch, but it wasn’t as bad as it should have been. Probably some kind of recoil compensators. Strange. Even though I knew this was real life and not virtual reality, the weapon handled pretty much like the one in game.

      “Incredible,” I said, looking down at my gun.

      “Is it? Because that looks like a goddamned peashooter to me,” Turner called out from, well, somewhere outside of the Projected Reality field. A moment later, the edge of the jungle seemed to shimmer and the big Bolderian stepped into view.

      Sometime between the last time I’d seen him and now, he had put on his own Kelly green power suit. It fit his large frame snugly, and like in the game, the reinforced plates of the suit were larger and thicker than mine. Combined with the color, it made Turner look like a literal walking tank.

      Still, he moved with ease as he slicked back his hair and gripped his tablet. Another similarity to the game was the demo pack on his back, a reinforced case almost a meter square that made him look even bulkier. It was the same green as the rest of his suit, and if it was like the one he’d used in game, was loaded with a mix of explosives, tools, and spare weapons. His helmet retracted so I could see the smirk on his face as he pulled out what looked like a fucking chainsaw mounted to a missile launcher.

      “You have an Annihilator?” I asked, my eyes widening at the sight of it. “There’s no way you can possibly fire that thing inside a ship and expect to live.”

      “It’s on training mode.” He smacked the side of it before leveling it at me. “Turns out the hyper drive is fine. Hell, everything is fine, more or less, so I figured I’d come down here to see how you two were doing.” He grinned, showing his huge teeth. “Good thing too, because it seems like you need to try out that gun on someone.” His grin somehow widened. “Well, I’m your huckleberry.”

      “Oh, is that so?” I said, trying to staunch my laugh. It still amused me to no end that Turner was such a movie fan that he was quoting Tombstone now. I failed to keep the laughs down. Miserably, which caused him to frown.

      “You didn’t say your line.” He sighed. “Whatever.” He dropped the bag to the floor and reached in, pulling out a second Annihilator. “I’ve got two guns. One for each of you.”

      I stood there, blinking at him for a minute. “How the fuck are you gonna dual-wield Annihilators?”

      “With style.” Then he pulled the triggers from three feet away.

      I was knocked backward as two miniature warheads hit my chest at the same time, sending me flying across the room. I landed hard of the ground, ripping a gouge across the jungle floor before I crashed into a tree that collapsed on top of me. The funny thing was, it didn’t really hurt. It did sting like the dickens, though, every impact like being on the receiving end of a rubber band gun.

      Talk about pain dampening. Even better, the attack had barely dropped my energy by twenty percent. That blow would have probably killed me outright if not for my superior armor and build. Still, now wasn’t the time to contemplate that. No. Now was the time to get Turner back for that sneak attack.

      A quick glance at my HUD’s proximity radar revealed Turner standing on the opposite side of the debris cloud. Perfect. Swinging my Arclight Double rifle around toward him, I took aim and pulled the trigger.

      The massive particle blast streaked across the room and hit Turner in the chest and exploded, or at least, it projected an explosion, flinging him backward.

      He hit the ground in a roll and came up in a crouch, the chainsaws on his Annihilators roaring to life. He revved them at me, and I knew I still had a couple seconds until my gun powered back up enough for me to fire the big blast again. I switched to the smaller barrel and as I brought it up, he dove to the side, effortlessly blending into the jungle foliage.

      I couldn’t stop smiling from all of it. My power suit had well over sixty percent of its power left, even after his attack and two mega blasts. That was more than enough to take him down.

      I scanned the ground before turning my gaze toward the massive, green trees. I spotted movement up in one and swung my gun up, firing a burst of rounds at him. Leaves rained down around me as the projectiles destroyed the surrounding forest. Turner tried to leap away, but I caught him mid-jump with a few rounds, knocking him from the air. He fell, landing hard on a grouping of ferns and smashing them flat.

      Sprinting forward, I fired a few more blasts, peppering him with shots as he tried to scramble away. While my shots were probably dealing damage, they must not have hurt him much because he changed tactics, whirling to come at me again.

      Letting my Arclight Double fall to my side, I sidestepped as he came up, swinging one of his Annihilators at me like he was attempting to split me from crotch to throat. Instead, the whirring blade went right by me, and as it did, my Marine training kicked in.

      My arm lashed out, catching him across the chest while I stepped in, knocking his knee with my own and putting him off balance. His arms went out, the Annihilator going flying as he struggled for balance and failed.

      His huge body hit the ground as I snatched the weapon from the air and shifted, dropping my knee onto his chest and bringing the chainsaw blade toward his face. Then I revved it for emphasis.

      “Yield?” I asked, and Turner grinned up at me.

      “Yeah,” he said, and as I helped him up, he grinned at me. “Nice moves, David. Took me completely by surprise.”

      “That’s because that in addition to completing Star Conqueror, he’s a trained soldier from his planet,” Tulip said as the room faded from the forest and back to the plain, white room it had been before.

      “Maybe I should have been an Earther soldier then.” Turner shrugged and rubbed his head, and as he did his tablet shrieked. His face fell as he grabbed it and looked at the screen. “Damn. I need to check this out.” Without waiting for a response, he darted past me, heading toward the exit.

      “Well, that was sudden.” I glanced at Tulip who just nodded, a faint frown of concern on her lips. “What now? Should we help?”

      “There’s probably not much we could do.” She gestured at where Turner had gone. “He’s the mechanic. We’d likely just be in the way, and I have complete faith in his ability.”

      “Yeah, I guess that’s true. I’m just a humble IT technician, and I seriously doubt that will be any use here.” I gestured at the ship. “I have no idea how the technical stuff in this thing works.”

      “If it isn’t computers, security systems, or basic ship operations, I’m as in the dark as you are.” Tulip shrugged and smiled. “I suppose the best thing you can do is train some more. I’ll go set up some sims.”

      “What, you don’t want to spar with me?” I’d said it as a joke, but when she looked at me, she seemed to contemplate it.

      “No. I saw you take on Turner. Whatever you did with your suit, I wouldn’t be able to dent it with these.” She held up her handguns. “Maybe if you took it off …” she mused before flushing slightly. “Don’t do that though. You wouldn’t last more than a few seconds against me without your power suit.”

      “Oh really?” I said playfully, but when she nodded emphatically, I wondered if that was true. Only one way to find out.

      Before she could say anything else, I deactivated the power suit, causing it to go limp and pliable around my body. In a few seconds, I’d pulled it off and was down to my boxer shorts.

      “I’d like to try anyway, if you’re not too scared,” I said as I stepped out of my suit and onto the training room floor

      “Bring it, David.” She scrambled out of her own suit and dropped back into a fighting stance, wearing nothing but her gold-colored bra and panties.

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” I said, grinning at her as I dropped into my own fighting stance.

      “This is going to end badly for you, dragon boy,” she said as she crouched down on all fours and launched herself at me, covering the distance between us in less than a second.

      Her feet struck me in the chest as she pounced, knocking me from my feet and pinning me to the floor. I felt her claws poking the edge of my shoulders, threatening to go in.

      She smiled at me, her mouth spread in a predatory grin. “Give up yet?”

      “You know, as much as I like you on top …” I shoved my hands up beneath her armpits, propelling her forward while rolling sideways. The movement caused her to lose her balance and collapse on top of me as I rolled, using our combined weight to flip her onto her back and pin her underneath me.

      She exhaled and squirmed, but I dropped my weight against her body, keeping her pinned against the floor beneath me. We were both breathing heavily, and as our breath mixed, her eyes locked in on mine. My heart pounded, blood rushing, and the urge to do so much more with her while we were this close filled every part of me.

      “You’re right. It’s way more fun with you on top.” She licked her lips as she looked up at me in a way that added even more to the thoughts filling my brain. “You are pretty amazing, David. I’m fast. Like really fast, but you were able to fight me. Easily, I might add. It’s why we need you, need your dragon.”
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      Somehow, by some act of infinite constraint on both of our parts, we managed to get back to the business at hand that wasn’t steamy sex on the floor of the PR room.

      “I know we keep dancing around the dragon thing, and obviously I can do it, based on the information in my HUD,” I mentioned as Tulip slide the final bit of her power suit over her lithe form. “But how do I actually, well, do it?” As she reached behind her back, fiddling with something that caused her breasts to push at the material, I finally tore my gaze away and proceeded to dress myself.

      She gave me a curious look. “The whole game was about turning into a dragon. So, I sort of figured you’d already know how to do this. I mean, you saw the ability in your menus, right?”

      “Yeah, but I, well …” I shook my head. “How do I do that? I mean, I’ve never turned into something else before.”

      “You just will it to be.” She tilted her head sideways with a hand on one hip, looking at me as if I was being silly. When I didn’t respond, she gave me a smile. “Look, let me show you.”

      She raised both hands and lowered into a deep bow. As she rose back up to her full height, the black hair on her head grew out and changed to a platinum blonde. The fur on her body disappeared and left tanned skin behind. She grew in height as well to be nearly as tall as me, looking up at me with an insanely hot face and puckered red lips.

      Her power suit had changed as well. She was now wearing a cocktail dress with a lot of cleavage showing and a skirt so short I doubted its ability to keep her lower bits hidden if she took one step. Her chest swelled out, testing the strength of the fabric. She appeared human or close, more like an anime girl come to life.

      “See, I can change with just a thought.” She gave me a wink. “Of course, you’re not a Fertish, or any other species of full shapeshifter. You’re a dragon, so you only have one other form, but still the principles are the same, from what Dr. Eldridge told me.”

      I knew I was supposed to reply, but I just couldn’t. Hell, it was a miracle that I even absorbed what she had been saying. For one, she was way too attractive for me to do anything more than stare at her open mouthed. Sure, I’d seen her change into different forms in-game, but it was mostly used as a kind of utility to progress missions, like changing into a Matriarchy guard or something like that. She’d certainly never changed into the unimaginably attractive woman that stood before me.

      She stepped closer to me. “Do you like this?” She reached out and trailed a finger down my chest.

      With her acute senses, she probably knew exactly what I thought about it. “Umm, it’s interesting. So, your power suit can change with you and even shift into different clothes?” Yeah, I was totally smooth.

      “Yes,” she said, drawing out the word as she pushed a pout off her lips. “It shifts via the same mental commands that shift my body. Yours will do the same thing when you transform,” Tulip said, getting even closer to me. “Am I making you nervous?”

      I swallowed and tried to maintain eye contact. Everything about her oozed sexuality, even her sultry blue eyes got my heart racing faster.

      “No.” I smiled at her. “You don’t make me nervous. In fact, it feels like I’ve known you forever.”

      “Yeah, that was the idea.” She squeezed my arm. “Turner and I were programmed into the game so that you would get to know and trust us, well, our in-game versions at least. I know they aren’t quite the same as we are, but I hope it’s helping you adjust.”

      “Well, it’s been a big help.” I nodded to her as she licked her lips. “Though that feels a little underhanded.”

      “Well, let’s change that.” She pouted slightly, her lips so succulent and tempting, I had to blink twice to remind myself she was still talking. “I don’t know you as well as I’d like. I know you have hidden depths I cannot even begin to know.”

      “Uh, what do you mean?” As I spoke, her eyes roamed over my body before settling back on my face.

      “I want you to show me the real you.” The husky tone of her voice mixed with the coy way she met my eyes made the need to adjust myself more urgent, which, let me tell you, was somewhat hard to manage given the tight-fitting nature of my power suit.

      I rubbed the back of my head as she shifted back to her normal form. Though the whole anime sexpot thing had been … eye-opening, it was this, the real Tulip, that made me flush even more.

      “Uh, Tulip, I really don’t know where you’re going with this. Do you want to know, what, about my family? My schooling? My time in the Marines …?” I didn’t want to jump to conclusions and interrupt her actions as a come on. For all I knew, this was her species’ way of saying hello.

      “No, David.” She shook her head, a sexy amused grin on her lips. “While I do want to know all those things, I also want to know you. Like, really know you.” The way those feline eyes were eating me up, the way she licked her lips, a hint of fang peeking out from between them, made me swallow hard. Was she implying what I thought she was implying? No… surely not. We barely knew each other, which was, I thought the point of this conversation.

      “Know me?” I asked as she drew closer. “What precisely do you mean by that?”

      “Isn’t that how they say it on Earth?” Tulip ran her hand down my chest, a purr building in her throat as she nuzzled my neck, her hot breath warming my skin. “I want to know you biblically,” she whispered, turning her mouth toward my ear until she was practically nipping at my flesh. “That’s how you say it, right?”

      As I tried to answer, I felt something on my knee, making me jump in place. A quick glance down showed me her tail had wrapped around my leg stroking up and down the inside of my thigh. If I hadn’t been hard as a rock before, I was close to bursting now.

      “Um… That means that, um…” I swallowed as her tongue flicked out, and the sensation on my earlobe was unlike anything I’d ever felt before. “That you want to have sex with me.”

      “Good.” Her words were like a kiss that sent shivers running down my spine and only added to my torture. “Because I want that.” Her hand trailed up my body as she pulled my face toward hers. “I want to mate with you.” She looked at me when I didn’t respond immediately, her large iridescent eyes blinking up at me curiously. “Is that not clear?”

      “But why?” I asked, looking her up and down searching for some clue as to why she might be interested in me. “I mean, we’re not the same species, and I don’t know you at all.”

      “That isn’t a problem for me,” she said, pressing the nozzle on the collar of her pressure suit. As it depressurized and fell away, it left her standing there in her golden bra and panties. “Do you not find me attractive? Is that the problem?” She swept a hand down her perfect body in one slow, sensual motion that drew my eyes from the swell of her breasts, across her trim stomach, over her swaying hips, and down her long legs. “Because the reports indicate that your species should be compatible with mine.” She frowned slightly. “But if my form is not appealing, I can change it into one that is more arousing to you.”

      I looked over her form once more, forcing myself to skip over the junction between her thighs. I didn’t want to get too excited if this ended up being some kind of joke, or worse, something she was doing because someone forced her to do it.

      “Wait, are you doing this for the mission?” I asked, taking a deep breath and trying to calm myself even though everything in my lower half was telling me to just say fuck it. Quite literally.

      “No.” She shook her head and then shrugged, biting her lip teasingly. “Well, in a way I suppose, but in a lot of other ways, it’s very personal.” She took a step toward me, closing the distance between us and pressing her perfect breasts against my chest, and even through my power armor and her bra, I could feel her hard nipples against me. “Us Fertish are, well, how do I say this. Very touchy.” She grinned up at me, rubbing herself ever so slowly against my front. Her tail trailed higher up my thigh coming dangerously close to my groin. “And very sexual.” She leaned in close to me, and as she did, her hand went toward the nozzle on my neck. “That was one reason I was selected for the mission, but trust me, I want this. A lot.” Her tongue clicked as she said the word and she hit the switch at my neck, causing my own suit to depressurize. “It is how my people get to know others. We mate.”

      “Oh.” Maybe it was the fact that I felt like I knew her, well, non-biblically, and that she was being so, well, forward, but the next thing I knew I was leaning toward her because I’d wanted this so badly for so long.

      “But I do understand that humans are supposed to be rather prudish with a very primitive view of sexuality, so if you’re uncomfortable …” she trailed off, even as she stood on her tippy toes, her mouth so close to mine, I could almost taste her on my tongue. “We can sit down and chat.”

      “While I’d like that too, Tulip.” I found myself whispering. “I know better than to look a gift horse in the mouth because the truth is, I’ve often wondered what it would be like to get to know you that way.”

      “Good,” she whispered, the purr in her voice vibrating through me as she pressed against me like the missing piece of a puzzle. “But we need to do something first.”

      “What’s that?” I asked as she met my eyes, and the hunger in them sent a shiver down my spine in a way I couldn’t rightly comprehend. She really did want me, and from the way she looked at me, she wanted me more than anyone ever had.

      “We need to get you properly attired first,” Tulip purred as she jerked my suit off. As it hit the ground, she threw herself at me, wrapping her legs around my waist. She tangled her hands in my hair as we tumbled to the ground, her tail coming to play along the length of my back.

      I laughed, grinning as I looked up at her. “If I recall …” As my voice trailed off, my hands went to her waist as I turned, flipping our positions so I was on top of her. “You preferred this way better.” As my cock pressed into the molten heat between her thighs, I suppressed a groan as I stared down at her.

      The purr in Tulip’s throat grew in intensity as the blush grew beneath her black fur. “Oh, you remembered.” Her hands stroked down my chest, leaving lines of heat and the faintest sensation of her claws as she brought my lips to hers. “Now, let me give you something else to remember.” Then she thrust herself against me, and the feeling was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before.
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      “Guys,” Turner’s voice called over the ship’s intercom system as the emergency lighting flickered to life, filling the chamber with a dim red glow. “We’ve got a problem. Can you come to the bridge?”

      That wasn’t the most pleasant way to get woken up, but at least I woke up in the most beautiful company I could have hoped for. Sometime in the middle of our lovemaking, Tulip and I had found our way to one of the empty crew quarters. Turner’s call of alarm woke us both in the not-so-soft crew bed, Tulip curled up against me, our arms wrapped around each other.

      She yawned cutely with a hint of fang as I rubbed my eyes. “No rest for heroes, yes?”

      I let out a chuckle as I kissed Tulip on the forehead. “I guess not.”

      It took us longer than I’m sure Turner wanted to get ourselves out of bed, cleaned up, and dressed. It took us far less time to race across the Orion from the crew quarters to the bridge. Turner was sitting at the engineering station, rubbing his chin as he looked over his screens.

      Looking up as we ran in, he glanced up and grinned at us. “Sorry to disturb you, lovebirds.” Tulip and I both blushed a bit at that, making Turner’s grin broaden. “So, the good news is we aren’t going to die from the hyper drives exploding,” Turner said as we found him on the bridge. He stood there with his tablet in his hands and sweat on his brow.

      “What’s the bad news, then?” I asked glancing at the control screen closest to me, but I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.

      “The Left Hand hit us with tracking paint,” the big man explained, thumbing at his display, that showed a 3D model of the ship with large discolored patches. “Well, it’s not really paint, more like a morphic metal film that bonded with our exterior hull, but that’s not important right now. It’s covered a good portion of the ship and the only way we can get rid of it is to either cloak like the Matriarchy or destroy this ship.” Turner grumbled as he ran a hand roughly through his hair. “At least without stopping at a station or dry dock.” He took a deep breath. “I don’t even know how I didn’t notice it before.”

      “They must have done it when they hit us with the vibrational grapples,” Tulip said, her face serious. “That’s usually when it happens.” She sighed. “I should have checked. It’s my fault.” Tulip scratched at a feline ear in irritation, making me want to console her, but before I could, she continued on, “I’m assuming the tracking paint is active?”

      Turner nodded. “Yes, it’s transmitting.”

      “Does that mean they know where we are?” I asked, moving to the control screen and bringing up a scan of the area around our ship.

      “Not while we’re in hyperspace,” Tulip explained, confirming what I saw on the scans, “but the second we drop out of it, they’ll know exactly where we are.”

      “Okay, folks, let’s start brainstorming,” I said, rubbing my chin in thought as I mused over the problem. I somehow doubted my little targeting trick would work again. “We need options.”

      “The Left Hand probably needs extensive repairs on her ship. She’ll likely have a loaner for now, something much faster than this ship,” Turner grumbled. “She’ll want to catch us and peel the flesh from our bones herself.”

      “Is the tracking paint only on the ship?” I asked, peering at the tablet in his hand as an idea formed in my mind.

      Turner pointed at the model of the ship, finger tracing the discolored regions on one side before spinning it to the other with a gesture. “Yep, as you can see, it’s all over the back third of the ship, but that’s it.”

      Tulip put a hand on my shoulder, this time I think to soothe herself than me. “Where’re you going with this?”

      “Well, I think we could use this to our advantage,” I said with a smile. “If we can make a stop somewhere, get off the ship, and then send it somewhere else, they’ll follow the ship and not us.”

      “Until they catch the ship and find it’s empty,” Turner countered. “It won’t take them long to backtrack.”

      “Not if the ship keeps jumping,” I parried. “There has to be a way to set it to keep making jumps on autopilot, right?” I looked to Tulip. If anyone knew how to set it up, it would be her.

      Tulip’s eyes lit up. “That’s clever. I could set up a program where the ship just keeps hyper jumping. They’ll have a hard time tracking down each system it stops at. Plus, we’ll have the Matriarchy scattered throughout the galaxy playing cat and mouse with our ghost ship. I freaking love it.”

      “Until the fuel runs out, anyway,” Turner said with a shrug.

      He had a point, but it might not be a deal breaker. Looking to the demo man, I arched an eyebrow. “How long will it last?”

      “With constant jumps like you’re talking about, I’d say we’d be lucky to get a week out of her.” He consulted his tablet. “More or less anyway. Do you need exact numbers?”

      “No.” I waved off his comment as I puzzled over the new information. “Okay, so that would give us a week to get a new ship from wherever we stop, maybe more.” I smiled. “That seems like plenty of time.”

      Tulip raised a hand to get our attention. “There is another option, one that doesn’t essentially scuttle our ship at all.”

      I glanced at her and nodded. “I’m all ears. The more options we have on the table, the better choice we can make in the end.”

      Tulip smiled thankfully and nodded. “How about we steal the very tech they’re using against us?” Now, that had me intrigued. “The Resistance has been trying to obtain the Matriarchy’s cloaking technology for months now. The intelligence reports they sent out even detail which solar systems have facilities involved either in the research of the systems or shipyards where they are installed. We’ve never been able to successfully pull off an infiltration or assault to get either a cloaking device or schematics before, but we didn’t have a dragon on our side then.”

      “Steal the cloaking tech,” Turner said, much of his enthusiasm returning. “That’s just the kind of crazy I like to hear.”

      “Plus, if we had their tech, I bet we could reverse engineer it, and either find a way to stop theirs from working or adjust our sensors to cut through it.” Tulip looked to the ceiling. “We could save countless lives, take away a huge advantage the Matriarchy has, and deliver the first major victory the Resistance has had in a long time.”

      “I love when you talk like that.” Turner grinned. “You’d inspire a legion of men.”

      “Or catwomen.” Tulip smirked.

      The two of them kept talking about a cat army while I focused on the proposed mission. This was the kind of thing that could change the tides of the war. This cloaking tech wasn’t in the game, but I had already seen how the Matriarchy used it to get the jump on us. I could only imagine what kind of damage we could do if we could appear out of thin air and attack, and what we could protect if we could defeat their cloaks before they struck.

      Turner gave me a hopeful look. “What do you think, David? Wanna try something stupid that will definitely get us killed?”

      “I think that we can accomplish anything,” I said, gesturing out the viewscreen toward space. “Let’s hit the Matriarchy where it will really hurt.”

      “I agree,” Tulip nodded. “The three of us against a galactic army? They don’t stand a chance.”

      “Besides, if things don’t go as planned, we can use our returner. Um, this ship does have a returner, right?” I asked.

      “It does,” Turner acknowledged, and I let out a sigh of relief.

      The returner system was, in effect, a mix of fast travel system and your typical ‘return to base’ option in Star Conqueror. From any returner station, large, immobile units, you could teleport to any other returner station you had codes for, which usually involved interfacing with the station. Portable units were also standard issue, each one capable of returning to a single station. They could be reset, of course, and linked to a new returner station. In essence, they were Hearthstones from World of Warcraft on steroids.

      Obviously, codes for returner stations were highly guarded secrets, even in the game. In real life, I can imagine it was a million times more important to safeguard them. If, for example, the Matriarchy ever learned the codes for the stations at resistance headquarters, it would be the end of the resistance in moments.

      “The rest is just details then,” I said, pulling up the mission on my control screen and glancing through it. “According to this, it seems like our best bet is to go to Balarian in the Skydrid System. It’s a tidal locked planet in a dwarf star system.” I hit a button to bring it up on the big screen, and as the mission briefing popped into view, I pointed at it. “This seems like it’s the least defended Matriarch planet that also has the cloaking tech.”

      “So,” Turner said as he finished scanning the docket, “you want us to fly deep inside the Left Hand’s territory and land on a Matriarch planet with a tiny strip of livable land between a frozen wasteland and a molten desert?” He raised an eyebrow at me. “Aren’t we trying to escape the Left Hand?”

      “That’s the genius of it.” Tulip said, grinning at me. “She’d never expect us to go into her own territory.” She waved her tablet in the air. “Given the subroutine I’ve cooked up, it’ll be one of the least likely places she’d actually check for us.” She smirked. “I’m planning a ten-jump sequence that will pretend to land at random throughout it. Once that sequence is done, the system will generate a new one and execute it. Finding where we actually drop will be almost impossible given the vastness of space.”

      “Actually, the smart thing to do would be for me to stay onboard the Orion, keep it going manually, if that’s what we intend to do,” Turner said, rubbing his huge chin. “No offense to your sequencer, but a manual hand will be better at keeping my baby here out of enemy hands. Besides, this is going to have to be a stealth op, right?” He slapped his barrel gut. “This guy doesn’t stealth worth a damn.”

      He presented a good point. “Okay, Turner, as much as I would hate to leave you behind, that is smart thinking,” I agreed, looking over at Tulip. “My armor might be pretty heavy, but I still have full maneuverability and stealth capabilities. Plus, a lot of my firepower is, well, hidden until I go all dragon on them.”

      “That still leaves us a problem of getting onto the planet.” Tulip gestured at the screen, causing a 3D holographic model to appear in the space between us. “While they don’t have much in the way of space-based weaponry, probably because no one is dumb enough to go deep into the heart of the Left Hand’s territory, they do have standard ground-based missile systems that would blow up our ship pretty quickly. She’s not meant to handle something like that.”

      “That’s why we aren’t going to land.” I smiled as I moved toward the planet and expanded the view, so we could see the outskirts of the city. “According to the intel, this area is protected by only one launcher. If we do a planet entry jump—”

      “A planet entry jump?” Even Tulip paused at that. “You mean you don’t want to land?”

      “No. If we try to take the ship anywhere near those turrets, we’ll get blown away, and besides, everyone will know we’re there.” I tapped the spot again. “They won’t be able to easily detect us if we jump inside.”

      “He’s got a point.” Turner turned to me and grin. “That might actually work. Those missile systems aren’t designed to target people and other small objects. They’re designed for ships.” He scratched his chin. “That does leave you guys outside the main walls of the arcology.”

      “It does, which is why we’ll have to go through the outskirts until we reach this sewer system.” I brought up the entrance on the screen. “Then we can move beneath the main armored wall and into the center with ease.”

      “There will be a lot of defenses in that area, and for all we know they have drones in the sewer.” Tulip let out a purring laugh as she looked at the map. “But I guess we’d have to deal with that no matter what.” She turned her gaze to me and nodded. “Okay, let’s try it, and if things go south, there’s always the returner option.”
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      A few hours later, we stood at the back of our ship with the bay door open since, assuming we had power, our suits kept air, pressure, and temperature at comfortable levels at all times.

      We neared the edge of the ramp, holding magnetically connected lifelines, and gazed down at the planet below. It looked like it had been split in two, with a frozen, white side and a molten, reddish hot side that endlessly faced the dwarf star. Down the middle of the planet, on a thin strip of habitable land, what looked like city lights were barely visible through the bank of clouds. Now that we were over the drop zone, Tulip and I took a moment to disengage the lifelines.

      A split second later, Tulip grinned at me, her excitement infectious, and jumped.

      “Guess they were saving the best for last,” I said before leaping off myself, and oh, my God this was so much better than it had been in the game. As I hurtled toward Tulip in the thin air of the upper atmosphere, I glanced back at the ship as it sped away before making the jump to hyperspace.

      We’d get low, slip in through the planetary sensor grid, then go full stealth mode from there. Sneak through the outskirts, hit the sewers, then we were in like Flynn. Once we had the cloaking tech, we’d use the returner to teleport back. Truth be told, I’d done variations of this mission a million times back in Star Conqueror, and sure, those hadn’t been real, but as I turned my gaze back to the majesty of the world below us, I couldn’t help but have a good feeling because, crazily enough, I felt prepared for this.

      We rushed toward the dark, red clouds that swirled in tight circles below us like a bunch of small hurricanes. As we got deeper into the atmosphere, the wind picked up and I felt the resistance of the air against my suit.

      Our suits were on camouflage setting, constantly shifting in color as we passed through the sky. They were mostly black at first but shifted into shades of red and yellow as we continued our plunge. Eventually, our suits shifted to a deep shade of red as we passed through some clouds. Without true cloaking tech, this was our best attempt to avoid visual detection as we fell.

      As we passed the cloud cover, I got my first clear view of the city below. Definitely Matriarchy-influenced, the place was composed of massive white structures that curved and connected like a city from the mind of Dr. Seuss. It made for a striking sight from our current aerial view, and I was sure that was by design. A fully developed Matriarch, like Alyra, could fly, so the Matriarchy designed their cities with flight in mind.

      A few seconds later, I spotted our ultimate goal. The building we wanted was deep within the walled Matriarchy stronghold, and it stretched to cover a whole third of the city. Truth be told, it was exactly like every one of its ilk I’d seen in the game, a full arcology from which the onsite workers would never have to leave, not even to eat or sleep. In essence, it was a work prison for anyone not aligned with the Matriarchy.

      “See it?” I said into my comms, pointing at the building. “That’s our target.”

      “Affirmative,” Tulip replied. “Do you want to change the landing spot? Try and land within the city, maybe?”

      “No, let’s keep with the plan.” I pointed at the missile launchers mounted on the top of the wall. “Those don’t look very friendly, and while they probably couldn’t track us during a free drop with our small size and great speed, I don’t want to give them the opportunity to try. There’s a slim chance that once we pop our chutes, our profile will be big enough for them to track, after all.”

      Our drop zone was on the outskirts of the city and looked uninhabited, though the mission briefings had told me lots of refugees lived in the vicinity. Still, they shouldn’t be a problem. Not unless they decided they suddenly had a love of the Matriarchy, but if that was the case, they’d be inside the walls.

      “Okay, here we go,” I murmured, as much to psych myself up as for Tulip’s benefit.

      I held my breath as the altimeter on my HUD counted down to parachute deployment. It hit five hundred feet, and the popping sound of my parachute deploying echoed in my helmet. There was a sharp pull as the chute caught air, and I abruptly slowed before slamming into the ground beside Tulip a few moments later.

      As the impact rattled through my bones, I checked my stats and made sure I was okay. Thankfully the whole drop and landing had only taken five percent of my power. It wasn’t ideal, but since the estimates had come in around eight percent power, I was calling it a win.

      Tulip had barely been affected by the drop, the literal cat landing on her feet, and as we gathered ourselves, our parachutes auto-retracted back into our power suits, ready for another drop.

      “Okay,” I said as I detached my Arclight Double from its magnetic clamps, “we go fast, stick to cover, and try to stay out of trouble. Maybe we can get to the sewers without starting a firefight …”

      “I’ll believe that when it happens.” Tulip smiled and nodded at me. Without another word, we jogged forward into the nearest cover we could find.

      Said cover had obviously once been a house. The rock wall of a fence had collapsed into nothing more than piles of rubble. The house wasn’t much better off. The roof had a massive hole in it, and the entire structure was the color of rust. A small rabbit-looking creature hopped around the rubble, looking at us curiously before it hissed at us and bared large, black teeth before scurrying off, stirring up red dust as it did.

      I tracked the ugly thing for a moment, as much fascinated by how similar it was to something from Earth as I was put off by its ugly teeth.

      Tulip was tapping at her suit computer intently. “We seem to be clear, David. No pings on the security net or the general news channels.”

      I nodded. “So far, so good. Let’s move out.”

      “Affirmative,” she replied, and tapped her wrist screen. A glowing red line marked the tactical map in the top corner of my HUD. “Suits synched up and I’ve transmitted our mission map to our HUDs.” She smiled at me and winked. “We’re good to go.”

      “Let’s move then.” I waited a heartbeat for her to nod, and then I started moving forward.

      We broke into an eerily familiar rhythm like I had never left the game, moving from cover point to cover point, keeping our camouflage mode on. While it wouldn’t fool someone looking closely, it would keep us concealed from casual observation.

      Keeping low, we jogged down the street, flanked by the same kinds of run-down, rust colored houses. Up ahead, the city lights pierced through the perpetual twilight this world lived in, and the immense white wall of the Matriarchy arcology loomed. It wouldn’t take us more than twenty minutes to get to the sewer entrance, maybe a bit longer if people were out and about to complicate matters.

      As the ruined residential area came to an end, a series of warehouses filled both sides of the road ahead. They were all uniform, two story tall boxes. From a glance, they all looked abandoned, much like the houses we had passed, except for one with lights on and a few people meandering near the front door. Well, people in the terms of aliens. Humanoid in configuration with skin in various shades of red, I recognized them as Ar’abi from Star Conqueror, one of the oppressed species under the Matriarch’s thumb.

      As we got closer, I raised a fist to silently signal a halt and gestured to the crumbling façade of an even more ruined warehouse a block away from those signs of actual life.

      Tulip slipped in silently and took a position by the doorway, while I moved to be opposite her. Properly concealed, I took a closer look at the street.

      Now that we were closer, it was obvious that the building ahead wasn’t a warehouse, at least it wasn’t one any longer. No, it was some kind of meeting spot for the locals. Threadbare cushions sat as makeshift sofas in front of it, with a fire pit blazing to one side of the door with a pot suspended over it. There were more flickering lights inside and quite a few Ar’abi sitting out front, talking in low, hushed tones. They were obviously, at best, working poor, the cast-offs of Matriarch society.

      “Huh,” I murmured. “While these folks might be tempted to hang us out to dry for a reward from the Matriarchy, they aren’t living the high life behind the arcology wall. They might have information we could use. They’re victims of the Matriarchy, so they might be willing to turn. On-the-ground intel is the strongest kind, after all, and we could use more.”

      Tulip nodded with a smirk. “You’re right, and even if they were looking to get the bounty on my head, they’d never know it’s me.”

      Her form shimmered as her voice trailed off, her power suit shifting along with her body. As the shifting ended, Tulip’s sleek, black-furred body had become a well-proportioned Ar’abi woman, her black fur melding into now-rust red skin and the hair on her head turning shock white. Ar’abi looked very similar to humans once you got past the coloration differences, but one detail I saw now on Tulip that I hadn’t in the game was the four-fingered hands. As she changed, so did her suit, settling into the appearance of the grungy coveralls worn by most Matriarchy workers.

      Flashing her a smile, I said, “Good call.” I glanced out into the street. “There’s no telling for sure if the Left Hand put out a bounty for me already, so I’d best stay back.”

      The Tulip-Ar’abi nodded, running a hand down my arm. It was growing more and more endearing each time she did it. “Yes, we can’t risk you, not with the dragon awoken. Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.”

      I nodded. “Go for it. I’ll keep watch and if I see something suspicious, I’ll ping your suit.” That’s how it would work in the game anyway, but considering this was reality, I had to make sure of something. “I can still communicate with you when you’re shifted, right?”

      She nodded. “Just like Star Conqueror.”

      “Okay, then you’re on.”

      I had to admit to myself, even in this shapeshifted form, Tulip kept enough of her beautiful features to make her walking away almost as nice as when she came towards me. Still, I didn’t let that distract me, keeping on high alert as she made her way across the street and up to the bar. The outer slums of most Matriarchy-held cities weren’t highly patrolled in the game, often serving as the setting for beginner missions, so we were relatively safe.

