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John gaped at the girls in dumbfounded disbelief, then turned back to stare at the incubation chamber to check his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him. Sure enough, Faye was still inside, the purple sprite resting peacefully within the cylindrical tube.

“Are you mad at us?” Dana asked, nibbling anxiously at her thumbnail.

“Mad at you?” He shook his head, a look of amazement on his face. “No, not at all! I’m just shocked... I had no idea you were even planning this. I thought you and Rachel were acting a bit oddly, but I never would’ve guessed it was because you were bringing Faye back to life!”

“I didn’t really do much, just got some of this equipment working,” the redhead ruefully admitted. “But Rachel’s been working on this pretty much 24/7 since we first discovered Mael’nerak’s lab.”

John chuckled and turned to look at the brunette. “I had a strange feeling you’ve been avoiding me recently.”

“See, I told you he knew something screwy was going on!” Dana blurted out indignantly.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t honest with you,” Rachel awkwardly apologised. “We wanted it to be a nice surprise.”

“It was an amazing surprise,” he agreed, before breaking into a grin. “Damn... I thought you were taking longer than usual to finish that DNA comparison!”  

The brunette blushed as she confessed, “I actually finished comparing Maliri and Larathyran DNA twenty minutes after gathering my samples. I’ve been reviewing Mael’nerak’s research notes to make sure I thoroughly understood everything about the activation process.”

John turned to study Faye’s elfin features and shook his head as he marvelled at the sight. “I still can’t believe you actually brought Faye back as a living girl. So how do we wake her up? Do we just open this incubation chamber?”

He studied the tube, looking for a latch or button that would allow him to open the door.

“No, don’t open it yet!” Rachel said hastily, walking over to stand beside him. “Faye’s prototype is fully grown, but the gestation process isn’t complete. We still need to resolve two significant issues before she’s a fully sentient, organic version of Faye.”

“Her prototype?” John asked, looking askance at the medic.

“Alyssa had a problem with Mael’nerak’s terminology too,” Rachel noted with a wry smile. “He used that term to describe a fully grown organic body.”

John glanced back at Faye. “Let me guess: you’re having problems transferring her digital personality into her organic brain?”

Rachel blinked in astonishment. “Yes, exactly! How did you know that?!”

“We discussed cloning before, just in more general terms. You said that the biggest problem with growing a clone, would be mapping our existing personality and memories to a new brain.” He paused for a moment, looking at her curiously. “Wait a moment. How did you even grow a clone of Faye in the first place? It’s not like you could copy her DNA; she was an AI... she didn’t have any.”

“That’s actually a really good question,” she replied, her grey eyes shining with excitement. “Mael’nerak was an absolute genius and he left extensive documentation on almost every aspect of genetic cloning and the incubation process. You’re quite correct that Faye didn’t have DNA, so I had to design a new organic template for her that would match the original version as closely as possible.”

“So you invented an entirely new species?!” he marvelled. “Just like Mael’nerak did with the Tranakarans and the Ashanath?”

“Essentially, yes,” Rachel confirmed. “What Mael’nerak did was much more complicated though, as he created an entirely new genus from scratch. I simply used an existing DNA profile, then altered a wide variety of parameters from skin tone to bone density until we had a faithful reproduction of Faye.”

“An existing DNA profile?” John asked with interest. “Did you modify your own?”

Rachel shook her head. “Terran DNA is too unstable. We’re much more prone to mutations due to Mael’nerak’s original experiment; he was specifically exploring mutation of the thrall genetic template. I had to use a perfect sample to get the best results, so Faye’s new species is actually a sub-species of the Maliri.”

He turned to look at Irillith and she nodded in confirmation. “So Faye’s basically like your daughter?”

She froze as that sunk in, then a lovely smile spread across her face. “Yes, I suppose she is.”

“Congratulations!” Dana joked, patting the Maliri on the back. “It’s a girl!”

Irillith walked over to the incubation tube and gazed at the sleeping sprite. “She always did call me Creator,” she whispered, her voice catching.

John gave her an affectionate hug, then focused on Rachel again. “You said earlier that Mael’nerak left extensive documentation on this cloning process, so why is there a problem with transferring Faye’s personality to her new prototype?”

“Actually, I said that he left extensive documentation on almost every aspect of the cloning process,” Rachel clarified with a rueful frown. “Mael’nerak had perfected the process of pre-loading ‘instincts’ into DNA, but he never tried to actually imbue a prototype with someone’s specific personality. There’s no documentation on this, because it’s never been tried before... at least not to this extent.”

“So we’re still looking at years of research before we can wake her?” John asked, his heart sinking.

“Not quite,” Rachel said, giving him a hopeful smile. “I don’t have access to his original data, but I know for a fact that Mael’nerak performed a detailed analysis of the way organic brains store memories and personality.”

“How do you know that, if you haven’t seen his research?” he asked in confusion.

“Because he was able to successfully cultivate brain development in the first Terrans he created,” Rachel patiently explained. “When humanity literally took its first tentative steps, the prototypes that Mael’nerak had grown were full-sized adults. If he’d left them with an undeveloped brain, they would’ve been rolling around on the floor, crying like infants.”

“We’ve been studying the upload process he used and the data transfer stimulates nerve clusters in the brain to store all the relevant information,” Irillith interjected, her face alight with excitement. “If I can upgrade that process to store more complex data, we should be able to faithfully transfer all of Faye’s memories and personality to her new organic body!”

“Wow, that’s amazing!” John exclaimed, astonished that such a thing was even possible. He suddenly frowned and added, “Won’t there be compatibility problems though?” 

Irillith shook her head and gave him a broad grin. “The programming language is an exact match!” 

“Damn, that was lucky,” he said with relief. 

She shook her head. “Not really. Mael’nerak wrote the upload software and he also wrote Faye’s AI, so it’s not that much of a surprise that the two systems are fully compatible with each other.” 

“So you just need to finish modifying this upload system, transfer across Faye’s personality and memories, then she’ll be ready?”

“Ah, there’s another problem... and it’s a big one,” Rachel admitted. “There’s a final critical step to bring a prototype to life, but Mael’nerak didn’t include any documentation on it. We need to imbue Faye’s body with a ‘Spark of Consciousness’, but I have no idea what that is or how to do it. Alyssa said you might know?”

John darted a pensive glance at the blonde, then nodded in confirmation. “I’ve done it before, when I saved Jade. I’ll need to travel into the Deep Astral to tap into the powerful psychic energy there.”

Alyssa sighed and nodded. “But this time, Xar’aziuth will be waiting for us.”

***

Valeria sat in her Lord’s ornate throne, overlooking the bridge of the Galkiran flagship. Despite there being over fifty thralls manning the numerous stations, the command deck was shrouded in uncomfortable silence, the atmosphere cloying and unsettling. She drummed her fingers on the armrest, grinding her teeth in irritation. The matriarch could feel their eyes on her, watching and quietly judging her for some new, unknown reason.

She forced herself to relax, and gazed straight ahead at the holographic map, appearing to study the local stars intensely, but she was not really paying any attention to it at all. Out of her peripheral vision, she spotted one of the Tactical Officers whisper to a colleague, then the thrall’s eyes momentarily flicked her way.

Like a spider pouncing on a fly snared in its web, Valeria’s head snapped to the right, and she locked eyes with the thrall. The woman was young and pretty, but her beauty was marred by an ugly smirk. When Valeria rose ominously from the command chair and stalked towards her, that smirk was wiped away in an instant and the thrall shrank backwards in fear. 

“You dare mock me,” she snarled, raising her hand towards the thrall.

The frightened woman cried out in terror, expecting the Galkiran matriarch to drain the life right out of her. Instead she was lifted off the ground, her limbs encased in four amber bands. She struggled helplessly as she was rotated around, until she was floating head-down, high up in the air. Valeria glared at her as she approached, then tightened the bands and began slowly pulling them apart, making the thrall cry out in pain.

“Tell me what you were smirking at, or I’ll tear you limb from limb!” Valeria hissed, her angular eyes narrowing into dangerous slits.

The young woman’s eyes widened with terror and she stammered incoherent nonsense in her panic.

“Talk some sense, or I’ll rip out your tongue and get my answers from someone else,” Valeria promised, her voice dripping with menace.

“I-It’s Lord Gahl’kalgor!” the thrall babbled. “The marines heard him singing... and crying!”

Valeria kept the shock off her face, and pretended that the disturbing revelation was completely normal. “And?! What’s that got to do with me?”

The Tactical Officer swallowed down the thick lump in her throat. When she saw that any hesitation was only making her matriarch more furious, she blurted out, “They saw Lord Gahl’kalgor strike you! They’re saying it’s all your fault! That you no longer have his favour! That dealing with you is slowly driving him mad!”

The matriarch felt a surge of indignant rage at being blamed for whatever was currently ailing Gahl’kalgor. She wanted nothing more than to suck the life out of this insolent thrall, but Valeria could see that the woman was already cowed and terrified. Instead, she released the bands suspending the Tactical Officer in the air and dropped her unceremoniously on the floor. With a startled cry, the Galkiran crashed onto the deck plates, narrowly managing to avoid breaking her neck by twisting awkwardly as she fell.

Valeria turned on her heel and stalked towards the door. “Clean that mess up!” she snarled over a shoulder.

Behind her, the thralls on the Command Deck darted confused glances at one another, until the second Tactical Officer let out a shriek of agony. The skin grew taught on her face, while her hands curled into shrivelled claws, then she toppled over, the life-force drained out of her husked body.

Hearing the thud behind her, Valeria allowed herself a grim smile of satisfaction as she strode through the reinforced doorway and exited the Bridge. Even if the thralls no longer respected her, they would still fear her wrath.

The smug smile faded from her face as she walked towards her master’s quarters, an anxious sense of foreboding setting in. *My Lord, I bring news of our progress,* she said obsequiously.

She waited with strained patience, but there was no answer, her telepathic message floating away into the ether. Valeria continued her approach to Gahl’kalgor’s suite and tried to contact him again, but it became quite clear that he had blocked all contact with her from his mind. She swallowed down the pain at that hurtful indignity, and came to a halt in front of the black door to his quarters. 

Taking a deep breath, she pressed on the glowing red rune beside the doorframe, imagining the chime reverberating inside the room. There was still no answer, and then Valeria was struck by a flicker of fear. What if something had incapacitated her lord? Perhaps he was incapable of answering.

Reaching over again, she tapped the rune beneath, knowing what the consequences would be for walking in on him without permission and wincing at the inevitable pain she was about to endure. The black portal spiralled open, jagged teeth peeling back to retract into the walls and admit her into the room. 

Hurrying inside, she called out, “My Lord?!” and was unable to keep the worried tremor from her voice.

Her eyes widened when she saw that numerous panels had been ripped from the walls, as if some terrible beast had torn them asunder. Valeria’s anxious gaze flashed around the room, then she froze, staring at her Progenitor Master in shock.

“Valeria, take a look at this!” he exclaimed, a hint of pride in his voice.

