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      “Brace yourselves!” I called out from the captain’s station of the Orion, as the Hunter-class patrol vessel burst through the vibrational barrier between hyperspace and real space. “We’re going in hot!”

      The front viewscreens resolved from the strange, stretched-out sights of hyperspace, each pinprick of starlight a string along the void, to a more normal starfield. Well, it could have been, if the Orion didn’t jump straight into a sprawling firefight. Dead ahead of us was the blocky, mile-long hull of the Blue Skies, a Hauler-class Resistance transport vessel and source of the distress call we were responding too, and she wasn’t doing so well.

      Long, blackened gouges from concentrated laser fire ran down her hull, showing that her primary shielding had already failed, and one of her four primary thrusters was cold as the surrounding space. It was only a matter of time before the Blue Skies was going to be dead in space. Spiraling around it, rapidly getting picked off by the onrush of Matriarchy ships, were a few Darts, short-range escort fighters launched from the Skies.

      The little things were barely larger than a luxury car, all swept back angles that did actually look a bit like an actual dart, with enough room for a pilot, a big ass engine, and dual particle cannons in the nose. If the odds had been even, they would have stood a good chance at defending the Hauler, but with the swarm of needle-like Zultar-class remote fighters on them, well, let’s just say the odds definitely weren’t even.

      While we would have come calling to any Resistance distress signal, the fact that the Blue Skies was loaded with rescued girls from the Denara girls’ camps brought us even faster. Those nasty places were where the High Priestess and the Mother of Chains culled magically-talented young women to brainwash and turn into the Matriarchs that held their collective heels to the Milky Way’s throats. Not that you’d know about it if you were on Earth, especially if you didn’t play Star Conqueror, the most popular VRMMO shooter on the planet.

      On Earth, this would all be considered a game, but here, it was real, and it had been real for me for about a month now. Ever since I beat the game, found myself attuned to an ancient dragon spirit, and met what I now considered my surrogate family, the very crew surrounding me on the bridge of the Orion.

      “Hoorah, David Briggs! We will fight with honor today!” Turner, Earth action movie buff and barrel-shaped demo expert, shouted from the engineer’s station just to my right as a light show of particle bursts, rail gun streaks, and guided missiles burst around us. “Reactor at maximum efficiency. We’re as hot as we can get unless you want me to light the outer shields up with plasma …?”

      I was pretty sure he meant that as a joke, but I wasn’t going to question him. With the Bolderian’s knack for both explosives and starship engineering, he might very well be able to turn us into a phoenix streaking across space. “No, just blowing up those Zultar fighters will do for now. I’ll take the stick.” As I said that, my fingers danced across my captain’s console, something I’d gotten very familiar with over the last few weeks, pulling up primary navigation. “Tulip, try to get some countermeasures up for the Blue Skies. If that freighter gets hammered by those missiles—”

      From the navigation station directly opposite of Turner, Tulip, Fertish shapeshifter, catwoman, and the galaxy’s greatest hacker (something more than she had said, so you know it’s not just ego), flashed her Cheshire grin at me, winking with one feline eye as she cracked her fingers. “Consider it done, David! By Felinus’ whiskers, those girls are going to be safe, even if I have to hack every guidance system one at a time!”

      If anyone could do that, Tulip could. Drop-dead gorgeous, an ace markswoman, and so much more, she was a legend among the Resistance. I returned the wink, grinning wildly myself as I took the Orion in a broad arc. If we hit hard, we might even save a Dart or two, but where the hell had all these short-range Matriarchy fighters come from?

      “Alyra, fire at will. I’m taking us right through the center of this little scrum.” As the inertial dampeners on the ship whined to compensate for the tight maneuver I pulled us through, the large, boxy shape of the Hauler filling the viewscreens, I show a momentary glance to the two ex-Matriarchs ahead of me. “Clara, try to find the cluster ship that brought these guys. There’s got to be one, there’s no hyperdrive on these little bastards.”

      It was the fact that both of these beautiful, winged aliens now fought on our side that gave me hope that we’d kick the Matriarchy’s ass in the end. See, the dragon bonded to me let me take its form, a giant, near-invulnerable dragon man. That alone was badass, but the really crucial thing was the magic that I could summon through it, a magic that could slice the chains on the Matriarchs I encountered and bring them back to the people they were before.

      “Of course, darling,” Clara cooed over her shoulder at me, the blonde-haired healer and former low-level administrator’s wings fidgeting a little from the science station. “I’ll feed them through to your screens as soon as I get a read on them.”

      Alyra, the former Left Hand of the High Priestess and tenth in the Matriarchy hierarchy (though I wasn’t even sure of that anymore from what I had seen), didn’t look back, the polished marble skin of her face only visible in the reflection of the tactical station’s viewscreen. Her coppery curls did bob, though, as she nodded, her voice cool and rigidly controlled. “I’ll destroy them all for you, my dragon. Railguns online, anti-missile systems primed, and main particle cannon charging.”

      She was putting words into action already, the four ball turrets arrayed across the forward arc of our wedge-shaped vessel already unloading magnetically propelled bursts of heavy metal into the swarms of attacking fighters. The moment she started firing, our stolen cloaking device cut out, revealing us in all our righteous glory. Clara’s first scan threw up a baker’s dozen of red targets across the three-dimensional map of the battlespace as I sped us forward, diving towards the freighter and its precious cargo.

      Two Zultars exploded in the first volley, and suddenly, the Orion became the most popular girl at prom, nine silver-white javelin-shaped craft suddenly reorienting on us. That was good. We could take some heat. In response, I cut starboard and threw us into a spin. Zultars had one big weakness, and that was the fact all their weaponry was on forward fixed mounts, much like the Darts. Now, for maneuverable fighters, that wasn’t a huge weakness, but against a scout ship like the Orion, they would never be able to mass their firepower.

      As streaks of red laser light lanced out at our twisting vessel, a few grazing shots raking across our shields, the missiles that had been hurtling towards the Hauler summarily exploded a good hundred meters out. While the blast waves rocked the limping freighter, it was a million times better than what would have happened if they had hit.

      “Shields holding like a boss,” Turner called out with a massive grin. “That’s who the kids on Earth say it these days, right?” More seriously, he focused on his read-outs. “The bad news, David, is that the Blue Skies got hit with a full volley of vibrational tethers. Which means—”

      “We have to take all these assholes out for them to be safe,” I finished for him, as I worked in tandem with the tactical read-outs from Alyra’s station, sweeping the ship from side to side to let each arc of turrets unload with deadly efficiency. “Good job on hacking those missiles, Tulip, by the way.”

      Even in the heat of the moment, the catwoman reached out and stroked my arm, sending soothing warmth through my body. Sure, it was a Fertish thing, but Tulip and I had done a lot closer touching than that, and the thought made me grin. “My pleasure! And if I’m reading the sensor reports from Clara right—”

      “Which you are, Tulip dear,” Clara chirped, even as the Orion’s shields rippled from another volley of laser pulses.

      Tulip flashed a smile down at the ex-Matriarch and continued. “Yeah, I’m highlighting their command ship now! They must still be cloaked, but with the information we swiped from Balarian, they’re easier to detect than a catnip mouse. We can’t get a weapons lock, but we know where in general they are.”

      Clara nodded. “But that also means they can’t send an active control signal to give new orders to the Zultars without giving us a signal we can lock on to.”

      While the Matriarchy had no qualms about using disposable grunt cannon fodder, they also loved their technology, especially in space battles. Guess the average Quib wouldn’t really make it through starship training very well, so they tended towards drone ships for their little stuff. It also made the Zultars nastier than they should be. No pilot means no life support, no crew compartment, and no need to worry about organic frailties.

      It also made them as predictable as the enemy AI in Star Conqueror. And that gave me a brilliant idea.

      Alyra let out a grunt of annoyance. “It’s definitely a Hive-class controller, David Briggs. Our particle cannon is charged, and I need no petty weapons lock to hit it. Can I please obliterate them from the face of the galaxy so that we may continue our more vital mission?” There was an edge to her normally harmonious voice, and I didn’t quite buy her stated reason. Not that it mattered, because blowing the Hive was the ultimate plan, but not quite like that.

      “If you can make a blind shot on a cloaked Hive,” Turner chuckled, “I’d acknowledge you as the greatest shot in the galaxy and give you my last box of Twinkies.”

      I shook my head as I took us on another evasive twist, sweeping past the Blue Skies and towards the marked signal Tulip and Clara had found. The last two Darts still flying fell into formation, coming up behind the swarm of Matriarchy fighters that were trying to light up our backside. “Hold your shot, Alyra,” I ordered. “Turner, try to pump any spare power into the particle cannon, and please, don’t tempt her. You know she’ll take any stupid bet if her pride’s on the line!”

      “But I could destroy it right—” she tried to argue, glancing over her shoulder with those piercing blue eyes of hers, but I stared right back.

      The ship rocked as our rear shields buckled, a few laser bursts raking across our hull. “I said hold that shot! Taking out the Hive is great and all, but the Zultars will still be on AI control until they run out of fuel, and every second they’re live, the Hauler’s in trouble.” I cracked my neck, ignoring the damage reports and trusting Turner would keep us together long enough. “Nope, we’re going to exploit the hell out of this, take them all out at once.” I glanced from Alyra, properly chastised, to Clara. “Tell the Darts to ignore the Zultars and get ready to sweep past and take out the Hive. They’ll see it in just a moment.”

      Technically, what I was about to try was a gamble, but it was a gamble from an educated guess. While Star Conqueror didn’t have the cloaking technology that the real Matriarchy had, I had been in enough space battles to see how the Zultar AI reacted when they had sensor damage, fought in a nebula, or otherwise had their sensors clouded. They fired at what targets they could still detect, without care for friendly targets they couldn’t see.

      All that meant that I was about to give the Hive’s captain a simple choice. They either would have to decloak to keep their own fighters from shooting them or get torn apart anyway by all the lasers that weren’t hitting us from the swarm of Zultars.

      Assuming I was right. If I was wrong … well, I was just going to assume I was right and worry about the consequences later.

      “Less than two kilometers out,” Tulip warned. “David, we need to—”

      “Trust me, Tulip.” I flashed her a reassuring nod. “Alyra, I’m about to pull some serious G’s, but get ready to fire right down the line of Zultars. Give them the business.”

      Turner leaned forward in his seat. “I’ve given her all the power we have, but our shields are failing.” He laughed heartily. “But who wants to live forever?”

      Clara raised a finger. “Actually, darling, that doesn’t sound sooooo—” Her angelic voice stretched out into a scream of excitement as, at the moment our shields cracked, I spun and twisted the Orion in a tight arc.

      The inertial dampeners threatened to cut out entirely as we were pressed into our acceleration chairs. We slipped through the Zultars’ barrage, most of their beams not slashing across our hull but slicing through empty space … and the shields of the Hive ship that was uncloaking behind us. On cue, the Darts hit their afterburners, rocketing around and past us, the void of space lighting up white lightning from their fully-charged particle cannons. Even as the Hive’s hull was shredded by the blasts of charged particles, the Orion jerked to a halt as I hit the maneuvering thrusters hard, our front end pointing right at the onrushing stream of silvery fighters.

      “Fire!” I yelled, and Alyra complied, a reflecting of a grim smile visible on her console’s screen.

      The ship rocked, not from oncoming fire, but the blowback from the overcharged particle cannon, the Orion’s main gun, a blast of white-hot death rocketing through the needle ships, even as the rail guns let loose with a deadly rhythm of shots.

      The vacuum ahead of us lit up with Matriarchy fighters blowing apart, the blast ripping through the main part of them, with those stragglers being shredded during the confusion of their controller ship blossoming into an eruption of burning atmosphere and fuel, the Darts finishing what the Zultars started.

      Letting out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding, I settled back in the captain’s chair and nodded. “And that’s how you do it.”
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      The light of the stars reflected over the shattered husks of the Matriarchy ships as a brief silence fell over the bridge, the now-safe Blue Skies dominating the view on the other side of the debris field. Tulip smiled warmly as she glanced sidelong at me, relief plain on her face now that the rescued girls were safe. Clara turned her seat on its swivel to favor me with a smile of gratitude of her own. Alyra, well, she was still focused on her screen, as if she were hoping some more targets would present themselves.

      It was Turner that broke the silence though, laughing as he pulled his bulky body out of his seat. “It is that kind of daring bravado in the face of the enemy that makes me like you Earthmen! Your invincible hero, Chuck Norris, would be proud.”

      I quirked an eyebrow at him and chuckled. “I’m sure he would be.” While Turner was very much an Earth culture nut, the way he spoke made me wonder if knew that most of our movies and shows were fiction. Sometimes, he acted like Die Hard and Rambo were historical films, but it made him happy, so I wouldn’t burst his bubble yet.

      “Well, I’m going to see how badly you abused my baby today,” he announced in a more serious tone. “Have to make sure we’ll make it to our actual mission, right?” Turner waved a meaty hand at everyone as he slipped through the bulkhead door leading into the rest of the Orion. “Don’t find another enemy fleet while I’m gone!”

      Tulip rolled her eyes after him, one of her cat ears twitching as she turned back to her station. “I’m bringing us around to within docking range of the Skies in case they need more direct assistance before they can jump out.”

      “Good call,” I said with a nod, tapping at my own screen to bring up damage reports and sensor controls. I was no engineer, but I could do some basic diagnostics while Turner did the heavy lifting. “Clara, give some thanks to those Dart pilots. They knocked it out of the park with the Hive, and then see if you can get through to the Hauler.”

      “My pleasure, darling.” The healer spun back to her screen with a flutter of her wings. “Should I send a report back to Resistance command or …?”

      “Let’s see how the Skies is doing first.”

      Alyra was dead silent, her lips pressed tightly together as the Darts fell into formation around us. We all moved back to their escort, shields nudging through the shredded metal and twisted hulls of our attackers. My hands clenched as the dragon spirit in me roared at the sight of the broken hulls of the rest of the Resistance squadron among the debris. More good men and women dead by the Matriarchy’s hands, and I knew I had to do everything I could to end it.

      If you believed Tulip and what a lot of the Resistance preached, I was prophesized to lead the charge to free the galaxy. While I wasn’t sure I bought that entirely, especially after the brief chance I had to look at the Matriarchy’s scriptures, it ultimately didn’t matter. I was going to stop the High Priestess’s empire not because some ancient holy man said so. I was going to stop this because it was the right thing to do.

      As if Tulip could read my mind, she gave me a comforting touch and said, “We’ll honor their sacrifice, and we’ll avenge them in the process.”

      I nodded to her, just as Alyra finally broke her personal silence. “Something we could best do if we head on to our mission goal immediately instead of lingering here, my dragon.” Her words carried her usual bluster, but this time I knew I heard an undercurrent of something else. Worry, maybe, or even a little hint of fear.

      “Now, Alyra,” Clara tutted, clicking her tongue as she cast her golden eyes at her former superior, “we must make sure these people are fine before we continue across the galaxy. I know you’re certain that this mission is a critical first step against the Matriarchy—”

      “Which it most certainly is,” Alyra shot back, and before this could devolve anymore, I cleared my throat.

      “Okay, ladies, the plan that Alyra drafted with Resistance command is something we all agreed on, but we’re also not going to cut and run until we know these girls are going to be fine.” When Alyra cast me a sullen look, I stared her down. “That’s an order.”

      Clara looked quite satisfied as she turned back to her screen while Alyra only grumbled and nodded. “As you wish, my dragon.”

      I had plenty of reasons to put my foot down on this one. It wasn’t just that we needed to make sure the freighter was fine, though that was a lot of it. But if I was reading Alyra right, (and considering I had her memories bouncing around inside my skull, I probably was) she needed to see what we were about to. She needed to come face to face with what she had wrought as a willing tool of the Matriarchy.

      While the others didn’t know Alyra had willingly undergone the transformation into a Matriarch, I did. Sure, after that, the Mother of Chains had bound her will, locked away most of her memories, but still, the former Left Hand had started down this path. For all Alyra’s hard edges and outer confidence, I figured it would do her some real good to see what we were about to.

      Tulip glanced over at me for a moment, a questioning look in her feline eyes as she guided us up alongside the Blue Skies. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised that she could read that something was up. She was an infiltration specialist after all, and any good spy needed to have a good handle on people. I answered that look with a faint, reassuring nod, and that was enough for her. She flashed a brief smile as the Hauler now completely filled our front screens.

      Up close, the tears in the hull were obvious, and I could see right through into the structure of the ship. It could have been a hell of a lot worse, the hull breaches already looked to be sealed off so nothing would cause the ship to completely collapse, but a few icy forms, crew of the Hauler no doubt, served as a grim reminder of the lives lost.

      “Darling, the captain of the freighter wishes to express her gratitude for our timely rescue,” Clara announced, her angelic voice adding a bit of brightness to the dark moment. “Shall I open channels and put her on the main screen?”

      “Right away,” I said, sitting up in my chair.

      With a few taps of Clara’s agile fingers, the central viewscreen changed from the battered ship to the only slightly less battered bridge of the Blue Skies. Red emergency lights and the glow from the consoles were the only things illuminating the place, though I couldn’t see much past the woman dressed in a captain’s power suit and the girls trying to cram into frame around her.

      She was of a species I didn’t recognize from the game and was beautiful in a hard sort of way, both figuratively and literally because her amethyst skin faceted like crystal. Her green eyes, though, were surprisingly human, brimming with a mix of gratitude and determination, while her hair resembled a field of gold wire. Her deep green power suit conformed to her angular form, with light armor studded with cables connecting into the ship’s consoles. I recognized it as the AVA-980, a solid suit designed specifically for starship piloting and zero-gravity maneuvers.

      As for the girls, they were a motley group, each one a different species, from the red-skinned Ar’abi to pale-skinned Tel’ra, Clara’s native species, and a few I didn’t recognize. Though their faces were fresh and young, I could see marks, scars, lines that children that young shouldn’t have. Though it was obvious that the crew had taken care of them the best they could, the girls couldn’t have been more than a day out from their rescue, and their hollow cheeks and thin forms attested to the ill-treatment their Matriarch keepers had shown them. Thankfully, their eyes had a spark of life still in them and seeing that spark brought a smile to my lips.

      The captain’s voice was breezy and hollow as she raised her hand in greeting despite a particularly slight Ar’abi girl clinging to her forearm like it was a jungle gym, and said, “This is Captain Essia Krane of the Blue Skies. Thank you for coming to our rescue, Orion.”

      I didn’t really have a title, no official rank. This was a guerrilla war, after all, and the Resistance command sure hadn’t given me anything official, so I just winged it. “You’re welcome, captain,” I said with a nod. “I’m David Briggs and—”

      Essia cut me off with a laugh. “There’s no need to introduce yourselves. Everyone in the Resistance has heard about the heroes of Balarian and the return of the dragon.” The girls started chattering at that, some seeming frightened, no doubt spurred by the Matriarchy tales they had been fed in the camps, while others were ecstatic. “Even if I didn’t know who you were specifically, David, I know the legends that are Tulip and Turner. Your crew has won us what little success we have had before your arrival, dragon.”

      Clara cooed as she glanced over her shoulder. “How wonderful! We’re already famous!” She turned to look at Alyra. “See? You were promised the love of the people, and here we are!” She gestured grandly at the viewscreen.

      Alyra didn’t look convinced. In fact, I don’t think she really heard Clara at all, her polished marble skin paling as her hands clenched around the arms of her chair.

      Keeping an eye on her, I smiled and nodded to Essia. “We do our best, captain. We’re just happy we were within a jump of your location. Are you going to be able to get back to Resistance space, or do you need us to help with repairs and escort?”

      Tulip chimed in at this, obviously overjoyed at the sight of the safe children. “Or anything else at all. We’re at your service, Essia.”

      “We took some hits there, I won’t deny,” Essia admitted as she gently moved a teenaged reptilian girl off of the console to her right. The screen clear, her crystalline fingers tapped on the console a few times, bringing up some damage reports. “Still, our hyperdrive is in good condition, and our hull breeches will be fixed by the nano-repair systems within ten minutes. Once that’s done, we’ll be set to jump.”

      Her focus returned to us. “I don’t want to hold you up from whatever mission you’re out here for, it has to be critical to the cause, but if you can spare those few minutes to help our fighters keep watch, we could really use the help.”

      I smiled. “It would be our pleasure, Essia. There’s no way we’re going to give the Matriarchy a snowball’s chance in Hell of recapturing those girls.” Giving Essia a salute, I continued, “And thank you for rescuing them in the first place.” My eyes scanned the gossiping children. “You saved them from a fate none of them deserve.”

      Clara and Tulip both nodded in agreement, Tulip smiling softly as I swore I heard Clara sniffle. “Indeed, it brings me so much joy to see those poor dears safe,” the ex-Anchorite said, her voice thick with emotion. “Soon, if we have any say in it, those vile camps will be no more.”

      Alyra’s head tilted down during all this as if she couldn’t stand to look at the captain, the girls, any of it. As Clara spoke, Alyra abruptly rose up out of her chair, rising to her full five-foot height, and spun on her heels, hands still clenched tight. “Excuse me, my dragon. I … I need to check the particle charging chambers after channeling that much power.” Before I could even acknowledge what was a patently false excuse, she power-walked her way off the bridge, barely managing to keep herself from running.

      Captain Krane arched a faceted eyebrow at the strange interruption but brushed it off. “Thank you, Orion. If there’s anything else we need, I’ll let you know.” She favored us with one last smile. “Blue Skies out.”

      I was getting up out of my chair as the channel to the freighter closed. While Alyra had tried her level best to keep her eyes and face hidden from me, I had seen the restrained tears in her eyes. Tulip and Clara were both up as well, both ladies coming up to either side of me, the catwoman’s hand on my shoulder while Clara gently caressed the small of my back.

      “What was that about?” Clara asked, chewing on her thumb. “I can’t say I’ve seen Alyra act like that, though to be fair, despite our years of association, she primarily communicated by yelling.”

      Tulip rolled her eyes. “Really, sister? It’s obvious she’s upset!” She turned her attention to me. “Do you want us to go with you, David?” She arched an eyebrow. “You are going to talk to her, aren’t you?”

      I gave both ladies a smile before nodding to Tulip. “Of course, I am, but I better do it solo.” I turned and gave them both a hug, Tulip purring as she leaned her head against my neck and Clara letting out a coo of delight. As I pulled away, I glanced towards the rest of the ship. “You two are both victims of the system, and I don’t think Alyra needs more reminders of that right now. Besides, I need you two to man the ship. We’re still on-duty right now.”

      Clara smiled softly and nodded. “Never fear, darling. We shall hold down the fort, as they say. Go, help Alyra.”

      “Thank you,” I said with a smile. “Both of you.”

      Giving them both one last hug, I turned and headed off into the rest of the ship to find the woman I knew needed my help.
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      I didn’t bother going into the lower decks and the forward weapon bay. That’s where the charging chamber for the particle cannon was, and it certainly was not where Alyra was. The funny thing was that I knew that Alyra could be an excellent liar when she wanted to be. She had been a public face of the Matriarchy, after all, and if nothing else, she had been great at lying to herself. But getting confronted by a face full of the orphaned, mistreated girls had shaken the poor woman harder than anything else could have.

      So, I went to where the memories in my head told me where she would go. She was hurt, confused, upset, and Alyra craved order and safety. There were two places she might go to try to regain that. The first option was to check my own quarters. No, not because of my sexual magnetism or anything like that, though I wasn’t going to cut myself short there, but because in throwing away the Matriarchy, Alyra had attached herself to me and that whole dragon of prophecy thing. Of course, she shouldn’t be able to access my room without my permission. No, that was more up Tulip’s alley.

      So, ruling that out for the moment, the second place Alyra might have retreated to was her own room, because who doesn’t feel safest in their own personal space?

      Fortunately, all the crew cabins were along one low hallway on the Orion’s main deck. The lighting had come up from the dim levels during combat operations. Stepping into the crew hall through one of the reinforced bulkheads, I took a deep breath and adjusted my own near-black power suit. It was currently in standby mode, the heavy shell of armor plates retracted into the suit itself. Either a mental command or a tap at the screen on my right wrist would cause the whole thing to spring into life, not that I needed it right now.

      Well, I hoped I wouldn’t need it. Over the month I had known Alyra, she only ran in two temperatures, red hot or ice cold, and I only hoped she wouldn’t go into anger mode. Her natural magical talent was creating hard light constructs, things of pure force, and she could wreak a lot of damage if she lost her cool. The last time she had done so had fortunately been on the Projected Reality deck, so no real damage had been done.

      I stepped up to Alyra’s door, her cabin next to mine on the right. Apparently, there had been a big discussion among the ladies about what cabins they were taking and their proximity to my own, eventually working out this setup. Tulip had the cabin right across the hall from mine, with Turner’s beside hers and Clara’s on the other side of mine. The access panel by the door glowed red with a ‘Do Not Disturb’ warning scrolling across it.

      Normally, I’d respect that and leave her be, but this wasn’t a normal situation. I tapped the hail button, the on-ship equivalent of a doorbell, and leaned back on my heels, hands resting on my hips. Despite the sound damping of the walls, I swore I heard the chime inside with my enhanced hearing. There was a long moment, long enough for me to wonder if I was wasting my time standing out in the hallway before the panel’s speaker sprang to life.

      “Yes?” Alyra’s voice echoed through the hall, sounding a bit raw and tired.

      “It’s David,” I said softly. “Can I come in?”

      There was a momentary silence before Alyra spoke. “If it is about the charging chamber, I needed to gather something from—”

      I cut her off with a terse, “No.” Taking a quick moment to settle my tone, I continued, “No, it’s not about that. Not like that was the reason you left the bridge so fast in the first place.” I could hear her voice hitch over the speaker but kept right on going. “I don’t know why you’re surprised, Alyra. You’re in my head as much as I’m in yours. I bet you knew I was coming, didn’t you?”

      “Yes.” Her perfect voice cracked as she agreed, followed by a short, stiff sigh of defeat. “You are alone, yes? I do not wish to have this lorded over me by the Anchorite.”

      I found myself grinning slightly. “I’m alone, but now I’m wondering what you would have said if Tulip had come with me.”

      “She understands discretion, at the least,” Alyra admitted as the panel shifted from red to green. With a soft whoosh, the cabin door slid open, the light inside a low, bluish shade as I stepped in. The door slid shut behind me and, not surprisingly locked again, Alyra stood at the end of the short ‘hallway’ where the bulkhead met the cabin proper.

      Despite the dimness of the light, I could tell by the way her head was hung and the glimmering of her piercing blue eyes that she had been crying. One hand still lingered next to the access panel, while the rest of her short, perfectly sculpted body, encased in her shining gold power suit, trembled slightly. I crossed the space between us with two quick steps and placed my hands carefully, gently on the much shorter woman’s shoulders, causing her white wings to flutter at my touch.

      “What’s wrong?” It was a simple question, but it probably didn’t have a simple answer.

      Alyra’s chin turned up, well, as up it could go. At five feet nothing, she barely got it up to my chest. “Nothing,” was her snap answer … but a moment later, she let out a sigh and shook her head, copper-wire curls bouncing. “Everything.” She stepped away slowly, turning to go deeper into her cabin, with me on her heels. “Surely you know, my dragon, for as you said, every part of my mind is inside your own head now, is it not?”

      It was the first time I had really walked into Alyra’s cabin and was struck by how utterly Spartan it was. Sure, this was a combat ship, but with the super-advanced technology it was made with, the rooms had tons of customization options available at the press of a virtual button. And yet, Alyra had barely made a change to the room, save for the lighting, something I figured was more comfortable to her native species’ eyes.

      But otherwise, it was a bare-basic crew cabin. A retractable bed on the far wall was out, and there was a food reconsitutor and small refrigerator mounted in the wall next to the bed. Opposite that was both the doorway to the restroom and sonic shower and a small cubby with a desk, computer terminal linked to the main ship’s systems, and a few shelves. To the right of the main door were rows of drawers for clothing and gear.

      For someone who had joined up with the Matriarchy out of the desire to never be poor again, it seemed a bit odd for the place to be made up like a monk lived there.

      “Actually, Alyra, I know everything about what you were.” As I spoke, she strode stiffly to the bed and turned to sit on the edge of it. So I could keep close to eye-to-eye with her, I grabbed the chair from the cubby and sat myself, turning it so I could lean over the back of it. “All of your past, everything from both before and during your time as a Matriarch got downloaded into my brain by the Dragon Will, but from there on out, your thoughts and feelings are private. Sure, I can make some pretty solid guesses based on the past, but no, I’m not inside your head, so I don’t know why exactly you’re upset now … but I damn sure know that you are.”

      Alyra sniffed and stood up straight, the swell of her breasts pressed hard against her suit. “Of course, I am. Would you not be yourself in my position? To have the damage wrought by your hand thrown up in your face, impossible to ignore.” She closed her eyes and tears pressed out of them, rolling down her marble cheeks. “It is one thing to see your crimes in the abstract, to know merely the facts of the matter. I could handle that. But now …”

      I nodded in sympathy, even if she couldn’t see me. “You’re taking it full on the chin. You can’t deny it, and you can’t rationalize it.” Alyra’s eyes opened, her gaze moving to me. “So, you’re trying to do the next best thing, to hide from it, even though you know the people you hurt are hanging out in space, not a klick out from us.”

      “If you’re trying to make me feel better, David Briggs, you are not.” Alyra wiped at her face madly. “Hiding is all I can do, anything to put those girls’ faces out of my perception.”

      “And that’s not exactly helping, is it?” I skootched the chair closer to her, close enough to hold out an open palm towards her. “The truth is nothing will make the pain just go away, and there’s nowhere you can hide from it. Besides, you’re too smart to hide your head in a hole and deny the truth.”

      Hesitantly, Alyra put her small hand into mine. “Am I to live with the shame and pain then? Will I hear every imagined scream of torture from the girls I sentenced to those camps, simply for my own comfort?” She searched my eyes for help, lips trembling. “I may be strong, dragon, but under such a burden I would surely break.”

      “The problem is that you’re trying to run from it, to ignore it.” I squeezed her hand softly and put my other over it. “That’s the wrong strategy. Instead of trying to forget, you should try to do better, be better. Instead of staying away from those girls, do something to make it up to them, something to make them proud.”

      “You make it sound so simple,” Alyra scoffed, though she didn’t pull away. In fact, she added her other hand to our pile, holding on tight. “An empty platitude, something easy for someone as noble as you to say. But for me …” Her voice trailed off as she lowered her head and sighed.

      “You haven’t looked deep enough into my memories, have you?” I slipped one hand free, reaching forward to gently tilt the ex-Matriarch’s beautiful chin back up. “I’ve always tried to be a good guy, sure, but I’m no saint. Look back, Alyra. Think up my time in the war.”

      Her eyes looked deeply into mine, and then she nodded, closing her eyes. As she began to concentrate, I kept talking, my words soft as I drifted back in reminiscing myself. “I never did anything I didn’t think was right … but that doesn’t mean I didn’t wind up making the wrong choices. Didn’t wind up hurting people I didn’t mean to. People died when I made mistakes because that’s the nature of war.”

      Shaking my head slowly, I squeezed Alyra’s hand as her eyelids twitched and her wings shivered. She must have hit the memories I was talking about. “Maybe you’re thinking how that can stack up to what you did, but how is it any different? You made one choice in a moment of weakness, and after that, the Matriarchy had their hooks in you. Just like I made one bad choice in a moment of chaos.”

      “I see it,” she murmured. “I remember it all.” Alyra’s eyes crept open, the last few tears welling up in them. “No, my dragon. I feel the pain you carried. The friends you had to bury. How you tortured yourself in the aftermath, just as I am doing now.” She let out a shuddering sigh. “And yet, you endured. You came to terms with the past … made your peace with it.”

      I nodded and stood up, drawing her up with a gentle tug. “Yes, but more importantly, I worked hard to do anything in power to make up for what I did. I personally made amends to the families of the friends I lost, and I promised myself that I would do better. Be better, just like I said.” As we both stood, Alyra kept her blue eyes locked in mine, pressing her body up against mine. You would have thought her marble grey skin would have been cold, but she was hot against me. “Now, I have the big chance to truly be better. I’m not going to let you guys down.”

      Those words hung in the air as our gazes locked. I released Alyra’s hands, bringing one arm around her shoulders, careful not to bang into her wings as I held her close. With my other hand, I gently wiped away the last of her tears with my thumb. Though warm, her cheek had the perfect smoothness of stone.

      “Then how can I do any different?” she finally said, some strength coming back into her voice. “If I am to be your Wings, my dragon, then I must live up to your example. I will not … cannot hide from those I hurt, I see this now.”

      I smiled softly and nodded. “Good. And you’ll make it up to those girls because you’re going to help us save the galaxy, make it so that no other girl is going to some prison camp ever again.”

      “Yes, I will. We will.”

      Alyra finally cracked a small smile and suddenly popped up onto her tippy-toes, stretching just enough to plant a quick kiss on my lips, the first kiss she had ever given me. As she dropped back down, eyes soft and full of longing, I bent down enough to let us have a good, proper kiss. Her lips were smooth and warm, tasting strangely of chocolate and mint.

      After a long moment, our lips parted, and I stepped back slowly. “Wow.” I smiled softly. “You know, part of me says that I really should check in on the bridge, what with us leaving shortly, but …”

      Alyra closed that short distance, her arms going around my waist, her massive wings shrouding us. “Please, David. Stay with me.” She buried her head in my chest. “I may see the way forward, but … I don’t want to be alone. Not right now.”

      “Then what kind of a man would I be if I left?” I replied.

      “I would not judge you, my dragon, but I know that you mean to stay.” Alyra’s voice was soft as she pulled back for a moment, to my puzzlement. “Could you please turn for just a moment? I have to … to prepare myself for this.”

      “Well, okay.” I did as she asked, wondering if maybe I was reading the situation wrong. Maybe she just wanted to talk, or maybe something else entirely not involving sex at all, no matter what signals she was sending. “Just know whatever you need, I’m here for you. Hell, we all are. We’re family above all else.”

      I heard the rustle of clothes and the faint hiss of air, as Alyra replied softly, “Turner says that word … family … often, as do the rest of you. I know you believe that, but it’s harder for me to accept that.”

      “When your own family abandoned you, for whatever reason,” I began, turning towards her as I spoke, “I can understand why you might, but …” My voice trailed off as I took in Alyra’s now completely naked body, her depressurized power suit a filmy white pile around her feet. It wasn’t out of embarrassment, no. Tulip had done a good job of erasing any lingering bits of ‘primitive Earther’ body shame out of my system.

      No, I shut my mouth because Alyra Azani was a sight of beauty that’d make angels weep. Hell, maybe she had made an angel cry because in a universe I knew now had dragons and magic, maybe God existed too. That wasn’t to cast a single ray of shame on either Tulip or Clara. The other ladies in my life were lovely, and they each had their own particular charms. Tulip was busty and curvy, tall with an hourglass figure, while Clara had the lithe, flexible physique of a dancer.

      Alyra, though, was a perfect blend of the two. The polished marble grey of her skin made the bluish light play off every feature just so, accenting the best her body had to show. Her pure white wings were spread like a heavenly backdrop to her form, the frame to a glorious painting from the brush of a master. From the swell of her hips through the toned stomach up through the pert breasts just the right size, the total package made me feel like Goldilocks.

      The last one was juuuust right.

      The tingle of desire sparked down my spine as I took a step toward her, blood rushing through my veins. “You’re gorgeous, Alyra.”

      Her eyes flitted upward to meet mine, her cheeks flush. “I … thank you, my dragon.” She took a deep breath, an act that made her chest heave in all the right ways. “I would ask you for the honor of … well … as you stay with me …” For someone who usually had no problem speaking her mind, Alyra was having a problem getting to the point. “I would wish the honor of you being my first, David Briggs.”

      My eyes widened a bit as my mind raced, plunging into the vast cloud of memories in the draconic part of my mind. Looking through the pasts of Clara and Alyra, all the information the Dragon Will had dumped into my brain, was kind of like sorting through a database. After the initial rush upon freeing them, I needed to actually ask for specific information, and I damn sure had never considered asking myself if Alyra was a virgin or not before now.

      “I didn’t know,” I admitted, as the memories raced through me. Alyra had been taken young by the Matriarchy, and she had submitted to them willingly, so to know she hadn’t had sex during her free life made sense. But after …?

      “For my sisters and I, the chosen of the High Priestess and daughters of the Mother,” Alyra intoned, her voice quavering but still reverent as she closed the rest of the distance to me, “purity is prized above all. To … to make love is denied. There can be no love for us but that for the Matriarchy and the High Priestess.”

      As she spoke, the memories flashed through me, the preaching of the priestesses, Alyra spending long hours reading holy texts much like the ones we had recovered on Balarian. I’d started to go through them myself, but there hadn’t been much time to do so. Frankly, I’d been looking for mentions of the dragons and the Matriarchy’s own prophecies, not their sexual decrees.

      “That’s bullshit,” I growled as I pulled her close, feeling her warmth even through my own suit. “It’s as stupid as when priests on Earth pledge celibacy. Love’s free, and sex is beautiful.” I took one of her hands and guided it gently up to my collar, to the depressurization studs.

      Alyra didn’t need any more prompting to push the studs in, the hiss of air cutting the air as my own power suit unsealed, turning into loose fabric around me as the back seals opened. “I see that in your memories, David Briggs, but it’s been hard. Hard this past month to fight a decade of the sermons and preaching pressed into my mind.” She bit her lip as she tugged the limp suit around my chiseled frame. I’d never stopped working out once I was out of the military, and the last month or so back in active service, even if it was half a galaxy away, had done wonders. “I’ve been jealous, my dragon, of what Tulip and Clara had with you. I am sorry for that. For everything.”

      Alyra was about to go on as my suit fell to my feet, but I cut her off with a deep, passionate kiss. I wanted her, something my erection made plain, and from the feel of her hard nipples against my chest as she pressed against me, I knew she wanted the same. Her body tensed for only a moment before she melted into me, her lips hungrily pressing into my own as she pulled us together with all her might. After a timeless moment, we reluctantly pulled away, Alyra’s blue eyes burning with want as our gazes locked.

      “You never have to be sorry for your feelings again, Alyra,” I soothed, one arm around her waist as the other traced up her form before settling into her copper hair. Though it looked like fine wire, it was as soft and sensual to the touch as human hair. “Just do like the rest of us and always strive to be better.”

      “For you, I will do anything.” Alyra spoke it like a promise, a pledge, and a prayer all in one sentence. Before I could respond, she pulled herself onto me, filling herself with my length even as she scissored her legs around my sides.

      I wasn’t complaining one bit as we fell back onto her bunk, hands and lips roaming, as we lost ourselves in the passion of the moment.
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      I woke up to the insistent beeping of the shift alarm coming from my discarded power suit’s wrist computer. Alyra was curled up against my side, fitting like a glove, one arm and wing draped over me as I reluctantly opened my eyes. As much as I might have wanted to stay here, mingling warmth like this for hours, that alarm meant it was time to start preparing for our actual mission.

      Though sometime in our wild lovemaking Alyra had commanded the lights to go out, there was still a dim glow from the light strips mounted along the edge of the flooring, the standard safety lighting to prevent an accident in the confines of the ship. Between that barely visible light and the enhanced vision the dragon inside me granted, I could make out the room through the gloom well enough. My suit was where Alyra had pulled it off of me, a few feet from the bed. The beeping wasn’t stopping, so I turned my head towards the suit.

      “All right, suit, I’m up,” I muttered. “You can cut the alarm, okay?”

      That shut the thing up, but the sound also roused Alyra beside me. It was for the best really. It was time to get to work, and this entire mission originated with Alyra’s ideas for how to take down the Matriarchy once and for all. She kind of needed to be there. The hand on my chest clutched possessively, nails tugging across my skin and almost enough to make me want to wake her with more than a kiss, but I controlled myself. As her eyes fluttered open, I gave her a quick kiss, savoring that now-familiar minty chocolate taste.

      “My dragon,” she murmured lustily as our lips parted. “Did you wake me for more …?”

      I smiled at her. “As much as that would be, well, incredible, no.” Reluctantly, I slid out of bed. “It’s time to do that whole galaxy-saving thing.”

      “Oh.” The sadness in her voice was plain as she sat up, covers falling off that magnificent chest of hers. “I … well, yes. I must be better, yes? And to do better, we must do our duties.”

      I stretched as I stood. We hadn’t actually slept much during our off shift, but I still felt amazingly rejuvenated. “Exactly.” I turned towards her as she smoothed her hands over her face. “But before we meet up with the others on the bridge, we do need to get clean.” I eyed the door to the small but serviceable bathroom each cabin had. “And I know from experience that two people can indeed fit in a standard shower.”

      That perked the little, winged woman right up. She tucked her wings and slid out of bed, hot on my heels as we put my knowledge to the test.

      Understandably, Alyra and I were the last ones to get to the bridge. A glance at ship’s time on my screen put us around three and a half hours out from the Leonis system. Plenty of time to formulate a plan for the mission we had. As we stepped onto the bridge, Clara and Turner both looked up at us. The healer perched on the railing behind the navigator’s station where Tulip sat, while the big engineer loomed over the catwoman as she tapped away at her console.

      “Ah, darlings,” Clara cooed as she wiggled her fingers in greeting. “I hope your rest was, well, restful.” She winked a golden eye as Turner let out a guffaw.

      Tulip elbowed the Bolderian in the ribs without even glancing, cutting off the chuckle abruptly. “Turner, please! Whatever happened, it was a lovely and special thing, blessed by both the dragons and the great Felinus above. You shouldn’t chuckle about it.”

      “But I agree!” he countered. “I think you take my laughter too seriously. I mean it as an expression of joy, not as some means of making fun.”

      Tulip rolled her eyes. “I know that, silly, but she—”

      I cleared my throat. “Okay, guys, it’s all good.” I put my hand on Alyra’s shoulder. “The important thing is that Alyra and I talked, and she’s feeling a lot better.” Clara and Tulip exchanged a knowing look at that, and I rolled my own eyes. “And I just started a dozen jokes, didn’t I?”

      “It is quite alright, my dragon,” Alyra said, her blush fading as she relaxed under my hand. “In fact,” – she puffed out her chest and ruffled her wings – “I am more than proud that we have consummated our association. I feel as though I am truly your Wings now.”

      Clara clapped her hands like a schoolgirl in front of her, smile bright and honest. “That’s wonderful, Alyra!”

      Turner’s grin only broadened as he flashed me a thumbs-up, while Tulip’s lips pulled into her Cheshire cat smile. “So, do I need to redo the schedule again?”

      “I believe everything is fine as it is …” Alyra’s voice trailed off hesitantly as she walked toward the huddle, with me close behind. “… zadavio.”

      Tulip arched an eyebrow as she spun her console chair around to face our now complete circle. “What does that mean?” Curiosity and cats, you know, and that old adage held true with Fertish as well.

      “In the simplest form, it means family member,” I said, beating Alyra to the punch as I tapped into her memories. Leaning against the railing beside Clara, I crossed my arms and smiled. “But that doesn’t really capture the essence of it. It’s a spiritual bond, an emotional expression of love. You don’t call your weird, drunk uncle ‘zadavio’ if you catch my drift.”

      Alyra stood bolt straight, clasping her hands behind her, but not nearly as stiffly as she usually did. She was almost comfortable looking. “You are all zadavio now to me.” She cast a stern glance at Turner. “Even you, Bolderian.”

      Turner clapped her small shoulder with one huge mitt. She didn’t stagger from the clap and even smiled a little. “I am honored, Alyra! Together, we shall hunt down the Matriarchy for what they have taken from us, much like the great John Wick did. We shall be the Baba Yagas, yes, David?”

      “You bet, big guy.” I nodded, matching all the smiles going around. “So, let’s get down to business, shall we?”

      Clara nodded, crossing her legs as she leaned forward on her perch. “Let’s. As a matter of fact, we were reviewing some of the information about Leonis IV while we were waiting.”

      She gestured toward the navigation screen, displaying a three-dimensional representation of the Leonis system’s spiraling planets. There were only four planets in the system, with much of the system taken up by the massive red dwarf star at the center of it. From the color presentations, with green planets representing M-class worlds that were suitable for most sapient life in the galaxy to black for the most inhospitable worlds, I was surprised to see that all four worlds were black as night.

      “Wow,” I murmured, “it looks like a real hellhole of a system.”