      It was when we were on the other side of the wall that things would get hairy.

      I knew stealth would be a non-option once we were in the heart of the Matriarchy base. It’d be all-out gunplay until we got to the research and development areas. Once we burst in, Tulip would hack the hell out of the mainframe, get the schematics, and then click, we teleport out, laden with loot. Returner for the win! I fingered the device magnetically clamped to my suit, just to remind myself it was still there.

      Whatever was ahead, we could handle it. I refocused my attention to the meeting spot, where Tulip was blending in seamlessly.

      In fact, they seemed to welcome her with open arms as one of the older Ar’abi flashed her a sign that I recognized as a sort of ‘secret handshake’ between Resistance members. It looked like we’d be getting some on-site intel after all. While she worked her magic, I settled down, keeping careful watch on the street with an occasional scan of the skyline from recon drones.

      Tulip was plying the crowd of disgruntled workers for a good ten minutes before things started to go south. The orderly tramp of armored feet on the cracked pavement of the street echoed in my ears. Doing a quick scan, I found the source of the footsteps swiftly enough, coming from down the road leading towards the arcology.

      What I got was the lovely sight of four Quibs marching in identical black power suits. Male soldiers of the Matriarchy culled from their various conquered races, the Quibs were the vanguard of the High Priestess’s army, considered expendable troops in her eyes and lacking the magical powers that the Matriarchs had. That didn’t mean they couldn’t be trouble, as they used the same upgradeable power suit technology the rest of the galaxy did, and some, like the Quib Elites and the Royal Guard, were lethal to the extreme. These guys looked like a standard security patrol, but that could still spell long-term trouble if they found us out.

      “Tulip,” I whispered over the comms as I tracked the Quibs’ movements with my rifle, “security patrol coming. No indication of back-up or FoF scanners, but we can’t assume either way.”

      That was the real threat. Just like most advanced Earth military vehicles and aircraft, power suits were equipped with Friend or Foe beacons that constantly transmitted a low-level signal that could be picked up by guided missiles and the like. Great for preventing friendly fire, signaling friendlies that you didn’t need to die, but in Star Conqueror, some Quib patrols had scanner systems that detected non-Matriarchy power suit beacons. If these guys had them, we might have a fight whether we wanted it or not. I knew Tulip likely had high level bafflers to hide her signal, and my advanced model had them equipped standard issue, but that wouldn’t be a guarantee against a close-range scan or highly advanced Elite Class weaponry. These guys didn’t have the latter, but they might have the former.

      Across the street, Tulip caught my eye and gave me the faintest of nods. She looked to be finishing her talk with the man who flashed her the Resistance sign, playing the perfect spy by not drawing attention with an immediate retreat. The Quib patrol stopped for a moment, the leader spreading his arm in a broad arc across the street. Giving orders for a search pattern, no doubt, as he finished his gestures by pointing at the bar.

      The Ar’abi hanging out around the entrance noticed this too, and the tension was thick as some darted inside, some raised collars and tried to slip away, while Tulip used this moment to start back across the street. She didn’t move right towards me, not wanting to give away my position, but angled towards an alley a few buildings down.

      Gripping my rifle tight, I drew a bead on the lead Quib.
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      The distress of the Ar’abi must have been like blood in the water to the thuggish Quib security, as the leader barked some muffled order and all four drew rifles, moving in as a unit towards the converted warehouse. While part of me, the tactical thinker, wanted to use their distraction to move on, I had little doubt as to what these guys would do to the Ar’abi. With how friendly they had been with Tulip and the sign that one had flashed, these were dissidents for sure, and that meant death in the Matriarchy’s eyes. Still, if they kept cool, there was a good chance the security force would simply throw their weight around and move on.

      Could I risk our entire mission on the chance a few thugs would get too rowdy?

      “If these assholes make a move on the Ar’abi, I’m lighting them up,” I whispered into the comms.

      “Understood,” Tulip replied as she slunk towards the alley as the Arclight Double’s barrels spun to the big one. “That will let our Resistance fellows get out of here if it comes to it, and we can move on if security does.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” I murmured. Holding my breath, I lined up the shot and waited with baited breath.

      For a moment, I thought we would be in the clear. While the thugs had their weapons drawn as they converged on the meeting place, they weren’t opening fire immediately. Tulip made her way to the alley adjacent my position and disappeared into the shadows. Most of the Ar’abi had either scattered or melted into the dark alleyways themselves, but one, a teenaged girl as best I could guess with a shawl wrapped around her head and shoulders, seemed frozen in place.

      Her fear seemed to draw the leader’s attention, and he pointed. “That one! She matches the descriptions!” As the red-skinned girl’s eyes widened in shock, I could only imagine the sick grin I heard in the Quib’s voice. “Kill her. That’ll make our quota for sure, boys. Promotions all around.”

      The girl froze like a deer in the headlights, fear shaking her tired body, as the Quibs all raised their rifles to open fire.

      That did it. Threatening the population was one thing I could justify walking by in the name of the greater mission, but not murder. I took a deep breath, steadied my aim, and right before the Quib leader opened fire on the girl, I squeezed the trigger.

      The huge particle blast lanced out, the rifle kicking hard in my arms. The triple-damage shot punched through the Quib’s light security armor like it was paper mache, these assholes were used to bullying unarmed Ar’abi after all. Even as their commander fell to his knees, his head a ruined mess, Tulip was suddenly in their midst, moving like black lightning as she shifted into her natural form. She blasted one thug right in the faceplate of his helmet with both barrels, shattering it into a million pieces, and finished him off with a bloody slash of her claws across the face.

      Needless to say, the Ar’abi girl regained her senses enough to know that this was the time to run, disappearing in a blur through the front door of the warehouse.

      The other two Quibs were too busy to pursue her, gaping in shock at the swath of carnage in their wake. As if she could read my mind, Tulip ducked low and rolled through, past both security guards just as the Arclight Double recharged. The barrels spinning to the slighter-but-fully-automatic mode, I cut loose, using the still-fresh draconic strength in me to keep the rifle steady as I swept it back and forth.

      A barrage of particle bolts cut through the two stunned thugs, punching through their armor on the first sweep, then cutting them in half with the second.

      Silence fell across the streets of the slums as the security patrol was reduced to four piles of spilled blood and shattered armor. Of course, these were just grunts, the lowest of the low, but it felt good all the same.

      Couldn’t rest on our laurels though. Tulip sprang to her feet and sprinted back over to me as I stepped out onto the street.

      “Security is going to start going off like crazy now,” I said. “Screw stealth, we need to make a break for the sewer system.”

      Tulip nodded, sliding right into step behind me as we rushed down the street. “It was worth it,” she said with conviction. “Once we break through into the arcology, I have a name of one of the tram operators on the inside sympathetic to the Resistance. He can get us all the way into the vaults and bypass the bulk of the internal defenses.”

      “All right, Tulip!” I grinned as we moved, keeping to one side of the street so as to have at least one flank covered by buildings.

      We made it two blocks, now only a short run from the first sewer access marked on Tulip’s mission plan, when I caught the chameleon shimmer of power armor stealth systems atop a more respectable looking building across the way. It had to be at least two, and some kind of heavy ordinance between them similarly stealthed.

      “Duck and cover!” I cried, throwing myself into the alley we were just passing, pulling Tulip along with me. She let out a feline yelp as we flew behind a building, my newly enhanced strength still surprising me.

      Barely a second later, a missile lock alert popped up as a red box on my HUD, followed by an audible alert that echoed across the landscape like the voice of God.

      “Warning! Unauthorized Power Armor detected within the vicinity. Please evacuate to the closest shelter. Targets will be destroyed imminently.”

      The booming voice of the loudspeaker was still echoing when the air was split by the roar of a rocket engine. I barely had time to throw myself over Tulip and shield her when a missile struck the building next to us. The concussion rattled my teeth, while concrete chunks from the building rained down around me. Even as damage alerts flashed across my HUD, the protective field around me flared a fiery red, as a whole suite of Ascension abilities fired up at once.

      A missile strike that close combined with the rain of debris would normally have blasted through a good half of my suit’s power reserves, but Scaled Victory cut that down to 25% or so, while Recompense mixed with Dragon’s Revolt and Claws of Virtue to send a powerful surge of energy through my body.

      Tulip, meanwhile, was unscathed and stared up at me, a soft look in her eyes as she caught her breath. “Thank you, David, for saving me.”

      I smiled down at her as I surged to my feet, throwing off debris as I pulled her up with me. “Thank me when we kick these guys’ asses.”

      With that, I spun, bringing up my now-glowing rifle. These Quibs might have gotten the first shot, but I was going to get the last one.

      Their chameleon fields now as worthless as ours, the two Quibs were clearly visible, desperately trying to reload their mounted launcher the moment they saw my face. They clearly hadn’t expected us to live through this, most things wouldn’t have, but they hadn’t faced a dragon with an Ascension build before.

      I took aim, the Arclight Double’s big barrel fully charged and filled with redirected energy. “Tulip, you get the small fry. I’ve got the big gun.”

      We had one thing still on our side, and that was standard Matriarchy protocols. The vast majority of their forces were committed to defending the arcology proper, so even with vehicles and advanced communication, we had a few minutes before the really big guns would come out. This emplacement might have a unit helping guard it, so if we could take the launcher and the unit out, we’d likely have cleared the surrounding blocks, giving us a clear line to the sewers. Once down there, we could try to retake the element of surprise and try a renewed stealth approach.

      Tulip nodded to me as she broke into a sprint, shifting subtly into a more feline form and eating the distance to the base of the building our new friends were atop of in the blink of an eye.

      In that moment, I fired, aiming right at the missile the Quibs had just loaded on the launcher. The particle bolt that launched from the Arclight Double’s barrel was wreathed in scarlet flames as the glow from my suit poured into the blast, amplifying the recoil to where I actually skidded back a step. The fiery blast plowed dead on into the thing and, backed by the power of Recompense, tore through the missile and launcher like a hot knife through butter.

      The two Quibs were thrown back by the shockwave of the blast, relatively unharmed for the moment, as I took the opening to make a break for a ruined shell of a building next to where the Quibs had set up shop. Tulip had shifted back to her normal Fertish shape but used the momentum of her feline charge to launch herself into the air, catching on to the ledge of a window two stories up before parkouring her way to the top with unearthly grace.

      I had no doubt she could take out our two stunned friends in seconds, so the smart thing to do was to get ready for a possible counter-offensive. Scanning the interior of the building, I could tell that this place wasn’t so much abandoned as unfinished. It was barren save for a few half-built interior walls. The back doors, along with half the roof, had obviously never been installed, giving the whole structure a skeletal feel.

      Moving deeper inside, I took a position behind one of the partial interior walls. It gave me a decent vantage point both the front and the gapingly open space where a back door should have been. If this Tulip was anywhere near as dangerous as the Tulip of Star Conqueror, she would be just about finished with her new cat toys.

      As if on cue, the air echoed with four cracks of gunshots and the screams of dying Quibs.

      “That’s my Tulip,” I whispered to myself with a big smile. It felt strangely proper to say that, even if I had only known the ‘real’ Tulip for hours now.

      Almost silent footsteps rattled the partial roof, Tulip most likely, as I glanced out the still-empty back doorway. The only thing that worried me about this was how these Quibs, basically grunt infantry at best, had heavy ordinance on hand like that launcher. Worse, it had hit hard enough not to be standard grade gear.

      I wondered for a moment if they were low-ranking Elites. While I doubted it, it was possible. With all the explosions, I hadn’t gotten a good enough look at the Quibs to see if they had the standard red stripes on their shoulders to denote the Quib Elite. Still, for them to be out in the slums would be unusual. Then again, this planet was home to the Matriarch cloaking technology.

      Tulip took that moment to lightly hop down through the hole in the roof, landing with nary a sound next to me on the ground floor. “Those two guys were pushovers,” she said with a shrug as she straightened up, her cat ears flicking. “But that launcher was an Elite Class emplacement.”

      I grunted an affirmative. “So, the big boys have to be close.”

      “I don’t want to be the one to say it,” Tulip began hesitantly as she crouched behind another partial wall, her two pistols gripped tightly in her hands, “but should we use the returner? The element of surprise is blown, and if we have a whole platoon of Elites coming …”

      “No,” I said with a shake of my head. “We’ll be right back at square one, and we won’t have a chance like this again any time soon. You still have our contact on the inside, and while Elites are nasty, you haven’t faced them with an Ascension dragon on your side. We’re close to the sewers, so let’s go all out for it.”

      Tulip mulled it over for a moment, then smiled at me. “All right, David, I trust your judgment. Besides, if we can get underground, we might have time for me to try to hack the sensor net. You know, open a hole for us to get in with, despite the alarms.”

      She was about to explain further when she was cut off by the clang of a bullet slamming into my chest plate from above, the very same point Tulip had jumped down from. Fortunately, while the sniper round would have drilled through most targets, my combination of heavy armor and draconic defenses held strong, even as the impact pushed me back several steps.

      Tulip took cover as I spun to track my attacker. The shooter’s advanced chameleon field was breaking down from his shot, giving me a semi-clear look at him, even as the surge of Recompense energy flowed into my rifle. More blasts and bullets, grouped into tight, controlled bursts, cracked stone and burst what little glass the unfinished front of the building had, coming from the street outside.

      First things first though. The Arclight Double’s barrel spun around as I squeezed the trigger, the flame-wreathed blast exploding upward, catching the sniper dead in the center of mass. I wasn’t sure if he died immediately or if he died when the impact threw him up into the air and off the side of the two-story building. Either way, he was dead.

      As the sniper left the equation, Tulip was hunkered down behind a rapidly eroding wall, guns held up and a look of concentration on her face. “These have to be Elites, David!”

      I risked a glance myself as I dove for the front and the cover of the exterior wall by the door frame. She wasn’t wrong, not at all.

      At first glance, there wasn’t much to distinguish a Quib from a Quib Elite. The red slashes on the shoulder were the first clue, and the six Quibs bearing down on us each were one-stripers. They were the lowest class of the Elite, but that didn’t mean they were weak. From there, the differences were subtle. Their armor was a little bulkier in appearance, their favored Stinger-class pulse rifles and Mandible-class slugthrowers standing out as vastly superior to the peashooters the grunts carried. Most of all, it was their disciplined precision tactics that made them stand a cut above the Quibs.

      “Yep, definitely Elites,” I shouted back to her as my Arclight Double recharged. They were moving in a tight formation, three covering as their fellows shifted forward and then repeating, carefully inching towards our meager cover as they forced us to keep our heads down.

      Still, this could work in our favor. Elites were dangerous, but also arrogant. They didn’t call for backup, at least not in the game, as they earned their stripes based on their unit’s solo kills of the Matriarchy’s enemies. If you thought your average player hated kill stealers, these guys were a million times worse. If we could take them down, we’d have an opening for sure.

      “Let’s take them, Tulip.”

      Though I couldn’t see her, I could imagine her ears twitching in surprise, but when I heard her voice over the comms, all fear and shock at my decision was gone. “All right, David, let’s do it!”

      Oh yeah, we were going to do it all right, because now was the time I was waiting for. It was time to let the dragon out to play.

      I just hoped it really was as easy as Tulip said it would be.
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      All my worries had been pointless, because the moment I thought about the dragon, actively tried to summon it up inside me, it was surprisingly easy to unleash. Letting go as I felt the fire build inside my chest, the change took hold of me. As my body grew and shifted, there was pain, sure, but it was dwarfed by the overwhelming feeling of power that swept over me. It was unlike anything I’d ever felt before.

      As the muscles in my body grew into large, powerful slabs that increased my weight by a couple hundred pounds, I felt like a Greek fucking God. No, more than that. I felt unstoppable. My size now dwarfed what cover I had, and the Elite’s onslaught was bouncing off my chest. It was like Superman wading through a hail of gunfire to punch space Nazis in the face.

      My armor changed along with my body, much as Tulip’s suit changed with her shifting. My gauntlets melted into my suit, revealing the black scales running over my hands and fingers all the way to the golden tips of my claws. The force field around my head dissipated as my face elongated into a long snout. My big tongue licked the back of my sharp teeth and tasted the oily sweetness of dragon fuel in my mouth. The fire in my gut was hot and soothing at the same time.

      Crazier still were my senses. While Star Conqueror had been okay at the tactile feel of the game, my sense of taste and smell had never really been engaged, and it was something I was wholly unprepared for. As I inhaled, I truly smelled this planet for the first time, and the mix of sulfur and rust was strangely pleasant as was the metallic flavor.

      Hell, I smelled the fear coming off Tulip even though she was several meters behind me and heard her heart racing like I had my ear pressed to her chest. She was afraid. Why?

      I glanced back at her.

      Her eyes were filled with an almost religious awe as she took in my form. It was a bit weird because I practically towered over her, and I realized I’d grown another couple feet in height. Hell, given the size of my new muscles, I was pretty sure I could pick her up with one hand.

      The sound of more gunfire exploded in my ears, bringing me back to the moment. I spun on my heel, back to the Quib Elite. A soft voice, the suit’s internal computer, chimed in my ear, now that my HUD was down, “Duration of Dragon Form: 167 seconds remaining.”

      As for the Elites, well, while Tulip was in awe of me, they were about to piss their armor in fear of me. If the massive power of the dragon roaring in me wasn’t enough to frighten them, the every-growing aura of fiery energy given off by my Ascension powers, surging higher with each hit, was about to put them into rout. Only their intensely trained discipline kept them moving forward.

      Too bad for them.

      There was no need for tricks, no need for subtlety now. In Star Conqueror, the dragon form provided insane boosts to damage resistance, strength, speed, and so much more that lesser enemies were as dangerous as gnats. I simply stalked forward, building up the flammable, napalm-like oil in my snout, bullets and blasts bouncing off me. In a deep, gravelly growl, the voice of my dragon, I roared, “If you’re listening, Matriarchs, if you can see what these poor Quibs can, know that I’m coming for you!”

      The rear most Quib saw the fire dripping out of my mouth, dropped his rifle, and ran. He didn’t get far, though. Now that all attention was on me, Tulip popped out of cover, her guns surging with golden light, and pulled the triggers. The muzzle flashes were golden explosions, the tell-tale sign of the Magic Bullet skill from Star Conqueror, and the bullets flew with unerring accuracy, curving around the doorframe, past a Quib in the way, and drilled the fleeing Quib right in the back of the neck.

      Tulip’s voice was ecstatic as she aimed at the next Quib. “The dragons have returned! Show them your fire, David!”

      Well, I sure as hell wasn’t going to keep the lady waiting. I breathed in, my chest expanding far beyond the limits of any human lungs, and the disorganized rhythm of the Elites’ barrage cut out entirely as paralyzing fear rushed over them at was to come. The air in my mighty lungs mixed with that blazing inner fire in my heart, that fire stoked even hotter by the power of my Ascension skills and roared up through my throat. Right before it rushed through my snout, I instinctively opened my jaws wide, spewing the napalm-like dragon oil outward.

      Just like an Earth flamethrower, the force of my breath atomized the oil into a sticky mist, just as the blazing air in my lungs struck it. What resulted was a raging inferno, white-hot flames spewing out in a cone of death. The intense heat began to melt through the Quib Elites’ armor on contact. Where the fiery fuel hit directly, it clung and burned like white phosphorus, furrowing right through armor and undersuit, right into the soft flesh underneath.

      Screams filled the air as the front rank of three were fully engulfed. They didn’t last a moment before collapsing into a burning heap of stinking, burning meat and slagging metal. The dragonfire consumed them faster than any flamethrower or incendiary I had ever seen in my time in the Marines. More so, if you believed the lore of the game, dragonfire burned on the spiritual level as well, melting away the souls of the sinful, and while I had thought that was just fluff before, the terrible screams of the Quibs turned me into a believer fast.

      The last two fared better, with enough time to throw themselves backward despite their fear. Even still, they were both caught by splatters of sticky, burning oil. Even those little bits of dragonfire started to consume the pieces of armor they stuck to.

      “I-it’s impossible,” one of the two shouted hysterically, swinging his Stinger up to fire another volley of lasers into my chest. The little flashing lights only discolored my chestplate, most of the heat damage absorbed my now-enhanced Breath of the Wilds.

      His buddy was more coherent and, realizing that the little guns were worthless, snatched a Banger Elite frag grenade from his belt. Bangers were a lot like Earth fragmentation grenades but mixed with an explosive far more potent than anything we had back home, with shrapnel made of nano-steel. Even in dragon form, that could hurt, and while I had never faced one with both dragon form and the added damage resistance of an Ascension build before, I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out.

      As my flames faded, I pushed off with my immensely powerful legs towards Mr. Banger. I took off like a rocket, rearing back with one arm, golden talons glinting in the dull sun. Seemingly inspired by my might, Tulip matched me move for move, leaping at the panicking Quib, shifting into a giant panther mid-pounce.

      She took her target to the ground, his rifle spiraling off across the street as her jaws sunk into the soft plates of his neck guard. As for my target, he tried to fire at me, but his attacks just flashed harmlessly against my armor. Bringing my clawed hand around in a broad swipe, my talons tore cleanly through his thick armor, ruby red blood a shade too bright to be human gushing from the wound as I tore through muscle and bone.

      Mr. Banger’s eyes went wide as he fell onto his back, letting out one final gasp. Maybe it was instinct on his part or a conscious act of defiance, but with that last gasp, his thumb pressed hard on the fuse of the grenade.

      Tulip let out a roar of feline surprise and fear, looking up from her own prey at the soft beep of the grenade. Me, well, I knew what I had to do. Without a second thought, I threw my massive draconic body on top of the Elite Banger as I scooped it up against my chest tightly. I could only hope that my nearly-half-ton of thick scales, muscle, and power armor would soak the shockwave entirely or else …

      My brain didn’t complete that thought as the thing exploded. The soft voice of my suit’s computer was more urgent now, as it cried out with multiple damage warnings, the impact of the grenade hitting me like a sledgehammer. I let out a sputter of flames as the air was blown out of my lungs and pain radiated through my chest and arms.

      And yet, I wasn’t dead. In fact, as I rolled over and groaned a little, I realized that while my power suit had taken some rough hits, between my draconic resilience and the amplified power of Scaled Victor, not only was my suit operational, but I wasn’t seriously hurt.

      I was already starting to sit up, propping myself up on massive elbows, when Tulip leaped from her downed Quib to land next to me, shifting back to her humanoid form in a crouch. “David! Are you …?”

      “I’m okay,” I rumbled, picking a hunk of shrapnel out of my scales. Already, the nanorepair units in the armor were going to work, slowly mending over the few breeches from shrapnel in the undersuit and plates. “Takes more than an Elite grenade to stop a dragon.”

      Relief welled up in Tulip’s feline eyes and she ran her hands over my snout, careful to avoid the drops of burning oil, and down along my ridged cheeks. It felt good, soothing, and almost, well … sensual.

      In response, I put my arms around her, giving her a massive dragon hug as I stood. “Are you okay yourself?”

      Tulip purred as she hugged my neck. “I don’t have a scratch on me.” She pulled back. “Thanks to you.”

      I smiled, well, I think I did. It was hard to tell if a draconic smile was pleasant or terrifying. “You can pay me back later. Nice Gunslinger move, by the way.” I tilted my snout towards the dead runner as I set her down.

      “Well, I may not be a dragon,” she said with a smirk, “but I’m not all hacking and shapeshifting, you know.”

      “I do now.” I turned in a slow circle, taking in the immediate area with my vastly enhanced draconic senses. Burning flesh, spilled blood, melting electronics, and my own fire dominated the scents of the area, but I could smell both fear and awe scattered along the buildings. Ar’abi and others were watching us from all sides, so I decided with the time I had left to make a bit of a show of it.

      “Salvage what weapons and loot you can, Tulip,” I growled. “I have to make a statement.”

      She smiled and nodded. “Yes, you do.” With that weird reverence she had shown before, she stepped away, unable to fully take her eyes off me as she started to pick through the corpses. Well, if I truly was a legend come back to life, I guess I couldn’t blame her.

      Speaking of that legend, I turned to face as much of the street I could and raised my mighty voice, bellowing out, “People of Balarian, this is not a trick you’re seeing! I am the dragon returned! Know that the Matriarchy’s days are numbered! If you prize freedom, if you wish to live your own lives again, take heart and be ready to join us! Join the Resistance! The first blow will be struck today!”

      With that proclamation, I unleashed a tremendous gout of flames into the sky, a fiery beacon that would hopefully spark revolution on this planet. While I couldn’t be 100% certain that the prophecy Tulip spoke about was universal throughout the galaxy, this was still a display of rebellion against the Matriarchy that could catch the attention of the normal people here. At the least, it would focus the security force’s attention here … and not the sewer entrance we would be running to in a moment.

      As I turned back from my little speech, Tulip had slung one of the undamaged Stinger pulse rifles over her shoulder and stood up, a glowing power suit battery in each hand. I guess glowing crystals dropping out of a dead Quib wasn’t how it happened in real life. “I channeled the power units from each suit into the intact batteries. We can siphon the credits once we’re under cover.”

      I nodded my snout at her as I began to jog toward our final target. “Thank you, Tulip.” I’d fade back to humanity in a minute, before we got there, but that was good. We’d be mostly incognito before we reached our target, so hopefully we could get a moment to breathe and reestablish our stealthy approach.

      She kept pace with me and smiled. “No, thank you, David.” I was about to object about the life-saving bit again, that was what you were supposed to do when you were squadmates after all, but she cut me off. “Not for me, but for what you just did. These people are being oppressed and now, well, you’ve given them hope. That’s what fuels the Resistance, and you just added a can of gasoline to that flame.”

      “Then I’m doing my job, right?” I rumble-chuckled.

      “In spades!” she purred back.

      It was only a few moments later, as we got within a block of our target, that a sudden beeping sounded off in my ear, followed by the soft voice of my suit. “Dragon form limit reached. Transformation reverting. Five minutes until available again.”

      I groaned as I almost stumbled, my face, body, and organs changing and shifting, until I was human once more. The whole world seemed to dull as my enhanced senses retreated. The colors were dimmer, the sounds less crisp, and the smells around me faded into an indistinguishable mishmash. My size shrunk down and while I felt less powerful, part of me was happy to back in my own skin. After all, I liked being me.

      Tulip watched in awe before taking a deep breath, wiping at her eyes. “Remarkable! I, well, I only wish it lasted longer. Not that I don’t like you the way you are but …”

      “I know what you mean.” I nodded as I took stock of the situation. “The power of the dragon, it can do so much that I wish I had it all the time too. Still, I know what we have to deal with now, and more importantly” – I flexed a gloved hand – “I know the power I have in me. We can, and we will win this.”

      She nodded firmly, resolve in her eyes. “We’ll do it, and make the Matriarchy pay for every wounded soldier, every dead freedom fighter, and every kidnapped daughter.”
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      “Come on,” Tulip said as she broke into a run, breaking cover from the alley we had gone down once I’d returned to human form. The sewer access that had been our goal all long was prominent in the street ahead. “I can’t believe they don’t have sewer lines running out to the slums. It just shows how cruel the Matriarchs are, depriving the worst-off beings of proper sanitation and plumbing.”

      I grunted my agreement as I stayed right on her heels, and we skidded to a halt in front of the heavy metal lid. The streets had been eerily silent save for sounds of slamming doors and closing windows as we had made it the last block here. We had done enough damage that no one dared mess with us, and the innocents, well, they were taking for cover, just in case.

      That was for the best.

      Kneeling next to the sewer lid, I put my rifle on a back mount as I searched for a good handhold. “Any security alarms or other countermeasures on this thing before I open it?”

      Tulip’s fingers were already flying over her wrist-mounted tablet before I finished my question. “Nope. We’re still at the fringes of the security net, so protections are at a minimum. This is ancient construction, hundreds of years old, so I guess the Matriarchs are too stuck up to update it.” She smirked at me as she shut down the tablet. “Their arrogance is our gain.”

      “Amen, sister,” I said with a grin. Finding a few intact finger holes, I stuffed my armored fingers in, got a good grip, and pulled.

      Darkness loomed below us. Rusty metal rungs were set deep in the wet stone of the yawning hole. At least it had a ladder.

      “Ladies first.” I gestured to the ladder.

      Tulip didn’t hesitate. “Why, thank you, David!” She smirked at me as she slunk down the ladder with seductive feline grace.

      I let out a low whistle before I collected myself enough to follow. Pulling the lid shut over us, I hurried after her, just in case there were unexpected surprises waiting for us.

      Darkness swallowed us as we continued down the ladder. It must have been twenty feet down before a final step took me off the metal ladder and onto the wet, slimy floor. I’d never been happier to have my suit on.

      “Lights,” we both said, almost in unison. With that command, the darkness was pushed back, as the twin lights mounted to each of our shoulders unfolded from our suits and lit up. What we saw wasn’t pleasant, but at least it wasn’t full of guns pointed at our faces.

      We were standing in a concrete tube, about six feet around. Once we moved out of the ladder shaft, I’d have to duck my head a tad, but we could still move through it quickly. The lower walls of the sewer had a green, algae growth on it that sunk into the slow-moving stream of feces, piss, and whatever else was sent down their pipes.

      Tulip pinched her nose, which was probably far more sensitive than my own outside of dragon form. “Well, I can’t argue, not when I plotted the route. Helmet up!” Her force screen helmet snapped back into place, as she unhooked the two batteries from the magnetic clamps on her suit, tossing them to me one at a time. “Here you go.”

      Blinking in surprise, I still managed to catch them before they splashed into the muck. “Uh, shouldn’t you keep one of these? These are for power credits, right?”

      Her cat ears twitched as she arched an eyebrow. “Well, sure, but I have the Remote Transfer upgrade. It’s one of the first things I bought when I started.” She pointed at the glowing meter on the side of each battery. “I was actually surprised to find any charge on the suits, because I figured you had the same thing.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. Despite my annoyance at what should have been common sense, it was also kind of funny. “Well, remember to tell the Doc when we meet her that she should have programmed that into Star Conqueror, because we just had credit pickups to run over.”

      Much like the power lead for my rifle, a cable snaked out from my suit’s chestplate and linked up to the first battery, the glowing line going down as the power credit readout in the corner of my HUD pushed upward. At least the numbers seemed equivalent, as I was getting about as many power credits as I expected to get from the Elites, assuming a standard squad cut with Tulip.

      “Duly noted,” Tulip grinned as she detached her tablet from her arm. “I did point that out to her, but she mumbled something about gamification, ease of play, and marketing. I kind of tuned out at that point.” Her fingers tapped at her screen. “Security forces have been dispatched from the arcology to sweep the slums. A lot of them, actually.” She grinned over at me. “You made a big impression.”

      I discarded the empty battery and attached the second. “Yeah, it would have been annoying to have to spend credits on something so basic as remote credit gain. The players would have bitched up a storm.” Mulling over the rest of what Tulip reported, I shared that grin of hers. “Good. That was the idea. Not just to ignite some hope in the people here, but to draw security out from the arcology. Hopefully between that and this Resistance contact on the inside, we’ll make it through without too much more trouble.”

      Now, I knew better. My time in the Marines had taught me that no plan survives first contact with the enemy. We’d see action, rough action ahead, but no matter how crazy things got, a solid plan would make it easier. Which was what brought the next thing to mind.

      “We better make the most of this reprieve,” I said, glancing at the upgrades menu of my HUD as the last battery went dead. I had nearly two-hundred power credits now. “Let’s catch our breaths, take a look at what we can upgrade, and fully recharge before we run into more trouble.”

      “Smart thinking,” Tulip said with a smile, her fingers gliding over her tablet. “You don’t know how happy I am that you’re more than simply someone attuned to the dragon.”

      I looked past the HUD and the menus, right at Tulip. “Oh?” She blinked up at me and I smiled. “I mean, I’m happy I am attuned to it. The dragon is, well, awesome, but …”

      She reached out and stroked her hand down my arm in that Fertish way of hers. “I’m happy that you’re smart too, and also that you care about the people out there. Star Conqueror was a test, sure, but a test of combat skill and affinity to the dragon. Morals, well, those really couldn’t be tested. The game assigned you to the Resistance and you couldn’t change that.” She smiled softly at me. “You? You would have chosen it, wouldn’t you?”

      I smiled back and mimed what she had been doing with me, running my gauntleted hand along her neck and stroking her shoulder. Hey, when in Rome, right? “I see what you mean, and yeah, yeah I would have. What the Matriarchy is doing to the people of this city, this planet, hell, this corner of the galaxy, well, I don’t cotton to bullies.”

      We each took a step closer to one another and if we hadn’t been in a sewer, well, I would have kissed her. But for the sake of both of our noses, we kept the helmets up for the moment.

      Tulip winked at me as she stepped back. “We better do that upgrading.”

      “We should,” I chuckled. “We still have a mission to complete.”

      We’d continue this conversation later, somewhere a lot cleaner. I forced myself to focus not on Tulip’s curve-hugging power suit but on the upgrade HUD.

      My first choice was blatantly obvious. In the general tree, the Remote Transfer upgrade stared tauntingly at me.

      
        Remote Transfer

        Cost: 25 power credits

        Allows for instant transfer of power credits from a disabled power suit to the user

        Equally distributes power credits to assigned squadmates

        Increases base power generation by 1% per 5 minutes

        Passive Upgrade

      

      

      Well, at least it had a small but functional buff added to it. I wondered at the science of it, realized I had no idea where to start, and moved on. I still had quite a bit left over to spend on bigger, better things, and I knew where to start. With the Ascension tree filled out, it was time to look at the Dragon tree. The two initial options past Dragon Form that I remembered from Star Conqueror were there, glowing green and ready to be purchased.

      

      
        Dragon Skin

        Cost: 80 power credits

        Provides immunity to physical damage for fifteen seconds

        Power Cost: 20% of maximum

        3 minute cooldown

        

        Dragon Will

        Cost: 140 power credits

        Shatters mental locks and controls on target

        Creates soulbond with target

        WARNING: May cause mental strain, may not be effective against more powerful beings.

        2 hour cooldown

      

      

      They were both potentially amazing. Still, I only had enough points to get one of them, and if I wanted to move deeper down the Dragon tree, I had to pick one of them. Now, Dragon Skin was a straightforward, easy to use ability, and it was what I had picked in Star Conqueror when I beat the game. I could withstand a physical onslaught, no matter how bad, for fifteen seconds. It was practical and useful, but thanks to my Ascension build, it actually wasn’t that good, especially with the preponderance of energy weapons out here in the galaxy at large. While some of them, like force and gravity weapons did physical damage, a lot of them, like lasers, particle blasters, and plasma guns, did various kinds of energy damage, something Dragon Skin wouldn’t help with.

      That left the other option. Dragon Will was one I’d never actually used because, well, I’d not had the Ascension build before. On top of that, I tended to a more straightforward style of play that lent itself towards Dragon Skin. Now though? Now, it seemed like a great option even if it would leave me with only twelve credits.

      While the whole ‘breaking mental bonds and controls’ sounded interesting, it was the whole ‘soulbonding’ thing that caught my attention. I knew how it worked in Star Conqueror, at least from developer updates about the inclusion of the Dragon tree. Dragon Will was an in-game ability that let you permanently charm an NPC unit to be friendly to you and join your squad for the duration of the mission. There were various unknown factors that affected whether it would work and what power level cap of target you could try to use it on. All of that contributed to why I didn’t use it in the game, but now? Here? It was tempting.