Gahl’kalgor had beaten the metal panels into a long open container that stretched half-way across the room. A gutter stretched from the sink in the corner, down into the makeshift tub, and water splashed merrily as it filled up close to the brim. He waved his hand at the tap, shutting it off with a gurgle, then carefully lifted a metal object off the floor, cradling it carefully in his hands. Placing it on the water, he gave it a gentle push, and it coasted across the surface all the way to where she stood.

Valeria was astonished to see that it was a replica of a fishing boat, complete with cloth sails. The attention to detail was remarkable, the metal cleverly sculpted to include three lifelike figures, a male, a female, and a small child.

“Turn it around and push it back!” he urged her.

She did as he asked, lifting the boat and returning it to the water, before pushing it back in his direction. Gahl’kalgor crouched down by the end of the tub, his face a picture of childlike glee as the boat created a small bow wave before it on the return journey.

Watching him warily, Valeria said, “My Lord... I wanted to inform you that we’re approaching the Maliri border. Do you want to-”
 
He scowled with irritation and waved a hand curtly in her direction, cutting his matriarch off mid-sentence. 

Gahl’kalgor’s expression softened a moment later, and he said wistfully, “When I was a child, I saved up for months to buy a wooden sailboat that looked just like this. I played with it for days, until it got washed away by a big wave and it was lost to the sea.” His expression darkened with anger, then it faded into sad regret.

Valeria held her breath as she waited for the inevitable explosive outburst directed at her.

“Did you ever have a favourite toy, Valeria?” he asked, looking at her with interest.

Her mouth fell open as she stared at him in shocked silence.

“Was there something from your childhood that brought you joy?” he prompted her.

She desperately searched back through nearly a thousand years of dark memories, but her mind was a complete blank. “I... can’t remember, my Lord.” 

Gahl’kalgor’s face fell with disappointment. “That’s a shame.”

Feeling terrible for disappointing him, she quickly added, “But I really like your fishing boat!”

“You do?” he asked, his mouth turning up into an earnest smile.

Her heart skipped a beat and she couldn’t stop herself from staring at him in awe. In the millennia that she’d served Gahl’kalgor, Valeria had got to know his many sadistic sneers and gloating smirks like the back of her hand, but this was the first time she’d ever seen a smile of genuine happiness. He had never looked more handsome, and it was all she could do to stop herself from swooning.

“Would you like to stay for a while?” he asked, gesturing towards the boat floating on the water.

She smiled back tentatively, the muscles in her face unused to forming the unfamiliar expression. “Yes... I would like that.”

Sitting cross-legged on the floor, she spent the evening pushing a sailboat back and forth with Gahl’kalgor, listening in fascination as he told her stories from his past. It was the happiest evening she could remember having in her unnaturally long life. 

***

“Are you alright, John?” Alyssa asked, after finishing her guided tour of the throne room. “You’re very quiet.”

“I’m fine. Just thinking about Faye,” he replied, as they walked out into the corridor. He glanced at her and smiled. “But you already know that and want me to talk about it.”

She tucked her golden locks behind her ear, revealing a gracefully pointed tip. “I’m a good listener.”

John laughed and nodded. “Yes, you are.” He paused for a moment to gather his thoughts, then continued, “I still haven’t quite got over seeing Faye again. I’ve been around her robot chassis since we lost her, but to actually see her reborn as a living, breathing, girl was a hell of a shock.”

“Yeah, I bet,” Alyssa said with sympathy. She cautiously added, “I gave Rachel my permission to create a clone of Faye. Did I do the right thing?”

“Without asking me first you mean?” he asked, glancing her way.

She nodded apprehensively.

“I’m guessing you didn’t want to get my hopes up in case Rachel failed?”

“Yes, exactly,” she replied, her gaze softening. “We all loved Faye, but you were closer to her than anyone.”

“True,” he agreed, mulling over his feelings for a moment. “I’m honestly fine with what you did. I know we’ve butted heads over going behind my back in the past, but this is different. As you said, you all loved Faye as well, so how could I object to you trying to grant her fondest wish.”

“Plus, XO is in charge of recruitment,” she jokingly reminded him. 

“And there’s that get out of jail free card,” he said with a wry smile.

She turned to face him, placing a hand on his chest to bring him to a halt. “I genuinely believed this was the right thing to do, otherwise I never would’ve agreed to it. There’s still a chance that Irillith could rebuild Faye as an AI using the Nexus data we found, but if Faye was here with us right now, I think she would’ve wanted us to try to bring her back as a real girl.” 

“I agree,” he said solemnly. “But that’s going to be a lot easier said than done.”

“I think Rachel and Irillith are gifted enough to pull this off,” Alyssa said with confidence. “They’re both exceptionally motivated to bring back Faye, and they’re both experts in Mael’nerak’s work.”

“It’s not the research I’m worried about,” John confided in her. “I doubt Xar’aziuth is going to just let me take a jaunt through the deep Astral like before with Jade. In our last battle on the Astral, I nearly had to kill myself to save you two from being drained to death.”

“Yeah, don’t remind me,” Alyssa muttered quietly. After a tense moment, she continued, “Do you want to just call this off entirely?”

“I don’t want to disappoint Dana, Rachel, and Irillith, but I did make a promise to you and Jade that there’d be no more reckless heroics.”

“I suppose there’s no harm in letting the girls continue their research,” Alyssa advised him. “You can always ask them to reprioritise their work if anything urgent comes up, but Rachel and Irillith aren’t researching anything else that’s particularly important right now.”

“Sounds like a sensible plan,” he agreed, and they set off once again.

“Can I make a suggestion?” Alyssa asked, as she matched his pace.

He gestured for her to proceed. “Always.”

“If we do decide to enter the Astral Plane again, can we plan it in advance this time? You were trying to keep it secret from me the last time we went there, which I totally understand given the circumstances, but we’d have a much better chance if we were able to make some proper preparations. I could get Athena involved too and ask for her advice on the best way to approach it.”

“You’re right... that would be much more sensible,” John conceded, before glancing her way with a frown. “Has Athena discussed being a burden with you at all? I’ve tried to tell her how valuable she is to us as a friend and for all her knowledge of eldritch abilities, but she won’t listen to me.”

Alyssa let out a heavy sigh. “She’s raised it with me a number of times. Athena’s convinced that she’s outlived her usefulness and is now holding me back.”

“What did you say to her?” he asked.

“I probably used the same arguments you did, but the big problem is that she’s actually right.”

He looked at her in surprise. “You don’t actually want to absorb Athena do you?”

“No, of course not,” the blonde said, rolling her eyes. “I love the fact that Athena keeps you company while you sleep. I’d keep her around forever, just for that alone. She is taking up part of my subconscious though and she’s absolutely correct that I would become more powerful if my mind was unified... which makes arguing with her about it very difficult.”

“I know. I’ve tried and failed plenty of times,” he admitted with a frown. 

They walked along in silence for a few minutes, both mulling over the difficult conundrum of Alyssa’s guide.

John glanced at her and said thoughtfully, “I know this is a long shot, but is there any chance we could make a clone of your body and transfer her subconscious across? Then the two of you could be completely separate from each other.”

Alyssa’s cerulean eyes sparkled with amusement. “You want me to have a twin sister?”

He groaned and shook his head. “I knew you’d go there! That’s not why I suggested it.”

“Are you sure? That sounds really fucking hot to me,” she purred, flashing him a lusty smile. “Who would you want to knock up first? Me or my innocent little sis?”

“Alyssa...” he protested, trying to ignore her teasing.

“I’m not teasing,” she said, grinning in triumph. “And I can tell you’re totally into it too!”

John couldn’t help laughing. “You’re incorrigible.”

She rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “I love the idea, but I can’t see how we’d pull it off. Athena shares a small part of my mind, not a specific segment of my brain. The only way we could do it that I can think of, is if you created a perfect reproduction of my brain in a clone, then asked that version of me to freely sacrifice herself for Athena to exist instead. I’m sure my clone would have a few choice things to say about that!”

“Yeah, you’re right,” John agreed. “And I’m not sure a guide can actually absorb its host. The best we could do for Athena, is keep the cloned version of you locked up inside her mind, while Athena had full control of her body. Obviously, I’d never agree to that.”

Alyssa patted him on the arm. “It was a fun suggestion, but I can’t think of any practical way for it to work.”

“Ah well, there goes my dream of two sets of twins,” John said with a theatrical sigh. He then glanced at her warily. “That was just a joke!”

“Many a true word said in jest...” she noted, arching an eyebrow. “As for what to do about Athena, I’ll keep trying my best to cheer her up, while we come up with a long-term solution for her.”

“Thanks, beautiful,” he said gratefully.

They reached the massive reinforced door that protected Mael’nerak’s bunker and John followed Alyssa as she led him inside. He stopped and stared at the command complex for a moment, finding it surreal that it hadn’t changed in the nine millennia since it was last used by Mael’nerak. The only difference was the three women who were currently occupying the bunker. Tashana and Calara were poring over computer terminals, studying the data from the cloak breaker sensors, while Sakura stood guard over the focused pair.

Calara looked up at him and grinned, her eyes shining with excitement. “We found one!”

John walked over to join them, his gaze drifting up to the huge hologram that depicted the old boundaries of Mael’nerak’s territory. “You located one of the old defence stations?”

She nodded eagerly. “We knew roughly where to look from the information the males provided, and then we used the Lianelis Saevath network to search for any cloaked contacts in that location. The sensor grid highlighted it immediately!”

Tashana looked up and pointed towards the galactic coreward edge of Maliri territory. “It’s over there, on the periphery of House Loraleth territory.”

“It not much use to us for this Progenitor’s invasion, but it’s great to know we can actually locate them,” Calara said, looking thrilled. “We’ll be able to use those stations as defensive strong points to withstand attacks from that direction. It’s far enough away from any inhabited planets, so we won’t have to worry about civilian casualties being caught in the crossfire.”

John studied the map and noted, “That side of Maliri territory hasn’t really changed since Mael’nerak’s time.”

“There’s not much of any interest for hundreds of light years in that direction,” Tashana explained. “Just lots of uninhabited star systems populated by gas giants and asteroid belts.”

“Like the Unclaimed Wastes?” he asked, arching an eyebrow.

She paused, looking thoughtful. “You think other civilisations might have existed there and been destroyed at some point?”

“Maybe long before Mael’nerak arrived here,” John suggested. “We know he fought the Achonin around sixty-thousand years ago, but Xar’aziuth has been harvesting souls for millions of years. Just think how many Progenitors could have fought and died in this quadrant of the galaxy over the last thousand millennia.”

“I can’t even picture that length of time,” Sakura admitted, sounding slightly awed. “It’s too much to comprehend.”

John nodded sombrely, trying not to think about how terrifyingly powerful Xar’aziuth must have become after all that time.

He decided to quickly change the subject before he could dwell on it and demoralise himself. “Have you detected any Galkiran fleets yet?”

Calara shook her head, then refocused the map on the opposite side of what used to be Mael’nerak’s territory. “Unfortunately, there’s a large section of the sensor network missing from this side, where it was destroyed by your father’s thralls.”