      Alyra spoke up at this point, nodding slowly. “Indeed, it is, my dragon. Originally, the Leonis system was a paradise, but once the star went into its expansion phase, the system was laid barren.” She looked between all of us. “While it rendered these worlds devoid of life, it revealed that, deep in the core of these worlds, was an untold amount of mineral wealth. Phasic crystals to be specific.”

      I had learned quite a bit more about phasic crystals since we had recovered a stash of them from Clara’s vault on Balarian. While before I had simply understood them to be incredibly valuable crafting resources from Star Conqueror, I now knew they were so much more important than that. “The core resource of both hyperspace technology and magitech,” I murmured.

      “Of course, darling,” Clara added. “Even a low-level administrator such as myself knew that the Leonis system is the Matriarchy’s primary source of phasic crystals.” She pulled her Wander-Z, the wand-shaped, crystal-tipped pistol that helped her focus her magical powers, from her shapely hip and twirled it on her index finger. “Without phasic crystals, the Matriarchy won’t be able to outfit their Matriarchs or their twisted magical Quibs with the tools they need to work their magic.”

      “Which is why I, working with your Resistance leaders, decided this must be our first objective,” Alyra said, steel in her voice. “More importantly, Leonis IV is even more critical than a mere mining world, no matter how important what they mine is. It is the primary research facility for magitech in the entire theocracy.”

      I rubbed my chin in thought, soaking this all in, as Clara smiled brightly. “Well, even better! I can finally get a real Wander instead of this Z-grade instrument!” She giggled at that, but Tulip shook her head.

      “Clara, I love you to death, but you do not see the big picture on this,” she said. “With Leonis being so close to Resistance space, if we can liberate it, we can use the crystals and the research facility to field our own magitech troops.” She grinned as her tail lashed with glee. “We can turn the Matriarchy’s magic back at them!”

      “That’s a good thought.” I pushed off the railing and towards the star chart still swirling. “But I can’t imagine that the Matriarchy has this thing so close to free space and not have it defended to the nines.”

      Turner nodded, joining me by Tulip’s screen, pointing a big finger at Leonis IV’s black sphere. “You’re not wrong, David. Leonis IV has an impressive array of ground troops, not just to prevent an attack but to keep the massive slave population in line. Phasic crystal’s too unstable to be mined with plasma saws, detonite VII, or gamma bombs.” His normally constant grin twisted into an angry frown. “While the Matriarchy could use mining robots, they prefer to use slaves. Just to send a signal to the worlds under their boot what the price of resistance is.”

      Tulip spun her chair back to her console to join our musings, Alyra and Clara coming up behind her. “I guess we won’t be able to pull a high-atmosphere drop like we did on Balarian.” She double-tapped the planet in question, bringing up a detailed window of conditions and intelligence from the Resistance on the planet. “They’ve got a hefty space fleet on standby as well.”

      “More importantly,” Alyra added, “they have a full Matriarch in command of the mines and the research station. Her name is Xara Lilana, Source of the Inner Fountains, Trailblazer of the Three Flames, and a highly ranked Illuminator. The High Priestess’s faith in her is second to none.”

      Clara let out a low gasp. “She’s quite the mystery, dears. I’ve only heard of her in whispers.” She leaned against my back, her breasts pressing into me as she put her arms around me. “It is said that she is one of the most fearsome of our former sisterhood, despite the fact that the Illuminator is said to have never shown a hint of true magic to anyone.”

      “That’s just gotta be propaganda,” Turner scoffed. “There isn’t a single Matriarch that we’ve ever encountered that didn’t do all that bippity-boppity-boo stuff.”

      “Believe what you’d like,” Alyra said with a shake of her head. “It matters little either way, for she is indeed dangerous. We must assume as well that she will be ready, not only for an inevitable attack now that the Resistance is on the move, but that you will be part of that attack, my dragon.”

      “Good point,” I agreed. “You guys weren’t ready for a dragon last time, not until you showed up.” My eyes drifted to the crystal dagger that still hung at Alyra’s hip, the dragon-slaying knife the High Priestess had given her with which to kill me. “This isn’t going to be a walk in the park like last time.”

      Tulip gave me a look, her ears twitching. “You call last time a walk in the park? We all almost died, and worse, I had to go through a sewer!” She stuck out her raspy cat tongue. “It took me a week to smell clean again after that!”

      “Oh, don’t worry so much, sister. This time, we will all be in on the action from the start,” Clara pointed out, letting some gold flashes spark through her Wander. “Our most esteemed demolitions expert will be with us, won’t you, Turner?”

      “An impossible mission against a mysterious enemy to decide the fate of the Resistance?” Turner laughed loudly, his barrel gut shaking with the force of his chuckles. “You would have to kill me to keep me from coming with you!”

      Alyra shook her head as if she were the only adult in the room. “And we may very well all die if we do not come up with a proper plan of attack. While we could destroy the research facility or even set off some kind of chain reaction in the phasic crystal nodes to take out the entire planet, that will not turn the course of the war. We must liberate the planet somehow.”

      With everything that had been said percolating in my brain, I looked up, eyes passing around my team. “Well, if you ask me, it sounds like we need to pull a good, old-fashioned slave revolt.”

      Turner’s eyes lit up at that. “Yes! We will all be Spartacus!”

      While I laughed at Turner’s reference, Alyra’s face was flat. “I have no idea what that means, and while I believe your idea is one with potential, my dragon, that will not be as simple as that.” She began to pace behind us, rattling off a litany of problems to add to the ones we already faced.

      “As Turner pointed out, the slaves use only simple hand tools and thus have no advanced weapons or even industrial implements that could be made into anything truly dangerous. With the wealth of crystals, every magic-wielding soldier there will be armed with the best foci possible.” She raised a final finger. “And how will we even make the approach to Leonis IV? There is no guarantee the Matriarchy has not already cracked their own cloaking device, the only thing that might have let us make a safe approach through their fleet and planetary defenses.”

      Clara frowned, sighing as she ran a hand through her platinum blonde hair. “Really, darling, you're quite the party pooper, especially as you were the one who advised Resistance command that we should attempt this mission!”

      “I did so as it must be done, and done soon,” Alyra countered, her voice hard. “I did not say it would be easy.” She let out a soft sigh herself, obviously trying to keep herself from being frustrated with anyone. “I am sorry, zadavio. I do not mean to sound harsh, but this has been weighing on my mind ever since we set off for this mission.”

      Tulip was up out of her chair at that, falling into her Fertish instincts to comfort the shorter woman with gentle strokes along her shoulders and arms. “It’s going to be fine, Alyra. It may look grim, but we do have a lot of tools to work with here. Your magic is incredible, Clara’s healing gifts can get us through a lot of rough stretches, not to mention that slave rebellions are something of a specialty for Turner and me.”

      Her words seemed to already be calming Alyra some, even as the catwoman gestured grandly over at me. “And that isn’t even counting David. They might try to prepare for the power of his dragon, but they can’t stand in the way of prophecy!” That light of religious fervor flashed in her eyes. “But even if you don’t believe in that, he’s a fantastic leader and a great planner. If anyone can put together a way to pull this off, he can.”

      “Don’t put me on too high a pedestal, Tulip.” I chuckled, rubbing the back of my head. “But I do agree. We’ve got the best team any of us could ask for here. We can find a way to make this work. In essence, all we have to do is get to Xara. If I can free her, everything works itself out.”

      “Of course!” Tulip nodded enthusiastically. “If you can free Xara’s mind and soul bond her, then she should be able to turn around all the automated defenses and security for the entire planet. Clara was only a low-level Anchorite when you saved her, and she still had a ton of secrets to help us out even when her clearances were revoked.” She nodded to Alyra. “And all of the intelligence you gave us has been a tremendous help.”

      “But Xara has a greater direct authority than either of us had,” Alyra continued with that thread, her voice starting to sing with enthusiasm. “She will have total control over all activity on the planet. She might even be able to turn the fleet back or spread mass confusion with conflicting orders long enough for them to be dealt with. At worst, she can simply turn the defenses on the fleet, holding it long enough for a larger Resistance force to secure the planet.”

      I smiled. “Exactly. It won’t be easy, I’ll be the first to admit that, but with the resources we have, it’s our absolute best shot to win this thing.”

      “While that all makes sense, especially with the amazing array of automated defenses Leonis IV has, how will we even get to her?”

      “Well, we do have an entire planet of allies already waiting for us, don’t we, Tulip?” I said with a grin at the Fertish woman.

      Tulip winked at me. “Oh yes, we already have agitators on the inside.”

      With one last stroke along Alyra’s cheek, the catwoman spun, whirling with cat-like grace to her screen and tapping a hyperlink in the planetary briefing. Another window opened with the pictures of people and a dozen or so data profiles of those people.

      “The Matriarchy sometimes forgets that the harder you oppress people, the more they struggle for freedom,” she explained. “The Resistance has at least a dozen cells already among the population of Leonis IV, all working to organize a real revolt against the Matriarchs there. All they need is the right support to do the job.” She looked her shoulder at me, eyes flashing. “It’s a bomb that just needs to get lit, and we have just the dragon to light it!”

      “We’ll need weapons,” Turner grumbled. “I love where we’re going here, but as I said, those miners are going to simply have picks, chisels, shovels, and hammers. We might have the people and the will to resist, but they’ll get mowed down without a ton of guns.” He thumbed out towards the main ship. “Our armory is fine … for our little squad. We don’t have the firepower to give to a slave army.”

      He wasn’t wrong. “What about liberating arms when we get on-planet?” I asked. “Shoot and loot is a classic strategy, and hell, we’ve done it plenty already ourselves.”

      Turner pondered that, rubbing thick fingers over his massive square chin, but it was Clara that answered, her golden eyes going wide as she suddenly began to bounce in place. “Oh! I have it!”

      As all eyes shot to her, she practically skipped to beside Tulip, reaching past her to work the screen. A few deft touches of her delicate fingers pulled the focus out of the Leonis system to a nearby star system, maybe an hour at most from Leonis via hyperspace. If it was possible for there to be an even more barren system than Leonis, this was it. There were only a few planetoids, a massive asteroid belt, and a small star.

      “Feast your wondering eyes upon Exo-7813, a star so humble that no one ever bothered to properly name it,” Clara announced like she was selling us a diamond-encrusted gold ring.

      Alyra glowered, crossing her arms under her chest. “Yes, and what does this fleaspeck of a system have to do with anything, Anchorite Danton?”

      Tulip and I saw it about the same time, both of us leaning forward to read the data about the system. There was some kind of outpost in the asteroid belt, and I was about to point it out when Clara smiled brightly at her former superior and answered.

      “Oh, let this lowly Anchorite and logistics clerk for this entire sector explain it to you.” She pointed at the outpost that we had been looking at. “Upon this lonely rock spiraling through space, there is a supply depot, out of the way yes but stocked with basic weapons and gear, more like a warehouse than an arming point for any major Matriarch force.”

      Turner snapped his fingers. “That’d be plenty good enough to load up a bunch of slaves with to win their freedom.”

      “I must admit,” Alyra said, a smile replacing her glower, “that might just do the trick. You surprise me with the power of your bureaucratic knowledge, Clara.”

      My eyes scanned the known information about the depot, all confirming what Clara had said, not that I doubted her. “We can use this for more than a local Wal-Mart to load up at.” I glanced over at Clara. “Is this intelligence on the defenses accurate?”

      “Let me see.” She leaned over Tulip’s shoulder and squinted. “Ah, yes! This is accurate. As I said, it’s seen as a sort of warehouse, a dumping ground for old-yet-serviceable weaponry. The security is quite light. A small contingent of fighters, a small freighter, and outdated planetary defenses.”

      I stood up straight and smiled. “Perfect.” From the spark I saw in Tulip’s eye, I could see that the infiltration expert was thinking the same thing I was. “I definitely have a plan forming.”

      “Well, lay it on us, my friend,” Turner said as he clapped me on the back, sending me stumbling a step. “Because if we’re going to Exo-7813, we need to change course, and the sooner I can be Spartacus, the better!”

      I straightened up, still smiling as I crossed my arms and turned to look at my team. “The plan is simple. We go into that depot, guns blazing, and make a lot of noise. Matriarch security protocols kick in then, forcing a chunk of Leonis’s security fleet to move in to assist.”

      Tulip jumped in, tapping away to light up the jump route from Leonis to Exo. “They’ll move along this route to engage us, so if you plant a bunch of smart bombs along it, Turner, while we loot …”

      “The bombs will blow them the fuck up!” Turner shouted with the glee only a true demolitions lover could muster.

      I nodded as Alyra finished, an eager smile on her lips. “And then, their fleet weakened and their security net in disarray, we jump to Leonis while they are still figuring out what just happened.”

      She looked to me. “Tulip speaks the truth, my dragon. You truly are a strategic genius!”
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      With the plan set, my little crew broke off to prepare for the mission ahead. Turner was rubbing his huge mitts in joy as he went below decks to the ship’s workshop, visions of warships ripping apart dancing in his eyes, while Tulip and Clara went to their respective cabins, taking the chance to catch a few hours of sleep while they could. I was going to keep watch on the bridge, but Alyra insisted otherwise.

      “You have barely had a rest,” she said with a faint blush, fluttering her wings as she settled down behind the tactical console. “My species needs less consecutive hours of sleep than humans, my dragon. We will need your strength in the trials ahead, so please, let me take this burden from you.”

      It was hard to argue her points, and her concern made me smile. “Alright, Alyra.” I knelt low enough to give her a quick embrace before turning toward my cabin. “If anything weird happens, don’t hesitate to ping me, and at worst, make sure everyone’s up and ready thirty minutes before we come out of hyperspace.”

      “Of course.” Alyra smiled softly as she turned her attention to the screens. “You can trust me, David Briggs.”

      “I do,” I said with a final nod. “That’s something you can take to the bank.”

      And I tried to get some shut-eye, I really did. I turned down the lights and crashed hard, even faded out a few times into brief naps, but it didn’t stick. With the mission imminent, my brain was going at light speed, trying to anticipate what was ahead and formulate contingency plan on top of contingency plan. As much as my rational mind tried to remind me that you simply can’t plan for every problem, my gut and heart knew what was on the line here. A whole planet of enslaved beings, a chance to push back hard against the Matriarchy, and maybe most importantly, the lives of the women I was growing to love and the man who was becoming my best friend in the galaxy.

      It was heavy stuff. But it always was. I’d led squads of men and women into war before. Realizing that I’d only be able to relax and sleep if I did something productive, I got up out of bed, stretched, and slid back into my power suit. Even though I’d only be using the DVRX 1100 for a little over a month, the thing felt like a second skin, and it was strangely comforting to put it back on, especially as I tapped at the wrist controls to activate the armored mode.

      The internal nanites kicked into high gear, constructing an outer shell of interlocking plates, hard as metal but light as plastic, the same purple-black color as the undersuit. Along with the base armor, the strange enchanted alien metal and crystal of my Cestari, the more punchy equivalent of the Wanders wielded by Clara, Alyra, and Matriarchs across the galaxy materialized around my hands with a burst of fiery magic. There was a pop and hiss as the transparent force dome that stood in for a helmet crackled into existence around my head, the suit’s HUD appearing before my eyes.

      That’s exactly what I wanted. Glancing through the HUD’s UI, I mentally nudged through to the upgrade menus. We hadn’t had nearly as much action as I might have liked over the last month, not with the days of debriefing with Resistance command on Centaurus, then a solid week undergoing testing and suit recalibration with Dr. Ami Eldridge, the genius who invented Star Conqueror and this latest generation of power suit technology.

      I never figured that Dr. Eldridge would be so young, so much like a mad scientist, and have four arms. You’d be surprised just how, uh, hands-on she wanted to be in updating my suit to best match my ‘unique physiology’ as she put it.

      But still, we did see some action. There were some border raids and several supply escorts, distributing the resources we had swiped from Clara’s vault, especially in distributing the data drives with the cloaking device schematics to cells outside of the normal communication routes. It was enough to not only accumulate some power credits, the virtual currency that power suits accumulated from enemy suits and equipment but also lead to full integration of my Cestari into the suit’s upgrade system.

      That meant a brand new upgrade tree, and now was the best time to review it and spend my accumulated credits. It would be productive, and it’d soothe my nerves enough to get some rest.

      Yep, there it was, Dragonfire, alongside the trees I already had, Assault, Dragon Form, and Ascension. I felt a little trickle of a thrill, to be honest. This was new ground, exploring new abilities and powers that I didn’t previously have access to in the game. While I’d seen a fair few things beyond my game experience in other people and the enemy, this was the first truly new thing for me personally. The dragon spirit in me roared and swelled with pride as I nudged the menu open, taking in its description.

      Unleash the power of dragonfire through a magitech focus. The Dragonfire tree allows the user to unleash a measure of his dragon’s magic, even when in human form, to incinerate your enemies, twist their souls, and bolster your allies.

      That made me both excited and curious. I expected the bad-guy-melting aspect, of course, but the other things the description hinted at really caught my attention. Twisting souls? Well, considering that Dragon Will linked souls, it made some sense, but it also didn’t sound exactly … pleasant. Or moral. I’d have to actually look at the abilities, but the last thing, bolstering allies, was both more encouraging and really started to make me wonder.

      Until now, my dragon’s flames struck me more like something biological, from the glands in my snout that produced the sticky, napalm-like dragon oil to the super-heated air my draconic lungs seemed to generate that ignited it as I blew outward. I guess that was a little short-sighted. Not that it wasn’t a biological process, but when you’re turning into a magical creature, even natural things you do could very well be supernatural. From what the Dragonfire description said, it was blatantly obvious that those flames had far more properties and uses than pure burnination.

      Well, the only thing to do from there was to see what it could do. I mentally clicked past the description to the upgrade tree proper, so I could see what I could spend my two-hundred-and-twelve power credits on. There were three glowing green nodes, with the rest of the tree beyond shrouded in grey. Strangely enough, one of the three had a line that went off the upgrade tree, denoting it had a fulfilled prerequisite in another tree. Even stranger, that tree was the Ascension tree.

      I started with the first two, unconnected upgrades.

      

      
        Dragon Bolt

        Cost: 80 power credits

        Requires equipped Focus

        Unleash a bolt of dragonfire from your foci. This bolt copies all passive statistics and upgrades that affect your normal dragonfire, but at 75% normal strength.

        Power Cost: 5% of maximum

        Cooldown: 6 seconds

        

        Soul Burn

        Cost: 80 power credits

        Requires equipped Focus

        Conjure spiritual flames from within an opponent’s soul. If unresisted, the flames inflict psychic damage over time equal to 50% of normal dragonfire damage and weaken the opponent’s will and resistance to mental magic.

        WARNING: May cause spiritual backlash, may not effective against more powerful beings.

        Power Cost: 10% of maximum

        Cooldown: 10 seconds

      

      

      They were both interesting, and I immediately noted they also cost quite a bit more than most starting tree abilities. Considering Dragonfire was basically a side tree, branching off of Dragon Form, it made some degree of sense. More intriguing was the extra notes on Soul Burn. If I understood the information properly, it would make using Dragon Will to free bound Matriarchs easier, but the warning was both similar and distinctly different than Dragon Will’s. Mental strain wasn’t the same thing as spiritual backlash, that was for sure.

      With that rattling around in my head, I turned my attention to the one attached to the Ascension tree.

      

      
        Through the Fire and Flames

        Cost: 100 power credits

        Strengthens the spiritual connection between you and designated squadmates, extending part of your draconic spirit to your squad for 1 minute. While active, the effects of an already active Breath of the Wilds are shared with all squadmates.

        Power Cost: 4% of maximum

        Cooldown: 3 minutes

        Special: You can spend double the activation cost to reset the cooldown of this ability.

      

      

      On the surface, that seemed wholly underwhelming. Though Breath of the Wilds had provided useful protection from temperature extremes and especially lasers, it was a big cost for something of situational usefulness for the whole squad. The environmental protections could mostly be covered by a full sealed power suit, and your average Quibs, the Matriarchy’s foot soldiers, were as likely to have slugthrowers as laser weapons. At least it didn’t carry the double-whammy cost of having to activate Breath first then this ability, thanks to my Ascension passive.

      I was about to ignore it entirely when something Tulip had told me down in the sewers of Balarian came back to me. The power suit upgrade system not only unlocked abilities integral to the suit but helped to unlock abilities and powers of the wearer itself. Those powers didn’t need the suit to operate, something I knew for sure as the dragon was inside me, suit or no suit. On top of that, Through the Fire and Flames didn’t require a focus like the Cestari to use. Clara had said that she could use some of her healing magic without a Wander, so that too made sense.

      In my mind’s eye, I could see a situation where we would be stuck in the cold vacuum of space, our suits breeched, a truly fatal situation save for me and the power of the dragon. This ability could save the lives of our entire squad, letting us survive as long as I could maintain the magic. Or what if we ran into a custom Megadred battle bot loaded with Gatling lasers, or … well, the possibilities were endless.

      Without a second thought, I picked Through the Fire and Flames. I didn’t have to cash in yet, not until I had settled on my choices, but I already knew I wasn’t going to change my mind, especially when the next upgrade behind it also had a line leading off to the Ascension tree.

      

      
        Revolution Rising

        Cost: 175 power credits

        Further strengthens the spiritual connection with your squad. When using Through the Fire and Flames, you also share the effects of an active Dragon’s Revolt ability with your squadmates. This lasts as long as Through the Fire and Flames is active.

        Passive Upgrade

      

      

      A smile spread across my lips. While I couldn’t look further in the tree, I just didn’t have the credits, the pattern was already obvious. This was a way to extend the amazing god mode powers of my Ascension build with the entire squad. Sure, it’d be super costly over time, but it could make all the difference in a big fight once I had all the upgrades. It was well worth my time to invest in … but not to the exclusion of everything.

      Despite wanting to save the one-hundred-and-twelve credits after accounting for Fire and Flames to put towards Revolution, I knew I wanted one of the active offensive powers. I could only afford one, though, and that was the rub. Dragon Bolt would be deadlier, that much was obvious, as it would not only cause more upfront damage but still burn like napalm over time. However, if it worked like Star Conqueror, Soul Burn’s psychic damage would flat-out ignore many kinds of armor and protection, though it would also be worthless against most robots and mechanical enemies. It also had that amazing synergy with Dragon Will, assuming I was interpreting it right.

      But something else made me pause. That spiritual backlash bit weighed on me, as well as the concept of literally burning someone’s soul, and I wanted to research that more before I made a hard choice there. I now had copies of not only the Matriarchy’s religious texts but a copy of the Book of Draconis, the holy text that Tulip said contained the prophecies that the Resistance believed in about the return of the dragon.

      Besides, there was only one Matriarch we know of on Leonis, and I was pretty sure I’d earn more than enough power credits leading a slave rebellion to have Soul Burn ready for when we met her. I went ahead and clicked on Dragon Bolt, listened to the tinkling of power credits fade away, and then hit Accept.

      The shudder of power ran through my body, the familiar rush of endorphins that came with accepting new upgrades, and a draconic growl rumbled in the back of my throat. The crystals on the knuckles of my Cestari flared up with burning orange light. Staring at them a moment, feeling the newfound magic inside, I flexed my fists and grinned.

      The Matriarchy would never know what hit them!
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      The comfort of powering up actually did help me drift off for a couple of hours after that. While a part of me considered the fact that I might have slept easier with, say, Tulip or Clara curled up next to me, there was a good fifty-fifty chance neither of us would have slept a wink. I would simply have to make due with the sleep I could get on my own.

      It wouldn’t help anyone if we didn’t get any sleep at all, no matter how good of a time it would have been.

      Still, it felt like my head had barely hit the pillow when the soft but steadily growing chimes of the alarm I had set on the cabin’s terminal began echoing in my ear. If the sound hadn’t woken me, the fact that the cabin lights flared to maximum power a few seconds later would have definitely done the job. Despite my overall lack of sleep, I found myself snapping awake with surprising vim and vigor. It was the spark of anticipation, the knowledge that battle was near, and though I wasn’t a violent guy by nature, I still found myself savoring that feeling as I slid out of bed to suit up.

      Taking a quick trip to the armory to finish loading up, I grabbed my old faithful Arclight Double blaster rifle alongside the enchanted Swarmer pistol shotgun and a pair of Arcwell electrical grenades, fun little things that overloaded suit shielding in seconds. My rifle snapped into place over my shoulder, held firm by the magnetic clamps on the back of my suit, the Swarmer and grenades on my leg plates. With a deep, steadying breath, I made my way to the bridge, where the rest of the team was waiting.

      Everyone was already at their posts, all eyes on me as the bridge door opened before me. Fully suited up, armored and armed, I had nothing but confidence going ahead. I just made sure to keep in mind to keep confidence from turning into arrogance. We might be the best of the best that the Resistance had, but we were still only five against an empire.

      Turner was all smiles at his engineering station, encased in his Kelly green heavy armor, even more of a tank than me, while Tulip gave me a nod full of determination, her sleek blue-and-silver armor fitting her agile fighting style. From their side-by-side stations, Clara and Alyra both nodded to me, the healer’s soft lips curled into a tender smile while my Wing had her game face back on, blue eyes level and focused on her tactical screen.

      Each winged woman’s power suits were similar at first glance but drastically different. Both were almost obscenely thin, Clara’s white with glowing gold trim and Alyra’s in molten gold, but their armored modes were night and day. Light, shell-like plates protected Clara’s vital points alongside gold gauntlets and boots, while Alyra’s armor was literally glowing, translucent force.

      I returned the nods and slipped into the captain’s station, bringing up navigation, sensor, and tactical windows with a few presses. “Okay, ladies and gentlemen, are we ready for showtime?”

      “I took our load of Gamma bombs and jury-rigged some thrusters and guidance systems out of my stock of Annihilator ammo,” Turner reported as his smile seemed to grow twice as impossible wide. “If Tulip brings us out of hyperspace along the logical approach line from Leonis, I’ll dump these beauties out before we dive into the depot’s defenses. When the ships from the mine come, KABOOM! Whatever they send will be blown apart or crippled. It’s no Death Blossom, but it’ll do.”

      For the big man to use the ammunition from his bellowed chainsaw-death cannons was just another sign of his total commitment to the cause. I nodded firmly and glanced at Tulip. “And I don’t even have to ask if you’re already bringing us to that approach, do I?”

      “Of course not, David.” Tulip grinned, her eyes bright as she tapped on her screen. “We’ll leave hyperspace at the standard jump point to Leonis, but dropping those bombs will almost certainly give away our position, cloak or not.”

      “Oh, sister, we won’t want to do that anyway,” Clara added, letting out a musical laugh. “If we wish to present the greatest threat possible, draw the largest response from Leonis, we should cause as much of a … how do you say it? … ruckus as possible.”

      She tilted her head slightly as if listening to the comm chatter. Interstellar communications had to rely on hyperspace transmission, naturally, which also meant that it was easy, if you had the tools, to intercept uncoded messages. “I am definitely starting to pick up the usual unclassified chatter from the Exo depot, so I could easily transmit a message when we break out of hyperspace.”

      “I believe you should, my dragon.” Alyra’s eyes were cold and dangerous. “Send them a message of your triumphant arrival, put the fear of your majesty in them, and they will send an entire fleet to try to capture or kill you.”

      “Perfect.” Sure, there was a small risk of bringing too much heat down on us, but as Turner would say, who wanted to live forever? “The more of the Leonis fleet we can peel away from the mines, the better.” I cleared my throat, priming up my best commander’s voice. “Be ready to open up on all channels. The moment Turner starts dropping the bombs, we’ll transmit. Seeing my handsome mug might help keep them from noticing his little packages of joy.” Cracking my neck, I focused on the streaking lights of hyperspace ahead. “How long until we’re there?”

      “Nine minutes, give or take,” Tulip reported, her hand instinctively stretching out to stroke my arm lovingly. “I’m just going to go ahead and get a full program of evasive maneuvers queued up. While Exo isn’t heavily defended, there are some defenses, and it’ll make us look like amateurs if we let them hurt us before the real fleet arrives.”

      “Fear not, zadavio,” Alyra said, lips pressed into a tight smile. “Between your piloting and my weapons, they shall not lay a single shell upon us.”

      Turner laughed as he queued up the bombs. “See, that’s the kind of talk I love!” He nodded towards me. “My babies are primed and pre-loaded.”

      I nodded, took a deep breath, and waited. Silence fell over the crew as we all focused on what was about to happen. It wasn’t nerves. It was pure dedication to pull this off without a hitch. For me, it also was a quiet moment to marvel once more at the streaking stars rushing around us in hyperspace. Even though I had seen it plenty this past month, the sheer wonder of watching the cosmos race by at faster than light speeds never got old.

      In fact, it mellowed me out, bringing a cool, steady calm to my mind.

      And then, just as I was really getting into the timeless groove of watching the universe pass by, Tulip leaned forward, cracking her knuckles. “All right, everyone! Here we go!”

      With a single press of her screen, the Orion lurched in space, the universe suddenly wrenching back into the proper order of things as we broke back through the vibrational barrier into normal space. We all, save perhaps Clara, got our first proper look at Exo-7813 and its defenses, even if we were at the outer edge of our sensor range.

      The first thing that struck me was that it was as dingy as possible and still be classified as a Matriarchy space station. Built into an asteroid maybe half the size of Earth’s moon, it wasn’t the shining white and gold of their traditional construction, or at least it wasn’t anymore. Though the depot still had the typical sweeping curves I was used to, consisting of one massive dome with arched tunnels connecting it to three smaller hemispheres set into the plain grey rock, the metallic surface was pitted, dented, the once pristine white now a chipped and dusty off-white. One of the smaller buildings was completely inert, without a single light showing, the entire side caved in from an errant asteroid strike.

      The only thing that struck me as remotely dangerous from here was a few orbiting chunks of rock, smaller asteroids pulled into the gravitational pull of the much larger chunk of stone. Each one of those four or five rocks had the stubby metal barrels of Beetle-class rail gun emplacements. Of course, the Beetles were a hundred-year-old design, reliable but woefully antiquated in terms of targeting … and speed … and firepower.

      We had caught them with their pants down so far that there wasn’t even a single Zultar on patrol.

      “Turner …?” I called to one side as I stood up, the better to make my grand speech.

      “Already launching!” he said with unadulterated glee, massive fingers stabbing at his screen. “Shields coming up as well, but prioritizing engines and weapons. Let’s make some noise!”

      Tulip couldn’t help but grin, feeling his infectious enthusiasm. “Making our approach now!”

      “And, darling, opening to broadcast on all Matriarchy frequencies,” Clara announced, tapping her screen and flashing me a smile over her shoulder. “Now the entire station can take in that irresistible face of yours.”

      I was personally hoping for intimidating and awe-inspiring, but I’d take irresistible. Focusing my attention on our forward viewscreens as the Orion began to rocket toward Exo, I folded my arms over my armored chest and began to speak.

      “Forces of the Matriarchy, I am Resistance Captain David Briggs of the Orion, and as you no doubt already know, I am the dragon of prophecy.” To add a little oomph to my proclamation, I slammed my Cestari together, channeling just a little bit of dragonfire through them to create a spark of flame. “You will lay down your arms, power down your defensive measures, and let us dock with no resistance this very moment, or I promise I will personally burn your station into a melted slag with my fire.” I pointed at the screen. “You and the Matriarchy cannot stop us, no matter what you try, so do the smart thing and surrender.”

      Alyra’s tight lips curled into a smile, while Clara glanced back at me, nodding enthusiastically as she gave a surprisingly elegant thumbs-up. I glanced at my captain’s console and saw an update from the science station, showing a priority transmission being sent from the station to Leonis.

      Perfect, especially as the station commander, whoever it was, decided to answer my message as I tapped the channels closed.

      “The Beetles are powering up, darlings,” Clara called back as her full attention snapped to the sensors. “And while it doesn’t appear they have the courage to reply to us, I’m detecting a burst of encrypted signals and multiple reactors powering up in hemisphere number 3, their docking bay.”

      Turner clapped his meaty hands together and laughed. “Perfect! We will crush them, see them driven before us, and hear the lamentation of their Matriarchs!” He grinned at me. “That was —”

      “Conan,” I finished for him as I dropped back into my chair, snapping the five-point harness into place. “Appropriate, but I don’t think they have any Matriarchs here.” My attention snapped back to the forward screen, the defensive turrets starting to turn and maneuver via a series of sluggish maneuvering thrusters. “Let’s see if we can take out those turrets before we have fighters on us!”

      “Inertial dampers to full,” Tulip reported as her fingers danced across her screen. The faint ever-present hum in the air increased as the Orion burst forward, twisting forward toward the much slower rail gun emplacements. “Defensive approach alpha-ten, Alyra! I’ll keep us safe, you turn them into rubble.”

      “My utmost pleasure.” My Wing was already at work, our railgun turrets already focusing on the four available targets at once. She glanced sidelong at Clara, completely calm as we fired a pounding barrage of silvery spikes from our guns. “I’m almost ashamed by the state of this facility. If I were still the Left Hand of the High Priestess, I would be reprimanding you for the lack of foresight to modernize this depot.”

      Clara flashed a perfect smile back at her. “Oh, but I did request the resources to do so.” She winked across the gulf between their two stations. “It was you that denied said requisition if you recall.”

      Alyra paused for a moment, then simply focused on the screen as the first Beetle was torn to shreds before it could get off a shot, our targeting sensors far superior to theirs. “Oh. Well, in that case, I have to commend myself on the foresight to deny it, preparing the way for our present victory.”

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed at the back-and-forth, shaking my head. “Okay, ladies, as much this is kind of hilarious …”

      “Understood, darling,” Clara cooed back. “Consider it dropped, but speaking of out-of-date weaponry, six last-generation Zultars have launched ahead of us.”

      True to her words, six dully glinting needle-like shapes launched out of the largest of the intact satellite domes of the station. While they might have been older models, they were still fast and well-armed. We couldn’t sit on our laurels with them.

      “Well, then,” I said as my jaw clenched, “it’s time to actually work for our pay. Let’s take them out!”

      That turned out to be a well-intentioned lie. Not the ‘take them out part’ though. It was the ‘time to actually work part’. I knew better. Even though the older Zultars could conceivably be a threat, they would only be one if we all decided to fall asleep and let the ship’s auto-pilot do our fighting, and let’s not even talk about the century-old Beetles. It was a miracle those clunkers were even operational, let alone able to even track us with Tulip’s advanced electronic countermeasures running.

      I had said what I said to keep everyone on their toes. It was easy, way too easy, to slip into overconfidence, and no matter how well we pulled this raid off, Leonis IV would be an entirely different situation. Even though I knew we had this assault in the bag, I didn’t want us to get cocky.

      Of course, that’s hard to do with the quality of badasses I happened to have surrounding me.

      “Clara,” Tulip called forward, her cat ears folding back in concentration as she kept the Orion spiraling forward, “I’m sending a Judas Hack to your station. Can you …?”

      “Transmit it through their decade-old control channel?” Clara cooed. “My pleasure, darling. I’d expect nothing less from the legendary Null-K!”

      Another asteroid turret exploded under a barrage of pinpoint railgun shots as the entire ship buzzed, our particle cannon overcharging. Alyra glanced back at Turner. “I will have my shot lined up in a second, Bolderian. Will the cannon be ready?”

      “Ready for a Briggs shot?” the engineer grinned, his fingers sliding up the power transfer to the main gun. “You know it!”

      I grinned at the reference as we broke through the defensive perimeter, literally ignoring the last two satellite guns as we rocketed towards Exo’s hangar bay. It made me feel good that my little trick back at the Blue Skies had so quickly become a named maneuver.

      A near-invisible pulse burst from the Orion’s sensor array, only noticeable as the shattered debris and chunks of space dust in the asteroid belt scattered, carrying Tulip’s hack into the scrambling Zultars. Instead of breaking into their pre-programmed offensive pattern, something that would have surrounded us with a storm of particle bolts as they flanked from all three axes, the tarnished space needles wavered for a moment before wheeling on each other. That kept them all in a dogfighting clump, wide open for what was about to come.

      Alyra stabbed the fire button of the particle cannon hard. “And it’s over,” her angelic voice growled as the entire ship bucked once, the inertial dampers practically screaming to compensate for the massive recoil of the overcharged blast.

      The scintillating bolt of charged particles, growing to the size of our three-story tall starship as it built up charge as it went, surged with pinpoint accuracy through the center of the scrum of fighters with predictable results. If their next-gen brothers couldn’t withstand this, these old warhorses could fare no better. As a convenient side effect, the particle blast rocketed through the Zultars to blow a huge hole in the depot’s hangar bay doors, which had been desperately trying to close in an effort to keep us from boarding the station.

      “Are we working now, David?” Tulip giggled as she sent the ship through the debris field and sliding through the punctured blast doors.

      “Well, you’re all kicking ass, so I guess that counts,” I grinned as the Orion slipped through the crack in the doors like butter.

      The hangar bay itself, now fully depressurized, was filled with floating bits of debris and loose starship parts. An old Xohna-class freighter still docked there hung lifelessly as the cold vacuum of space filled the dome, its side crunched in as the last bits of the cannon’s blast had sideswiped it. A few flash-frozen Quibs, caught off-guard before they could seal their own suits, drifted past. Too bad our suits couldn’t absorb power credits from kills the ship made, though the Orion did record all space combat for purposes of qualifying for new ship equipment.

      As Tulip fired the maneuvering jets, neatly turning our ship around on a dime and pushing us sideways towards the emergency airlock that would lead into the rest of the depot. There was a loud clunk as our underbelly landing clamps latched onto the wall of the bay, and the big green ‘Docking Successful, Underside Airlock Ready’ icon flashed in the corner of all of our screens. Tulip let out a purr as I popped my harness loose. “And a perfect landing!”

      “I would expect nothing less from one of your reputation and skill,” Alyra said with a nod of affirmation, rising out of her chair as I did. “I am ready to join you in taking this puny facility for your greater glory, my dragon.”

      Turner was up as well, hefting a huge-bore, double-barreled Firefall plasma shotgun up from where it had been locked to his console, his bulky demolitions case already clamped to his back. “I sure hope you don’t intend to leave me behind on this one, David Briggs, especially as I have rigged a special surprise from the leftover Annihilator warheads for just this occasion.”

      Before anyone else could enthusiastically volunteer, I raised my hands. “I can’t really argue with that, can I? I sure as hell don’t want to try to rig up one of your babies without you around.”

      “The last thing we need is to be blown to atoms ourselves because Turner didn’t label the timing switches again,” Tulip teased, her tail swishing with amusement. “Take Alyra and Turner, David. There’s something I think we can do to attract even more attention from Leonis, but I’ll need Clara’s help to pull it off.”

      Clara spun her chair towards the catwoman, a coy smirk playing across her lips. “Oh, sister, please tell me we shall be up to some delightful mischief!”

      “As if I would do anything else,” Tulip scoffed before flashing me a wink. “Don’t worry, we’ll be fine. We’ll be a comm buzz away if anything happens, and we’ll signal if elements of the fleet arrive early.”

      I nodded, confident that whatever trickery the pair was up to would reap nothing but benefits for us. “Right, though I suspect we’ll all feel it when that fleet shows up, and those smart bombs go off.” Gamma bombs, after all, were powerful enough to rock capital ships, and our minefield wasn’t too far out from the depot. I swung my rifle to the read.

      “Turner, Alyra, you’re up. Let’s go make a withdrawal.”
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      I had to give whoever was in command here credit for guts if nothing else. Well, a lot of guts or a lot of stupidity. A less dedicated or smarter commander would have surrendered right off the bat with what we had brought to bear against this run-down outpost. But no, this guy had locked the entire place down, well, as locked down as possible considering the state of the station.

      Alyra, Turner, and I drifted through our boarding tunnel, latched over the airlock door like a lamprey, and touched down on the sealed bulkhead doors. Outside of the Orion’s hull, we were in the native gravity of the asteroid, only a smidge above zero-G. Alyra used her wings to give her a subtle push down, while Turner and I made do with the micro-thrusters in our power suits, installed solely for space maneuvers.

      “I don’t suppose either you or Alyra have access codes for this place, Clara?” I asked over the comms, certain I already knew the answer.

      “I’m afraid not, David, considering we are most assuredly counted among the enemy now,” Clara replied in my ear. “However, I’m sure that you can get access easy enough.”

      I chuckled to myself and glanced at the others in the tube. “Yeah, we’ll just knock.” Focusing on Turner, I frowned a bit. “I’m guessing explosives may not be best in here, eh, Turner?”

      “Maybe a properly shaped charge implanted through a laser-drilled hole, but best to not risk it when we don’t have to. We could blow out the Orion’s tunnel and maybe us in the process.” Good on the demo man to show a little restraint for once. Turner knelt, running his gauntleted hand over the door. “They did build these old hulls sturdy, tougher than an Anceroan’s tail plates.”

      “Not a problem.” I looked over at Alyra. “You’ve pried open vault doors. I’m sure you can handle this without a sweat.”

      She had already plucked her Wander off her hip, the crystalline tip surging with magic. “It would be my pleasure, my dragon.” Her clear blue eyes gave me a sidelong glance. “If the Quibs have the least bit of tactical knowledge, they will be massed just past the airlock, waiting for us to breach.”

      Glancing down at the door, then back up at the boarding tube, I nodded. “Mag-boots on then. Turner and I will go a bit up the tube and have some house-warming gifts ready.”

      Following my own order, I activated the magnetic soles of my armored boots as I shifted myself to standing on the ‘wall’ of the tube, what would be the floor in a normal docking situation. Turner took the opposite wall, reaching back into his demolitions pack and rummaging for something. He had shown solid restraint so far, so I trusted him to keep doing so as I reoriented myself on these new axes. That was the real fun trick of zero and low gravity combat. There was no up, down, left, or right, and the faster you realized that, the better.

      Alyra just pushed off from the floor, getting significant height due to the reduced gravity and flaring her wings to practically hover above the two of us. “Are you both prepared?”

      Turner produced a well-used but well-maintained sidearm from his pack. Well, to call it a sidearm would only be correct in the most technical of terms. The Diamar 47 was a pistol in the same sense that a rusting Chevy Nova was the same as a finely-tuned Shelby Cobra. The burnished metal of the bulbous barrel housing contained not one, not two, but four rotating barrels, each the size of .50 caliber revolver, but the Diamar didn’t fire mere bullets. No, that simply wouldn’t do, especially for Turner! No, the Diamar was a gyrojet pistol, each round being for all intents and purposes micro-rockets, complete with armor-piercing, explosive warheads.

      I had to ask him where he got it, or maybe I could ask for it as a present on my next birthday.

      Settling down on one knee and taking aim with my Arclight, I chuckled. “With that hand-cannon, we had better be ready.” Turner’s shit-eating grin provided his answer to that, so I simply nodded to Alyra. “Do your magic, my dear.”

      The ex-Matriarch preened a bit at that, the glowing force plates of her armor surging with light as magic built up in her Wander. “As you command!”

      Alyra drifted slowly toward the door, thrusting the crystal-tipped pistol downward. A tapered ray of pure white force lanced outward, and the foot-wide hard light crowbar punched right where the two doors of the airlock met, the initial strike going deep enough to send a hiss of atmosphere as the seal broke. Gritting her teeth, her muscles tensed as another pulse of light rode down the beam, the construct seeming to twist as the tapered end started to grow and shift into a rectangle. The little bit of air we had from the breached door was enough to carry the screech of tortured metal as the airlock tore the rest of the way apart under Alyra’s force magic.

      And just as she predicted, and I expected, the moment the doors pried apart, the air was filled with the hum of charging energy weapons from the space beyond. Again, to give the devils their due, they had cut the lights to the airlock proper, no doubt switching to light-amplification mode, so that all we could see beyond was darkness and the pinprick glows of laser emitters and charging particle chambers. Still, we had three things going for us, the dull glow of Alyra’s construct to give us faint outlines, our own preparedness, and our battle-hardened reflexes.

      These guys might have been smart and dedicated, but a bunch of grunts assigned to a far-flung depot and forgotten doesn’t have the most combat experience.

      With nary a moment of hesitation, I mentally activated One Shot, One Kill, the barrel of the Arclight bursting with white light while unloading a burst of sparking particle blasts. Packing three times their normal charge from the buff, the tightly grouped shots punched right through the center of mass of the front-most Quib before he could even think to pull the trigger.