      Maybe Tulip would know more. I again refocused my eyes, looking past the HUD to see the catwoman, fully entranced by the multiple trees she had open on her tablet. I couldn’t help but notice they were labelled Hacker, Gunslinger, and Fertish Shifter. That alone raised a whole other round of questions, but first things first.

      “Tulip?”

      No answer.

      I raised my voice a little. “Tulip?”

      Still, her eyes were glued to her screen.

      “Tulip!”

      She almost jumped out of her skin. “Oh, sorry,” she cried sheepishly. “I was crunching numbers and looking at my options and … uh … got a little caught up in it.” Despite her embarrassment, she had that happy look of a dedicated Star Conqueror player working out her build.

      That made me smile.

      She glanced at the ceiling. “So, uh, what did you need, David?”

      My original question came back to me as she grinned. “Hey, I wanted to ask you about this ability called Dragon Will. It states I can break mental locks and controls, then soulbind that same target. Do you know what that means exactly? I mean, I kind of know what that does from the game, but I don’t think it works the same here. It’s vague and the warning text is even vaguer.”

      “Whoa, mind and soul magic,” Tulip gasped. “That’s some crazy stuff. I didn’t even know humans could learn such things.”

      I shook my head. “Well, it’s not for my human side. It’s an ability for my dragon form.”

      “Oh, dragon magic! That’s a different story.” Tulip scratched at her own ear. “I don’t know much about that beyond the myths and legends of the old days, but there is a particular tale about a dragon that didn’t even need to fight his opponents. He simply joined their souls to his, turning enemies into friends.”

      “That’s fascinating,” I murmured softly. “Do you think there’s any truth to that myth?”

      Tulip smiled as she glanced back down at her tablet. “We brought back the ancient dragons by following those legends, and the proof is right before my eyes. From what I’ve seen today, I have no reason to doubt the truth of those tales.”

      I could hear the conviction in her voice. If I took her at face value and the rest of the warning text didn’t trip me up, Dragon Will would be insanely powerful. More importantly, it assuaged one of my worries about using a power like that for real. I certainly couldn’t fight the Matriarchy for dominating their citizens if I started mentally controlling people myself … but make them my friends? Yeah, it was the old ‘hearts and minds’ strategy, and it was a classic.

      I selected Dragon Will. I still had until I hit ‘confirm’ to think it over, and there wasn’t anything else in the Dragon tree that I could afford. Time to see what I could do with my remaining twelve power credits.

      With a five-minute cooldown on my dragon form, I needed to be in my normal form as well. Even with the immense power of the dragon, there was no guarantee that a battle would be over in three minutes or less, and there was no guarantee on the battlefield that fights would be conveniently spaced out by five-minute rest breaks. Best to be ready for all situations.

      I pulled up the Assault tree and looked at what I had open. One was the core activated ability of the tree, and the other was an option off of Remote Transfer:

      

      
        One Shot, One Kill

        Cost: 10 power credits

        Once activated, all weapon damage is increased by 200% for 5 seconds

        Power Cost: 2% of maximum

        2 minute cooldown

        

        Second Chance

        Cost: 10 power credits

        An emergency battery will store a reserve of 10% power.

        This extra power will automatically be used when your suit power reaches 0%

        5 minute cooldown

        Passive Upgrade

      

      

      Both sounded useful, but it wasn’t much of a choice for me. One Shot, One Kill only affected actual weapons and I knew from the game that didn’t include the natural claws, teeth, and flames of my dragon form. While I’d have to get it eventually to open the broader Assault tree up, for now, Second Chance was the way to go. The ability to keep going even after I drained the tanks was a perfect fit for my brute force approach.

      I glanced at the grayed-out options and tried to plan ahead a little bit. I would really need to invest in power regeneration upgrades. While the Ascension build helped maximize power usage by bundling so many actives into one strong passive, there were more critical things in the real world that drained power than in the game, especially environmental hazards. This really was a trek across alien worlds, and I couldn’t afford to ever run dry since no power meant no life support.

      Nodding to myself, I eyed the confirmation button. The moment it went through, I could feel a subtle rush of power through my body. Nerves twitched, muscles tensed, and a new meter popped up underneath my main power readout, marked ‘Second Chance Reserve’. When the sensation passed, the endorphin rush lingered.

      “Intense,” I murmured to myself as I looked up at Tulip. She was smiling at me, apparently having made her choices, and had her guns back at the ready. “Okay, let’s move out.”
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      We headed down the sewer, following the route Tulip had mapped out for us. While we seemed to be relatively safe, I still kept my eyes peeled as I took point. As we passed each manhole cover and took each blind turn, I had my rifle at the ready, prepared for something to jump out at us. Still, we hadn’t seen or heard anything yet, and our plan seemed to be holding strong.

      After those few minutes, with nothing but splashing sewage to keep us company, I relaxed enough to come back around to a question that had been skulking around at the back of my head for a bit. Still keeping my eyes forward like a good Marine, I asked, “So, Tulip, I know you didn’t have a real hand in designing the suits, but … I’ve got a question or two I wanted to throw your way about them.”

      Tulip’s hand ran down my shoulder. “I’ll do my best to answer any questions. The more you know, the more likely we’ll succeed.” She let out a purring giggle. “Besides, while I may not have helped design these things, I’ve used them for years, plus I did help with some of the coding. I am the best hacker in the galaxy.”

      I smiled at her touch but kept my focus. “And modest too.”

      “That’s my best quality, I’ll have you know,” she added with another soft laugh. “So, what were your questions?”

      I picked my way around a particularly nasty bit of sewage and the rotting corpse of an alien, well, it had definitely been a mammal. Thank God for air filtration.

      Taking a deep breath, I continued, “Right. Well, I suppose my biggest question is do the upgrades I buy with the suit carry over when I’m not in it? Not all of them, obviously, because some deal with the suit itself, but …”

      “Oh, you’re talking about, say, your dragon form or my own shapeshifting, right?” Tulip’s voice perked with understanding. “Again, I don’t fully understand the science of it, but these power suits serve as a conduit, you could say, not only providing protection and weapons and all that, but providing an active link between the power credits that fuel it and each wearer’s innate talents.”

      With how quiet it was, I shifted position, moving to walk beside her. She smiled at that as I said, “So, I’m guessing that’s why you have different upgrade trees than I do? The suit is adapting to your natural abilities and limits?”

      “Oh, David!” She gave me a seductive wink. “Were you peeking at my upgrade screen when I had it open?”

      “I would peek at a lot more if it was open.” I cleared my throat with a grin. “But that’s not what we’re talking about.”

      Tulip laughed, and my grin grew. You’d think we were crazy, but sometimes, even when you were at war, you had to find an outlet, or you’d go nuts. As her laughs dwindled, she nodded. “Yes, that’s why we all have different upgrade trees. That’s what we based the class options for Star Conqueror on, various packages based on the trees that the suits unlocked in Resistance members, then extrapolated the dragon abilities from the tales and legends we had passed down.”

      “Your research paid off,” I said with an appreciative nod. “Most of what I’ve been able to see has been about spot-on, but I guess I should be ready for a surprise or two in the future. So, if this is the case, does that mean what I think it means?”

      “Oh, right, the actual question!” Tulip nodded. “Yes, it means that many of the upgrades that the power suit enables are changes to you, the you in the suit. For instance, my entire Fertish Shapeshifter tree is usable without the suit, and quite a few of my Gunslinger and Hacker upgrades too, though they need, well, guns and computers obviously.”

      She stopped and turned to face me, prompting me to do the same, arching an eyebrow. “Which means that the dragon isn’t in the suit.” Her hands stroked down my shoulders before she rested them lightly on my chest, feline eyes gazing up at me. “The dragon is you, David. That’s a special thing, something I believe will change the universe, even if the prophecy didn’t say so.”

      I put my hands over hers, smiling down as her honest belief reinforced my own. “I won’t be doing it alone, Tulip.”

      She blushed and smiled at my sentiment. “No, you won’t. I’ll be right by your side the whole way.” She laughed a little and slipped away. “Turner too, even if he isn’t literally right here.”

      I shared that laugh and turned back to our path. As much as I looked forward to that time when we’d be reunited with Turner again, I was enjoying this time alone with Tulip without being shot at. “Well, as much as I want to linger and just, well, talk,” – there was a lot more I wanted to do but … sewers, am I right? – “we don’t want to keep the big guy waiting too long. He’ll get worried about us and who knows what he’ll decide to blow up on his way to find us?”

      Tulip fell back in formation behind me as she counted off on her fingers. “He’ll start with the surrounding area, then he’ll nuke the arcology, then try to find some way to blow the planet into dust.” She patted me on the back. “So, yeah, we better get on with this before he gets going.”

      We dropped into a companionable silence from there, sloshing through the muck and filth for another kilometer or so. As we progressed, the sewer tunnels became more advanced and well-maintained. Ancient concrete turned to a smooth, white superalloy tube, and the soft sounds of some kind of pumping system filled the air. Small sluice gates would open occasionally, sending controlled streams of waste into the main tunnel. It was, well, it was as clean as any kind of sewer system could be.

      “Looks like we’re in Matriarchy territory now,” I said aloud. I unslung the Arclight Double and gave it a once over. “Unless they suddenly decided to upgrade the slums.”

      “I don’t suspect they would.” Tulip nodded, returning her pistols to the magnetic clamps on her thighs and unslinging the sleek black Stinger Elite rifle. As I quirked an eyebrow at that, she smiled. “Lasers might not have a physical damage vector, but they’re near silent and great for pinpoint shooting. We’ve got the stealth advantage back, so I’ll do my best to keep it.” She patted one of her pistols lovingly. “Don’t worry, I’ll bring out the girls when the time’s right.”

      Nodding, I glanced at the map readout of my HUD, then up at the pearly white shaft that went upward. At the edge of my vision, I could see the glint of the sewer entrance, glossy and black, while an automated track the width of a ladder whirred away, black rungs attached to it. It was like a vertical people mover. All you had to do was hang on and up you went.

      “Speaking of stealth,” I said as I glanced back at Tulip, “go up first and see if there’s any security on the sewer hatch. The longer we can stay off the security net, the better. I’ll be right behind you.”

      She nodded. “You got it, David.” Crouching low for a moment, she sprang lightly upward, clearing half the tube, at least ten meters, in one bound, before effortlessly grabbing onto one of the moving rungs.

      In my fully human form, I couldn’t match that, but with the small fraction of the dragon’s power I always had, I still managed to get a three-meter high jump, pretty impressive if I say so myself. Latching on to one of the rungs, I managed to get my feet into one of the lower ones and kept my rifle aimed upward, just in case.

      Tulip made it to the top a good minute ahead of me, which made the automated track stop. Probably a safety feature to keep someone from being thrown off the rungs at the top. “Sorry, David,” she called down at me. “I should have this open by the time you get up here.” She had used the universal magnets on Matriarchy weapons to stick the Stinger to the wall and was pulling the tablet off of her wrist.

      I grunted an affirmative as I slung my rifle and climbed old-fashioned style. Better than a day at the gym, for sure. Up above, Tulip mounted her tablet on the black metal lid above and began tapping at it with her free hand, soft chirps echoing down the tube as she hacked away.

      It didn’t take me long to catch up to Tulip. Just as she said, it wasn’t a second after I got there that she let out a little, “Yes!” The lid let out a pressurized hiss, mechanical clanks filling the still air as locks and security countermeasures deactivated.

      As she collected her gear, tablet going back to her forearm and rifle into her free hand, she glanced down at me, speaking through the comms to keep down any errant noise. “We’re through. I put a Stutter Virus into the security net right above, so we have a minute or two to get out and clear.”

      I had never delved into the Hacking tree in Star Conqueror (I had the in-game Tulip for that, after all), but I was familiar enough to know what ability she was using. A Stutter Virus would put all the security devices within a short radius into a rapid, on-and-off pattern, faking an actual electrical issue. Pretty much everything that happened in the area would be off the scanners, only an indistinct blip or two coming through during the brief moments the systems were online.

      “Then let’s go!” I grinned.

      Tulip smiled and simply looked up. With a final hiss of hydraulics, the lid slid away, letting shafts of the muddy red sunlight shine down on us. She slipped up silently, and with a deep breath, I pulled myself up after her.
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      It was a night and day difference from one side of the curved white walls and the other. Outside the walls, the city had been ruined slums, crumbling warehouses, and Ar’abi barely scraping by. Here, though, the aesthetic, the technology, the architecture, hell, the very air was different. If I didn’t know better, I would have said we had walked through a hyperspace tunnel in that sewer and wound up on an entirely different planet.

      Swooping structures reached for the sky, all gleaming white stone and golden metal, putting us in a shadowy back alley. If there was a speck of dust anywhere, well, I couldn’t see it, probably the result of the little scrubber bots that were currently spasming around us from Tulip’s Stutter Virus. More annoyingly alien was the fact that the ‘street’ we were on wasn’t flat or made of stone or dirt or anything normal. The road itself was a curved strip of white, well, something, almost like some spongy rubber, entirely rounded edges that curled up to the sides of the buildings around us. Small, slit-like gutters were cut into the road to account for the heavy storms this equinox town had to experience.

      I was a little lost for a split-second. As I said before, while the VR gear did a good job with visual and audio stimuli, the tactile feel was a new element that continued to surprise me. When I saw just how few ground-level entrances were in this stretch of alley, the soft, spongy street suddenly made sense. Flight was the way to get around here, either by Matriarchal wings or Quib jump-packs, and this wasn’t a street. No, these alleys and roads were a safety net in case someone took a dive from one of the many second or third floor entranceways I saw overhead.

      Tulip was already starting to stalk down the alley. “This way,” she whispered over the comms. “If we stick to the ground level, we’ll escape the notice of most of the fliers.”

      “Right.” I shook off my surprise and caught up, pulling the Arclight Double back to the ready. “The drones and spiders will be the problem.”

      She glanced back at me and nodded. “Precisely. I’ve pulled up a Static Field.” She held up her left arm, showing me the HUD display on her tablet, and I could see the glowing yellow icon of the ability she mentioned. “It will dampen and interfere with electronic sensors rigs, but it won’t make us invisible to them. That would raise more alerts than it would be worth. Unfortunately, the Static Field will cut into my suit power, so if we get into a fight, I won’t be at full strength …”

      The Matriarchy focused on anything and everything that would advance their power, and that included science as well as magic. That’s why the bots would be the real hurdle to overcome here. Even the little boxy scrubbers that kept everything pristine were connected to the security net. Hovering recon drones would be common once we went the next few blocks to the arcology proper, and spiders, eight-legged metal bugs with hardened claws that could pierce even power armor, were the equivalent of the police here at ground level.

      “We’ll be careful then,” I finished for her, gesturing towards the end of the alley. “You know where this Resistance contact is, so lead the way.”

      She flashed me a thumbs-up. “Your suit map should be updated with his location, just in case we get separated.”

      “Thanks,” I said as I put a hand on her shoulder softly on her shoulder. Tulip was a pro, a hardened vet, but still, I wanted to reassure her. After all, she put a lot of faith in me and this prophecy thing, and I didn’t want to let her down. “But that isn’t going to happen. You’re stuck with me.”

      “I hope so,” she said with a wink. “Come on, before the virus cuts out.”

      I nodded, and we were off, creeping to the edge of the ‘alley’, every step like walking through a bouncy castle. Tulip was the queen of covert ops, so I trusted her leadership here totally, and did my best to stick to the walls like she did. It was harder than you would think, with the curvature of the streets and their squishy texture. I kept watch behind us as she glanced around, her cat ears swiveling forward as she tried to take in every bit of our surroundings.

      The larger channels (that seemed a better way to put it than roads) were the arteries through which both robots and hover sleds for the Ar’abi trucked in to do all the menial labor for the Matriarchy made their way from place to place. God forbid they be allowed to fly above ground level and mingle with the people in power.

      Oh yeah, I was going to enjoy lighting the fire that would bring the Matriarchs down.

      The couple of sleds that shot by, simple steel platforms with glowing anti-gravity mounted on the undercarriage, seemed to not even notice us, the red-skinned aliens slumped over against the safety rails in a general sense of depression and defeat. The robots, well, that would be a bigger problem.

      The scrubbers were everywhere, but they also had the weakest protections from Tulip’s Static Field, and the drones, sleek, black fliers with four ducted fans, tended to cruise the mid-levels of the sloping white canyons we found ourselves in. The spiders were our biggest concern.

      Clusters of their shiny white bodies clung to the walls of the Matriarchy buildings at strategic points, dormant until their sensors picked up on threats and intruders. Each cluster consisted of six of the Doberman-sized robots, and I could plainly see six of those clusters just down this one stretch of channel.

      “Thirty-six spiders?” Tulip gasped into the comms. “On one block? That’s some serious overkill! I guess they aren’t playing with their security at this facility.”

      I nodded slowly. “They aren’t.”

      While I shouldn’t have been surprised, considering the cloaking technology was something that gave the Matriarchy an amazing advantage, I wasn’t expecting this much security this soon. Still, we’d find a way through.

      Glancing up at the map route Tulip had marked to our contact, we only had two sections of channel to get down. With my dragon form ready to rock, I was sure I could bull through even that many spiders … but that would only drag all hell onto our contact. If they were willing to help the Resistance, I didn’t want to get them killed in a crossfire with a bunch of ‘bots.

      “We can’t throw down here,” I said, glancing around for some other way through. My eyes kept being drawn to the scrubbers running around. As Tulip’s brow furrowed and her fingers started to glide across her tablet, I followed one of the little things, noticing for the first time just how big their grinders and metal mandibles were as it chewed up a discarded steel can.

      Tulip shook her head slightly as she stared at her tablet. “The spiders are on their own individual, isolated networks. I could hack them, sure, but for each cluster I took over, there would be a bigger and bigger chance their intrusion countermeasures would see the problem and scramble a full alert. Stealth isn’t a real option either. Those things have hardened sensors and my Static Field won’t do much good.”

      Glancing up, I caught the buzz of the black-shelled recon drones buzzing a story or so up. “Up’s even worse. Those drones look like they mean business.” I considered the scrubbers again. “What about those cleaners?”

      In Star Conqueror, they were just parts of the background, fluff that wasn’t able to be interacted with. Here, though …

      “What about them?” she asked, her feline eyes focusing on me as her cat ears swiveled curiously.

      “They have to have much weaker security,” I pointed out, pointing from them to the spider clusters. “And their grinders look like they could eat right into those spiders.”

      Her eyes widened, and her ears stood up on end with excitement. “An attack that wouldn’t implicate us but occupy the spiders! If we make a break for it while the scrubbers and spiders are fighting, the security net will be focused on the ‘maintenance issue’, and we can get by scot free.”

      I grinned. “Exactly.” I gripped my rifle tighter and stretched my legs. “You work your magic. I’ll be ready to run the second you give the word.”

      Delight danced in Tulip’s eyes as a mischievous grin played across her lips. The game didn’t delve too deep into the lore of the various NPC companions you could pick, but that grin told me more about why Tulip had delved into hacking and electronic trickery than any bio page could have. When faced with an enemy that steeped themselves in technology, what better way to play a trick on them than turning that technology against them?

      It only took a few swipes and taps of her skillful fingers to do the deed. “Judas Hack in five seconds.” Tulip exchanged her tablet for the Stinger Elite. “Give it another few seconds for the scrubbers to go crazy, give or take.”

      “This will be awesome,” I grinned at her. “You trying to make me fall in love with you?”

      “You haven’t already?” She raised an eyebrow with a wry smile.

      “So, the feeling is mutual then,” I said, and as I spoke, her cheeks flushed.

      “Well, what fun would it be if I just told you?”

      Flashing her a smile back, I inched as close as I could to the edge of the alley, right behind Tulip to see the hack take effect. The change was almost imperceptible at first, as the scrubbers down the channel seemed to stutter in their duties for a moment before going on. After another second or so, after they finished whatever task was right in front of them, they all whirled as if possessed by one mind, which I suppose wasn’t far off, and charged their little motorized hearts out towards the nearest cluster.

      As the scrubbers got close, they broke into little bunches, orienting on other spider clusters along the channel and picking up speed. They almost seemed eager to feast on their big brothers as they surged forward those last few meters, grinding wheels spinning up and mandibles spreading wide. When the scrubbers first latched on to the spiders all down the channel, a horrible screech of tortured metal and tearing plastic echoed up and down the way. A low whine of beeps, boops, and static pulses, the almost confused chatter of the spider robots followed as they broke loose of their clusters, hardened forelegs starting to thrust and stab at the scrubbers gnawing at them.

      Most important of all, no security klaxons had gone off. Not that we could linger. Maintenance crews would be by soon to try to sort this mess, but the spiders and scrubbers both were very occupied. Tulip let out a small mrowl of delight at the sown chaos and sprinted out of cover, staying low as she outpaced me, but not by too much. Honestly, I was a bit surprised I was close to keeping pace with her, charging full-steam past the cacophony of dueling trash-bots and spindly spiders.

      It seemed I had gained more than strength and toughness from the dragon now living inside my flesh.

      As Tulip hit the end of the channel, she cut a sharp right into a side alley, following the indicated route on my HUD map. Ducking my head from a burst of sparks as a scrubber was torn apart by a chewed-on spider, I took the turn myself, my armored boots digging a gouge in the rubbery ground as I skidded.

      This was a smaller channel, a little larger than the alley we had come up from the sewers into, with fewer spider clusters. Not that those spiders mattered, as they had their own raging battle with garbage munchers going on. We had one more turn, back down into a main channel and into what I guessed was a building right around that corner. Home stretch and it looked like clear sailing.

      Now, I should have known better. As I said, no plan survives first contact with the enemy. As we approached the end of the alley, roars of thrusters echoed overhead, coming from the highest levels of the arcology and overpowering the constant hum of the hovercraft and aircars that had been the constants so far. They weren’t angling right for us, but I looked up quick enough to see the black streaks of Quib armor overhead before they passed, armor thrusters blazing.

      Damn, I wanted flight thrusters in my suit!

      “Tulip!” I called out as I slid to a halt, finding it harder than I thought it’d be to arrest my forward momentum on the rubbery ground. “Quibs!”

      Tulip had a much easier time stopping than me, her claws popping out as her suit shaped around them, tearing gouges in the rubber. “I saw, but there’s just three of them. I’ll jam their comms while you—”

      “Oh, darling,” a deep, sultry woman’s voice echoed across the alley as the three Quibs landed on the far side, standing between us and our destination. “If that were all you had to worry about, your flippancy would be justified, but you have much, much bigger things to deal with.”
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      The source of the voice swept overhead, a golden radiance reflecting off the perfectly white walls on both sides as the powerful beat of wings signaled the arrival of what could only be one thing.

      A Matriarch, an actual honest-to-God one in the flesh.

      And of course, she had to be one of the most beautiful women I had even seen. As with every Matriarch I had encountered in Star Conqueror, she was an alien, a humanoid race I wasn’t familiar with, but almost entirely human looking, with pale skin, and long, flowing hair with was almost pure white, touched with only a trace of honey-gold in the highlights. Of course, her wings, a trait shared by all Matriarchs, stretched wide, magnificent feathered things that would have looked at home in the painting of an angel.

      In form, something easy to see with the almost obscenely skin-tight, white power suit she wore, this particular Matriarch had the slender, fit physique of a dancer, a contrast to Tulip’s hourglass shape. Golden ankle-high boots and gloves accessorized the look, lines of glowing gold trim accenting the lines of the membrane-thin suit. The Matriarch’s pert breasts were barely contained by the thin, shell-like breastplate that conformed to every contour of her chest, and if I didn’t know what we were facing, I’d be suckered in by the heavenly beauty that landed daintily behind the three two-stripe Quib Elite.

      I did know though. While Matriarchs were born of tragedy, kidnapped young women from across the galaxy who were changed by some unknown means into these winged majesties, they were the enemy. As a rule, they were efficient, ruthless, and powerful, always infused with powerful magical abilities the Quibs were forbidden to access. There was no way to know ahead of time outside of good intel what a Matriarch might be capable of, and that was one thing we didn’t have in the Resistance files on Balarian.

      I whipped the Arclight Double up to take aim at her dead-center, even as her Quib escort fell into line in front of her. Tulip had turned her backpedal into a crouch, fingers tapping at her tablet. To my surprise, the alley didn’t turn immediately into a crossfire, as the Matriarch cleared her throat.

      “Oh, you’re good, as good as the stories say,” she said with a strangely respectful tone. “When my personal code-monkey said that Null-K, the Resistance’s most renowned electronic warfare specialist, was making a run on my sector of the city and brought someone claiming to be a dragon along for the ride, well, I didn’t believe him. But I decided to play it smart, have my coder keep an eye on the security net for any … discrepancies in the system with your particular fingerprint. The Left Hand was convinced you had a ‘dragon’, after all, and after that little display out in the city …” The Matriarch’s voice trailed off with a soft, seductive hum. Through the press of the Quibs, I caught sight of her golden eyes glowing as she arched a delicate eyebrow. “I was right to look, even if my superiors thought I was being paranoid. You’re really her, aren’t you? I mean, you’ve already cut off all of our communications, I see.”

      “I do love to be recognized.” Tulip smirked at me as she unslung the Stinger. “The Matriarch here sounds like she’s a big fan. What do you think, David?”

      “She obviously is.” I could work with Tulip’s reputation. “You should know, Matriarch, that if she’s here, we’re not playing games,” I growled as I flipped the Arclight over to the big barrel. Two-stripes Elite had heavy armor, but with the growing spike of my Ascension bonuses, I was betting I could probably punch through one to hit her. “So, I’ll give you one of three choices.”

      The Matriarch laughed. She’d have the voice of an angel if there wasn’t an undercurrent of twisted arrogance to it. She even did that falsely polite ‘cover her open mouth with the back of her hand’ thing, showing that she had a Wander-Z pistol in her hand.

      Wanders were pistols wielded entirely by Matriarchs and were powered by their magical abilities. Energy weapons, they resembled literal magic wands from a fantasy movie in some ways, though made of gilded white metal as opposed to strange wood, with a twisted grip much like a fencing foil. As each Wander focused the Matriarch’s powers, they each had radically different effects, damage types, and intensities, which made them literal wild-cards.

      I let her get the laughter out of her system. Not because of any sense of propriety. No, I wanted to know a bit more first. This Matriarch had to be a low-end administrator, or else she would have Royal Guards with her and a Wander above Z-class, yet she had enough foresight to look for signs of Tulip’s hacking. Most Matriarchs would have called in a city-wide alert on the security net over this, and yet, she was here with just three Elites by her side.

      She was either more powerful than her rank would indicate, way more arrogant than your average Matriarch, or had some ulterior motive that we could use. With my dragon ready to call forth, I was confident we could handle her and the Quibs, unless she was the first. And if she was the first, well, I could try to call forth Dragon Will on her. In the end, every Matriarch but the High Priestess was a victim, and turning the enemy’s strongest soldiers into allies was the best way to win a war, if you asked me.

      “Oh, darling, this should be rich,” she cooed as she got her laughter under control. “Fine, tell me what my three options are.”

      “But Anchorite Danton, the Left Hand’s orders —” one of the Quibs began to say but was cut off as she smacked the Wander over his helmet.

      “Silence, dog! Don’t speak over your betters.” She favored me with a twisted smile of false beneficence. “Please, brave Resistance fighters, you have the floor.”

      Tulip’s fingers cinched their grip on her rifle as she refocused her aim. Over the comms, she whispered, “We should just take them down, David. My hack won’t last forever.”

      “Trust me, Tulip,” I whispered back. “This could be the first step to really win this thing.”

      For a moment, I don’t think she understood, but her ears twitched suddenly as she responded, “I trust you but … oh. Oh, great Felinus, that dragon legend …”

      I only nodded slightly to her as I focused my attention on the Matriarch, barely catching her eye through her guards. “Anchorite Danton, the choices are plain and simple. Option one, you leave now and forget you even saw us.”

      She sniffed, and I think the Quibs were laughing at us over their comms, though it was hard to tell with their faceless helmets. “It’s actually Anchorite Clara Danton, Fourth in Ascension to the Left Hand of the High Priestess of the Matriarchy, Light among the Star Callers, and —”

      “Cleaner of Litter Boxes,” Tulip said as she narrowed her eyes. “We get it.”

      “Be warned, Null-K,” Clara snarled, “that while I have the utmost respect for your skills, I will still flay the fur from your hide for your impertinence!”

      I raised my voice. “Now, now, ladies, I’m not done yet.” Tulip’s hackles softened, and Clara glanced back at me with those faintly glowing eyes. “Option two, well, the dragon comes out and I kill you all. Trust me, I don’t care what magic you’ve got, I’ll tear you apart.”

      The d-word cut the snickers from the Quibs immediately. Tulip’s people weren’t the only ones that knew the old legends, it seemed. Even Clara’s imperious attitude seemed to sober as her eyes narrowed. “I think you put too much importance in the tales of yore, ‘dragon’, for even with those scaly beasts doing their worst, the Matriarchy rules the galaxy now.”

      “That was then, this is now.” I grinned, putting on my best war face. “This dragon has got a huge gun pointed at your head.”

      As if on instinct, the glow in her eyes suffused her entire form, like some short of defensive shield. My Star Conqueror brain kicked in, aided by her rather extensive list of titles. The Star Callers as a whole manipulated natural forces, and that glow was definitely some sort of support ability. Anchorites as a title were low-level admins, as I thought, but more importantly, were part of the actual church put up around the Matriarchy. Kind of falling into fantasy stereotypes, most of the clergy had magical powers in line with traditional MMO priests. Healers, buffers, some death-related abilities, that kind of thing.

      With how accurately most things had been translated into the game, I was more than willing to bet she was a healer/support type fighter.

      “Well, then, before I make my choice,” – Clara still let out a derisive snort at that – “you had most certainly give me my third option, darling.”

      “You surrender, or even better, you join us,” I said, wondering more than ever if she did have an ulterior motive to be here.

      With the obvious fear the Quibs had, it didn’t seem likely that the reason she came at us with only three Elites was because she was so much more powerful than us. And despite her grandiose, arrogant attitude, I could tell there were gears turning, a higher intelligence beyond the platinum blonde bimbo one might hear in her ‘darling’-laden words.

      As my words struck her, I pressed on. “Look, Clara, there’s a reason you’re here with only your little squad of Quibs. You’re either arrogant and stupid, which I doubt, or you’ve got something else going on, some other reason you’re here.”

      Clara’s eyebrows raised and wavered for a moment, even as her Elites aimed their rifles, apparently expecting the shooting to start any moment. There was something going on behind those golden eyes, an internal war, as the fingers of her free hand shot up to probe her temples. Whatever that war was, though, it didn’t freeze her entirely.

      “I came because …” What came next couldn’t have been the whole truth, not with the quaver in her voice and the sheer lunacy of it. “Because the only way I will advance closer to the Left Hand is to bring in your corpses,” she managed to snarl through pursed lips, a flicker of indecision in her tone, “and I don’t want to share the credit.” Her eyes flared bright, but the flash wasn’t gold this time, it was a sickly green. “So, in the Left Hand’s name, die!”

      She didn’t get to ‘die’ before Tulip and I started to fire. Guess we were going to have to do this the hard way.
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      The Arclight Double kicked in my hands as the big barrel roared to life, a triple-sized bolt of charged particles burning a trail through the air, hitting the center-most Elite dead on in the chest. His chestplate buckled but, to my surprise, it didn’t cave in as the Quib slid back on his boots a good six inches and almost bumped into Clara. I swore I saw a shimmer of gold as the blast hit. If my guess was on about Clara’s magic, she could have fortified them in some way, making the Quibs tougher than they should be.

      Accompanying the heavy percussion of my overcharged blast, Tulip played counterpoint with a steady rhythm of pulse laser bursts, squeezing off a nicely armed barrage into all three of Clara’s meat shields. Whatever was messing with the Matriarch’s head, it wasn’t enough to keep her from ducking down below her guards, letting them take the full brunt of the lasers. Each pulse that struck home diffused off the armor, scorching paint and dinging metal, and I caught it for sure then, the sparks of gold in reaction to the hits.

      Definitely some buffage. Still, the damage was mounting. If we focus-fired on one of the guards, we could break down the defensive line and get to Clara, assuming we survived the return fire. The center Quib was clutching at what was likely a cracked sternum, but the other two kept close ranks and unloaded on us with their Mandible Elites. Despite their growing fear, the Elites were made of stern stuff, keeping their fire in tight, controlled bursts.

      I broke right and Tulip broke left to give them some moving targets. While I was pretty fast, she was much faster, dancing with feline agility away from her attacker’s bullets before using the springy flooring to bounce up to one of the alley’s walls. She backflipped off of it as the Quib tried to keep up. He didn’t even come close. Sparks flew as his shots ricocheted off rubber and metal. Tulip ditched the Stinger in mid-flip, drawing her pistols as she landed and opened fire.

      I didn’t quite have that kind of super-agility, so I had to rely on the tried-and-true technique of minimizing body profile, going against the wall as best I could with the weird curved streets, and trusting on my heavy armor and suit shielding. As the Arclight Double recharged, bursts of fire tore up the wall around me and drilled into my armor, the reinforcing force shielding glowing brightly as it deflected damage and stored up energy through Recompense.

      So far so good, but what worried me was the building damage reports. My suit power was already starting to dip below 70%, and with all the defenses I had brought to bear, I should have been in far better shape than I was.

      Worse, Clara decided to give us a glimpse of what she could truly do.

      Her Wander-Z pistol crested over the tight wall of Elites, golden light blazing from the tip. “Mending Light,” she called out, all indecision gone now that the bullets were flying, and the golden aura around her flared out from the Wander’s tip. The glow rushed over her three Quibs, and where it flowed, armor popped back into place, chips in plates filled, and a sickening crack of bones echoed as the center Quib’s sternum fixed itself.

      She was a support all right, and that could turn this into a slog of a fight we didn’t have time for. I didn’t know how long Tulip could keep their communications hacked, and despite Clara’s internal conflict, there was no way to be sure she wouldn’t call in the real heavy guns the moment her comms were clear. As much as I knew I could kick ass as a dragon, we couldn’t fight the entire arcology, not all at once. Without a support unit of our own, there was even a chance Clara could take us through sheer attrition and fatigue.

      Well, that sure as hell couldn’t be allowed to happen. I had hoped to clear out the Quibs without resorting to dragon power. I really had no idea how much time it would take to use Dragon Will on Clara, something her strange behavior made me want to do even more, but it was time to find out.

      As the Arclight Double let out a happy ding, letting me know it had recharged, I took aim and grunted into the comms. “I’m about to make a big opening, Tulip. Bounce behind, see if you can weaken Clara with a Magic Bullet.” I pushed away from the wall as I unloaded a wide spray of blasts, the red surge of Recompense flowing from my suit’s shielding into the rifle. “But don’t kill her!”

      Even though it was against every one of Tulip’s instincts, her reply was swift as she shifted into her low, sleek panther form.

      “Affirmative,” she growled as she charged forward, staying low to the ground as the Quibs tried to keep formation under my withering assault.

      Unfortunately for them, my first sweep of blasts was backed by extra force that obliterated Clara’s defensive magic, and after that, the two-stripes’ armor couldn’t take the normal burst fire of the Arclight.