“Thanks, Dad,” John muttered sarcastically.

“The fact that we haven’t detected any Galkirans ships approaching from other directions is encouraging though,” the Latina continued. “It means it’s more likely that we’ve accurately predicted the attack vector of their invasion force.”

“Well, we’ve got seven hours until the wormhole generator is fully charged, so let’s hope we can locate those fleets before then,” John said, studying the map. “Have you had any luck figuring out how we can keep the Invictus updated with this sensor information?”

“Mael’nerak already set up an active relay to broadcast this data out of the Mists of Loralar,” Tashana said, her expression brightening. “You’ll never guess where it transmits that data to.”

John paused to think where the Progenitor might need that information the most, if he was no longer residing on Kythshara. “The bunker under Saelihn Immanthe?”

“Wow... first try!” she exclaimed, nodding in admiration.

“I figured he’d want to give Valada as much early warning about a Progenitor attack as possible,” John explained. “What about uploading that data to his dreadnought?”

Tashana shook her head. “He might have used some kind of signal booster built into the bunker, so we won’t know for sure until we can get inside to take a look. If you don’t mind this data being widely available to the entire Protectorate, we can divert the relay on Kythshara to broadcast to the network of Maliri comms beacons. The Invictus will be able to tap into that data feed from anywhere within our territory.”

“Perfect,” John said, grinning with relief.

“Actually, that would open up a big security vulnerability,” Calara warned him with a worried frown. “If the bad guys ever figure out how we’re tracking them, they’ll be able to access that data too. They’d be able to accurately locate all our forces within the Maliri Protectorate... including the Invictus, even when we’re cloaked.”

“Shit,” John muttered, grimacing at the thought. “What do you suggest then?”

“If that’s the only way we can track this Progenitor in his dreadnought, we don’t have much choice, we need that sensor data,” Calara said grimly.

“There is one upside,” Sakura said. “It’s not like we actually have any available Maliri fleets for them to track.”

“Yes... but they don’t know that,” Calara reminded her. “It’s a small advantage, but I’ll take any I can get.”

After considering it for a moment, John gave her a decisive nod. “You’re right, we don’t have any choice. We need to know where that Progenitor is if we’re going to have any chance of taking him out. Reconfigure the relay to update the Maliri Comms Network.”

“Will do,” she agreed. Calara darted a questioning look at Alyssa, before then asking John, “So... have you decided if you want to change our original plan?”

“You mean luring the Progenitor and his fleets to Kythshara and using the defence grid to help take them out?” John frowned in confusion. “Why would I want to change our... oh, crap! What are we going to do about Faye?”

“Exactly,” Calara said, her brow furrowing with concern. “One of the reasons we chose Kythshara was because it was uninhabited, so it didn’t matter if the Galkirans bombarded the city. According to Rachel, Dana has no idea how to replicate any of the lab equipment, which means the whole laboratory is priceless. If it gets destroyed, we’ll never be able to bring Faye back as an organic girl.”

“I’m sorry, John,” Alyssa apologised. “When I gave Rachel permission to make a clone of Faye, I thought we’d have plenty of time to finish her before the next Progenitor attack. I didn’t mean to create even more problems.”

He let out a frustrated sigh. “It’s not your fault. Even if Rachel hadn’t grown a new body for Faye, we’d still need to protect Mael’nerak’s lab. I didn’t realise until now, just how valuable all the equipment was.”

“Do we change our plans then?” Calara asked quietly.

John glanced up at the holographic map and grimaced as he considered their limited options. “The only alternative I can think of, is luring the Galkirans towards one of the defensive bases to soften them up... if we can find one in a convenient location. Those stations have a lot of firepower, but it’s still nowhere near as much as the defence grid around Kythshara.”

“And all our reinforcements will be coming through the Hyper-Warp Gate in the Mists of Loralar,” Calara reminded him. “If we can’t lure out the Progenitor, and are forced to fight the Galkiran invasion force, we’re going to need all the Maliri fleets. We can’t defeat them on our own.”

“What about shielding the palace?” John suggested. “Could we build a shield generator strong enough to withstand an orbital barrage?”

“One sec,” Alyssa muttered, gazing away into the distance. “Dana says... maybe. If she can get the interface for our purified Soulforge to work, then you could use that to build a Progenitor Shield Generator.”

Calara’s eyes lit up with excitement. “That would be amazing! We could upgrade the Invictus’ shields too!”

“I guess I know what I’ll be doing for the next seven hours then,” John said with a wry smile. “I better go and report to the Grand Engineering Overlord.”

“I’m sorry, John,” Alyssa said with genuine sympathy.

“It’s alright,” he said with a stoic shrug. “We also need to reinforce all our Paragon suits, build new pistols for Tashana, as well as replate the entire ship in 35-shaped Crystal Alyssium. I can’t do all that on my own, which means you can help out by stripping all the armour plating off the Invictus.”

“Ah, crap,” the blonde muttered, her look of sympathy turning into a scowl.

John turned to Calara and Tashana and acknowledged their efforts with a nod of approval. “Nice work, ladies. Let me know if you discover anything else important.”

“We’ll keep you updated,” Calara agreed. “I’ll warn Alyssa as soon as we spot any Galkiran forces.”

He slipped his arm around the sulking blonde and steered her towards the door. “Come on, pouty. Let’s go and upgrade my ship!”

The girls laughed at her indignant expression, then waved the couple goodbye.
 
***

Dana was already in her Workshop by the time they returned to the Invictus, the eager redhead having sprinted the entire way home.

“Hey, guys!” she called cheerfully over her shoulder, as her hands flew over the Engineering Console. “Lucky for you, I’ve been working on a prototype!”

“Yeah, I saw. She’s petite, cute, and very purple,” John said, as he walked up the illuminated steps to join her. 

Dana laughed and shook her head. “I didn’t mean Faye.” She glanced at John out of the corner of her eye, and added, “I’m really sorry about keeping that from you. Rachel wanted to keep it a secret in case she screwed up.”

“I honestly don’t mind... honestly,” John teased her, reminding Dana of their previous conversation.

She blushed almost as red as her fiery mane. “I suck at lying. I guess my conscience was getting to me.”

“That’s okay,” he replied, playfully squeezing her bottom now that she was out of armour. “I’m sure we can find a way to punish you for being naughty.”

She groaned in protest. “Stop... I won’t be able to concentrate if you get me all horny.”

“No problem, it can wait,” he agreed with an amiable shrug. “What was this prototype you were working on?”

“I’m nearly done,” Dana replied, activating the holo-projector and displaying the schematics. “After getting nowhere with the Wormhole Generator, I gave up on trying to fix it, and I’ve been working on this instead.”

The new device consisted of a thick circlet that was connected by a single cable to a machine that looked eerily familiar.

“I ripped off the control interface from an Ashanath Psi-shaper,” Dana admitted, when she saw the flicker of recognition in his eyes. “It’s not pretty, but it’ll get the job done. I beefed up all the internals to handle an exponentially larger psychic load. Fortunately, most of the stress is focused on the emitters themselves.”

“I remember the emitters breaking on the old Psi-shapers,” John noted, before glancing across the Workshop. He could see the white rings towering over the six Mass Fabricators, the golden edges gleaming as they reflected the light. “Will the purified Soulforge be able to take the strain?”

“I reckon it should be able to handle anything you throw at it,” Dana said confidently. “I’ve done a few more tests on the metal. When I introduced the lattice to stabilise the purification process, I accidentally made it into one of the toughest metals in the galaxy.”

“You just can’t help being awesome,” he said, slipping his arm around her waist and giving her a gentle squeeze.

She grinned at him in delight, then waved him towards the door. “Go and toughen up some of the Paragon suits while I’m finishing this. You’re way too distracting and I need to concentrate on the new Psi-interface.”

John released her and held up his hands. “You’re the boss, Chief Engineering Overlord. I don’t want to end up lobotomising myself when I use the Soulforge.”

“You mean like you nearly did last time?” Alyssa interjected, raising an eyebrow.

Dana blushed and gave him a contrite look. “I promise you won’t get hurt using this one. I know exactly what went wrong and I know how to fix it.”

He kissed her on the cheek. “I trust you. Just let us know when you’re finished.”

She nodded in agreement, then waved goodbye as they left the Workshop. “I’ll be as quick as I can!”

Alyssa was quiet as they walked along the corridor to the grav-tubes, the beautiful blonde lost in her own thoughts. John noticed her uncharacteristic silence and glanced at her out of the corner of his eye, but even being the focus of his attention wasn’t enough to snap the teenager out of her reverie. He gently steered her into the red anti-gravity field and they floated down to Deck Nine, then made their way across the Secondary Hangar. 

It was only when they arrived in the Armoury that John asked, “What’s got you so distracted?” He playfully nudged her with an elbow and added, “Are you still mad about having to strip the armour off the Invictus?” 

She shook her head and muttered absently, “No, I was only pretending to be upset to entertain you and the girls. I’d gladly replate the entire ship myself if I could.”

John blinked in surprise, caught off-guard by her disarmingly honest reply. “So what’s the problem then?”

Alyssa let out a troubled sigh. “The fact that I can’t share the work with you. Athena was just pointing out that her continued existence is now stopping me from properly supporting you with refits. If the two of us had merged, I’d now be strong enough to reshape the hull plating myself.”

“That’s not a problem. I don’t mind doing all the psychic shaping,” John said with an amiable shrug.

“Yeah... I know,” Alyssa murmured softly.

She didn’t say it aloud, but John knew the blonde well enough to realise that it bothered her a lot. He paused for a moment, unsure how to respond in a way that would make her feel better. They had already discussed Athena earlier, and nothing about the situation had changed since then.  

He gestured to the closest armour frame. “You can still be helpful. You model the suits and I’ll upgrade the armour plating.”

“Sure,” Alyssa agreed, stepping into a pair of Paragon boots.

As the robotic arms descended, John glanced at Alyssa, and he could see the troubled look in her cerulean eyes as she gazed away into the distance.

***

Jehanna removed her Paragon helmet, then placed it down on the workbench beside Rachel.

“You look like the weight of the world’s been lifted off your shoulders,” Jehanna noted, her lips curling up into a knowing smile.

Rachel let out a theatrical sigh of relief, then grinned back at her. “It feels like I’ve been tiptoeing around John for weeks. I hated having to keep Faye a secret from him, but it was a necessary precaution.”

“Why didn’t you just tell him up front?” the former reporter asked, frowning in confusion. “I freely admit that I don’t know John as well as the rest of you, but he reacted pretty much how I expected he would. Were you genuinely concerned that he wouldn’t approve?”

The brunette’s smile faded and she slowly shook her head. “No, I accurately predicted his response. I knew that he’d be so happy at the prospect of being reunited with Faye that any irritation he felt towards us about the secrecy would quickly evaporate.”

Jehanna’s frown deepened. “So why all the cloak and dagger then? Why not just be honest with him from the start?”

“If I made a mistake in the gestation process, then Faye’s growth and development might have been severely flawed.” Her grey eyes flicked to the incubation cylinder and she quietly added, “I wanted to spare John the trauma of having to... dispose of... a flawed prototype.”