      In my ears, my suit reported in its matter-of-fact tone, Enemy power suit disabled, life signs flatlined. Remote transfer initiated!

      The familiar tinkling of power credits filling my suit’s coffers rang in my ears as what little power I’d spent on One Shot refilled from the transfer. These guys really were scrubs from the low amount of power I drained, but even a scrub with a gun can get lucky.

      “Death before dishonor,” Turner roared with abandon, all four barrels of the Diamar bursting all at once, the entire front end slamming back as recoil compensators kicked in. Even so, it was almost too much for the four-hundred pounds of Bolderian to handle, his entire right side bucking back because, of course, he still had his shotgun grasped in the other hand. The diamond-shaped pattern of gyrojets burned through the thin air, spiraling parallel to Alyra’s column of force.

      As the micro-rockets exploded, blowing two of the Quibs apart with bloody violence, Alyra smiled grimly as she flicked her wrist, swinging the tip of the Wander opposite the explosions. In response, the hard light column grew and flattened, swinging like the galaxy’s flashiest fly swatter with the motion of her pistol. One of the pair of Quibs she flattened into the side of the airlock managed to squeeze off a burst of his own, his Scarab blaster rifle peppering Alyra with off-white packets of charged particles before he and his buddy were pinned flat.

      If you judged Alyra on appearance alone, you might have been worried, her terrible beauty in battle aside. Matriarchy power suits look like they are made of soap bubbles and wet dreams, after all, but I’d fought her. I didn’t even cast a glance of worry her way as the blaster bolts splashed against the ethereal plates of her armor, barely scratching her protective shields. The kinetic energy of the shots did, however, throw her backward. With minimal gravity, physics was as much of an enemy as the Quibs.

      As she sought to correct her course with her wings before losing her force grip on the Quibs, the few remaining grunts that hadn’t gone down in the initial exchanged opened up in their ‘ambush’. With the light thrown off by Alyra’s constructs growing and our own suits’ low-light sensors kicking in, it was obvious now that there were twice as many attackers as I first thought, the tube filling with lasers, blaster bolts, and bullets.

      With Alyra thrown back, Turner and I filled most of the space in front of her and thus were the lucky recipients of the barrage. It didn’t help that we were magnetically latched to the walls, something that the Quibs also seemed to be. Fortunately, the security team was as well armed as the rest of their station, a generation or two removed from the Matriarch’s frontline weaponry, and we were probably the tankiest members of our squad.

      Lasers burned scorch marks in Turner’s heavy armor, and a particle blast sparked off his force dome helmet, the worst of the damage blunted by his shielding. I think the only reason he even noticed was the sparks of energy rippling right over his field of vision as he brought the Diamar around again. As for me, I trusted in my Ascension powers, the power of the dragon spirit growing in me as my shields absorbed the first barrage like a champ. With Scaled Victor blunting the damage by almost half and Breath of the Wilds eating the lasers for lunch, what damage did soak through into my suit was channeled into Recompense energy, a coruscating red aura that mingled with the white glow still suffusing my rifle.

      “Okay, we don’t have time to mess around,” I growled, rearing back one crystal-knuckled fist.

      Alyra steadied herself as I concentrated, both the raw, seething power of Recompense and the ever-present dragon flame in my heart rushing through my arm and into the Cestari. While I had never really ‘cast a spell’ before, Dragon Bolt seemed to work in my mind just like everything else about my dragon. I thought, and it responded if the request is in its power.

      I threw my fist forward as Alyra’s crude flyswatter split and morphed into a mass of clawed tendrils that shot outward. Amidst the staccato of beams and bolts, a tremendous ball of dragonfire erupted from my fist, streaking down like a comet into the midst of the remaining Quibs. Meanwhile, Turner cackled like a madman and fired off another quad-burst of rockets. If he were a human, he’d probably have torn his arm off from that one, but Turner was made of far sterner stuff than that.

      The result of that ferocious counterattack was obvious. The napalm-like gout of red-gold flame exploded across the center-most Quib, the fire melting through his armor like it was wax and sending splatters of Recompense-fueled oil across the chamber. That just made the hail of gyrojets that much more effective, each one targeting a Quib for death, and what little lived through the fire and explosions were torn apart savagely by the sharp-edged tentacles of energy that Alyra guided through the airlock.

      As the storm and fury quieted, all that remained of Exo-7813’s security team was scraps of metal, shards of polymer, floating globs of scarlet blood, and drifting body parts.

      Releasing my mag-boots from the side of the tube, I pushed off, down towards the depot’s now-messy airlock. “They really just should have surrendered.”
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      “You’re almost there, darlings,” Clara reported over the comm channel. “Not much further!”

      I didn’t grumble at that. I didn’t have to because Turner got to do it for me. “If we run into one more collapsed hallway, I swear by my eighteen sons and daughters that I will call upon the great Earth hydration spirit, Kool-Aid Man. Every wall shall become a door, and I’ve got enough detonite to do it!”

      As we discovered as we walked down the stem-like hallway that connected the docking dome with the central hub of the depot, the shoddy state of the station was our true enemy. The shining white walls were scuffed, grey, and rusting, while the marble floors were cracked and dusty. The lightning was intermittent at best, not from lack of power, but from shorted light strips and short circuits. Once we made it to the hub proper, it got a hundred times worse.

      Entire rooms and hallways had become choked off, either filled with junk and decaying stores or simply collapsed from disrepair. There were even a few sections that had been entirely sealed off by scavenged bulkhead sections, welded into place to keep the atmospheric seal for the station. Between Alyra’s constructs and Turner and my combined muscle, we didn’t always have to divert, but we lost more than a bit of time with backtracks and sealed chambers.

      As we worked our way carefully through this OSHA disaster of a warehouse, Clara kept us up to date with sensor sweeps and updating our onboard maps, combining our new intelligence with the schematics of the station we already had. We didn’t run into any more soldiers, the few workers we ran into fleeing the instant they saw us if they weren’t already running to and fro.

      Whatever mischief Tulip and Clara were up to was apparently going swimmingly, and I gave the order not to shoot down any of the escape pods that started to launch from the depot. We weren’t murderers, we were soldiers, and I’d be damned if I was going to add any non-combatant deaths to my conscience if I could avoid it.

      I began to wonder just how long this place had been left limping along by the Matriarchy, and the implications of that. Considering how long it must take for the super-alloys used by the Matriarchs to give out from natural causes, Exo had been the ignored mole on the butt of the Matriarchy for, well, as long as those poor Beetles had been floating in space. Maybe the Matriarchy’s resources weren’t as infinite as they seemed. I would have thought the Resistance would have snatched this place a long time ago, but then again, with Leonis IV so close and so heavily reinforced, it might not have been worth the risk.

      Finally, after a good fifteen minutes of navigating the crumbling space station, Alyra let out a sigh of relief and pointed ahead at a massive set of double doors. It was the first of several along this stretch of hallway, evenly spaced on the same wall. Standard door panels stood next to each one, glowing bright red to show their locked status.

      “There, at long last, the main warehouse,” she explained. “Of course, considering how decrepit this place has turned out to be, if there’s a single intact crate of energy cells, we shall be lucky indeed.”

      Turner laughed as he kicked a discarded ration tin down the hall. “Don’t feel too sad, Alyra. Even if we don’t find the weapons we need, we will have a glorious display on our way out as we watch this floating pile of junk explode into a million pieces!”

      While I chuckled under my breath and moved ahead to inspect the first door, Alyra regarded the demo man with a faint smirk. “While I should be more concerned at the possibility of a new difficulty in our mission, it would indeed please me greatly to watch this eyesore on the face of the universe erased from existence.”

      “I think we’ll all enjoy the fireworks, assuming we’re in a position to stay and watch them,” I agreed as I rapped the door panel with my knuckles. Considering how poorly functioning the rest of the facility had been, I half-expected they’d open with just a tap. “But let’s focus. We’ve only got …” I glanced at my HUD’s chronometer. “… forty minutes, give or take, to load up what we can find and get it back to the Orion. I could melt this door in a second if I go full dragon, or maybe with my Cestari, but that’s a waste.”

      Turner and Alyra stepped up beside me, Alyra on my right, Turner on my left. The engineer rubbed his impossible square jaw as he assessed the problem. “Laser torch would do it, but it would take too long, even if we could reenact a half-dozen rather enjoyable heist movies in the process. I could blow the doors, but I’m worried that any rough shakes might set off a chain reaction.”

      “Likewise, ripping or prying the doors might cause the same thing, my dragon,” Alyra added. “Perhaps I could brace a small collapse with my magic, but that would not hold forever.”

      “Time to call in Null-K then,” I nodded after a moment of contemplation. Going to one knee by the panel, I switched to the Orion’s channel. “Hey, Tulip, we’ve got a situation that needs your special touch.”

      The Fertish woman’s purr rumbled into my ear. “As much as I’m hoping this has to do with the bedroom, I have the feeling you need my velvet paws for a little electronic infiltration instead.” I could practically hear the mock-pout over the channel. “While not as fun as the first, this should still be almost as good. What do you need?”

      Chuckling under my breath, I resolved to make sure to find the time soon to spend a night with Tulip. “Right on all counts. I’m transmitting my suit camera to you, and Clara has our location. We need an open sesame as fast as you can manage it. I’m sure you’re already hacked into the depot’s systems, aren’t you?”

      “You know me so well!” I could hear her fingers tapping on her screen. “And while I don’t know what open sesame means, I’m guessing it’s something like the tale of Felinus opening the golden urn of Nippa.”

      I was about to ask what that was when the door lock suddenly beeped loudly, echoed by every door lock down the hallway. In lockstep, all the reds turned to greens, and with the strain of aged hydraulics, the warehouse doors ground open.

      “And now you can sup upon the godly herbs within,” Tulip purred. “Hopefully there’s some real loot in there!”

      “You and me both, honey.” I stood back up as my other squadmates moved cautiously through the door, lights on Turner’s suit coming to life to cut through the dusty darkness. I was close on their heels, my own lights cutting through the gloom as Alyra’s glowing force armor seemed to increase in intensity.

      Not that we needed those lights long. The whiff of ozone and the buzz of electricity echoed through the surprisingly large chamber, and most, not all, of the room’s lights came to life. Eyes adjusting to the sudden light, I blinked once and prayed my vastly lowered expectations wouldn’t be confirmed.

      The depot’s armory was a rectangular vault-like chamber, a good ten meters deep and half the length of a football field, and whatever gods were out there saw fit to smile on us, as the place was actually intact. A thin layer of dust coated the scuffed black metal floors, the white walls here marginally cleaner than the rest of the depot. From the looks of it, no one had been in here for a week maybe. After all, it’s not like you needed to visit a place like this often when the universe seemed to have left you behind.

      More importantly, it wasn’t completely empty. Sure, it wasn’t fully stocked, not by a long shot, but with an armory this size, that would do. It was certainly a hell of a lot better than any of us had expected. Gun racks lined the walls on the right third of the room, with cubbies below them for cases and crates, likely ammunition and energy cells. On the opposite side, storage wardrobes for power suits, unfortunately, hung open and empty, but there were some sealed storage crates tucked into cubbies that might have goodies.

      The middle third of the room was dominated by drone storage and repair. As I knew from the game and now first-hand experience, the Matriarchy leaned heavily on automated units on the ground as well as in space. There was a full robo-fac, an automated facility for building and repairing robots, with a long-forgotten hover drone half-disassembled in it. While I didn’t think there was much useful there for the revolution effort, I did catch a glimpse of three hover sleds, the ultratech equivalent of motorized pallet jacks parked around the robo-fac.

      “It’s not quite like your Christmas, David,” Turner said after a low whistle, “but it’s more than many freedom fighters ever see, in the Resistance or not.”

      Alyra cast a glance toward the suit racks, starting to drift that way. “I know it was perhaps too much to hope for, but even a handful of extra power suits, no matter how old, would have been useful.”

      I nodded. “Still, beggars can’t be choosers. Turner, see if you can get those hover sleds going.” I pointed over to the weapon racks. “Alyra, go ahead and start gathering and crating every weapon and scrap of ammo you can find. I’ll go ahead and give the armor area a thorough search.”

      Turner snapped a salute, clamping his shotgun to the side of his pack and exchanging the beautiful Diamar with a toolkit as he walked over to the dusty sleds. Alyra turned from the armor wardrobes, frowned vaguely, and nodded. “As you wish, my dragon. Are you sure you wish everything?” She quirked an eyebrow at some of the older looking gear as she flap-stepped past me. “I doubt—”

      “We can’t be choosy, Alyra,” I countered. “Even if they only have muskets and kitchen knives, every armed slave is better than an unarmed one.”

      “Very well but …” Her voice trailed off for a moment before she glanced back at me. “What is a musket?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. As she looked at me quizzically, Turner too had a bit of a chuckle. Fluttering her wings, Alyra pouted, a cute little thing I had never seen her do before. “I … you’re not making fun of me, are you? Like asking me to find striped paint?”

      Well, I guess some jokes were universal, but I shook my head. “No, no, sorry. I just forget that not everyone knows Earth stuff like Turner and Tulip do.” Giving her a serious smile, I continued, “Muskets are stupidly primitive guns from my home.”

      “Oh,” she said simply, rubbing the back of her head. “Well, apology accepted.” She gave me a small smile and turned back towards the weapon racks. “I should get to it. Time is of the essence, but if I do find something as … primitive … as these muskets, I will make sure to include it just in case.”

      Shaking my head, I got to my own work, hoping that Alyra would find better things than the Matriarchy equivalent of muskets and that I’d find some hidden doodad that would make the difference in the fight ahead. At least Turner seemed to have an easy job getting the first sled online and was on to the second.

      I started off going through the racks, just to be safe. After all, the ones we had on the Orion retracted back into the wall, so it was worth seeing if anything was still stuck back there. When that came up empty, I turned my attention to the crates, sliding the three of them together in the center of the floor.

      While most of the dirt and schmutz wasn’t too thick, these plastic and steel containers, each roughly the size of a laundry bin, were positively coated with dust. Seriously, I had to wonder if these hadn’t been left here untouched for fifty years or more. Thankful that our force helmets were still up, and the atmosphere filters running, I scraped away the inches-thick crap with my gauntlet. After a few moments of clearing off enough of the markings to get an idea of what I was actually looking at.

      There was some technical information, power outputs, and other jargon that I had no reference for, being based on super alien technology, but what stood out was the designation.

      ATS-210 Power Frame, Defense Type

      That didn’t sound like anything from the game or remotely like anything I’ve seen since joining the Resistance. Whatever it was, though, it was worth investigating further. Maybe if I could get a direct look at it, my suit’s internal computer could identify it like every other bit of weaponry and armor I’d run across. Feeling through the grime, I found the latches for the crate and unlocked the thing. Muscling the surprisingly thick lid open, I took a good look at what was inside.

      It reminded me of an incredibly advanced exoskeleton, like any number of the military prototypes I’d seen in the news right before I left home, broken down into component parts. Obviously, it seemed to be a hell of a lot fancier than anything humanity had invented, but compared to the nanomachine powered suit I was wearing, it was a Tinker Toy. After a long moment of Accessing Archives messages and a load bar that made old Windows versions look like they were speed demons, information finally filled my HUD.

      

      
        ATS-210 Power Frame

        Type: Defensive Exoframe

        Item Level: 62

        Durability: 43,000/43,000

        Enchantments: None

        Historical Data: A precursor to the first generation of modern power suits, exoframes provide physical enhancement, energy shielding, and access to the earliest forms of power credit upgrade systems. Last recorded battle use of an ATS-210 was the holding action on Delphi VI, one-hundred-seventy-two years ago.

        CAUTION: Use of an exoframe in modern combat is ill-advised and could lead to serious injury and/or death.

      

      

      I stood up, running my hands slowly over my face. I normally wouldn’t even think about wasting cart space on these things, but this wasn’t a normal situation. All I had to ask myself was if I had to fight for my freedom from a more powerful force, would I want one of these ancient exoframes or slave rags?

      Starting to chuckle, I shook my head. “Looks like I was the one to find the muskets.”
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      As we rushed the three hover carts laden with weapons, ammo, and those three ancient exoframes into the Orion’s small cargo bay and strapped them down, Tulip’s voice called over the ship’s intercom. “Welcome back, everyone, and not a moment too soon. Based on the hyperspace chatter Clara’s been hearing—”

      “Our commandeering of the depot’s communications antennae has produced the desired results,” Clara cut in. “Our continued updates detailing the heroic defense of the facility seem to have inspired some hope among the Leonis IV defense fleet that they can indeed secure your capture, David.”

      “So, I’m guessing they’re sending an even bigger force than we expected?” I asked as I checked the straps securing the exoframes. They were just like the old-fashioned ratcheting straps you might use when moving furniture back on Earth, just made out of fabric that could stop bullets.

      Turner ratcheted the last strap into place on the cart he had loaded, grinning at the news. “I hope so! That’ll just mean more explosions!”

      “Be serious, friend Turner,” Alyra frowned. “While your dedication to the art of destruction is appreciated, our full load of Gamma bombs was six, yes?” As he nodded, she continued, “If they send even half their fleet, that simply will not be enough firepower … will it?”

      Turner just started laughing, his barrel gut shaking with delight. “Oh, you’ll see!” He winked at her as I led the way towards the bridge. “I’ve done certain … modifications to the bombs on top of adding guidance systems.”

      “Still, we can’t count on that entirely, buddy,” I said as I broke into a jog now that we were in a place that wasn’t going to fall apart if I sneezed wrong. “If Leonis dispatched ships in response to Tulip and Clara’s little communication trickery, their response is going to come in waves. The smart bombs will devastate the first response, and maybe one or two will last to the second wave, but that’s not a guaranteed kill state.”

      Clara’s voice chimed through the halls as we crossed the Orion, “While I am not sure of the precise dispensation and size of Leonis IV’s fleet, I can assure you that there were three distinct dispatches of vessels.”

      “So, the real question is what we are going to do about it,” Tulip said. “Do we try to take out all the incoming ships, or do we concentrate on getting to Leonis as fast as possible while their security net is weakened by this?”

      None of us had an immediate answer because we were all smart enough not to make a snap decision here. How we answered this situation could easily decide the outcome of the entire mission. Even the most gung-ho or quick-witted of us weren’t going to snap off an opinion before we took a moment to think it through. That’s certainly what I was doing.

      After all, the mark of a good leader wasn’t just thinking on the fly. It was also knowing when to take a moment to assess a situation and decide on the best path to follow.

      There were pros and cons to both. If we could take out all the ships Leonis sent, that would not only knock out a large part of their planetary defenses but weaken their ability to provide orbital reinforcements when our little slave revolt happens. However, there was a real risk of being overwhelmed. No matter how well-built our Hunter scout ship was, it was a scout and patrol vessel. It wasn’t a capital ship or a destroyer or anything like that, and while we had pulled some clutch wins against bigger foes, we couldn’t afford to get caught by, say, five capital ships or an entire swarm of fighters.

      On top of that, we’d have to wait, maybe a good half-hour or more, for every part of the Leonis ships to show. They were sent in waves, after all, egged on by Tulip and Clara’s reports. That’s wasted time, time for communication to get back to Leonis so that they could prepare a response. If we got going before they showed, we’d have a head start on them.

      See, it was dangerous to break out of hyperspace prematurely. In hyperspace, you were vibrationally out of tune with normal space, meaning you don’t have to worry about most physical matter, and hyperspace routes were built around that to maximize speed. So, the odds were pretty damn high that if you cut a jump short, you’d come out of hyperspace in a moon, a planet, or something else large and ship-destroying. The Leonis units would have to wait to get here before turning around.

      It was a choice of big risk vs. big reward, and as we broke onto the bridge, everyone moving to their stations, I knew all eyes were on me to make the call. The Orion rumbled slightly as the engines powered up, magnetic landing gear letting go of the ravaged hangar bay’s wall, as I strapped myself in. As we drifted through the field of debris still lingering in the bat, I made my decision.

      “I’m sure that some of you are itching for a real scrap,” I began, glancing toward Turner and Alyra, “but we won’t free the oppressed workers of Leonis or get the magitech the Resistance needs to win this war if we’re blown into scrap.” I focused on Turner. “Sorry, big guy, I know you wanted a ringside seat to watch the fireworks, but can you set that Annihilator bomb you left in the warehouse on a timer?”

      I expected someone to object, but for her part, Alyra nodded once quickly and spun around to her station, while Turner gave me the biggest aw, shucks look I’d ever seen. “That’d have been a hoot, David Briggs, but the Resistance is more important than a good show.” He pulled out an elaborate and extensively jury-rigged detonator from his pack and laid it in the center of his console. “Besides, if I were to die, my wife would find a way to bring me back to life, so she could kill me all over again for leaving her and the children.” He looked over his console towards Clara. “Hey, Clara, any indication of how far apart our visitors are coming? I don’t want to leave without making sure they get a present too.”

      “I’d approximate fifteen minutes, give or take, Turner dear,” the ex-Matriarch offered with a distracted smile, her attention obviously split between eavesdropping on the incoming fleets and monitoring sensors.

      Turner grinned and began setting the timer on the modified detonator, pushing a few stray wires out of the way as he spun a dial. “Thank you kindly!”

      Tulip was tapping away at navigation the whole time. “I took the liberty of plotting a jump from the far side of Exo to Leonis. If they jump in while we are still prepping, we’ll have a few moments of cover before they catch us on sensors, assuming they live through the smart bombs.”

      “Do it.” I gave her a nod and a smile for emphasis, bringing up sensors on my screen. The least I could do with everyone else focused on their tasks was to ease her burden. “Clara, focus on monitoring Matriarchy comms. I want to know the chatter the moment things start going boom here in Exo. I’ll play eyes and ears for now.”

      “Of course, darling.” Clara’s long fingers danced across her screen as her golden eyes narrowed in concentration. I couldn’t imagine how many signals she was already having to sort to keep her ear on this, but there wasn’t anyone else I’d ask to do the job.

      “Let’s do it.”

      I kept my eyes peeled on the sensor feeds, ranging them out as far as I could get reliable readings from, as Tulip guided us expertly through the split hangar bar doors. Shards of metal and shredded machinery nudged around the ship’s shields as we pulled out of the station and back into the debris field the Zultars’ decimation had left behind. The stillness of open space and the glint of starlight off the asteroids drifting past filled the viewscreens, and for a moment, it looked like we would get away scot-free.

      Just as Tulip was about to engage our main thrusters, the medium-range sensors, the ones that would just about reach the jump point from Leonis, lit up with high-energy particle vibrations. That was the usual sign that ships were exiting or entering hyperspace, and that wasn’t honestly that surprising. The decaying station’s maze of cut-offs and ruined corridors had eaten into our lead considerably.

      What caused me to gape a bit at the readings was their intensity. I had expected a solid response from Leonis, just because of who I was. Our fight with Alyra and what I had learned in the process of freeing her, the extent to which the elusive Mother of Chains in particular wanted my head, made me something to throw a lot of resources at. This, though, this was excessive, even by Matriarchy standards.

      “Holy shit,” I cursed. “I’m getting jump vibrations from at least four capital ships and four escorts of various sizes!” My eyes snapped up to the viewscreen, where out in the blackness of space, time and space distorted with iridescent light, the silvery spires of massive Matriarchy warships splitting the inky purple radiance. “Tulip …”

      “We’re gone!” she cried as the Orion’s engines roared, shaking the ship as Tulip deftly spun us in space, maneuvering thrusters firing in rapid succession.

      “Turner, squeeze me every drop of extra energy to engines and get the hyper-drive primed!” I said, rattling off commands. “Alyra, redirect anything excess to Turner, but keep our shields and anti-missile systems up. Clara, can we cloak and prep drives at the same time?”

      We hadn’t needed to before, and this was still very new tech, both to me and the Resistance. Clara, though, did know how this thing worked, as she was the one who helped us install it in the first place. While she was a healer first, it was amazing the depth of knowledge she had from her role as a ‘mere’ administrator.

      Turner and Alyra both grunted their assents, while Clara frowned and shook her head. “I’m sorry, David. We could, but the energy signatures from a priming hyperdrive will still cut through the cloak, much like the Hive control signals. It would simply drain unnecessary power.”

      As the energy ripples calmed in space, my sensor feed stabilized and positive identifications rolled across my screen. “Understood. We can’t afford to let them hit us with vibrational grapples, or we’ll get torn apart. Hate to say it, the smart bombs aren’t going to—”

      And that’s when the Gamma bombs went off, the tremendous energy output blowing out the sensor feeds for a long moment. Tulip had already rocketed us to the edge of the oblong rock that the Exo depot was built atop, but we could all see through the side viewscreens the tremendous flash of energy as they detonated one after another in rapid succession. Even as far out as we were, the Orion still shuddered slightly from the backlash.

      “Come on, babies!” Turner encouraged as his stubby fingers went to work, both urging on the engines and his bombs. “You can do it!”

      Alyra’s lips pressed into a tight line as her clear eyes focused not on the viewscreen, but her tactical display. “My dragon, I am still getting power readouts from some of the enemy ships. Missiles are launching!”

      That’s when my own sensors cleared up, the ships still too far out and too clouded by newly formed debris to make out much. Alyra was right, of course. Not only did we have a barrage of incoming missiles, I now had positive locks myself on the remaining ships.

      Turner’s special packages had done more than anyone could have expected in this situation. What had been a planet-busting fleet of two Tierra-class battleships, two Esterra-class dreadnoughts, three Hive-class carriers, and two Sonna-class interceptors was now down to the two dreadnoughts and one lucky-as-sin fighter carrier. The stellar horizon was strewn with shattered small vessels, while the Tierras were badly damaged and mostly incapacitated, which was more than enough to keep them from being a threat.

      But two Esterras, even damaged as they were, meant a dozen docked fighters a piece, and even if their main guns couldn’t evaporate us with one direct hit, the swarm of incoming missiles and scrambling fighters would. Each dreadnought was the size of Exo-7813 on its own, long vessels of pure white magnificence. Unlike the straight lines and hard angles of a Resistance ship, the Esterra had the same swooping, curved elegance of Matriarchy architecture, as if they took great pains to ensure that you died knowing something out of an art gallery had killed you. While both ships had taken some solid damage from the Gammas, neither had been struck in any vital areas, especially with the many redundancies a ship the size of that had.

      As if to emphasize that point, a torrent of missiles filled our sensors and the viewscreen, the narrow tips of each Esterra began to split, the ominous blue glow of a massive, planet-splitting fusion cannon showing through the opening cavities.

      “Get us the hell out of here!” I commanded. “I can tell when we aren’t wanted around. Alyra, take those missiles down. I’m firing up the railguns to help.”

      There were no quips and no asides, not this time. This was clenched teeth, maximum effort time as we all went to work. We weren’t licked, not yet. We still had surprise, speed, distance, and a much easier win state on our side. All we had to do was get away, and we were about to put a large asteroid in the way. Not that it would stop the Esterras for long, but all we needed was a few extra seconds.

      “Ten seconds,” Turner growled. “Literally ten seconds!”

      No need to ask what he meant by that. Ten seconds until we could jump. My fingers danced as I fired up the rail gun turrets, Alyra already laying down a withering field of fire from the smaller anti-missile guns. The first wave of missiles exploded as we laid into them, even as Tulip punched us from maneuvering speed to maximum, eschewing a turn around the asteroid to put as much open space between us and the enemy ships as possible.

      “I hate to interrupt,” Clara said, her melodic voice surprisingly mirthful despite our terrible situation, “but the captain of the Maiden’s Spear is calling for our surrender. Shall I inform her to shove that surrender so far up her ass that she will taste it in the morning?”

      Even through the whine of the inertial dampers, the screaming of our engine, and the cacophony of incoming missiles exploding, hearing Clara say that made me laugh. Hell, it made us all laugh. Even Alyra let out a little chortle.

      “Please do,” I said with a grim smile on my lips, taking out another three incoming missiles. A green light flashed in the corner of my screen, with the alert Hyperdive primed! popping out to signal our salvation.

      I didn’t even have time to make the command because Tulip was already engaging the drive. As the universe warped around us and the stars stretched to eternity, the only sound that echoed in the chamber was Clara’s voice as she did indeed inform the enemy captain to shove it up her ass.
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      I wiped my hands down my face as I deactivated armored mode, the thick plates dissipating back into my suit. I hadn’t realized just how bad I had been sweating until that moment, but it was already starting to cool as we left Exo-7813 in the cosmic distance. That had been too close for comfort, but I didn’t want to say it aloud. Best for morale to keep that inside, though I had to assume everyone else was thinking the same thing.

      I guess it shouldn’t have been a surprise to have Tulip’s free hand tracing the side of my arm, as much to calm herself as to comfort me, as she made the last few adjustments to our heading through hyperspace.

      “Well, another death-defying escape,” she said with the same devil-may-care attitude she applied to all of our near-death moments. “Maybe next time we can make it more fun by convincing them to bring the entire Royal Armada to take us in.” She winked at me. “Clara and I almost managed it this time. Next time for sure!”

      That on top of Clara’s snark leaving the system was enough to crack the bit of lingering tension from what we had left behind. I cracked a smile and winked back. “Well, here’s to hoping.” Looking across the bridge at my friends, I continued, “Fantastic job, everyone. I know that looked like a close one, but this actually worked out better than we could have hoped for.”

      Turner blinked at that as he stowed his detonator. “Oh? Now, don’t get me wrong, we crippled not one but two Tierras, and we did fill our hold with stolen loot.” He raised his meaty mitts. “But considering my hopes were to wipe out everything they sent at us with those bombs, I’m a bit disappointed.” He mumbled something like, “Shoulda used more explosives,” under his breath.

      “Sure, that would have been great,” I explained, “but take a look at the bigger picture. They didn’t throw just a token force at us there, like diverting a one fighter squadron and a carrier. If that was just the first wave they sent, what do you think are in the second and third ones?” Leaning back in my chair, I crossed my arms with a hint of a smirk. “Thanks to the ladies’ gentle coaxing, they must have sent almost the entire fleet they had on hand after us.”

      Clara looked properly smug under the praise as she stretched back to give Tulip a high-five, which she gladly returned. Turner’s thoughtful frown ticked up as he nodded slowly.

      “So, we’ve got an hour-plus window of clear skies once we come out of hyperspace to get down to Leonis and make contact with a Resistance cell.” He reached under his console into a storage cubby and produced a Twinkie, which he carefully unwrapped. “The ships will get back eventually, sure, probably later than we think as they have to make repairs to the dreadnoughts at least, but it gives us time we didn’t have before.”

      I nodded as he shoved the golden sponge cake of goodness into his mouth. “Exactly. We’ve bloodied their nose badly and put momentum on our side. We’ll still have to deal with the remains of the fleet eventually, but they can’t exactly use dreadnoughts to quell a planetside rebellion without taking out the whole planet.”

      “Which the Matriarchy cannot afford to do,” Alyra added as she swiveled her chair away from her console to face the center of the bridge. I was actually pretty impressed. Among all of us, she was the calmest after what we had just escaped. “Destroying Leonis IV sets their focus research back a decade and their production back a century, as well as depriving them of their greatest source of phasic crystals. It is something not even the High Priestess would order, even if it could guarantee your death, my dragon.”

      “Right.” I nodded to Tulip. “What’s our ETA and designated destination point in the Leonis system?”

      The catwoman graced us with her Cheshire Cat smile as she pointed to the main viewscreen, now dominated by a navigation data window. “We’ll come out of hyperspace in fifty-two minutes at the edge of the system.” On the three-dimensional map of Leonis that came to life on the screen, a flashing green indicator came to life, showing our arrival point. “The Orion will pop up here, accounting for orbital paths, outside of normal planetary sensor range. We can cloak, then go full speed with our standard drive, with a touchdown on Leonis IV within ten minutes of cloaking.”

      “The real question then, darlings,” Clara said, tapping her lip thoughtfully with a finger, “is how do we approach things when we get to the planet proper? Our cloak, if we utilized a rotating frequency program, will fool the planetary sensor grid for a few days, but that does little to gather this little rebellion.”

      Alyra nodded, looking to Tulip, Turner, and me for guidance with a surprisingly open attitude. “Indeed. To be blunt, my zadavios, Clara and I have far more experience in quelling resurrections and revolutions than starting them. We must look to you, fighters of the Resistance, for answers.”

      “Tulip, bring up the map of Leonis IV,” I said, leaning forward in my chair. “I took a look at this before we left Centaurus, and I think Tulip and Turner will agree, ladies, that we have a couple of critical factors working for us here.”

      Tulip nodded in agreement as she tapped at her console, swapping the system data for the maps of Leonis IV that Clara, Alyra, and Resistance intelligence had compiled. It wouldn’t be up-to-the-minute, but it was likely to be pretty damn accurate. Of special note was that the maps also included cut-aways, showing the massive mining tunnels burrowing deep into the planet’s rocky crust.

      Turner pointed at those side sections in specific as he added his two credits’ worth. “What David means is that we’ll be doing most of our work underground. The surface of Leonis IV is like the most desolate land I have ever heard of, a place on Earth known as Detroit. No sane being can survive there. Besides, what the Matriarchs are after is deep below the ground, in the mines. That’s where our army is waiting.”

      “It also means that there is a vast network of mined-out tunnels to use for bases of operation, hideouts, and the like,” Tulip added. “The only reason I feel that Leonis IV hasn’t fallen yet is that there was little outside support the Resistance could add to push the situation over the edge. Any revolt would win for a time, but the research base is hardened enough to let Xara and her goons hold out until reinforcements arrived.”

      I nodded with a grim smile of determination. “But now, the slaves will have us on their side, and a hold full of weapons to get them started. If we can make contact and get the flames of freedom going, those mines will go off like a bomb, while the Quibs will have to be careful and limit their counterattacks to prevent touching off the crystal deposits. While the slaves keep the general army occupied—”

      Alyra’s blue eyes lit up with a surge of excitement as she caught on. “We shall drive straight into the research center’s heart, smashing down the defenses and freeing Xara from Mother’s chains. With the heart of the Matriarchy’s resistance shattered, it is we who can hold off any counterattack indefinitely.”

      I stood up, walking across the bridge to the front viewscreen, hands folded behind my back. “It won’t be easy. We’ll have a lot of legwork to do, first to find the Resistance cells and arm them, then establish some way for them to coordinate actions. We might even have to risk using the Orion as a transport and messenger between mines, but we can do it.” Turning back to my squad, I smiled and nodded. “I know we can.”

      Turner laughed, slapping his gut as he rocked back in his chair. “Well, David Briggs, you don’t have to tell me twice. Of course, I knew we could do it before we even left base, but that is because I’ve not only seen the might of the dragon, I know that each of your lovely ladies is almost as much of a badass honorable warrior as myself. And that, I dare say, is a combined force that will rock the worst tyrants in the galaxy to their knees!”

      “Almost?” Alyra sniffed and cast a questioning look at the Bolderian. “We have almost an hour, shall we take this to the Projected Reality chamber and put your assertation to the test?”

      Tulip giggled, her tail swishing with amusement. “I’d love to see that! Maybe we can all join in, have a bit of a tussle to work out some pent-up tension?” She winked at me knowingly. “One of the best workouts I ever had started in the PR room, after all!”

      I only flushed a hint. I mean, I was getting used to this galactic free love thing, and to be honest, I couldn’t get enough of it. “Me too, honey,” I quipped back with a smile. “And if you guys want to shoot it up some, you have some time.”

      “I believe I’ll sit this one out, darlings,” Clara cooed. “You three should go have fun though. I believe I would wish to discuss a thing or two with David before we are thrust into existential danger once more.” She gave Tulip and Alyra both a quick little nod, some unspoken communication between them, before flashing a perfect smile at me.

      She was about to say something more but suddenly stiffened. Clara raised a finger, tilting her head to one side, her other hand to her ear. Her eyes widened as we all focused our attention on the angelic healer, her feathered wings bristling at whatever it was she was receiving.

      Tulip was up out of her chair, her hands rubbing Clara’s shoulders soothingly. She wasn’t alone, I was by her side in a moment, and Turner and Alyra weren’t far behind. The medic’s lips curled into a surprisingly fierce snarl as she looked up from the transmission.

      “What is it, Clara?” I asked with concern deep in my voice. “Whatever it is, play it back for us.”

      “Oh, indeed, David,” she said with a fierce nod. “We all need to hear this. It would seem our former sister has some strident words for you, darling. For all of us.” She patted Tulip’s hand as Clara half-turned to tap her console. “Look.”

      The main viewscreen flashed from the map of Leonis IV to a view of what I guessed was a Matriarchy research laboratory, with its white, curved walls and spindly robotic arms working away on some kind of elaborate bronze and crystal device. Of course, I couldn’t see that much of it, not with most of the view dominated by an emerald-skinned woman, black raven wings tucked close to her body.

      No doubt this was Xara Lilana, the Illuminator and mistress of Leonis IV. As with every Matriarch I had seen or encountered, she was beautiful, with high cheekbones, a perfectly defined chin, and lush lips of a darker shade of green than her skin. Strangely primitive pince nez glasses were perched on her aquiline nose, with her raven-black hair tied into braided buns. From what I could see of the rest of her, she had the build I would associate with a martial artist, a warrior, finely delineated muscles that didn’t detract from her perfect curves, all plain to see under her bronze power suit, as form-fitting as any Matriarch’s.

      “I know you are listening, dragon of legend,” she began, her voice having a cultured air that sounded almost British to my Earthly ears. “There is no reason for you to lay waste to a measly facility such as Exo personally … not unless you had your eyes set on larger goals. No doubt you think you can crash down onto my planet, twist the workers here into believing your foolish prophecy, and turn them into the instruments of my downfall. After all, you have managed to enslave two of my sisters already with your vile magics.”

      Alyra was bristling now too, and a low growl rumbled in Tulip’s throat, one that was echoed by the dragon spirit inside me.

      “I don’t know how you will come, and I cannot be sure when, but know this, David Briggs. I will be ready for you. The Mother and the High Priestess have granted me certain favors to deal with you, should you ever darken my door, and I will not hesitate to use them.” Xara’s lips curled into a vicious smile. “Even if they had not, I’m stronger than both of my sisters combined, in ways even they cannot begin to understand. So, beware, dragon. Turn back now, before I hunt you down, tear the teeth from your snout, and rescue my lost sisters!”

      Xara leaned close to the camera, pointing at it, her hands covered in what looked like much elegant, bronze-and-gold Cestari. “This is my one and only warning.”

      And with that, the transmission went dead.

      Despite the Matriarch’s aura of menace and her threats, I didn’t feel a drop of fear across the bridge, and I didn’t feel a bit of it inside me. Caution? Sure. Xara was an unknown, and I knew that no matter how hard our fight with Alyra had been, there were those stronger than her. But fear? Nope.

      Clara’s golden eyes shone with protectiveness, Alyra’s hands clenched into fists of rage, while Tulip’s growl calmed as her face filled with fierce resolve. Turner, though, said it best as he hooked his thumbs into his belt, “As a great Earth scientist once said, this chick is toast!”
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      Xara’s threat changed the entire mood on the bridge from light-hearted ribbing and joking about the PR chamber to serious, hardcore planning. She didn’t know it then, but the Matriarch had made a serious mistake when she laid down her intentions. We were already motivated to free Leonis IV and shut down the Matriarchy magitech research, but now, she had decided to make it personal.

      What followed was a twenty-minute discussion, dissecting every bit of information and examining the major mines and clusters of workers across Leonis IV. We parsed the dossiers on the Resistance cell leaders, looked what we knew of Matriarchy troop distributions, and speculated on Xara’s reactions to the moves we considered. In the end, we refined our initial plan into something a bit more daring, a bit riskier, but a lot more likely to succeed.

      With Xara knowing we were coming, we would have to do things faster than we expected. So, we’d have to do the thing none of us wanted, not in this situation.

      We’d have to split the squad.

      “So, that’s how it has to be,” I concluded, rubbing my temples to ward off the faint headache that absorbing all the information caused. “Xara isn’t just expecting us, she knows we’re coming and has been prepared for it. That takes away some element of our surprise and a bit of our time advantage as well.” I nodded to Turner. “With that being the case, you and Clara will be on the move, taking the cloaked Orion from cell to cell, getting as many operations going at the same time. Seeing as you’re the engineer here and Clara is our best expert on the cloaking technology, our best bet to keep your movements undetected, it’s the best split I could come up with.”

      Turner nodded slowly. “And while we’re moving the masses, the rest of you will be supporting the biggest Resistance cell, trying to make the most direct push towards the research base as possible. That’s why you and Alyra will be there, our heaviest hitters, with Tulip handling the whole covert end of things. It will not be easy, David Briggs, but if I wanted easy, I’d be taking care of the children, eh?”

      “With how many children you Bolderians sire,” Alyra snorted, “I would argue which task is the harder!”

      Tulip rubbed her ear thoughtfully, her tail swishing with agitation. “While Alyra’s not wrong, we can’t take this lightly.” She grinned at Alyra. “Not saying you are, but …”

      The ex-Matriarch nodded slowly. “Indeed. We face an unknown foe with mystical and technological resources beyond our comprehension, but we will succeed. We must succeed.”

      “And we will,” I agreed. “We’re going to be leaning a lot on your expertise, guys,” – I nodded towards Tulip and Turner – “being the folks who have actually started revolutions here.”

      I nodded, glancing at my chronometer. “Okay, people, we have a little over a half an hour to get ready. Turner, take Tulip and divvy up the weapons and gear we requisitioned from Exo.” I mulled something over a moment and added, “Leave us one of the exoframes and take the other two with you. That might help even the odds a little on your end.”

      “Sure thing.” Turner pushed to his feet and headed for the door, Tulip right behind him. “I’m actually excited to see what those old suits can do!”

      As she passed me, Tulip gave me a quick hug, her tail wrapping around my waist, and a burning hot kiss. “I’ll meet you and Alyra at the deployment bay soon, okay?”

      “You got it,” I said with a smile, letting her go after a quick scratch behind her ear. Turning as the pair departed for the cargo bay, I glanced at Alyra, who was now standing at rigid attention by my side.

      I quirked an eyebrow at that, but let it go with a grin. “Head to the armory and galley. We won’t have access to the Orion for who knows how long, so grab what you think we might need in terms of grenades, field rations, medical gear, that sort of thing. Remember, we won’t have Clara either, and no doubt these slaves are going to need things beyond bullets to get into fighting shape.”

      “Of course, my dragon. I shall prepare supplies for the three of us.” Alyra gave a snappy salute, turned on her heel … then, with a hint of a blush, spun back around to lean up, giving me a quick kiss. “Until deployment.” Before I could say a word, she was gone, scampering more like a blushing school girl than the hard-ass she usually was.

      Rubbing the back of my head, I watched Alyra go, the click-clack of Clara’s heels on the deck floor coming up on my other side. “You know, darling, I don’t think I ever could have imagined the Left Hand of the High Priestess ever being this way.” As I turned towards the beautiful healer, I found myself staring into her golden eyes as she looked up at me. “You’ve managed to slowly turn her bitterness into happiness and her anger into joy. If you weren’t, well, you, I’d think she was playing us, faking it somehow, that’s how impossible that seems to me.”

      “I’m glad Alyra’s turning around, finally breaking through her shell, but I can’t take all the credit,” I said with a shrug and a smile. “Just like with you, a lot of what was really her was chained up, locked away to be molded into what the Matriarchy wanted out of her. Alyra deserves as much credit as I do.”

      Clara shook her head slowly, stepping in close, fitting her lithe dancer’s body against mine. “You’re too humble, my dearest. Yes, some of it comes from within her, but she was also someone who willingly cast her lot with the enemy, under duress or not.” I had thought I was the only one who knew that fact, but I didn’t question Clara about it. How could I, with her delicate fingers working up my chest? I could feel her heat, matched by the fire in my heart rising to meet it. “And while we have all tried to help Alyra, you have done by far the most to heal her wounded soul, and give her a place to belong, a place that brings others up instead of putting the rest of the galaxy down.”

      I slipped my arms around Clara’s waist, one hand resting on the small of her back, the other just under the junction of her feathery wings. “I’m just doing what’s right.”