      Of course, killing them with my rifle wasn’t likely, but it sure kept their attention purely focused on me. Even Clara, taking a step further back from her meatshields, was fixated on me and the damage I was doing, which made sense because she probably had little to no offensive ability of her own. As she began to point her Wander in sequence at each of her Quibs, wrapping them in a steady golden shield, much as she had conjured around herself, Tulip tore a trail across the ground, her claws tearing into the softer flooring to make a sudden shift to the right.

      She disappeared from sight, her black fur seeming to meld right into the shadows cast by the soaring architecture, as I kept shooting. Clara’s glowing shields ate every one of the small blasts like a fat man at Thanksgiving dinner. It was a little funny because as the Quibs bullets tore into my armor, they charged up my own shots, allowing me to fire back volleys that shattered Clara’s shields, causing her to have to recast them again.

      There was just one problem though. They had a healer. But that was okay because this was all part of the plan. As my HUD flashed red and the words “Warning: suit power at 25%!” appeared in my vision, I knew I could have unleashed the dragon right then, but I held on just a moment longer, to lull the Quibs and their Matriarch into a false sense of security.

      Even as my suit’s shielding began to fail, bullets starting to gouge into the hard plating and kinetic-absorbing undersuit, I grinned. Behind all our attackers, Tulip’s feline form burst from the shadows, shifting in mid-leap back to her normal humanoid shape. Her pistols hummed as the barrels exploded with golden light, the Magic Bullet discharging into two unerring shots that zigged and zagged to blast the unsuspecting Matriarch right in the back.

      The empowered bullets shattered through Clara’s golden shield and burrowed right into her power suit’s shielding. Now, advanced Matriarchy technology or not, the paper-thin suit that Clara wore wasn’t built for defense, no doubt designed to enhance her specialized magics like her Wander. It was only by the grace of that magic’s shield that Clara lived through the sneak attack.

      Still, she let out a shriek of surprise and pain as Tulip’s empowered shot plowed into the back section of the Matriarch’s breastplate, throwing her forward into her guards. To compound their troubles, that was the signal for me to throw the mental switch, to call upon the raging dragon inside of me.

      There wasn’t a hint of pain this time. It felt more like embracing the return of an old friend as opposed to an outside force twisting my body. Shining black scales erupted through my skin, turning the pain of the Mandible shots piercing my armor into mere bee stings, as my gauntlets retracted to let loose my golden talons. Dragon oil filled my mouth as my face shifted and stretched into a dragon’s snout, teeth elongating and sharpening inside.

      As fire and smoke poured out of my nostrils, I reared back and let out a roar that seemed to shake the entire alley. The alley wasn’t the only thing that was shaking. The Elites, even though they were a whole rank above the last ones that had faced my draconic wrath, took an immediate step back, rifles shaking in their fearful grips, which was in direct opposition to Clara’s deep desire to avoid the gunslinging catwoman pressing from the rear.

      “Triangle formation,” Clara shouted, a strange mix of fear and anticipation rising in her voice, even as she raised her Wander high and dark red blood seeped from the crack in her armor. “Mending Light!”

      Still managing to hold onto their morale, the Elites changed their positions from a solid wall in front of Clara to a more balanced spread. Two still stayed forward while one spun to Clara’s back to try to ward off Tulip. I couldn’t be sure, but I swore the one that swiveled to fight Tulip looked relieved at that prospect. Clara’s wound healed as I stalked forward, letting fire and smoke pour out of my mouth.

      The blazing fire inside me stoked hotter as a half-hearted barrage of bullets sparked off my armor and scales. “All right, Anchorite, you still have a choice,” I growled, the echoing rumble issuing out with the weight of a godly proclamation. “You can lay down your arms and surrender, or you can be burned to ash, something your magic can’t bring you back from.”

      Though the Elites were obviously spooked, they still didn’t break. They sure as hell had more guts than those one-stripe Elites, probably because they had confidence in the Matriarch’s power. Clara, though, that was a different story. Her golden eyes darted forward, widening in some existential horror at the sight of my draconic fury.

      “No!” she cried, her angelic voice twisting with hysteria. “No! I won’t give in without a fight, just like I didn’t to the Mother of Chains!” With a shaking hand, she swept her Wander at me and pulled the trigger. “Necrotic Shot!”

      My eyes widened. That had been unexpected. In the game, support Matriarchs like Clara focused purely on healing, shielding, and buffing her guards, only directly attacking when she had no choice. This turn was both good and bad.

      The good was that, without Clara reinforcing their shielding and concentrating on maintaining her reinforcing buffs on them, the Elites were suddenly very vulnerable. The one guarding Clara’s rear let out a shriek as Tulip’s pistols kept up a rhythm of deadly fire, his body jerking in a jittering dance to the beat, and the two in front of me paled as I lunged forward.

      The bad was that I had no choice but to take the crackling blast of sickly green energy from Clara’s Wander straight in the chest, dodging impossible with my half-a-ton of mass already moving forward. The magically enhanced bolt slipped right through my shielding, passed through my armor, and melted right into my ebony scales, sending wracking pain through my nerves and muscles, my amped-up senses feeling scales crack, muscles tear, and blood vessels pop at the cellular level. Clara wasn’t just a healer, she was a full-on biokinetic, holding the power to kill as well, and even through my immense draconic stamina, I could feel the crackling necrotic energy sweep through me.

      Not enough to stop me though.

      Even as my HUD reported, “12% cellular damage! Overall bodily health 73%,” I crashed into the first of her front guards, bringing my right hand downward in a glittering arc, talons tearing through thick armor and the meat of his left shoulder. Superhuman strength and terrible injury brought him to his knees, so I helped him stand by throwing my left fist upward in a terrific uppercut to his face. The Elite’s helmet shattered to fragments under the force of the punch, his head caving in as his body was launched upward.

      Enemy power suit disabled, life signs flatlined. Remote transfer initiated!

      Power credits added up with a tinkling in my ears and I felt a renewed rush of energy through my suit. As my power levels crept up, both the suit’s nanomachines and my own draconic regenerative powers went to work, fighting back against bullet damage and the lingering necrotic energy in my system.

      “It can’t be,” Clara gasped as she vainly cast forth her golden light on her guard’s corpse as it hit the ground. “Reedus! Why won’t you heal?”

      She actually seemed to care about her guards, another first in Matriarch history as I knew it. The draconic instincts in me read everything about Clara’s attitude, her scent, her trembling features, her rapidly-beating heart. There was something deep inside that yearned for freedom, something I knew I could unleash even as I turned and spewed a concentrated ball of napalm from my snout at her other guard, touching it off with the blazing fire in my body as I did so.

      As the rear guard dropped to his knees, bleeding from a dozen wounds torn through him by Tulip’s skillful gunplay, the last Elite froze in terror, as if he knew his fate was sealed. The pervasive dragon oil burst on impact with his chest, sticking to the metal as it ignited into white-hot flames and seeped through cracks and access ports. He dropped his Mandible rifle, hands tearing ineffectually at the blaze that melted through his chest. His thrashing only served to spread the fiery fluid onto his arms and hands, and with a terrible wail, he fell backward, a concave hole melted through his chest.

      Credits and suit power flowed through the remote transfer, not just to me but Tulip, and we spun as one to surround Clara. She slumped to her shapely knees, tears rolling down her cheeks as fear, rage, and a strange look of excitement warred across her features.

      “Is this the power of the dragons? How could they have ever lost to us …?” Her perfect features looked up at me for answers. “And what will you do to me now …?”

      Tulip trained her guns on the beaten Matriarch, eyes flicking over at me, some of that fervor I had seen the last time I was a dragon returning. “I don’t know, lady … but whatever it is you are going to do, David, you need to do it fast. Both my Judas Hack and Stutter Virus are going to get overwritten in ten seconds!”

      I closed my reptilian eyes and instincts took over, alien ones to the human half of me. When I opened my eyes again, a fiery orange aura had erupted around my form, coming off my body like wisps of plasma.

      “I will work the Will of the Dragon, Tulip,” I rumbled, the dragon and I speaking as one, as I loomed over Clara, opening my clawed hands to her, not to grab or strike her, but to raise her up to her feet. “And that will is to help set you free, Clara Danton.”
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      Clara’s eyes quivered, filling with fresh tears as she took my massive scaled hands and let me pull her up, letting her Wander fall to the ground with a rubbery bounce. My fiery aura ran across her lithe form and redoubled in strength, and that was when things got … weird. Well, weirder than the whole ‘beat-a-video-game-and-get-sucked-into-an-intergalactic-war’ thing.

      Time seemed to slow to a virtual halt around Clara and me. The war between scrubbers and spiders froze in mid-scrap, Tulip’s eyes seemed to slow and stop in mid-blink, and the heavy beats of her heart, easily audible to my dragon ears, came to a grinding halt. The smoke, dust, and debris from the gunfight seemed to hang suspended in the air.

      As I stared down at Clara’s face, the world around us seemed to change, the colors fading out even as the air cleared. Before I could take it all in, there was nothing left but the fiery orange of my aura stretching out endlessly in every direction. Even she seemed to change. While still covered in my orange flames, her wings, the mark of the Matriarchy, burned away and she looked younger now. No longer wrapped in body-hugging power armor, Clara gazed up at me in what had to be some kind of native dress somewhere in the galaxy. It reminded me of what a Romani gypsy woman would wear, skirts and scarfs of a dozen colors wrapped around her, with a silver comm bracer around her wrist.

      With her wings, the anger and fear that made her face almost ugly burned away, leaving only that strange anxiousness and maybe, just maybe, a strange spark of hope. We stared into each other eyes, alien gold and reptilian green, for a long moment before she finally spoke. “You … you are here to help me, aren’t you?”

      I looked around, draconic senses drinking in the entire blankness around us. Noises filled my ears beyond our two heart beats, clattering chains and straining metal mixing with distant echoes. Alien words, strange music, and screams drifted through the nothingness, but I could see nothing past the two of us.

      Instincts, whispers not from my power suit but from the dragon, steadied me though, guided me. “I am.” I focused on Clara. “I’m … we’re in your mind, aren’t we? But not really. Like, I’m seeing into it …”

      She pulled on my taloned hands. “Yes, and time is short. I … I don’t know how you’re doing this, but I know the chains are closing in. If they bind me again, I don’t know if even you can break me free, dragon.”

      Dragon Will spoke of breaking mental controls and bonds, and the lore of the game told me that the Matriarchs had been normal women once, before the High Priestess and the techno-mages of the Matriarchy worked their will. And chains, Clara had yelled about the Mother of Chains when she attacked directly.

      “Lead on,” I rumbled, feeling a surge of sympathy for the alien woman as I gave into her urgent pulls. “I won’t let you be chained again.”

      She looked back at me, that bit of hope flourishing in her eyes. “I … I trust you. Now, run!” That distant clatter of chains turned into a rush, a rasping rustle of metal that seemed to come from all sides. With that sound, a dozen barbed, hooked chains shot out from the roaring, fiery wisps of my magic, shooting for us.

      Clara ran and so did I. I didn’t fear the chains, but I feared what they could do to Clara if they caught her. Those barbs wouldn’t shred her flesh, but they might shred this, well, psychic representation of the woman, one that definitely wasn’t the sneering Matriarch Tulip and I had just fought.

      Though the glowing space seemed infinite, the ground was solid under our feet, and we must have been moving, because we managed to outpace the chains, at least the first batch.

      More shot out of the glow, taking the place of the ones we had ditched, but we still kept a step ahead of them. To make sure we did, I swept Clara into my arms and put my massive draconic strength and speed to use.

      As we pulled away from the us-seeking bindings, I glanced down at the woman in my arms. “How much further? This is your mind, not mine.”

      Clara’s eyes searched all around, before finally pointing straight ahead. “There!”

      There hadn’t been anything but more orange light ahead, so my surprise was understandable that, between eye blinks, an enormous metal door now stood, wrapped in more of those barbed chains. A massive padlock of rusted black iron hung from the center of the web of chains, but instead of a keyhole, the flat center of it was dominated by a stamped letter M.

      “The rest of me, the real me, is trapped within,” she cried as I picked up the pace towards the door. It wasn’t far, but our snake-like pursuers weren’t as far back as I would have liked. “I can’t break free, not any more than this fragment of me has, but you, dragon, you can. I can feel the magic in you. The flame of freedom burns in your heart.”

      I growled and nodded as I skidded to a halt, foot claws digging into the invisible ground. “Poetic way to put it, Clara, but I fought for freedom and liberty back home.” Setting her to the ground in one sweeping motion, I reared back one mighty clawed hand. “Guess it only makes sense that’s what I’m doing here.”

      With that, I swiped with all my strength at the chains. Sparks flew as steel and claw met, and for a moment, I thought I might have cleaved right through. Instead, as I followed through, I realized that I had only scratched the surface of the things. Like, literally scratched the surface, thin glowing lines being all that remained to show any damage at all.

      “Please, you have to keep going,” Clara enthused. “I know you can —”

      She cut herself off with a shriek of pain. Though the chains slithering after us were still a few paces behind, new ones, ones neither of us could have seen coming, seemed to materialize straight out of the unseen ground. They spiraled up, one from either side of Clara’s feet, looping around her waist. The barbs cut deep, and that same, too-red blood leaked from the wounds they tore in her flesh.

      She must have seen me about to spin back to help her, but she shook her head wildly, white-blonde hair going crazy as she cried out through the pain. “No! Break the lock! If you do that, you’ll win. You’ll set me free!”

      I admired the courage I saw, and the razor-sharp focus Clara showed for the true goal at hand. Ignoring the pain on her face, something hard for me to do, I turned back to the door. She said to break the lock, which made sense. It was the center of the binding chains … and then it struck me. What I had to do was obvious.

      Clara asked for the flame of freedom, and I was going to bring it.

      I took a deep breath as steam began to curl out of my nostrils, the oily feel of dragon fuel building in my throat. That burning in my gut, my heart, blazed hotter than ever, and I wondered for a split-second if my lungs would burst into flames from the inside out. Then, spurred on by another tortured cry from Clara as more chains shot out to tear at her arms, I exhaled with every ounce of strength in my mental representation of a body.

      Dragon fire leaped from my open jaws, a steady gout that slammed dead-on into the center of the M-marked lock. As dragon fire is wont to do, the sticky, burning solution melted straight through the black iron like it was butter. Molten slag fell to the ground alongside the heavy chains with a dull clatter. A tortured shriek filled the mindscape all around me, but it wasn’t from Clara.

      It was the sound of a thousand iron chains being pulled apart by an incredible force, twisting metal and popping links echoing out from every corner. Just when I thought I was going to reach sensory overload, the door before me exploded into a million scintillating shards, blinding me for a moment before the weight of what I’d unleashed slammed into my brain.

      As my draconic eyes adjusted to the flare of light, I realized what was contained on the shards. Each was a mirror into a memory, and all those memories together formed the tapestry of Clara’s life, twenty years of it sealed up and bound in chains. Deep down, I knew what this meant, that this was how the Matriarchy twisted these women into being the boot heel the High Priestess pressed to the throat of freedom-loving people across the galaxy.

      I glanced sidelong, where the peasant Clara had been bound against her will, and she was gone. Before I could fully make sense of it, the shards of Clara’s mind blew through me, as those locked away images and emotions swept over me as scenes from her life flooded my senses.

      In that instant, I saw everything that had happened to her. From the moment Quibs stormed into the Tel’ra caravan ship her parents captained and kidnapped her because of her magical talents, to the seemingly endless hours of torture in the Matriarchy in a girl’s camp, I saw it all. Everything that had happened to her over these long decades. Having a lifetime of memory shotgunned into my brain was almost overwhelming, but I held on. More than anything, a surge of joy and fulfillment rushed through me, the dragon spirit roaring triumphantly in my head.

      I had saved this woman from a lifetime of slavery, and that was something I could be proud of.

      Then it was over, and I realized the void around us was no long a void. Instead, it was a rich tapestry of memory, showcasing the life Clara had before they’d come for her. There was joy, sorrow, love, and loss, but it was intact now, not a blank parchment for the Matriarchy to work their will upon. Clara was whole now, and I felt a smile creep across my draconic snout.

      “Thank you,” Clara’s voice, now soft and wistful, echoed through my heart and mind from all sides.

      I felt myself pull away, the tapestry of life around me starting to blur with motion. “You’re welcome, Clara,” I murmured as the scene shattered, fracturing right down the center before breaking into shards that vanished into the ether. “It was my pleasure.”

      And then I was back in my own head, staring at the Matriarchy alley with dead Quib Elites scattered around me. Not even a moment seemed to have passed because Tulip was still finishing the blink she had begun when I had summoned the Dragon Will inside me.

      “By Felinus, what happened?” she murmured as Clara threw her arms around my massive waist, burying her head into my armored chest. Her power suit was back, as were her glorious wings, but whisper-thin breastplate aside, I could feel her body press against mine and I’d be lying if I didn’t say it felt good.

      Putting my arms around her, I let the Matriarch cry, free, honest tears of joy at her freedom, as I looked at Tulip. “It was like the tales you told me. I turned an enemy into a friend.” Outrage brought a fierce rumble to my voice. “God, the horrors they committed to Clara! The girls’ camps, the torture …”

      The catwoman let her pistols drop to her side as her eyes softened. “I know, I know all too well, David. The same thing was done to me but … I escaped and —”

      Clara took a shuddering breath and cut Tulip off as she pulled away from me. “I knew, deep down, there was a reason I always tracked your movements, even though it wasn’t my job, Null-K.” She wiped madly at her tear-stained cheeks. “I don’t know how, but I knew we shared a kinship … but enough of that.” Trying to regain her composure, she turned and took up her Wander-Z before looking from Tulip to me. “You, David Briggs, dragon of old made new, I pledge myself to you. I want to pay back every last one of those bitches responsible for every pain they visited on me, my family, and all those like me.”

      I was taken aback not by Clara’s declaration, I had seen the torture the Matriarchy had inflicted on her first hand, but by the fact she knew my full name. “How did you …?”

      “Darling, please,” she cooed, settling behind some semblance of the almost-arrogant mask she had worn when she first dropped down before us. She tapped the side of her head as she continued. “Our souls, our essences are intertwined now. You saw what you freed, and I saw what was inside your mind in return.”

      Tulip stepped up to one side of Clara and me, putting a soft hand on my shoulder and a more tentative one on Clara’s. “I won’t imagine I know what happened here, other than what I know from the tales of the dragons of old, but if I’m figuring this properly … David broke whatever brainwashing the Matriarchy did to you?”

      “That’s putting it lightly,” I rumbled, smoke curling out of my snout. “But I can try to explain it later. We need to move before your hacks cut out and we’re detected again.”

      Clara laughed, more honestly than before, the malice gone out of it as she tapped at her own wrist computer. “Oh, dear hearts, no need to fear for that. I just cut the alarm for this channel, rerouted Ar’abi traffic around this area, canceled the call for maintenance, and shut off the spider clusters here.” As we both looked at her in surprise, she shrugged her lithe shoulders. “I may only be a junior Anchorite, but I am … was still a Matriarch. Still, the Left Hand will notice this irregularity in the system, and the drones will certainly get footage of the dead Elites soon. Even if they don’t think I’ve turned —”

      “They’ll assume you’re dead or kidnapped,” Tulip finished for her, nodding with growing certainty, the hand on Clara’s shoulder going from a hesitant grip to a firm, warm one. “Your clearances and codes will be revoked as standard security protocol.”

      “But that still gives us a moment to gather our wits and more importantly, gather loot,” I said with a nod, even as I felt the dragon start to recede back inside of me. I still had a minute or so, but I was glad we didn’t have another bunch of troops to deal with.

      I gestured to the three dead Elites laid out before us. “Well, ladies first.”
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      “Loot?” Clara asked, her nose wrinkling slightly as she surveyed the carnage. “What exactly do you mean by loot?”

      Tulip laughed a little as she started to systematically search the Elite she had shot down. “Spoils of war, Clara. Useful weapons, gear, anything that will help us on our mission.”

      “Exactly,” I agreed, starting with the one I’d slashed with my talons. The one I’d spewed with dragon fire, well, there might not be that much left to loot as the corpse was melting under the gout of napalm that I sprayed on him.

      “How strange,” Clara murmured as she observed us. “Isn’t that inefficient? Can’t you simply requisition specialized equipment from your Resistance? It is how the Matriarchy does it and —”

      “Look, Anchorite,” Tulip interrupted, her cat ears flattening with annoyance. “We don’t have that luxury. We don’t have control of the shipyards of Alpha Centauri, or the Vel’arbi weapons factories or … well, I could go on. We get what we can get, or is that too crude for you?”

      Clara’s eyes widened as I looked up from my haul, a Mandible Elite and a couple of Banger grenades. “Tulip, don’t press her like that. She’s —” I began to say, but Clara cut me off.

      “No,” she said softly, shaking her head. “It’s quite all right, David. I deserve that. While I have all the … parts of me … so much has happened in the years since the Mother of Chains came to me that …” She focused on Tulip, bowing her head as she crossed her arms in front of her. “You have my apologies.”

      Tulip was the one who looked chastised now, her ears drooping. “Apology accepted. “And … I apologize too. This is a bit, uh, weird. I know you’re a victim like I was, but when I see you, I still see a Matriarch and …”

      I stood up as a soft beeping in my ear told me that my time as a dragon was up. The world closed in on me again, my senses pulling in and dulling, even as I shrunk back into my own flesh. My claws were sheathed and the fire in my body was snuffed down to a hot coal, waiting to be reignited. Tulip and Clara alike were transfixed by the change until it ended.

      There was no pain at all to the change now, but there was a faint sense of loss. I’d definitely have to figure out a build to not only make the power last longer, but so I could use it more often.

      Rubbing my chin, I cleared my throat. “Ugh. What I was about to say is that we can finish our talk when we are under some cover.” I flashed a bit of a smile. “But, well, I might not be the right one to say this, but I’m proud of both of you.”

      I attached a Banger to one of my magnetic mounts, the Mandible to a back mount. I’d give it a proper examination when we were in a safer position. The other grenade I tossed to Clara, who almost fumbled it, still staring at me.

      She attached the grenade to her shapely hip. “I, well,” she stammered a moment before she regained her mask of composure. “I appreciate that. I’m simply grateful to you … and to you too, Tulip.”

      Tulip had recovered a Mandible Elite herself and a stubby pistol with three big barrels, something I recognized immediately as a Swarmer, a sidearm-sized shotgun. “Thank you, David,” Tulip said with a smile. “And you’re welcome, Clara. Just feel free to slap me if I start treating you like, well, the rest of the Matriarchs again.” She tossed the Swarmer my way. “This looks up your alley. A bit too big and loud for my tastes.”

      I caught the bulky gun in one hand and smiled appreciatively as I clamped it to my thigh. “You know what I like.” Clara was still looking uncomfortably at the melted corpse at her feet, the last one unlooted, and that was when it really clicked. “You cared about them, Clara, at least a little, didn’t you?”

      “I suppose I did,” she murmured, then shook her head. “And yet, I also know they were jack-booted thugs, more than willing to shoot a defenseless Ar’abi for not bowing before me fast enough.” Clara looked up, jaw tightening and eyes filling with the resolve I had seen in her mindscape. “Fear not, darlings, I won’t waver in the fight ahead.”

      As if to assuage our fears with action, she sucked up a deep breath and knelt down, carefully picking over the corpse as Tulip and I stepped to the side of the channel. Clara’s nose was wrinkled up and every gesture and hesitant motion reinforced the idea that, hard-edged Matriarch image aside, Clara herself was grossed out by messing with a corpse.

      It made me smile a little. It was a, well, human quality and another reminder that when I broke the chains, I didn’t earn myself a servant, I had set an innocent woman free.

      “So, uh, well, this rifle is no longer a rifle,” Clara muttered. “You spilled a little dragonfire on it, David, but his Bangers are still intact.” She plucked the spheres off the back of the dead Quib’s armor where they had been shielded from my flames by his body. Holding one in each hand, she rose elegantly, eager to turn away from the carnage, and offered them to Tulip and me. “Here.”

      “Thanks,” I said as I took one of the grenades and added it to my collection.

      Tulip smiled brightly at the gift of a lethal explosive. “Thank you! If you keep this up, I’m sure you’ll make a great impression on Turner when you meet him.”

      The ex-Matriarch’s brow wrinkled as she ‘holstered’ her Wander. “Turner. I know this name, I can almost see him in your memories, David, but there’s so much to take in between that and my own …” Her voice trailed off in thought.

      “I understand, Clara,” I said thoughtfully, tapping the side of my head. “I’m in the same boat, but all I’ve got to deal with is what was in your head. I only have to process all of your memories in my brain, but you’ve got yours and mine to deal with.” I put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “But we’ll figure it out. We just need to hole up for a minute, get our heads together, and meet up with Tulip’s contact.”

      Tulip frowned a bit, her tail swishing with concern, but nodded. “As much as I want to press on, I trust your lead on this, David.” She was about to consult her tablet but stopped herself and focused on Clara. “Clara, you are … were an administrator here. Where can we hide off the security net until the heat dies down?”

      “Actually, my dear,” Clara said with a growing smile, “I do know of such a place, and as the fates would have it, it’s not far at all.” Bouncing in place one or twice on the springy ground, she began to skip sprightly off, her wings folded tightly behind her. “This way! Come on!”

      I flashed a smile at Tulip, who shared that smile, and we took off after Clara. She was surprisingly fast, almost as fast on her feet as I was with my enhanced physical prowess, but we still caught up with her after a moment.

      As Clara had said, none of the spider clusters and scrubbers in our path paid us the least mind, and no hover vehicles passed us. It wouldn’t last, but it lasted long enough for us to get to our new destination only a block away, though we wound up moving in the opposite direction of where Tulip’s HUD indicator marked our contact’s location.

      Still, it was close, and this way, we should be able to get there without leading a Matriarch and her honor guard to this train operator’s front door.

      As for where Clara had led us, it was a nondescript metal door, the same gold color of the other ground-level doors we had passed, in the side of yet another gleaming white building. Matriarchy complexes were all like this, hard to navigate on the ground level due to the sameness of the city at this level. Looking at it from above (or from the spy scans in our intel packet), the entire thing was far more distinctive.

      Clara pulled her Wander out as we grouped around the door. “You know, I find it strange that I always maintained this little place and invested so much energy to keep it hidden from the rest of the Matriarchs.” She tapped the tip of the weapon against the security panel beside the door. The red light on the panel turned green with a soft beep. “I justified it to myself as a place I could get away from the grind, but I think now perhaps I knew this day would eventually come.”

      The door let out a faint pressurized hiss before sliding open. Fluorescent lights automatically blazed to life, illuminating the surprisingly homely looking chamber beyond. Clara bent low in an elegant curtsey, gesturing into the room. “Please, after you.”

      Tulip bounded right in, already tapping at her tablet, and I was right behind her. “Thank you, Clara,” I told her as she closed the door and locked it tight.

      “You’re welcome, dear, but this is only the start of the things I hope to repay you with.” Clara pursed those perfect lips, a faint blush on her cheeks. “I owe you … everything.” She cleared her throat and regained her composure. “But please, sit a spell, make yourselves at home. I know it may not seem a wise place to hide, but I assure you, I built this place outside of the Matriarchy’s auspices. I simply … needed it.” She frowned a bit at that but shook the thought off. “I do have some stored comestibles and fine beverages here if you need refreshment.”

      Now that we were inside, the chamber was bigger than it first seemed. It was still fairly small, no larger than a large apartment, but well-appointed. What reminded me of a small mess area on a Star Conqueror ship lined one wall, complete with a food reconsitutor and a refrigeration unit, while piles of brightly colored cushions and blankets were artfully arranged around a round center table. The walls were classic Matriarchy white, but you could barely see them over the hung tapestries and quilts. Maybe Clara had subconscious memories of her hidden past, because many of the decorations reminded me of things I had seen from her past life.

      Tulip looked back at us from the far side of the room and let out a soft sigh of relief. “No security sensors, bugs, or tracking devices detected at all.” When Clara looked offended, sniffing as she held up her nose, Tulip waved her hands defensively. “Oh no, I didn’t check because … look, I trust you, and David trusts you. I just wanted to be sure the Matriarchy hadn’t found out about this place since the last time you were here.”

      “Well, I suppose I can forgive you.” Even Tulip, who hadn’t seen into Clara’s mind as I had, caught the overexaggerated way she held her nose high. She couldn’t maintain it though, letting out an angelic laugh before shaking her head. “Oh, it’s fine. Besides, while I’ve swept the place personally, I could very likely have missed something. After all, you are the best hacker in the galaxy.”

      “I do my best.” Tulip stretched languidly and smiled before leaping atop the softest looking of the bean bags. Curling up, she laid her chin on her crossed arms and looked at us. “You have excellent taste in furniture, Clara.”

      I laughed and shook my head, taking a seat on a pile of cushions myself. “Just remember, we can’t linger too long. We don’t want Turner blowing up the planet.”

      Clara tutted as she sashayed to the kitchenette. “While I would be glad to see the Matriarchy purged from this world, that’s very much throwing the baby out with the bath water.” She pulled a stack of three boxes, marked with an alien language I certainly didn’t understand, balanced in one palm and a large, frosty glass bottle in the other. “I would expect, if the security units follow their standard procedure, that they will spread out from the point we battled in less than an hour.”

      I hadn’t realized how hard we had been going since we landed, and it was an amazing relief to get off my feet and rest my muscles. “Then we need to make the most of my time.” I nodded towards Clara. “The food … that is food, right? … will be great, and we should look at the weapons we salvaged.” I snapped my fingers. “And spend power credits, of course.”

      Clara slid the boxes into the food reconstiutor as she smiled at me. “Indeed. As I hadn’t yet had a solid meal this cycle myself, it will do us all well.” She arched an eyebrow. “Spend credits? Wait, you can spend those … without approval?”

      Tulip laughed. “Well, of course! Why couldn’t we?”

      Confusion passed over Clara’s face. “Ah, well, the allocation of power credits is a very controlled process in the Matriarchy. We are allowed to only keep enough credits from battle to upgrade the abilities the High Priestess wishes us to upgrade, and the upgrade systems themselves are locked in our suits. They can only be accessed with the personal authorization codes of the most powerful of the Most High’s inner circle.” She stopped suddenly as understanding dawned on her face. “They fear us and our power, I see that now.”

      I gave Tulip a meaningful glance and she nodded, reading my intentions without a word. “Well, Clara, it’s your lucky day, because you’re friends with Null-K now. While the meals finish constituting, why don’t you come over here and let Tulip fix all your problems?”
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      While the Matriarchy had some fine programmers and security people, the security they had enabled on Clara’s ANGL-980 power suit wasn’t nearly as secure as they hoped it was. Probably because they simply trusted in the chains that bound their Matriarchs to them, expecting they would never bother trying to hack their suits. For Tulip, it was child’s play, and she had Clara’s suit fully unlocked before we were done with our food.

      Speaking of that food, I wasn’t sure exactly what it was, some kind of purple meat with a green crust of herbs and spices, with a bubbling golden sauce that had flakes of, well, I think actual gold in it. While it wasn’t identifiable, the meat smelled like beef and the sauce had a spicy, tangy aroma. Put together, the roasted what-ever-it-was with sauce tasted fantastic, melting in my mouth like the most tender roast beef. The clear beverage in the bottle definitely wasn’t water, but it tingled on the way down and tasted sweet and delicious.

      It sure beat the hell out of any MREs I’d ever eaten in the Marines.

      “Best tzin’kra steak I’ve had in a long time,” Tulip purred. “I hope this doesn’t make you want to switch sides, David, but Resistance meals aren’t usually this good in the field.”

      I wiped my mouth with a napkin Clara had produced from a drawer. “While the food is tempting, don’t worry. The Matriarchy may have a better spread, but they don’t have you.”

      Tulip blushed a little as she beamed at me, Clara studying our banter with some interest. The ex-Matriarch cleared her throat after a moment as she stood gracefully. “Well, I think I am going to actually look at what I can do with my suit’s systems now. While I don’t have many stored credits, I have no idea what it is I can truly do. Maybe there’s something small but useful I can upgrade.”

      I nodded. “Good idea. We need to sort our own suit upgrades, and I want to get a good look at the weapons we found.” Glancing at my suit’s chronometer, I continued, “And when we finish up, we should be in the clear on the security net.”

      With that settled, we got down to it.

      Checking my HUD, I took stock of what credits we had collected from our brawl with the Elites. Interestingly enough, I noted that we also absorbed power credits from the spider bots the hacked scrubbers had cleared. All in all, between those higher-ranked Quib Elites and those masses of bots, I was with a grand total of two-hundred-fifty-five power credits to spend.

      The obvious place to start was with my Dragon tree. There were three new options now available now that I had Dragon Will unlocked.

      

      
        Five Fingered Death Swipe

        Cost: 150 power credits

        Once activated, all dragon form claw attacks inflict 100% extra damage and penetrate 50% of a target’s armor for 5 seconds

        10 seconds dragon form duration expended per activation

        

        Enhanced Dragon Will

        Cost: 450 power credits

        Increases mental fortitude and strength while using Dragon Will

        Increases chance of a successful soulbond

        Passive Upgrade

        

        Dragon Form Duration

        Cost: 200 power credits

        Increases your dragon form duration by 30 seconds

        Passive Upgrade

      

      

      This wasn’t a tough choice for me. I obviously couldn’t afford Enhanced Dragon Will, and while the numbers on Five Fingered Death Swipe were amazing considering how powerful my claw attacks already were, both abilities were dependent on my ability to be in my dragon form. Hell, the Death Swipe burned dragon form time for its huge damage boost.

      So, obviously, the more duration I had, the longer I could use my most powerful abilities. And, maybe more importantly, I would be in touch with the dragon that much longer. With how I saw the world, smelled the world, just how powerful I felt … I wanted that sensation to last as long as possible.

      I purchased Dragon Form Duration without a second thought.

      That still left me with a good fifty credits and change to spend, and while part of me wanted to bank all fifty to save for Enhanced Dragon Will, I decided to check my Assault tree just in case I found something useful for cheap.

      Fortunately, there were some open options, including the baseline activated ability. I’d have to buy it anyway to advance much further, so I did a quick review of my options.

      

      
        One Shot, One Kill

        Cost: 10 power credits

        Once activated, all weapon damage is increased by 200% for 5 seconds

        Power Cost: 2% of maxmium

        2 minute cooldown

        

        Alpha RX Power Reactor

        Cost: 25 power credits

        Improved suit reactors increase total power regeneration by 10%

        Passive Upgrade

        

        Improved Shield Frequency Generator

        Cost: 50 power credits

        Modulating shield harmonics increase shield efficiency by 20%

        Passive Upgrade

      

      

      While the Shield Frequency Generator upgrade was nice and one of the first I had purchased in the actual game, it was another instance where the Ascension build made previously vital options not nearly as nice. With so much raw damage reduction, shield efficiency upgrades were less useful. Well, even if One Shot, One Kill wasn’t that tempting, I needed to get the rest of the tree opened up, and the Alpha RX reactor was just a smart move. No power means a quick death in this part of the galaxy. Thankfully, even after taking both abilities, I had some leftover power credits, to put toward Enhanced Dragon Will. The ability was calling my name, especially after seeing what good the normal version had done for Clara.