The reporter shuddered involuntarily. “Alright, I get it. That’s too horrible to even think about.”

Rachel nodded in bleak agreement.

Jehanna heard Irillith’s heavy exhalation and glanced her way. “Now you look like you’re carrying all the weight Rachel dropped a few minutes ago. What’s wrong?”

The Maliri gestured towards the holographic representation of Mael’nerak’s three-dimensional programming language. “This code is extremely complex. I need to greatly enhance the uploading software to be able to transfer all of Faye’s personality and memory data into her organic brain. We’re trying to do something that’s never even been attempted before, and if i make any mistakes, I could end up lobotomising Faye, or even drive her insane. Then we’re back to square one.”

Her violet eyes briefly flicked to Rachel, who nodded with grim understanding.

Jehanna was perceptive enough to notice the silent interaction and she looked at each of them curiously. “What was that? Am I missing something important?”

“Once the neurons have formed in Faye’s organic brain, if Irillith has made a mistake, we can’t just start over,” Rachel gently explained. “We’ll need to begin the whole process again... which means we’d need to dispose of the prototype.”

Shaking her head, Jehanna gave Irillith a look of sympathy. “Talk about pressure! How confident are you that you can actually do this?” 

Irillith turned back to the holographic display and studied it thoughtfully. “I’m starting to get a good feel for Mael’nerak’s code, enough to be reasonably sure that this is a definite possibility. I wouldn’t have got John’s hopes up if we only had a slim chance of success. Unfortunately, there’s no escaping the fact that this research is going to take hundreds of hours of painstaking work to complete.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?” Jehanna immediately volunteered.

“I don’t think so, but thank you for the offer,” the Maliri replied with a grateful smile. She glanced at Rachel and added, “I could use your expertise on the anatomy of the brain though. We’ll need to map out precisely where we’re going to store Faye’s memories and personality.”

The brunette didn’t answer straight away, and instead just studied Jehanna with a speculative expression on her face. 

“What is it?” the dusky girl asked self-consciously.

“Maybe there is a way you can help after all...” Rachel murmured.

Jehanna’s eyebrows climbed in mock alarm. “I just volunteered to be your lab rat, didn’t I?”

“Afraid so,” the doctor replied, her eyes starting to glow with a soft inner light. She enveloped her patient in a misty grey aura, allowing her to view Jehanna’s brain activity. “Don’t worry, this won’t hurt a bit. So... do you like cheese?”

“I do actually,” Jehanna said with a wistful smile. “When I was at university, we used to get a cheese plate instead of dessert whenever we ate out at restaurants.”

Rachel watched her in fascination as the memories triggered neurons in different parts of her brain. “Whose idea was that? Yours, or one of your friends?”

“Mine. It was something I picked up from my parents,” Jehanna explained, before feeling a pang of guilt for not even attempting to mend her relationship with them yet.

“Are you missing them?” Rachel asked with sympathy.

Jehanna flushed with shame. “I’m a terrible daughter. They must be worried sick and I’ve barely thought twice about them over the last couple of days.”

Rachel removed her gauntlet and reached out to stroke Jehanna’s cheek. “Don’t be too hard on yourself. We’ve been dealing with some truly exceptional events recently, and you can be forgiven for getting distracted by an imminent Progenitor invasion.”

She leaned into her friend’s comforting caress and let out a heavy sigh. “How am I going to fix things with them, Rachel?” Jehanna glanced down at her armoured breastplate which she now filled out perfectly. “I don’t even look the same anymore. How can I explain what happened to me without sounding totally crazy?”

“Calara’s parents barely noticed that she’d been through the Change... physically at least. You were already a very confident, very beautiful woman, so you’ve probably gone through the least dramatic transformation out of all of us,” Rachel said with an encouraging smile. “Your parents will probably be so relieved to see you again, that they’ll forget all about the fight you had with them.”

Jehanna nibbled her lower lip apprehensively. “I don’t know... my dad’s pretty good at remembering grudges.”

“You could always just cheat and take Helene with you,” Iriillith suggested, giving her a sly wink.

The troubled Indian girl couldn’t help laughing at that, then ruefully shook her head. “I don’t want to have to brainwash my parents into forgiving me. I want them to understand and be supportive because they’re my family and I love them.”

Rachel paused for a moment, then mulled over the problem. “I have an idea. Why don’t you tell me everything you can about your parents, and I’ll draw up a psychological profile for each of them. Then you can use that insight to work out the best way of explaining your relationship with John and how you became a secret Lioness.”

“After twenty-six years, I already know them pretty well,” Jehanna said with a wry grin.

“Sometimes it’s helpful to have an outsider’s perspective,” Rachel countered. “Besides, the more you talk about fond memories of your parents, the more I’ll understand how that information is stored in your brain. All of us are Faye’s family and she’ll be relying on us to be her psychological support network.”

“Oh, of course... sorry,” Jehanna apologised, her cheeks flushing. “I forgot this wasn’t about me.”

Rachel leaned in to give her a gentle kiss. “I really want to help you, Jehanna. Fortunately, Faye will benefit too.”

Jehanna broke into a lovely smile and returned the kiss. “Thank you.” She leaned back against the desk and tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Should I start with what I know about their childhoods? After that, I can tell you how my parents got together and what I remember about growing up with them.”

“That sounds perfect,” Rachel agreed, then listened attentively as their newest Lioness recounted her family history. 

All the while, she continued her observations of Jehanna’s brain activity, learning how her precious memories were safely filed away.

***

“There you go. All done,” John said with satisfaction as he closed the reshaped vambrace around Alyssa’s wrist. “We can upgrade the rest when the girls get back from the palace.”

“Nice timing. Dana’s finished her schematic and is waiting for you,” she said, activating the locking mechanism that sealed her inside her Paragon suit. “I’m going to head outside and start stripping the armour plating.”

“Hey, wait a second,” John said, walking over to her before she could leave. He carefully removed her helmet, then tilted her chin up for a kiss. “Don’t start overthinking this situation with Athena. My priority is making sure that you’re both safe and happy; I can handle the armour shaping workload on my own for now. Okay?”

Alyssa looked conflicted but she acknowledged him with a nod. “Okay.”

“I’ll go help Dana, then meet you outside,” he said, before patting her on the bottom. “We haven’t had an XO meeting for a while. I think we should have a catch up before we launch our counter attack against the Galkirans.”

Her worried frown was immediately replaced by a lusty grin of anticipation. “Sounds good to me, handsome. I’ll see you soon!”

She gave him a passionate kiss, then they waved goodbye as they parted ways. John had an extra spring in his step as he left the express grav-tube and strode through his old bedroom. He was glad to have turned Alyssa’s mood around and looking forward to meeting with her later. 

“Engineering assistant reporting for duty,” he said, when he reached Dana’s Workshop and walked inside.

The redhead laughed and beckoned him over towards her workbench. “I’m all done. Grab yourself some Crystal Alyssium and let’s put this bad boy together!”

John gestured towards the nearest crate marked with a white symbol, removed the lid with the aid of telekinesis, then drew the psychologically responsive metal towards him. “Have you got all the other components ready, or do you still need to build them?”

She leaned back against the workbench and picked up a circuit board. “Everything’s ready. I started the Mass Fabricators while I was still working on the schematics.”

“Alright, let me see what parts I need to make,” John said, reshaping the globe of crystal Alyssium.

Dana activated her holo-viewer and held it up for him to get a good look at the blueprint. “When you’re using it, you just think of the shape you want to create, then push that towards the psychic receptors in the Psi-Shaper. The sensor array amplifies the psychic energy and projects it into the Soul-forge, where it creates the object from much stronger metal. It’s exactly the same principle as the Ashanath version, but about a hundred times more powerful.”

“Sounds good,” John murmured as he began shaping all the parts they would need. “Do you want to assemble it, or should I just build it myself?”

“Go ahead,” she replied, waving her hand at the floating components. “It should all be pretty straightforward.”

It didn’t take long for John to finish constructing the new device and he set it down carefully on the deck plates when he was done.

Dana produced a scanner and studied the interface, before nodding in satisfaction. “Perfect. Now, we just need to hook this up to the Soulforge and we’ll be ready to start making the new Shield Generator!”

John levitated the device into the air, then they walked across the Engineering Bay, making their way over to the white concentric rings that nearly brushed the ceiling. He set down the psychic interface and Dana connected it to the Soulforge, then plugged in a Power Coupling and turned it on.

After one last check, she turned and gave John a thumbs up. “We’re all set. Here’s the schematic for the Progenitor Shield Generator. I’ve highlighted the sections that need the strongest metal we can make, like the shield projectors, the power regulator, and the harmonic resonator.”

She placed the holo-viewer on the convenient shelf beside the display on the Psi-shaper, then stepped back to watch.

After studying the schematic and memorising the shape of the components he’d need to build, John took a deep breath and pushed an image of the first part towards the device. The image appeared on the display, but there was no movement from the golden-edged white rings.

Dana turned to look at him quizzically. “What’s up? Is there a problem?”

John frowned and responded with a helpless shrug. “I’m not sure, I haven’t really used one of these before.”

“Really?” she remarked in surprise.

“Yeah, it was just Alyssa doing the psychic shaping back then. She stopped using the Ashanath Psi-shaper when she got too powerful for it and the thing shattered.”

“Damn... that feels like years ago,” Dana said with a wry grin. She glanced at the interface and continued, “Well, we could see an image, which proves that the psychic sensor is working. Maybe you just need to push harder to get the Soulforge to work?”

“I remember Alyssa had trouble with it at the start,” John agreed. “Alright, let me try again.”

He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, focusing his will inwards before pushing it out towards the Psi-shaper. There was more resistance this time, but he felt something began to yield, like a stiff set of cogs being forced into motion.

“It’s working!” Dana crowed, bouncing up and down with excitement.

John concentrated on the image and kept pushing against the resistance, exerting his willpower to force it to keep moving. 

“Oh shit! Wait! Stop, stop!” Dana cried out in warning.

His eyes snapped open, and as John lost his focus, the spinning white rings slowed down to a halt. The object that had been forming from the supply of crystal Alyssium fell to the ground with a noisy clatter.

“What happened?” he asked, rubbing at his temple.

“Look at that!” she blurted out, pointing towards the recently built device. “The interface started melting!”

He was startled to see that the sparkling white metal had started to liquefy, its progress towards the centre of the Soulforge frozen when he had stopped concentrating.

“It’s much harder to push psychic energy into the Soulforge than it was to have it sucked out of you,” he explained, walking over to brush his fingers over the deformed metal. “I must have overdone it when I was trying to get the Soulforge to respond.”

“No problem, we’ll figure something out,” Dana said, giving him a reassuring pat on the arm. “Can you reshape all the components just in case, then put it back together again?”

“Yeah, of course,” he agreed, knowing that he hadn’t quite reached his limit with 35-shaped crystal Alyssium.

He waited for Dana to unplug the interface, then quickly rebuilt it again, until it looked exactly as it had before. “What’s the plan? Should I keep reshaping the metal until I can barely move it? That should make it a lot more resilient.”