      “And that, David Briggs, is why I have grown to love you.” Clara’s perfect lips moved to meet mine, and I turned into the kiss, our mouths working passionately. As we parted for a moment, Clara gasped softly, her cheeks flush. “By the many sparks of Zoa’s light, I don’t want to be apart from you,” she admitted. “Not with you being in danger. Who knows what will happen when my healing light isn’t close by? You could be hurt, maybe permanently, even—”

      I cut her off with another kiss, a long, slow one, as I pulled her even closer. Clara practically melted into me, the tension of her worry fading as her hands began to roam over my body. Pulling back, we were both breathless for a moment as I gazed into her eyes, my voice soft and comforting as I said, “That isn’t going to happen.”

      That made Clara blink, and as her mouth opened to question, I cut her off. “Hey now. You trust Tulip. And no matter how much you and Alyra snark on each other, you wouldn’t have said everything you just did if you didn’t trust her the same as Tulip.” I grinned. “You know I’m right.”

      Clara rolled her eyes but relented. “Of course, you’re right, darling.”

      My grin grew wider. “Then trust them to watch my back while you’re keeping Turner from blowing himself into a million pieces, okay?”

      When she favored me with a nod, I smiled and turned, pulling Clara around with me before pushing her forward into the captain’s chair. Letting her out of my grasp as I did so, I wound up leaning over the angelic beauty, arms braced on the chair to either side of Clara’s head. Her gasp of surprise from the sudden maneuver turned into a lustful grin as I leaned closer to her.

      “Oh, you cheeky dragon, you!” Clara giggled. “Wish to give me a parting gift, do you?”

      “We are going to be apart for a while, and while I don’t pretend to understand that crazy schedule you ladies have, you did seem to be hinting that you were due.” I kissed her gently on the forehead as her hands were already moving up to the pressure stud on the collar of my power suit. “Besides, we haven’t properly christened the captain’s chair yet, have we?”

      The hiss of air accompanied Clara’s quick fingers as she pulled away at my suit. “Oh, no, darling, but we had better work fast.” Her hands still on the now-loose suit, she pulled herself upward, her wings coming around me like a second set of arms as she kissed me hungrily. “Because I mean to get every little bit of you that I can, and we only have a short time to do it in!”

      “Well, then,” I said with a broad grin, letting her pull me down into the chair atop her, “let’s get to work.”

      Unlike Alyra, Clara wasn’t virginal, not in the least, even though she had been chaste during her time under the Matriarchy’s control. In fact, she was almost as well practiced as Tulip was, which meant that, while we were forced to limit ourselves to fifteen minutes of wild lovemaking in, over, and on top of the captain’s console, we accomplished quite a lot.

      Let’s just say that I discovered that Clara’s wings were far more limber and dexterous than I could have ever imagined and that she certainly knew how to use them.

      Somehow, we had the wherewithal to find the nearest cabin, one of the two dozen ones still unassigned, and get some semblance of clean and tidied in a hurry. I couldn’t speak for Clara, but I had mastered the ability to go from completely mussed to presentable for inspection quick, fast, and in a hurry from my Marine days. As I was getting my power suit back on, Clara emerged from the cabin’s shower, her alabaster skin practically glowing as she dried herself.

      “We better get down to the bay before they start wondering where we are,” I chuckled as the suit repressurized, but I certainly wasn’t hurrying to move, not when I had a chance to watch a practical angel in front of me.

      “Oh, darling,” Clara said with a giggle, hand over her mouth, her chest delightfully bouncing as she did so, “they won’t be wondering. They’ll know exactly what happened.”

      “Fair assessment,” I agreed as I scooped up her white, filmy suit and held it out to her. “Still, we do have a revolution to start, and we certainly won’t want to be late for it.”
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      I took a deep breath as I cracked my knuckles, standing fully armored in the center of the deployment bay of the Orion. As Tulip had said we would, we had punched out of hyperspace right on time, well outside of Leonis IV’s sensor grid, and slipped into cloak without incident. We were only minutes out from the blasted planet, the massive scarlet giant of a sun lazily burning at the center of the system.

      Tulip leaned with cat-like grace by the air-lock, ears flicking as she read intently on her wrist screen, seemingly cool as a cucumber as we waited for the final approach. In stark contrast, Alyra paced on the other side of the bay, wings tucked tight and arms clasped behind her back, all coiled muscle and tense nerves. At my side was one of the hover carts we swiped from Exo, laden with weapon crates, supply boxes, and one of the ancient exoframes.

      In addition to our normal load outs, we each were shouldering an extra pack, similar to Turner’s demolitions kit but loaded with more traditional supplies. With deconstitued meal packs, water-condensing filter bottles, spare med-kits, and a micro-food reconsitutor, we were loaded for bear. Of course, compared to the needs of the slaves, it might be chicken feed, but this was just the start, the spark to get this thing going. The rest, we would get on the move, like Robin Hood but with far more advanced weaponry.

      “So, Tulip, what all do we know about the Resistance leader we’re going to make contact with?” I said, resting my hands on my hips. “It’s not like we had to time to read every dossier during the trip, with there being, what, a dozen cells?” I dredged up what I had already absorbed. “Ferria Dain, formerly of Synata Minor III. Head of a miner’s union in her home sector, taken into slavery along with everybody else when the Matriarchy swept through that region a decade ago?”

      Tulip nodded slowly, a faint smile on her face. “Someone was paying attention during the briefing!” That smile turned into a grimmer expression as she tapped at her screen and began to read off other salient facts about Ferria. “Synata Minor was one of the most mineral-rich systems in this end of the Milky Way, and they held out for quite a while leveraging those resources and the hard-working nature of the natives. Now, the system has been strip-mined to near-oblivion, and the Synatans are a dying people.”

      Alyra frowned a moment at that. “I have read of the taking of Synata Minor and the purges of the Synatans.” The memory of it seemed to disturb her for a moment, but she shook it off. She turned her blues eyes toward me, halting her constant pacing for a moment. “The captain of the Blue Skies, Captain Essia, was a Synatan, David.”

      “I thought so, but I didn’t want to assume,” I acknowledged. “I just hope this Ferria has caught some wind of us, or else she might not take kindly to working with an ex-Matriarch.”

      Alyra was about to say something in answer, but Tulip cut her off as she pushed off the wall. “Don’t worry, David. If Ferria makes any trouble over that, I’ll deal with her myself. Alyra doesn’t deserve to take any hell from anyone after all she’s been through and all she’s doing to make things right!”

      Alyra’s eyes snapped toward Tulip at that then at me, as I added, “Damn straight. I couldn’t agree more, but I really appreciate you stepping up and saying it, Tulip.”

      The ex-Matriarch’s baby blues widened, and a smile crept over her lips as she turned her head down. “Thank you, zadavios,” she said softly, her voice full of love and thankfulness. “I will do my very best not to antagonize these people though.” She looked up, giving us both a last glance before resuming her pacing. “It is not their fault that my former sisters and I have tormented them so badly that they would react in fear and hatred towards me, so I will not force the issue.”

      I was about to add something else and give Alyra a warm embrace, but before I could take a step, the departure bay’s lights shifted from clean white to a dull red, the signal that we had to be getting close to our landing zone. As if to confirm that fact, the ship’s intercom buzzed to life, a few pops as if someone were tapping their microphone with a finger.

      A moment later, Turner’s cheerful voice boomed over the speakers. “Okay, my friends, we are four minutes from Leonis IV. I’ll turn on the green light when we’re about to land, but we won’t be able to linger long.”

      “The cloaking device is tied in with the ship's shields, you see,” Clara’s voice added. “Opening the bay for your exit is going to also open a small chink in our shields, hence our cloak. You’ll need to hustle, darlings, or we’ll be found out.”

      I glanced between the two ladies with me, and they each gave me a short nod. “Understood,” I answered to the ceiling. “We’ll be out the door within a minute of landing.”

      I could hear the grin on Turner’s lips as he said, “Good luck! Not that you need it, David Briggs, with your tremendous brass balls and the power of the dragon, but I would not be a great friend if I did not wish it to you all the same!”

      Clara audibly sighed. “Really, Turner?” She clucked her tongue. “Though I have to agree, I don’t place stock in luck myself. Just trust in your destiny, David, and please, Alyra, Tulip, keep him safe in my stead.”

      Alyra’s pacing stopped, and she stood up straight as a rod, eyes glancing towards the intercom speakers. “You need not be afraid. No harm shall come to our dragon.”

      “Ditto, sister,” Tulip said with the hint of a smirk. “We’ve got this, Clara. You just make sure you keep Turner from blowing up the planet while we’re doing this.” She giggled for a moment before going serious. “Normally, I’d say that as a bit of a joke, but this time, it’s a real possibility. One wrong blast into the wrong pocket of raw phasic crystals …”

      Turner scoffed. “I’m the demo expert, Tulip. If anyone knows the danger of the situation, it’s me.” He laughed. “It also means I’m the one who best knows what explosives are safe to use!”

      I ran my hands down my face, unable to contain a chuckle of my own. “Well, good buddy, if the planet blows up, I’ll know who to blame.”

      “Well, all jokes aside, get ready to hold onto your asses,” Turner barked, “because we’re hitting the atmosphere. Get ready to go!”

      On cue, the Orion shuddered just a bit, the inertial dampers absorbing most of the shock of our rapid atmospheric entry. With time being of the essence, we eschewed the whole ‘slow entry’ or ‘precise angle’ you would normally want when going into even the thin atmosphere of Leonis IV. Instead, we hit it fast and hard, trusting in our shields and Turner’s steady hand to get us through intact.

      My muscles tensed as the adrenalin started to kick in, my dragon pacing and rumbling in my chest. While we had picked what should be a relatively safe landing spot, away from the numerous collection hubs where transports gathered the refined crystals from the mines and refineries below the surface, there was no way to be sure of that. To be on the safe side, I pulled my Swarmer off my hip, the steady weight of the tri-barreled pistol a comfort. With my left hand, I grabbed the hover cart’s handle and got ready.

      Alyra’s pacing ceased as she put on her game face, drawing her Wander as she flanked one side of the bay doors. Tulip matched the winged woman’s position on the opposite side, her two Starshot pistols gripped loose and at the ready.

      As we pierced through the skies above the planet, the ship seemed to hit rougher and rougher turbulence, something beyond what we had faced hitting the upper atmosphere. Tulip swayed to adjust with each buck and twist, while Alyra kept an iron grip on a stabilizer grip by the door. Me, I turned on the magnetic grips in my boots and just rode it out, glancing towards the intercom speakers again.

      “Turner, what’s going on up there?” I asked. “Things are getting really rocky back here, and we should be almost landing.”

      Speaking of that, the red light shifted to green as Turner’s voice echoed back into the room. “Big windstorm just rolled in out of nowhere, guys! This is a damn dead world with barely two scraps of atmosphere to rub together, this should be flat-out impossible! I’ve got no clue what caused it.”

      Alyra’s eyes narrowed. “It must be Xara, well, not her so much as any number of artifacts the High Priestess could have sent.” She looked across the bat at Tulip and me. “The Illuminator’s ultimatum spoke of the resources she had been given to defeat us, zadavios, and even I have no idea as to their extent. I did not know that the High Priestess had a weather creator or manipulator, but it is not impossible.”

      “Alyra’s got to be right, because I’m reading massive storms across the entire planet,” Turner reported. “Dammit, if we could have foreseen this, I’d have loaded gravanchors into the supplies before we left Centaurus. Look, David, we can make a landing, but it’s going to be rough out there.” He paused just a moment before starting to ask, “I hate to say it, but do you want to abort and—”

      “Negative, big guy,” I answered without hesitation. “Whatever it is, we can handle it, and we can’t afford to lose any more of our lead on the Leonis fleet. We won’t get a second chance to get entrenched with the Resistance here.” Glancing at Alyra and Tulip, I moved to the edge of the bay door. “Stay close, stay frosty, and keep an eye out. This could just be the start of our troubles.”

      Before I could add more, there was one last shudder as the Orion landed, the entire fuselage shaking as winds lashed the ship. My HUD flashed with a Drop Doors Opening! Prepare to Disembark! warning, and the rapid hiss of the chamber equalizing pressure with the outside air filled my ears. A split-second later, the thick bulkhead door cracked open, instantly blasting us with tornado force winds and blinding stinging dust.

      Even with the dust and grit blasting over my shields, I could barely see as I struggled to keep a hold on the hover cart, its turbines whining to try to keep it steady. The only reason I didn’t immediately go flying was my magnetic clamps to the deck floor. Alyra was thrown off of her feet, but she somehow managed to tighten her grip on the handle she was already holding, letting out a cry of pain as she held on for dear life.

      I was a little surprised to see that Tulip took the sudden surge of wind the best of us, using her feline agility to roll with it before shapeshifting in mid-tumble into a large, six-legged feline beast as big as a bear. She tumbled back up to her feet, claws digging into the floor as she tried to push forward for the widening door, something that only seemed to increase the force slamming into us.

      Growling under my breath, I knew our drop window was closing fast, and I also knew that whatever was in the air was quickly stripping the paint and gouging the metal walls of the chamber. Glancing at my squad status in the corner of my HUD, I was a bit surprised to see I wasn’t losing any suit power even as Tulip’s and Alyra’s shields were getting torn into. The pulsing icon of Breath of the Wilds answered that puzzle though. Guess ‘environmental effects’ had a broad definition.

      And that dropped everything into place for me. I let the growl in the back of my throat build, calling upon the dragon spirit inside me, channeling its magic through my Cestari even as I let the mighty wyrm out and into my body. With a month’s practice, calling upon my Dragon Form was easy, like slipping into a pair of well-worn boots, as my body swelled with a thousand pounds of muscle, bone, and scale. Polished black scales melded out of my skin as the ends of my boots, and the tips of my Cestari pulled back to let my golden claws loose, my foot talons digging into the floor like butter to keep me in place. Smoke blew out of my nose as my entire face reshaped, my snout fully forming as the familiar sticky-sweet taste of dragon oil filled my fang-filled mouth.

      Even as the shift finished, and I easily found the strength to not only pull the hover cart forward but shove against the wind. Magic surged through the crystals of my Cestari as I activated Through the Fire and Flames. Ethereal flames roared outward in a spiral, washing over Alyra and Tulip both, and their shield degradation stopped in an instant.

      Crisis number one down. Now, for the rest. I swore that both ladies were trying to talk through their comms. While the roaring winds made even that almost impossible, that was okay. Slapping my Swarmer back onto my thigh, I pushed forward, my draconic might easily able to move through the gusts, and my enhanced vision could see through the blowing debris to get a clear view of the desolate, slate-grey rocks of a wind-swept valley.

      Hoping that the others could see well enough to follow my lead, I stabbed a talon in Tulip’s direction and pointed at the cart, not even bother to try to shout above the din. She got the hint though, whatever powerful cat creature she had changed into having enough mass and muscle to claw forward just enough to latch onto the crates with all six pairs of claws. Overhead, the green lights started flashing, a visual cue that we were almost out of time, that Turner would be forced to abort the drop regardless of our status in ten seconds.

      Though Alyra was managing to hold on, she didn’t have the strength to pull her Wander around, despite her best efforts, no doubt to create a force shield to deflect the wind. She wouldn’t have to, as I let out a tremendous roar, audible over the storm, and pushed off with both mighty legs. Draconic muscle mixed with the strength-enhancing myomers of the power suit to power through the wind and towards the slowly-closing door. In mid-leap, I snagged Alyra with my free arm, tucking her close to my side as I carried her, the entire cart, and Tulip clinging on tight out through the airlock and into the harsh tempest that tore through Leonis IV.
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      The Orion’s bay door slammed shut behind us, as the ship, partially visible with the cloak compromised, started to return to full invisibility. We had picked a landing point in the base of a valley, a tactical choice in case the cloak didn’t hold up well to the open bay door, but one that only served to focus the unnatural wind down onto us. We needed shelter, and we needed it before the four minutes and thirty seconds, now four minutes even, of Dragon Form ended, or I ran out of suit power to maintain Through the Fire and Flames.

      Dragon form time remaining is 238 second, and current suit power is at eighty-eight percent.

      The sound of my suit in my ears was a relief. That meant that now that we were out of the enclosed quarters of the bay, we could vaguely hear one another over the comms. The enclosed area had only made the sound of the roaring winds reverberate louder and louder.

      “Alyra, I’m going to try to block the wind from you,” I growled, throwing my massive bulk down onto one side as I pulled her around to my chest before she could really answer. As I did so, I also yanked the hover cart along my impromptu windbreak, shifting my grip down to its side. Tulip was already slipping down the side of the thing, trying to use both it and me as protection. They were both wreathed in my ghostly dragonfire, an orange-red glow that flickered but didn’t melt the ground on which Alyra and I were laying.

      Her voice sounded strange, a feral growl no doubt from her shapeshifted vocal chords as she cried over the noise. “There’s supposed to be an abandoned mine entrance about two kilometers south-east down this valley! If you can keep doing … whatever you’re doing, David, we can take shelter there!”

      Alyra gritted her teeth as she tried to work out what was quite possibly a dislocated shoulder from where she stopped herself, only nodding to me as some assurance she was fine. I nodded my snout back, glancing toward where Tulip was concealed. “I could probably manage it if not for this wind! Sharing my dragonfire with you is putting me on a power deficit, and the storm is going to make it take longer than that to get to that mine, even with my draconic strength and speed. And when that runs out …”

      “Maybe there’s something in the supplies we can use?” Tulip spitballed. I could hear the growl growing in her voice, feel the strain it was taking for her to keep her position even with the protection I was giving her. “If we can set up a force tent and fire it up, that could work.”

      Force tents were the revolutionary camping innovation every outdoorsman on Earth would kill for. By setting up the four field emitters and mounting the central base, the force tent created an energy field, similar to the shields that protected our power suits, but opaque and tuned primarily to deflect electromagnetic energy. Between that and the environmental seal created by the network of emitters, it could maintain a constant, controlled atmosphere and temperature.

      “Won’t work,” I growled. “Emitters will fly away before we could ever set them up, and I’m not sure the field would hold up in this.” Turning my head slightly to where the Orion must still be, I caught the whiff of their thrusters about to fire.

      Good, I had been about to yell at Turner for taking his sweet time. We’d figure this out, and they had their own mission to handle.

      As the ground shuddered and a fresh wash of hot air rushed over us, Alyra let out a hiss of pain, glancing at me as she spoke. “David, I can deflect the wind with a construct, but it will take all my concentration to keep the shape exactly right. If I don’t properly keep it flowing around us …”

      “It’ll blow us away anyway, just wrapped in a force field,” I finished for her. “That will be enough, Alyra. On three, I’m going to stand and dig in, ladies. I’ve got you, Alyra, so you can keep the shield up while I run. Tulip, I hate to ask, but can you play sled kitty?”

      If Alyra was true to her word, and I had every reason to expect her to be, we could go full speed. Now, I’m not exactly slow normally. I could pull a 5k run in under twenty minutes, but in my full draconic glory, I was easily twice as fast, maybe more, and Tulip was even faster than I was. We could make that tunnel before either Alyra or I ran out of juice, though I’d be at the very tail end of my dragon timer and at half power to boot.

      That was a million times better than being torn apart by whatever this crystalline particulate in the wind that was smoothing the surrounding rock before our eyes.

      “You’ve got it, David,” Tulip growled back. “As soon as the wind stops, we’re gone!”

      Alyra grunted and nodded. “On three.” She gripped her Wander tight, the tip starting to surge with light.

      I gathered my strength, pulling Alyra close with one hand, and shouted, “THREE!” With a mighty roar, I surged to my feet, curling my toes as I rose to find purchase in the stone. My glittering talons cut into the gray stone like a hot knife through butter. Keeping Alyra held close to my chest, I kept her arms free so that she could do her magic.

      Fortunately, she was on the ball, as the sled started to slide the moment I wasn’t fully blocking the wind from it. Before the thing was blown away with Tulip along for the ride, Alyra flicked her Wander up, eyes closed in intense concentration, as a strangely shaped cocoon of force enveloped the area around us. It only took a moment for me to realize what she was shaping, as it bore a striking resemblance to a teardrop or maybe the wing of a plane. An aerodynamic shape was what it was, letting the wind slice around us without catching and throwing us around like tenpins.

      The tempest silenced around us for the moment, Tulip flopped off of the sled, her black fur disheveled by the wind. Sweat was already starting to bead on Alyra’s brow, and this close, I could tell now that her shoulder really was dislocated, sitting funnily in my embrace. As the six-legged battle cat collected herself, snatching up the handle of the sled in her jaws, I nuzzled the side of Alyra’s head comfortingly with my snout.

      “You can do this,” I growled low, encouraging her to keep up her efforts, before giving Tulip the briefest of glances. “Let’s make record time!”

      The massive catoid let out a muffled roar and nodded her head, breaking into a sprint as I did the same. To avoid having to think of it, I mentally set Through the Fire and Flames to auto-renew, power dwindling out of my reserves as we ate up the distance. I followed Tulip’s lead, doing my level best to keep our line of movement and distance identical, anything to make Alyra’s job easier. I didn’t even want to try to understand how she could do the complex mental calculations to constantly shift the shape of her construct to cut through the wind, but I wasn’t going to question it.

      Dragon form time remaining is 197 seconds, and current suit power is at seventy percent, my suit sought to diligently remind me. We were going to cut this too close, but I didn’t want to even give the vaguest impression of that to the others.

      “Bet you can’t pick up the pace, Tulip!” I roared, smoke chimneying out my nose as I kept air pumping through my massive lungs. Hey, there was more than one way to get people to push themselves. I wasn’t going to use fear, but a challenge …?

      Never one to back down from something like that, Tulip answered me with a loud feline cry and poured on more speed. A grin splitting my snout, I dug down deep myself and made my legs pump harder, my immense strides and razor-sharp claws literally tearing up the ground underneath us.

      Another minute passed, and even with my enhanced senses, the pounding crystal storm and the glow of Alyra’s force construct made it almost impossible to really see beyond it. The only way I was sure we were moving forward was the fact that I was finding intact ground to run across instead of clawed up stone. My worry grew as another minute came and left, something my suit’s constant updates on time and power reinforced in my brain.

      Tulip’s roar of relief broke me out of that concern, making me squint ahead into the storm. There it was, at the edge of my vision, a wind-gouged but intact metal door, once white-and-gold painted but now stripped down to a mostly polished silver-grey. It was huge, split down the middle, and probably as thick as any airlock door or bulkhead.

      Of course, I realized at that moment that, despite our initial plan to have Tulip simply hack the door open for us, she couldn’t exactly do that in her shapeshifted form. Could we afford the time to stop, let her shift, and hack it? The force construct around us was starting to shimmer and fade, and I could hear Alyra talking to herself in a low growl, telling herself to push on. She was fading, so there was only one answer.

      “Get ready to get out of my way when we get to that door, Tulip, and get inside the second it’s open,” I commanded. There was more than one way to open a door, especially if you just so happen to be a half-ton dragon man with superhuman strength. “Alyra, honey, I’m going to put you on the cart in a second. Just keep it up. We’re almost there!”

      A look of determination filled the ex-Matriarch’s eyes, and I saw a flash of her perfect white teeth as she bit hard on her lip, a little trickle of blood starting in the process. She nodded fiercely, the field redoubling in strength, and I added a last spring into my step, pushing ahead to come abreast with the cart. We were seconds away now, so I tried to be as gentle as possible as I transferred Alyra to the top of the much-maligned thing.

      The moment we were within a few steps of the mine airlock, set in the right side of the valley, I dug in my heels, quite literally, digging up a gouge as I pulled up to a stop in front of it. My first instinct had been to just plow into and through it, while my second, the one my dragon spirit had been a fan of, was to slag it with my dragonfire. I overruled that in a heartbeat.

      After all, a ruined airlock door was about worthless at doing that whole ‘keep the breathable air’ inside thing. Leonis IV was about as inhospitable to human-like life as they came, and what air there was would kill a human stone dead in minutes. With how much power we had burned to get here, we needed a reprieve, a chance to power down and recharge, not be forced to keep burning reserves to fuel life support systems.

      So, instead, I plunged my clawed fingers in between the door panels. Prying them open was harder than either of the two first options, to be sure, and it would still damage the environmental seals some, but I was pretty sure if I closed them up again, I could use my flames to weld them shut. We wouldn’t be able to leave that way, but we’d be able to breathe. Small price to pay, in my eyes.

      There was a hiss of air as the seal gave way under my draconic might and I swore I could feel my claw tips break through to the other side. Beside me, Tulip was tensed and ready, panting even as she kept the cart handle in her jaws, while Alyra grimly held on, dislocated arm useless in her lap as she held her Wander out. Hydraulic pistons and mechanical locks pushed back against me as I roared and pried, the doors starting to part little by little, but it all felt too slow.

      For a moment, I thought it was possible that maybe, just maybe I wouldn’t be able to do this, that some stupid-ass dust storm would actually bring us low. Maybe it was the sheer idiocy of that thought, or maybe it was the sight of Alyra and Tulip still ready to keep pushing. Whatever it was, it made my dragon roar inside of me, and new strength filled my arms and body.

      Burning oil dripping out of my mouth, smoke blowing like streamers out my snout, I pried with everything I had. There was a loud screech and a pop, as something inside the doors gave out, and then whatever had been pushing against me failed entirely. With a heave, I shoved the two door panels apart, dim light shining through from the mine tunnel beyond.

      Tulip didn’t waste a moment, rushing through the partly open airlock, ferrying our cargo and Alyra along with it to relative safety. Breathable air rushed past me, and Alyra’s cocoon collapsed, letting the full blast of the storm crash into me. If I hadn’t been in dragon form … well … I was, and that was all that was important. Managing to steady myself, I pulled myself with a roar through the airlock, breathing heavily as I spun. With one last mighty pull, I managed to slam the airlock doors shut once again despite the rush of air coming from both directions.

      I was almost dizzy from the exertion, which only struck me as remarkable considering the power of my draconic body, but I caught myself. I had one last thing to do before we were safe. Sucking in a deep breath, I let the burning flames of my dragon heart roil up through my throat, as sticky dragon oil filled my mouth. Pursing my lips as if I was blowing through a straw, I spit a narrow stream of fiery napalm along the broken seal of the door, filling the crack with molten metal and slag.

      Almost the second I was finished, the beeping alert ran through my skull, the all-too-familiar feeling of the dragon spirit starting to regress back into my body. The soft voice of my suit echoed in my ear, Dragon form time limit reached. Transformation reverting. Five minutes until available again. Suit power stabilizing at forty-seven percent.

      The world closed in on me as my senses shrank back to normal, everything seeming dull and colorless. My snout shrunk in, the scales melted back into normal human flesh, and my entire body shrunk, organs, muscles, and bones shifting back into my mere human form. Though I was used to the sudden feeling of weakness the change reverting always brought, the constant exertion we had just been through made the change hit me harder than usual. I swayed on my feet as my Cestari and boots sealed back up, turning to plant my back on the jury-rigged airlock for support.

      “Thank the gods,” I croaked as I sucked in a deep breath, “we’re safe now.”

      Except we weren’t. Not be a long shot, a fact made apparent by the four rather angry Quibs charging at us with sparking whips and gleaming axes, their beaten and whipped slave charges cowering behind them.
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      If this had been any other day, any other situation, I wouldn’t have been the least bit worried about four Matriarchy goons without a firearm between them. Not that I was discounting the double-bitted axes or the sparking whips, but I hold up Raiders of the Lost Ark as the reason why guns trump melee weapons in most cases. But then the glittering, cut crystals that made up the walls reminded me why they weren’t packing heat, and why we couldn’t just unload on them.

      Once you factored in the fact Alyra was injured, Tulip and I had just made Olympic gold in the sprint of our lives, and my suit’s power was hovering at half full, four Quibs without guns were looking like a real challenge. And of course, the cowards waited until I had run out of dragon power before making themselves known.

      So much for being welcoming hosts.

      Two of the Quibs were beelining for me, while the other two were making for Tulip and Alyra. Though they didn’t wear the distinctive heavy armor of Elites, they moved with surprising discipline for slavers, each pair consisting of an axeman moving in close as their whip-cracking partner stayed back to take advantage of their range. As I pushed off the wall to meet the charge, I snatched my Arclight off my back to use as a very expensive club.

      The mine shaft echoed as Tulip let out a roar, darting forward as she shifted from heavy-set cat beast to her more conventional panther shape, Alyra forcing herself up and off the sled, good hand going for her dragon-slaying knife. “I am sorry, my dragon, but I need a moment to recharge before I can crush these gnats,” she got out over the comms before the air was split by sparking snaps.

      In near-perfect precision, right before either Tulip or I could get within range of their ax-swinging friends, the whip-wielding Quibs lashed out. Their whips were some kind of articulated metal, lightning riding up the coils as the weapons’ forked tips shot out. One went straight for my head while the other decided that the bundle of claws and teeth racing for his buddy was not the biggest threat, lashing out instead at Alyra. Honestly, I couldn’t blame him. In a straight-up brawl, I would have pegged her as the more dangerous target too.

      I just managed to slip by the cracking tip of the whip, but even so, sparks conducted off the streaking lash and rushed through my armor. While Breath of the Wilds and Scaled Victor worked together to make me almost immune to electricity, a natural force, it didn’t protect the suit’s systems quite so much, something I had learned from fighting Tur and his electrokinetic magic. My HUD was corrupted by static for a moment as I pushed past, managing to meet the other Quib’s driving ax with the length of my rifle, blocking the weapon below the blade.

      Shoving the weapon aside, I tried not to let myself get distracted by Alyra’s cry of pain, even as the weary dragon inside of me roared its displeasure. I trusted Tulip to protect Alyra, and I trusted Alyra could hold her own, just as much as they trusted me to save them when the chips were down. And to save them, I’d have to save myself first.

      The Quib seemed startled behind his faceless helmet that I could throw him back so easily, probably because I know I looked like ten kinds of tuckered out behind the glow of my force dome, and that gave me an opening to spin and slam the butt of my rifle deep into his midsection. While I wasn’t nearly as strong in my human form as my dragon, I was no slouch, and the impact made him double over and stagger back, even with his shields still up. Before I could capitalize, I heard another growing surge of electricity past my dance partner, even as the screams of a Quib threatened to drown out anything else.

      As I moved to shoulder past the stunned ax-man to get at Mr. Sparky, Tulip cut off the Quib’s screams, triumphantly growling atop the squirming grunt, her claws gouging deep into his breastplate and her jaws crunching around his throat. As for Alyra, she had not only taken the lash of the whip against the glowing armor of her bad shoulder, the thing had wrapped around her bicep and arm, sparks running up and down the limb and through her suit. Instead of shrieking in agony like any sane person, my Wing was digging in her heels against the pull of the last Quib, trying to turn the tables by pulling him in.

      I threw one Quib aside and into the wall of the mine and snapped my attention back to the Devo wannabe. I was ready to duck, expecting him to go for my head again, but he sent his lash spiraling out for my mid-section. Cursing myself inwardly, I made a snap decision and hastily interposed my rifle in the way of the winding steel coil. Better to sacrifice a gun I couldn’t exactly use at the moment for my body.

      As the whip curled snugly around the Arclight, I let it go before the lash’s electricity could conduct through the rifle, tearing the power lead to the weapon loose with a backward tug. Sparky seemed smug as he yanked back, sending the now-overloaded blaster rifle over his shoulder, towards the still-cowering slaves. As he prepared to let fly again, I caught the axeman recovering out of the corner of my eye, pulling himself off the wall to waylay me.

      “David,” Tulip’s concerned growl came over the comms, garbled a bit by static, “do you need …?”

      I squared my jaw, spun to intercept Choppy, grabbing the big ax by the haft as he tried to prep for another swing. “Help Alyra! I’ve got this,” I growled as I muscled the surprised Quib back out into the shaft.

      Tulip followed my orders, bouncing off the dying grunt towards the other whip wielder, now realizing he was on the losing end of his tug of war with Alyra, despite her small height and the electricity still running through her suit. My own whipper was growing nervous as his helmet tilted towards the other scrum, not entirely focused on what I was doing as he spun his weapon over his head, building momentum for another crack at me. That was a major mistake on his part.

      The Quib in my grip let out a yelp of surprise as I spun us both around just as the whip snapped in, the crack of the tip booming in what was meant to cut through my chest plate. Instead, the split metal tip cut through Choppy’s thinner armor as the surge of lightning shorted out his shields. As he jerked and spasmed from the shocks, I wrested the ax from his hands and kicked him to the ground with a solid stomp in his chest.

      Mr. Sparky froze for a moment, his visor focused right on me as I let out a feral grin, gripping the wicked ax in my hands. My suit was throwing up the weapon status of the thing, a Thorax-class mono-wire ax, but I didn’t need to know the details right this moment. I knew more than enough to know that I could easily drive this thing right through the Quib’s chest.

      As I rushed for him, Alyra let out a primal cry as she spun and pulled on her lashed arm one last time, just as Tulip sprang the last foot to throw herself claws first at their last assailant. The Quib was pulled so hard that he lost his footing as he fell forward, his foot catching on the irregularly smoothed stones. As he faceplanted onto the ground, Tulip landed on his back with all four sets of claws, pinning him under her bulk.

      That was all it took to give Alyra an opening, thrusting forward with a beat of her massive wings and diving the sparkling crystal blade through the back of her tormentor’s skull.

      One of your squadmates has disabled an enemy power suit! Remote transfer split initiated!

      The little burst of suit power as the credits transferred added a bit of pep to my step as the last standing Quib decided that discretion was the better part of valor. He dropped his lash and turned tail to run, with me hot on his heels, Thorax raised and ready to take his head off. Still, as much as I wanted to lop him in half, I realized he might just have a chance to get away. His armor was far lighter than mine, he had a good ten-foot head start, and he was fresher, having not just sprinted two kilometers straight and pulled an airlock door open.

      But I couldn’t let that happen … and I wasn’t the only one who thought the same. I was about to just hurl the ax right into the runner’s back as the grunt looked back at me in fear. He had to have been surprised when I suddenly arrested my throw, maybe curious as to why I seemed to be showing him mercy.

      I wasn’t, of course. I just didn’t want to have a chance of hitting the two battered slaves who cut the guy off, something the Quib missed in his fear of imminent ax murder. Weakened and bloodied as they were, the two men were still able to block the guard’s flight. I was almost on top of them when the desperate grunt, instead of doing the sensible thing and surrendering, popped a knife free from a hidden holster in his gauntlet and took a stab at one of the slaves.

      That did it. Even though the soldier only managed to graze the leathery-skinned hairless man, the fact that the Quib would rather kill an unarmed person than give up made me see red. The dragon roaring in my ears, I matched it with a battle cry as I brought the impossible sharp ax down in a glittering arc over my head. Like a true coward, the Quib died with the ax plunged deep into the center of his back, the mono-molecular edge parting his light armor like the Red Sea. The slaves jumped back, letting the corpse drop like so much dead weight to the rough-hewn stone.

      Prying the weapon free, I spun to face the last living Quib. He had recovered from his shocking whip sting but had sat up only to come face-to-face with a very angry giant panther and a seething ex-Matriarch with an enchanted dagger. Unlike his cruel and stupid buddy, this grunt pushed himself against the mine wall, holding up his hands pleadingly.

      “I surrender,” he shouted. “Mercy, please!”

      There was a deep growl in the back of Tulip’s throat as her form melted and shifted, back to her normal catwoman shape. “Mercy, huh? Do you want the same mercy you were showing these miners here?” She kicked the end of the dropped whip at her feet away with disgust. “Or are you going to tell me they got those wounds on their own?”

      The Quib shook his head frantically. “No, but … please! I was just following orders. If I didn’t do what the Matriarch commanded, she’d kill me the same as you’re about to!”

      Tulip looked unconvinced, and I couldn’t wholly blame her. As the slaves started to gather behind us, I shouldered the ax and stepped between her and Alyra, the shorter woman sagging in pain and exhaustion against my side. “They have a saying on my planet, Quib, that all it takes for evil men to win is for good men to do nothing. Bowing down to do the work of evil people for them is even worse.”

      The grunt’s helmeted head wavered, his shoulders heaving with despair. He dropped his hands and let out a long sigh. “I don’t know where you hail from, dragon, but you’re … you’re right. If you must, kill me. I no doubt deserve it.”

      There was a tug on my armor, and I could feel Alyra’s steady gaze up at me. I glanced sidelong at her, saw the worry on her face, something beyond the mere physical pain she was feeling, and I flashed her a reassuring smile. She no doubt saw herself in this poor bastard … and she wasn’t wrong. I glanced at Tulip as well, and our eyes locked for a long moment.

      The Quib’s shaken voice broke the silence. “Uh, you are going to kill me, right?”

      Tulip rolled her eyes and answered my unspoken question with a nod, and I looked back down at the surrendering soldier. “No. We’re not going to kill you.”

      “You are not the only one who has made the wrong decision,” Alyra said in slow, careful words. “If you truly wish to repent for the evil you have done, how could we in good conscience kill you?”

      “By inserting a mono-wire knife up through the second and third ribs,” Tulip helpfully pointed out, but I nudged her with my elbow. She let out a bit of growl and a sigh before adding, “But, yes, if David and Alyra are willing to vouch for you, then we can see how it goes. But if you do just one thing wrong …” She made a neck-cutting motion with her thumb, and that was more than enough to make our prisoner shudder.

      The slaves, having now finally found their courage, stepped up around us, one of them, the wounded, leathery-skinned man, spoke up, even as Tulip stepped forward to search the Quib. “Thank you for saving us, but … do you know the price of ground stanium in Alpha Centauri?”

      We all started at that. Not because it was a flat-out ridiculous thing to ask for an enslaved miner. No, it was because that was a Resistance code phrase, one of a full dozen question-and-answer sets that had been drilled into our heads over days of briefings at Resistance command. While our luck hadn’t been the best, were we about to have our first big break, stepping right into Resistance members so quickly?

      I turned towards the miner, his hand pressed to the bleeding graze in his side and nodded slowly. “I do. It’s a hundred and seventy-seven credits by the pound, but only if you visit Uncle Ravi’s emporium.”

      His large, milky eyes seemed to brighten, and a look of hope joined the wash of relief across all the miners. He stepped forward, offering a large, webbed hand out to me. “You came. You really came. Draconis has returned and offers us salvation.” I blinked at that, but my faint surprise didn’t keep me from taking that offered hand warmly. “Come with us. You’ve been expected.”
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      “Expected?” It was one thing to think that Lady Luck had given us a break, but what I had just heard sounded far stranger. “You need to explain that, but not here.”

      Our surrendered Quib chimed in, as his power suit dearmored, the shiny black shell evaporating just like one of our own, “The dragon’s right. Overseer Krug sent out a priority signal when you three broke in. Illuminator Lilana will be sending reinforcements as quickly as possible!”

      Without his armor and weapons, it was hard to tell the difference between the Quib and the motley crew of miners, each from a different species culled from across Matriarchy-controlled space. Considering the legions of Quibs were formed the same way, just with more voluntary service and fewer whips and chains, it made sense. He had pale blue skin, with a sheen that made me think there was some kind of clear coating, maybe an exoskeleton, over his skin. The top of his head was adorned with rounded spikes, and his four eyes blinked in succession.

      “Of course,” the Resistance man agreed. “We can lose the pursuers in the old tunnels, but we must gather what we can.”

      He nodded to the others, who began to do what was a time-honored tradition among our squad, and that was to loot. Three of the miners began to strip the Quibs, then power down their suits to see if they could be salvaged, while our contact and another brought the hover sled around, loading weapons and the like atop what we had already brought. The last ran off after something in the darkness while Tulip kept a collar on our new friend.

      We’d make introductions later. For the moment, I clamped the Thorax to my pack, the double-bladed head collapsing into the heavy head, and knelt beside Alyra, one hand on her good shoulder while the other gingerly held her injured arm. “We don’t have a lot of time, but are you going to be okay? How bad are you hurt?”

      She bit back a wince and a hiss. “My arm is dislocated. My suit is telling me that I have also sprained the joint. Otherwise, I am merely drained. I can walk, and if need be, I can fight.” Alyra’s eyes burned into me as I did my own examination of her injury. “I will not fail you, my dragon.”

      “I never thought you would.” I smiled, my fingers passing through her glowing armor with strange ease. Yep, Alyra’s shoulder was definitely swelling. The med-kit’s auto-doc could handle it easily, but she’d have to hold still for it, and we couldn’t do that at the moment. “Okay, I’m going to relocate it, and we’ll fix it when we get to safety.” Looking her eye-to-eye, I frowned a bit in concentration as I got my grip ready. “Ready?”

      Alyra nodded bravely, and the moment she did so, I popped her shoulder back into the socket with one swift move. She clenched her jaw against the momentary pain, then let out a low, long sigh. “Thank you, David.”

      As I stood up, nodding at her, Tulip had finished stripping our prisoner down to his utilitarian black boxers, adding his damaged power suit to the two other mostly intact ones the miners had salvaged, coiling one of the electrified whips in her hands. “I’m just glad you two are both safe,” she said softly before glancing at the slaves if it was even right to think of them like that now. In essence, they were the first of our newly liberated army. “Felinus and Draconis were really watching out for us in the end, it looks like.”

      “I could have wished for an easier landing,” I admitted, Alyra nodding in agreement beside me. “That storm in and of itself has me concerned, but we’ll figure it out.”

      The miner that had run off into the dark, one of the younger, slighter ones, came back, cradling my abused Arclight Double in his arms, just as the others seemed ready to move. The young man stepped up to me, holding out the weapon to me. “Here, dragon. I only wish it were in better shape.”

      I took the rifle from him and smiled. “Thanks, and don’t worry about it. At the end of the day, it’s just a weapon. Better it than any of us.”

      Glancing over the blaster quickly, I didn’t need my HUD to report that it’d been badly damaged. The split-tip and hard-edged segments of those whips had proven capable of cutting through power armor, after all, and the electrical shocks could momentarily disrupt hardened suit systems. The Arclight was sturdy, but it wasn’t as sturdy as our power suits.

      The miner’s answer was a noncommittal grunt as he scurried to get into line with the others. Our Resistance member waved us forward with his webbed hand. “Come. We are only safe because of our distance from the main veins. We must move now.”

      I nodded, holstering the ravaged rifle on my spare back clamp, and got to marching with the rest, Tulip and Alyra sticking close to either side of me. Milky-eyes led the way, with two of the burlier miners, while the rest followed behind us, surrounding the Quib as he pulled the cart along, the spare axes, whips, and sundry weapons the workers had stripped from the dead. None of us let our guards down, especially Tulip, her cat ears flicking at every errant sound as we pressed onward, while Alyra still greatly favored her good arm, keeping the other held close to her body.

      Now that the danger wasn’t screaming in our faces, I got the chance to really take in the twisting tunnels we found ourselves moving through. Dim lighting reflected off the glittering crystals that ran in veiny lines all around us, shining down from irregularly aligned strips mounted to the ceiling. That irregularity was matched by the shape and size of the tunnels themselves, and it was obvious to me that these hadn’t been carved by any sort of machine like a modern mine. No, these had all been cut out by hand tools, inch by laborious inch, and unlike the normally structured Matriarchy layouts, they wove, split, and merged like running rivers. My best guess was that they were cut out to follow the veins of raw phasic crystal.

      Fortunately, our internal maps were functioning properly, and everything was matching up with what Resistance intel had put together for us.

      We moved in relative silence for a good ten minutes, with Milky-eyes occasionally signaling a sudden stop with a raised fist at a suspicious sound or occasionally nothing at all, at least from what I could tell. Better to be paranoid than not in this case, I told myself, but for all the stops, nothing happened. Finally, the tension seemed to melt away, and our guide glanced back as we turned a corner into a larger chamber with a myriad of smaller tunnels branching out like a web.

      “It is safe to speak now, I think, but I do not think I need to remind you all to stay aware,” he said in a deep, gravelly voice. “I regret to say that we must keep moving though. We will rest and tend to wounds when we arrive at the camp.”

      The three of us nodded in understanding, the entire little caravan moving onward towards one of the side tunnels. “Then let’s get some questions answered,” I said, keeping my voice low.

      “Of course, dragon.” Milky-eyes dropped back a few steps to walk closer to me. “I am Quar, former crew boss of the 2nd Synatan Miners Corps, and now, I suppose, former slave. Do you know of Synata Minor?”

      “We do,” Alyra said softly, something that seemed to make Quar really look at her for the first time. He let out a loud grunt after a moment’s hard glare, snapping his attention back to me.

      “Then you know we still resist.” He gestured to the other miners behind him. “Though most of my new crew knows nothing of Synata, they are all like me. Torn from their homes and forced to work on pain of death by the Matriarchs.” Shaking his head, he let out a strange, whuffing laugh, like a wheezing old dog. “But let us focus on the present.”