      Tulip was humming away, seeming to have zero problems picking out her upgrades, but I wasn’t surprised, since she probably knew exactly what build she was going for and just needed the points to make it happen. It was a far cry from what I was doing, using a new build I was pretty sure would be better in the long run, and well, for real life. Clara though …

      The ex-Matriarch had been pacing this whole time, chewing on the once-perfectly manicured nail of her thumb, golden eyes locked on her wrist screen. “Oh, sweet goddess, I simply cannot decide. I never realized just how many options were available for me. I keep staring and thinking and weighing options and …” She looked at Tulip and me helplessly. “How do you deal with all these choices? What if you choose the wrong option and it winds up getting someone hurt and…?”

      She was practically hyper-ventilating, the façade of utter confidence she had been putting on totally shattered. In my worry, I got to my feet, Tulip right behind me, and walked over to her, putting my hands gently on her shoulders. Tulip, well, she did her Fertish thing, petting the ex-Matriarch’s long platinum blonde hair soothingly.

      “Shush,” Tulip said with a purr. “It’ll be okay. Freedom, well, it’s a hard thing. Remember, I went through the girls’ camps like you did. I know how frightening it can be to no longer have them making every decision for you.”

      “But it’s a better way,” I said, smiling at her. “What good is life if you can’t actually live it?” I nodded slowly as Clara seemed to calm a little. “And we’re here to help you. You can ask us about your options, or if you just want general advice on how to work up a build that works for you …?”

      Clara put one hand over mine, squeezing it thankfully as she reached back to touch Tulip lightly on the side. “Thank you, truly, both of you.” She chewed her lip a moment. “If I were to simply ask your opinion of my choices, I fear I would simply drop into those old, bad habits, darlings, picking what you think is best. However, teaching me the best way to grow my powers is great because I love to learn.”

      I took a step back, turning my hand to take hers. Leading her to the cushions, I sat down, Tulip following like a petting train right behind Clara, and gestured for them both to sit. After we had all settled down, I realized Clara either had pretty much the same concept of personal space as Tulip, which is to say none, or she was following Tulip’s lead because she cuddled up against me.

      I cleared my throat. “Okay, well, Tulip, you jump in if you have more to add,” I began, “but the core principle of most successful build plans is specialization.”

      Tulip nodded in agreement, stroking Clara’s free shoulder. “Right. With how powerful energy weapons and Matriarch magic is, you can’t expect to be a jack-of-all-trades soldier and survive. That’s why we work in squads. We each pursue our specialties and thus provide a critical piece of our puzzle.”

      I nodded. “And sometimes that means we may not be well-suited for a mission and have to sit it out. Turner is all armor and explosives, and that would have been a liability with this infiltration mission.” I smirked. “No one needs to make a big loud explosion when they’re trying to be stealthy.”

      Clara nodded slowly. “I know of this mission, from your memories. You need our, well, the Matriarchy’s ship cloaking technology.” She nestled a little closer to me and smiled. “You know, David, you are incredibly warm. So soothing to rest against.”

      “Isn’t he though?” Tulip purred, her head bobbing enthusiastically. “I think it’s the dragon inside him, but just wait until you’ve had a chance to have him inside of you! Such a tremendous lovemaker!”

      I was already starting to blush. I mean, I was very happy to know that Tulip had been more than satisfied with my performance, but that wasn’t the usual thing you talked about with other people. Well, on Earth. Maybe Tulip was right, and humans were overly prudish, because Clara didn’t seem to be offended.

      “Oh really?” She grinned conspiratorially back at the catwoman, and I wondered if I should be happy or afraid. “You must tell me more, sister …”

      Well, at least Tulip wasn’t being jealous that another amazingly beautiful woman was clinging so closely to me.

      I cleared my throat loudly, fighting with my blush as I struggled to stay on topic. After all, the last thing I wanted to do was get drawn off topic and get caught with my pants down as it were. “Hey, focus on the mission for now. We can discuss, uh, getting to know each other better biblically later.”

      The two women let out a gale of laughter and I couldn’t help but chuckle myself. They did quiet and get back on task though. Clara arched a delicate eyebrow as she asked, “So, you are excellent at covert operations, Tulip, for obvious reasons, while David here is a front-line soldier, but not so over-burdened with heavy armor to be useless here?”

      “The whole dragon thing helps a lot,” I admitted. “I can hide a platoon’s worth of power in a normal body, letting it out when we need it.”

      She nodded slowly. “Then I know what I need to do. While I didn’t have much in the way of power credits to spend, I do have enough to learn Radiant Light, a new way to channel my healing light to spread as an aura and mend multiple wounded allies at once. My ability to heal wounds magically is unique among us, so I should maximize that talent first and foremost.”

      “That’s how you do it!” Tulip chirped happily as she finally pulled away, springing lightly up to her feet. “I mean, obviously, make sure you know how to protect yourself, but from what I saw of those light shields and that death beam thing you did—”

      “Stellar Shields and Necrotic Shot,” Clara corrected as she followed suit, finally peeling herself off of me and standing. “Yes, I see what you mean. Fortunately, the Matriarchy ensured that I had at least enough credits and direction to have a core set of combat upgrades. Trust me, I won’t be a deadweight on the battlefield.”

      “I know you won’t.” I got to my feet and stretched. “Well, we’re just about ready to roll. Let’s just take a quick stock of weapons.” Following my own suggestion, I rattled off what I was currently loaded with. “I’ve got my Arclight Double, of course, but add to that two Banger Elite grenades, a Mandible Elite assault rifle, and a Swarmer shotgun pistol.”

      Clara nodded. “I have my Wander-Z, of course, and one of those nasty little Bangers myself.”

      “I’m getting a bit overloaded, honestly,” Tulip sighed. “I have my two Starshots, two Bangers, a Mandible, and a Stinger.” She rubbed her chin. “While I know I took the Stinger for helping with stealth shots, most of my Gunslinger abilities require actual firearms, slugthrowers. Beam weapons aren’t compatible with them, and obviously it makes my Nano-magazines upgrade worthless.”

      “Oh, that’s a nice one,” I remarked. “That refills your magazines for a small amount of suit power, right?”

      She smiled brightly. “Yep! So, thank Felinus, I haven’t needed to scavenge ammunition this whole time.”

      “Well, let me take a quick check on these, but I think I have an idea on how best to distribute our arsenal.” With that, I took up each weapon in turn, letting my HUD update with details on each. I didn’t bother with the Bangers, we all knew what they did and how strong they were, Clara’s Wander for obvious reasons, or Tulip’s Starshots as she was the only one of us trained to dual wield efficiently. Trust me, shooting two automatic pistols accurately is way harder than the movies make it out to be.

      

      
        Mandible Elite Rifle

        Type: Slugthrower Rifle

        Item Level: 26

        Durability: 80,000/80,000

        Damage: 160

        Accuracy: 32

        Magazine Size: 120

        Enchantments: none

        Ability: Smart targeting link adds +10 Accuracy for 10 seconds, 2% suit power cost

        

        Stinger Elite Rifle

        Type: Pulse Laser Rifle

        Item Level: 24

        Durability: 73,000/73,000

        Damage: 50 x 3 pulses

        Accuracy: 40

        Enchantments: none

        Ability: Overcharged pulse adds 10 damage per shot, 1000 Durability lost per overcharge

        

        Swarmer Shotpistol

        Type: Spread Slugthrower Pistol

        Item Level: 30

        Durability: 62,000/62,000

        Damage: 10 x 20 pellets

        Accuracy: 20

        Shell Load: 1 per barrel

        Enchantments: Ammo Restore I (reloads 1 shell per 2 seconds)

        Ability: Tri-barrel shot fires all barrels, takes twice as long to reload

      

      

      “Yep, not much different from the game,” I said with a nod.

      Clara only looked at me oddly for a second before nodding as well. “Oh yes, how you got here.”

      “So,” Tulip interjected, “you said you had an idea, David?”

      “Well, it’s probably what you would think yourself, Tulip.” I handed her one of the Mandibles. “You can make the most use of one of these if you do need to do long range shooting, and when it comes to stealth, well, I know how you’re practically invisible in dire panther form. You can get stealth kills with just claw and fang.”

      She took the assault rifle from me, did a quick check of it, then slid the length of black death into a magnetic clamp across her back. “And I’m guessing you’ll take the Swarmer? It does the ‘shoot your whole load in one go’ trick that you liked about the Arclight Double.”

      “Right,” I nodded, “and we lucked out in that it already has an Ammo Restore enchant, so I can use it right after a big Arclight Double shot and it’ll be reloaded magically by the time I need it again.” I glanced at Clara. “Which means you should take the Stinger. I’m going to guess you have a lot of power restoration upgrades to help you with your magic, so an energy weapon is the perfect choice when you aren’t using your Wander. As for the extra Mandible, well, I have two back clamps and am still feeling light on my feet. I’ll carry it.”

      Clara beamed at me as she accepted the lightweight pulse laser. “I shall cherish this instrument of destruction dearly, darling.” She held it up in a shooter’s pose, looking down the iron sights for a moment before attaching it to her suit’s sole back clamp, positioned right between her wings. Her form wasn’t half-bad for someone who likely was trained primarily as a medic and spell wielder.

      “I’m glad I’m giving out all the best toys to the women in my life,” I grinned. “Speaking of gifts, you synchronized Clara’s communications, security, and HUD to the squad’s, right, Tulip?”

      She scoffed as she spun her pistols on her fingers. “Does Turner love Twinkies?”

      “Dare I ask what a … Twinkie is?” Clara said with an arched eyebrow. “I know I could plumb your memories, David, but something about that word makes me fear this thing.”

      “Oh,” I said with a laugh, “they’re only something to fear if you’re watching your weight. Anyway, you’ll find out when we introduce you to Turner, I’m sure.” Cracking my neck, I strode across Clara’s little hideaway and took a deep breath. “All right, ladies, let’s go steal us a cloaking device.”

      “Oh, no, darling,” Clara cooed, walking instead to the far wall of the room. “Not that way.” She pulled aside one of her colorful quilts to reveal an off-white panel, just barely differentiated by its color from the rest of the wall. “I have more than one secret to show you.”
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      Clara looked proud of herself as she tapped the wall panel with her Wander, a spark of gold emitting from the tip. With a click and a hiss, the entire panel slid back and off to one side, revealing a dimly lit tunnel beyond, running parallel to the back wall of her hideaway.

      “What?” she laughed. “Did you think I flew to this little place every time I snuck off? I would have been spotted and tracked down in mere moments by the flying drones!”

      Tulip shared that laugh and smiled as she poked her head through the open doorway. “Pretty smart, Clara! Looks like a maintenance tunnel. Where does it go?”

      As she stepped the rest of the way in, I was right behind her, Arclight Double at the ready, as Clara brought up the rear. “Well, darlings, it ties into the whole maintenance network for the structures outside of the main arcology. There are a couple of tunnels that link up to the main building, but we don’t want to go there. We want to see your Resistance friend.”

      Unlike the immaculate streets and buildings outside, this tunnel was dimly-lit, swelteringly hot, and constructed of discolored, unpainted steel. It was way more ‘dirty boiler room’ and far less ‘spotless hallways of heaven’ than anything the Matriarchy would normally accept, but this was purely meant for the slaves, the servants, and the people under the High Priestess’s heel.

      As Clara sealed the secret door behind us, I glanced back at her. “Why wouldn’t we want to go straight to the main arcology? Better to cut through straight to the heart of the matter.” As she started to smirk, I stepped closer to her, Tulip practically pressing herself into my back to give Clara a look herself. “Okay, save me the trouble of trying to plumb all of your memories that are stuck in my head. What’s the secret you’re holding onto?”

      “Very well, but you’re stealing my fun. You must know how much I adore springing happy surprises on those I care for,” Clara replied as she turned towards us with a flourish of her Wander. “You know how I said that I always wondered why I kept my dear home-away-from-home? Well, I did more than that. Diverted certain … resources and the like to a private vault. A private vault only I and a few other Matriarchs know exist, but only I have the security codes for it.”

      Tulip’s hands squeezed around my arms in anxious anticipation. “And the cloaking device schematics are there, or a copy at least!” As if it were possible, she pressed herself even closer to me, her voice filling with that familiar fervor. “David, this is all divine providence, the will of the dragons! Clara, don’t you see? This was fate! You were meant to find us, and David was meant to free you, so that you could help not only us, but the entire galaxy!”

      While I was hard-pressed to disagree with her beliefs, I wasn’t quite sure it was good for my ego totally buy into this chosen one narrative. All the same, I did smile as Clara’s eyes widened from Tulip’s words. “Whether you want to call it something miraculous, I will say that while the Matriarchy thinks it’s got a total lockdown on those it has enslaved, freedom finds a way. You can’t chain people’s minds and hearts forever. However you did it, I’m sure that it was something important inside you fighting back.”

      “Yes,” Clara murmured softly, her smile growing. “Yes, you are right. I dare say that Tulip is right too. The return of the dragon is not just a tale told by the Resistance. It’s a tale told by the High Priestess as well, though the Matriarch’s version is a bit more of a horror story.” She puffed up a little. “Well, then, let us not tarry! I’m feeding these tunnel schematics into your HUDs and you will see how these tunnels will lead us straight to the coordinates Tulip has already provided.”

      “And we cut right past the main security network,” Tulip enthused, finally peeling herself off of me, not that I minded her that close one bit. “I’m guessing the underground transit system is linked to your hidden vault?”

      “Precisely, my dear,” Clara cooed. “If your contact can get us a ride, we should be home free.”

      “Considering our contact is supposed to be a worker on the transit system,” I noted as I oriented myself based on the new map information Clara shared with our suits, “he or she probably can. Going through these tunnels will get us there in ten minutes or less and right past most of the security.”

      “Just in case, I’ll run a Static Field,” Tulip added, tapping at her tablet to fire up the interference field. “Lead the way, David.”

      We made our way through the steamy maintenance tunnels, starting off at ground level before going down a ladder set in an open hatch when we hit what the maps indicated one of the channels intersected our path. Now below the compound, the coast was still clear and the tunnels a bit cooler, not that I could tell outside of my suit’s temperature gauge.

      “What’s this large area we’re going to go through on the map, Clara?” I asked as we approached a closed door, one that reminded me of an old-fashioned submarine door, complete with the wheel lock set in the center of it.

      “Megadred assembly line,” she said with a faint frown. “The Ar’abi certainly won’t report us, so it shouldn’t be a danger to cross through.”

      I nodded as I worked the wheel. Megadreds were a whole range of humanoid combat robots employed by the Matriarchy, and if there was an assembly line for them here, well, we’d inevitably run into them. As for the line itself, Clara was right, there wouldn’t be a danger from the Ar’abi, but at the same time, the thought of literally having to walk through a line of slaves and do nothing galled me.

      Reminding myself that the mission had to trump doing anything foolish to endanger it, I pulled the hatch open once the wheel finished spinning. Though there was plenty of rust from the moist air, it opened easily on well-greased hinges. The moment the door cracked, an increasingly loud cacophony of grinding mechanisms, sparking welders, and constant murmured speech assaulted our senses.

      The assembly line itself was, at first blush, no different from any heavy industry factory I had seen. A main line ran down the center of the long rectangular chamber, running parallel to the street above, judging from my HUD. Fortunately, there were a few breaks in the actual conveyor bringing parts from an opening in one end of the rectangle to allow us to pass through, where industrial winches pulled pieces off the line for fine work before moving them onto the next conveyor.

      Across the room, a dozen or so red-skinned Ar’abi, men and women alike, busied themselves with the mechanisms rolling down the line, massive robotic arms fit for something twelve feet tall if it followed human proportions. Dressed in the same shoddy brown jumpsuits we had seen on the workers above, they looked awful, tired, and badly overworked. Several nursed injuries, a few of which looked pretty damned serious, but kept diligently working anyway even though OSHA would shut this place down in an instant with the stiflingly hot and unsafe working conditions.

      None of the tools, which could all be repurposed as weapons with some work, were set loose. All of them were mounted on actuator arms that limited their movement to work on the line. Even the hand tools, wrenches and hammers and the like, were attached to the line by stiflingly short metal cables.

      A few of the Ar’abi looked up as we walked in, but the moment they set eyes on Clara, they shivered in fear and went right back to work. The murmurs got louder, and the work became more frenzied. Taking in the room, Clara shivered beside me, her jaw setting as unshed tears quivered in her eyes.

      “Clara,” I said just loud enough to be heard over the constant sounds of work, “I can’t imagine how hard this is for you to have to face these people considering …” I frowned a bit, not having to say the rest, that even though she was under the mental binding of the Matriarchy, she had still been the instrument of these people’s suffering. “But what defines us is how we deal with situations like this, how we make up for the wrongs we’ve done.”

      “We make things right,” Tulip added. “And the best way we can do that is to do the mission and help the Resistance free this world and so many others.”

      Clara took in a deep, shuddering breath and held her head up high. “You’re right, dears. We must make things right.” She led the way across the factory floor and we followed in single file to minimize any chance of being caught in an industrial mishap.

      I didn’t speak to any of the Ar’abi as we passed. I wanted to help them, and in the long run, I would. As Tulip had reminded Clara, we could do these people the most good by completing the mission. A few more looked up at us when we passed, and gossip flowed up and down the line. What it was, I couldn’t be sure, not over the constant hisses and clanging of the work.

      Once we made it past the assembly line to another hatch-like door, Clara paused, bit her lip, then turned on her heel. “I understand we cannot do something so crass as freeing the workers here or destroying the assembly line, but … there is something I can do for these people.” She looked to me. “Our souls are bound, David Briggs, and if you wish me to go on without doing this, I will, but …”

      “How about saying what it is?” I answered with a grin. “I don’t think we can decide anything without that.”

      “Some of them are injured, the price for being too slow on the line or an effect of the crude conditions here.” Clara pulled her Wander from her hip. “Let me at least heal their wounds.”

      Tulip rubbed her ear indecisively. “I don’t think that will alert anyone, but …”

      “Do it.” I didn’t have to think twice about it. To give these people some small relief would not only do them good, but it would raise Clara’s morale quite a bit. It was a win-win in my eyes.

      The ex-Matriarch’s face lit up as she nodded, golden light building at the tip of her Wander as she stepped past us. In a regal voice, evoking some of the majesty of her initial appearance without the twisted arrogance, she shouted, “I can do little for you, the people I have hurt beyond measure, but this much is within my power.”

      Raising the slender weapon over her head, she cried, “Radiant Light!” The golden starlight burst outward from the Wander, bathing the chamber in its light. For a moment, the oppressive pall over the room abated as the workers filled with healing light. Cuts mended, burns cooled, sprains soothed, and broken bones put right

      As Clara’s magical light faded, the Ar’abi all looked at us with strange reverence. Before they could ask more or cause a disruption by leaving the line untended, we made our exit, the tears in Clara’s eyes now soothed by the good she had sown in her wake.

      Wordlessly, we pressed on through the maintenance tunnels, only a few hundred meters from our contact’s location now. As we moved, I found myself wondering about the best way to truly win the war. Sure, putting the High Priestess’s head on a pike might work wonders, but there was more to it than that. The fact of the matter was that the people of the galaxy could probably throw off the Matriarchy through strength of numbers, if they only had the coordination and hope of victory.

      That, above everything else, was something we could provide. Maybe that was what the whole dragon prophecy could really do, I mean, beyond giving me badass dragon powers. We could bring hope to those without it and inspire the galaxy to rise up united against the High Priestess. Even the smallest of gestures like what Clara had just done could ignite the fire of hope and freedom in the people here.

      Tulip broke me out of my thoughts. “We’re close.” Her form shifted to let her grow a few inches, her face pressing against smudgy porthole windows that graced this particular stretch of hallway. “Guys, you have to take a look at this.”

      Unlike Tulip, all I had to do was turn and wipe away some of the condensation and dirt from a porthole to see through, while Clara flapped her wings a few times to sort of hover-hop up to another one. The clean white lighting that dominated Matriarchy buildings shone through, and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust well enough to make out what I was seeing.

      The stark difference between the workers’ tunnel and this new area was like peeking from one world to another. Gone were the rust colors and the oily grime on everything. Instead, there was a gleaming marble floor with curved white walls that formed an arched ceiling over the massive room. From the curve and how these portholes were set, we got a good glimpse down across the place.

      Far below was a tram system with a dozen different rail lines leading into dark tunnels on both sides of the dome-shaped station. The way the bus-sized tram cars seemed to hover above the rails, this had to be some kind of mag-lev setup. This had to be some central hub, as there were multiple turntables, each spinning cars around like records to reorient them to new tracks. A constant flow of Quibs, robots, and even a few Matriarchs came and went on the trams, as well as large cargo crates loaded onto flatbed units.

      The station was understandably well guarded. Each track had two one-stripe Quib Elites and an honest-to-God Megadred stationed nearby. Some of the standard twelve-foot models, the assault robots were broad and humanoid in shape, curved white armor matching the Matriarchy’s design aesthetic. Instead of heads, they had a small turret-like sensor array that barely poked up over the shoulders. Speaking of those shoulders, each one had a massive ten-barreled chain gun mounted to it, giving the Dreds a strange, double-hunchback look.

      Of course, that was only active guards. There was no doubt plenty of cameras, security sensors, spider clusters, and the passengers themselves. Going down there would be suicide, even for my Ascension dragon self.

      “Thank Felinus we don’t have to go through there,” Tulip murmured. “I mean, I’d make it okay, because they’d never know I was there, but you two …”

      Clara nodded. “Indeed, sister. If we were to start a fight in here, the whole rail system will be shut down before we even killed the first Quib, and there is no other way to the vault. Still, no matter how well-designed the security layout is here, there are holes in every security system.”

      She walked with an alluring confidence, as if she had all the answers to every question right in front of her. “No doubt your inside man is one of those holes.”

      Tulip grinned as she followed along, with me right behind. “Yes, we Resistance folks are like that. No matter what the Matriarchy might think, we’re more pervasive than they could ever know.”

      I grunted my agreement with that sentiment as we moved down the service tunnel, right to the coordinates Tulip’s informant had given her. It was another hatch like the one we had passed through to get to the assembly line, but larger, the sounds of constant work echoing even through the thick metal.

      Taking a deep breath, I nodded to the girls and gave them a sign to be ready. As they drew weapons, just in case this was some elaborate trap, I turned the wheel and threw open the door.
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      The large workshop beyond the hatch had much more in common with the train station we had just looked at than the maintenance tunnels, but it was still too dirty to live up to normal Matriarchy standards. Though the curving walls were the same white metal and the lighting was as perfectly bright, grease, dirt, and stains covered the walls while the scents of grinding metal and motor oil reminding me of a Marine motor pool.

      Held aloft by a series of mechanical cranes, a train car like the ones we had seen on the maglev track dominated the room. Most of the maintenance panels running along the undercarriage were open, while a large, rusty maintenance robot, a four-armed torso mounted on a three-wheeled base, worked away, sparks flying from the underbelly. A couple of smaller machines, hovering bug-like things, flew around the room, carrying small parts back and forth from the hard-working robot and the one living creature in the room.

      That was an ancient Ar’abi man dressed in the same jumpsuit as the other Ar’abi workers. His close-cropped white hair was smudged with as much grease as the walls making his thin beard contrast harshly with his dark-red skin. His crooked form was bent over a worktable while he worked feverishly at something hidden from view, blocked by the way his body was turned away from the door.

      One of the little hover bots right by the old man’s shoulder let out a loud beep, the sound making the mechanic start before he spun around while drawing a grungy rag across his worktable.

      “Yes, yes, what …” His voice trailed off, his eyes widening at the sight of Clara. “Anchorite, I, uh, didn’t expect an inspection today.”

      Clara raised her hands dismissively. “Oh, so this is your Resistance contact?” she said off-handedly to us. “Calm down, Tojo, I’m not here for an inspection or even for a special project.”

      Tojo stared at her in confusion for a moment before his eyes flicked to Tulip and me. “What exactly is going on here, then? And I don’t know anything about any Resistance people, like I’ve told you —”

      Tulip grinned at the old mechanic, cutting him off with that same simple hand sign I had seen her use at the Ar’abi gathering spot out in the slums. Tojo’s eyes widened in response, and I was already holstering my rifle, sure that this Ar’abi was squarely on our side based on his reaction to that sign.

      “Unbelievable!” the old man crowed as he turned back to his table. “But then again, I saw the transmissions, I saw the dragon!” Throwing the cloth off with a flourish, he snatched up whatever he had been working on and spun clean around again. “It’s time for the revolution!”

      What the extremely enthusiastic engineer was clutching in his mitts was a crude-but-functional bullpup-style railgun of some kind. Well, I assumed it was functional because the magnetic rails along the sides of the barrel hummed dangerously. Its ‘magazine’ wasn’t anything of the kind. Instead, it had something like a chute on the top of the gun, stuffed with scrap metal.

      “Down with the Matriarchy,” he cried as he aimed for, well, the Matriarch in the room.

      Clara’s eyes widened in surprise, totally caught off guard by our neo-revolutionary, but I didn’t. Stepping in front of her with arms spread, I let out a near-draconic shout, the dragon oil thick in my throat. “Stop! She is not your enemy!”

      That made Tojo arrest his shot, a mix of surprise and awe staying his hand. Not that he would have managed to pull the trigger because Tulip was on him before I had even finished my shout, twisting the junk-railgun out of his hand.

      “I … you …” The old man muttered, his jaw still working as his eyes flashed up and down me. “The dragon …! But …” He pointed with a long finger past me. “The Anchorite …?”

      Tulip set the humming weapon on the table, her free hand starting to stroke the Ar’abi’s arm. “Sshhh. It’s okay, sir. She’s with us.”

      I let the dragon in me recede. I had almost shifted involuntarily at the thought of Clara being harmed. Maybe it was part of this soulbond? Whatever the reason, I let out a breath as I tried to answer all of Tojo’s half-asked questions. “Yes, I am the champion of legend, bonded with the power of the old dragons.” I took a step to the side, half-turning to take the slowly recovering Clara around the arm, holding her close. “And Clara here, well, do you know the ancient legend of the dragon who did not need to fight his foes?”

      Between that and Tulip’s tender ministrations, the mechanic seemed to come around, his eyes still wide. “Oh, yes. Yes! You are the breaker of chains, the one who will unshackle the heart and mind.” His religious fervor was as great as Tulip’s, maybe more so, as he looked at Clara. “Oh, Draconis smiles on all of us. He’s freed you, hasn’t he? Made you the good daughter all the Matriarchs once were.”

      “I …” Clara tried to find her voice and managed to do so. “I am free. Yes, this man, David Briggs, my darling dragon, did break my chains. I am the daughter of Azail Danton again, not the Anchorite slave of the Left Hand.” A smile graced her angelic features. “And, good Tojo, we need your help.”

      Before she or anyone else could fully explain, the old man let out a whooping cry in what I guessed was the native Ar’abi tongue, rushing up to Clara and throwing his rail-thin arms around her. “Oh, you make this poor old man’s heart sing! I should have known … you would have to have been the first to be broken free, what with all that strange work you had me do. So not a Matriarch, I told myself!”

      Clara laughed a bit nervously as she gingerly hugged Tojo back, her trepidation probably caused by the grease monkey’s well, grease. Wherever he touched her, her immaculate white-and-gold power suit came away smudged with grime. “Ah, yes, well, dear, I am so glad you had faith in my eventual return to the side of freedom.”

      I was grinning, suppressing a chuckle as I patted Clara on the shoulder. “I’m guessing Tojo here was one of the people you had help you build your little hideaway.”

      “Oh, yes, darling.” Clara managed to gently disengage herself from the jubilant mechanic. “I had always suspected Tojo was a revolutionary, but I decided I could use his help instead of turning him in.” She daintily tried to wipe away some of the grime stuck to her suit. “Again, I must agree with Tulip’s assessment. This is all fate, the work of the gods.” She caught my gaze with the golden eyes. “This is meant to be.”

      With the immediate gunplay quashed, Tulip had actually wandered over to where the janky maintenance droid had been working hard on the train car, inspecting what it was doing. “I told you, David!” she added before glancing over at Tojo. “So, you do the main train maintenance here, I guess?”

      As I dug up a shop rag from a nearby bin for Clara’s benefit, Tojo tromped over to Tulip, thumbs hooked in his belt loops, work boots echoing over the sounds of the bot welding. “Indeed, young lady. There aren’t many trained engineers among the Quibs that will lower themselves to mess with the transit system. All experimental weapons research for them, right?”

      “Well, their loss,” Tulip purred, “because they won’t see what we have coming for them.”

      “And what’s that, missy?” He trundled back over to his table, stuffing his junk-gun into a wooden toolbox laden with tools. “And whatever it is, how can I help the glorious Resistance?”

      Clara and I walked up to where Tojo was loading up his gear. I clapped the old man on the shoulder. “What we need is a ride, an incognito ride, to a special vault.” Glancing back at Clara, I nodded. “Clara has the specific details.”

      “Ah, special ride, huh?” Tojo nodded to the partly disassembled car as he hefted his tool box. “Well, lucky for you, the Quib guards don’t care much about old Blue here or old Tojo for that matter.” Now that he mentioned it, the mostly grime covered car did seem to have a faded blue paint job. “Blue’s also got some, uh, compartments. Shielded compartments.”

      Tulip arched an eyebrow and popped her tablet off of her suit, hopping up into the car. Meanwhile, Clara was tapping her own wrist screen, pulling up map information. “Yes,” she cooed. “Tojo also did several supply runs for me off the record, such as your delightful lunches.”

      “Then we really are in luck,” I said with a nod, walking over to the car as Clara showed the information of her little hidden vault to Tojo. “I think we’ve got a definite plan then.”

      Tulip poked her head back out of the train car. “Well, our friend here isn’t lying one bit. There’s not a single tracking device or surveillance camera on this rig.” She shrugged as Tojo gave her a scathing look. “Sorry, but I’m an infiltration expert. We’re trained to be a little paranoid.”

      “Fine, fine, missy, I suppose I can’t blame you in this crazy galaxy we live in,” Tojo grumbled as he glanced back at Clara. “So, you need us to go down line seven, all the way down, right?”

      The old repair bot pulled back, closing the maintenance hatches on the tram, as Clara nodded. “Exactly. Thank you very much, Tojo, we —”

      “Oh, quiet up now, Clara,” he laughed as he slung his toolbox up into Old Blue. “It will be my honor to take the dragon and the brave soldiers of the Resistance to shove their foot up the Matriarchy’s ass”

      I laughed, grinning broadly at the old man’s vim and vigor. “Well, you heard the man.” I hopped up into the tram as the lifts lowered it down onto a turntable. “Let’s go, Clara.”

      Clara chewed her lip as she flared her wings, hovering right outside the train car’s door. “Indeed, but I wonder if I should grab more of those towels, you know, to cover the seats and —”

      Tulip rolled her eyes. “Clara!”

      Properly chastised, the ex-Matriarch sighed and joined us, as Tojo fired up the train’s generator.
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      It took a few minutes for the ancient engineer to guide the mag-lev car along the workshop’s test tracks to get us closer to the main line, hidden behind a circular set of airlock doors on the far right of the chamber.

      Old Blue was indeed as rundown and dirty as Tojo was, much to Clara’s chagrin. It had once been a passenger car, that much was obvious, but much of the seating had been stripped away. So had over half the wall panels … and the communication system … and the emergency crash suppression … and the fire extinguishers. Honestly, there wasn’t much left of the thing save for some of the core structural struts, some wall panels, the cab itself, and the electromagnets that made the thing go.

      As Tojo settled Old Blue in front of the doors to the main line, he looked back at us huddled in the barren passenger compartment. “Okay, brave heroes! The shielded compartments are right below you. Considering we’re gonna get stopped not ten meters past this point, you’d best get under there.”

      Clara cleared her throat as she tried to touch absolutely nothing around her. “These compartments are nice and spacious, right, Tojo?”

      The engineer just laughed, unable to answer her as he wiped at his eyes.

      “It’ll be okay.” I grinned. “Tulip can shapeshift to a smaller form, and at worst, we just have to get cozy. You didn’t seem to have a problem with that before.”

      That seemed to change her mind on the situation. “Oh, well, putting it that way, darling, I suppose I can stand being all cozy with the both of you.”

      Tulip only answered with a meow, having already shifted into the shape of a strange, luminous-eyed and two-tailed cat-like creature.

      Cramped was an understatement. Once we opened up the floor compartments, it was obvious that it was going to be a tighter squeeze than even I anticipated. We were packed in like sardines, to be honest, especially with Clara’s impressive wings. I put my arms around her as we lay on our sides and she seemed to fit against me perfectly as Tulip curled up at my feet.

      “This might be cramped,” Clara whispered softly, a hint of a blush on her cheeks, “but I suppose I could get used to it.”

      I coughed a little, flushing a bit myself, her honey-sweet scent filling my nose, but the dragon spirit in me felt no such embarrassment. We were bound together after all, so cuddling with her …

      I’d seriously have to sort this out once we had some real R and R.

      “All right!” Tojo chirped. “Leave it all to me!” He closed the lid over us, leaving our lives in the hands of a possibly unhinged ancient Ar’abi revolutionary.

      The train hummed softly, shuddering only a little as the sounds of the heavy doors opening filled the tiny space. The only light we had were from a few small holes in the grating, only adding to the claustrophobia of the situation. The magnets below us hummed louder as the train slid forward on the monorail and we picked up speed.

      For all of three minutes.

      Well, Tojo had warned us we would be stopped soon, probably a security check. I tried to quiet my breathing and stilled my movements. This would be the moment of truth. If we made it past this, we would be in the clear, at least until we got to the vault itself.

      Of course, me even thinking that meant we were probably going to have to fight for every inch on our way there. The prospect actually made me smile a little.

      Muffled partly by the metal door above us, an authoritative Quib’s voice barked a question. “Where are you off to now, Tojo?”

      “I need to do a safety check on the security systems, sir,” Tojo said, his voice sounding weak and defeated, as if he expected to be beat by the Quib for saying the wrong word. “You know, with the Resistance attack.”

      The Quib grunted with annoyance. “Are you sure? There’s nothing scheduled.”

      “Oh, yes, sir. I assure you, I have the orders right here.” A beeping sound, probably from a tablet or micro-computer, caught my ear. I hoped he knew what he was doing, because we sure as hell hadn’t given him any false security files.

      There was a long pause, a fair amount of grumbling from the Quib, and then, finally, he said, “Fine, whatever. Start with line four. It’s unoccupied at the moment.”

      Tojo’s voice grew even meeker as he practically stuttered, “I-I was going to take seven. There is some damage reported on the track, and I’d like to take a look for myself while doing this check.”

      A hint of suspicion grew in the Quib’s voice. “I can’t let you on seven without approval.”

      I tensed, getting ready to burst out of the compartment in case things went wrong.

      “Listen, Kraid,” Tojo pleaded, “if I wait to get approval during this high alert, it’ll take weeks, and if a Matriarch happened to take line seven and get disturbed by the bumpy track, we’re both in big trouble. If you let me through, I’ll save our necks.”

      There was a long, tense pause, and I was happy to know my dragon form was available, just in case.

      “Fine, I’ll open up seven for you, but next time, make sure you get the proper approvals,” Kraid finally acquiesced.