The redhead rubbed her chin as she considered it. “Is it easier to melt down Crystal Alyssium or make new shapes with it?”

“Melt it down, definitely,” he replied.

“Yeah... that’s what I was afraid of,” she muttered with a grimace. “If you keep straining against this thing, it’ll eventually deform again, no matter how strong you make the metal.”

“Any other ideas?” John asked, watching her frown in concentration.

“I know!” she exclaimed, her pretty face brightening. “I’ll rune it up! That ought to be enough to stop you wrecking it.”

“Sounds like a good plan,” he agreed. “Take it away, Grand Engineering Overlord.”

Dana grinned at him, then began inscribing Progenitor runes that would help protect the device against psychic attack. She scrutinised her psychic runecrafting when she was done, and nodded with satisfaction after determining that the runes were as resilient as she could make them.

“Alright, let’s try this again,” John said, closing his eyes and focusing his will. 

He used the same technique as before, pushing an image of the component he wanted to make at the Soulforge. There was the same sense of resistance and he gritted his teeth as he strained to make it yield to his will.

“Holy shit...” Dana muttered, her voice under some duress.

John paused and looked at her with concern. 

“Just keep going!” she urged him, waving him towards the machine.

He did as she asked, concentrating hard and asserting his willpower to overcome the Soulforge’s stubborn psychic inertia. It took a considerable amount of effort, but the rotating white rings channelled the Crystal Alyssium into the three-dimensional image that he had envisaged, perfectly reproducing the upper-right housing cuff for the power regulator.

John walked over to the pluck the floating component out of the air, checked it for flaws, then nodded in satisfaction. “It looks like everything worked alright.”

“Awesome...” Dana muttered half-heartedly.

He glanced her way, then darted over in alarm. “Dana! Are you okay?”

She leaned against him and nodded, but he could feel her trembling.

“You don’t look okay,” he noted with concern.

“You’re getting much stronger,” she replied, giving him a wan smile. “You just took me by surprise. Give me a sec and I’ll be fine.”

John glanced at the schematic, and grimaced when he saw just how many components they’d need to make to construct the huge shield generator. “There’s too much... there’s no way we can build all that if it’s going to put you under this much stress.”

Dana sagged in his arms and rested her head against his chest. The fact that she didn’t utter a word of protest spoke volumes. They stood together for a long moment, with John supporting Dana in his arms as she recovered. 

“It was great that we proved we could actually get the Soulforge working,” he said, gently rubbing her back. “We’ll just have to think up another way to operate it.”

She nodded glumly. “There’s a huge difference between you operating the Psi-shaper using telepathy, compared to when you were directly hooked up to the Soulforge. I wasn’t expecting it to take so much effort.”

“That must be why Xar’aziuth set up the Soulforge to drain thralls that way,” John said, curling his lip with disgust.

Suddenly Dana jerked her head up, her eyes opening wide. “I know how to fix it!”

“It doesn’t risk me being turned into a vegetable does it?” John asked with mock suspicion.

She laughed and shook her head. “You’ll be fine. Let me just sketch out some schematics and we’ll try again...”

***

Alyssa beckoned towards the next section of plating on the Invictus’ starboard flank, and peeled them off the hull like a sheet of stickers. The gleaming white armoured plates floated through space, then joined the neat stacks piled up scores high around her. As she worked, she listened with growing concern to Dana and John, who had been pushing themselves hard for the past three hours as they put the redhead’s plan into action.

*Jade, can you check on John and Dana please,* she requested, unable to keep the worry from her voice.

*On my way!* the Nymph matriarch replied an instant later.

Alyssa finished stripping off the last of the armour plating, then twisted her body so that she was facing towards the Invictus’ airlock and activated the Paragon suit’s thrusters. Jade arrived at the Engineering Bay long before Alyssa could reach the battlecruiser’s hull, and she could hear the Nymph’s worried thoughts as Jade rushed over to her Master and his mate.

*They look okay, but they wore themselves out,* Jade informed her. *Dana can barely keep her eyes open.*

*I’ll be right there,* Alyssa said, opening the airlock and hurrying inside.

She took the grav-tube up to Deck Seven, using her Paragon suit’s thrusters to speed up the journey. After sprinting down the corridor, she rushed inside the workshop and over to her companions, who sat slumped on the deck.

“We did it,” John said with a victorious smile, before stifling a yawn.

She followed his pointed finger towards the Soulforge. John had rebuilt the Psi-shaper interface, but this time, they’d constructed it using metal produced on the Soulforge itself. The device was sparkling white, but the edges gleamed with a golden light, revealing that Dana had incorporated a stabilising lattice into the newly forged metal. Snaking away from the interface was a metallic cable that ended in a delicate headband.

“Just had to take it slow...” Dana muttered, rubbing at her eyes. “The resistance from the Soulforge increased exponentially when John pushed as hard as he could. This new version is gonna be awesome.”

“Come on, you two. You need some rest,” Alyssa said, gathering up John with a dozen disembodied telekinetic hands. “Jade, can you bring Dana please.”

“Up you come, little kitten,” Jade said, scooping up the redhead into her arms. 

“Wait... what about building the Shield Generator?” John protested as he floated beside Alyssa as she walked towards the doorway.

“That’ll just have to wait,” she said firmly. “You’re in no condition to be doing psychic shaping now.”

He opened his mouth to protest, then fell silent when he realised he was too weary to even argue the point. As they moved along the corridor to the grav-tubes, Alyssa could feel John’s gaze on her, his thoughts taking a worried turn. He was well aware that this little incident had proved Athena was right, and if Alyssa had already merged with her guide, she’d be able to take over the psychic shaping herself.

Alyssa saw no reason to point out the obvious, so she just reached out to squeeze his hand as they floated up in the grav-tube. “I’m going to take off this Paragon suit. Can you carry Dana to her bedroom please, Jade.”

“Of course,” the Nymph replied, glancing down at Dana who had already fallen asleep in her arms.

“I’ll be right back,” Alyssa said to John as she released his hand, and strode down the corridor to their old bedroom. 

A rapid descent down in the express grav-tubes took her to the Armoury, where she stowed away the Paragon suit in the empty equipping frame. As the robotic arms were removing the plates from her body, she guided her telekinetic hands to gently deposit John in the bed next to Dana’s slumbering form. Alyssa returned to the grav-tubes, then glanced at the chronometer as she walked briskly through the Captain’s quarters, noting that it was now 3:47 am. In just over four hours, the Wormhole Generator would be fully charged and they’d be jumping across Maliri Space to engage the Galkiran invaders.

She put those worries aside and fixed a bright smile on her face as she entered Dana’s quarters. Jade was already nude and in bed with John, lovingly stroking his hair to lull him into sleep, while he tried his hardest to stay awake.

“It looks like someone’s too sleepy to make this a fun XO meeting,” Alyssa said with a playful grin. “How about you cuddle with me while Jade empties your quad? She was going to take the Raptor down to Kythshara and fill up Rachel and Irillith anyway, so we’ll just be skipping the part where you bugger me senseless.”

John stifled another yawn, then shook his head. “No... I want you to have it instead.”

“Me?” Alyssa said with genuine surprise. “But...”

“I’m too tired to argue,” he said plaintively.

“You’ll get no argument from me,” she said with a warm smile. “I’m never going to turn down a full tummy.”

Jade helped her to quickly and efficiently remove his clothing, then Alyssa knelt between his legs while the Nymph slid behind him so that John was resting against her chest. The blonde reached for his stiffening cock, then carefully cupped his taut quad, feeling the weight in those miraculous orbs. She licked her lips in anticipation, then engulfed his head with her lips, and lapped him seductively with her tongue. 

The teenager had no problem deepthroating him and could have taken the entire shaft down her throat with ease. However, she knew what had spurred on this request, and wanted to make sure she had his complete trust. Making eye contact with him, her gaze softened, and Alyssa gazed up at John with the absolute adoration she felt for the man who had saved her life and given her an incredible new one to live. She could see the tension in his expression ease as she worshipped his cock, her look of complete submission and obedience allaying his concerns.

It didn’t take her long to bring John to the brink of orgasm, despite his state of fatigue. She eased the broad head of his cock into her throat as it began to throb, letting him pump his load directly into her belly without her needing to repeatedly swallow. His shaft pulsated in a steady rhythm as John fed her his load, and she could feel a pleasant warmth filling her stomach as he filled her up.

“That’s a good girl,” he murmured, placing his hands on the back of her head and lightly caressing her.

His approval sent a thrill of contentment through Alyssa, and she hummed in delight as she felt her tummy expanding. After a minute of swallowing down his prolonged orgasm, she released his cock and licked him clean, before giving the purple head a parting kiss of gratitude. Alyssa moved up the bed as her bedmates separated, then she sighed with contentment as John spooned her, and Jade sandwiched her between them.

“I know you’re frustrated and I know how persuasive Athena can be,” John whispered in her ear. “But I want you to promise me that you won’t absorb Athena without discussing it with me first.”

“I promise,” Alyssa said earnestly, snuggling into his arms. “We’d never do that without your permission. I know how much you care about her.”

“You really are a good girl,” he murmured, sounding drowsy once again.

Alyssa’s body tingled with delight, and she beamed happily at her fellow matriarch who faced her in the bed. She noticed the Nymph’s pupils contract, her feline eyes narrowing reflexively in response to the brightly lit room.

“Lights off,” the blonde called out, triggering the voice activated controls to darken the bedroom. 

While the overhead lighting was deactivated, it did nothing to dim the illumination. Alyssa suddenly realised that the light was coming from her, shining with a radiant gleam from her cerulean eyes. She turned to look over her shoulder at John and ask him about it, but he was already asleep, holding her protectively in his arms.

“Get some sleep too, little kitten,” Jade said softly. “I’ll wake you in a couple of hours.”

“Thanks, Jade,” Alyssa said gratefully. They shared a kiss, then she let herself fall into a deep sleep.

***

There was an electrifying air of anticipation on the bridge of the Ettrian Keyrie, the crew eagerly watching as their destination drew closer on the holographic map. Genirath station looked lonely without any civilian traffic in the vicinity, the Kintark merchants who would normally be queuing to dock nowhere to be seen. However, the station’s solitude was about to come to an abrupt end. The sleek House Perfaren flagship dropped out of hyper-warp a safe distance from the gleaming golden trade station, then was immediately joined by hundreds of warships in the four accompanying fleets. 

Fleet Commander Aadya shared the same sense of elation as her crew, but for her, the reasons behind her excitement were slightly different. While the crewwomen were thrilled to be accompanying a ship full of males to Genthalas, Aadya knew that this emigration back to the homeworlds was a pivotal moment in Maliri history. It was thrilling to know that she was helping Lord Baen’thelas avert the extinction of her entire species. Besides, she found it hard to be as excited about meeting the Maliri males when her nights were already filled with dreams of just one man.

“Hail Genirath station, and politely request docking permission,” she ordered her comms officer. Breaking into a smile, Aadya added, “We should make a good impression on our passengers.”