      “That’s what’s important,” I agreed, finding myself stepping a little closer to Alyra as my dragon fumed in the back of my mind. I wasn’t alone in my protective instincts, as Tulip stepped around behind us both to walk on Alyra’s other side, stroking her shoulder comfortingly. “You said we were expected. Considering even we weren’t sure where we would make our entry at, I’m having a little trouble with that one.”

      Quar nodded, two sets of eyelids blinking at me. “I’ll explain what I know. Some of it is unknown to me. As Null-K knows, we pass only the most essential information to a task between cells.”

      Tulip grinned a bit at that. “I do love being recognized. He’s right. It’s standard insurgent cell tactics.” Her tail swished a little as I nodded in understanding. “So, what do you know?”

      “That I was told by my superior via secret message that the Resistance was finally making its move on Leonis IV,” he recounted as we moved into a tighter, narrower tunnel. The lighting was erratic at best, and the crystalline veins were rarer and rarer. These must be completely mined-out sections. “Given an approximate time frame, I looked at the maps of the mine sections we worked through and tried to puzzle out the best approach. In this sector, that emergency airlock access adjacent to a mostly played-out crystal vein, well, it made the most logical sense to watch.”

      He shrugged. “There was no way to be sure if you would go for this part of the mines, but I can only imagine there are cells like mine working throughout the planet, all keeping watch for your arrival.”

      Our prisoner spoke up right then, his warbling voice carrying a bit in the close quarters, “Uh, and, uh, that’s where we came in. The Matriarch put out a high alert based on reports the dragon of tyranny was coming to Leonis, and when the supervisor found out that one of our work crews had gone missing, we tracked them to that airlock.” The miners surrounding the Quib gave him a dark look, something that made him quiet his voice. “Uh, my name is Kritik, uh, by the way.”

      I nodded slowly. “Thank you for being open about that, Kirtik. The more you offer what you know like that, the less likely it’ll be that the people you hurt will want your head on a pike.”

      Dragon of tyranny, well, that was what the beliefs of the Matriarchs were, the name for me written in their holy books. It was like the Bizzaro World version of the book of Draconis, the prophecies passed around by the Resistance. I shook my head to myself. The dragon inside of me didn’t seem to rise up to roar at either implication and that only added to my own growing beliefs that the whole notion of prophecy from either side was wrong.

      Quar didn’t decide to comment on my words, instead glancing between Tulip and me, still a bit hesitant to look for long at Alyra. “Now that we have made contact, my orders were to take you to my master’s hidden meeting grounds. From there, I do not know what will happen, but as the Quib says, Xara is agitated, and we have seen evidence that, in the past day, a courier ship from the heart of Matriarch space arrived.” He turned his attention back towards the tunnels ahead. “Things have changed here, dragon. I can taste it in the back of my throat flaps.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Tulip murmured, her feline eyes darting around. “Considering there was a massive storm to greet us in a world that barely has an atmosphere, yeah, things are different now.”

      “I have been pondering that, now that we have had time to think,” Alyra began, hugging her hurt arm to herself with her good hand. “Though I do not know of any Matriarchs that possess the magic to do so, at least in our current generation, I read reports right before my … defection … that Professor Pan had produced a mutated Quib, who could manipulate air, winds, weather patterns, all of that kind of thing.”

      I thought back to what Clara had told Tulip and me about the mad geneticist, one of the Matriarchy’s researchers who searched for the genetic source of magic, something that Quibs never seemed to have. In the light of what I saw now, that Quibs were just indoctrinated soldiers from a variety of species, I had to wonder exactly why Quibs didn’t have magic? And why had every magic-user outside of myself and the other mutant Quib we had fought was a woman?

      It was Kritik’s voice that snapped me out of my thoughts. “We were warned not to go to the surface or take any mining crews to other camps via the above-ground routes period until further notice.” He paused a moment, then added, his four eyes going wide. “Oh! And I’m sure in that transmission, there was this big, three armed Quib in funny armor standing next to her!” He looked around at the former slaves around him, grinning like an idiot. “That’s, uh, helpful, right? I’m doing good, huh?”

      “Well, it’s information we previously didn’t have,” Quar admitted begrudgingly. With a faint backward nod to his crew, the disgruntled miners gave the prisoner a little bit of space.

      “So, Xara’s doing anything she can to throw us off, but that broad approach makes me think she still doesn’t know our exact plan or location,” I thought aloud. “She knew we’d have to land, obviously, so disrupting the entire planetary weather system was a safe bet and a logical defense with her fleet out of position.”

      Tulip nodded. “Those are the smartest tactics when fighting a small but smart insurgency. She has overwhelming force on her side, so broad approaches are her best way to win.” She frowned a bit, scratching her ear. “Which means time is no longer on our side. The next step for her, if she’s as smart as I’m guessing she is considering her position, is to start sweeping searches through the slave population. Sequester them into chunks and comb through them, threatening each group on pain of death to give up information on the other Resistance leaders or us.”

      I nodded grimly, jaw set. “That’s how tyrants and dictators work.” I cracked my neck. “Fine, we’ve worked under pressure before.” Glancing up at Quar, I saw he was already looking at me with that strange fervor I had seen in Tulip’s eyes plenty of times. “Let’s go put this revolution on a fast track.”
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      As we picked up the pace, through tunnels that had a layer of grey, powdery dust over the floors as the air grew a bit stale, I tried to put together all the limited information we knew on Leonis IV, from the mysterious Matriarch to the known Resistance cells, and filter it through these latest developments. My biggest worry was the innocent lives at stake here, the miners who would be caught in the crossfire. Even if Xara flooded these tunnels, my squad could hide for years, evading troops and picking them off little by little, but these former slaves, no matter how much they wanted to do their part in the fight for freedom, didn’t have the training or resources we did.

      On top of that, I worried about Turner and Clara. Trying to contact them directly would either reveal our position or force them to break cloak to respond. Either was a recipe for disaster, but at the same time, who knew if they would fly into a similar disaster as we did? I simply had to have faith in their abilities, just as I trusted in Tulip’s, Alyra’s, and mine on this end. Anything else would simply keep me from focusing on the task at hand, saving the people of this planet from slavery and freeing Xara from the Mother of Chains.

      Once I had come to the conclusion that I simply didn’t have enough information to add much to our plan other than we needed to speed up the schedule, I decided to make our time walking at least a little productive, starting by taking a quick look over the weapons we had wrested from Kritik and his former friends, as well as assessing the damage to my rifle.

      I started with the familiar, slinging my abused weapon around to let my suit get a good scan of it. As it analyzed the situation, I gave it a real, up-close inspection. Tulip and Alyra both noticed what I was doing, and they each acted as guides while I was focused on work, the catwoman with a hand at the small of my back and the ex-Matriarch with the occasional brush of a wing.

      Where the metal whip had wrapped around the main assembly of the Arclight, its cutting edges had sawed deep, cutting through both the outer shell and some of the internal electronics. While the damage hadn’t breached the particle charging chamber, the thing would have exploded if it had, I couldn’t tell if the chamber had been damaged. Charging a shot could cause a breach if it had, and I didn’t want a high-energy blaster exploding next to my face while I was aiming a shot, no sir. My caution was confirmed by the HUD as the weapon’s information popped up in my vision.

      
        Arclight Double Rifle

        Type: Blast Rifle

        Item Level: 19

        Durability: 6,873/74,000

        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.

        WARNING: Weapon has suffered critical damage! Discharge may lead to misfires or catastrophic weapon malfunction.

      

      

      I sighed faintly, sad to see my reliable rifle in such a state. Still, for now, firing it would have been a crapshoot anyway, as one wrong blast, especially with the big barrel, could cause a chain reaction if it struck phasic crystal. While we were travelling through areas with far small veins, I had yet to see a location with none at all. Holstering the Arclight, I pulled out the Thorax, the blades springing back into place with a simple twist of the grip. Up close, I could appreciate the dull sheen of the superalloy blade and the shining mono-molecular edge, with a thin, red line demarking the area of the bits too dangerous to even touch from the side.

      

      
        Thorax-R Combat Ax

        Type: Assault Melee (Battleax)

        Item Level: 32

        Durability: 85,000/85,000

        Damage: 180 (based on user’s physical strength)

        Enchantments: none

        Ability: Mono-molecular Edge. All strikes with the two cutting edges benefit from 300% increased physical armor penetration and 50% increased shield penetration.

      

      

      It didn’t get much more straight forward than that. While my Cestari could do more raw damage, the Thorax had superior reach, and the super sharp edge could make all the difference against heavy armor. For the close quarters combat of the mines, it’d do the job perfectly.

      “Well, my rifle is shot for now, but I have to say, this ax is pretty sweet,” I noted, twisting the grip to retract the blades. “Mind if I give that whip a once-over, Tulip? It’s not my style, but I want to know what all resources we have to work with.”

      Tulip glanced over at me, her cautious agent look melting into her mischievous grin as she slid the coil of steel off of her shoulder. “Oh, of course, David. I’m actually quite proficient with a whip myself, though I can’t say I’ve had the chance to use one in the field. Usually, it’s in a more … intimate setting.”

      She winked at me as she handed me the whip, her tail lightly smacking me in the ass. While I didn’t really feel it through my armor, it made me shiver in anticipation all the same. Alyra, well, she’d figured out the innuendo as well and was unable to hide the blush in her polished marble skin.

      “You’ll have to show me,” I responded, managing to control an urge to do something about it despite the inappropriate setting. Tulip’s grin just got broader as I manage to tear my eyes away from her gorgeous face and back to the task at hand. It took longer to do that than for my suit to analyze the new weapon, my HUD popping up the new information.

      

      
        Scourge-Q Electrolash

        Type: Specialist Melee (Whip)

        Item Level: 34

        Durability: 72,000/72,000

        Damage: 100

        Enchantments: none

        Ability: Electrical Discharge. When activated, the whip is charged with electrical energy. Targets struck take an additional Damage 75 electrical hit, and grappled targets take a constant Damage 50 electrical effect every second of contact. Requires connection to a power suit or other source of energy, drains 1% suit power or 1 charge from a power cell per 10 seconds of charge.

      

      

      Specialist-type weapons were just that, weapons best wielded by individuals highly trained in using them. In Star Conqueror, that was usually done by purchasing the required special Proficiency upgrade. Here in the real world, well, practice would likely make the difference, though that made me wonder if there were upgrades like that, things that would basically directly imprint knowledge and motor skills into my brain. Still, the one thing examining the whip made me realize is that electrical weapons and attacks might be safe to use down here. I’d have to confirm that later with the miners, nodding to Tulip with thanks as I handed back the Scourge.

      Speaking of upgrades, I glanced at the two ladies by my side. “I don’t know how you two are doing on credits precisely, but considering things are likely to get hot and heavy,” – Tulip flashed me a smirk and Alyra a blush at the unintentional meaning to my words – “might want to check your upgrades. Just give me a moment, I know exactly what I want to nab, and I know I have the credits for it.”

      “Very well, my dragon,” Alyra said, her feathers ruffling as she tried to regain her usual stoic composure. “You may look at your options as well, Tulip, as I know I have too little for any appreciable purchases.” She puffed up her chest, even though the motion made her wince slightly as she shifted her shoulder. “Leave it to me to watch your way.”

      Tulip favored her with a soft smile. “Thanks, Alyra. In fact, I think I know just what to check on.”

      “My pleasure,” the ex-Matriarch said with a small, honest smile, spreading her wings around both of our backs.

      A small voice in the back of my mind, one that my dragon wholeheartedly agreed with, reminded me what Clara had been able to do with her wings, that I should definitely share that knowledge with Alyra later. Keeping my libido and my dragon wrangled for the moment, I forced myself to give Alyra a normal, pleasant smile before pulling up my wrist screen and cycling to the upgrade menus.

      Between the taking of Exo and the fight with Kritik and his ex-squadmates, I had just managed to rack up a total of eighty-two power credits, counting what I had before. With everything starting to accelerate in terms of our mission here on Leonis IV, I realized that we might wind up confronting Xara far sooner than I originally thought. While I was still a bit worried about the implications of it, I would kick myself if I didn’t have Soul Burn ready in case we needed it.

      I mentally clicked on Upgrades, then the Dragonfire tree. Finding myself letting out a low sigh, I re-read the Soul Burn description, hoping that maybe some new insight would pop out at me.

      

      
        Soul Burn

        Cost: 80 power credits

        Requires equipped Focus

        Conjure spiritual flames from within an opponent’s soul. If unresisted, the flames inflict psychic damage over time equal to 50% of normal dragonfire damage and weaken the opponent’s will and resistance to mental magic.

        WARNING: May cause spiritual backlash, may not effective against more powerful beings.

        Power Cost: 10% of maximum

        Cooldown: 10 seconds

      

      

      Unfortunately, my suit’s computer didn’t flash me any new information, and I was left once more to ponder the difference between mental and spiritual backlash. Still, I told myself, I would be a fool if I didn’t consider every option. Freeing Alyra had been difficult, and the Mother of Chains had even gone so far as to plant traps in her mind specifically to try to kill me. Now, with an extra month of preparation, who knows what the High Priestess and the Mother had concocted in Xara’s mindscape?

      No, I’d have to be ready. Freeing the Matriarchs and keeping my new family safe trumped all other concerns. If there was indeed backlash or consequences, I’d deal with them when I had to. With a mental nudge, I clicked on Soul Burn, the ability lighting up in green as my power credits dwindled to a mere two, then hit Accept.

      There was the near-electric rush of the upgrade taking hold, the tingle of new power in my spine, as the crystals set in the knuckles of my Cestari let out a puff of green-gold fire, a distinctly different shade than the usual red and orange of my dragonfire. The puff was gone in a moment, and I half-wondered if it was just a trick of the light.

      I was about to ask if Alyra or Tulip had seen it, Tulip’s spending being as swift as mine, when Quar raised a fist again as we neared a bend in the tunnel. My question on the backburner for now, I glanced at my HUD’s map. This particular shaft was widening out, set to dead end into a small chamber. Straining my eyes and ears, I could just make out muffled sounds and a few shafts of light cutting through the dust and gloom ahead.

      “My master’s camp is just ahead,” he whispered. “Still, be on your guard.”

      I got what he meant immediately, as Alyra arched an eyebrow, matching the miner’s low tones. “But why? Is this not safe?”

      “No,” I answered as I drew my Swarmer. Though the shot-pistol could chew something to pieces at close range, the individual pellets lacked the kinetic power to set off a crystal … probably. “With Xara on the move, we can’t assume anything is safe, no matter what.”

      Tulip nodded, the Scourge tight in her grip. “One of the dangers of being on this side of a guerilla war, Alyra. While it sounds pretty normal ahead, we can’t trust it, not until we see.” Her ears twitched as she voiced something that had been nagging me as well, “Though to be fair, I can barely hear anything, which is pretty abnormal.”

      “One of the master’s cell members managed to cobble together a sound damper from salvaged parts, which is both a great boon, but in this case, a point of possible suspicion. Step careful now.” Quar turned, drawing the knife that had drawn his own blood less than an hour before, and led the way around the turn.

      Normally, I’d have pushed to the front. I mean, first in, last out was sort of my deal, but in this case, if the camp wasn’t compromised, it would be best for them to see a familiar face first. They’d be less likely to want to bash it in.
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      What was around the bend was certainly not a small, dead-end chamber as our maps showed. The shimmering, opaque barrier, what had to be the sound damper’s limit, explained why the light too had been shut down, and it also acted like one of those cheap, plastic shower curtains. Everything beyond was distorted, so all we could do was press on. There was a faint vibration that shuddered through my armor and body as we passed through. The moment I was on the other side, a rush of light and sound fell in on me, enough to make me stop for a moment to try and process it all.

      The first thing that caught my eye about the massive cave was that the walls here were featureless grey stone like the canyon we had landed in, without the smallest hint of phasic crystal deposits. No crystals meant no need to mine which meant a dead end … for the Matriarchy at least. The perfect place for rebellious miners to dig a hidey-hole out of.

      If you could call the immense cave a hole, that is. The term didn’t do it justice. Over who knows how many years, rebellious workers must have snuck here, chipping and digging at this inert chunk of stone, turning the end of the line into a vast hollow. It was at least a hundred meters on all sides. The tunnel we stepped out of stood in the center of the wall, a good fifty meters up, though there was a strangely melted ramp of stone that was cut off a few feet ahead of is.

      Still, all in all, it was a testament to the desire for all sentients to be free that this place even existed.

      It was also a testament to that desire that the miners here were desperately trying to both defend themselves and gather up scattered packs and supplies from the Quibs charging through a perfectly circular hole in the far wall. It didn’t take a genius to see that their chances of either escaping or winning the fight were somewhere between shit and none. The split ramp made a lot of sense at that moment because it was the only way out that wasn’t filled with jack-booted Matriarchy thugs.

      Trying to rally the Resistance fighters at the tip of the ruined escape route was a Synatan woman. I would have guessed at first glance that this was the sister of Essia Krane from the amethyst crystal skin, though this woman’s wire hair was extremely short, the same as all the miners who, you know, had something hair-like. She was dressed in the same ragged jumpsuits as the other former slaves, but she had a good half of a Quib’s armor strapped over her frame, which was good because she was attracting a lot of attention from more than just her followers. She was ducking and dodging from lasers and bullets while firing wildly with a battered Fang auto-pistol.

      After all, this may have been one of the only places under the surface of Leonis IV where the Quibs could fire freely.

      As for the dozen attackers, they had a leader of their own, or more properly a pair of leaders. I first thought that the guy was just a weird ogre of a Quib, stooped over like a gorilla, with a strange armored hump on his back. Maybe ten feet tall, the brute’s armor was a muddy brown with gold trim instead of the standard black and red, with a heavy headed, crystal studded scepter that reminded me of a crude Wander clutched in his mitts. And then the hump moved, and I could tell that it wasn’t a hump, but a cockpit of sorts. There was a shape moving behind the tinted windows, and I could only guess our giant Quib had gone full Master Blaster, with a little Quib on his back.

      Our sudden appearance through the damping field brought the briefest of silences across the battlefield, the Resistance miners expecting more enemies and the Quibs assessing the new threat. With all eyes on us for that moment, I did what I thought would be the smartest thing to save the most lives.

      I took a step forward, holding my left Cestari up, normal red-gold dragonfire writhing around it. Raising my voice to the loudest drill-sergeant tone I could manage, I shouted, a hint of the dragon spirit rumbling in the back of my throat. “My name is David Briggs, the dragon of legend, and I’m giving you assholes one chance to lay down your weapons, put your manipulating digits on the back of whatever you have that passes for a head, and surrender.”

      No, I didn’t expect them to surrender. That wasn’t the point at all. The point was to keep all the Matriarchy goons staring at me, to direct their fire at the heavily armored guy with the Ascension build and a Dragon Form that wasn’t on cooldown. Otherwise, more of these people were going to die, and I didn’t need to count the bodies to know that the miners had already been hit hard.

      The miners and the Synatan, Ferria Dain almost certainly, suddenly let out a triumphant cheer, moving with renewed vigor, while ten Mandibles, Stingers, and Scarabs were pointed in my general direction. Oddly, though, two of the Quibs straight up threw down their rifles and hit the deck, covering their heads with their hands. Guess Kritik might get some new friends.

      Above the din of renewed movement, an amplified, high-pitch voice screeched from the dome on the obviously magically mutated Quib at the rear. “Kill the dragon! Kill it, kill it, kill it!” the little thing ranted. “Plazzio, use your magic! Smash the dragon for our mother dearest!”

      Neither Tulip, Alyra, nor I needed an engraved invitation. In fact, the moment the two Quibs dropped their rifles, my lovely compatriots were already moving. Alyra went for her Wander as she launched into the air while Tulip uncoiled her new toy as she dove into the fray, her free hand drawing one of her pistols as she went. The moment the screech from the dome confirmed my suspicions, I was jumping myself, cutting loose with a bolt of dragonfire at Double Trouble as I let the dragon out of play.

      Physics cried out for mercy as my mass quadrupled, fangs and snout erupting from my face as draconic scales and muscle overtook the frailty of the human body. Just in time, because my leap broke the spell of the moment. Even as my sizzling Dragon Bolt rocketed across the room, the Quibs too stupid to take a good thing when they saw it unloaded on me.

      The speed of my movement and the sudden change in arc caused by my dramatic increase in mass made most of those initial shots go wide, scoring the inert stone in the ceiling with bullet holes and blast marks, while my own blast of fire looked to be headed right on target. As my clawed feet slammed into the ground a good fifty meters away from Plazzio and his little buddy, the brute roared in what I swore was a mixture of anger and fear, the crystals in his mace glowing with a dull green light. In response to his cry, a slab of stone ripped out of the earth in front of him, the Dragon Bolt bursting on it, covering it in liquid, burning fire.

      “Terrakinesis,” Alyra called out over the comms as she swept her Wander towards the space in front of the largest group of miners. “Deal with the abomination. I will protect our allies.” Where her weapon passed, a wall of glowing force sprang up from the ground, curving upward to guard the mostly unarmored slaves.

      “And I’ll thin out the enemy, David!” Tulip joined in. “Leave the little stuff to us!” She had started firing in mid-leap, sending the Quibs near her landing spot running for cover, as she landed neatly into a forward roll, coming up to her knees with a sidearm lash of her Scourge, the sparking whip wrapping itself neatly around a Quib’s throat.

      “Give ‘em hell, ladies,” I growled as I pushed up from my crouch, the stone cratered from my forceful landing. Plazzio and his plus one were still hidden by the melting wall of stone, so I barreled forward. Now that I was grounded, I was a much easier target, but I didn’t care. I raised one arm to cover my head just in time to catch a blaster bolt in my gauntlet. The charged particles danced over my shields as bullets raked across my body. While my Ascension powers were absorbing most of the damage, causing scarlet Recompense energy to surge around my form as I ran, my shielding was taking some real hits. These guys were armed with higher grade gear than even the Quib Elite, and now that I was in their midst, I could see mounted crystals and the brass fixtures that denoted magitech enchantments on their weapons.

      That was just more incentive to end this quickly. Over the continued shouts and commands of the Resistance leader behind me, something about repairing the ramp, I lashed out with my golden claws as I kept bulling forward towards the most dangerous target, the power of Recompense surging through my claw tips. Though their weapons were cutting-edge, the Quib’s armor wasn’t nearly as well-made as I bisected the one I swiped at, bloody chunks flying through the air. With my off-hand, I unloaded all three barrels of my Swarmer into the next Quib to cross my path, the air screaming with a cloud of pellets that shredded his upper chest and face, blowing him clean off his feet.

      Behind me, the Resistance leader called down to her charges, “Now is our chance! Don’t waste the chance our brother and sisters have bought us! Get that hover platform running now!” Good, they were being smart about this. I was afraid they might go full-on fanatic and leap into the fray along with us.

      Plowing into another Quib and throwing him aside, I pushed on. Alyra took a simple approach to her job, summoning up simple wall constructs and sweeping them like bulldozers across the field, throwing her half of the battlefield into chaos. Tulip, well, as usual, she preferred a more hands-on approach to the Quib infestation, dancing and spinning through their midst to force them into melee combat, shooting bursts from her Starshot as the whip formed a constantly whirling circle of electric death around her.

      So far so good, but one misstep and this could all come crashing down. With these enchanted weapons, one clean hit could take Tulip out of the fight, and Alyra was already hurt. A concentrated barrage could break down her force shields, just as they were doing to my own shielding. Though half the Quibs were already either dead or being thrown around by force walls, I was worried that Master Blaster was still hiding behind his half-melted stone wall. I put on another rush of speed, ignoring the warning that I was down to fifty percent shields as I let dragon oil pool in my snout.

      Whatever was going on, I’d stop it fast. Activate Flames of Freedom for a little of my dragon form duration and go full burn on this Plazzio character before he decided to collapse the entire cavern on top of us.

      That had been the plan, anyway. Swapping my pistol for the Thorax as I reached the curved wall of stone, my enhanced ears picked out what sounded like an argument past the wall, a deep, rumbling voice protesting that, “Plazzio hate fighting, Enzio. Please, we leave?”

      While that was interesting, I couldn’t let that stop me from pushing on. As I swung the Thorax across the length of the wall with all my considerable strength, the mono-molecular edge cutting neatly through the slagged rock, that shrill voice from the turret on Plazzio’s back shot back. “No! Mother wanted us to kill these bad people, and the dragon too if he showed up! Don’t make me use the power, brother.”

      A large chunk of the top of the stone fell away from my slash, giving me a good view now of the ogre-like Plazzio, hunkered down on all fours, flinching away not from me, but from something above him. It didn’t take a degree in psychology to realize that the powerhouse of a creature was deathly afraid not of the fire-snorting dragon in front of him, but the little thing riding on his back. At that moment, I had a calculated hunch and decided to change my plan, turning my snout upward as I began to suck in a breath, calling up the Flames of Freedom inside me.

      Dragonfire enhanced! Thermal intensity increased by 100% and oil mixture concentrated by 50% for 5 seconds!

      But before I could let the flames free, aiming right for that dome on Plazzio’s back, the tinted window slits around it went white with intense light. The mighty magical Quib spasmed and roared with pain, one hand clutching his helmeted head while the other, the one gripping his mace-like focus, raised towards the roof, that muted emerald magic surging again.

      As if in response to that roar of pain, the very stone all around me, around all of us, shuddered, cracked, and surged. Thrown back by a pillar of stone haphazardly shooting up underneath me, I landed roughly on my back just in time to see a massive chunk of collapsing ceiling hurtle down towards me.
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      The choice I had to make in that split-second was a simple one. Dragons are pretty much immune to heat and fire, but we’re not immune to being crushed by tons of solid rock. I let out the gout of enhanced dragonfire already built up in my chest, the flames surging to blue-white plasma as I pushed myself sideways with my elbow. I couldn’t get completely clear, and slagging the boulder wouldn’t make it any less heavy, but turning it liquid would make it splatter and diffuse the force. Between that and my evasive maneuver, I hoped it would keep me alive.

      The surging flames washed over the massive chunk of stone, and as I predicted, it was reduced to a bubbling goopy lump of magma by the time it slammed partly into the ground, partly over me as I kept rolling. My shielding flared with red light, the raw force of hundreds of pounds of liquid rock splashing down on me shattering them entirely as temperature alarms screeched in my ear, even though it felt as cool as a spring day to my draconic hide. Though my shields softened the blow and Scales of the Victor cushioned me more, it still knocked the wind out of me.  But you know what? I was alive.

      Shielding compromised! Suit temperatures exceeding normal operational parameters! Please enter a region with lower temperatures or find a fire suppression system at your earliest convenience!

      Not like anyone else was doing much better, and that included the Quibs. Whatever the pint-sized Enzio had done to Plazzio, it had made the giant’s magic run wild. The immense hideout of the Resistance was no longer the neatly chiseled, square chamber. Jagged chunks of stone jutted out at seeming random from the walls, floor, and ceiling, the flat surfaces now a maze of immense cracks, sudden cliffs, and broken ground. As the ground shook every single person, friend or foe, was thrown from their feet. Well, except for Double Trouble, who seemed immune to the rippling earthquake and shattered stone, and Tulip, whose feline agility was still keeping her safe.

      Even Alyra had been forced out of the skies by falling rocks, barely managing to shield herself, the Synatan, and a clump of miners with a quickly-summoned force dome. White light seeped through the cracks of the pile of rubble where they had been. Resisting the urge to make sure they were safe, I trusted that my squad status display showing that her vital signs were still strong was still working despite the high temperatures.

      As the tremors started to subside, I forced myself to my feet, ignoring the cooling magma hardening around my armor. Plazzio stumbled away from the chaos of destruction before him, fear and disgust evident in the big man’s crude posture. Enzio, though, was cackling like a maniac from his armored dome of safety. “Again! Again, again, again! Mother will reward us for his hide!”

      “Tulip,” I growled into the comms, hoping it was still working through the intense heat, “it’s the little monster on the big guy’s back. We need to try to pry it loose.” I broke rock off of me while turning towards the pair of magic Quibs and focusing on Plazzio. “How about I get that monkey off your back, big guy? You don’t want to hurt anyone else, do you?”

      As the ten feet of armor and muscle let out an almost sympathetic whimper, Tulip’s voice crackled into my ear. “Affirmative, David. Keep them occupied, I’ll do my magic.”

      I didn’t risk giving her away, so I didn’t turn to look at what she was doing, just like I didn’t shift focus as I heard stone tumbling behind me. Though I didn’t drop my ax, I did raise my clawed hands in a sign of peace, even though the chunks of now-cooling magma weighed me down. Before I could get a word in or take a step forward, Plazzio raised his mace and shuffled back another step.

      “Pan hurt Plazzio, but Mother can make the pain go away,” he snuffled. “But Mother wants dragon-man. Will dragon-man come quiet? Help Plazzio?”

      “She’s lying to you, she doesn’t want to help you, only use you,” I countered. I was going on hunches and instinct, and I hoped that either he’d back down or Tulip would make her move before I ran out of time. I had less than three minutes left with all the chatter, and if I got down to a minute and a half, I was going to have to take Plazzio down, even if I had the suspicion he was just a big, dumb pawn here. “We’ll try to help you if you’ll let us.”

      “No,” Enzio, his hump fortress now hidden from view, “only our Mother can help you, Plazzio! And if you won’t do her bidding, I’ll make you. Do you want to feel my magic again?”

      I really, really was growing to hate that voice, especially when I saw that surge of light illuminating the still-smooth tunnel behind Plazzio. The moment I saw the first flicker, I rushed forward, hoping against hope that I could cut Enzio did, well, whatever the hell he was doing to the big man. As fast as I was, though, I wasn’t faster than the speed of magic.

      This time, the effect on Plazzio was dramatically different but just as bad, I think for him as well as us. The stone around his feet rippled like water right before a radial tsunami of rock exploding outward accompanied by his horrible scream of pain. Taking advantage of my dragon reflexes, I rode the wave, springing ten feet in the air.

      As I twisted in mid-air, turning my newfound upward trajectory into an advantage, the tremendous crash of stone on a massive force construct wall echoed throughout the chamber as brilliant white light surged up from behind me. The only thing that cut through that splintering rock was Alyra’s piercing cry of effort, as she gave her all to protect the miners with her magic.

      “I can hold them, David,” her wavering voice came through the comms. While our power suits might have recharged over the long walk, our bodies had been going hard with nary a rest, and I could hear strain in Alyra’s voice, coupled with the pain from her still-untreated injuries.

      That was the last straw. We were ending this now before the constant crude manipulations of the stone triggered a landslide or worse. I had a bad feeling a real earthquake might have some very explosive consequences for everyone involved.

      Though I had been deprived of the forward momentum of my leap by the waves of stone, my newfound height would still let me crash down on Plazzio. I might not have been able to get to Enzio right away, but if I could wrest away Plazzio’s magitech focus, that would end this all the same.

      A thousand plus pounds of dragon and armor came down on top of the big guy, but he was about as heavy. Plazzio staggered as I roared, digging my talons into his thick armor for a good grip on his right arm. He was strong, but I was stronger and managed to twist his arm down.

      “Come on, man,” I roared, fire spewing out of my nostrils, “work with me here! Drop the mace, and no one else gets hurt today.”

      My focus was on that giant brown-and-gold plated arm, so I didn’t notice right away the change in attitude, the scintillating light seeping out of the eye-slits of Plazzio’s helmet. I did notice that while Plazzio’s voice answered me, the words weren’t his.

      “My brother Plazzio is too soft, dragon,” Not-Plazzio practically whined, “which is why Mother sent me along. To make him do as he was told!” I didn’t know the mechanism, be it mind control, spiritual possession, or something else crazier, but I knew exactly what Enzio was capable of now. He was puppeting his ‘brother’, which meant I had to work faster.

      “C’mon, Tulip,” I growled under my breath as I wrestled Plazzio’s arm down, the mace tantalizingly close to the tip of my talon. It would have been so much easier if the big guy was as horrible and twisted as Tur, the first magically enhanced Quib I’d fought, had been. I’d just have melted him down, ripped his arm off, those kinds of nice, simple solutions to problems.

      As I finally managed to get my hand around Plazzio’s giant mitt, the stone around us still rippling and crashing in waves as the cave shuddered from the tectonic strain, a big, armored fist crashed on my back. My barely-rebooted shields shattered once again from the tremendous impact, my entire body rattling from the force of the blow. My grip didn’t budge an inch though as I shook off the blow, my Ascension powers still channeling much of the force into scarlet energy swirling around me.

      “No!” Enzio-in-Plazzio shrieked, the crystals in the mace suddenly shedding the dullness, the light doubling in intensity, letting me know something was about to happen. “Entombment!”

      As his words echoed in my ears, the cooled magma still clinging to my armor seemed to double in weight like it was a magnet being pulled to the ground below while the stone at my feet began to ooze over me. It was the worst case of reverse-quicksand you could imagine, and while I knew I could throw myself free, doing so would give Tulip away. No. I had to take it.

      “Is that the best you can do?” I cried, causing Enzio to focus on me. The rock rose up around me, encasing me from feet to arms as stone crept over the flickering force dome around my draconic snout. While I wouldn’t have to worry about suffocation if it did, I focused on keeping the guy focused on me. I only needed to buy Tulip another moment. So, instead of tearing myself free, I smashed my forehead into his armored bulk, staggering him back half a step.

      “That’s it! Now you die, dragon!” Enzio shrieked, turning to me and raising his brother’s arms like a macabre puppet master. Which was exactly what I wanted because, of course, the little bastard hadn’t accounted for Tulip. From the shadows of the tunnel behind us, she appeared like a streak, her armor battered, and a bleeding gash above her forehead. Guess the constant barrage of earth and stone hadn’t done her any favors either, but it didn’t matter. The barrel of her pistols, one in each hand now, burst with the golden light of her Magic Bullet ability, the shots unerringly rocketing through the air, twisting like guided missiles before punching into the dome Enzio had been hiding in the entire time.

      Both voices, Plazzio’s deep one and Enzio’s nasally whine, let out a mutual scream of pain and the creeping stone of the Entombment magic froze, leaving at least my head and neck free. Unfortunately, that armor had been thick, and the light that radiated from Plazzio’s helmet didn’t fade entirely.

      “Tulip, look out!” I roared in alarm as Enzio forced his giant partner to spin, lashing out at Tulip as she made a lunge for the hump with that massive club. My warning gave her just enough time to twist her body, curling so that the crushing force of the blow only glanced her instead of taking it full in the face.

      Still, Tulip’s feline screech of agony as she was knocked aside made me see red. Her vitals were still strong, but that didn’t matter. You just didn’t hit one of my ladies like that, a sentiment that the dragon in my heart roared in agreement with. And at that moment, with Plazzio turned away from me, the punctured turret now clearly visible, I realized I didn’t even have to move to kill the little bastard.

      But even in my rage, I didn’t want to hurt the puppet, just the puppet master … and I didn’t have to. Summoning the fire from my heart, feeling it rush into my Cestari, still fully functional despite the stone that encased them, I concentrated on what I wanted to do most at that moment, to make Enzio’s soul burn. My vision slipped from burning red to the green-gold of the strange flames I had seen before, and suddenly, without a bolt of fire or single spit of dragon oil, the little cockpit filled with flickering green flame.

      The shriek that came from the mind-bender, someone who denied the freedom of another, was grimly satisfying. The Soul Burn only needed a few moments to do its work, and after those few seconds, Enzio’s screams faded to silence.

      Enemy power suit disabled, life signs flatlined. Remote transfer initiated!

      The stone around me crumbled of its own accord, and I fell heavily to one knee. As I straightened up, the tortured rock of the cavern finally stabilizing as the armored dome fell open, and the misshapen, legless form of what had to be Enzio, complete with his own power suit, fell dead to the floor.

      For a moment, all any of us could do was breathe. Tulip had pushed herself up to a sitting position, nursing her ribs, as Alyra’s wall faded away, the Resistance survivors gingerly picking their way out of the rubble, not sure if the fight was going to pick up again. The sparse few Quibs that had lived through the massive disruption of the cave simply fell to their knees in surrender. I kept my eyes on Plazzio, still ready to fight if my instincts had been wrong. Sure, I only had thirty seconds of dragon form left, but I’d make them count.

      Fortunately, I didn’t have to. The giant man slumped a little, his head shaking slowly as he seemed to take stock of where he was, before he turned towards me, pulling his helmet off to reveal a surprisingly gentle-looking face.

      “Plazzio … does not have to fight?” he asked hesitantly. Though it was obvious his body had been warped and grown by Professor Pan’s experiments, his head disproportionately small with a brow thick enough to stop a bullet, his small hazel eyes were surprisingly full of intelligence. Maybe he talked like a little child because no one had bothered to teach him any better.

      “No,” I said in my most gentle growl. “You’re a free man now. You can do what you want.”

      “Free …?” He said it like it was a foreign concept, but after a moment, his toothy maw split into a smile. “Plazzio is free, so Plazzio chooses peace. Does dragon-man want peace?”

      Despite the pain, Tulip was looking at me with that reverent look again, and I had that uncomfortable feeling that everyone was looking at me in that same light. Still, it didn’t change what I told Plazzio, stepping forward to offer him a hand, my body shifting and shrinking back to human form in the process.

      “Peace is all I want, Plazzio, for everyone.”
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      The funny part about the whole thing, the silver lining if you would rather, was that this attack on the biggest group of Resistance miners on Leonis IV was providing us with the tools we needed to win this thing. It was important to look at the positives because there was a heap of negatives that came with it thanks to the Matriarchy’s ambush, namely the lives that were lost in the subsequent battle.

      After Enzio’s death, his stunted, mutated body didn’t have a burn on him despite the green-gold fire I had engulfed him in. Better still, Plazzio was eager to take my suggestion that he could show amends right away by not only returning the cave to its pristine state but closing off all access to it using his magic.

      We would have to move soon. Xara knew this location on top of the fact that the air would give out without access to the main mine’s life support, but it would still give us a momentary respite, and gods, did we need it.

      Introductions and story sharing would have to wait for a few minutes, as we all, soldier and miner alike, dropped into business mode. The dead were collected, the few new prisoners stripped of gear alongside the dead Quibs, and the injured triaged. Though my power suit had taken plenty of damage, I was only sore thanks to my dragon form’s protection, so I spent those moments passing out med-kits from our sled full of supplies and attending to Tulip and Alyra.

      The pair sat side by side on a flat outcropping of stone, Plazzio having added the bed-like projections as an added bit of apology, I guessed. The gentle giant flopped in a lonely corner of the room, his only company being his thoughts as everyone gave him a wide berth.

      “I shall be fine, my dragon,” Alyra scoffed unconvincingly as I carefully injected the smart-hypo of Quick-Juv, a tissue-rebuilding nano-medicine into her shoulder. We had all shed armor for the moment, as it was pretty hard to treat wounds with all those plates in the way. “Though … I appreciate your concern,” she admitted, her eyes widening a bit as the anesthetic effect of the shot kicked in.

      Despite the tenderness in Tulip’s ribs, she kept playing Fertish touch-nurse, stroking Alyra and I gently in turn, purring despite herself. “Don’t be silly. You will be fine now that you’ve had actual medical attention.” Her tail swished as I turned my attention to her. “You should never be afraid of being honest with how bad you hurt though. You might think it makes you look strong, but it really doesn’t.”

      Alyra huffed a little but looked embarrassed when I shot her a sidelong glance. Loading another dose of Quick-Juv, I added, “Tulip’s right. Besides, that kind of thing just adds a level of mistrust to the team, to our relationship, and that’s where real strength comes from.” As the ex-Matriarch seemed to mull that over, I gingerly felt out where Tulip had taken the hit. “The injury’s still fresh, so this is probably going to sting.” Putting a comforting hand on her shoulder, I smiled at her. “Ready?”

      “Ready,” she said with a tight nod, clenching her jaw in preparation. When I hit the injector button, she let out a sharp hiss, followed by a low sigh of relief a moment later as the Juv did its work. “Oh, sweet relief.”

      I squeezed Tulip’s shoulder once for assurance and stood, stretching my sore back. “You two ladies sit tight, rest up, I’m going to check with Quar and his boss, see if they need any more help with triage before we actually find out what the hell happened.”

      “What of Plazzio?” Alyra asked, her blue eyes focusing on the giant.

      I frowned a bit, rubbing my chin. “Well, as much as I don’t want to have to bring this up to him, we could really use his help. Not necessarily in battle, but just think of what his terrakinesis could help considering where we’re fighting.” I sighed. “But we need to know a bit more, find out just how much of this” – I waved my hand at the dead laid out along one wall – “he’s responsible for.”

      “Regardless of that, could he not be like me? I entered into the Matriarchy willingly …” Alyra’s voice trailed off, Tulip tracing her fingers comfortingly down the younger woman’s back.

      “He could be,” I said with a nod. “And I really hope he is. Heck, if he’s not, he can still make up for what he’s done.” I smiled at Alyra. “We just have to make sure. Now, let me see what’s going on and what our next move is.”

      She nodded to me, and as I walked over to where the Synatan woman and Quar were talking in low tones, I was sure I heard the two ladies discussing our situation and their concerns about Clara and Turner. Those were concerns I shared, but all we could do was keep going and trust in their abilities. Pushing that down, I stepped up to the two Resistance members and cleared my throat.

      “Captain Briggs,” the woman said with a business-like nod. “I’m sorry your welcome to Leonis IV was so shoddy, but that you made it at all is something of a miracle, all things considered.”

      I laughed a little and nodded. “Well, people keep saying that miracles and I seem to go hand-in-hand.” I held out a hand. “Obviously, you’re Quar’s boss, but you seem to know me a lot better than I know you, Miss …?”

      She glanced at the hand curiously for a moment and then took my forearm in her hand, shaking the whole thing once. I copied the gesture. When in alien mine Rome, do as the alien mining Romans. “Ferria Dain. I am sure my name was in the intelligence the Resistance gave you.”

      “I wasn’t going to assume. Now that I know for sure, I can say I know a fair bit about you.” I eyed the chamber. “Looks like you guys were doing really good work here before the Matriarchy found you out.”

      “It has to be those strange Quibs,” Quar offered. “They’ve never come close to finding us in the ten years we’ve been here, and then in a single day …” He shook his head sadly, his milky eyes settling on where the sixteen remaining miners were packing supplies, treating wounds, and arming themselves.

      “Xara gave us something of an ultimatum on our jump to Leonis,” I explained. “She made a boast that the High Priestess had sent her gifts to help deal with me, so I’m guessing Plazzio and Enzio were among those things.” I glanced over at Ferria. “We’ll just have to adapt. It’s looking like we might even be able to get some help out of the situation. Plazzio seems like someone we can convince to help us, as well as Kritik and maybe some of the other prisoners.”

      Ferria’s crystalline lips pursed at that. “Captain, while I greatly appreciate your help and, frankly, am still coming to terms with the realization that the prophecy is coming true, I’m not sure you fully appreciate how tenuous our situation is, especially now.” Her eyes narrow slightly as she turned her attention toward the small circle of stripped-down Quibs being watched by a miner with a stolen Mandible rifle. “What I am getting at is that taking prisoners is a luxury we don’t have to resources to sustain. How can we keep sparing men to watch them and the scarce supplies we’ve been able to steal in raids from the Matriarch’s control camps to feed them?”

      Quar shifted a bit uncomfortably at that, taking this as his chance to shuffle off from the conversation. As for me, I turned to face the crystal woman face on, crossing my arms over my chest. “Look, I understand where you’re coming from. You’ve had to fight tooth and nail every step of the way, like this cave? Gods, how long could this have taken you guys to carve out in secret? You’ve paid for every step towards freedom with blood, sweat, and tears. To sacrifice anything to grant these guys, your oppressors, mercy, it doesn’t make sense to you.”

      “It doesn’t make sense period,” Ferria let out with more venom than I think she intended. “My husband was murdered when he wouldn’t bow to the Matriarchs, did you know that? Then these they sent their thugs, their legions, their witches,” – her eyes involuntarily shifted toward Alyra – “to slaughter my people, conquer our worlds, and then force us to do the work that made us rich and famous across the Milky Way at the point of a blaster.” She turned her gaze back on me, barely contained fury dancing in those scarily human eyes. “Does those animals sound like they are worth even one hungry stomach’s sacrifice?”