      “Oh, I will and thank you, thank you so much,” Tojo fawned. “May the gods bless your children with long lives and may the ground give you bountiful—”

      “Just get going you, filthy Ar’abi,” the Quib barked. “And if you mention my children again—”

      “So sorry. Never again. Many thanks.”

      I let out a sigh of relief, and I wasn’t alone. The train’s magnets hummed louder again, and we lurched forward. After another minute of steady cruising, Old Blue suddenly stopped, then started to rise up, rotating for a moment before the car was set back down. The train let out a loud hum as energy seemed to build under us, and once the hum reached a fever pitch, the train hurtled forward abruptly with a tremendous burst of speed.

      As the lights dimmed, Tojo’s heavy footfalls came towards us, and with the click of a few clasps, he pulled up the floor panel and smiled. “We made it.”

      Tulip leaped out first, stretching out her alien kitty form with a long mrrowl. Tojo leaned down, offering a hand to Clara. “Okay, come on now. I’ll help you up, eh?”

      Clara stared at me, a hungry look in her eyes as her face was still within inches of mine despite the hint of a blush. “Oh, Tojo dear, maybe you should just close that up for another, say, hour. I would love to have a private moment with David here.”

      “I don’t think I could say no to that.” I won’t lie. Having such a beautiful angel of a woman pressed so close, well, what all-American man wouldn’t want to spend more time in that tight space? After all, Tulip certainly didn’t seem to be jealous about Clara’s earlier closeness, and Fertish were sexual creatures …

      Tojo let out a scoff but was about to comply when Tulip expanded into her normal shape, stretching her arms over her head as she clicked her tongue. “Oh, no, we can’t have that, you two!” I was about to look at her and point out she had been conspiring before instead of objecting when she added with a smirk. “There’s nowhere near enough room for all three of us!”

      The old man rolled his eyes. “Children these days!” He turned for the control cab. “Whatever you do, just don’t rock Old Blue too hard. She’s a reliable lady, but she’s an old one.”

      We all shared a good long laugh as Tulip gave us both a hand up. “I’m serious, though,” she purred. “I certainly don’t mind sharing, and as you know, David, we Fertish get to know people through …”

      “Lovemaking,” Clara finished as she tried to dust off her suit in vain. “I’ve studied quite a bit about alien cultures, my dear, and I find the Fertish a fascinating species.”

      Tulip slid up beside the ex-Matriarch, stroking her arm in that special Tulip way. “We have a quiet ride ahead of us, so let’s talk, sister. I’d be happy to tell you anything you want to know …”

      Shaking my head slightly, I decided to let the girls get this out of their system. Besides, I probably knew Clara more deeply than I realized since her memories and life were still echoing in my brain, and, well, I knew Tulip biblically, as she would put it. It would be good for them both to have time for a heart-to-heart. The people you fought the hardest for were friends and family, after all, and in my opinion, the best squad was a squad that looked at each other in that way.

      As Clara and Tulip took one of the intact seats left on the train, I stretched out the kinks from the ten minutes of cramped conditions and closed the compartments. Looking forward to an interesting future with Clara and Tulip both once we were out of here, I called back up to the front of Old Blue. “Thank you, Tojo, and great work back there.”

      “You’re welcome, mighty dragon,” the engineer called back, “but don’t count your food coupons just yet. We’ve got twenty minutes until we reach that vault, and while there aren’t any manned checkpoints before we get there, there’s a chance we’ll run into drones or spiders.” He drew that junk-gun of his and set it on the console next to him. “But … I think that won’t happen until we get closer. Tunnel seven is pretty barren outside of Clara’s little secret treasure trove.”

      Normally, I would have let the rest of the squad know they had time to take a rest, but the girls were already chatting away. Grinning to myself, I took the other remaining seat, a grimy bench that had been sawed in half, probably to be used for scrap for some random repair. I drew my Arclight Double, leaned it against the train wall for easy access, and settled back, listening to Clara and Tulip swap stories.

      We had a trek ahead of us, but if Clara was right, this was the home stretch. Patting my returner comfortingly, soon enough, we’d be back on the Orion, safely cloaked and tipping back drinks with Turner.
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      The wind whipped through Old Blue, whistling through the open-air frame of the car. It was cooling and relaxing, so much so that I had to force myself to stay sharp and alert. I don’t think the girls had entirely let down their guard either, but they were more absorbed in their conversation. I was fine on playing guard while I listened in.

      Clara had her knees pressed together, her hands on her knees, head tilted conspiratorially towards Tulip, as she asked, “So, I must know what transpired to create the galaxy-renowned freedom fighter and hacker Null-K.” She frowned ever so slightly. “I know you said that we shared a past with the camps, and I know it may be hard to speak of but …”

      “Oh, Clara, it’s not hard to speak about at all,” Tulip purred, stroking Clara’s arm. She glanced sidelong at me across the car. “And I don’t think you’re the only one that wants to hear more.”

      I laughed and nodded, sitting up on my half-bench. “I’ve seen the differences already between this real you and the Star Conqueror you. We’ve got twenty minutes of peace, if we’re lucky, so let’s make the most of it.”

      “Very well then,” the catwoman said softly, her smile softening as her eyes grew serious. “I guess you could say it truly started the day the Matriarchy’s warships appeared over the skies of Fertal. I was eight years old when they conquered the planet. All the young like me were taken, the boys pushed into servitude like Tojo and the Ar’abi here, and the girls, well …”

      “I was six when they took me,” Clara intoned softly, her unlocked memories no doubt vivid and fresh as the day she first experienced them. “The young girls were sent to the training camps, something you know as well from your training game, David.”

      I nodded slowly. “And that’s where they turn you into Matriarchs.”

      “The game doesn’t go deeply into it, David, but that’s only partly true,” Tulip corrected me, seemingly nonplussed by talking about this dark part of her past. If I could read her right, there was a certain fierce pride in her as she recounted her tale. “Any particularly difficult cases or girls the High Priestess and her cronies deemed as having no magical talent were sent to the camps on Mekra.”

      Clara gasped, one hand covering her mouth as the other went to comfort Tulip … not that she needed it. In fact, she was smiling confidently, though I suspected it was a bit of a display for the ex-Matriarch’s benefit as Clara whispered, “They sent you to Mekra, didn’t they? Girls sent there … are sent there to be broken.”

      “As if anything could break me!” Tulip scoffed, petting Clara’s hand. “They did their worst, but I always kept my eyes open and focused on mastering my shapeshifting. Once I could copy the shapes of the wardens, I started learning, using their access to gain more information. It took a long time, years actually, but I studied the systems, the routines, the staff changes, learning enough to finally make my attempt. After all, I’d rather die trying to escape then let the Matriarchy destroy me with their torture.”

      That was when I knew my suspicion was right. Though the mask of the cocky, unbreakable Resistance fighter held strong, I swore I could see the faint twinge in Tulip’s expression, a small shine in her eye, a flick of the ear, that told me that the scars were still there. However, she wasn’t letting them show, to try to project strength and hope for Clara, who was just coming to terms with her past and what she had done.

      “I’m so sorry you had to endure that, dear,” Clara murmured softly. “I can only take it that your attempt was successful. I only wish I had been as brave as you, but I succumbed to their control so quickly and then …” She shuddered a little. “The Mother of Chains worked her will upon me.”

      “You can’t blame yourself, Clara,” I said, leaning forward and setting my elbows on my knees. “They took you because of your magical talents, and then directly pushed you under whatever magic they use to bind you. So, who is this Mother of Chains? From what I saw in your mind, she has to be an integral part of the mind control process.” I glanced at Tulip. “And you mentioned her in that passage of prophecy, didn’t you?”

      It was Tulip’s turn to go wide-eyed. “The Mother is real?! But the passing of the dragon was centuries ago. Even the High Priestess isn’t the same one from those ancient times. Everyone just assumes the Mother of Chains was a past Matriarch and, well, just a legend.”

      And it was Clara’s turn to pet her, mimicking the Fertish’s own technique. “The dragons aren’t legend, sister, and I regret to tell you that the Mother of Chains is just as real as our dearest David is.”

      I nodded slowly. “So, what exactly is she?”

      Clara raised a finger, her mouth opening to speak, when a speeding black shape pushed forward by a streak of glowing exhaust caught my eye, rocketing past Old Blue. And right behind that one was another … and then another. I rose to my feet, cutting Clara off as I snatched up my rifle.

      “Tojo!” I shouted as I followed the black shapes. It was hard to tell exactly what they were as they rocketed past the trams at amazing speed, but I swore they looked like modified recon drones, retrofitted with jet engines as opposed to turbo fans. “I thought you said we probably wouldn’t see security for a bit!”

      The engineer growled as he hefted his cobbled-together rail-gun, the three drones rocketing ahead of Old Blue. “Probably is probably, dragon, but who cares? We’re so far ahead of any other trains, we’ll get to the vault with at least ten minutes for you to do what you need to.”

      Tulip bounced to her feet, drawing her Mandible Elite, Clara rising right behind her, her gold eyes focused. “Yes, but what about you? They’ll hunt you down and—”

      “We’ll burn that bridge when we get to it, Clara,” I grunted as I swiveled the Arclight Double to the big barrel. “There’s only three. I’ll take center, Tulip, take right, and Clara, you have left.”

      My clear orders were all that was needed for the entire squad to spring into action. The three sleek black drones had managed to match pace with the train through elaborate thruster maneuvers, sensor mounts on the top of the drones swiveling to track us as I rushed to the cab. Tulip leaned out the right side, while Clara flapped her wings, barely having room to boost herself up to a hole in Old Blue’s roof as she drew her Stinger.

      The wind blowing through the open ports where windscreens should have been would have bothered me if my force dome helmet didn’t deflect the wind like it deflected bullets. By the time I took aim with the Arclight, Tulip’s Mandible roared, the golden glow of a Magic Bullet spiraling out from the barrel as it homed in on her target. Not to be outdone, I closed my eyes and focused, mentally activating One Shot, One Kill.

      As Tulip’s homing rifle slugs tore into one drone, I opened my eyes, held my breath, and opened fire. The Arclight Double surged with white light before hurling a double-sized particle blast downrange. I swear to God the lens of the center drone’s main camera widened as it tried to do a last ditch evasive spin, but these rocket-powered drones simply didn’t have the same pin-point maneuverability of the hover drones.

      The overpowered shot blew the thing into a million chunks of steel and plastic, even as the one Tulip had shot spiraled towards the side of the tunnel, her Magic Bullet having blown out critical thrusters. Crashing into the wall, the drone exploded in a fiery burst of heat and light.

      Enemy robotics disabled. Remote transfer initiated!

      As power credits began to accumulate again, I was surprised that instead of seeing a burst of laser light coming from above, I heard the soft hiss of Clara’s Stinger … but she was firing rearward. “Darlings!” she cried over the comms. “We have something of a problem!”

      Well, it was inevitable. Things always went FUBAR eventually. “Tojo …?” I nodded to the old man’s rail gun as I started to turn toward the rear.

      “Deal with it, dragon!” he hooted. “I’ve got this.” He raised the home-made weapon and shouted, “For freedom!”

      Rushing for the main body of the train car, I heard the deafening supersonic crack of the railgun going off in the control room. I didn’t know how good Tojo’s aim was, but if he came anywhere close to that last drone, it was toast. Tulip had already turned in the empty window she had been shooting out of, while I could see how Clara had scooched on the crossbar she had planted her shapely ass upon.

      I would have asked what the situation was, but Old Blue didn’t have much left of her back wall, giving me a clear view of what the problem was. Three more gleaming rocket drones had roared up behind the train car, but they weren’t recon drones. No, each one looked to have magnetic clamps on the underside, like the ones on our power suits, and attached to them were what looked like some kind of rocket or missile. One look made me realize that the bumpy warheads those rockets had were clusters of spider bots.

      There was no time for me to take a shot, not that I could with the Arclight Double recharging, and while Clara got a clean hit on one, it still managed to fire alongside its two drones-in-arms.

      “Boarders incoming!” I shouted over my shoulder as I dove to one side, the silvery missiles spiraling in on the train. Tulip wisely slipped up and out of the car, piercing the remaining wall panels with her claws, while Clara kept shooting, trying to get the last of the annoying drones off our tails.

      The spider-laden projectiles burst apart the moment they were close to Old Blue’s back end, the explosions hurtling the shiny metal eggs towards the car. Two or three flew wide, slamming into the tunnel walls and the tracks below, but that still left over than a dozen to deal with. Their landings dented the floor and walls where they hit, sending Old Blue rocking precariously.

      “Hey!” Tojo yelled back. “I told you to be … careful …” The old man’s voice trailed off as the white metal robots unfolded their spindly legs and vicious, cutting forelimbs.

      Well, most of them did. The second the spiders crashed down, I pushed off the wall where I had taken cover, drawing my Swarmer with my free hand. The white light of the One Shot, One Kill effect was still filling my guns, so I didn’t hesitate to take advantage of the buff, thumbing the switch to fire all barrels as I pulled the trigger.

      If I didn’t have the draconic strength I did or the bracing of my power suit, the tremendous recoil from the triple blast of hyper-dense shot would have torn my arm off. Each individual pellet surged with light as the swarm crashed into a cluster of three spider bots like a meteor shower. Normally, these things’ shells were tough enough to absorb Swarmer shot, but the combination of unloading all the barrels and the empowering ability tore the little bastards to pieces.

      As the rest of the spiders began to swarm at me, Clara let loose another burst of laser pulses, out the back, raking her Stinger across the two remaining drones. One took a searing beam right through the sensor dome, while the second got its main stabilizer punched through, causing it to nose dive into the tracks.

      “Drones down!” she announced with a thrill in her angelic voice.

      I was a little too busy to be able to respond with a word of encouragement though. With a dozen spiders still going, four of them pounced at me with perfect mechanical synchronicity, while the rest began to scuttle up what was left of the walls or gouge their scythe-like arms into the floor plating. If they couldn’t kill us, they would take out the train car, leaving us kilometers away from our goal and sitting ducks in this tunnel.

      One problem at a time though. Dropping the Swarmer to the deck so I could get a good, two-handed smash, I caught the first spider with a swing of my rifle butt. Denting the thing’s carapace, I more importantly swatted it right out of the car through one of the missing wall panels. The second I managed to catch with the backswing, knocking it into the floor, but the other two got through, even as the final charge light on the Arclight Double flared up.

      The impact of the two wolf-sized machines crashing into my chest caused me to stumble back even as my suit’s shielding absorbed the actual damage. I managed to catch myself on the half-bench I had been sitting on, but the wind whistling through the open frame of the car reminded me just how close I was to the edge. One was scrambling around my body, trying to get to my back, while the one on my chest raised both its cutting forelegs.

      As the red surge of my Ascension abilities firing up licked over me and the strength of Recompense filled my body, I awkwardly pulled my boxy rifle up into the underside of my chest spider and held down the trigger. A wild spray of blaster bolts tore through the thing’s side, but not before it got its swing off. While the impacts sent one bladed arm over my shoulder, the other one raked across my armored chest, sparks flying as it cut through shielding and armored plate alike.

      My grunt of pain as the tip actually cut through to flesh caught the ladies’ full attention. I guess they hated the idea of me getting hurt as much as I hated for the same thing to happen to them. There was a black blur out of the corner of my eye as Tulip’s claws lashed out, tearing the spider off my back and flinging it out of the passenger compartment, while Clara leaped down from her perch above, Wander-Z in one hand.

      “Bolstering Light!” she cried, the golden starlight of her magic concentrating through the tip of the pistol before jolting out into me.

      Shield emitters overcharged! 200% efficiency boost, the soft voice of my suit reported as I spun towards the spiders tearing away at our car. Armor repair nanites overcharged! Repair speed at 175%.

      “Thanks, ladies,” I grunted over the comms. While our situation seemed precarious, I had learned a long time ago that panic didn’t get you anywhere when the chips were down. Best to focus on the objectives and make sure they got done. “We need to save our ride. Tulip …?”

      I could hear her rapidly clambering up Old Blue’s partial walls to the ceiling. “Buy me ten seconds for a Judas Hack!”

      “Clara, keep us up while I get their attention.” I started that process by unloading a few tight bursts from the Arclight into their masses.

      What amazed me was how much damage they had done so quickly, even as my first few shots, bolstered by the burst of Recompense energy I had gained from that scythe cut, tore one of them apart. In less than a minute, they had shredded the hatches to the shielded compartments, eradicated the bench Tulip and Clara had used, and removed what was left of that wall.

      “Of course, darlings,” the ex-Matriarch responded, landing lightly next to me, her wings flaring to guide her down. Four of the remaining spiders whirled to deal with the threat, while the other four changed tactics, starting to stab down into the heart of the train.

      Tojo’s beleaguered cry ripped through the cab even as I dropped back a step, concentrating fire on the spiders swinging blades at Clara and me. “Those little bastards are going for the e-mags! If they cut those, we’re going to wipe out, dragon!”

      “Got it, Tojo,” I shouted back. “Let’s see how much Old Blue can take then!” He kept calling me dragon, so he deserved to see it for real. Focusing, I let the dragon out to play. As my body shifted and grew, the entire car started to tilt as scales, teeth, and hundreds of pounds of bone and muscle rippled through my form.

      Beside me, Clara’s light surged again, enveloping us both in glowing, cushioning shields that blunted spider claws as two swarmed over me and one leaped at her. “Gah, disgusting things,” she cried as she pumped pulses of starlight into it with her Wander.

      As her attacker sparked and spasmed from the direct injection of energy, my draconic roar seemed to activate some protocol in the rest of the spider’s programming. Instead of going for the kill shot on the train, they all rose up on their spindly legs, oriented on me, and charged.

      Right when Tulip let out a meow of victory. “Judas Hack engage!”

      As a full half of them started to spark and buzz before turning on their fellows, I met the charge halfway, cutting the air and their metallic bodies with glittering arcs as I sliced away with my claws. I couldn’t afford to use dragonfire in here since my size and weight was already making Old Blue unstable, after the spiders had damaged it considerably, but I wouldn’t need it.

      The hacked spiders tore into their brothers from all sides even as Clara injected another surge of stellar power in me, the added strength making my talons fly faster as I swept through the horrible things in indiscriminate strokes that turned our attackers into sparking hunks of slag.
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      To be honest, the member of our cadre that took the most damage was Old Blue. As I seethed over the wreckage of the spider bots, smoke curling out of my draconic snout, what little remained of the upper structure of the car started to fall away, causing Tulip to leap from the ceiling to join us on the floor. I could feel Tojo’s wide eyes glued on my hulking form and the destruction the spiders had wrought on his train.

      Then he let out a tremendous whoop.

      “I never thought I’d live to see this day!” the ancient Ar’abi cried over the growing wind. “You sure ripped those piles of junk apart!”

      I turned to glance back at him, as well as check Tulip and Clara to see if they had come through fine. The old man’s eyes were dancing with glee, which made sense as he was actually dancing some strange jig himself.

      Tulip was practically untouched as she scooped up my Swarmer and tossed it to me, her eyes gleaming as she looked up at me. Clara also looked fine, fussing more at the gouge the spider had cut into her breastplate than anything else. If she hadn’t shielded herself, that would have caused far more serious damage than scratched up armor … but she had, so we were all fine.

      “Tojo,” I rumbled, my draconic voice carrying over the growing rattle as we shed more pieces of the car, “are we going to make it? Is she going to —”

      “Oh, don’t you worry, mighty dragon,” the mechanic cackled as he spun back to the controls. “Old Blue will hold together. It’s just the external superstructure! As long as the platform and the magnets hold out, you’ll get to your vault!”

      “Have faith, David,” Tulip said with a grin as she came up beside me, running her fingers down my arm. “We’ll make it.”

      Putting the Swarmer back on my hip, the massive pistol now a toy in my draconic mitts, I nodded slowly. “I think I’m starting to buy into this whole fate thing.” I let out a roaring laugh. “Not that I need to. I’m going to keep working to bring down the Matriarchy until we win this. There isn’t another option.”

      “Besides,” Clara cooed as she fought the rushing air to get to Tojo’s side at the controls, “Tojo is the best mechanical engineer on the planet, darlings. If he says we’ll get there, we’ll get there, rest assured.”

      Clara was right. We did get there … with pretty much only half the floor, the controls, and the magnetic rail clamps left. I shifted back to human form during the rest of the ride, which was probably for the best for the train car. It didn’t need a thousand-pound dragon adding to its troubles.

      Old Blue rattled and smoked as it ground to a halt in front of a lonely, rusted metal landing in the middle of, well, nowhere. The maps Clara had uploaded to our suits showed nothing but empty tunnel for kilometers around.

      “There!” Tojo grinned, stroking his white beard with satisfaction. “Brave fighters of the Resistance, I deliver you, safe and sound, to your destination!” As if to punctuate his statement, one of the floor panels next to me fell away with a clang.

      Tulip bounded onto the platform with one easy leap and I followed her with a little less grace. Clara lingered a moment though, looking back at Tojo with a faint frown of worry. “Indeed, you did, Tojo, but … what about you? I fear we may run into more danger ahead, and … well, your train …”

      The old man scoffed. “Don’t worry about me or Blue. She’s still running, so I’ll go down track, set her on a run towards something explosive and important, and hit the maintenance tunnels.” His crazy grin of excitement was strangely infectious. “I’ll strike a blow for the revolution and fade into the shadows, like a proper Resistance fighter for once!”

      “That’s how you do it,” Tulip cried, her Cheshire cat grin returning. “Good luck, Tojo! Give them hell!”

      Clara let out a huff of a sigh as she spread her wings and flew up to us. “Just … be safe. Don’t die, all right? After all the damage I have already done to your people, I don’t wish to feel responsible for you being lost as well.”

      “You aren’t,” I reminded her, putting a hand on her shoulder. “And I know why you feel that way.” I flashed her a grin. “It shows that you’ve got a huge heart in you.”

      “I … well, yes, I do.” Clara puffed out her chest and raised her chin, putting on her mask of confidence. “Still, it would be a shame and a blow to the Resistance if you were to die, Tojo, so please … don’t?”

      I laughed and nodded. “Likewise. Kick some ass, man, but don’t sacrifice yourself.” I gave the old man a salute. “The Resistance needs every good fighter it can get.”

      “Yes, sir, dragon,” Tojo replied, matching my salute as he managed to get the shuddering remains of the car hovering again. “I’ll do my very best to stay safe. You do the same! May the gods watch over you!”

      With that, he threw what was left of Old Blue into motion, another strut falling away as it sped off further down the tunnel. Beside me, Tulip’s attention had gone to her tablet, fingers dancing over the display.

      “We’re still ahead of the game,” she reported, “but I’ve got small blips on long-range motion sensors coming down the track. Slow, steady, and in a standard search pattern, but they’ll get here in less than ten minutes.”

      I nodded and looked to Clara, turning towards what looked like the smooth, blank metal wall of the tunnel in the process. “Okay, this is your show. Do I need to say open sesame or something?”

      “Oh, sweetie,” Clara said with a laugh, covering her mouth with the back of her hand, “that’s my job.” She drew her Wander and touched its glowing barrel to a section of the wall.

      As a seam grew out of nowhere from the spot she touched, I found myself hoping we could take a moment to get our bearings safely on the other side. The mass of drones and spider bots had wound up amounting to a pretty little pile of power credits. In fact, I swore there was more stored credits than there should be. Maybe it was the squad credit bonus from Star Conqueror taking effect, something that definitely odd to me but I was now in the realm of super-science and alien magic. As Tulip had said, I could ask the actual designer of this technology once we had finished this mission.

      For the moment, I’d simply be happy for the boon of four-hundred-and-seventy-two credits.

      The sound of the vault door, a massive panel that slid into the wall and to the right, much like the hidden door in Clara’s hideaway, brought me out of my thoughts, metal sparking against metal. A small entrance chamber opened before us, white fluorescent light starting to flood the room as dormant fixtures flared to life.

      “Everybody in,” I said, taking point with my rifle at the ready. “Clara, lock the door behind us. Tulip, stay frosty. Just because we beat the majority of the security force here doesn’t mean we’re home free.”

      The ladies flanked me as we entered the chamber, Clara stopping to seal us in. “While I wish I could reassure you that we are, as you would say on Earth, home free, darlings, there is some on-site security here. Though this is primarily my personal vault, Alyra and the planetary governess also have access to it, so they were rather insistent that purely robotic security was too, well, insecure.” She glanced at Tulip as the vault door hissed shut. “I believe your name was mentioned repeatedly in that particular conversation.”

      The catwoman’s eyes gleamed in delight. “I’m happy to know that my reputation precedes me.”

      “So, before we get too deep in patting ourselves on the back, even if it’s totally warranted,” I said with a wry grin, “what are we likely to be up against?”

      “Something rather, well, disturbing, if I am to be frank with you,” Clara explained, sauntering over to the only door forward. She pressed a few keys on the door’s console, locking it with a sharp buzz. “There, we should be safe to speak. Best to be safe, right, darlings?”

      I nodded. “So, disturbing things …?”

      “Oh, yes!” Clara leaned against the door. “As you know, the High Priestess dedicates much of our resources to studying and enhancing what makes magic possible. What determines who will have the talent for it, and how that talent will manifest. Of course, beyond that, the Matriarchy wishes to find a way to enhance that power.” She held up her Wander. “Trinkets like this are a by-product of that.”

      Tulip’s tail swung slowly from side to side as she arched an eyebrow. “I’m not seeing the disturbing part yet.”

      “We’re not there yet, my dear,” the ex-Matriarch said with a thin smile. “Recently, a certain somewhat unhinged Quib geneticist, Professor Pan, working on these projects performed a terrible experiment, attempting to infuse genetic material from a magic-wielder into, well, a Quib test subject. Quibs are utterly closed off to magic, you see, and Pan was certain that magical talent was a matter of genetics, not the favor of the gods or anything like that.”

      “I’m going to guess that he succeeded?” I crossed my arms and frowned at the prospect of magic-using Quibs.

      “Oh, no, darling!” Clara said with a faint giggle. “Well, not the first time, anyway. The poor Quib quite literally exploded into a mess of goo.” She raised a cautionary finger. “But that failure emboldened the Professor. A simple DNA fusion from compatible species shouldn’t have made a Quib blow up, after all.”

      Tulip shivered, her hackles rising as her tail poofed a little. “I don’t think I want to ask how many times he murdered his test subjects. Quibs may be bastards for the most part, but still …”

      I nodded somberly, holding back the bile that was starting to rise in my throat. The fact that such indiscriminate experimentation on anything sentient was allowed just made me hate the Matriarchy more. “But he did eventually succeed, didn’t he, Clara?”

      “Indeed, he did.” Clara laid her palm on the door behind her, tapping it rhythmically with her fingers. “Pan’s success rate is still, and this is putting it generously, abysmal, but he has managed to infuse magical talent in a few lucky Quibs. The Left Hand laid claim to the first, an exceptionally dim-witting brute of a man named Tur.”

      “I guess you’d have to be mighty dumb to enter a testing program when everyone else before you exploded, huh?” Tulip quipped as she tried to stroke out the poofiness in her tail.

      “Oh, they didn’t all explode,” Clara corrected. “Some disintegrated to ash, and one turned into a goat.”

      “That’s so much better,” I growled with a shake of my head. “Okay, so magic Quib. We can handle that. What kind of power does he have?”

      Clara clucked her tongue. “Ah, see, that’s the potentially dangerous part, darling. Tur has control over electricity, and through that, electronics. Potentially devastating to power suit systems, energy weapons, and just to make things a hair worse, Tur was stationed here with two Megadreds at his disposal to guard the vault.” As I cast her a questioning glance, she added, “Well, it is one of the few sites that hold our cloaking technology, not to mention the other treasures I squirreled away here.”

      Nodding with understanding, I glanced from the secret door to the tunnels to my dragon cooldown timer (two minutes and counting) and settled on the door forward. “Okay, this is a risky play, but I can’t summon the dragon for a few more minutes. If you’re sure those security forces were lagging behind as far as you said, Tulip—”

      “I’m as sure as I am that you are fantastic in bed,” she interrupted, her grin almost devilish.

      Blushing a bit, I still puffed my chest up. Hey, a compliment is a compliment. “Well, then, we’re going to stay locked in here until that timer is good to go. You told me the dragon is inside me, Tulip, so what better way to beat someone who might be able to mess with our suits than with something that doesn’t need a suit to kick ass?”
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      It was also a good excuse to take a look at my upgrade options, even if I had a pretty good idea of what I was about to blow my wad on. As the ladies agreed with my suggestion, they had decided to do the same, looking at their credit reserves and seeing what they could do, but I had a feeling they might not have much open to them.

      See, I had a couple of big advantages over my fairer companions that I was only now fully understanding. The first was obvious, and that was that I had been handed a power that in Star Conqueror had cost millions of credits for free. Now, from Tulip’s explanation of how the suits worked, I imagined that she and Clara both had started with ‘free’ abilities based on their natural talents, but nothing cost as much as Dragon Form, or really came close.

      The second was that I was starting from the basics. Upgrades started cheap enough, but they spiraled off from costing ten, twenty credits at the base to rapidly having costs in the tens of thousands of credits. Tulip had tons of field experience, I knew, so her ‘cheap’ options were exhausted. A few hundred power credits to her now was chump change, and Clara was likely in the same boat.

      So, it didn’t surprise me when they closed their upgrade screens well before I did. Me, I had some solid options to look at, starting as I usually did by pulling up my Dragon tree:

      

      
        Five Fingered Death Swipe

        Cost: 150 power credits

        Once activated, all dragon form claw attacks inflict 100% extra damage and penetrate 50% of a target’s armor for 5 seconds

        10 seconds dragon form duration expended per activation

        

        Enhanced Dragon Will

        Cost: 450 power credits

        Increases mental fortitude and strength while using Dragon Will

        Increases chance of a successful soulbond

        Passive Upgrade

        

        Attuned to the Dragon

        Cost: 1,000 power credits

        Reduces your dragon form cooldown by 1 minute

        Passive Upgrade

      

      

      Already the cost creep was beginning. My immediate temptation was to go straight for Enhanced Dragon Will. The time in Clara’s head had shown me how important Dragon Will would be for the future of this fight against the Matriarchs and freeing her hadn’t exactly been easy. With all the chains that had been put on her as a lowly administrator, what kind of defenses and traps had this Mother of Chains, whatever she was, laid in more powerful Matriarchs’ minds?

      At the same time, we were about to fight a magically-empowered asshole with two twelve-foot tall death machines at his side. He likely wasn’t chained or controlled, not if he was as dumb and brutish as Clara implied, so Dragon Will was pointless. Tur could also possibly mess with our suits and our energy weapons. Hell, even Tulip’s Mandible Elite had plenty of electronic components. Let’s not even talk about how sucky it would be to be struck by lightning, well, to see my ladies struck by such. Breath of the Wild would keep me safe from that, but not from the Megadreds’ chain guns.

      No, in that case, Five Fingered Death Swipe and the upgrade I knew should unlock after that, Flames of Freedom, a similar activated ability that amped breath weapon damage and cost, at least in SC, two-hundred-and-fifty credits, would be the smart play. After all, the best defense is a good offense.

      But then again, we couldn’t say for sure if Tur was all we had to face ahead. Sure, I had no doubt him and the Dreds would be worth a chunk of credits, but would we have a chance to spend them before the next threat hit? What if that threat was a Matriarch?

      Glancing up, my eyes drifted to Tulip, her perfect hourglass body stretched out against the opposite wall as she inspected her Starshots, and then to Clara, golden eyes regarding me closely. I had feelings for Tulip, that much I knew for sure, and I was starting to think warmly of Clara beyond the ties of the soulbond. The dragon spirit rumbled in agreement, as if to remind me of that bond.

      I guess Tulip had been right. Humans were pretty foolish and prudish about love, sex, all that sort of thing. I had nothing to be ashamed of, no reason not to have feelings for both of them, even grow to love them, if that’s how things went. It felt right, so I smiled at Clara and nodded, to myself more than anything. With that in my mind, I knew how I had to spend my credits.

      I couldn’t worry about a hypothetical situation, about if there will be a Matriarch ahead. No, I had to buy the upgrades to make myself strong enough to ensure that my squad, the women I cared for, didn’t die fighting some sparking jerk and his tinker toys. I mentally scooped up Five Finger Death Swipe, and as I expected, Flames of Freedom lit up as an option.

      

      
        Flames of Freedom

        Cost: 250 power credits

        Once activated, dragonfire inflicts 100% extra damage and lingering flames inflict 50% extra damage for 5 seconds

        10 seconds dragon form duration expended per activation

      

      

      I nabbed it as well. I’d have to be careful not to overuse either or I’d shift back to human form too early, but if I thought of the thirty extra seconds I had purchased previously as ‘ammo’ for those boosting skills, I could manage their costs efficiently. As I confirmed my purchases, the now-familiar surge of energy ran through me, settling into the always-present ember of dragonfire in my gut.

      “Okay, ladies,” I said with a grin, cracking my neck, “are we ready to rock?”

      Tulip grinned back, spinning her pistols in a show of skill that would make Annie Oakley give up shooting. “Ready and able, David!”

      “As am I.” Clara’s voice was filled with resolve as she stepped away from the door going forward, drawing her Wander in one hand and a Banger Elite in her other.

      “Smart thinking there.” I nodded to the grenade. “We need to hit them with everything we have. Tulip, if you can try to hack a Dred …?”

      The catwoman nodded. “While you were finishing your upgrades, I went ahead and loaded up a Puppet Master Virus. Judas Hacks won’t stick on their advanced programming, but if I can get close enough to physically link my tablet to one, I can take it over directly.”

      “Okay, I’m guessing our friends are right beyond this door, Clara?” I glanced past her, the door lock still glowing red and secure.

      “Yes, very much so,” the ex-Matriarch confirmed. “Private vaults don’t need to be sprawling complexes. Past this door is a ten by thirty meter hallway, with the vault door proper at the far end. Tur and his electronic friends should be there.”

      “The attack plan is simple then.” I slung my Arclight Double out from my back clamp and snatched a Banger off of my hip. “Full-on assault. Clara and I will toss Bangers the moment we open the door and see our friends. Tulip, go panther form and go around to flank. Stick to their peripherals and hopefully the Bangers will cause enough damage and confusion that they won’t care about one black panther off to the side.”

      “Right, that should give me the opening I need to get to one of the Dreds and go Puppet Master,” Tulip said, her mischievous grin growing. “Between you two and a Dred on our side, the odds should go into our favor.”

      “But please, sister, be both careful and cautious,” Clara warned. “Megadreds are notoriously sturdy and deadly, plus it is very much in Tur’s power to shut down the Dred before you can use it to cause much damage.”

      I nodded. “Both good points, but hopefully I’ll have his full attention. I’m going to go dragon as soon as we throw grenades.” I set my jaw. “Saving it now would be stupid. I’m not going to let either of you get hurt because I hold back.”

      Tulip stroked my arm. “And we won’t let you get hurt by doing the same.”

      Clara nodded. “We shall go all out and send this monstrosity to the Unseen Nebula!” She raised her Wander, golden light pooling at the barrel. “Let me fill you with the light of the stars and then we can charge.”

      I grunted my assent as she stepped to one side, letting me take the lead as Tulip shifted into her panther form. The light grew, and in rapid succession, Clara worked her magic.