The officer grinned and nodded her agreement, then raised her fingers to the comms device in her pointed ear and made the call. 

Aadya rose from her chair and left the Command Deck, having decided to meet the males in person and extend them a warm welcome aboard her ship. She carried her ornate helmet tucked under an arm as she entered the lift, but the Fleet Commander decided to flout regulations and show her face in the docking bay. The gesture was intended to broker trust, but there was also very little risk, as she doubted there was an alien merchant left aboard Genirath station at that time.

With a soft chime, she reached Deck Twelve, where the airlock was located. This deck of her ship was a flurry of activity as the crew rushed to make final preparations to accommodate their guests. Aadya weaved through the busy personnel and approached the airlock, finally reaching it just as the huge battleship glided inside the space station’s golden docking bay.

As she waited for the House Perfaren flagship to land, Aadya wondered how long they would have to be docked at Genirath before they could depart. They were performing a vital mission transporting the males back to the homeworlds, but she wasn’t looking forward to being stuck waiting for the first group of men to finish their preparations for departure. She knew that a vast hostile force was entering Maliri territory and her true place was fighting the invaders at Baen’thelas’ side.

Taking a deep breath, Aadya fought down the surge of impatience she felt rising up. She reminded herself that it wasn’t fair to be annoyed at the males. They were being forced to uproot their entire lives and start all over again on unfamiliar planets, and they’d only had a few hours notice about the evacuation. It would take them time and considerable effort to ready themselves to leave.

The Ettrian Keyrie touched down on the deck plates, the contact sending a tremor through Aadya’s armoured boots. She placed her hand on the runic control for the airlock and the crystalline barrier spiralled upwards, letting her step down from her flagship into the trade station. Expecting to be met by only a handful of males, Aadya was stunned to see that the huge hangar was packed full of Maliri, the evacuees lined up in orderly queues that snaked around the periphery of the landing pad. 

She looked around at the vast crowd in astonishment, her sense of shock increasing when she realised that the long queues ended near the rear of the battleship. The boarding operation had been perfectly planned, with the males immediately ready to board via the shuttle bay at the Ettrian Keyrie’s stern. Her appearance created quite the stir, and thousands of faces turned to look at her in fascination.

Aadya brushed her fingers self-consciously through her shock of white hair, unused to being the focus of such interest... and obvious attraction. A small group of males approached her where she stood, the men all carrying themselves with an air of authority.

“You must be Fleet Commander Aadya, I presume?” one of the oldest asked, his warm smile immediately making her feel at ease. “My name is Elder Othorion. We were advised of your imminent arrival by Matriarch Tsarra Perfaren.”

“It’s an honour to meet you, Elder Othorion,” she replied, giving him a formal bow.

“I’d introduce you to my colleagues, but let’s not waste any more time, eh?” Othorion said with a twinkle in his eye. “I’m sure you’re as anxious to depart as we are. Do we have permission to board your vessel?”

“Yes... of course,” Aadya stammered, startled by his brusque efficiency.

Othorion turned to the males beside him. “Oversee the boarding operation as we discussed. I’d like to see everyone safely aboard within the hour.”

His entourage bowed to him respectfully, then split up and began organising the orderly evacuation of the station’s inhabitants.

“Will the transports still be arriving on schedule, Fleet Commander?” he asked her politely. “We were told that they should be here by seven this evening.”

She took a moment to gather her scattered thoughts, then nodded in confirmation. “That’s correct. We determined that the transports no longer required an escort, now that they’d safely crossed into Maliri Space, so we arrived early to offer our assistance with your evacuation of the station. I must say that I’m amazed to see so many of you are already prepared to leave.”

Othorion gave her a wry smile. “Lord Baen’thelas proved to be very persuasive indeed. Even I find myself giddy at the thought of returning to Ishalon, a city I thought I would never lay eyes on again in my lifetime.”

“I’m sure there’ll be a warm welcome awaiting you when you arrive home,” Aadya said, returning his smile. 

The elder Maliri studied her for a moment, then let out a wistful sigh. “If only I were a century younger. That smile... it’s truly enchanting.”

Aadya blushed a dark indigo and was left speechless.

Othorion grinned and patted her arm. “I hope you didn’t take any offence, my dear, none was intended. When you get to my age, you stop caring about propriety. It’s saves a lot of time just being honest with people, don’t you think?”

She laughed and nodded, taking an even greater liking to the man. “I think the ladies of Ishalon will be captivated by your honeyed words, Elder Othorion.”

“Oh, I’m too old for that sort of thing,” he said with sad resignation. Turning to look at the males moving forward in their queues, he continued, “But it gladdens me to see my younger friends and colleagues return to the homeworlds and follow a different path than I did. The last two-hundred years have been... so very lonely... at times.”

Aadya swallowed around the lump in her throat, moved by the aching sadness in his faltering voice.

She placed a hand on his arm and said quietly, “I’m sorry, Othorion.”

He turned to smile at her. “Why? It wasn’t your fault, my dear.”

“I’m sorry on behalf of all the females that drove you away from your rightful home,” she said, before stepping closer and gently embracing him. 

Othorion froze in shock, then Aadya felt his frail body relax as he accepted her hug. 

They held each other for a long moment, then he pulled back to give her a grateful smile. “That was worth waiting two centuries for. Thank you, Fleet Commander.”

“Please call me Aadya,” she replied. “Would you care to accompany me for a drink, Othorion? I’d like to learn more of your life here on Genirath station.”

“I might be old, but I’m no fool... and only a fool would decline such a charming invitation. I gladly accept, Aadya.”

She offered him her arm, then led the elderly Maliri aboard her flagship.

***

*Time to wake up, handsome.*

Alyssa’s telepathic voice swept through John’s mind, stirring him from his slumber. He yawned as he awoke, then sat bolt upright in alarm.

“Shit! How long was I asleep?!” he blurted out, rubbing his eyes.

“You just had a short nap,” she replied, her voice quiet and reassuring.

“But we’re running out of time!” he protested. “What about the armour refit? And building the new Shield Generator?!”

“You weren’t in any condition to do either of those, not after you wore yourself out finishing the Soulforge interface,” Alyssa reminded him.

John glanced around the unfamiliar room trying to get his bearings. He spotted a number of half-finished gadgets on the desk and realised he was in Dana’s quarters, his conclusion confirmed when he realised the redhead was still fast asleep beside him. After stroking her arm affectionately, his gaze was drawn to the chronometer on the wall.

“It’s six o’clock!” he exclaimed. 

The blonde nodded in confirmation, knowing exactly what time it was. “The Wormhole Generator will be fully charged in two hours. That gives you just enough time to either reshape the Invictus’ armour, or make the vital parts for a Progenitor Shield Generator using the Soulforge. I can help you by building the rest out of Crystal Alyssium, which means we could construct one fully-functional generator and have just enough time to install it before we have to leave.”

She paused and gave him a meaningful look. “If you decide to build a new generator, you’ll have to choose whether you want to protect Faye in Mael’nerak’s lab, or upgrade the Invictus’ shields. We could also just wait here until we’ve finished everything, but that means an even longer delay before we intercept the bad guys.”

John took a deep breath, then let it out slowly to calm himself. “What’s Calara’s opinion on a delayed departure?”

“She thinks it’s a very bad idea. We’re already running behind schedule after returning to Genthalas, then coming here to tap into the cloak breaker network. That was important, but it cost us twelve hours we could’ve spent laying mines. While you were sleeping, the thrall invasion force crossed the border into Maliri territory.”

John’s eyes widened in alarm. “Damn! That was one prediction I hoped she’d get wrong. Did Mael’nerak’s sensor network detect the Galkiran forces?”

Alyssa shook her head. “Your dad destroyed the Lianelis Saevath network in that sector, remember?”

“Then how do you know for sure they’ve invaded?” he asked in confusion.

*Thousands of years ago, the matriarchs built a sensor grid around the periphery of Maliri Space to detect any encroachment by alien vessels,* Edraele explained. *Kehlarissa informed me that House Venkalyn sensors picked up a huge Galkiran invasion force crossing the border into her territory.* 

“How many fleets did the Progenitor send against us?” John asked, dreading the answer.

*Her operatives counted seventeen fleets before the Galkiran scouts tracked down and destroyed the local sensor grid,* the Maliri Queen said, her tone increasingly grim.

“Seventeen fleets...” he said in a hushed voice. “That’s nearly two thousand warships!”

*Those were all they managed to detect before the sensors were destroyed; we could potentially be facing many more.*

“Holy fuck, right?” Alyssa said with a strained smile. “Yeah, that was our first reaction too.”

John nodded bleakly. “Okay, my gut reaction is to protect Faye first, then upgrade our shield generators when we get the chance. Same with the armour refit; we’ll just have to leave that until later.” He paused and looked quizzically at the blonde sitting beside him. “But I’ve only just woken up and I’m still shell-shocked after you hit me with the news about the Galkirans. What do you and Calara think we should do? You must’ve had a chance to discuss this already.”

“Actually, she suggested the reverse,” Alyssa informed him. “We’re about to head into battle, so upgrading the Invictus should take priority. We can return here in the next couple of days, and make some final defensive preparations on Kythshara before the Galkirans arrive.”

“So the Shield Generator then?” John said, nodding thoughtfully.

“We’ll be engaging them cloaked, which means we won’t be protected by our shields,” Alyssa reminded him. “If you reinforce our armour, we’d have a better chance of surviving a lucky hit.”

“Yeah, makes sense,” he agreed. John stretched, then slid out of bed. “We better get cracking. We’ll need to move fast to replate the ship in two hours.”

Alyssa leaned over and gently shook Dana’s shoulder. “Wake up, sleepyhead. We’ve got work to do.”

Dana groaned and hid her head under the pillow. “Just give me five more minutes!”

Rolling her eyes at the protesting teenager, Alyssa accepted John’s hand as he helped her off the bed. 

He brushed the backs of his fingers across her slightly curved midriff, knowing that she hadn’t had time to fully absorb his previous load. “I really enjoyed earlier.”

“It was my pleasure,” she replied with a coy smile. “How grumpy was Athena? She isn’t speaking to me at the moment.”

“She wasn’t very happy,” John ruefully admitted. “I tickled her for a while, then I suggested we have our own XO meeting. That perked her up a fair bit.”

Alyssa looked at him in surprise, then burst into a fit of giggles. 

Reappearing from under the covers, Dana gave him an impish grin. “You have to tell us all about it!”

“Alright, but only if you get dressed quickly. I can reinforce the armour plating, but we’re going to need you and your magnetic fields to help Alyssa re-plate the ship as fast as possible.”

Dana vaulted out of the bed, and tugged on a jumpsuit in about five seconds flat. “Ready!”

“That was quick,” John noted, as he tapped the button to open the bedroom door. “Where’s Jade by the way? Didn’t she go to bed with us earlier?”

“She did,” Alyssa replied, as she left Dana’s quarters. “After snuggling with you for a while, she took the Raptor down to the palace to round up the girls.”