      The thing was that I truly did feel for her. Though I had never suffered as much loss as she had, Clara had, and Alyra too, and I carried their memories and emotions with me everywhere. But at the same time …

      “Ferria, we can’t afford to carry that vindictiveness going forward,” I urged in quiet but strong tones. “If any of these Quibs are willing to turn their arms around on their mistresses, willing to fight on the side of the Resistance, we have to give them the chance. Gunning down the defenseless, enemies or not, well, that sounds an awful lot like the Matriarchy, doesn’t it?”

      I could practically hear the grinding of crystal on crystal as she pressed her lips together into a rough line. “If I were to accept your line of thinking, David Briggs, there are still logistics to consider. A guerrilla war is a long, drawn-out conflict and they will need to be fed and armed with the very instruments we have stolen from them. We can’t sustain that with the losses we have taken here, even if you factor in the supplies you brought.”

      “If this were still a guerilla conflict, I’d agree that you had a point,” I mused before nodding grimly towards the dead, both Resistance and Matriarchy alike. “But I hate to say that our arrival changed everything. This has become a full-on tunnel war, Ferria, so tactically, we’re better off with more men than more supplies, especially as we’re going to have to go on the offensive.”

      Her perfectly cut eyebrows raised, gold bristle hairs shining in the faint light. “Offensive? But, Captain, even if you include yourselves and the Quibs willing to turncoat, we barely have over twenty fighters, armed with decade-old weapons and salvaged power suits.” But then she stopped herself. “However, the Quibs today had enchanted, advanced model weapons. That increases our chances … and that exoframe you have might be an antique weapon of war, but it matches the industrial units we used back in Synata Minor. We’re all trained in using them, and combined with that strange giant’s earth magic, we could do some real sapping work to support an offensive.”

      It was like she was talking herself into it, so I sure as hell wasn’t going to stop her. “There’s more. I’m guessing you have some way to transmit and receive messages, even off-world, or else you’d never have known we were coming. We don’t need an off-world signal, but if you can send word to the other cells …”

      “Assuming they haven’t been hit as hard as we were,” Ferria interjected doubtfully.

      “… we might be able to take Xara off guard by everyone going into full attack mode.” I raised a finger. “But that’s not all.”

      “I hope not, Captain,” she said with a faint frown. “I want to trust in you, in the prophecy. I’ve seen the dragon with my own eyes now, but … I will be putting everything and everyone on the line here.”

      I took a deep breath and gave her a thoughtful nod. “I know. And I don’t bring up this plan of action lightly. Everything is at stake here, and not just for the miners of Leonis IV. This is the first real step to the Resistance taking back the galaxy, so if we fail here, well, there won’t be a dragon, and there won’t be a Resistance. It’s all over.” Flashing a reassuring smile, I offered her my hand again. “So, what I’m trying to get at is that I wouldn’t even suggest we risk everything if I didn’t think we could do it. All I’m asking is that you take that faith you have in Draconis and put it in me.”

      Ferria mulled it over for only a moment before letting out a short, hollow sigh and clasping my arm again. “Putting it that way, I can do nothing else but as you ask. If the first blow for true freedom is to be struck here on Leonis, I would be spitting on my husband’s memory if I didn’t do everything in my power to make it happen.”

      “I won’t let you down.” I shook her arm, eyes casting about at the miners before settling on Tulip and Alyra, both now watching my talk with Ferria with acute interest. “I won’t let anyone down.”

      “Good,” Ferria said with a nod as she pulled her hand back. “So, what is the rest of your plan? You know, the ‘that’s not all’ part?”
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      My plan would fall apart without one vital element, so I took a deep breath and put on my best smile as I walked over to Plazzio in his corner. Alyra and Tulip flanked me, with Ferria in tow right behind us. The big man looked at us with curious eyes and tilted his head towards me.

      “Plazzio,” I said with as friendly of a tone as I could muster, Alyra, Tulip, and Ferria in tow, “are you doing okay, buddy?” While I thought I had a good read on the giant Quib, I still wanted to make the best approach possible. While my full plan was still in gestation, a lot of it would now rest on the magical mutant. “We’re about ready to move, and we need your help. Can you please open a path for us?”

      Like our own power suits, whatever the Matriarchy outfitted these magical Quibs was of the same quality, the tears in his suit from where I had grappled with him were already repaired. As Plazzio rose, I noticed the cover of the dome Enzio had ridden in was discarded on the floor next to him. “Plazzio will open a path you ask, dragon-man. Plazzio only wants peace now.”

      “And we really appreciate that,” Tulip added with a soft smile. “You really don’t like fighting, do you?”

      His immense brow furrowed as he hefted his mace-like focus. “Plazzio remembers the time before Pan turned him into this.” He clapped his chest with a fist. “The Quib who was Plazzio before, he liked to fight, fight for the angel women and for the Mother.” That massive fist opened to gesture towards Alyra. “But afterward, after what Pan did to that man, Plazzio hates this now, making others hurt like Pan did to Plazzio.”

      Alyra’s eyes welled up a little at the big man’s story, and Tulip took a step towards him, falling into that Fertish need to comfort. When Plazzio didn’t flinch, she did so, stroking his giant arm. “You poor thing,” she purred. “Don’t worry. We need your help, but we won’t ask you to fight.”

      Ferria was obvious a bit more hesitant to take Plazzio at his word, but even her hard gaze wavered a bit. “I … I’m a bit hesitant to make that promise, Commander Tulip, but … I will try.” She glanced sidelong at me. “I can’t believe this, but I think you were right, Captain Briggs.”

      “You will find, Mrs. Dain, that my dragon often is,” Alyra said with an uptilt of her nose, as much to hide her watery eyes as anything else, sniffing slightly. “Even those that aren’t directly enslaved by the Matriarchy are often dominated by them, their power, and their dangerous magic.”

      Plazzio’s sunken eyes flashed at that. “Yes, the little angel speaks wisdom. And Plazzio will be happy to help however dragon-man asks. He freed Plazzio, and that is a debt that Plazzio will do anything to fulfill.”

      I smiled a bit and clapped the giant on the arm. “I wouldn’t go that far, my friend. I’m just happy you don’t have a crazy little man taking over your brain, but I also won’t turn down the help.”

      Turning as the giant collected himself, I looked over the motley little ‘army’ we had assembled. Between what supplies survived the frenzy and chaos of the battle and what we had stripped from the dead Quibs, we now had eight mostly-intact standard Quib power suits, now a rainbow of colors once their new wearers had been given a chance to play with settings. While Kritik and his fellow prisoners of war weren’t quite trusted with our few power suits yet, my little discussion with Ferria and a bit of impassioned pleading on Kritik’s part had swayed the miners to arm them from our cache of equipment from Exo’s depot.

      Ironically, those last-generation weapons would actually be safer to use in the mines, their reduced power less likely to trigger a phasic crystal explosion. However, that particular danger was something I planned to turn into a major part of our battle plan moving ahead.

      As far as the advanced weaponry the assault group with Plazzio were using, we were going to have to sort those on the next leg of our trip. The air in this chamber, even as vast as it was, had started to thin, and even for those miners in salvaged suits, none of those were entirely sealed through mismatched components. For now, the miners were armed with them, but considering I needed a new rifle until I could get Turner to repair the Arclight, I was going to give them a proper look.

      Ferria herself had broken out the ATS-210 exoframe from its crate. “As I said, Captain, this is almost identical in core design to our mining exoframes, well, when we still had them.”

      Unlike a full power suit, the assembled frame was an external, motorized skeleton, hard superalloy supports that strapped around the Synatan’s arms, legs, back, and neck. Heavy gauntlets, greaves, and a bubble helmet locked into the frame, while a bulky fusion generator mounted in a backpack provided power.

      Ferria explained further as we gathered with Plazzio at the far end of the cave. “While it can’t compare in offensive or defensive capabilities to your modern power suits, the exoframes still provides enhanced strength, basic life support, and access to the same power credit upgrade system your suits use, though its onboard upgrades are much less impressive. But for unlocking natural abilities, it’s still a powerful tool.”

      “And fortunately, Turner and Clara have two,” Tulip said cheerfully, but I could still sense the worry under her happy façade.

      I put an arm on her shoulder and squeezed. “They’ll be fine. Once we get moving, I asked Ferria to send a coded transmission to the other cells. I’m sure they already made contact, so we’ll get word back on them soon.” I chuckled. “Hell, Turner might have already beat us to the punch, in the middle of blowing up half the Matriarchy installations on the planet as we speak.”

      “You’re right, of course,” Tulip giggled, flashing a smile at me.

      “Is he not always, zadavio?” Alyra added as she stepped up beside us. Ferria was consulting with Plazzio, a much-maligned, hand-written map of the mines spread out in her hands, figuring out a very specific route to go that matched my specifications. “Though, I feel as if I must pry into my dragon’s inner thoughts and find out what precisely our new plan of action is?”

      “Well, my dears, the first step is simple enough.” I glanced back at our little army. “We’ve still been running like crazy since Exo. Even when we haven’t been fighting, we’ve been marching, planning, the like. Not only are we tired, but these people are too.” I gestured to Ferria and Plazzio up front. “They’re figuring a route that Plazzio can open up that won’t cross the preexisting mines, to wind up in another impromptu chamber, again shaped by Plazzio. With the help of all these trained miners, Ferria is pretty certain they can jury-rig a connection to the main life support.”

      “A new safe spot, someplace we can collect ourselves without the entire security force blowing through the walls,” Tulip said with an understanding nod. She scratched thoughtfully on her ear. “So, we rest just long enough to get to one-hundred percent, but that’s not really a plan, David.”

      “Oh, ye of little faith,” I replied with a grin. “I’ll admit, we do have some details to work out, but the plan of attack is actually pretty simple if you think about it.”

      Alyra arched an eyebrow. “Plazzio, Ferria, and the miners use their expertise to collapse the entire tunnel structure atop Xara’s clever little head? Brutal, but efficient.”

      “While that thought had crossed my mind,” I admitted as Plazzio raised his mace, the crystals glowing with that muted green light, “no, but you’re thinking in the right direction. We obviously can’t destroy the research lab unless it’s a last resort. The Resistance needs that information, I need to free Xara from the Mother of Chains, and plus Ferria told me that plan could blow up the entire planet.”

      “Then we really need to find Turner soon,” Tulip gasped. “I know you left Clara with him to keep his more explosive tendencies in line but …”

      Alyra nodded emphatically. “I do not wish to die at such a young age, David. You must do something about this.”

      Flowing like water, the stone wall rippled and whirled, pulling away into a perfectly round tunnel, exactly like the one the Quibs had originally come through. As the whirlpool of water continued to swirl, the tunnel stretched outward, and Ferria called out to the assembled revolutionaries.

      “We’re on our way, my friends.” She raised a gauntleted fist. “I know many of you have fought hard and seen little for your efforts, but with the prophecy of Draconis now walking among us, know that this is our first real step to freedom!”

      The miners let out a slew of cheers, and I felt that bit of creeping discomfort again. Hell, even if you went beyond the fact that I thought the idea of prophecy itself was sketchy, wasn’t ‘fate’ just another form of slavery? A loss of freedom to choose your end fate, as you have to fulfill some old seer’s words written down centuries before you were born?

      Sorry, that just wasn’t my cup of tea.

      The little rally ended, and we got properly underway, Plazzio leading the way slowly onward. The air was still fairly stale, but fresher, making me wonder exactly where it was coming from. A byproduct of Plazzio’s magic maybe? It didn’t much matter, so long as it kept our band of revolutionaries alive. Light, at least, was easy to come by, a dozen set of suit lights cutting through the darkness.

      Finally having a chance to answer Alyra and Tulip’s concerns, I shrugged. “Look, I know we love to joke about Turner’s love of the boom-boom, but we all know he’s an expert, right? And okay, I’ll admit that I wouldn’t put it past him to blow up a planet if he thought he could wipe out some major threat to the galaxy, even if he would die in the process, do you think he’d do that if we would be caught in the blast radius?”

      Tulip and Alyra exchanged looks for a moment in the glow of their suit lights before relenting. Almost in unison, they said, “No, he wouldn’t.”

      “He is too much of an honorable man,” Alyra added. “For he truly understands what zadavio means, I see it in his eyes.”

      “Plus, his wife would murder his ghost,” Tulip purred, almost breaking down into giggles. “It would be truly epic if we were still alive ourselves to see it.”

      “And we’ve gotten way off track,” I pointed out as the tunnel began to slope upward. “As I said, the plan is simple, and yes, it now evolved around Plazzio’s magic. I mean, we’d be idiots if we didn’t use this tremendous advantage now. Why do you think the High Priestess sent him to aid Xara in the first place?”

      With the ladies’ full attention now, I continued, “There are some specifics to hash out, especially as some elements will change based on how many cells Ferria can actually contact, but in broad strokes, we’re going to cut the head off the hydra.”

      Alyra’s baby blues went as wide as I’ve ever seen them. “Did the High Priestess send Xara her pet hydra? If so, we have far greater problems, and cutting one of its heads off won’t help, and—”

      “No, no,” I cut her off, waving my hands. “But it’s good to know that hydras are a real thing out here in the greater galaxy. No, it’s a figure of speech back home. We’re going to go for a direct strike against Xara, through the fastest means possible. Plazzio will make that a lot easier.”

      “Of course!” Tulip nodded enthusiastically. “With his ability to shape and control stone, we can avoid almost all of Xara’s forces, save for what she has in reserve at her laboratory. And once we’re there, well, it might be magic, but it’s also technology. Technology is one of my many specialties.”

      “And if your skills are stymied, then I can apply brute force to the situation,” Alyra added with a nod, excitement building in her voice. “Once we open the way, all David must do is break Xara’s chains, then we will have our victory!”

      As the ladies voiced their enthusiasm and began to discuss fine points of my general plan, I kept my smile as I let my mind drift. No, this wouldn’t be easy at all, but as long as I put up a confident face, these people, all of them now looking toward me to win the day for them, would be confident too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      Our second march of the day was, fortunately, a short one, so short that what I had intended to do on the march, sorting weapons and checking on upgrades, had to wait. Though Plazzio’s ability to manipulate earth and stone were impressive, the giant Quib only had so much power he could bring to bear at one time. Still, he not only led us into unmined territory, safe from Matriarchy detection for the moment, but hollowed out a small but serviceable hideaway for our little rebel force.

      From there, the miners got a chance to show their stuff. As the terrakinetic collapsed into a corner of our new home away from home, the other got to work, breaking out picks, chisels, shovels, and the supplies we had brought from the Orion. Under Ferria’s direction, they built on the work Plazzio had done, carefully cutting through to tap into the main mine’s power systems, leeching just enough juice to run Ferria’s encoded transmitter and, most importantly, the force tents.

      Well, not the full domes. Again, the miners’ ingenuity impressed me. Cannibalizing the four tents we had brought for their atmosphere emitters and using the mine as a power source, they had the cavern filling with fresh, breathable air within ten minutes of our arrival. Cots were laid out, rations were split, and the entire camp was laid out with startling, almost military efficiency.

      “I’ve sent messages to the other cells,” Ferria told us as we set up our own bit of camp. “We likely won’t receive a response for a few hours, as most of the work crews must still put up appearances for the Matriarchy. If we don’t receive word within six hours though, we must assume the worst.”

      Alyra nodded, her eyes drooping as she shifted in her sleeping bag. “Then we must pray for the best.”

      Her voice trailed off into a stiff yawn, highlighting the one problem with Quick-Juv. The nano-machines in the medicine used the body’s own energy to power to reconstruct the body. As Alyra had been the worst hurt of us, she was also the first to fall out, practically nodding off at that point.

      I pulled the covers up around her, glancing sidelong at the crystal woman. “Whatever happens, we’re going on with the plan. It just changes the specifics, that’s all.”

      “Okay,” Ferria said with a slow nod. “I’ll draw up the final plans for the dig in the morning.” Her eyes drifted to the ceiling of the cavern, a sigh slipping out of her lips. “You know, I haven’t seen a sunrise in ten years. I’m trusting that you’ll make it so that I can.” With that, she walked off towards the clump of miners, her exoframe whirring as she moved.

      “I understand why she’s worried,” Tulip said as she drifted up next to me. “But then again, she doesn’t know you very well, does she?”

      I laughed a little at that. “You know, at the rate you two are going,” – I nodded at the dozing Alyra – “I’m going to have a head the size of the galactic core.”

      “Oh, well, depending on the head we’re talking about,” Tulip purred as she pressed herself against my side, hand tracing down my chest, “you’re already there.”

      “Do not tempt me right now, because I would so do it,” I replied, voice going low and husky as I turned and pulled her tight against me. “And as much as I hate to say it—”

      Tulip cut me off with a kiss, her lips as warm as the feel of her up close to me. “We both have work to do, and we should both actually sleep.” Reluctantly, she pulled back from me, her hands trailing for a moment before she turned towards her cot. “I’m going to sort upgrades first, Enzio actually gave us a pile of credits, then see if I can do some hacking into the mine’s systems.” She flashed a smile over her shoulder. “You know, what I do best.”

      “I would argue that as incredible of an infiltration expert and master hacker you are, there’s at least one thing you do better than that,” I added with a grin.

      “Oh, David, you have yet to see me at the height of my powers.” Tulip’s Cheshire cat smile was in full force as she slid the whip off her shoulder with seductive slowness. “But later. We should go to work.”

      It took all of my considerable force of will to not throw responsibility to the wind and see what all Tulip meant. I simply promised myself that when we were done here, I’d take Tulip up on that the first chance I had. It would certainly make for a nice added reward after saving the planet. For now, though, she was right. It was time to go to take care of things before I could actually get a little shut-eye.

      While Tulip settled down next to where Alyra slept, pulling her tablet off of her wrist, I walked over to where the stockpile of weapons and gear was stowed. Step one, the simple one, was to take a good look at the enchanted weapons from Xara’s strike team. As their loadouts looked standardized from a quick glance, I took one of each weapon type the Quibs had been packing and sat down next to the stores to give them a proper inspection.

      

      
        Mandible Plus Rifle

        Type: Slugthrower Rifle

        Item Level: 32

        Durability: 80,000/80,000

        Damage: 170

        Accuracy: 35

        Magazine Size: 120

        Enchantments: Ammo Restore IV (reloads 8 rounds per second), Biting Bullet III (+35% armor penetration)

        Ability: Smart targeting link adds +10 Accuracy for 10 seconds, 2% suit power cost

        

        Stinger Plus Rifle

        Type: Pulse Laser Rifle

        Item Level: 30

        Durability: 73,000/73,000

        Damage: 55 x 3 pulses

        Accuracy: 50

        Enchantments: Ability Multiplier IV (weapon abilities have 350% normal benefits), Mending Circuit III (repairs 1000 Durability per minute)

        Ability: Overcharged pulse adds 10 (35 with enchantment) damage per shot, 1000 Durability lost per overcharge

        

        Scarab Plus Rifle

        Type: Blast Rifle

        Item Level: 31

        Durability: 74,000/74,000

        Damage: 160

        Accuracy: 38

        Enchantments: Mana Gathering III (+15% power regeneration), Sparking Blast III (20 electrical damage added per blast)

        Ability: Ionic discharge. Alternate firing mode can discharge raw charged particles like a shotgun, inflicting 240 blast damage in a 45-degree cone, 3% suit power cost.

        

        Fang Plus Auto Pistol

        Type: Slugthrower Pistol

        Item Level: 27

        Durability: 60,000/60,000

        Damage: 90

        Accuracy: 55

        Enchantments: Prismatic Magazine III (10 variable elemental damage added per bullet)

        Ability: Gravitic compensators reduces recoil by 50%

      

      

      Well, I could never accuse the Illuminator of giving her goons cheap weapons. While it didn’t match end-game gear from Star Conqueror, it outclassed the weaponry Tulip and I had on hand, especially when you factored in the liberal enchantments added. While we might be stuck to axes and whips in most of the mines, having the best firearms possible for the assault on the magitech research lab would be critical.

      I set aside a Scarab to replace my still-broken Arclight, and two of the Fangs for Tulip. My Swarmer was still good, and the rest of our war party needed weapons as well, so I left it at that. As for Alyra, well, her combat magic was better than a crate of Stingers. I rested my old friend off to the side, giving the old Arclight a wistful look before scooping up Tulip’s new pistols.

      The catwoman was still busily tapping away at her tablet, even though her eyelids were starting to droop. Her cracked ribs hadn’t been as serious of an injury as Alyra’s torn shoulder, but the Quick-Juv still drained her so much it took several seconds for her to notice me standing over her.

      I shook my head as I finally spoke up. “Maybe you should sack out yourself. You look beat.”

      “Oh!” Tulip started at the sound of my voice, almost fumbling her tablet in a rare lack of grace, before glancing up at me. “Yes, you’re probably right, David. I just wanted to get some codebreakers running, give them time to do their damage while we slept.” Her eyes lit up as they focused on the two wicked, bronze-and-crystal-fitted pistols in my hands. “Did you go get me some presents? You know I love presents, especially highly lethal ones!”

      “Hey, I pay attention.” I chuckled, spinning the Fangs around to present them to her grip-first. “Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything I thought Alyra would like, Enzio’s little baby hand Cestari will need to get resized if anyone is going to wear them, but I’m sure I’ll have some more chances to go shopping before this mission’s over.”

      Tulip mounted her tablet back on her wrist before plucking the weapons out of my hand. “Considering where you plan on taking us tomorrow, I’m certain you will.” She gave the Fangs a close inspection, nodding slowly as she did. “I’ll put my Starshots into the stash in the morning, make sure they get a good home.”

      Setting the pistols next to her pack, she stifled a yawn, eyes turning towards where Alyra slept as I settled down myself. “You know, I wasn’t so sure about her at first. I mean, obviously you did the right thing in freeing her, but I wasn’t sure if she would, you know, click. With the rest of us, I mean. The way she clung to you after we beat her, well, she tried to hide it, but it was obvious she’d follow you through Hell and back afterward.”

      I chuckled at that, tapping at my wrist screen to check on upgrades next. “I take it your assessment has changed since then.”

      “That’s putting it lightly.” Tulip leaned against me, a soft purr rumbling at the back of her throat as her head settled on my shoulder. “Especially after we saved the Blue Skies, seeing how hard that hit her, I think I really started to understand. When she opened up after that, well, I’m just glad that Alyra’s here, on our side now.”

      “Yeah, we’re lucky.” I smiled, glancing away from my menus to stroke Tulip’s hair, scratching behind her cat ears. “And I’m lucky. Luckier than any man alive, if you ask me … but all of our luck is going to run out if you’re so tired from lack of sleep you can’t aim worth a damn tomorrow.”

      Tulip giggled, wearily picking herself up off of my shoulder. “Okay, Mr. Boss Dragon, I can take the not-so-subtle hint.” She winked at me as she stretched, not even bothering to get up really, just flopping over bonelessly in the other direction atop her sleeping bag. “Good night, David. Don’t linger too long yourself, okay?”

      “Scout’s honor,” I said softly, smiling at her as she drifted to sleep in moments. And I meant it too, but I needed to check out my upgrades. It wasn’t so much that I had a lot to spend, though that was also true. The magic Quibs seemed to be worth quite a lot, Enzio granting more credits in the coffer than even Tur had, so I was sitting on a pretty pile of one-thousand-one-hundred-twenty-five credits.

      No, I was more curious to look deeper into Dragonfire. There was something about those eerie, green flames that nagged at my mind, and Enzio’s screams still rang in my ears. I didn’t object to killing in war, not at all, but that sounded more like torture than death, and it didn’t sit right on me. Maybe I could puzzle out why that made me feel that way by delving deeper into the upgrades. There had to be a logical system to it, something from which I could infer what this all meant.

      And if it didn’t, well, I had been waiting to have a thousand credits all at once for a while. I knew exactly where to drop it. Attuned to the Dragon, in my Dragon Form tree, would passively knock a whole minute off my dragon form cooldown, making it the easy choice.

      With that in mind, I tapped my screen over to the Dragonfire upgrade tree. There was still the next step of the Ascension tie-in trees, but there were three other options opened up as well. One was a direct line off of Dragon Bolt, while the other two were off of Soul Burn … and one of those had a linkage to another tree, the Dragon Form tree and the Flames of Freedom ability.

      My curiosity growing, I dived in. First off was the next Ascension tie-in I had already examined, but gave it another look to refresh myself, and then the next ability off of Dragon Bolt:

      

      
        Revolution Rising

        Cost: 175 power credits

        Further strengthens the spiritual connection with your squad. When using Through the Fire and Flames, you also share the effects of an active Dragon’s Revolt ability with your squadmates. This lasts as long as Through the Fire and Flames is active.

        Passive Upgrade

        

        Dragon Ball

        Cost: 150 power credits

        Requires equipped Focus

        Concentrate your projected dragonfire into an exploding ball of napalm. This ball copies all passive statistics and upgrades that affect your normal dragonfire, but at 50% normal strength, exploding in a 3-meter radius

        Power Cost: 8% maximum

        Cooldown: 8 seconds

      

      

      While I was definitely still intrigued by the concept of sharing all those Ascension abilities over time, Dragon Ball was, well, an extremely vanilla ability. But sometimes the straightforward options were the best ones, the whole idea of a simple solution to a situation sometimes being best. However, before I made a decision either way, I turned my attention to the two abilities that branched off of Soul Burn, the first one directly cascading from it while the other also linked to the Flames of Freedom upgrade in my Dragon Form tree.

      

      
        Purifying Flames

        Cost: 80 power credits

        Requires equipped Focus

        Conjures spiritual flames from within your own soul to burn away psychic and spiritual impurities in a target. The flames heal psychic damage equal to 25% of normal dragonfire damage and can purge the target of mental imbalances and weak possessive forces.

        WARNING: May cause physical backlash, may not be effective against more powerful beings.

        Power Cost: 10% of maximum

        Cooldown: 10 seconds

        

        Soul Dragon Rising

        Cost: 200 power credits

        When activating Flames of Freedom, you may infuse your dragonfire in Dragon Form with the effects of Soul Burn or Purifying Flames, paying the appropriate power cost of the chosen ability. You cannot channel both, only one or the other may be applied when Flames of Freedom is activated.

        Passive Upgrade

      

      

      After reading that, I truly was left to ponder the implications of this whole dragon thing. Sure, every Earth concept of dragons that they were vastly powerful creatures. Some stayed to the whole fire-breathing lizard thing, while some legends gave them immeasurable magical abilities, making them practically gods. Hell, in some cultures, dragons were pretty much that. It was becoming very obvious that this dragon spirit that was part of me now wasn’t one of those simple creatures. What I was, my place in all this, was looking to be very complicated indeed.

      Soul Burn and Purifying Flames seemed to be almost in opposition with one another. While nothing prevented me from taking both upgrades, one seemed, well, cruel, to literally set someone’s soul on fire, while the other sought to help others and heal the damage that I saw in the minds of the Matriarchy’s victims. And that’s when it hit me.

      What I had always suspected was true. If all the dragons had this immense power over the souls of others, there could have been dragons like Draconis, symbols of peace and freedom, and others like those in the Matriarchy’s holy texts, dragons who bound lesser creatures to be their slaves, using their minds and souls as playthings, the ultimate tyrants.

      “Well,” I murmured to myself, “I know what kind of man … what kind of dragon … I am.” What to do with the power credits I had was obvious. Without a second thought, I picked Purifying Flames, watching my temporary credit total go down, then flipped to Dragon Form, double-checking Attuned to the Dragon.

      

      
        Attuned to the Dragon

        Cost: 1,000 power credits

        Reduces your dragon form cooldown by 1 minute

        Passive Upgrade

      

      

      Nodding with satisfaction, I nabbed it as well, leaving me with forty-five power credits left. Feeling good about my choices, I tapped Accept on my screen, the immediate rush of power combining with the piercing roar of the dragon inside me to make my eyes go wide. It sounded … closer, closer than ever before, and that cry was joined by a brief spark of silvery flames from my Cestari.

      I clenched my fists and nodded slowly. That felt good and proper. Armed with that new power, I was now truly confident that whatever happened tomorrow, we would come out on top.
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      We awoke to a brief morning meal of reconstituted meal packages and a thick sludge of a drink brewed by the miners, something they called ‘pick grit’. It was kind of gross, but boy, it made you wake up once you choked it down.

      Maybe our mood was a bit brighter because instead of bog-standard military rations, our meal packs had been prepared by Clara in the Orion’s galley, spicy Tel’ra cooking that reminded me fondly of Indian food. There was nothing like a reconstituted-but-home-cooked meal made with love to put a spring in your step.

      More likely, it had to do with the frown on Ferria’s face as she walked up to where we were eating, a Mandible Plus slung over her shoulder and her exoframe clanking along. I stood up, washing down both my meal and the pick grit with a gulp of water, and gave her a questioning glance. “Morning, Ferria. You’ve got a certain ‘bad news’ look on your face.”

      “Maybe she just drank too much of this crud,” Tulip mewed, sticking out her pink tongue as she stared into the chiseled stone mug of the stuff. “It’d be enough to make anyone sad.”

      “I don’t know, Tulip,” Alyra mused, gulping back a good swallow’s full. “I find it has a certain heady charm.”

      Ferria gave the two ladies a look of disbelief before focused on me. “Unfortunately, Captain Briggs, I do bear some bad news, though I supposed in our situation, it could be worse.” I gave her a short nod to continue as I stashed my filtered canteen in my pack. “The responses to our coded missive are far less than it should have been. Of the twelve active Resistance cells, we have only gotten word back from six of them, and of those six, two were on the run from Matriarchy forces.”

      She shook her head sadly. “We can only assume that everyone we have not heard from has been killed or captured by the enemy. I don’t know how she found us out so quickly.” Turning her eyes away from us, she let out a hollow sigh. “Maybe she always knew where we were, tolerating our existence like a khama-beast endures flea bites.”

      “And now, you feel like all this sacrifice had been for nothing?” I said softly. I could hear the edge of defeat in her voice, and I didn’t blame her for it. She nodded, still not meeting our gaze, so I added, “Well, the best way to turn that around is to make it worth it. Swallow down that ill feeling, pull yourself up by your, well, exoskeletal bootstraps, and shove Xara’s contempt right down her throat.”

      Tulip was up as well, shouldering her pack. “I wholeheartedly agree. As they say on Earth, if Turner is to be believed, the greatest revenge you can have on someone is to live well. It isn’t wholly applicable, I guess, but if you count success in overthrowing a planetary tyrant as living well, it works.”

      “I believe that Mrs. Dain gets the general idea, zadavio,” Alyra said with a short laugh. “As one who served the Matriarchy myself, trust me when I say that the fact she had let you organize this long will only serve to bring about her downfall. I feel for your losses, but there are still six groups that she did not catch, and those will be six more groups of fighters that will make her rue her folly in ignoring them and you.”

      Ferria stared at the shorter woman for a long moment, and I almost thought she would yell at the ex-Matriarch. But after that moment, she smiled slightly, clapping Alyra on the shoulder. “All right, little angel, I believe you.” She glanced back at me. “Let’s go make the Matriarch eat her words, Captain.”

      “That’s the spirit.” I grinned, cracking my knuckles as I did a last check of my gear. “Did any of those cells still active send any word about the rest of our squad?”

      “No, I am afraid not.” She put her gauntleted hands on the exoskeleton wrapped around her hips. “But before you worry, I did receive a very strange coded message on the Resistance frequency, something I didn’t have a valid cipher for. Maybe your squadmates sent it?”

      Despite what Ferria said, I wasn’t worried. Even if Turner and Clara had run into trouble, a very real possibility, I trusted their ability to get out of it or, at the worst, our ability to bail them out of it. Still, I could tell that Tulip, brave front aside, was a bit more shaken than me.

      “Transmit that message to me,” the catwoman asked, pulling up her wrist screen in anticipation. Ferria pulled a small tablet from her pocket, tapped it a few times, and Tulip’s eyes narrowed as she received the message. “It’s definitely from Turner. He’s using our personal cipher from before you joined us, David.”

      I moved to look over her shoulder, Alyra doing the same by virtue of a few judicious wing flaps. “Don’t leave us waiting in suspense. What does it say?”

      “It …” Tulip’s voice trailed off as her body tensed, her tail lashing from side to side. “It’s a set of planetary coordinates, encrypted security keys for the Orion’s security systems and main computer, and three words.” She glanced at me over her shoulder. “Out of Twinkies.”

      From anyone else, that phrase would only mean a trip by Earth or to the markets of Silica III, the only place besides Earth one could find those yellow sponge cakes of joy. But from Turner, well, it was a code phrase that meant extreme danger.

      The concern for them was burning in Tulip’s eyes. “David, this can only mean—”

      I cut her off with an arm around her shoulder, trying to pay her back for all the comforting strokes in the past. “It only means they ran into real trouble. That’s all. The fact he even got that transmission off means everything.”

      “And it also must mean the Orion is safe and secure,” Alyra added, doing her level best to sound as confident as I was trying to. “Your security measures are second to none in the galaxy, Null-K.”

      Tulip took in a deep breath, her eyes closing as she tried to dispel the anxiety racking her body, and after a moment, under my comforting embrace, she managed it. “Right. Which also means that once we’re out of the deeper mines, like where our target today is, we can remotely access the ship, use the auto-pilot AI if we need air support or a quick escape.” She leaned her head against my shoulder. “Thank you, I almost lost it there for a moment.” With a glance to Alyra, she added, “And you too, Alyra.”

      Alyra smiled a bit at the acknowledgment. “We are zadavio. Family. We are here for each other at all times.” She landed and began to walk towards the assembling freedom fighters. “Which also means we must be ready to help Turner and Clara the moment we are in a position too. We won’t do that here.”

      “She’s right, of course,” Ferria, who had been observing quietly, added. Tulip and I both nodded, and as the Synatan turned to lead the way, she continued, “Quar and I sat with Plazzio over breakfast. As you wanted to take the fight right to the heart of the matter, we plotted a course straight to the tunnel complex that opens out to the Illuminator’s research facility. It’s also her seat of power here on Leonis IV. She’ll be there, I guarantee it.”

      “Why don’t we break directly into the base?” Tulip asked, diving completely into work mode. “It’s underground, like everything that isn’t a docking facility for freighters and transports on Leonis.”

      She glanced back at Tulip. “I wish we could, but the tunnel system within a hundred meters of the facility is like a honeycomb. There’s just not enough room to tunnel through without running into conduits and life support systems, and even then, we’d be squeezing in single file.”

      I nodded. “So, not worth the trouble when we can make a blitz through a hundred meters of tunnel. We’ll still have the element of surprise without a doubt.”

      “Especially as my codebreakers did their magic while we slept.” Tulip grinned, most of her usual devil-may-care attitude back in place. “Right before we break through into proper Matriarchy tunnels, I’ve got enough passwords and security clearances hacked to play havoc with their early warning systems. Sure, they’ll know we’re there soon enough, but anything that disrupts their security lets us get that much closer.”

      Alyra’s lips pressed into that thin, hard smile as she drew her Wander. “And then from there, my dragon and I shall bring on the brute force to punch through the rest of the way. Once inside, Xara will know that it will only be a matter of time before we confront her.”

      The miners parted for their leader, and we wound up gathered around Plazzio a moment later. As we settled in around the big Quib, I glanced back at the ex-Matriarch. “Just don’t get cocky. The moment we get too overconfident, the Matriarchy will be kicking our teeth in and shooting us in the face.”

      Plazzio turned away from the map to look at us, nodding slowly in agreement. “Arrogance is what Mother breeds, certain and sure power overall, and she tells that to her sons and daughters alike, such as the angel women.” His massive lips split into a smile as he waved at Alyra. “But not you, Plazzio thinks. Plazzio likes little free angel woman.”

      “Why thank you, Plazzio,” Alyra said with a smile and a stiff curtsy. “And thank you for your help today. We will free many more people like us with that help.”

      He nodded slowly to her, then clapped me on my shoulder. “Yes, the dragon-man will make it so! Are you ready to lead us, to free the chained people?”

      I unlimbered my Thorax, the mono-molecular edged blades popping into place. “I’m ready, man.” I glanced back at the troops, from enslaved miner to Quibs looking for redemption. “We’re all ready.”

      “And Plazzio will not have to hurt anyone?” the giant Quib asked hopefully.

      I clapped a hand on his armored shoulder. “I did, and I stand by it.” I glanced around the little inner circle standing nearby, Tulip, Alyra, Ferria, and Quar. “Right, everybody?”

      “You will never do what you do not wish ever again,” Alyra said, her blue eyes blazing as if she were daring anyone else to say otherwise. “Like me, you are free now.”

      To Ferria and Quar’s benefit, even if they thought differently, they kept their mouths shut, not eager to test the ex-Matriarch’s patience. Tulip smiled up at Plazzio, letting the Scourge in her hand curl lazily back and forth as she played with it. “You’ve got nothing to worry about, big guy. We’ll take care of any violence if things get nasty.”

      Plazzio gave her another of those massive smiles and turned towards the featureless stone ahead of us. “Then let the stone move under Plazzio’s magic and take us towards freedom!”
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      The stone melted before us, breaking into tunnels that weren’t shaped by Plazzio’s magic. They weren’t like the rest of the mine either. The lines were too regular, the lighting too, and far too much effort had been wasted making the walls smooth, and all angles turned into the preferred curves of Matriarchy construction. To top it all off, someone had actually taken the time to paint the place in pure white.

      The dragon roared in my ear as I wondered how many slave lives had been wasted for this seeming perfection.

      At least we were back on the maps, my HUD suddenly connecting our coordinates with a maze of tightly packed tunnels. As Ferria had said, no more than a hundred meters from our position, the tunnels were no more, replaced by a massive cavern that dwarfed everything else I had seen under Leonis IV. That was our destination, and hopefully, we would catch Ms. Tall and Green with her pants down, especially with the six cells that Ferria had managed to contact distracting the Matriarchy with attacks all across the planet.

      Making sure that I was at the vanguard of the little army once Plazzio opened the way, I leaped out and spun to assess the situation. To my right, two Quibs that had been chatting as they strolled down the hall stopped to gape at me like I couldn’t possibly be real. Before they could say a word through their shock or I could split them in half with my ax as a glowing hard light vice and a sparking whip rocketed past me on both sides. One Quib had his throat crushed by Alyra’s unflinching force construct while the other had Tulip’s Scourge wrap around his skull, his flesh smoldering as he did the taser two-step before dropping.

      “Nicely done, ladies,” I said with a grin. Alyra and Tulip stepped up beside me, the rest of the freedom fighters charging out to fill the tunnel. “Okay, Ferria, keep your people back a bit from us. We’re the vanguard, we can take the hits, and we can’t afford to lose troops early.”

      The Synatan grunted her agreement, tapping her helmet in a salute, so I glanced over at Plazzio, still standing in the tunnel he had created, still refusing to don his helmet. “Plazzio, man, thank you for everything. A lot of fighting is going to happen from here on out, and that’s not your problem.”

      The giant regarded me with his tiny eyes and nodded slowly. “Yes, Plazzio wishes to hurt no one else, but …” He paused a moment, frowning as he looked over the ragtag group of revolutionaries. “Plazzio will listen to the stones and pray that dragon-man, young Fertish, and angel-woman remain safe.”

      “Hold up,” I said, hands raised for attention. The giant Quib paused, his mace held high as he stared down at me intently. “You know I respect your pacifism, I do, but … You said you’d be listening, and we’re about to go into what will probably the hardest fight we’ve had to face. You know how deadly these people are, and how little mercy they have. If I call for you, ask for your help, and you can do that without hurting anybody, can I count on you?”

      “Plazzio owes dragon-man his life, his freedom,” Plazzio said with a slow nod. “Plazzio will listen and if dragon-man calls, Plazzio will try to help.”

      With that, his mace pulsed with emerald light and the rock swirled closed between us. I stared after the giant for a moment, confident that when the time was right, Plazzio would do his part, when Tulip tapped me on the shoulder, catching my attention as I ran my hand down the now-bare wall.

      “Come on, David, let’s go while my Stutter Virus is still in the system,” she said softly. “We’ve got a planet to save, right?”

      Nodding, I turned back to the task at hand. “On me, people! Let’s start a revolution!”

      With that, I led the charge. Time was ticking, and the element of surprise wouldn’t hold, but if we could just get inside Xara’s facility, I knew we’d be fine. Boots hammering onto the stone floor, we surged down the hallways as one living, breathing entity.

      As we hit a crossroads, I noticed the small bulges in the ceiling to mark security sensor nodes, and steel frames for doors, thick ones, that were open. I didn’t need my map to know that it was the way to go, the first line of defense from a slave revolt would be to slam the doors shut and prepare for a siege. The fact that Xara hadn’t hunkered down yet was a testament to the unshakeable faith the Matriarchs had in their power and in the High Priestess. That faith had led her to a mistake she’d regret making.

      We took the turn and kept moving. Piling through another archway, ignoring the scattered doors set in the wall and cross junctions, I could see a golden railing crossing the open doorway at the end of the tunnel and beyond that, the glinting white walls of what had to be Xara’s research laboratory. Though the exact boundaries and shape of the thing weren’t on our maps, Kritik, the most talkative of our Quib defectors, had told us that while the lab took up most of the cavern ahead, there was still a large mustering area that circled the place. All we’d have to do is hit the walkway, find a way down, and then storm the doors.

      We were almost there … and that’s why I was on high alert. This was too damn easy.

      “Stay sharp,” I growled, a little of my dragon coming out, and kept moving. There was nothing else to do for it but be alert and be ready. Instead of the flat-out run, I shifted to a low, loping trot. We’d be visible the moment we stepped out onto into the main cavern, so the smaller target I could present, the better.

      I wasn’t the only one that suspected trouble. As we went down that last hallway, Tulip whispered over the comms. “By Felinus’ whiskers, this isn’t right. I’m going to go all Predator, as Turner would say.”

      Tulip had mentioned near the start of this that she finally had enough credits to buy something she had her eye on, and this had to be it. Tapping her wrist screen, she did indeed go all Predator, a sparkling energy field first distorting her form before bending light around her entirely, the Refraction Field giving her effective visual invisibility.

      As for Alyra, she only focused her piercing blue eyes ahead and flashed her Wander in the air ahead of her, the translucent plates of her power suit flaring with intense light as another layer of force shields played over her suit’s inherent protection. The best way to survive a trap in her case was just to tank it like a boss, and considering how tough of a nut Alyra had been to crack when we had fought her ourselves, well … it really was her best strategy.

      And with that, the three of us, well, at least Alyra and I, stepped out onto the immaculately painted white walkway that looked out over a cavern of such size that the map truly did not do it justice. It was a safe bet that a small city could neatly fit under the vaulted ceiling, the full extent of the meticulously smoothed and painted walls barely visible even in the bright, multicolored light that reflected off every shiny surface. That light shone through dozens of circular, stained-glass windows, similar to the ones we had seen in the vault of Balarian, and many depicting the same scenes from the Matriarchy’s faith. Some I even knew by the parables I had read myself in my research.

      As impressive as all that was, it didn’t come close to matching the research center itself. The term truly didn’t do it justice, because it reminded me more of an elven tower straight out of Lord of the Rings than any laboratory I’d ever seen, well, if you plus-sized that tower by tenfold. Though it kept the usual aversions to sharp angles and lines, the tower was distinctly different from anything else I’d seen made by the Matriarchs. Grooved like a unicorn’s horn, the entire structure seemed to unravel as it rose, each ‘peel’ turning into its own branch of the tower, tipped with immense shards of crystal that pulsed with raw energy.

      The heady rush of magic filled the air, even as the constant hum of electrical generators played counterpoint to it, as a second look made it clear that as fantastical as the structure was, it was as much a product of science as anything. Dotted with hundreds of lit windows through its brilliant, white metal skin, I could pick out a dozen or more security drones buzzing through the air around it like oversized gnats.

      And then I looked down.

      The realist in me expected to see a full-sized army filling the entire mustering zone like a living moat, thousands of weapons pointed in all directions ready to annihilate anyone foolish enough to step inside this cave without authorization, namely us. What I saw was both more and less worrying at the same time.