      “Bolstering Light!” she cried, and then followed it with, “Strength of the Stars!”

      Her golden aura surged over all three of us, our shields glowing with starlight as well as our weapons. My suit began to chirp away in my ear, the first report familiar, the second new.

      Shield emitters overcharged! 200% efficiency boost. Armor repair nanites overcharged! Repair speed at 175%. All linked energy weapons boosted! 75% increase to damage parameters. All linked slugthrower firing systems accelerated! 50% increase in projected rate of fire. Suit actuators overcharged! 75% increase in strength amplification.

      Both power boosts got ticking timers at the corner of my HUD, a minute a piece, so there was no time to waste. I slammed the door lock release with a fist closed around a Banger, the door hissing open as we charged.
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      The ‘hallway’ beyond was as Clara said, which mean it was the size of a football field. Hallway didn’t really do it justice, especially with its curved arching ceiling that soared to a height of at least twenty meters or more. Honestly, this chamber looked more like a cathedral than a treasure vault. The shining white metal of the walls were set regularly with golden framed circles, filled with beautifully crafted stained-glass creations. I thought they were depictions of Matriarch dogma, but my attention was drawn not to the beauty in the room, but the beasts at the far end of it.

      Flanking a vault door that made your average federal bank’s security look like it was made of tissue paper were two of the mighty, twelve-foot tall Megadreds. They were no less impressive looking than the ones I had seen from a distance through the maintenance tunnel’ portholes, gleaming black armor, stubby sensor heads, and shoulder-mounted chain guns.

      There was a critical difference between the models we had seen before and these two, and that was their claws, well, lack thereof. Instead of the rending, sharpened steel of a normal Dred, these Dreds had what I could best describe as Tesla coils mounted on their wrists. Clear domes covered those coils, protecting them even as it made them light up like plasma lamps.

      From the shoulders, the back, and the hips, smaller versions of the Tesla coils on the Megadreds sprouted, sparking and flaring with intense electrical energy that didn’t seem to bother the Quib, growling and pacing between the Dreds like a watchdog on a leash. He was the biggest, ugliest Quib I had ever seen. Instead of the black armor of a Quib Elite, this one was garbed in shining white armor, like a perversion of an Arthurian knight, heavier and bulkier than the two-striped Elites we fought.

      He didn’t carry a conventional weapon I could recognize, but his suit’s gauntlets were oversized, chromed things, set with crystals along the knuckles that reminded me of the stone at the tip of Clara’s Wander.

      Through the force field, I could see that this Quib, Tur obviously, was deformed, no doubt from Professor Pan’s horrific experiments, with a jutting brow, one eye significantly smaller and off center with the other, and burn scars crisscrossing his yellow skin.

      As soon as the door slid open, he turned to face it, opening his mouth as he raised one of those gauntleted hands to point at us, probably about to shout a command.

      “Fire in the hole!” I yelled out, my bellow overpowering his growling voice as I hurled my readied Banger with all my might, the spoon I had been holding in place flying free as it hurtled across the chamber. Clara’s throw was almost synchronous with mine, the strength granted by her starlight letting her hurl her Banger as far as mine.

      Tur’s voice choked up as his good eye widened, his attention properly on the grenades and not Tulip slipping off with cat-like stealth to the right. He raised his shining gauntlets in a vain effort to protect his face from the imminent explosions …

      “Spark Shield,” Tur shouted in a deep, half-gurgling voice, right before the Bangers rained down.

      As electricity surged from Tur’s gauntlets and across his Tesla coils, it formed a literal dome of lightning, sparks of it flaring out as the metallic grenades came close. There was a pair of tremendous explosions, both several meters early, and dust and shrapnel filled the air, engulfing that end of the room.

      As I received no power credit transfers, I knew nothing had been taken out, but I didn’t care because I was already calling upon the dragon spirit within me. My scales burst through my skin as my muscles surged with might and my senses expanded to take in the flash of lightning and roar of thunder. The flames in my heart roared to life as the dragon oil filled my snout with its sweet, sticky taste, golden talons ripping forth from their sheaths as I rose to my full height. Not waiting for the smoke to clear, I broke into a full sprint, breathing in deeply as I mentally called forth the Flames of Freedom.

      Even with my draconic senses, I could barely detect Tulip as she crept forward, while Clara wrapped me in a bubble of cushioning starlight. What I could easily hear was the high-pitched whine of the Megadred’s chain guns and the crackle of electricity past the smoke. The Dreds didn’t have to see us to spray the room with enough lead to cut anything in half … anything that wasn’t a dragon … and lightning, well, the metal in our weapons and suits would attract it right to us.

      “Fly, Clara,” I rumbled over the comms, flaming oil dripping from my jaws as I brought my arms up to shield my face. I caught the gasp of alarm and the sudden snap of feathers from behind me, right before a withering barrage of high-caliber bullets and a literal bolt of blue electricity ripped out of the settling debris.

      The sweeping fire from the two Dreds blew the smoke away as they quite simply swiveled their guns from one side of the room to the other, aiming down at an angle that would have cut apart any normal-sized target near the midpoint of the room. Fortunately, I was the only one who took any real fire, being both huge and further forward, while Clara had taken to the air a split-second before she would have been torn apart.

      The lightning, well, that one was meant for me and me alone. While Tur probably hadn’t seen me change, well, I would think it highly likely that what I was had now been passed around the Balarian defenses.

      Tur’s blast struck first, shattering Clara’s barrier as it took most of the punch. What remained cascaded harmlessly off of my scales, diffused by the power of Breath of the Wild, but my suit began complaining in my ear.

      Electrical surges detected in shielding and targeting sub-systems! Environmental—

      I didn’t hear the rest as my forward momentum was arrested by the hail of bullets blasting into my arms and my gut. Even as the golden glow from my Ascension aura surged to life, the onslaught punched through my shields and gouged into my armor. By virtue of the layers of protection Clara and my own draconic might added, nothing penetrated all the way in, but my suit was getting hit and hit hard.

      Shielding compromised! 3.8 seconds to recharge. Forearm and midsection armor at 28% integrity! Nano-repair units active.

      Peering past my forearms with the debris and smoke cleared, I got a clear sight of our enemy. The Dreds began to stomp forward, one turning to focus his continued barrage fully at me while the other swiveled upward to track Clara’s frantic flight, while Tur, mostly unharmed save for some shrapnel stuck in his thick armor, roared, electricity roiling around him like the angriest storm I had ever seen.

      “Alyra tells Tur to kill dragon,” he yelled, almost impossible to be heard over the roar of the Megadred’s guns. “Then Professor give Tur dragon genes, make Tur dragon too!”

      Maybe it was that proclamation, or maybe it was the fact that those guns were getting dangerously close to Clara that pissed me right off. Hell, it could even have been the fact that the final notes of the Dred’s barrage, its barrels spinning down to cool-off after unleashing thousands of rounds into me, had torn the armor from my arms, drilling bloody welts into my scales. Either way, for the first time in this entire mission, I was well and truly angry.

      My sight went flame-red as I let out a primal roar, fire bursting from my nose and mouth, not that it gave the brutish Tur pause as he ran at me, his fists crackling with power. Only because of my incredibly enhanced senses still letting me focus past the rage did I catch Tulip appearing out of the shadows next to one Dred, while the other, going into a gun cooldown itself, raised both plasma globes towards Clara’s lithely twisting form to unleash electric hell.

      The fire in my belly surged with the Flames of Freedom as my claws flared with golden light from the Five Fingered Death Swipe. I had to trust the ladies to do their jobs, so I could do mine, which was to tear this monster apart. A bolt of lightning blasted overhead, even as Clara called down her Mending Light on me, immediately healing the bloody welts in my arms and sealing armor breeches. Her cry of pain as lightning lanced over her just added to my fury, even though I could see from our squad vitals that her shield had saved her.

      I met Tur’s electric fist with a backhand. Electricity clashed with draconic might, but only for a moment. Even though the high-intensity charge cut out the voice of my suit’s computer, it couldn’t shut off the draconic spirit inside me. Throwing his punch aside, I followed with a swipe of my claws, the glowing golden talons shredding into the outer layer of armor after cutting clean through Tur’s shields as the surging rush of Recompense energy flowed through my arm.

      Unlike the lesser Elites, even with all my buffs, I didn’t get to flesh and bone. Still, I ripped clear through the reinforced breastplate, tearing tremendous gouges into it, my claws practically touching his skin. Metal, plastic, and lubricant flew everywhere, trailing in the arc of my talons. Tur’s grunting and growling took on a desperate edge as he staggered back, electricity building like wildfire around him even as most of the upper section of his breastplate fell to pieces on the floor. Not wanting to give him space to regroup, I pressed forward.

      “That was for hurting Clara,” I roared. I could take whatever this asshole could bring. As I began to suck up a big lungful of air, I added, “This is for the Resistance!”

      As I was about to cut loose with dragonfire, Clara dove downward, healing her own wounds as she looked for a safe haven. Maybe she hoped to draw one Dred into accidentally shooting the other, or at least exploiting protocols against friendly fire as she tucked in her wings and angled right for the feet of the rightmost Dred. As she got near its feet, right towards a familiar black shape, a loud, robotic voice cut through the din.

      WARNING! Internal computer security of Electrodred 87Q compromised! Countermeasures deplooooo …

      The Dred’s monotone faded out as Tulip let out a cry of victory. “Who wants a taste of their own medicine?” she shouted, laughing from the base of the Dred’s foot, her tablet slapped against its ankle. Her Dred’s torso spun to face its brother, who mimed that motion, programmed to take out compromised units first and foremost.

      As their chain guns spun up, and Tur slammed his lightning-wrapped fists together in a surge of magic, I let out the searing Flames of Freedom. The heat burst from my lungs, hotter than ever, mingling with a high-octane mix of dragon oil, igniting a concentrated stream of white-blue flames. Even as that fire tore into Tur, his own magic exploded from his fists, not pure electricity this time, but the tremendous force of a point-blank thunderclap. The furious elemental exchange was punctuated by the constant roar of four chain guns overhead, the two Dreds unloading onto each other.

      The tremendous shockwave of Tur’s attack caught me full in the chest, throwing even my half-ton body through the air, the crumpling of armor plates ringing in my ears as I hurtled a good ten meters backward. Pain, real pain, radiated through my dense bones as I hit the marble floor, cracking it beneath my bulk. The wind knocked out of me, I groaned and struggled to right myself, biting back the pain as screams, flames, and explosions greeted my amplified senses.

      Tur himself was screaming, gurgling as he tore fruitlessly at his armor, face, and throat as the blue-white dragonflames clung to him and burned. His breastplate was melting in as the sparks from his coils faded as the force dome protecting his head failed, letting the sticky flames fall across his already ruined face. The only thing the dragonfire didn’t seem to immediately consume were his gauntlets.

      Behind him, the combined force of his thunderclap and the mutual onslaught of their chain guns had torn the two Dreds to pieces. Tulip’s had its entire torso shorn off at the waist, the two legs and pelvis standing like a bizarre archway, while the other was missing an arm and its sensor dome, having fallen inert and sparking against the opposite wall.

      Panic rose up in my throat as I didn’t immediately catch sight of Tulip or Clara. My suit’s systems were still on the fritz and my HUD was gone, so prompted by worry, I threw myself to my feet, ignoring the dying Tur as I sprinted towards where I had last seen them by the bisected Dred.

      I heard Tur gurgle, and as the crackle of the last surge of lightning from behind me filled my ears, I leaped for what little cover was offered behind the shattered mech’s torso, to where I swore I smelled both Tulip’s forest pine and Clara’s honey-like scents.

      As I landed hard on my back while drawing my Arclight Double and unloading it on the mutated Quib, Clara and Tulip came out from either side of the Dred’s torso. Though they had obviously seen better days, the wreckage must have shielded them from the worst of Tur’s shockwave. They both drew down, Tulip firing a pair of Magic Bullets as Clara called for a Necrotic Shot from her Wander.

      Golden bullets, a sickly green bolt, and an Arclight Double mega blast slammed into the dying Quib all at once, sending his final arc of lightning tearing up and off the one side, shattering a stained-glass design depicting the High Priestess spreading her wings over the stars. As those glittering shards fell over our little battlefield, Tur exploded like a jar of raspberry jam.

      Of course, that was when my suit computer rebooted.

      … suit disabled, life signs flatlined. Remote transfer initiated!

      And a whole cascade of power credits chimed in my ear.
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      But I didn’t care about that, not at that moment. Instead, I scrambled to my feet, moving to scoop up Tulip and Clara each in an arm. I held them close and tight, hoping they could feel the soothing heat from my draconic heart. My suit kept whispering in my ear with status reports as the nanites did their best to put my armor back together, but all I cared about were the women in my arms.

      “David, darling,” Clara got out in a half-strangled voice. “While I find this rather pleasant, I fear that you’re far too strong for your own good right now.”

      “What she’s saying is that you’re kind of crushing us,” Tulip mrowled, “but we’re happy to see you too.”

      A bit sheepishly, well, as sheepish as a dragon can be, I let out a smoky cough and put them both down. “Sorry,” I grumbled as I looked them up and down. “I was just worried after that asshole brought the thunder, I heard screams, and my computer was down.”

      Tulip’s right shoulder plate was split in half and there was a little blood trickling down her arm from a gash in the suit, her fur and hair a mess as she stroked my shoulder with her good arm. “Oh, great Felinus, I was about to panic myself. Your link to the squad went dead, and honestly, if the Dred’s torso hadn’t already fallen off and Clara hadn’t shielded us …”

      “I’m just glad I was there to do so.” Clara ignored the bloody gash in her forehead and her obviously sprained wing for the moment. “I could not have lived with myself had you been seriously harmed, Tulip, or you, darling.”

      I let out a fiery sigh of relief and nodded slowly. “Speaking of harm, do you have enough power to heal yourself and Tulip? I’ve got a minute or so left of dragon form, so I should regenerate from my own injuries before it fades.”

      Clara nodded slowly, finally noticing the blood dripping into her eye. “Oh, yes, of course. I will need time to rest, but with us so close to our goal …” She let her voice trail off as she touched both herself and Tulip with her Wander, golden starlight rippling over the both of them with her Mending Light.

      As Clara tended to their wounds, my own draconic healing soothed the pain in my bones as scales mended and the nanite repair units started to repair my armor. Feeling better already, I walked over to where the splattered remains of Tur stained the marble. Despite the violence of his death, those chrome-and-crystal gauntlets were still untouched, only smeared with a bit of soot from the flames. Before the protection of my draconic form faded away and I returned to my somewhat squishier human form, I decided to pluck the steaming gloves away from the rest of the bloody smear.

      There was definitely something odd about them, and we needed to take a closer look before we broke into the vault itself.

      Tulip walked up beside me, rolling her arm slowly as Clara’s light faded from her wounds. Her armor was slowly repairing itself as well, a little slower than mine. “Amazing! Those things survived a dragon’s flames?”

      I set them on the ground and stood up. “Yeah, which means they have to be something important …” My voice trailed off as my time as a dragon concluded. With a soft, low sigh, I breathed out as the world pulled inward once more, the scents, sights, and feelings of my draconic sense cut off. Muscles and scales melted away, my claws and teeth sheathing themselves in my all-too-human bones.

      Soothing touches trailed down my back. “Are you all right?” Tulip asked softly.

      “Yeah,” I said with a nod. “It’s always, well, it’s like going back into the darkness after having your eyes opened.” Laughing a bit, I shook my head. “Just comes with being human, I guess.”

      A very exhausted Clara slowly walked over to us from where she had sat on a chunk of Megadred to catch her breath. “Well, darling, no offense, but humanity is one of the most primitive sentient species in the galaxy.” Tulip shrugged, apparently unable to offer a defense to that, and Clara rapidly tacked on, “But they have great potential, as you display time and time again, David.”

      “It’s okay, Clara.” I cracked my sore neck. “I mean, how can I really argue that? Humanity will get out here one day, and hopefully by then, we’ll find a free galaxy waiting to welcome us with open arms.” Nudging the gauntlets with my armored boot, I said, “Let’s focus on these things and getting that vault open. We don’t have forever before those security teams show up.”

      Clara took in a deep breath, closing her eyes as she tried to fully regain her composure. Our wounds were healed, but streaks of blood, dirt, and debris remained, making us all look like hell. “This is my vault, so I shall go get the door open.”

      Nodding, I scooped up one of the gauntlets. “Maybe you should go with her, Tulip. I know she’s confident it’ll open like normal, but there’s no guarantee that the Matriarchy hasn’t canceled her security clearance by now.”

      “Oh, it’s quite likely,” Tulip agreed, pulling her battered tablet off of her arm. “It’s been hours and if she hasn’t checked in, they’ll assume she’s dead or captured. I have no doubt that these locks are linked to the overall security net.” She began to skip after Clara. “We’ll crack it, don’t worry about it, David!”

      “I know you two can handle it. I’ll catch up in a minute.” It was always nice to see Tulip go, if you catch my meaning, but I forced myself to turn away from the catwoman and focus on the gauntlets. After a moment of analysis, my HUD updated with information about the gloves.

      

      
        Cestari-T Spellfists

        Type: Magical Focus (Melee)

        Item Level: 42

        Durability: 31,000/87,000

        Damage: 220 (based on user’s magic potential)

        Focus Rating: 38

        Enchantments: Mana Gathering I (+5% power regeneration)

        Ability: None

      

      

      These were like nothing I’d seen in the game, just like I’d never run into anything like Tur. I shouldn’t have been surprised, Tulip herself said that Star Conqueror was just a way to attune to the dragon and get an instructional manual on the basics of surviving in the galaxy at large. Still, my initial suspicions based on the glowing crystals was right. These were basically big, punchy Wanders … which made me wonder if I could use them.

      “Curse this thing to the Tentacles of Zoa!” Clara screeched from the vault door. “How dare those arrogant bitches declare me dead already!”

      Picking up the other Cestari, I walked over towards the vault, grinning. “I’m guessing your codes aren’t opening the door, Clara?”

      She stepped back from the lock, crossing her arms under her pert breasts and huffing. “I know I may have just been an Anchorite, but to think they thought so little of me to think I died the moment I met a dragon!”

      “Don’t worry, Clara,” Tulip purred as she stepped up to bat. “You’ll be able to show them first hand just how alive you are later.” She pulled a lead from the tablet and connected it to the locking panel. “For now, let Null-K work her magic.”

      Clara let out a puff of a sigh as she glanced over at me. “Well, perhaps I can help you then, darling. Speaking of magic, you seem to have some in your hands.”

      Tulip’s fingers flew across her tablet, her eyes narrowing in intensity and focus, as I nodded to Clara. “Yeah, I was going to ask you about these, because as near as I can tell, these are like your Wander.”

      Clicking her tongue, she made a bit of a disgusted face. “If you mean to compare my precision magical instrument to this crude hammer of a thing, then yes, they are exactly alike.” Her eyes came a little out of focus as she looked at her own HUD. “They gave that slobbering fool a T-class foci and they only gave me a Z?! Those ungrateful, stuck-up—"

      “Whoa, Clara, easy now!” I soothed. “Look, who cares what they think, right? I know you, I trust you, and if they couldn’t appreciate what they had, I sure as hell do.”

      Her anger started to cool as she let out a little huff. “Well, for that, I am quite grateful, darling.” She smoothed out her frazzled hair with both hands before explaining further. “So, yes, in essence, these Cestari operate like my Wander, serving as both a weapon, channeling a wielder’s innate magic if they have it, and as a focusing tool. While one can do magic without a foci, as you have demonstrated numerous times, foci allow for more refined uses.”

      She pulled out her Wander and twirled it like a baton. “For example, before I was taken, I knew I had the power to heal. I could call for the starlight to soothe the hurts of those I could touch, but I couldn’t project it as I can with a Wander, or create shields, or a dozen other things.”

      “I see.” It made perfect sense as she explained it, which made me wonder one thing. “So, what do you think would happen if I tried using a foci? I know I have dragon magic, that’s what’s behind the Dragon Will that freed you and bonded us.”

      Clara’s eyes lit up, partly in excitement and partly in sheer awe. “I simply do not know, David, but if it will serve to strengthen you and allow you to break the hold of the Matriarchy, well, we simply must see!”

      From over by the door, still working feverishly as sweat began to bead on her forehead, Tulip chimed in with, “If it makes you even more badass and works to bring about the great prophecy, you better put those big shiny things on right now!”

      I laughed at that, shaking my head before focusing on Clara. “What about you, though? These Cestari are, not to prod a sore spot, better than your Wander. Do you want to swap that for these? I am junior birdman when it comes to magic, after all.”

      “See, Clara?” Tulip giggled as she kept at it. “He’s just about the most warm-hearted man I’ve met.”

      “Indeed, Tulip,” Clara said softly, her eyes glittering with happy tears as she looked me over. “And as tempted as I am to give in to your generous nature, my dearest David, I think those massive things are best suited to your particular flavor of combat. Besides, if another Matriarch is part of the security team, and I’m sure that there will be, I want you as strong as possible magically so as to free her.”

      Frowning a bit, I nodded. I wasn’t sure I totally agreed, considering Clara’s healing and support magic was a true force multiplier while I was simply our front-line assault, but I accepted it. “Okay, Clara, if you’re sure.”

      I slipped the Cestari on, watching with a bit of amazement as my armor reconfigured around them, my previous gauntlets sliding back into the sleeves as my new ones chromatically shifted to match the rest of my armor, from shining chrome to gleaming near-black.

      Cestari-T Spellfists synchronizing. Soullink established. Upgrade trees will be updated in ten minutes once spiritual alignment is complete. Weapon functions are already available.

      Of course. Again, it was like the power suits themselves, providing a way to unlock powers and abilities already inside me. If the Ascension tree were the roots from where it grew, and the Dragon tree the trunk, focusing devices like this would unlock the branches.

      “Awesome,” I whispered softly as I flexed my newly-weaponized hands. Fiery sparks erupted from the crystals on the knuckles. “Well, I better wait until my upgrade functions update before I spend the … wow … seven-hundred power credits we just earned.”

      “A wise decision, darling,” Clara cooed as she headed back to Tulip. “How goes the battle?” she asked with all seriousness.

      “I’m winning, of course,” Tulip murmured with a smirk. She probably was, but from the intense look in her eyes, this one was a real challenge. “Five minutes, tops.”

      “Cutting it close to your estimation on the security, but close only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades,” I said as I followed after Clara, amazed at how light the big gloves felt on my hands. “As soon as Tulip cracks it, we go right in, grab anything that looks critical. Clara, you know exactly what we’re looking for as far as the cloaking device and schematics, so that’s your job. Once we have the mission objective, we are hitting returners and getting home.”

      I looked at Clara specifically. “Do not let us go without one of us holding onto you. You’ll pop back if you’re touching one of us and are squad-linked but if you’re not … well … it won’t happen.” She nodded in understanding as I added, “Fortunately, I’ve only got about three minutes left before I can shift again, so I’ll be good to go well before any security arrives.”

      Of course, because I was foolish enough to tempt fate by even saying that, something had to go wrong. The moment I let that slip out of my mouth, the only entrance to this vast chamber was torn off its hinges, a blinding white light bursting through the now-open doorway and flooding the room.

      Standing silhouetted by that intense light was a surprisingly petite, feminine figure, with flared wings and a bad attitude.

      “I am Inquisitor Alyra,” a scarily familiar woman’s voice boomed, powerful despite her short stature, “Left Hand of the High Priestess, Grand Starshaper, Wielder of the Golden Light of Thar’zoul, and I have come to kill you for the greater glory of the Matriarchy, dragon!”
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      Seeing the Left Hand of the High Priestess in person was nothing like seeing her on a viewscreen, much like seeing a movie star on the big screen didn’t match meeting them in real life. But instead of being diminished in reality, as is often the case with movie stars, Alyra Azani was magnified a million-fold. That became startling clear as she strode purposefully into the room, the light behind her fading, but never fully ceasing.

      While there had been a great fear in her before when confronted with the truth of my dragonhood, there wasn’t an ounce of it in her now. Her features were terrible and majestic, though she only stood five feet tall. She had light grey skin with the perfect sheen of polished marble and blue eyes that blazed with light. The narrow lines of her face were framed by coppery curls, as if her hair was spun wire, and cascaded behind her shoulders. Her pure white wings spread wide, twice the wingspan of Clara’s despite their differences in height and build.

      Speaking of build, Alyra’s form was that of pure angelic beauty, her curves more generous than Clara’s fit, lithe body but more balanced than Tulip’s hourglass figure. Much like Clara’s power suit, the Left Hand’s suit molded to her body, capturing every line, every muscle, from her perfectly formed breasts to the swell of her hips. The undersuit shone gold, literally shone, while the reinforcing armored plates that covered her chest, forearms, shoulders, hips, and feet were some kind of translucent material, seeming to hang suspended above her form, adding an ethereal quality to her suit reinforced by the glowing white inscriptions that adorned the plates.

      In her left hand, she gripped a Wander tightly, the crystal at the end of its barrel shining with white light like the open doorway behind her, and in her right, she carried a long, wicked-looking dagger that from across the room looked to be made of pure diamond.

      Though resting inside me, the fire in my heart, the dragon spirit both raged at the Matriarch and stood back in, well, not fear but respect for the diamond blade in her hands. A healthy respect.

      “Do you want me to fire, darling?” Clara said over the comms, a wholly justified fear in her voice. “I’m still weak from healing us but—”

      “Four minutes and forty-two seconds on the door,” Tulip reported. “Stall her!”

      Talk about déjà vu. But Tulip was right, not just because it could give us a chance to get the cloaking device and teleport out. Before she even got the door cracked, I’d have dragon form again, which meant there was a small chance we could do a hell of a lot more than get the cloaking tech.

      We could free the number three Matriarch in the galaxy.

      “Why?” I began, even as I scanned through my HUD. While the additions to my upgrades from the Cestari hadn’t updated, thankfully my usual trees were there. “Why do you want to kill me? I know that your legends” – I gestured up to one of the stained-glass images, showing a mighty dragon dueling with a winged woman – “say we have to be enemies, that you’re supposed to kill me, but what if those aren’t true?”

      It wasn’t even a lie. The Matriarchy’s version of things was patently false, that much I was sure of now, and even the prophecies and beliefs that Tulip and Tojo espoused felt a little off. Yes, the dragon in me rumbled to do battle with the Matriarchy, yet at the same time guided me to free those of them under mental influence. And with how Clara spoke of the Mother of Chains before she was interrupted …

      Alyra responded to my questions with laughter. While Clara’s had been like a twisted angel’s, Alyra’s laugh was more discordant, like out-of-tune bells. “First, you say you want to kill me. Now, you say you want to kiss me? As they say on your planet Earth, fuck off.”

      Surprisingly, though, she didn’t lunge forward with her diamond dagger, or call down any tremendous blast of magic. Hell, she didn’t even have an army backing her up. Before I could counter her cute little argument, Clara called out across the room. “Inquisitor, please, he does speak the truth. I have seen inside David Brigg’s mind and soul, and he has seen inside of mine. He found the cruel spikes and chains our Mother put inside me, inside us all, and—”

      Alyra’s Wander flicked up and cut Clara off with a simple flare of warning light. “He did what?! Blasphemy! To tear the daughter from the Mother, to cut the ties that bind our holy sisterhood, that is the height of crimes.” The Wander flicked dangerously towards me. “Do you know what the legends say, Earth dragon? Did your little Fertish hacker tell you that the dragons bound women like slaves, subjugated the Matriarchs to their will, used them as tools to rule the galaxy. The dragon in you won’t bring freedom, David Briggs. You will only become the greatest tyrant this universe has ever known!”

      There was a small part of me that wondered how much truth there was to Alyra’s side of things, but with the situation we were in, I’d have to save the deep thinking and critical analysis for later. Besides, at that moment, what was important wasn’t the beliefs of the Matriarchy or of the Resistance, but my beliefs. I was the one who had to decide what to do, and I would do so based on the man that I was, the ideals I held. I had freed Clara instead of enslaving her, so I was going to free Alyra too, not because of prophecy, but because I was David Briggs.

      With a flick on an eye, I purchased the Enhanced Dragon Will upgrade. I was going to need it awfully soon.

      “Alyra, look me in the eyes, see the truth I’m about to lay down to you,” I said, trying to channel every drill sergeant and squad leader I had ever known in my time in the military. “That truth is simple. It doesn’t matter what you think, and hell, it doesn’t even matter what the truth about the past was. Maybe you’re right. Maybe Tulip’s right. Maybe you’re both a little right.” I took a deep breath as Alyra caught my eyes, staring through me with those blazing baby blues. “What’s the truth here is that right now, I’m the dragon, and I’m going to use that power to help the needy, free the oppressed, and do what’s right. You don’t know it yet, but this Mother of yours has pierced your mind, hidden away the real you, and lashed you into submission. What I aim to do, right here and now, is free you.”

      One minute on my dragon timer and I could feel the spirit coil and gather itself. “I sure as hell don’t want to hurt a beautiful, innocent woman, so please, don’t make us fight you. Let me summon the dragon and help you.”

      “And lo, the winged serpents spoke with forked tongues, offering our mothers solace and instead brought them servitude,” the Left Hand recited, her voice sing-songing as if it were a hymn. “Never again. We have been free of you for a thousand years, and we will be so for a thousand more.”

      That was when she made her move. Before any of us could even blink, her Wander, longer and more intricately designed than Clara’s, surged with blinding white light. A beam lanced out, expanding into a shimmering white column of pure force that rocketed right down the middle of the room. Instincts took over, throwing me to the side as Clara cried out and dove to the other.

      However, neither of us was Alyra’s true target. No, the battering ram of force hurtled between where we had been standing, lancing straight toward Tulip, still absorbed in hacking the vault door.

      “Tulip!” I cried and that might have just saved her life.

      Her ears flicked about a micro-second before the blast would have struck her and her inhuman agility forced her to roll, her body doing that seemingly boneless thing cats on Earth do. Tulip didn’t duck the column entirely, it was too close and moving too fast, but instead of taking the solid wall of energy head-on, it slammed into her shoulder and upper back. She pinwheeled in mid-roll, her suit shielding trying to cushion the blow, and she flopped gracelessly into a heap by the wall.

      The place where the cylindrical force had slammed into the vault door and wall had cratered in a good inch, twisting and tearing metal as well as utterly annihilating the lock mechanism and Tulip’s tablet with it.

      “Did you really think you could stall me long enough for Null-K there to break into the vault?” Alyra said with a roll of her eyes. “I have seen ‘heroes’ like you come and go, and I am but the tenth, the youngest of the High Priestess’s entourage. Compared to me, you’re weak, and to my sisters, you are gnats.”

      Gritting my teeth, not bothering to worry about just how wrong the Resistance had been to think the Left Hand was the third most powerful as opposed to the tenth, I swung my Arclight Double around. “I’m sorry that you’ve forced me to do this, Alyra.” The only reason I didn’t bring out the big barrel was the fact that Tulip’s vitals were still strong, even if her suit power had gone to about zip from absorbing the hit. She was stunned, but alive. “You’ll thank me once we get you free.”

      I had no illusions about my burst of blaster bolts actually breaching her shielding. Alyra’s armor was lighter than mine, but seeing this first expression of her magic, if she didn’t have a force field around her, I was a monkey’s uncle. We had to feel it out though, and I still needed forty-five seconds.

      My expectations were met in spades. As Clara let out a growl and took flight, the concentrated barrage of charged particles I unleashed were dead on target, and Alyra didn’t even waste the energy to dodge. The whole of my Arclight Double’s burst exploded with sparkles of light across her body, her shielding not even wavering an inch.

      “What really surprises me is that,” Alyra began as she lazily slung her Wander towards me, the column of energy dissipating in the process, “you dealt with Tur and his bots so quickly. I’m just not seeing it right now.” With a flick of her wrist, a half-dozen foot-long spears of glittering white light materialized in an arc over my head before descending with terrible speed.

      This was major Green Lantern shit. There was no way to dodge them all, so I turtled up, throwing my arms over my head because I just didn’t completely trust the force dome helmet in this situation as I tried to dodge what I could. Going flat to the wall, three of the force shafts shattered the marble where I had been standing, burying themselves entirely in the earth.

      The three that hit me … well, I had never felt pain quite like it. Now, I’d taken more than my fair share of lumps and wounds in the Marines, had even been shot before. But I had never had someone drive spears through my forearms.

      The spears tore clean through my shielding, my armor, and my flesh, but at least they didn’t pierce through to my head. One of the three deflected off, the one that hit my Cestari, but even that ripped a gouge in the enchanted super-alloy.

      I didn’t scream. I roared, fire and smoke spilling out of my mouth and nose as I fought through the pain, the fiery aura of my Ascension powers roaring to life, even as my suit fired off everything from shield failure alerts to requests to seek immediate medical attention.

      Alyra started from that, showing for the first time a drop of that fear she had shown before, but before she or I could say a word, Clara let out a shrill, piercing war cry, diving down at her former mistress. A moment before impact, she pulled up, slinging a sickly green Necrotic Bolt right at the Left Hand’s face.

      To everyone’s surprise, the bolt of direct biokinetic energy slipped through Alyra’s layers and layers of force armor and shields, striking her in the shoulder. Her scream of pain made her sound even younger than Clara as the necrotic force ate at her, and in that slip of concentration, the spears of force in my arms dissipated, blood spilling from the wound even as a tremendous surge of Recompense energy circled around me.

      Clara spiraled upward, wings flaring like a victorious angel. “You shall not hurt him again, Alyra! I won’t allow you! I am through letting the Matriarchy hurt that which I love!” She spread her arms wide. “Radiant Light!”

      And that defiant speech was all she had time for, though her starlight fell on Tulip and me. My wounds began to seal even as my dragon timer ticked to three seconds, and Tulip began to rise as her suit power surged back to life. However, hurt as the Left Hand was by Clara’s attack, she wasn’t out of the fight, growling through her teeth as she raised her Wander with an unsteady hand.

      I sprinted for Alyra, but the white crystal on the end of her Wander burst with light as she manifested a giant clutching eagle’s claw in midair around Clara.

      In the blink of an eye, the claw closed around Clara, shattering her minimal shielding, and as Clara hung there dazed and broken, Alyra flicked her wrist. The claw hurtled down like a comet, shattering the marble underneath it into a million pieces as it pinned the unconscious healer to the ground.

      “Now, stay there, Clara,” Alyra cried. “I’ll get you fixed after I slay your slaver. I know you are not of your right mind.” She turned to glare at me. “You will pay for what you have done to my sister.”

      I know Tulip shouted Clara’s name as she leaped to her feet, her pistols springing to her hand, but I didn’t hear it because my being was swallowed up by the raging fire inside me. Anger for the hurt that this puppet was causing, but more so sheer fury at what was at the heart of it. I would turn this fire inside me on Alyra first, yes, but only to melt her chains, and then I’d fight up through every one of the ten that she mentioned.

      Hell, I’d fight through a thousand Matriarchs, if that was what it took.

      Alert! Your dragon form recharge time has hit zero seconds. You may once again assume dragon form!
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      In mid-charge, my muscles surged with might and bones grew, turning ten strides to reach Alyra into three. Scales slipped out of my skin, turning my body into an impregnable fortress as my internal fire surged through every vein. The world opened to my eyes, my nose, my ears, and I could see every pore in Alyra’s perfect marble skin, smell the sudden surge of fear in her heart, watch her swivel in almost slow motion as she tried to brandish her dagger in time. As claws replaced my nails and razor-sharp teeth poked out of my gums, I cocked back a fist.