“Hey! Don’t change the subject!” Dana protested as she flounced out into the corridor. “So what I want to know, is if Athena makes the same funny face as Alyssa when you’re balls deep in her ass?”

“I do not make a funny face!” Alyssa spluttered indignantly.

Dana’s laughter echoed down the corridor as they hurried towards the Armoury.

***

“Hey, kittens!” Jade called out as she bounced into the laboratory. “Are you ready to head back to the Invictus?”

“Hi, Jade,” Rachel said, greeting her with a warm smile. “I’m done here. How about you, Irillith?”

The Maliri hacker ran her fingers through her hair and reluctantly nodded. “I can continue my work on the ship. Just give me a minute to archive my current build.”

Calara, Sakura, and Tashana followed the Nymph into the huge room. After exchanging greetings with the others, they were drawn to the incubation chamber by its enticing purple glow.

Shaking her head in amazement, Calara murmured, “I still can’t believe you managed to grow an organic body for Faye.”

“That’s her alright... down to the tiniest detail,” Sakura agreed, marvelling at the petite sprite. “Nice work, Rachel.”

“Thank you,” the brunette said, joining them in studying the slumbering girl. “I needed to be absolutely certain that she would be a perfect reproduction of Faye, or I never would’ve proceeded with growing a prototype.”

Tashana darted a grin at her sister. “If Faye’s your daughter, doesn’t that make her my niece?”

“Yeah, probably,” Irillith muttered, her brow furrowed as she copied her work onto a data crystal.

Turning to look at her twin with concern, Tashana asked, “Hey, are you alright? You seem really stressed out.”

Jehanna raised an eyebrow. “I think she has good reason to be. We are about to go and fight a huge thrall invasion fleet.”

“No, this isn’t pre-battle nerves,” Tashana said quietly, walking over to the other Maliri. “What’s wrong, Rill?”

Irillith frowned, her expression turning pensive. “There’s just so much work to do. Mael’nerak’s research on inherited instincts is nowhere near as ambitious as uploading a complete personality to an organic brain. It’s all up to me now to bring Faye back and I’m worried I’m going to let everybody down.”

As Tashana gave her sister a comforting hug, Rachel smiled at Irillith reassuringly. “Don’t worry, I think I might have found a way to dramatically speed up your research.”

“You have? How?” Irillith asked, her face alight with hope.

“I’ll tell you on the way back to the Invictus,” Rachel replied, beckoning the Maliri to accompany her.

***

*This is the last of them,* John said, ignoring his throbbing headache and carefully siphoning the final streams of Crystal Alyssium into a dozen sheets of armour plating.

*Fantastic job, handsome,* Alyssa praised him.

Her eyes shone with a bright inner light, and she used telekinesis to launch the metallic plates down towards the stern of the ship. Dana was waiting for her, and she caught each heavy projectile in a magnetic field, slowing its velocity and guiding it into position on the Invictus’ hull. Teams of maintenance bots were waiting there patiently, with their multi-tool digits ready to bolt each section of armour plating firmly into place. John watched them finish their work, then bumped his faceplate with his gauntlet as he tried to rub his tired eyes.

Alyssa soared over to him, then used the thrusters on her arms to glide to a stop at his side. “We’re all done. Let’s get you inside and out of that Paragon suit. You must be worn out after thirty-five shaping the entire ship.”

“I might as well stay in my armour,” he said with a weary shrug. “We’ll be jumping in twenty minutes.”

“Yeah, but we’re not planning on jumping straight into battle,” Alyssa pointed out with a sympathetic smile. “You’ll have a bit of time to freshen up before we need to get ready for a fight.”

 “Okay, lead on,” John agreed, admitting to himself that he could use a brief rest.

As they approached Dana at the airlock, the Raptor soared past, with Jade waggling the gunship’s wingtips. They returned her wave as she banked around, bringing the sleek transport in to land inside the Secondary Hangar. The girls were disembarking from the parked gunship when John, Dana, and Alyssa walked into the hangar, and Rachel hurried over to join them. The tawny-haired girl greeted John with a tender kiss, her eyes glowing with a soft grey light, and he felt cool waves of healing energy wash away the thumping pain in his head. 

“That feels so much better, thank you!” he said with great relief.

She gazed into his eyes with concern. “You’ve pushed yourself to the limit twice today already and it’s not even 8 AM. These headaches are a warning sign from your brain that it’s under too much stress.”

“I’ll be careful, Doctor,” he said, giving her a reassuring smile.

“I’m serious, John,” Rachel said sternly. “What would you be saying to Alyssa if she’d pushed herself too hard twice in one day? You’d be chastising her for being reckless, and reminding her that we don’t know if there are any long-term consequences to this kind of psychic over-exertion.”

He paused and looked contrite. “You’re right. We can’t risk anyone burning themselves out.”

Alyssa clasped his hand and nodded towards the express grav-tubes. “Let’s go freshen up, then we can have a bite to eat. The Nymphs made us breakfast.”

John’s stomach growled angrily and talk of food reminded him of just how hungry he was. “Now that sounds like a great idea. We can have a quick catch up with everyone before we jump.”

They arrived in the Armoury as the rest of the girls finished removing their Paragon suits. After stowing away their gear, they reconvened in the huge shower adjoining their old bedroom, where they washed away the grubby feeling of being stuck in a suit of power armour for most of the night. Everyone had worked up an appetite, so the girls were quick to dry off and hurry to their rooms to get changed. 

When they entered the Officers Lounge, tantalising aromas wafted over from the dining area. The long dining table was practically groaning with a wide selection of sliced fruit and freshly cooked dishes, and everyone hurried over to fill their plates.

“Wow... you must’ve been cooking for hours,” John remarked, as the five Nymphs started pouring drinks for their guests.

“You were all working so hard, we knew you’d be hungry,” Marika said with a fond smile. “Please help yourselves.”

John picked out a delicious selection of hot food, then took his place at the head of the table. Before he could get started, Alyssa sidled up to him, and curled a finger through her blonde locks as she posed coquettishly by his side.

“What?” he asked, after swallowing his first bite of fried eggs.

She rolled her eyes and slid onto his lap. “I’ve already had breakfast, remember?”

“I hadn’t forgotten,” he said in confusion. “But why are you-”

Alyssa confiscated his cutlery, sliced him off a piece of sausage and presented it for consumption.

“Oh right,” he said with a chuckle, and accepted the bite.

After a drink of fruit juice, John glanced around the table at the girls. “We don’t have long, so let’s keep this quick. Any updates from anyone?”

Calara was first to reply. “I’ve been busy planning our assault on the Galkirans.”

“Alyssa mentioned that you want to jump in a safe distance away,” John noted. “I assume you want to make a good first impression?”

“Absolutely,” the Latina agreed, her expression grim. “I’ll show you the ambush plans when we head up to the Combat Bridge.”

“Me next!” Dana blurted out.

“Go ahead,” John said, with an indulgent smile.

“We got the Soulforge working!” Dana exclaimed, breaking into a grin. 

She produced an object from her pocket and flipped it onto the table for everyone to see. It spun as it landed, the gleaming white metal sparkling as it reflected the overhead lighting. 

“We can make metal that’s as tough as Mael’nerak’s white metal,” she explained proudly, staring at the spinning disk. “It takes longer than normal shaping, and we can only make relatively small quantities at the moment, but it means we can build really awesome stuff like a Progenitor Shield Generator.”

The spinning disc began to slow, then landed with a clatter on the table. Embossed on the face was a stylised image of a great cat, easily identifiable as a lion by his majestic mane.

“What about guns?” Calara asked, her eyes flicking away from the disc to Dana. “Can we start building Progenitor grade weaponry?”

“Everything except the barrels and the weapon housing,” their Chief Engineer explained. “Basically, we’re limited in dimensions to objects no bigger than a two-metre sphere. That’s plenty for building internal components, but armour plating is just too big.”

“Speaking of which, we’ve re-plated the hull to thirty-five shaped Crystal Alyssium,” John said, before accepting another forkful of food from Alyssa.

“Excellent,” Calara said, nodding her approval. “I’ll take anything we can get that’ll give us a chance of surviving hits from a Quantum Flux Cannon.”

John glanced at Tashana and raised an eyebrow as he chewed.

“We re-routed the signal data from the Lianelis Saevath network so that the sensor data is now available via the comms beacons,” the Maliri informed him, correctly guessing his unspoken question.

“I’ve been giving that some additional thought,” Calara interjected. “I think we’d be well-advised to start treating that sensor data as already being compromised. If we make the assumption that the Progenitor already knows exactly where we are at all times, we’ll have to take extra precautions... and potentially avoid any nasty surprises if and when the Galkirans do figure out how we’re tracking them.”

“Yeah, good thinking,” John said, impressed at her cautious approach. “That way we’re constantly on guard for an ambush.”

“True, but that’s not the only precaution we should take,” Calara replied. “I think we should avoid jumping anywhere that we don’t want to bring to the Galkirans’ attention. That means no more return trips to Genthalas, to the Trade stations, or even to places like Terra.”

“Are you sure?” John asked carefully. “That means we can’t visit your parents until this is over.”

“I’m not willing to risk their safety,” Calara said with certainty. “This Progenitor’s dreadnought can jump anywhere in the galaxy. If he is able to track our whereabouts outside of Maliri territory, I don’t want him unleashing chaos anywhere near people we care about.”

“That makes sense to me,” John agreed. “Does anyone have any objections?”

Jehanna shook her head when he glanced meaningfully at her. “At least I have a legitimate reason now for why I haven’t been back home yet. It’ll also give me a bit more time to try to figure out what I’m going to say to my parents.”

Tashana slipped an arm around Jehanna, who was seated next to her, and gave her a comforting hug.

There was a brief lull in the conversation as they looked at the troubled young woman with sympathy. Irillith’s expression turned pensive as she realised John would expect a status update from her soon, and it was nearly her turn. She opened her mouth to speak, but before she could say anything, Rachel interrupted her.

“Faye’s prototype is in excellent health and we’re making good progress with the personality upload,” the brunette informed him.

John’s sombre expression lifted into a broad grin. “That’s great news!”

Rachel ignored Irillith’s frown of confusion and continued, “I spent the last seven hours interrogating Jehanna about her family and creating a memory map of how her brain stores that information.”

“Did you learn anything interesting?”

“Well, I feel like I know Jehanna’s parents better than my own father now,” Rachel joked with a wry smile.

“I was missing them and I think I over-shared,” the dusky reporter admitted, giving the brunette a guilty look. “Sorry for using you as my therapist.”

“You have nothing to apologise for,” Rachel said earnestly. “It was fascinating! The knowledge I gained about your neural memory retention in the hippocampus will be invaluable for restoring Faye’s memory and personality.”

“I’m glad I was able to help,” Jehanna said, brightening considerably.

“Speaking of which,” Rachel continued, turning towards John. “I think our best shot at recreating Faye, is basing her neural pathways on an amalgam of those of us who you think are most similar to Faye’s personality. I have a pretty good idea who would make the most ideal contributors, but I’d really appreciate your feedback. You knew Faye better than any of us; who do you think is closest to her in terms of personality type?”