      There was no massive legion of Quibs and Megadreds, the mainline combat robot of the Matriarchy, waiting for us. Instead, there were only a baker’s dozen troops. Twelve were arrayed in a single-file line a good twenty meters below us with one standing at their center, a few meters ahead of the others, their iridescent armor making them look like walking oil slicks in the rainbow light. Unlike the bulky, top-heavy suits of the normal and Elite Quibs, the armor of these soldiers was built in perfectly streamlined forms, making them appear tall, thin, and mantis-like compared to their brethren, an effect enhanced by their bulbous helmets, topped in fiery orange plumes. They all stood at perfect attention, silver poles fitted with some kind of energy emitters held at their sides, save the one standing ahead.

      I knew exactly what we were faced with, and a part of me was in awe to actually see these in real life. When Xara had said the High Priestess had sent her gifts, I didn’t expect to see them, not at all.

      These were a contingent of the Royal Guards, or more formally, the Invested Guardians of the Most Holy Sisterhood. Eunuched at an early age, if I trusted the lore of Star Conqueror (and I did, after all I had experienced), the Guard was an elite fighting force meant to personally guard the luminaries of the Matriarchy, the most important of the theological council and other key assets. The poles in their hands were better known as Executors, multi-purpose weapons capable of striking targets with incredible force using the gravitic enhancers in each tip, slicing through targets with plasma blades like a poleaxe, or firing devastating bolts of that same plasma from the ends like a rocket launcher on steroids.

      Alyra had access to only four of them as the Left Hand of the High Priestess, I knew from her memories, she had only left them behind because she’d wanted to prove herself by taking down the legendary dragon single-handedly.

      And now we had thirteen to deal with.

      That was assuming we even survived to get down there, for in the brief moment I took all this in, the lead Guard had already shouldered his Executor like a rifle, clearly already ready for our arrival in some way, and pressed a trigger that I knew was there only from my in-game experience.

      “Cover!” I shouted, knowing exactly what was to come, but it was already too late.

      Though Alyra flared her wings while Ferria and the first few miners tried to dive back into the tunnel, the Guard had already fired, the tip of his Executor launching a tremendous bolt of pure, fiery plasma up at where we stood. It was almost impossible to dodge a bullet, which made it absolutely impossible to dodge a streaking blast of energy from near-surprise.

      The bolt struck the bottom of the walkway and exploded, flooding my vision and everyone around me in deadly plasma.
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      That blast wasn’t intended for me. If anyone knew of my known capabilities, the fact that my draconic powers made me nigh-immune to heat, fire, and plasma, it would be the Royal Guards. No, it was meant to incinerate everyone around me, while giving me a ringside seat to see all my friends and troops turned into greasy smears on the pristine white walls.

      And it would have, at least the lightly armored miners, Ferria included, had I not been there. While there was no time to dodge the blast, there was time to think, and a thought was all I needed to mentally activate Through the Fire and Flames. Magic rushed through my body, surging out from my Cestari in a spiral of spiritual flames a microsecond before the plasma bolt exploded beneath us. My dragon seemed to take the concept of ‘designated squadmate’ liberally, my protective aura clinging not just to Alyra and the unseen Tulip, but everyone behind me as well. The roar of plasma washed over us, scorching the walls but leaving everyone entirely unharmed.

      There was one casualty though, the walkway beneath me. The metal grating evaporated beneath my feet, sending me falling down towards the unforgiving stone floor. Ten meters is a long way to drop for a human, power suit or not, and instincts took over, the dragon roaring out of the back of my mind. Muscles swelled as my form expanded, scales hardened over my vulnerable flesh, fire swelling in my chest as I landed like a cannonball, cratering the stone beneath my claws.

      “That was your one shot,” I roared defiantly, smoke billowing out of my shout as I tensed to charge. The Guard that had sniped us was hard to read through the faceless helmet and disciplined motions, but the way his focus swept with disbelief across the completely unscathed freedom fighters above him and the faintest of shudders in his stance made me smile. “Now, it’s my turn.”

      Any concerns about the power of the Invested Guardians blew out the back of my mind. These assholes had just tried to blow my people into ash, and that pushed every one of my ‘kill it with fire’ buttons. The Guards shook off their momentary surprise, starting to rush forward in a blanket formation to surround me. They wisely didn’t bother shifting their Executors to bladed mode or firing off any more plasma blasts, and they moved in eerie, utter silence save for the whine of the gravitic fields in their staves.

      I charged forward to meet them head-on, battle-ax and claws ready to rip into them, and I wasn’t the only one with bloody murder in mind. Even before the immovable object of the Royal Guard met the irresistible force of one pissed-off dragon, the ragtag force of rebels was pelting the field with a barrage of lasers, bullets, and blaster bolts from the scorched doorway, while some of them managed to make the leap to the intact portions of the walkway. It was an undisciplined, unfocused onslaught, and even the shots that hit a Guard head-on seemed to have little effect, washing off their superior shielding. As for my ladies, I still had no idea where Tulip was other than she was close, something I knew only by my heightened sense of smell, but Alyra was diving down like a Valkyrie of legend, Wander surging with light.

      And then we clashed. I hit the lead Guard head-on with a broad swing of the Thorax before he could bring his Executor around to a defensive position. His shielding cracked under the tremendous shot before physics took over, sending him bowling into another two of his friends. In a display of sheer ruthless practicality, they didn’t dodge him, or even brace to catch him … they both swung their poles at him in tandem, gravitic pulses sending the poor bastard arcing over their heads.

      The next ones in line, wrapping around my left flank, were ready for me, using their superior reach to thrust their poles out with deadly accuracy. Of the three, one I managed to slap out of the way with a swing of my claws, the golden talons literally slicing the deadly tip off in one blow, but the others I could only brace for, my toes curling to let my foot claws dig in deep. One Guard’s strike crashed into my shoulder, the other snaking past my guard to stick right in my ribs, the air rippling between the clash of pure crushing gravity and my shields.

      Kinetic overload! Shields holding at seventy-two percent. Inertial stabilizers failing, my suit was kind enough to inform me as the impact carried through the shields, all that kinetic energy throwing my entire upper body sideways. Despite my tremendous mass and entrenched claws, I was driven sideways a good meter, tearing deep gouges in the stone as I slid.

      I would have slid further, maybe been thrown off my feet entirely, if I hadn’t hit up against a wall of familiar, glowing white force. Alyra’s wings were thrown wide above me, her Wander thrust down to not only catch me with her force wall but cut off some of my attackers temporarily.

      “I have your back, my dragon,” she called over the comms, flicking her pistol’s tip, the wall shoving against the Royal Guard she had caught up in it.

      “We both do, David,” a familiar feline voice concurred as behind those preoccupied Guardians, a blur of distorted light resolved itself into Tulip in mid-leap. Before her target even knew that she existed, the catwoman flipped in mid-air, landing square on his shoulders. As the Guard reared back in surprise, she clenched her thighs around his throat, jamming the barrels of both Fangs against either side of the shielding around his helmet, and held down the triggers.

      As her target fell under a constant barrage of enchanted, elementally charged bullets, I let out a roar of thanks and shoved myself back towards the group that had thrown me back. I couldn’t play this game of tag for long, but I didn’t intend to. Getting in their midst might have seemed crazy, but I had done it on purpose. As burning tendrils of Recompense energy flowed through me, I swiveled my snout towards them, letting the burning heat from my draconic hurt surge through my lungs, activating the Flames of Freedom as I did so. The insane damage boost of Recompense mingled with the increased dragonfire power of the Flames of Freedom buff to turn the resultant cascade of flames into a blue-white cone of death.

      Where the impossibly hot napalm cascaded over their shields, instead of instantly being burnt away along with the armor and flesh below, the air sundered with the sounds of cracking ice as their shields burst with blue-white energy. That light was matched by the stones in thin metal bands around their wrists, almost unnoticeable against their armor. While the surge of elemental cold didn’t completely ward off the cascade of dragonfire, the sticky flames still burning and starting to crack the protective energy fields, it still saved the Guards from instant annihilation.

      Well, it was only a matter of time someone would try something like that, and as they had been sent here specifically to stop yours truly, I wasn’t as surprised as I normally would have been.

      “Focus all your fire on the burning ones,” Ferria shouted from above. “Break down their shields before they recharge!” With that command, she did something I didn’t quite expect, charging down one side of the catwalk, eating distance in long, exoframe-enhanced bounds.

      The tactic to focus fire was a smart one, and I’d have to trust the rest of her idea was smart too. As the Resistance fighters turned their weapons towards the three goons drenched in dragonfire, I spun to my left to face down a pair that had rushed in to take advantage of the distraction. Knowing that Alyra and Tulip would keep my one flank clear, I feinted another defensive sweep of my claws at their weapons. Though they were highly trained fighters, even the best of the best made mistakes, and these two did, falling for my feigned attack, turning their combined thrusts into sweeping strikes, one aimed high and one low.

      Both were the wrong choices. Instead of staying on my feet to fend them off, I turned my low stance into a vertical leap, superhumanly strong legs throwing my massive bulk over both swings. Overextended by their attacks, both Guards stumbled closer, close enough that with my massive reach, I landed on top of their elaborate helmets fist-first, Cestari blazing with power.

      While their elemental wards protected them from my dragonfire, even the best shielding in the galaxy could only do so much against a combination of draconic strength, enchanted weaponry, and the added force of a thousand pounds of scale, muscle, and bone behind it. Both Guardian’s shielding failed in spectacular fashion, shattering into a thousand glittering shards as my crystal knuckles caved in their helmets. Between the shriek of tortured metal and the crack of bone, I was pretty sure they were dead even before my suit’s computer kindly reminded me of the incoming remote transfer of power credits.

      But I didn’t have time to relish my little victory. I looked up to assess the situation, only to have three more Guardians surrounding me, their Executors humming dangerously as they kept spaced out to prevent me from catching more than one in a gout of dragonfire. Beyond that deadly circle, the concentrated fire of the revolutionaries was putting the finishing touches on the three burning Quibs, but that had now made them a target for the remaining Guards, two of which broke off in a world-record-setting sprint for the nearest ladder that connected the platform to the ground floor.

      Which left three. Technically two, as the one that Tulip had grappled finally went down, his head finally perforated as his shields and armor failed from the continual onslaught, but those two turned their attention to Alyra as her attention diverted from them to the soldiers making for our much squishier friends above.

      As she turned her Wander towards them, dissipating her wall for a glowing array of spears, much like she had used on me when we fought, the other Guards detached small, black metal spheres from their armor. Grenades, obviously, and she didn’t see …

      Tulip did, though, and so did I. Ignoring my own danger, I roared a warning as I cocked back a fist, summoning a Dragon Bolt that I blasted past my attackers and at one of the grenade-toters. Tulip had a similar idea, kicking off the dead body and unraveling her Scourge in one blindingly fast movement, the whip flicking out like it was part of towards the other one’s arm.

      In rapid succession, Alyra’s force spears drove deep into the back and shoulders of a Guardian, piercing his shields and spearing him to the floor. Ferria, who I now realized had foreseen the same danger, skidded to a halt by the ladder, grabbing the top supports in her heavy gauntlets and wrenching the whole thing free from the wall with a cry of effort and whine of servos. At that same moment, a split-second before Alyra took a face full of grenades from her assailants, my searing blast of dragonfire blew into the back of one, triggering the back blast of elemental cold that both protected the Guard and threw off his aim even more. Meanwhile, his friend found his arm bound in razor-sharp metal as he reared back for the throw. Then Tulip turned on the juice and even with the hardened systems the Royal Guard had to have, he still let out a scream as electricity flowed through his armor.

      I had saved Alyra, and that felt good, but I had left myself wide open in the process. Small price to pay, but I was going to pay it in spades. Before I could get a guard up, the three Guardians moved in a disciplined, well-practiced dance of death, the first lashing out low, cutting my legs out from under me as the heavy staff blasted into the back of my knees. As I fell backward, the other two spun in exact synchronicity, holding their Executors like massive swords as they swung them overhand, one energized tip smashing full on into my head, the other into my gut.

      The three titanic impacts in rapid succession were more than my weakened shields could take, the energy field exploding around me. The two shots that rained down from above sent me slamming into the ground hard enough to crater it, crunching in the armor plates around my stomach, blowing the air out of my lungs with a gout of smoke, and shattering right through the energy dome helmet to bloody my snout.

      The suit’s voice was crackling as it reported, Shielding compromised! Life support compromised! Thoracic contusions and minor snout fractures detected. Please seek medical attention from your squad medic at the first available opportunity. Its report was accompanied by two distant-sounding explosions, the grenades going off most likely, but it was hard to tell with the ringing in my ears.

      Taking in a deep breath, I tried to elbow up to my feet as I heard one of the Guards say something outside of their comms for the first time, his strangely high-pitched voice gasping in almost orgasmically reverent tones. “And now, the sacred instruments.”

      The three Guards thumbed a switch on their Executors, and from the tip of each pole that was pointed down at me, a thin, crystal spike shot forth to form the head of a spear. I knew instantly what I was seeing, the dragon spirit recoiling in disgust at the sight of the dragon-slaying blades. They had me dead to rights, and maybe, on a different day, those three Royal Guards would have gone down in Matriarchy history as the biggest badasses in the galaxy who killed themselves a dragon.

      But I had an ace up my sleeve. As they raised their weapons, the cacophony of battle still raging around us, I thumped the stone underneath me with a fist and shouted, “Plazzio!” even as I took matters into my own hands, lashing out with a kick to the nearest Guardian’s shins with all my draconic might.

      The gentle giant had said he would be listening, and while I hadn’t wanted to get him involved in a battle, there was no better time than now, with lives on the line. Besides, if he was as smart as I thought he was, he could pay his debt here without raising a single hand in violence.

      The Guards paused for just a moment in recognition at the roared name, leaving my target wide open to have my heel claw cut right through his armor, throwing him clear off his feet and onto the stone floor. And that was the worst place to be, well, if you were associated with the Matriarchy that is.

      As the Guardians finally got their acts together, right before the two left standing tried to make me dragon shishkebab, the stone beneath their feet, hell, beneath the feet of all the Guards still standing, flowed up and over their forms, as fluid as mud and as hard as the thickest concrete. The stone tombs stopped before they fully encased the Quibs, leaving only their heads free.

      I pushed to my feet, taking my time now that the threat was neutralized, gently probing my cracked snout. I knew that there were a thousand cameras and sensors trained on us, so I turned my reptilian eyes up at the tower. “See, Xara? This is why you treat people with respect. You let them be free, and don’t make them do things they don’t want to do.”

      I cast a glance backward, just to be sure the fight was over. Alyra was helping Tulip up, her armor scuffed and battered from whatever lethal grenade the Guards had intended for Alyra, while Ferria saluted me from the walkway above, the freedom fighters swarming past her to get to another intact ladder. The four still-living Guardians were struggling fruitlessly against their stone straitjackets, but there was no visible sign of Plazzio around.

      “Thanks, big guy,” I whispered low, feeling strangely confident that he would hear me.

      Nodding to myself, feeling a wash of relief that we had lived through that, I turned my attention back to the seemingly seamless metal wall in our way forward. “Nothing to say, Illuminator? You were certainly full of threats before we got here.” I pointed a talon right at the tower. “Not so confident now that your magical Quib is on our side, your Royal Guard is toast, and the fire of revolution is running rampant across your planet?”

      Alyra and Tulip came up beside me as the Resistance troops echoed my shouts, whooping in victory. The ex-Matriarch had Tulip’s arm over her shoulder, serving as an immovable brace for the Fertish woman. While her vitals were steady, it was obvious that the nearby explosions had left Tulip a bit loopy, but she forced a grin at me as she eyed the fortress.

      “She can keep hiding all she wants, David.” She patted Alyra on the shoulder and took a step on her own, a little wobbly but stable. “Give me five minutes, and I’ll have every door, window, and waste chute unlocked, just like your ‘open salami’!”

      I didn’t have the heart to correct her at the moment, but even if I did, I would have been cut off by the massive holographic projection that blazed to life from the wall of the tower. I wasn’t sure if it was more Wizard of Oz or more Megamind, but the end result was similar enough, Xara’s disembodied, green-skinned head glaring down at us.

      Her precisely enunciated voice echoed through the massive chamber. “There’s no need for that, Null-K. I am glad to see that you have survived this first experiment, dragon,” she continued as her eyes seemed to focus on me. “Though I do fully intend to kill you, I would also be remiss to not take this opportunity to put you under the microscope, in a manner of speaking. To do that, though, you will have to come inside.”

      Alyra snorted at that, almost laughing as she shot back, “By Thar’zoul’s celestial eye, how stupid do you think we are, Xara? I knew you to be a brilliant researcher, so you must know that you insult our intelligence if you think we will blindly walk into what is so obviously a trap!”

      “She’s right, you know,” I added. Especially with my dragon form fading in minutes, I certainly wasn’t going to suggest we walk right into any traps. “We’ve kind of got you where we want you. We’ll just figure out how to get you out of your witch’s tower on our own, thank you.”

      Xara’s lips curled up into an evil smile. “Oh, I think you’ll do exactly what I ask you to do.” My heart sank as I realized what she was already driving at, only to have it confirmed a moment later, the holographic image reshaping into that of a split screen of Clara and Turner, separated, stripped of their power suits, and in chains. “You do want to see your friends again, don’t you?”
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      My fists curled into fists, the metal of my Cestari grinding together. As much as I wanted to scream and shout, to throw in some threats of my own, I realized that it was pointless. Not because they wouldn’t be justified, but because Xara wasn’t truly responsible for what she was doing. As I learned from dealing with Alyra, even if the Illuminator had bowed down to the High Priestess willingly, she wasn’t herself anymore, not after the Mother of Chains bound her will and her memory to the Matriarchy.

      “As Alyra said, I thought you were smart,” I let out with a spurt of smoke and flames. “Of course, we do, but that still isn’t a good reason why we should play your game, whatever it is.”

      A low growl constantly thrummed at the back of Tulip’s throat as her fingers danced across her screen. “Exactly. Not when I can crack your security so hard your computers will be weeping for months.”

      Alyra stepped up beside her, Wander at the ready. “And if she somehow is stymied, you know the power I wield, Xara!” She leveled the focus at the wall ahead of us. “I’ll peel you out of there before you can harm a hair on their heads.”

      The hologram shifted again to Xara’s face, a phantom finger adjusting her small glasses. “Your bluster and bravado are charming, they really are, but this isn’t a situation for that.” She sighed softly. “I will readily admit that my first communication to you was made rather … emotionally, but I am in full control of my faculties now, and I’ve run the calculations. While I don’t doubt the infamous Null-K can crack the technological security, she has no idea how to break through the magical wards that have been layered atop it. As for you, dear sister Alyra, you overstep your bounds and look shortsightedly past your limitations. You forget that I know your exact limits. Did I not give you that Wander personally?”

      Alyra’s face screwed up in frustration as her knuckles whitened around her Wander, but Xara didn’t give her a chance to get a word in edgewise. “I calculate it would take you both working in conjunction seventeen minutes to penetrate to my inner sanctum, not accounting for … well … it would ruin the experiment if I said more. However you count it, that is practically an eternity when it comes to dealing with your friends.”

      She smiled with false beneficence. “Not that I wish to hurt them, well, not outside of the bounds of scientific testing. They both fought so valiantly, saving two entire cells of Resistance fighters in a valiant holding effort, depleting an entire brigade of Quibs in the process. Turner has deserved a long life as one of my … personal test subjects, and Clara, well, the scriptures are clear. She will endure the Trial of the Star Needles before the Mother brings her back into the fold. So, you see, the only one that would do them lasting harm would be you, if you don’t comply with my demands.” Xara’s eyes narrowed as she licked her perfect lips. “You might even enjoy what I have to propose.”

      As beautiful as Xara was, the evil light in her eyes cut off any thought of kissing those lips for now. Even if she was telling the truth, that she had no plans to kill Clara or Turner if we complied, their intended fates sounded worse than death. I didn’t have to ask Turner what his thoughts would be on being a test subject of any kind, especially if it involved besmirching his honor. And Clara, she would wish death in a heartbeat if the other choice was being enslaved again, let’s not even talk about what the Trial of Star Needles could possibly be. Whatever it was, I was certain it was some horrible torture.

      The Resistance fighters finished gathering around us, a few of them dealing with the last living Guardians by the simple expedient of getting their helmets off and knocking them the hell out. As the dragon started to leave me, a thousand thoughts swirling in my head as to how to tackle this situation, Ferria crossed her arms under her chest.

      “They’re members of the Resistance, the same as us,” she said, jaw clenched defiantly. “They wouldn’t want you, our greatest hope, to give in to this monster. They would willingly die for the cause, the same as any of us.”

      Scales faded away, my aching snout melting into a swelling nose, and I was all too aware of the web of bruises forming under my chestplate now. Letting out one last puff of smoke from my mouth, I glanced at Tulip and Alyra, gauging their feelings. The look of resolve was bright in Tulip’s eyes, overpowering the deep worry she had to have for her friends, while Alyra was angry more than anything else. I had no doubt what she wanted to do to Xara, under the Matriarchy’s control or not.

      I mentally switched comm channels to a private frequency, then pinged the two to switch over to the same one. Once my suit’s computer confirmed they were listening, I lowered my gaze, trying to keep my expression even as a plan began to spark in my brain.

      “While Ferria’s right, I also think her advice is the worst thing we can do right now,” I began. “Turner and Clara might be part of the Resistance, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to let Xara just kill a woman I love and my best friend, even if it’s for a greater cause.”

      “But, my dragon, if you do as she requests, how will that be any better?” Alyra retorted. “I do not wish to sound as if I do not have faith in your strength, but we have already seen that she has access to dragon-slayers. Who knows what she has waiting specifically to deal with you inside that tower?”

      That growl was still present in Tulip’s voice, despite her best efforts to be calm and cool. “You can’t possibly be suggesting that we don’t try to save them, Alyra! We’re family, and family doesn’t abandon—”

      “No,” Alyra interrupted, and now, I could hear the pain behind her anger, “I could not bear losing either of them, but … what choice do we have?”

      “Ladies,” I said soothingly, “ladies. I might just have a plan. It’s a shitty one, like, I’d never suggest this on any day other than this, but our back is to the wall. We are going to have to roll the dice and take a chance. If not, well, the other two choices we have open to us are total no goes. Both going in there, well, raw is insane, and leaving Turner and Clara to just die … No. It isn’t happening.”

      Xara’s image focused on the three of us. “I don’t wish to hurry you, but I have strict timetables on this project, as mandated by our beloved High Priestess. If you do not agree to comply with my requests within four minutes, I will simply have no other choice but continue my experiment with different test subjects.”

      I growled under my breath at that and nodded. “Hold on, lady. Give me one minute.” Back in the channel, I cut off any more questions. “No time left. The plan is stupid and simple. I’m going to play along, but only to keep her occupied. You two are going to fire up the Orion remotely, charge the returner station, and break into Gondor here.”

      “That is stupid, but the idea is for us to get to Turner and Clara, then returner out of there, right?” Tulip asked. “But that doesn’t help you at all …”

      “It does if you get them out of there, then all four of you can come down like divine vengeance and help bail me out,” I pointed out. “And hell, if you are somehow detected, maybe that’ll distract Xara a different way, long enough for me to free her.”

      Alyra shook her head slightly, but then strangely smiled. “While I concur with you both that this is both stupid and insane, I am finding myself strangely excited by the prospect. As Turner said before, who wants to live forever?”

      “I still don’t like it, David,” Tulip added with a sigh, “but you’re right. It’s our only shot.” That faint frown curled into a smile. “If it came from anyone else, I’d never do it, but you’re the dragon of legend. If anyone can pull this off, it’s you.”

      “No,” I retorted, starting to smile myself. “It’s not just because of me. It’s because it’s us, and I don’t just mean the three of us. Don’t be surprised if, when you bust in there, that Clara and Turner haven’t already broken out and met you half-way.”

      I think everyone else watching us, from the Illuminator to the revolutionaries surrounding us, were confused by the smiles that were breaking across our faces. It certainly wouldn’t seem to the outside eye that we had anything at all to smile about. Squaring my shoulders and cracking my neck, I looked up at the floating green head looking down on us.

      “Okay, Source of the Inner Fountains and Trailblazer of the Three Flames, you’ve got me,” I spat out, putting on my best snarl of defiance. If the idea was for me to be distracting, I certainly couldn’t let her think I was doing this as part of my master plan, no matter how crazy it was. “Spare Clara and Turner. I’ll submit myself to your demands.”

      Ferria was about to shout something in protest, but Tulip slapped a hand over the crystal woman’s mouth, pulling her in close by the arm to whisper in her ear. While the other freedom fighters grumbled in discontent, Kritik and the other ex-Quibs glanced towards me with a look of pure sympathy. Guess they did have experience with being screwed over by the Matriarchy and then making a bad choice. At least I was going in there with a plan.

      Xara’s lips upticked into a lopsided smirk. “Ah, submission is just the sort of thing that makes for a good test subject. As I said, you may discover that you find this agreeable.” The holographic head warped into a large golden arrow pointing at a section of wall that looked identical to the rest. “Walk over to where the arrow is indicated alone. If a single living or robotic soul interferes, the experiment will be considered contaminated, and our little agreement is null and void.”

      I glanced around at the others, Ferria’s eyes lighting up with understanding after Tulip’s hurried whispers and nodded. “Wish me luck, and don’t give up. Concentrate on freeing the rest of the slaves.” I thumbed at the Royal Guard. “You’ve got a batch of some pretty sweet weapons and armor to do it with.”

      To keep up with the show, both Tulip and Alyra rushed to me, Alyra hugging me fiercely about the waist and Tulip embracing me around the neck. Though it was meant to show their utter desperation at me leaving, it instead just made me more determined to make this thing work. Not to mention it felt damn good to have two of my loves close. Kissing them each in turn, I managed to pull myself lose after a moment.

      Alyra flashed me a hidden nod of encouragement while Tulip winked. “Good luck, David Briggs,” she purred softly.

      “And do not fear, my dragon,” Alyra added. “We know what we must do.”

      I stepped away from them, nodding slowly. “I know. It’s all up to you now.” With that, I turned and jogged over to where the arrow indicated. The entire hologrammatic display dissipated, but nothing else seemed to happen for a moment, save for a distant sound of … hydraulics?

      I was about to bitch to the management that my express ride into the enemy’s clutches was late when the metal wall grew seams. No, not grew. They were there, just so well-built as to be utterly invisible outside of an incredibly close inspection. The seams split into an iris-style doorway that opened in the blink of an eye, and before I could get a glimpse of what was beyond, the familiar whine of a gravitic engine kicked in, sucking me into the door with irresistible force.
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      When the sudden tug of gravity let me go, I managed to get my legs back under me before I crashed into a heap on the gleaming marble floor. I didn’t need to spin around to know that the iris door I had been sucked through had slipped shut just as quickly as it had opened, so I didn’t bother. Straightening up, I yanked the Scarab Plus off my back and up into ready position, snapping the sights around to quickly take in the inside of the laboratory.

      While the exterior of the tower might have been more fantasy than science, this entry chamber was almost entirely composed of the bleeding-edge technology the Matriarchy was known for. In fact, I’d have been hard-pressed not to think I hadn’t been drawn into any of a dozen Matriarchy facilities I had been in, either in Star Conqueror or in real life. The swooping, white metal walls, the perfectly polished marble floor, with lighting provided by three strips exuding a golden glow, one on each wall and one at the apex of the ceiling. Airlock doors led out of the spacious chamber, including one in the ceiling.

      But some very unique features definitely smelled of magic. An intricate circle was etched into the circular arch around the iris door, with sigils carved into the metal. The whole engraving was filled with solid gold, and an occasional flicker of energy played across the symbols. Past that, in the places where I expected to find sensor domes or decontamination units, there were instead bronze hemispheres split into circular sections, studded with rainbow-colored crystals. Every few seconds, the circles all spun and adjust with only the faint whispery sound of metal sliding against metal.

      Of course, to no real surprise of mine, my mapping software and all my communication channels were blocked, producing only a ‘No Map Available’ message and static.

      What was a surprise was that no gun emplacements dropped down from the ceiling, no magical Quibs or even normal ones ran out of the airlock doors, and no unidentifiable tentacled horrors spawned from a rift to devour my soul. I almost let myself slip out of high alert with the relative peacefulness of the room, but I wasn’t that lazy or that stupid. When Xara’s voice seemed to come from everywhere around me, I didn’t startle. I had been expecting it.

      “Well, well, I must admit that my calculations based on your previous reactions didn’t lead me to the conclusion that you would be, well, so reasonable about this,” she said as if this were just a normal day at the office. “Either you have a previously unaccounted for lust for scientific discovery, or you truly are desperate.”

      “Look,” I began, shouldering the Scarab and setting my free hand on my hip. If I could keep the Matriarch talking for a bit, all the better. With my recently acquired upgrades, my dragon recharge time was down to four minutes. Just four minutes and I’d be ready to rock and roll and, most importantly, in a position to free Xara if I had the opening. “I’ll admit that I am curious about this place. If I take Alyra and Clara at face value, you’re the cause of the Matriarchy’s tremendous magical advancements. I mean, you have a monopoly on magitech in the galaxy, and you’re one of the reasons for that, I’m going to guess.”

      “You flatter me.” Xara let out a surprisingly girlish giggle. “Well, we cannot tarry long. The High Priestess and the Mother of Chains have requested I put you through a rigorous testing process. Unlike your ambitious middle-manager or the arrogant poor girl, I intend to follow my directives to the letter.”

      I sighed and cracked my neck. It was going to come any second now, my eyes flicking from the magitech domes to the doors and back, ready for shit to get real. “Fine, fine. So, how’s it going to go down? Mutant Quibs? Disintegration cannon? A Megadred with an organic brain and magic powers? What is it that’s going to kill me?”

      The disembodied voice let out a put-upon sigh. “I didn’t say I was going to kill you … well, I did, but that was the past. Mother … reminded me most sternly of my orders, should you actually be in this position.” She clucked her tongue. “Actually, to be wholly honest, you might still die. That is the nature of experimentation, you understand? The oddest things can happen.”

      I could hear her tone shift into one of clinical detachment, like a heartless scientist probing a lab rat. “No, dragon. For the moment, all I require is for you to disarm yourself, remove that filth, microbe-infested power suit, and submit to decontamination. You see, I need to personally observe your unique dragon-humanoid hybridization in stressful conditions, and all of that gear will simply muddy the results.”

      This could be very bad, well, worse than it was before, but I needed to buy time. I had two minutes before dragon form, and more importantly, I needed to stretch this out for Tulip and Alyra to make their dramatic rescue. I had to play along, but without my Cestari, I would be without Soul Burn and Purifying Flames, either or both of which could make the difference if I got Xara in a position to unleash Dragon Will on her. I was about to go all the way to fuck it and start shooting the place up when I noticed out of the corner of my eye just how many power credits we had just racked up tearing through the Royal Guards out front.

      Those crazy assholes had been worth a clean two-hundred-and-fifty a piece. The four that lived and the three that the freedom fighters had killed unfortunately didn’t transfer any credits to me, but the six that I, Tulip, and Alyra had killed, well, that made me sit at one-thousand-five-hundred-some-odd power credits.

      Best of all, Soul Dragon Rising implied that all it needed to work was Dragon Form and Flames of Freedom, no focus required, and it only cost two-hundred power credits.

      “Well, dragon?” Xara prodded. “We are on a timetable here, need I remind you?”

      I suppressed the grin that wanted to creep across my lips. “Right, I’m going.” I set the Scarab on the ground, kneeling to start unloading my small arsenal of weapons on the ground. All the while, I was mentally clicking through menus to Soul Dragon Rising. It hadn’t been the first time I had bought upgrades in a dangerous situation, so by the time I had added my Swarmed and Thorax to the neat pile of weapons, I had it purchased. Fortunately, the sparkle across my Cestari didn’t seem to attract her attention, so when nothing horrible happened, I stood up, sighed for effect, and dearmored my suit.

      “I guess I won’t get to keep any dignity on this one, eh?” I gestured at my skintight undersuit. “I promise I won’t armor up.”

      “The words of a tyrant dragon such as yourself mean little,” Xara shot back. “Don’t worry. If testing goes as per expected variables, I will be happy to return all your equipment at the conclusion of our experiment.”

      Yeah, and I was an Ar’abi gravtruck salesman. “Fine. Do I at least get a ticket for all this?” As I smarted off, I pressed the depressurization stud inside my collar, the purple-black suit going loose around me with a hiss of escaping air. As I began to shrug the suit off, I took one last glance at my wrist screen, burning the one-hundred-and-fifty-six-second cooldown timer for dragon form into my brain.

      “A ticket?” Xara seemed genuinely confused for a moment. “Oh. I see where your Bolderian gets his sparkling sense of humor from. It must be an Earth thing. I shall add that to my notes.”

      Shaking my head, I undid the front seal and let the power suit fall to the floor, revealing my lucky platypus boxers and my chiseled physique. All this live action had done wonders to get me back into fighting shape, but the boxers, well, I was glad I wore them for this mission. Damn straight I needed a drop of luck at this point, especially looking at the nasty bruising just starting to turn a nice, nasty color across my abdomen.

      As I stepped away from the pile of gear, a concealed hatch opened in the wall to my right, and a small janitorial droid, complete with a broom and dustpan attachment, scooted out, scooped up my gear, and disappeared from where it came. Before I could say a word, the bronze domes popped open along the circular sections, the crystals pulsed brightly for a split-second, and I felt … clean. Like, the cleanest I ever had in my life. Every speck of dirt, every bit of sweat and blood, the faintest-off odor was gone, just like that.

      “There, decontamination procedures complete,” Xara rattled off as if she were following a checklist, which she probably was. “You will now proceed through the airlock that will open directly in front of you. The chamber beyond is a hermetically sealed chamber. Once it seals, you will wait in that chamber until it opens. Do you understand your instructions, test subject D-876?”

      It took every bit of willpower to not ball up my fists. Dehumanizing, er, well, desentientizing?, someone was a tactic to not only break their self-esteem but allow someone else to more easily sanction abuse. What does it matter if they are a number instead of a human being? The Prisoner was dead on about that.

      “Understood,” I managed to get out without revealing the depth of my anger or how much I was going to love watching this whole mess fall down around the Matriarchs. “Let’s get this done, okay?”

      “Eagerness is almost as good of a trait as submissiveness,” Xara added as whatever she was using to communicate went silent, the airlock opening ahead of me.

      What made this all palatable, I reminded myself as I walked through the airlock, was that it was all part of the plan, crazy as it was. And there was something else too that I realized as I stepped through and waited for the airlock to cycle, and that was the reason for the whole ‘timetable’ thing. It was more a hunch, but an educated one.

      I simply had to assume that Xara had access to every scrap of information the Matriarchy had about me personally, my observed powers, weapons, and capabilities. The Royal Guard had been the real clue about that. Their foreknowledge that plasma wouldn’t hurt me, the shielding tailored to counter my dragonfire, and their tactics centered around surrounding me and harassing my allies, all things that would disrupt my normal combat approach, that information came from somewhere. Xara was the clear choice.

      And that meant she had, through observation and combat logs, some idea of how long I could both stay in dragon form and how long it took before I could use it again. She was ushering me along at just fast enough of a clip to prevent me from being in dragon form before her ‘timetable’ ran out … previously.

      Xara was working on old information, and that put the ball squarely into my court. She didn’t know that I had only a few hours before increased my power, binding the dragon spirit closer to me. I’d be ready to go a full minute before she expected me to. I thought once again about how the power suits worked, how the natural powers they unlocked stayed without the suit, and I was never happier to have an ancient dragon bonded to me.

      One day, I’d find out how the Resistance pulled that off … or if they were even ultimately responsible.

      But for the moment, I stepped through the airlock when it reopened, right into what seemed like a featureless steel orb. The circular door to it slid into place with a swish and a hiss of pressurized air, plunging me into near darkness before the entire thing rose up swiftly if I trusted the lurch of my stomach.

      By the time the thing stopped abruptly, forcing me to steady myself against one curved wall to prevent myself from being bowled over, I guessed I had just a little over a minute to go before I could shift, which meant Xara felt she had a good two minutes. The door slid open with a whoosh, bright light flooding in and nearly blinding me.

      “Out, D-876, now!” Xara’s voice, not projected and sounding very close and real, rattled in my ears as my eyes adjusted. “Our time is almost up, and you wouldn’t want your friends to be harmed, would you?”

      I hid the grin of defiance as I pushed myself out into the blinding light. Someone’s time was indeed almost up, and the Matriarchy wasn’t going to like it when it happened.
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      “Onto the table now,” Xara’s voice insisted, not two meters ahead of me, and I shook my head to get my eyes working.

      They adjusted in seconds, showing off a rectangular chamber that looked like the ultimate research laboratory. I don’t mean that merely in size, though the room was big, but in its cross-disciplinary glory. Each of the sections of the room was dedicated to a different kind of research. A robo-fac like the one I had seen on Exo and tools for robotics and electronics were in one corner while carefully organized shelves of ancient tomes and arcane crystals were in another. From weapons to power armor to medicine, it was a monument to science and academia, all with the signature gleaming whites and golds of the Matriarchy.

      All that was secondary at the moment, my focus drawn to two things in particular. The first was the bronze-fitted examination table that dominated the center of the room. The flat metallic top of it was the only raw, unpainted surface in the room, and the whole assembly was supported by an intricate series of cylinders and mechanical struts. Overhead, dangling like a murderous chandelier was an array of robotic arms loaded with surgical tools, wicked-looking syringes, and thin-fingered manipulator hands. A small tray table next to it had its own array of scalpels and tools, all of which had the distinct, sparkling edge of crystal I had come to associate with dragon-slayers.

      The most important thing, though, was the Matriarch herself. It was the first time I had seen Xara Lilana in her full glory. One ranting transmission and the misty holograms didn’t do her justice, didn’t compare to seeing her face-to-face. Her emerald green skin was flawless, the features of her face looking as if they were carved by a Renaissance master. She was tall too, taller than Tulip, standing just about my height. Her cold grey eyes stared at me sharply through her pince-nez glasses, her black raven wings tucked tight against her back.

      Hers was a physique only attained by years of dedicated training, a perfect display of physical fitness blended with smoking hot femininity. From the swell of her breasts to the chiseled abs, down the flare of her hips and on past muscular legs, it was a sight to behold. All of that physical perfection was encased in the filmy bronze of her power suit. As with other Matriarch’s suits, the armor over the undersuit was remarkably thin, amounting to little more than golden metal molded over vital areas before extending into a skirt split dangerously high on both hips, emerald crystals adorning the shoulders to give them an exaggerated look.

      Of special note was the Cestari on her hands, smaller and more elegant in design than mine, it was matched by crystal-studded boots, the kicking surfaces obviously reinforced with bronze plates along the shin and the top of the foot. It all combined together to the effect of staring at a combination of Chun-Li and She-Hulk, and I could only guess those cold eyes were calculating two-hundred-and-seventy-six ways to kick my head off.

      “You don’t want to go through with this,” I said as I straightened up, trying to look confident despite my state of undress. It wasn’t hard, because I actually was confident, in myself and the ladies working hard on the outside. “You’re obviously brilliant. Surely you can see through—”

      “I am,” she intoned flatly, as she practically blurred through the space between us, getting right up in my face in the blink of an eye. “Which means that I know what you are about to try to do. I have contemplated your every possible action since you stepped before my research center and know that you are about to try to convince me of the righteousness of your actions while stalling for one minute and … twenty-two seconds on this mark.”

      Xara scoffed, her nose turning up dismissively. “The first is ridiculous, as I am the most knowledgeable Matriarch of the faith, and all your tyrant dragon tricks are known to me. The second is so blatantly obvious only a fool would fall for it.” Her right hand lashed out with blinding speed and caught me by the throat. “Now, let us see to your examination, shall we?”

      “Hold on,” I gasped out as she lifted me up effortlessly. I didn’t try to resist … not yet. In a way, I couldn’t have asked for a better position. “You’re wrong about one thing.”

      That caught her, just for a moment, that supreme arrogance brought on by her brilliance incensed at the notion she could be wrong. Her eyes narrowed sharply as she stared up at me. “Oh, do tell, D-876.”

      “It wasn’t a minute and twenty-two seconds.” Xara’s eyes started to widen, already starting to comprehend her error, as I grinned broadly, teeth already starting to shift into a maw of fangs and fire. “I only needed the twenty-two.”

      With a triumphant roar, the dragon spirit surged through my body. It was a relief in more ways than one to feel the power rush through my veins, to have my senses open up to every minute smell and every distant noise, to feel my body shift and scales to grow. After all, I had never actually fully shifted into dragon form before without the power suit, and while Tulip had been told me several times that I didn’t need it, that the power was inside of me …

      Well, we humans are great at doubting things we haven’t experienced first-hand, and with so much on the line, I was just happy to have her proven right … and happy that by some element of the magic involved that my lucky boxers did not bite the dust with my draconic growth.

      Unable to keep her grip around my now dragon-sized neck, Xara dropped back, fear warring with steely self-control as she danced back away from me. “Impossible. Every observation, every second of combat footage …”

      “You must have been cooped up too long in this lab,” I growled, cracking my neck as my foot talons dug into the marble floor. “You forgot the one critical thing about the technology that powers this war.”

      “Upgrades,” she whispered to herself in disgust. “Very well, D-876, I suppose it doesn’t matter—”

      I wasn’t going to give Xara the chance to monologue, and I certainly wasn’t going to give her the chance to get away, trigger whatever deathtrap she had rigged to hurt Clara or Turner. Instead of witty patter, I interrupted her villain speech by rocketing forward, hoping to snatch her up in one go. With how fast she could move and the fact I still had no idea what her magic powers were, her distraction was my best chance to end this quickly.

      Even to my draconic senses, the sudden focus in her eyes, as if she was computing everything happening around her, every bit of my superhumanly fast movement, was almost imperceptible to read. I wouldn’t have even caught onto it in human form, the whole sequence too fast to read. That was at least part of her secret, I could tell instantly. She was absorbing everything she observed so quickly and calculating every action and reaction with all the power of the most advanced supercomputer.

      Which was why instead of being completely taken aback by my abrupt lunge, Xara was able to start moving with it. Her mind was faster than even her amazingly honed body though, so instead of being able to fully counter my attack, she was forced to roll with it, my palms crashing into her shoulders, causing the shields around her to blaze.

      Before I could cinch that contact into a grab, though, Xara fell backward just out of reach, grabbing my wrists as she fell, legs kicking upward to launch me overhead with a judo-style sacrifice throw. Though I couldn’t prevent the kick, gritting my fangs as that foot hit with enough power to make me feel it through my thick layer of scales, I was fast enough to twist my wrists before she could let go herself. While she was impossibly strong for her size, my draconic might was greater, and instead of being hurled across the laboratory into all manner of delicate and dangerous technology, I landed on my back right past her, her wrists now securely in my taloned hands.

      Though she was still faster than I was, now that I was in my full draconic glory, it wasn’t an insurmountable advantage. I could match it enough to play this game of move and countermove … which was good, because I felt the air pressure of her kick before I even saw the movement. Xara lashed her foot up and over her head with incredible flexibility, but as that was the logical countermove, I expected it.

      Instead of taking one of those shitkicking battle boots in the face, I let go of her left wrist and rolled, the blow shattering the marble floor where my snout had once been. I was up to my knees a split-second before she started to do the same. Before Xara could get her full balance, I simply heaved with all my strength on that one arm, up, over, and hopefully onto the examination table that our tussle had taken us dangerously close to.

      If I could get her on it, strap her down, I might have an opening to let loose with the Flames of Freedom. Soul Dragon Rising would let me channel Purifying Flames through it, and that would give me the opening to use Dragon Will. If there was ever something that caused psychic and spiritual impurities, it was the Mother of Chains’ corrupting influence.

      With the leverage advantage, even on my knees, I yanked Xara clean off the ground before she could free herself from my grip, feeling a satisfying crash as she landed back first on the table behind me. To Xara’s credit, she didn’t even grunt, no matter how bone-jarring that impact had to be, shields or not. As I stood, spinning to keep a hold on her wrist, I had to take my eyes off of the Illuminator long enough that I didn’t see the crystalline scalpel she had snatched off the tray of surgical tools until it was too late.

      I felt the bite of the blade into my forearms though, as she dragged the scalpel across them. Though sharp as hell and enchanted to pierce my nearly-invulnerable hide, the blade was thankfully short, but it hurt more than enough to force me to let go of her wrist, though I made sure to give it a good, bone-crunching squeeze in the process.