      After all, I needed to weaken her, break through her defenses, but I still didn’t want to kill her. No, I could smell the cuts in her soul, the punctures from the barbed chains I had seen in Clara’s mind, my spiritual senses expanded both by my expanded Dragon Will and the magic now surging through the Cestari.

      So, instead of spearing her on my claws or scouring her with dragonflame, I punched the ever-loving shit out of her.

      The crystals of the gauntlets exploded with heat, even as the tremendous force of my blow backed by all that Recompense energy shattered the layers of shielding wrapped around the Left Hand.

      Physics took over from there. My fist sent the Left Hand rocketing toward the opposite wall. Alyra let out a cry that was more of alarm than pain as she slammed into the far wall, cratering it beneath the force of the impact before she slumped onto the floor.

      She took a deep breath, obviously trying to reorient herself, and as she did, the claw that had still pinned Clara’s unconscious body to floor shattered into an explosion of golden shards.

      “Keep her pressured,” I roared, even as Tulip bounded across the hallway in feline leaps. “If we break her concentration, I can break through to her!”

      Dust and debris blew away from the Left Hand as she surged with translucent force, her wings flaring as she rose off the ground and reoriented in midair. “That almost hurt, you scaled monster!” She spun the dagger in her hand to point it at me as the wall and floor around her buckled from the intense pressure her fields were generating around her. “But it wasn’t enough. I’ll flay—”

      I had already crossed half the distance to Alyra as she ranted, but I wasn’t the one who cut her off. The Left Hand’s complete focus on me meant she had unwisely ignored Tulip’s existence. Tulip was still faster than me by a mile, even when I was in my dragon form, and she leaped upward, bouncing off the dented wall and then rebounding off of Alyra’s back. What she left behind as she leaped ever higher was two primed Banger Elites, stuffed in between the Matriarch’s wings.

      The dual detonations cut off the Left Hand with explosive finality. Though the shrapnel tore through the metal wall and the shockwave blew out another four of the stained-glass displays, the whole mess still didn’t cut all the way through Alyra’s insanely tough defenses. It did, however, crack open another shield and shatter one of her power suit’s shoulder plates, the one where Clara’s Necrotic Bolt had passed through. As the blast wave threw the Matriarch back into the ground, in the crater she had just made, I could see where her undersuit had also been torn away and the nasty wounds Clara’s attack had left.

      It was a miracle Alyra could concentrate at all through that, knowing firsthand how agonizing that attack had been to me.

      Tulip wasn’t quite done though, twisting in mid-air as she kicked off the wall near the top of the vaulted room. As she hurtled away, she unloaded a double shot of Magic Bullets. Despite the power behind them and their unerring accuracy, Alyra swatted them, the force around her erupting in a wave that flattened the bullets out of the air as she rose.

      “Hit her hard and I’ll come back behind you,” Tulip called over the comms as she tucked and rolled behind me. “Maybe I can hack her suit if I can stick close!”

      “You’ll get your chance,” I rumbled back as I closed the distance with the Left Hand, lowering my shoulder with the full intent to bulldoze her into the wall. If I could pin her and Tulip could bring down her last shields …

      It was a great plan, but Alyra hadn’t reached her position by being an easy fight. Maybe I had gotten a little sloppy, high on dragon rage and my seeming invincibility, but her slight sway of disorientation was a ruse that drew me in. Right as I would have slammed into her, the smaller woman slipped to one side with the grace of a ballerina, almost pirouetting aside as she lashed out with that diamond blade of hers.

      It sliced clean through my power suit, and then clean through my scales, tearing a slash right across my gut. Streaming red blood spilled out and caught aflame the second it hit air as a roar of pain welled up in my throat. Thank God I had so much more mass now, because if she had managed to cut deeper …

      “This is a dragon slayer,” Alyra cried as she spiraled away from me. “Mother gave it to me to deal with you. This is the true tool of freedom.” She lashed out, trying to press her advantage, but I gave her a sweeping slash of claws to worry about as I pressed my hand to the bleeding wound.

      She respected that, floating backward, just as I now had an intimate respect for that dragon slaying knife. And now, it seemed, Alyra was paying attention to Tulip now as well, because as I looked for an opening, Tulip tried to blind side the Matriarch again, shifting in mid-pounce to her dire panther form, probably to take Alyra to the ground and disarm her.

      “Bad kitty!” she cried, sweeping her Wander up and around, a wall of light bursting to life out of nowhere between her and Tulip.

      The panther let out a growl of surprise, still managing to avoid crashing into it by pulling up her paws and rebounding away, but before she bounced even a foot, the entire wall wrapped around her, putting Tulip in a sphere barely big enough to hold her.

      And that was when it hit me. Alyra could have killed Tulip or Clara several times now. Yes, both had been fighting hard, but what I saw right then convinced me that, if she wanted, the Left Hand could wrap either of them in the same ball she had Tulip in and just squeeze. Gruesome way to go, but why didn’t she?

      There was something in her, as there was with Clara, struggling to get free.

      “Alyra,” I roared, blood seeping through my fingers, “I know you don’t want to kill us. I can see it in every move you make here. You want me to help you, to free you, don’t you?”

      With a scream of frustration, the Left Hand whipped her Wander back and forth, rattling Tulip around in her gopher ball before releasing it and sending the panther flying towards the vault door. Despite what they say, cats don’t always land on their feet, and Tulip hit hard, rolling a few times before hitting the far wall, dazed and bruised, but not dead.

      As Alyra spun back to me, she didn’t notice Clara groaning, pulling herself up out of the ground, golden light mending her injuries.

      “No, you selfless idiot,” she shouted, rearing back with her blade. “You want to take me away from where I’m special, where I’m important! You want to cast me into the dirt like you did with Clara, make me like the Ar’abi or the Fertish!” Tears streamed down her face, a mixture of rage and fear. “I want to be special, I want to be loved, and I want you to die!”

      With that affirmation, Alyra threw herself at me, wings flared and dagger lashing out. Despite the grace and expert training I had seen until then, she was lashing out like a scared, upset child, wild, all-or-nothing swings that cut shining arcs in the air. As much as the raging part of me wanted to grab her and plant her into the ground, pound away until she was beaten into submission, the rational part of me caught Clara’s eye, saw her raise her Wander with a shaky arm, and take aim, incanting some spell she hadn’t used before under her breath.

      Guess I wasn’t the only one who was buying upgrades under pressure.

      “I’m not going to hit you any more, Alyra, but I’m not going to let you hurt anyone else either,” I growled with defiance as I dropped back into a defensive posture. Clara’s biokinetic magic had punched right through the solid force of Alyra’s field just like it punched through my dragon scales, so if she had a play, I was going to back it. Of course, that meant that I had to keep Alyra’s attention while also keeping her from filleting me with her dragon slaying knife.

      You know, no pressure.

      So, I went on the defensive, blocking the first swing at the elbow and grabbing Alyra’s Wander hand, my huge dragon claw closing around her entire fist and wrist. An instinctual, omnidirectional burst of force projected out from her as she thrashed, catching me full in the chest and causing me to gasp in pain as it blew into my open wound. My grip involuntarily loosening, Alyra spun around with her dragon slayer again, and all I could do was take another agonizing slash, blood spilling from a defensive wound in the arm. As if my blood fed her frenzy, she let out a half-mad laugh and charged, lowering the knife to try to plunge it right into my chest. I sidestepped as I bit down on my pain and engulfed her hands in my massive dragon mitts.

      Before she could let out another wave of force, Clara’s pain-etched voice rang out across the shattered gallery. “Anesthetic Blast!” Her Wander spit out a golden ball of starlight that streaked across the room and even though Alyra tried a last-ditch effort to pull free from me, I clamped down with all my draconic might, even though that caused the dragon slayer to cut into the side of my hand.

      Alyra didn’t cry out as the biokinetic ball passed easily through her force barrier. Instead, as the golden light washed over her, the blazing light in her blue eyes faded, and she fell limp into my arms.

      I didn’t know how much time I had left as a dragon, but it couldn’t be long. Despite my bleeding wounds, I closed my eyes and summoned up the Dragon Will inside me.

      As I pulled her up and close to me, I rumbled in her ear as the fiery aura surrounded us. “Rest easy, Alyra Anzi, for I work the Will of the Dragons, and by that Will, I shall set you free.”
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      In a flash of fire and blaze of light, a more violent shift in my perceptions than when I had opened my Will to Clara, the hall, the shattered stone and twisted steel, fell away. Clara’s frozen form, caught in mid-slump of exhaustion disappeared in my fiery aura, as did Tulip as she was picking herself up with a shake of her panther head. My aura burst out further and further, until there was that strangely familiar orange nothingness of the mindscape, Alyra still clutched in my mighty arms.

      For now, my pain was gone, even if my wounds hadn’t healed over, and I opened my arms, letting Alyra drift free from me. Just as with Clara, my flames had burnt away the trappings of the Matriarchy, the Left Hand’s pure white wings gone along with her skin-tight power suit. Instead of that armor, Alyra was dressed in a dirty, torn dress, patched in a dozen places but still not whole, mud-brown in color even past the grime and stains. Dirt smudged her cheeks and her curly hair was limp, dirty, and dripping.

      The one thing that hadn’t been burnt away with everything else was the crystalline, blood-drenched dragon slaying blade, still clutched tightly in her grimy fist.

      Before I could take it all in, her brilliant blue eyes welled up with tears, utter despair mixed with an ugly rage. “So, you have your petty truth, dragon! See the real face of the Left Hand, the Wielder of the Golden Light, tenth in line to the High Priestess’ mantle!” She spread her arms wide, tears cutting lines through the smudges on her cheeks. “A child of the slums, discarded, abandoned, dragged through the muck and mire!”

      I took a deep breath. “And that’s why you embraced it, isn’t it? You knew what I could do when you challenged us. You really do want to kill me, don’t you?”

      Alyra’s face contorted, sobs mixing with her cries as she raised her clenched fists in sheer frustration. Past that, my draconic ears could detect what worried me, the clattering chains and slithering steel echoing in the distance, unseen but omnipresent.

      “Damn you, David Briggs!” She stomped a heel into the ground. “Damn you to hell! I do, I do want to kill you … and I don’t.” She held aloft an accusatory finger. “You couldn’t let me take comfort in the lie of my life, the lie that I was a powerful woman, a ruler. That someone loved me, that a whole civilization loved me!”

      “You don’t need that illusion,” I countered as I held a taloned hand out to her. “You don’t need a lie, when you could have the real thing. I can give you that. We can give you that.”

      Alyra’s response was to throw a wild slash with the knife. It was way off base, but I wasn’t going to risk getting cut here. This was my mind or my soul, I wasn’t sure which, and those were a hell of a lot more important than my body.

      “Who’s we? Your hacker friend? Clara, a junior Anchorite who doesn’t amount to a hill of beans?” Alyra spat to one side, and yet, I could hear a waver in her voice. I was making headway, but would it be enough? “What the High Priestess gave me, what Mother bestowed on me, is stronger than your measly little truths.”

      “How about the accolades and the glory of saving the entire galaxy, Alyra?” I offered. “The undying adoration of trillions of oppressed people you would help save, people like you were, crushed and abused, is what I’m offering you.” I crossed my arms. “If the deep love of a few isn’t what you want, you can’t beat bathing in the cheers of the universe, can you?”

      Alyra’s finger lowered, as did her dagger. She chewed her lip a moment, wiping the tears from her cheeks, adding a new layer of dirt to her sleeves. “Maybe … maybe you can’t. I didn’t really want to hurt anyone else, not like I was hurt. I kind of always thought that what the Matriarchy was doing, well, they were saving girls like me.” Her blue eyes looked off in the distance. “But … maybe …”

      That was when the chains tore through the dull glow of my aura, lashing out across the mindscape. This time, they moved with speed and in numbers that dwarfed what I experienced in Clara’s mind, the hooks and barbs rustling and rattling like leaves on a tree, animated with a life of their own.

      “Run!” I roared, actually snatching up Alyra and throwing her away from the point they converged on. There wasn’t time for anything else, and I was thankful I did, even as the chains tore into me.

      Though the barbs were sharp, tearing clean through the psychic representation of my power suit, they couldn’t pierce my draconic hide. All the same, they wrapped and coiled, trying to pull me upright and bind my arms to my side. It was like a million black iron hands trying to pin me down, and I strained with all my might to pull free. Claws flashed, and fire spilled from my mouth, but for every chain I snapped or melted into slag, another came in its place.

      Alyra picked herself up from the invisible ground, still clutching the dagger, her blue eyes shining as her jaw set.

      “I … I’m sorry, David.” She took in a deep, shuddering breath. “The Mother … the Mother of Chains didn’t send me here because she knew I could beat you, not out there, in the physical world. I swore that I could, but she … she didn’t.”

      As the chains pulled taut, pulling my clawed hands across my chest like a mummy, she carefully walked forward. “No, the Mother knew you would try this, try to set me free from her chains. And she told me … if you did, that I could kill you here. I … the High Priestess promised … she promised to raise me up, to not be her Left Hand but her Highest Wing. I would get a palace … my own star system … everything I always thought I wanted.”

      I couldn’t judge her. Yes, what she was doing was wrong. It was murder, after all. But the desperation of poverty, the desire to be wanted, those were powerful things and while I knew Alyra was wrong, I still felt sympathy for the lost, broken woman I saw before me.

      Before more links could wind around my snout, I rumbled, trying to keep all the worry about myself and fear of what might happen to the women I cared about out in the real world from my voice, “But it isn’t, Alyra. I can hear it in your voice, see in in your eyes. Killing me won’t give you what you want. In fact—”

      A double-thick fetter coiled around my snout and clamped it shut. I almost broke free again, letting dragon oil burst out of my nose in a clean gout, but the chains twisted my head left and right, ruining my aim. Still, for all their blades, their hooks, and their crushing weight, they couldn’t hurt me.

      The only one who could was the young woman staring at the dagger in her hands. One of the chains, thinner than the others and coiling like a snake, rose up from the unseen floor, rattling and rasping its links together, almost like it was trying to whisper in Alyra’s ear.

      “You said you would give me everything I always wanted, didn’t you?” she asked, to the chains I supposed.

      More rattles, whispers, punctuated by a twisting grind of steel on steel. Sparks flew from the thin chain’s links as it became more animated, eventually ceasing.

      Alyra sucked in a huge breath, eyes turning up to meet my gaze. “But you can’t do that, just like he said. You can’t … because I want him.” She wheeled on the chain, lashing out with the dagger which, to my surprise, split through the links as easily as it did my own scales. “I want a hero that would risk everything for me!” Fury roared in her voice as Alyra dropped to her knees, stabbing the diamond blade into the root of the chain, each blow making more of the links fall away from me. A mixture of hope and sympathy surged inside me as she ranted, “I want to be loved! Real love! He threw me out of harm’s way, with no way to save himself, and he’s done it not just for me, but for others! Would you do that for me, Mother?”

      With one final primal scream, Alyra sunk the blade into the ground, up to its hilt, and a sibilant voice, grating to my ears like nails on a chalkboard, hissed, “Never. Never can all be sacrificed for one.” The last of the chains fell away from me and for good damn measure, I scoured the area around me with purifying flames, melting the remnants to slag, fueled by my rage for this thing we were facing. “You’ll see soon, Alyra. You’ll beg for my cold embrace again.”

      Alyra was still sobbing, the dagger plunged into the ground.

      “Come on, Alyra,” I rumbled, taking her by the shoulders and lifting her to her feet. I wanted to soothe her, to show her at least some true kindness and compassion she needed, but we had bigger fish to fry at that particular moment. “Time’s short, and we’re not done here. You have to take me to the door, the chained door. If I don’t break you free now—”

      That snapped her out of her haze. “I’ll never have another chance.” With a purposeful gaze, she pointed off into the void. “That way, dragon, it’s not far!” She cast a glance up at me, one eyebrow arched. “But it’d be faster if you carried me.”

      Who was I to argue? With every second counting, I snatched up Alyra, cradling her in my arms as I broke into a sprint. Not for the first time, I hoped and prayed that there might be a Dragon Wings upgrade further down my trees.

      As we charged on, guided by Alyra’s directions, the burning wisps of the aura that surrounded the mindscape began to dim and cool. There really wasn’t much time left. I had to assume that the Mother of Chains had fully retreated from Alyra’s mind, because no more barbed hooks lashed out at us or tried to block our way, but I didn’t know for sure.

      There was barely a dim glow left when we stopped in front of a familiar looking metal door. In every way, it was like the door I had found in Clara’s mind, and while the chains elsewhere had disappeared, they still wrapped around this door, with another padlock hanging from the center of the mass. It too had the stamped letter M instead of a keyhole but was made of pristine iron instead of the rusted lock on Clara’s memories.

      “You better hurry it up, dragon,” Alyra cried, fear fraying her voice. “If I wake up still in chains, I really will wind up killing you!”

      “Or I’ll kill you, and there’s no way in hell that will happen, Alyra, I swear it.” I put her down and motioned for her to stand back. “Fortunately, I know how to break this door down!”

      As the aura around us dimmed to near-black, I sucked in the biggest breath of dragonfire I could, steam blowing out of my nose as the fire in my belly surged. The oil pooled in my snout and as the final embers of my aura dimmed out, I let loose the hottest, most concentrated flame I could muster. Though this sturdier metal tried to hold out, iron was still no match for my flames, which now glowed blue-white in the mindscape, stoked hotter by my Enhanced Dragon Will.

      Things went completely black, but not before I heard the tearing of metal and caught, right before I was pulled free from Alyra’s mind, the bursting light of her memory door being blown open, a million memories carried on glowing shards, flying not just through Alyra’s mind, but my own as well.
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      I opened my eyes and took in a deep, gasping breath. I was back, we were back, in the battle-ravaged hall, with smashed Megadreds, Tur’s smear of a body, dented walls, shattered floors, and general destruction. Though I knew from the dull senses and agonizing pain from my wounds that I was back to my human form, Alyra was still clutched tightly in my arms.

      Multiple incisions detected! Please request aid from your squad medic or perform first aid immediately, my suit computer glibly reported, but I ignored it for the moment. I stepped back from Alyra, still holding her steady with my arms as she swayed drowsily, fighting with the effects of Clara’s Anesthetic Blast.

      “Hey, Alyra,” I said, trying not to vocalize my pain, “are you okay?”

      Her blue eyes fluttered open, focused on me, and then went wide. “I … I did it. I really did it, didn’t I?”

      Tulip was already running across the room, shifting easily from panther to Fertish in mid-run, while Clara was on her hands and knees, weak from over-exertion, but I kept my attention on Alyra. “If you’re referring to the fact you had the strength to tell off some amazingly wicked chain witch and free me in your own mindscape, then yes, yes you did.”

      Her eyes screwed shut and she tore away from me, fists balled up. She might have won the first internal battle, picked the hard choice over the easy one, but there was still a lot of confusion in her, that much was obvious. “Why did I do that? It’s so … sappy. Stupid. I’ll be … I’ll be …”

      Clara answered, having picked herself up as her suit energy started to recharge. “For love, Alyra. So, you’ll be loved.”

      When Clara’s eyes turned to me, they widened, even as Tulip wordlessly broke out a portable med-kit. Both of their eyes said everything, but mainly they said worry once they saw the deep cuts in my gut and my arm.

      Alyra stalked off, her dagger and Wander on her hips, hugging herself. “Love … is that enough?” She shot a glance back at me, eye softening as she took in both Tulip and Clara ministering to my wounds. “You had better treat me right, David Briggs. Treat them right. Or by the great god Thar’zoul, I will make you curse the day you ever laid eyes upon me.”

      Despite the pain, I put an arm around Tulip and drew her close, Clara summoning up enough strength to cast Mending Light over me. “I’ll hold you to that, Alyra, because I would never want to wrong any of you.”

      “And to answer that super stupid question,” Tulip chimed in, the worry only starting to fade as Clara’s starlight sealed all three bleeding gashes, “love is always enough. It’s hope, it’s passion, it’s everything that’s good in life. It’ll make you the strongest if you let it.”

      That seemed to perk Alyra up a little and she stopped, turning back to us, specifically focusing on Clara, who I’d pulled to my other side, letting her rest her weary body against me. “You, Anchorite …” She caught herself and tried again. “Clara. You … you were instrumental in stopping me, yet I am so much stronger than you. Was it love that let you beat me?”

      “Well, actually, darling, it was …” Tulip and I both fixed Clara with a death stare and she cleared her throat. “Actually, Alyra, yes, it was entirely the power of love that vanquished you.”

      Over our comms, Clara added, “… and not the fact that my biokinesis directly affects organic bodies on the cellular level.”

      Tulip snickered at that, stroking me on the shoulder once before stepping away and moving towards Alyra. “So, you’re part of the team now.” She glanced past her and towards the vault door, with its thoroughly wrecked controls. “Considering you smashed the opening mechanism, do you think it’s possible to create, like, a giant glowing prybar and open the vault for us?”

      The former Left Hand had been deeply considering Clara’s words and almost jumped at the sound of Tulip’s voice. To be fair, she was so naturally stealthy that you didn’t have to be deep in thought at all for her to surprise you.

      “Fertish! How dare …” She let out a puff of air. “My apologies. Tulip, yes?” She looked the catwoman up and down. “I … can do that, yes. As it’s critical for your, our mission and more reinforcements won’t be far behind, let me deal with that now.”

      Alyra drew her Wander, took a deep, cleansing breath, then thrust it at the vault door. The crystal at the tip of the barrel surged with white light and a beam shot out, expanding into a chisel-pointed rectangle. The tip of the force bar slammed into the minute gap along one edge of the vault, the side without hinges, denting metal as it gouged deeper and deeper. Alyra twisted the wand-like pistol, making faint motions with her other hand, and the tip of the force bar seemed to thin and spread, pushing deeper and deeper.

      “Everyone, stand back,” she muttered through clenched teeth. “This won’t be pretty.”

      After the power we had seen her display, none of us were going to doubt that warning. We all moved to the far end of the room, and Clara took a moment to close and relock the door Alyra had come in through. Once we were all safely out of the way, Alyra yanked her Wander arm hard to one side, as if she were actually using the prybar herself, and the force construct responded, tearing through metal and lock. It took three mighty pulls, but with a final shriek of tortured metal, the vault door flew open, sending sheared-off debris across the room.

      Clara let out a little huff. “Oh, well, the place was already a wreck at this point.” She shrugged. “I doubt I’ll get a return on my deposit anymore, darlings.”

      Alyra only grunted as she wiped her brow. Tulip ran ahead, clapping our new squadmate on the shoulder as she dove into the vault, Clara on her heels. She said, “I remember the plan, David. You shall have your cloaking technology in but a moment!”

      I took my time following the pair, stopping beside where Alyra glowered at the now-unsealed vault. Now, we had the moment for me to show her the compassion I had wanted to in her mindscape. “Thank you, Alyra.”

      “For opening this ridiculous vault of Clara’s?” she snorted.

      I wrapped my arm around her shoulder and hugged her. “No. For saving my life and saving the lives of those two ladies in there.” I flashed her a grin. “Oh, and consider this a down payment of thanks for helping save the galaxy.”

      Alyra’s expression softened and she put her arm around my waist, turning to press herself against me, burying her face in my chest. “You’re welcome,” she murmured softly and then looked up, her eyes sharpening. “Now, don’t make me regret it. Let’s grab what we can and leave before your sentimentality makes us linger so long we get killed anyway!”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “As you wish, oh mighty Left Hand of the Dragon!” I pulled away from her, just in case. I mean, she did have a dragon slaying dagger after all.

      To my unexpected joy, she actually broke down into a little laugh herself. It was soft, but it was honest. “I think I’d prefer to be the Wings, if that position is open. Or perhaps there’s another … hole that can be filled?” She arched a thin eyebrow, a hungry grin on her lips.

      I blushed … but only a little. What can I say? I was in the wider galaxy now, and I had to start acting like it. “Wing is fine with me, and maybe we can talk about that other prospect once we get out of here.” I thumbed back at the still-sealed door. “Death by sentimentality, remember?”

      Alyra growled under her breath. “How dare you use my own arguments against me?” I stared her down for a moment, and she finally relented with a sigh. “Of course, my dragon. Let us see what can be gathered. If I remember, Clara secreted away some stashes of phasic crystal, as well as some interesting data-drives the Resistance might find of use.”

      Phasic crystals were like the diamonds of Star Conqueror, compact, portable, and worth tons of money on the open market. We walked into the vault proper as I wondered just how much this little raid was going to fuel the Resistance, between Clara’s resources, Alyra’s knowledge, and the cloaking drive technology. Everything in the vault proper was actually very neatly arranged, not a surprise with how much of a neat freak Clara was, with warehouse-style metal frames forming clearly labelled niches for crates full of various supplies. Naturally, there was no lift system or the like. Why would you need anything so convenient when you could fly like a Matriarch?

      Clara had already gathered up a small, sealed case under one arm, while Tulip was practically bouncing off the walls, hopping from crate to crate. “I still can’t believe you snuck all this stuff here from under the Matriarchy’s noses.”

      “The power of the low-level administrator, my dear,” Clara said with a laugh. “Bureaucracy always wins in the end, don’t you know?”

      Alyra scoffed. “Or your overseer simply didn’t care about your petty playthings. I did know about this, remember?”

      While the banter was fun, we needed to save it for the ship. “Okay, ladies, let’s get cracking. Tulip, Alyra says there’s at least one case of phasic crystals here. You get that. Clara, well, you’re already set.” I turned towards Alyra, but she was already flying up to a high crate. “Well, you do you, Ms. Wing of the Dragon.”

      “Trust me, David Briggs,” she called down as she grabbed a small case. “This is something your Resistance will want.”

      “You know what, Alyra?” I called up as I browsed crates myself. “I do trust you.”

      Tulip laughed as she hopped down from an alcove, a plastic box tucked under an arm. “Phasic crystals recovered! If this thing is as full as it seemed when I peeked, well, the Resistance might actually be able to restart warship production. What about you, David?”

      I frowned thoughtfully. While my first instinct was to check the one weapon rack here, I realized there was a more important weapon to look for than a gun. Now, don’t get me wrong, I love my firearms, but there was something more critical at this juncture. “Clara, do you have any actual Matriarchy scripture or holy books or, hell, anything about the workings of the religion? Legends, lore, scrolls, anything?”

      Clara looked at me as if I was crazy, which I admittedly might have been, and then pointed a long finger at a dusty alcove in the corner. “There are a few ancient books in that case there, though I don’t know why you would bother. It’s obviously all propaganda, darling.”

      “You know, Clara,” I mused as I grabbed the case and maglocked it to my armor. “I’m not one hundred-percent sure about that.”
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      Turner flashed his huge teeth at us and kicked back in the engineering station on the Orion’s bridge, a triple XL ‘Remember Nakatomi Tower’ T-shirt pulled over his barrel-shaped body. “Wow, so I sit out just one mission, and you guys kick all the ass. You blew up two Megadreds without me too!”

      We were already hurtling across hyper-space, the surprisingly tiny cloaking device installed in the Orion’s sensor array, and we had all spent the last thirty minutes trying to encapsulate our adventure on Balarian into an understandable story. We probably wouldn’t have managed it if Alyra hadn’t occasionally stomped her heel and enforced a little rigid order.

      The Bolderian demo man held up the spare Mandible Elite we had swiped. “However, I can forgive you, David Briggs, because you brought me my very own Elite rifle.” He looked it up and down. “Do you think I can get this modified to shoot explosive bullets?”

      Alyra rolled her eyes. “You have just been regaled with a tale of the return of the dragons, the valiant rescue of not one, but two Matriarchs from the control of the Mother of Chains, and the greatest blow struck in the name of the Resistance for decades, and you are worried about explosive bullets?”

      Turner laughed at her. “Oh, I care about all of that, for what Bolderian isn’t stirred by tales of honorable, kickass warriors fighting for justice and freedom?” He patted the rifle. “But explosive bullets are something to also care about. Trust me, young lady, you’ll understand one day.”

      I leaned back in the captain’s chair, my power in unarmored mode for the first time in … well, it was only a day, but it felt like ages. “Actually, what I really find hilarious is that you’re barely batting an eye at the fact that I brought two ex-Matriarchs onboard.”

      Turner shrugged. “I like you, David Briggs. You are a man of honor like me.” He waved a meaty hand at Tulip. “Besides, Tulip vouches for them. Any friend of Tulip’s …”

      “… is a friend of mine,” I finished for him. “I’m glad you trust me, buddy, and next time, we’ll definitely bring you along.”

      Clara tapped her lip as she strolled around the bridge, her fingers trailing across the consoles. “So, friends and darlings, should we discuss crew accommodations and other, well, visitations and allowances?” She flashed me a seductive smirk. “I, for one, wish to become more closely acquainted with my new commander now that we’re out of danger.”

      “He’s great to get to know biblically,” Tulip said with her Cheshire cat grin, stroking my shoulder. “But I would like to spend more time with you, not just more time in bed.”

      Alyra huffed, flopping down into the defense console’s chair. “I am his Wing, and we have had the least time to … bond. If I am to properly do my duties for my dragon, as well as ensure that we are all … taken care of, I should spend time with him first.”

      Turner laughed, deep and loud, as he got to his feet. “David Briggs, you are a blessed man, do you know that?”

      I looked up at him and found myself grinning broadly. “Yeah, I suppose I am.” Behind Turner, the ladies continued their, uh, negotiations. “I know Tulip says that we humans are prudes and all, but you’re cool with all this, too? It’s not just a Fertish or Matriarch thing to be this … open?”

      “No, man,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder with a meaty hand. “I have a mate at the Resistance base on Centaurus, and we Bolderians mate for life, but this is how most of the galaxy is. So, my advice to you? Enjoy yourself! These are beautiful, passionate women. Trust me, I know these things.”

      The discussion between the ladies seemed to have been sorted as Turner hooked his thumbs into his fatigue pockets. Tulip who had been taking notes on a fresh tablet, glanced back at us. “Well, guys, I know I’m certainly looking forward to some R and R.”

      “Hell yeah!” Turner grinned. “With the loot we’re bringing back, it’s going to be a heroes’ welcome home for us all. Hope you folks like hugs and handshakes.”

      “Perhaps,” Alyra grumbled. “While I am certain your Resistance festivities will be rather cheerful, I find myself concerned still.”

      Clara blinked at her fellow ex-Matriarch, then frowned slightly. “The Mother of Chains.”

      “That and so much more, Clara. I know more secrets about the Matriarchy than the entire Resistance does, and even that only scratches the surface.” Alyra looked at me. “My dragon, you may have freed us from her, but you know what she did. I won’t be the last trap set for you. If anything despises you more than the High Priestess, it is her.”

      “Chains, huh?” Turner grunted as he went back to his station. “Those blow up real easy, so don’t you worry, ladies. I’ve got a whole case of bombs with her name on them … or I will once I break out the grease pen.”

      Tulip rolled her eyes and lightly popped the Bolderian in the arm. “Turner, this is serious.”

      “But I was being serious,” he muttered, only slightly chastised.

      Shaking my head a little at him, I turned my chair so I could get a good look at Clara and Alyra. “I understand your worry, Alyra, and I appreciate it, but you know what’s in my head, just like I know what’s in yours. I won’t back away from a chance to save more of you from whatever the Mother of Chains really is.”

      Tulip put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed softly. “And I’ll be right there with him. I fought all my life to be free, so I won’t rest until all those girls I couldn’t save before are made free too!”

      Turner slammed a fist emphatically on his console. “Ditto!” he roared.

      “Well, dear Alyra, what can you say to that?” Clara said with a bit of a snort and giggle.

      The former Left Hand of the Matriarchy just shook her head and rubbed her temples. “Gods above, we shall either cut a swath of vengeance across the galaxy or be instantly annihilated, and I don’t know which.” She pointed a finger across the bridge at me. “I will hold you accountable either way, my dragon.”

      “Just tell me one thing, Alyra.” I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. “You’ve seen what the dragon can do now, and we’re all only going to get stronger. With what you know and the information we gained on this mission, can you come up with a plan to win this war?”

      She considered that a moment, all eyes now drawn to her as she rubbed her chin. Those startling blue eyes glanced at me sidelong, hard for a moment before softening. “Before today, before fighting you three, I would have said it was impossible. Now, though … yes. Yes, my dragon. It will not be easy, and many may die on both sides before it ends, but we can win this war.”

      “Then we’re going to do it.” I smiled for a moment, but then realized that I was still covered in blood and grime. Hell, we all were outside of Turner. “But how about we all take the time to properly clean up? We don’t want to present ourselves to Resistance command smelling of sewers and blood.”

      Tulip nodded as she reattached her new suit tablet to her wrist. “Oh yes! I want a well-deserved shower and a full body grooming. After all that we’ve been through, I could tear this suit off right now, if you catch my meaning, David?” She brushed past me, shooting me a sly wink and her Cheshire cat smile.

      Alyra led the way off the bridge towards the crew quarters. I was right behind her and Tulip as Clara brushed beside me as well. “Darling, how about we arrange some time for a more private conversation?” She whispered hotly in my ear. “Soon, perhaps?”

      This was shaping up to be some amazing R and R after all. I smiled softly at her and nodded. “It’s a date.”

      Tulip’s cat ears fluttered. “A date? Clara, I thought we just got this entire mess worked out!” She shook her head, but her chastising tone was more playful than anything. With an exasperated sigh, she added, “Well, if you’re going to try to bend the schedule, maybe we should extend that date, eh, sister?”

      Clara’s nose tilted up as she smiled broadly. “Oh, darling, you certainly know I would share anything with you … anything.”

      Turner laughed as he followed along, nudging me in the ribs. “Hot damn, brother. You rock.”

      “If you can schedule this until after we’ve all had a proper bath,” Alyra said as she cleared her throat, “perhaps you can convince me to attend as a judge and arbiter. After all, as I said, I must ensure that David treats us all properly, as well as ensure that you get equal time with him. That was our agreement, after all, and I cannot shirk my duties to you or my dragon.”

      From being almost fired by some petty asshole to saving the galaxy, turning into a dragon, and, well, this. I had to admit, sometimes, life can be very good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Curious about what happens to David next?

        Find out soon in Star Conqueror Recompense!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear reader, if you REALLY want to read the next Star Conqueror novel- I’ve got a bit of bad news for you.

      Unfortunately, Amazon will not tell you when the next comes out.

      You’ll probably never know about my next books, and you’ll be left wondering what happened to David and the gang. That’s rather terrible.

      There is good news though! There are three ways you can find out when the next book is published:

      1) You join my mailing list by clicking here.

      2) You follow me on my Facebook page or join my Facebook Group. I always announce my new books in both those places as well as interact with fans.

      3) You follow me on Amazon. You can do this by going to the store page (or clicking this link) and clicking on the Follow button that is under the author picture on the left side.

      If you follow me, Amazon will send you an email when I publish a book. You’ll just have to make sure you check the emails they send.

      Doing any of these, or all three for best results, will ensure you find out about my next book when it is published.

      If you don’t, Amazon will never tell you about my next release. Please take a few seconds to do one of these so that you’ll be able to join David and the gang on their next adventure.
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