      We both let out sharp hisses of pain as I stepped back out of range of the scalpel, forearms dripping steaming hot blood, and Xara slid off the operating table opposite me, holding her injured wrist guardedly close.

      “Finally, a decent workout,” she said with cool detachment as she brandished the scalpel, but I wasn’t going to fall into the ploy. Already her arm was tensing to throw, the words only an attempt to distract me, and as I presented a huge target as a dragon, my best defense was simple.

      Before her arm could finish coiling, I kicked the entire table full-on with the flat of my foot, smoke pouring out of my nostrils as I hit with enough power to rip the contraption off of its hydraulic base. Fluid gushed, and wires sparked as the whole assembly crashed into Xara’s chest, too close for her to dodge and throwing her aim off. The glittering blade hurtled into the ceiling, sinking up to the handle in the metal.

      My instinct was to pounce now, as she fell backward, the wreckage of the table crashing down on her chest to pin her. That was the smart thing to do … but it was also exactly what Xara’s supercomputing brain would expect. Whatever her magic was, I realized that it was all focused internally. Her superhuman speed, strength, mental prowess, those were all internal abilities, and she was using those magically-enhanced attributes to play the counter game. I had been keeping up so far, but time favored her. She would either hold out, countering me until I dropped out of dragon form or until she could maneuver to do something about her hostages.

      No, to win this, I had to do the unexpected, cause her to doubt her knowledge as I did at the start of the fight.

      So, instead of pouncing on top of the table, I took a step back. And sure enough, Xara immediately did what would have been a precise counter to what I originally intended, using her enhanced strength to throw the entire hunk of wreckage straight up off of her, which would have slammed into me if I had been leaping at the time. Instead of that, though, I could smell the scent of surprise from her as she was forced to roll away from her own attack, the table crashing down where she had once been laying.

      That’s when I made my move. Barreling into Xara from behind with my superior strength and mass, her shields buckled beneath the impact. I scooped her up in mid-charged, not stopping until we slammed into the far wall, tearing through a very expensive-looking alchemy lab. Hitting the white-painted and chemical-splattered wall with a full head of steam, I caved a huge, Illuminator-size dent in the wall causing a pained hiss to squeeze out through Xara’s clenched teeth.

      “You have surmised my secret,” she gasped out as I twisted, keeping her pinned and trying to work my snout around to give her a face full of cleansing dragonfire. “Congratulations are in order. You’re doing quite well.”

      The crystals on her hands and feet started to surge with light, and she began to push back against me, feet and wings both shoving against the wall, which only groaned as the metal began to deform under our combined might matched against one another. No doubt about it, all the magic I could smell in the air, burning inside of her, was redoubling her physical power, though I could also smell the coppery tinge of blood that wasn’t my own. Xara was pushing herself beyond her body’s limits, and I couldn’t have that.

      I dug in my foot talons to keep the Matriarch in check as her internal magic when into overload. With her increasing power fueling her constant struggles, I couldn’t get a clean shot to breathe on her. It didn’t help that she seemed to anticipate it, trying to keep a hand or an elbow up to push my snout away every time I swiveled to try. I growled low, trying to find another solution.

      And that’s when I heard something so high-pitched that a normal human, hell, most species I knew of wouldn’t have been able to hear it. But I could, as a dragon, and a Fertish could, with their feline senses, and more so, it was quick, pulsing tones that sounded a hell of a lot like Morse code, something that almost no one in this part of the galaxy would understand. Well, except for three people.

      Me, Turner, and Tulip … and once I deciphered the message in my head, I knew exactly what to do and exactly how to save Xara.

      Instead of trying to hold her back, I let go. Ungripping my toe claws, I pulled back and away, just as she made a final desperate thrust. That tremendous strength now without resistance, the Illuminator hurtled clumsily off into the room, completely off balance, bouncing off the wreckage of the examination table before rolling into an ungainly heap at the base of a bank of computer terminals.

      “So, you have to be calculating every move I’m making,” I growled, letting fire lick out between my teeth as I stalked slowly towards her. “You know how powerful I am, and you know your own limits, no doubt to the very last Newton of force you can kick with.” Xara was scrambling, disheveled looking as she pulled herself to her feet, using the terminal for assistance. “And I can tell you wanted to beat me fair and square, for your ‘research’ or whatever, but you know now that you can’t.”

      She wiped a trickle of blood from her nose and mouth, brought on by the tremendous strain her magic was putting on her body. “You are correct in all of those things, D-876,” she conceded, her tone still filled with arrogance. “And yet, as you have now focused on your personal victory, you forget that I do not need to win fairly.” She stretched out her good hand in the air between us, motes of glittering dust, nanomachines like the ones from outside, formed into a translucent hologram. “I still have your friends …”

      Xara’s voice trailed off as the holographic image did not, in fact, show my bound and helpless friends.

      No, instead of that, there were images of those two holding cells, yes, but there was not Turner or Clara. One of them had a quite dead looking Quib, his breastplate with a message scrawled in blood that read, NOW I HAVE A PULSE LASER HO-HO-HO. The other also had a Quib, but he seemed to be sleeping rather peacefully, slumped over the chair as if someone had, say, blasted him with an Anesthetic Shot.

      I smiled broadly. The ultra-sonic Morse code message had been quite simply, Found the Twinkies, a code phrase from Tulip that her and Alyra’s mission had been successful. Tulip was as clever and resourceful as ever, using her knowledge of my draconic hearing to contact me when normal communication didn’t. From there, it was a straight-forward gambit to push Xara into using the leverage she thought she had over me. She was so focused on logic, planning, and the whole dance of move-countermove that with her plans now completely falling apart …

      Xara froze, blinking slowly in disbelief at the taunting images hovering before her and utterly dumbfounded as to how her plans unraveled. Even so, it would only take a second or two at most for that magnificent mind to adapt, so I didn’t hesitate. Stoking the fire in my heart with the Flames of Freedom, I focused the dragon spirit inside me, channeling its magic into the flames, and my vision filled with the silvery radiance of Purifying Flames, wispy silver streaks of flame escaping the sides of my snout.

      What was happening started to percolate through the Illuminator’s eyes, but it was far too late. I was on her in a moment, cutting loose with a stream of silver soulflames, the ethereal stream blazing over Xara’s form with no physical effect. However, the burning silver clung to her form like a shroud as her hands, which had started to clench in defiance, went to her head, fingers tearing at her black hair.

      “It’s inside me, David Briggs, tearing me in two,” she hissed as she slumped against the terminal. “Your fire pushes it back, but not for long.” Those grey eyes, no longer dispassionate, now blazed with anguish and need. “You must do it now! I need you inside of me, inside my mind and soul.”

      “Do not fear,” I roared as I rushed forward, pulling Xara against my chest as I summoned the Dragon Will inside of me. The red-gold aura of my flames erupted from me, mingling with the silver fire still clinging to the Matriarch as it pulled us together. “Xara Lilana, I work the Will of the Dragons, and by that Will, I shall set you free.”
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      A corona of silver-gold flames exploded around the two of us, overloading my draconic senses as the world wrenched and spun. The battle-torn laboratory faded away, the taunting holographic image winking in time through each individual mote of the pixels behind us. The constant ultrasonic patter of Tulip’s message dropped off as the aura surged outward, engulfing the world in its purifying flames.

      As my perceptions adjusted once more to the orange blankness of the mindscape, familiar and yet still strange as it was every time I had entered it, I realized that my battered snout, my aching chest, and my bleeding arms no longer hurt, purely biological artifacts of the body I had left behind.

      Xara wasn’t in my embrace. Looking around, I found the Illuminator standing a few paces from me, the last licks of my Purifying Flames still clinging to her.

      Xara’s power suit had been burnt away by those flames, as had her raven wings and every other thing that marked her as a Matriarch. Instead of cold detachment, fear, or worry marring her face, there was a serene harmony in her eyes, her shining black hair loose and hanging down to the small of her back. In the place of armor, she wore robes of crimson silk, with simple gold embroidery around the edges, arms bare and skirts loose. They looked like what a monk or priestess might wear, something reinforced by the polished emerald beads about her throat.

      The little glasses were still perched on her sharp nose, the only things identical between this mental self and the physical Matriarch

      “There is little time, dragon, even in here where it barely flows at all,” she said before I could even get a word out of my snout. “There is a trap laid here, as you must have expected, one bound into my very nature, and …” Xara’s voice trailed off, strangling in her throat as the silver flames died out.

      She started to crumple, arms hugging her chest as if she were trying to hold herself together. I was there in an instant, already hearing the rustling metal of the Mother’s chains in the distance. They were the ever-constant danger in the Matriarchs’ minds, the barbed steel that tore at their souls and chained the door to their past selves closed with mental locks.

      As I took Xara in my arms and tried to pull her upright, my eyes widened as I saw those animate links starting to rip out through her midsection, disturbing in the fact that no blood was spilled despite the savage wounds.

      Xara didn’t just look like she was trying to hold herself together. She literally was. Where the chains tried to pull her in half, the right side of her body started to turn an even ebony black, while the other shifted chalky white, two equally tortured screams tearing from her lips.

      “Hold on!” I roared. I didn’t need to ask the specifics, not that Xara was in any position to tell me. Going off instinct and observation, still feeling the power of the Flames of Freedom roiling in my gut, I breathed in deep, ready to cover her in healing dragonfire.

      I only had time for one shot before it ended, and while I could summon them back, every time ate ten seconds out of my time as a dragon. Without my suit or a timer of any kind, I didn’t know how much juice I had left, and if I ran out in Xara’s mindscape, well, I had no idea what would happen. My instincts told me that whatever did happen, it wouldn’t be good.

      Ignoring the winding metal I felt around my feet, the Mother’s chains no doubt, their barbs unable to find purchase in my scales, I let loose before they wrapped around my snout, their intended goal I knew from experience in Alyra’s mind. Silver fire roared out of my mouth, cascading over Xara’s torn form just as her torso literally popped into two fully formed upper bodies.

      The chains that had been bursting from Xara, pulling and tearing, melted away into slag, and as quickly as the horror had been unleashed, the two bodies snapped back together with enough violence that the air split with a crack. The living, rattling chains around me, though, held strong, twining up around my legs and wrapping around my chest, a thousand black metal claws trying to find purchase in my draconic hide.

      “Let me aid you, dragon,” Xara’s even voice said, even as more chains shot out of the nothingness around us, curling around my forearms before I could start to slash at the bindings.

      Nodding, I growled, “Go for it, then we run for the door.” Unlike Alyra or Clara, Xara seemed to have some understanding of what was happening to her, maybe due to the internal nature of her magic, so I assumed she knew what I was talking about. To ensure she wouldn’t split again, at least for a moment, I kept breathing, pouring out the purifying flames for as long as I could.

      The silver fire roared around her, and she seemed to grow almost imperceptibly as she slid forward into a martial stance, lashing out with a single stiff-fingered strike right into the densest mass of the chains now snaking around my chest. My own dragonfire mixed with something in Xara’s essence, the links of the chain bursting apart and then starting to melt, the silvery napalm sparking off of her shrouded body.

      With a roar of my own, I tore free from the wounded things, the chains rattling and retreating back into the orange-gold blankness that surrounded us. “We don’t have much time,” I growled to Xara, already seeing how the silver fires were starting to flicker. “Lead and try to explain it on the way!”

      Xara nodded ever so slightly and took off in proper sprinter’s form. I was right on her heels, just matching pace with her, as we tore off into the nothingness. That was always the most disorienting part of the mindscape, the utter lack of direction. The only saving grace I had found in these three treks through it was that it seemed to be flat, or at least I’d never tripped over anything in the invisible ground.

      “You are very perceptive, David Briggs, as you managed to divine the nature of my magic,” she called behind her, the fires that kept her whole dying bit by bit. “All of my power is focused inward, strengthening my body, my mind, and my spirit. In fact, at my height, my will was so strong that it was unbreakable, even by the High Priestess and the Mother of Chains.”

      “Speaking of chains, I can still hear them,” I growled. An occasional flash of black iron skated the edges of our perception, scuttering along like assassins waiting for the time to strike, no doubt the moment my dragonfire died out around Xara. “I can guess that’s at least one reason they wanted to bind you, but how did they …” I would have facepalmed myself as I realized it. “The whole body splitting thing! We’re in your mind, and these are spiritual representations of ourselves, so they found some magic that sundered your mind, split it up into parts!”

      Xara glanced back at me with a serene smile. “Brilliant, dragon. You indeed adapt quickly. With my will fractured and my spirit out of balance, I was vulnerable, and the seeds of the Mother were planted. Your fires, though, are healing the rift, restoring my inner strength … for as long as they last.”

      Out of the burning orange void, a door emerged … and then another. Two metal doors, one brushed-finish silver and the other badly corroded copper, almost black in color, stood side by side. The Mother’s black chains wrapped around the portals, the worst kind of tinsel you could ever imagine for your Christmas tree, and much like the door in Alyra’s mind, each set of chains was locked tight with a pristine iron lock stamped with a letter M.

      As we pulled up in front of the two doors, I took a deep breath, glancing at Xara. “Do I burn free both doors? Or only one? If only one, which one?”

      For the first time, this reformed Xara looked lost. “I … I do not know, David.” She took a deep breath, hands coming together in some strange gesture that looked like something an ancient martial arts master on a summit would do to help center themselves. “I feel as if there are parts of my essence being pulled towards both, so … both?”

      Despite the uncertainty in her voice, I nodded. “And if we’re wrong, we’ll fix it.” I stepped towards the silver door. “I’m really good at fixing things.”

      The fire around Xara would be gone in seconds now, but if I could do this quickly, it wouldn’t matter. Sucking in all the air I could, I let the heat of my heart building my lungs, dragon oil pooling into my snout. Smoke roared out of my nose as the fiery concoction built inside of me, and then, in one mighty breath, I unleashed the concentrated stream of blue-white flames right at the first lock.

      And nothing happened. The fire cascaded around the lock, almost like it wasn’t even there. To save my breath and time, I cut off the jet of flame the moment it looked to be ineffectual, staggering back a step as burning drops of oil ran down my maw. Around us, there was a rattling of chains, almost like the Mother was laughing at our efforts.

      Oh, it was so on now … but despite Xara’s growing look of desperation and the dimming silver fire around her, I didn’t panic, and I didn’t rage. That wouldn’t help us, not at all. I frowned for a moment, taking a low breath to clear my mind in imitation of Xara, trying to clear out the mocking chains to think clearly.

      Xara said that parts of her were being pulled towards both doors, and when my fire died, she was splitting into two beings. From there, my mind started running it down rapid fire, and it suddenly struck me as obvious, well, at least obvious in terms of the bizarre logic of the mindscape.

      “Two sets of memories, two pieces of your mind,” I murmured, then looked over at Xara. “I can’t free these memories because they aren’t yours, well, not precisely!”

      Xara looked horrified at that. “But … they must be! I can feel a connection to them!”

      “Right, because they are in part yours,” I explained, putting comforting hands around her shoulders. “Or, to be specific, they are the memories of the parts of you, the fragments that the High Priestess made to weaken you. Remember, you said your will was too strong to be broken until they sundered your spirit.” I cocked my snout back towards the doors. “So, those locks aren’t linked to you. They are linked to the two halves of your spirit … which means …”

      “You have to let the fire go out, let the Mother rip me apart one last time.” She cast her eyes down, biting her lip, trying to not to break down. “But those parts of me, they will try to kill you. That is the trap, you see. The fragments of my soul have been broken, twisted, and—”

      I cut her off with a gentle, scaly finger that pulled her chin up to look me eye-to-eye. “Stop. It’s okay. I’ll save you. That’s kind of what I do. If I take a few licks in the process … well, don’t worry about it.” I glanced at the last embers of the silver flame. “I’m just sorry you have to go through this.”

      “It is all right,” she said softly, smiling up at me. “It is for the last time. Now, David, prepare yourself, for they are coming.” She stepped back as the last fire died, and I spun, summoning up my dragonfire as I rushed for the silver door.

      I’d get one good shot at one door if I were ready to breathe the moment they finished splitting. I wasn’t sure if that would take one of the two fragments out of the fight, but it was still half the job done. Then I just had to melt the other lock before a part of Xara killed me or stalled me long enough for this to go to hell.

      So, yeah, no pressure at all.

      Behind me, Xara let out a sharp, painful gasp, about to say something before the ripping sound of the chains through her turned those words into a terrible scream. I let the fire build inside, waiting, waiting for the right moment. I didn’t want to risk a misfire, breathing too early before they split entirely, just in case it wouldn’t be enough, but damn, it was torture to hear her cries, to hear the horrible ripping sounds.

      I held on though. I couldn’t save Xara until the process was done. It only took a few seconds, at least, ending in a sort of wet plop and two distinct sounds of ragged breathing behind me, matched by two very distinct smells, one cold, crisp, and emotionless, the other brimming with the musk of animalistic fury. To look would be a wasted moment, so I trusted my draconic senses and spewed fire for everything I was worth.

      Dragonfire cut through the first lock like a plasma torch through, well, just about anything. The chains started to fall away as the door began to splinter into infinite shards of kaleidoscopic light, but instead of what I was used to, those shards didn’t explode outward. Instead, they turned into a spiraling cloud of glittering light … not that I stayed still to watch the light show.

      No, the moment I saw the lock split, I turned on my heels, foot claws finding purchase in the invisible earth. Pushing off towards the copper door, my ears filled with a roaring scream, Xara’s voice if she had gargled a cup full of rusty razor blades, as the utterly cold voice I remembered from outside the mindscape urged, “Dissect the beast. I want to see every blood vessel laid bare!”

      I got two steps, just focusing on the task ahead instead of wasting time to look behind when one of them crashed into my back with tremendous force. I staggered from the hit, managing to keep my footing thanks to my own power and weight, even as those powerful thighs wrapped around my midsection and sharp-nailed hands scratched my hide as they scrambled to find my head and snout. She was trying to squeeze the breath out of me, to keep me from a gout of fire long enough for her to get to my jaws.

      That might have worked if Xara was the one actually doing it. But this wasn’t Xara, this was a fragment of her full power, and I knew it from the moment the thing on my back started to squeeze. A roar rose up through me, coming out of my jaws and shaking the mindscape with its ferocity, impossible heat burning in my heart.

      The cold-hearted voice behind me only had time to let out a soft, “Oh dear,” before I let loose the burning stream of napalm from my voice, the white-hot flames blowing through the second lock.

      The memory door exploded as the chains were ripped apart, tearing metal and shattering glass filling my ears in a symphony of destruction. The Xara fragment grappling me blew away like a summer breeze with a last scream. As the memory fragments blew through me and into my mind, I risked a glance at the other one only to see the singular, smiling woman staring at me, tears running down her cheeks as the memories swarmed into her as well.
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      As the mindscape blew away, lost in a million lights of memory, the laboratory resolved back into reality around us. The faint sparks of electricity from broken equipment, the soft bubbling of hydraulic fluid from the examination table, and the acrid smell of spilled chemicals all reminded me where we were. More importantly, the thumping heart and warm body of Xara pressed against me, arms still wrapped around her, brought me back, even as the totality of her long life seeped into my consciousness.

      It was an entirely different experience than when I had absorbed Clara or Alyra’s memories. Clara was about as old as I was, while Alyra was several years younger, but Xara was almost a century old, even if in terms of her species, the Zandarans, she was less than thirty. So, it was something to get hit with three or so of my lifetimes all at once. I blinked a few times, forcing myself to stay in the here and now, Xara’s joyful tears keeping me grounded.

      “Thank you,” she said softly, her voice taking on the harmonious warmth of her real self. Somehow, through all the throwing and slamming each other around the room, those little glasses still stayed on, something I realized as she looked up at me. “Thank you for making me whole again, great dragon. I owe you everything.” She was trying to bring herself under control to reach that seemingly effortless calm she showed in the dreamscape, so I did what I could to help, rubbing her back with my scaled hand and gently brushing away a tear with the curved back of a claw.

      “You don’t owe me anything,” I rumbled low. “I’m just happy to know that you’re freed from those assholes, but if you feel like you owe anyone anything …” The dragon spirit was starting to fade inside of me as my growl became more and more like normal speech. “Well, we do have an entire planet of slaves that need freeing and a fleet of Matriarchy vessels in orbit that could be a problem.”

      As soon as I got that out, the shift came on like a ton of bricks. All those sights and smells receded as my senses seemed to close in on themselves. My scales melted into my flesh as I shrunk down to my human form, my lucky boxers somehow living through the process and the battle like Xara’s pince-nez. A pleasant weariness fell down on my shoulders, like the deep-down fatigue you get after a hard day at work, as I was now standing near perfectly eye to eye with the ex-Matriarch.

      Xara watched the process with honest fascination, nodding slightly as it finished. “Truly remarkable.” She tried to take a step back but stopped as she butted up against the computer terminal I had trapped her against. “Ah, well, could …?” She somewhat shyly pointed towards a small desk against a wall, filled with neat stacks of papers and a console. “I need to access the system and—”

      I laughed a bit and was about to take a step back when the same door that I had entered the laboratory suddenly blew clean apart, showering the room with shredded metal and chunks of debris. There was a strangely awkward moment in which I tried to shield Xara while she also tried to shield me, and it ended with us a tangle of hugging limbs on the ground, with me straddled atop her, our eyes locked. Those calm grey eyes widened a bit as they stared at me up and down, almost as if this was the first time Xara had looked at my mostly naked form as something other than a point of curiosity, and her cheeks turned a mixture of red and green I usually only saw at Christmas time.

      The sound of charging feet hammered across the marble floor as Turner’s unmistakable shout echoed across the laboratory. “Hurrah, David! We are here to help! I’m here to kick ass and chew bubble gum, but I’m all … out …”

      His bluster ran out of steam as I pushed myself back to my feet, glancing behind me to see him, Clara, Tulip, and Alyra all arrayed in an arc near the wrecked door, all of them staring at me. I cleared my throat and offered a hand down to Xara, who took it shyly. The moment she was on her feet, I turned to my squad, unable to contain a huge smile.

      “Good gods, am I glad to see you? All of you!” I arched an eyebrow at Tulip and Alyra. “But the plan was to use the Orion’s returners to get them out of here, not drag them along into a fight with a Matriarch.”

      Tulip giggled as Alyra simply shrugged. “Surely, my dragon, you did not expect your zadavios to agree to such a thing. They insisted they help us with the, uh, unnecessary rescue.”

      I took a step forward, punching Turner lightly in the arm. He and Clara were in prison-style jumpsuits, laden with weapons no doubt taken from dead Quibs, while Alyra and Tulip were in their full glory. Though they all looked worse for wear, they all were alive and kicking, and that’s all that mattered. From there, I moved past him, grabbing each of my ladies in turn, hugging them fiercely with a kiss doled out to all three for good measure.

      It devolved quickly into something of a happy cacophony as all four of them tried to explain what had happened, all talking over each other, Tulip purring as she stroked my arms and chest. Alyra handed Clara her Wander as the medic fussed over my wounds, while Xara, seeming to realize where she was again, ignored our happy cloud to rush to the desk and console she had indicated earlier.

      “Hey, David,” Turner said as he clapped me on the shoulder, something that brought some focus to the mess. As I glanced at him, he thumbed over at Xara. “Is she, you know, not brainwashed anymore? I mean, I’m only guessing, but you were on top of her, and I’ve seen how this goes before.” A massive, shit-eating grin was spread across his massive face, showing every one of his perfectly square teeth.

      “Yes, Xara’s freed, and …” All eyes save hers snapped to me. “Guys, I was just trying to shield her from the door blowing apart.” Xara cast a glance back at me, and I got the distinct feeling I should amend my statement. After all, I’d have to be dead not to find her attractive and the way she was looking at me when we were on the ground … “Uh, that’s not to say that there are no future possibilities and … Tulip!” I gave the Fertish woman an exasperated look that she only met with that mischievous Cheshire cat smile. “You know what I’m saying, right?”

      Clara let out a melodic giggle. “Oh, darling, you are so cute when you’re flustered … and you’re even cuter when you’re flustered and mostly naked.”

      “Excuse me,” Xara interrupted, right as Alyra was raising a finger to say something, “I do not mean to interrupt your happy reunion.” The odd thing was, with her exacting tone and lilting voice, I could tell she really meant that. Like she was actually a bit ashamed to interrupt the whole thing. “But I require some minor assistance.”

      Tulip did blush a little in embarrassment as she hopped across the room, picking her way across the trail of wreckage we had all contributed to. “Oh, Felinus’ whiskers, we really should focus, shouldn’t we? There’s still a mission to finish!”

      The rest of us gathered in her wake. I’d get Xara to return our gear, but not until we had things wrapped up. “If I know Xara like, well, I actually do after the Dragon Will, it’s okay, Tulip,” I said, looking over the emerald-skinned woman’s shoulder at the console she was rapidly tapping at. Her fingers were flying almost as fast as Tulip’s in hacker mode. “She understands what we’ve all been through and what it means that we are back together. So, what can we do to help?”

      Xara’s eyes watched us through the reflection on her screen, darting around from person to person. “If we are to liberate Leonis IV from the Matriarchy, we must coordinate both an assault from the planet’s orbital defense systems with a certain experimental device that the High Priestess wished me … the split me … to develop. That, well, weapon is immensely powerful, a Siege Wander capable of projecting magical energy from a ground installation to orbit, but I cannot power it. It requires external magic, spellcraft of the highest order.”

      Alyra puffed up a bit, wings flaring. “If it is raw power you require, then I will be all too happy to assist.”

      “What about me, Xara?” Clara asked, frowning a bit. “Though my powers are more focused on healing others, they are external …”

      “Don’t sell yourself short, Clara,” I said as I put my arm around her, as Xara turned in her chair, posture perfect as she folded her hands neatly in her lap.

      “In truth, I require all the power you both possess to ensure the device functions. Alyra controls the hard, direct forces, the directly physical, while Clara, your biokinetic gift is the soft, indirect force.” Xara raised her hands and fitting them together, twining her fingers. “In total, your powers present the complete Sphere of Balance.” Her index fingers slid together to a point as she turned her hands towards me. “And you, David Briggs, are a soul dragon. You can provide a power I never could have imagined, the spiritual power that intertwines the halves of the Sphere.”

      We three looked at one another, nodding, and I turned to Xara. “You point out what we have to do, and we’ll make your device work, no problem.”

      Turner blinked a bit at the metaphysics of it all, but let out a grin, thumbing at himself with his stolen pulse laser over his shoulder. “And what about us, uh, not so magical types?” Tulip nodded, leaning against Turner, idly twirling a pistol on a finger.

      “Your help is as critical as theirs,” Xara explained, spreading her hands in an open gesture. “You dealt heavy losses to the fleet with at Exo, especially when the planetoid exploded with both dreadnoughts docked there for repairs.”

      Turner let out a cheer and a dance at that news, forcing Xara to pause politely while he got his deserved celebration out of the way. “As I was getting to, while our combined offense will clear the skies, I calculate that Leonis IV’s defenses will be reduced by thirty-seven percent due to damage from the conflict. If we are to truly save Leonis, we need the Resistance to push forward. With us being adjacent to free space, even a token starship presence will be sufficient to keep the Matriarchy deterred long enough for us to repair the defenses.”

      “If you need ships, missy,” Turner replied as he looked around the room, “just point me at a hyperspace transmitter, and I’ll get them. Even if I have to chew out every knock-kneed Resistance pencil pusher at Command to do it!”

      Tulip nodded, smiling at the ex-Matriarch as her tail swished. “And I think you can best use me on a terminal myself.” She leaned a hand on her hip as she holstered her gun. “If I know Matriarchy protocol, the entire security fleet is tied into the planetary network, right? You know, the one I hacked into to break into here?”

      Xara smiled at the catwoman serenely. “Please, Null-K, work your magic. A sudden, surprising breakdown of various ships’ defensive systems would increase the success of our initial assault astronomically.” She gestured to the bank of terminals Xara and I had wound up against during our battle. “And you will also find the hyperspace transmitter in that part of the laboratory as well, Turner. Thank you for your help.”

      Tulip rubbed her hands eagerly as she bounded over to the computers, while Turner scratched at his crewcut. “Hey, Xara, no need to thank us. It’s what we do.” He started to stomp over to the communicator. “Oh!” He turned around and grinned at her. “Welcome to the team!”

      Xara lowered her gaze humbly and nodded. “I only hope so.”

      “No, there’s no hoping to it,” I added, holding my hand out to her, Alyra and Clara by my side and smiling. “And it’s not just welcome to the team, Xara. It’s welcome to the family.”

      She looked up at me, our eyes locking for a long moment, a wild mixture of emotions playing across her grey eyes before settling into that wonderful serenity again. Taking my hand, she rose as I tugged her upward. “Then let us not tarry.” She turned towards the blasted door. “We have a world to free.”

      Alyra and Clara started after their former and now present sister, but I stopped after a step and raised my hands. “Wait. There’s just one thing we need to do first.” The three winged women stopped and turned, looks of confusion on their face, so to clarify the matter, I gestured down at my mostly naked body.

      “I would really like to have some clothes before we go save the world if it’s not too much to ask.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30

          

        

      

    

    
      Pro tip: You don’t need clothes to channel your draconic magic into a giant death wand, especially if three fantastically hot women, two of which you’re actively sleeping with, insist that you don’t.

      With my request patently denied, Xara led Alyra, Clara, and me through the ruptured door and into another research lab that I realized I recognized. Robotic arms were working feverishly on a large spire of bronze and crystal, the one that had been in the background of the transmission Xara had sent when she’d threatened us on our jump to the Leonis system. Now that I saw the scene in real life, without the distraction of a very cross and beautiful woman in the way, it was plain that this was exactly what Xara had implied.

      It was a giant Wander, sans the grip and trigger mechanism. Instead, around the base of the weapon were four raised, circular platforms that reminded me of Star Trek transporter pads than anything else. Each pad was attached to the Siege Wander by virtue of bundles of wires and tangles of electrical conduits. It didn’t take a magitech engineer to tell that these were both jury-rigged and experimental, while the Wander itself looked mostly finished. Well, if you discounted the robots still frantically welding crystals and engraved bronze plates into place.

      “Please, everyone, take a position on one of the mana-gathering platforms,” Xara intoned politely. “Alyra, if you could stand upon the right-most pad, and Clara, you on the left.” She smiled and bowed her head to me. “And you, master, stand here between the two, as the fulcrum point of their magic.”

      I frowned vaguely at the word, Clara and Alyra both giving me a questioning look, but a moment of asking Xara’s memories fresh in my mind put me at ease. The Zandarans were a deeply philosophical people, replete with monasteries devoted to the study of various schools of thought, and to Xara, ‘master’ was meant as a title of a superior or teacher.

      “It’s okay,” I told the others. “It doesn’t mean, uh, what I know you’re thinking.”

      Xara tilted her head, one brow arching imperceptibly. “I must ask later what it is you are thinking, my sisters, but we have no time for such things right now.” She smiled softly and gestured again to the pads. “Please. I will begin to do the final preparations. All you will need to do is focus when I say so, concentrate on the essence of the magic inside of you. Leave the rest to me.”

      I took the initiative, stepping on the indicated platform, Clara close behind me with Alyra taking up her spot last. Glancing over at Xara as she tapped swiftly at her wrist tablet, I said, “Can you open up some intercom channels with Tulip and Turner?”

      “Of course, master.” She tapped a corner of her tablet, and the crackle of speakers came on overhead. “We will need precise coordination to have the maximum effectiveness for this gambit. Even a second of deviation off of our intended course of action may allow the fleet to respond to our assault. If even one of the capital ships escapes into hyperspace, it could jeopardize everything.”

      I could hear the grin of confidence in Tulip’s voice as she purred, “As you might have noticed by now, Xara, we don’t fail when the chips are down. I have access points open to the entire fleet’s tactical computers. Give me a mark, and I’ll inject a modified Stutter Virus into all their systems. From there, you’ll have exactly point-seven seconds with zero shield coverage, with intermittent openings for another two-point-three seconds.”

      “And clap yourself on the back, friend David,” Turner added, his boisterous tones almost blowing out the speakers. “You must have impressed Ferria because when I got on the horn here, I got an immediate response from the Blue Skies and seven other Synatan ships. Seems someone sent them a coded message yesterday that Leonis IV was about to be liberated, and the dragon of legend needed every hand on deck to secure that liberation.”

      I grinned broadly. “See, folks? This is why you put faith into people. When you do, they can do some fucking amazing things. How soon will they be able to show up for the party, Turner?”

      “Five minutes tops,” he replied. “They were waiting in an adjacent system, hiding in an asteroid belt, until they got the final call. So, Ms. Xara, how does this fit into your timetable?”

      The crystals on Xara’s Cestari and, well, I still didn’t know the official name of the shitkickers of doom, glowed softly as her grey eyes flitted across her screen with ever-increasing speed. “Running all possible permutations of attack plans and comparing them on an index of maximum damage for minimum loss of life for the Resistance, we will unleash a staggered attack in three minutes and seventeen seconds. Tulip, please set the mark for your electronic infiltration for that time.”

      “Marked!” the catwoman cried with glee over the intercom.

      I nodded, seeing how this would play out from there. “Turner, get the Synatans moving, and then get back on the comms, see if you can get more reinforcements coming after that.”

      “You see already the course of action, master,” Xara said with a serene smile. “I have already timed the automated defenses to begin their barrage the moment Tulip’s virus goes into effect. Then you three must power the Wander exactly point-three seconds after the initial barrage.”

      Alyra’s eyes lit up with understanding, as she said exactly what I was thinking as well, “Precisely the window between all the munitions hitting home but before the shields come back up. That will allow the magic from the Wander to take advantage of any hull breaches or damaged armor. Maximum penetration.”

      “Indeed, sister.” Xara took in a short, controlled breath. “Anything that survives will be left in confusion, expecting continued assaults from the planet, and just as their guard begins to drop—”

      “BOOM!” Turner shouted. “The heroic Synatans jump in from the edge of orbit and pick off the stragglers!”

      “Dead on, buddy.” While I didn’t have a magically-enhanced super-brain like Xara, I was getting pretty damn good at keeping time in my brain, and I was counting off the seconds towards the big show. The dragon roared and paced in my mind, tired from the battle with and inside Xara, but eager to burn down the enemy above us. “If I have any question, it’s that if this thing goes off right now, it’s going to blow your roof off, Xara.”

      Clara giggled at that. “It could be argued that she can afford a new roof in this situation, darling, but it might reduce our stopping power a bit.”

      In answer to our question, the Illuminator tapped her screen once. The robotic arms pulled away from the giant Wander, and a series of curved, bronze bars studded with crystals whirred down into place above the tip of the thing, configuring into a roughly circular shape thanks to the mechanical arms attached to them.

      “It would indeed, Clara.” Xara nodded. “And I believe we would all wish to watch the High Priestess’s instruments of tyranny fall before your combined powers, so this spatial tunnel should accommodate both things.” She shook her head sadly as the portal sparked above us, energy coalescing between the crystals to form what looked like a soap bubble reflecting a view of the starfield above Leonis. “If only the power requirements weren’t astronomical, it could revolutionize interstellar travel. Oh well, there is always further research.”

      Through the tunnel, I could see the glittering, white forms of the Matriarchy fleet. There were no more of Esterra dreadnoughts, but there were a few more Tierra battleships, and plenty of frigates, interceptors, and fighter carriers lazily hanging in orbit. They were about to get a very rude awakening though.

      The minutes ticked by, and I knew it was time even before Xara’s sudden sharp call. “Now!” she cried, and from there, it all went off like clockwork. In the blink of an eye, the space around the ships rippled almost imperceptibly as their shields all flickered out of existence. That shimmer was followed immediately by three dozen orbiting gun emplacements and countless ground-based weapons unleashing a volley of beams, blasts, railgun slugs, and missiles onto the hapless starships. It was like I was getting the best view possible of the most extravagant Fourth of July fireworks show ever, except in space.

      But I couldn’t take it in quite yet. I heard Xara’s intake of air, about to call for our magic, and I was already building the power inside me, my dragon’s spiritual roar matched by my own. As Xara made the call, red-gold flames erupted around me, the pad itself serving as a focus for my power, as Clara and Alyra each summoned up their magic. Clara’s golden light surged through the pad under her feet, and Alyra’s pure white power burst forth and down, all three magics spiraling through the magic sigils and crystals of the Siege Wander.

      The entire thing shuddered from the massive surge of magical energy focused through it, and for a split-second, I wondered if the thing would just explode from the strain. But I pushed that worry away immediately, confident in Xara’s genius, and I wasn’t disappointed.

      We were all blown clear off our feet by the tremendous pulse of magic that burst out of the Wander’s tip, red, gold, and silver beams of energy swirling together into one coherent stream. The mangled fleet, ships still exploding from the last few missiles and munitions that were striking home, just wasn’t ready for the beam of unadulterated power that burst through the spatial tunnel, striking a limping Tierra dead on and rupturing it like a tin can. As soon as the beam punched through the battleship, it exploded into a hundred smaller beams, forming a swirling web of destruction.

      Picking myself up off my feet, I watched in awe at the tremendous expression of our combined magic. There was barely anything left in the skies above Leonis IV but a few smaller ships which had been lucky and quick enough to outmaneuver the onslaught, but even they seemed badly damaged. All the big ships though, they had been massive sitting ducks for our sneak attack, and especially for the spiraling, seeking beams of magical power.

      “Now, if that isn’t the power of love,” I said with a faint grin, “I don’t know what is.”

      Needless to say, there wasn’t much left for the Synatans to pick off, but to see their small fleet jump into orbit was a relief, a flight of guardian angels to watch over us while we finished our work here on the ground.

      And finishing that job took a good week of constant action to finish the job we started. It was all, as strange as it sounds for me to say, busy work. With Xara on our side, as we had planned all along, the Resistance could track all the remaining Quibs on the planet, had access to all the weapons, armor, and equipment that formerly belonged the Matriarchy, while simultaneously cutting those same Quibs off from their own resources.

      Plazzio came to present himself to us during that week, having heard through his beloved stone that we were freeing the whole world. Though he remained steadfast in his pacifist beliefs, it only made me respect him more when he offered his magic for us to use in any way possible to end the conflict quicker. Between the planetary security grid and Plazzio’s terrakinetic powers, well, it really wasn’t fair.

      It didn’t come as much of a surprise to anyone that a good half of the Quib forces surrendered as soon as they realized what had happened. Of that other half, a good chunk gave up the fight soon after, with only a small contingent of hardcore Matriarchy supporters holding out. We took care of them though, leaving us with a mission accomplished. In the aftermath, the big lug of a Quib got taken in by Ferria, Quar, and her miners, no doubt to form the core of a mining guild the likes of with will never be seen in the galaxy again.

      It looked like Leonis IV would wind up in good hands, even if Xara was rather insistent that she come with us. As she had put it to me, she had spent her entire life either in monasteries training her body, universities training her mind, or in this research station, all insulated from the real world. This was her chance to live, to put all that training and knowledge to good use, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to deny her that.

      Now, in the last few days, the first contingents of a small-but-feisty Resistance fleet pulled from a cross-section of systems across free space arrived, reinforcing the defenses of the planet. It even turned out Captain Krane and Ferria really were sisters after all. Who knew?

      I was thinking about this as I stood at the observation window of the Meridian Spaceport, the transfer point and space dock closest to Xara’s research tower. Now that the planet was secure, the Orion was getting an overdue round of repairs and, while we had the resources, upgrades. Down in the bay, overseeing the work, was Turner, not willing to let anyone touch his baby without his direct supervision. If you added his actual children and his bevy of bombs, Turner had more children than sense, a thought that made me laugh under my breath.

      “What I can’t believe is that he managed to convince you to install the Siege Wander alongside the main gun, Xara,” Tulip purred, clinging close to me. Her gaze was directed past me and Clara, who was clinging to my other side, to the bespectacled woman, her suit’s wrist tablet detached in her hand.

      She peeked up over the edge of it, a serene smile on her face. “I would be remiss if I didn’t ensure that my savior did not have a ship capable of the tasks ahead.” Turning on her heel, every move showing a precise economy of motion that still impressed me a week later, Xara shone that smile at not just Tulip, but Clara and Alyra as well, my Wing going through an inventory of our armory. “Though the rescue of Leonis IV has struck the first blow for freedom across the galaxy, every step from here will be harder. The universe thrives on balance, and every force creates an opposing counterforce.” She tilted her head thoughtfully. “Of course, the true riddle is if you, master, are the force … or the counter force to the High Priestess.”

      Alyra scoffed, putting her tablet away. “While I respect your wisdom, Xara, that isn’t much of a riddle.” She pushed herself up from the cushy seat she had curled up to work, standing between Clara and Xara. “The Matriarchy has dominated the galaxy for centuries, while Draconis has just awakened, choosing David as his instrument. David is obviously the counterforce.” After glancing between the two taller women, she puffed herself up just a little.

      It was damn adorable.

      “But, darling,” Clara said thoughtfully, “the dragons were the most powerful species in the universe before the first High Priestess led the dragon-slayers, establishing the first dynasty. Perhaps the dragons are the true force, with the Matriarchy rising to counter it?”

      “As I said, sisters, a riddle.” Xara’s smile was enigmatic as she turned back to her tablet.

      Tulip rolled her eyes. “I’m with Alyra on this one, the prophecies of Draconis are clear, if you ask me!” She tugged on my arm, tail curling around my leg. “You agree with me, right, David?”

      And I had been hoping to dodge this particular discussion entirely. “Well …” I began, my brow furrowing, but before I could really say anything, Clara was tugging on my other arm.

      “Now, please, you know much I respect your brilliance, but you’re truly being too close-minded, Tulip dear,” she countered. “History counters your religious fervor, I regret to say. Isn’t that correct, darling?” she cooed up at me.

      Alyra crossed her arms with a tight smile. “You know, I was going to say something, but now, I am far more curious as to how you will settle this situation, my dragon. I expect to be impressed.”

      “Well, if you ladies would actually let me speak my mind,” I said with a grin, “I can impress Alyra here.” Hey, if everyone says you’re impressive, well, it becomes false humility if you say anything else. “The truth is that, like I’ve always said, I’m just a guy doing the right thing.” I slipped away from Clara and Tulip to step back, so I could take in all the ladies in the room. “And a guy who's had the good fortune to meet and help all of you. If that makes me some cosmic force in the universe, so be it, but it won’t change who I am, and it sure as hell won’t change the bond we share.”

      Xara smiled at that. “If everyone could show the same sense of self and understanding of their place in the universe, my master, we would be a galaxy at peace. For now, though, we must struggle through a universe that strives to understand itself.”

      “Well, while it doesn’t settle our little debate,” Tulip noted, “I’m satisfied with that, David. I mean, I love you for being, well, you, and this hasn’t been the first time I’ve been grateful it was you we picked up from Earth instead of who knows who.”

      Clara nodded. “I shall second that, Tulip.”

      “And I shall third it if I must, though I would point out that by rules of order, I need not do so,” Alyra added. She crossed her arms, still trying to look taller compared to her fellow ex-Matriarchs. “But we should move on to practical matters, my dragon. Turner says the Orion will be prepped to go within three days, and there are many more worlds that need our help and many more blows to be struck against the Matriarchy.”

      I sat down in the chair Alyra had just recently occupied. “I know all this, honey. We were going to report to Centaurus with a cargo of research materials for Dr. Eldridge, and then get a new mission from there.” I arched an eyebrow. “Or is this about something else?”

      “Well, there are certain logistical matters to attend to.” Alyra cleared her throat and glanced up toward Xara. “After all, we are about to have a new crewmember, correct?”

      Tulip let out a faux-sigh as she pulled up her tablet. “Do I need to rework the schedule again? Clara is already asking for extra time after losing a few days while paired with Turner, and you jumped a few days yourself, Alyra, let’s not forget that!”

      Xara blinked, one eyebrow arching imperceptibly. “Are we speaking of field work?” She smiled broadly. “Despite my general abhorrence of the behavior of my split psyche earlier, they were correct in that my time with you, master, has been the most vigorous work-out I have had in years.” She glanced over at Tulip. “If we are scheduling personal training with the master, then yes, please, I am most interested.”

      All I could was laugh as I leaned back in the chair, the four ladies beginning an animated discussion of schedules, ‘personal training’, and just what it would take to save the galaxy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Curious about what happens to David next?

        Find out soon in Star Conqueror Legion!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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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