John considered her question for a long moment, then met Rachel’s inquisitive gaze. “You are.”

She blinked in surprise, shocked by his completely unexpected answer. “What?!”

“You’re the closest to Faye in terms of personality,” he replied with conviction.

“But she was so upbeat all the time!” Rachel protested. “I’m nothing like that! I thought you were going to say Helene... or even Betrixa!”

“It was all an act,” John said gently. “Faye was always bright-eyed and cheerful because she knew it had the most positive effect on our morale. She was very smart and highly introspective, constantly re-evaluating her own behaviour to better fit in with the crew. The bubbly sprite we knew was the real Faye... but she only behaved that way as a conscious choice.”

“I had no idea,” Rachel murmured, shaking her head in disbelief.

“We had a number of very interesting debates about morals and metaphysics,” John said, smiling wistfully as he remembered her invaluable advice. “Faye admitted the truth to me about her affected personality as we got closer.”

“But I don’t act differently just to fit in!” Rachel objected, still shaken at having made a mistake.

Dana giggled and gave her a knowing look. “He’s totally right, babes. Have you forgotten about hiding your posh accent?”

Rachel blushed furiously. “Oh... right.”

“I’m not saying you two are identical, but you’re the closest match,” John clarified. “Faye was very intelligent and introspective, but she was also completely selfless. The happy and cheerful girl we knew behaved that way by choice, but that was still her ‘real’ personality. Faye was also incredibly loyal and would’ve sacrificed herself to protect us in a heartbeat. Does that help?”

“Yes, it really does,” Rachel said, nodding thoughtfully. “I’ll have to give your feedback some careful consideration to work out the best way to accurately model her personality. I can use myself as the base template and make the necessary alterations to ensure the prototype is an exact match to Faye.”

“I’m glad that was useful,” he said, before glancing around the table at the rest of the girls. “Does anyone else have anything they want to add?”

Irillith took a deep breath, then said solemnly, “Rachel has been very helpful with her research into cerebral neurology, but I’m worried about how incredibly complex this software is going to be. I’m currently struggling to follow Mael’nerak’s existing code, but I’ll need to develop far more sophisticated software to facilitate what we’re trying to do.”

“You’re concerned that this is beyond your programming skill?” John asked without any judgement.

She sighed and nodded. “Mael’nerak’s upload software transfers data to an organic brain and stimulates neural growth, which is going in the opposite direction to the research Rachel’s working on. I can see how incredibly useful this neural mapping will be for recreating Faye, but I don’t know how to digitise that information.” 

Rachel tried hard not to laugh. “Yes you do.”

“What do you mean?” Irillith asked, frowning in bewilderment. “I honestly have no idea!”

“You do it all the time,” the brunette insisted, her eyes sparkling with amusement. “With every trip into the Cyber Realm.”

Irillith gaped at her in shock for a moment, then blushed as realisation sunk in. “You’re right, that’s exactly what I do... but I’ve never tried to record that data before.”

“At least we know that it is entirely possible to digitise someone’s personality and retain all their memories,” Rachel reminded her. “When I’ve created a precise neural map for Faye, you just need to work out how to create a digital version of that information. After that, you’ll have to make your software compatible with Faye’s dataset, then work out how to artificially stimulate the correct neural growth in her brain. The parts of the puzzle are all here, we just need to assemble them correctly.” 

“You’re right. Breaking it down like that is very helpful,” Irillith said, looking intrigued. “I think I was just overwhelmed by the sheer scale of what we’re trying to accomplish, but using my connection to the Cyber Realm could make a huge difference.”

“Happy to help,” Rachel said cheerfully. “That’s the fun thing about research; noticing patterns and discovering alternative paths to investigate makes everything so much clearer.” 

Irillith smirked and shook her head. “I wouldn’t exactly describe this as fun, but I get your point.”

Sensing that the discussion had come to its natural conclusion, John slid Alyssa off his lap and rose from his seat. “Thanks for a delicious breakfast, ladies,” he said to the Nymphs. After the chorus of comments echoing his praise, he continued, “The Wormhole Generator must be fully charged now. Let’s head up to the Combat Bridge and make the jump.”

The team of cleaning bots hurried into the Officers’ Lounge and shooed John and the girls away when they attempted to clear the dining table. After thanking them, John led the way to the express grav-tubes in his old quarters, where they descended in pairs to the Armoury.

“I haven’t had a chance to reinforce your Paragon suits yet,” he said to the girls who had been working in Mael’nerak’s palace. “Let’s try to avoid any gunfights until I’ve upgraded them all.”

“Boarding actions weren’t part of my initial plan anyway,” Calara said, as she walked over to an armour equipping frame. “I assumed you would want to avoid any close encounters with the Galkiran thralls?”

“We’ve got no reason to engage them unless we’re forced to,” John agreed. “We need to immobilise as much of their forces as possible, then leave them stranded here and keep them out of the fight.”

He noticed that the girls didn’t wear the same Paragon suits as before. After a silent telepathic discussion, Alyssa, Sakura, Tashana, and Jehanna took the recently upgraded sets of armour.

“We’re the most likely to be involved in repelling boarding actions,” the blonde explained.

John saw Jehanna beam at him with pride, and he gave her a congratulatory pat on her shoulder as they stepped out of their equipping frames. His gauntlet waved through the holographic lioness symbol floating above her pauldron, which he couldn’t fail to notice was bubblegum pink. 

“Sakura had already taken black,” the former reporter said with a pout, when she noticed his reaction. “Alyssa said we should use the signature colour for my psychic powers instead.”

“The pink looks cute,” Sakura lightly teased her. “I’m very jealous.”

The girls all laughed good naturedly, but Jehanna didn’t seem the slightest bit ruffled. 

“The bad guys will probably mistake me for a support role, like a combat medic,” she replied, slotting in a magazine to her Tachyon Rifle with an ominous click. “That’ll take the heat off Rachel, and give me an advantage I can exploit.”

“Check out G.I. Badass,” Dana said with a grin. 

That prompted more laughter, but John made eye-contact with Jehanna and nodded his firm approval.

He shouldered his own Tachyon Rifle, then reached for his sword, the grip fitting perfectly in his gauntleted grasp. As he held Kyth’vindathys, John felt a tingle of anticipation, and realised he was actually looking forward to combat. Despite the horrendous odds stacked against them, he couldn’t wait to start taking the fight to the Progenitors.

 “We’re ready,” Alyssa said quietly, rousing him from his reverie.

John blinked in surprise and noticed that the girls had already moved down to the Combat Bridge, leaving him staring at his gleaming runeblade. He sheathed the sword on his back, then accompanied her down the ramp onto the Command Deck. The layout had undergone a number of changes, with some of the stations being repositioned to accommodate additional crew.

Dana had been waiting for him to notice and she declared, “I wasn’t going to take any more shit from you guys about people not having anywhere to sit. I redesigned the Combat Bridge a couple of days ago and the Collective installed everything for us last night.”

“Nice work,” John said, as the Nymphs waved at him from their new seats. “Are those additional tactical stations?”

“Yep,” the redhead confirmed, pointing to the two flanking Calara. “I upgraded the old one to Tactical Command, then Calara can delegate fire support roles to Neysa and Marika.”

“And what about those two by Jade?” he asked, glancing at the stations occupied by Betrixa and Leylira.

“Jade’s still got helm control, but those two are co-pilot stations in case of emergency,” Dana explained.

“Like my Nymph Matriarch rushing off mid-mission to rescue her sisters?” John asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Exactly,” Dana agreed. “Otherwise, they double up as additional tactical stations.”

Jade looked contrite, but she knew her master wasn’t angry with her.

“What about these ones on the outside?” John asked, gesturing towards the new seating arrangements on the periphery of the Combat Bridge.

“They’re just observation positions, but they’ve got full access to our sensor maps and the Invictus’ internal camera network,” she replied, returning the waves from Jehanna, Helene, and Ailita. “I figured they could help keep an eye out for trouble.”

“Sound like you thought of everything. Well done,” he said, removing his sword and sheathing it behind his Command Chair. “Okay, move us out of Kythshara’s gravity well, Jade.”

“Will do, Master!” she said cheerfully, her hands swiftly moving to the flight controls.

The engines ramped up in power, and the Invictus tilted up and away from the planet, as Jade steered them into space.

“Alright, shall we go over our plan of attack?” John asked his olive-skinned tactical officer. 

“Let’s jump now,” Calara said, focusing her attention on the Sector Map. “I’d like to verify that the Galkirans are precisely where we expect them to be. There’s no point explaining how I intend to ambush their forces, if my plan immediately becomes invalid.”

“Okay. Engage the Cloaking Device, then activate the Wormhole Generator.”

“Cloak engaged,” Dana said, pressing the buttons on her engineering console. “Target co-ordinates locked in, creating a wormhole.”

The spatial rift formed in front of the Invictus, the powerful forces kept under tight control by the gravity stabilisers built into the battlecruiser’s hull. The rotating disc enveloped the Invictus’ bow, then swept down the length of the vessel, launching the ship through the wormhole and instantaneously jumping them hundreds of light years across Maliri territory. The ship emerged on the outer edge of a sweeping nebula, the stellar hazard casting a regal purple hue over this region of space.

John gripped the armrests of his Command Chair to keep himself, and fought down his rising gorge. The sensation of travelling through a wormhole was just as nauseating as the previous times, but he was gradually growing accustomed to the unpleasant sensation. He looked up at the holographic map depicting this sector of Maliri territory, and held his breath as the Invictus’ sensor array refreshed the display, gathering data from contacts in the vicinity.

He was greatly relieved to see that they hadn’t jumped directly into the middle of the invading thrall forces, and there were no sign of the enemy within a light year of their entry point. The sensor array processed more data from further afield, and it didn’t take long for new contacts to start to appear. The red icons were just a scattered few to start, the scouting vessels ranging far ahead of the vanguard of the invasion armada. Then like a swarm of locusts, the rest began to appear, the enemy ships arrayed in a long row of lethal warfleets.

“There they are,” John murmured, slowly rising from his chair.

“29 fleets,” Sakura noted, her expression grim.

“There’s so many of them...” Tashana said in a hushed voice. “How are we going to fight all that?!”

“By repeatedly ambushing them where they’re most vulnerable,” Calara said distractedly, her dark brown eyes drinking in the enemy fleet dispositions.

“They don’t look very vulnerable to me,” Dana muttered, unable to keep the tension from her voice. “That looks like a fuckload of really nasty warships getting ready to kick our ass!”

“You’re right, they do have a huge numerical advantage,” the Latina agreed.

“Yet you don’t see quite as terrified as the rest of us,” Jehanna noted with a strained smile.

“Well, every dark cloud has a silver lining,” Calara said, breaking into a grin.

John gave her a level look. “Alright, what do you see that we’re all missing?”

She rose from her tactical station and joined him in standing before the holographic map. “Look at the way their fleets have been deployed; it tells us an awful lot about whoever’s in charge.”

“Such as?” John prompted her.

Calara pointed towards the imposing wall of fleets that were cutting through Maliri territory. “Where are the picket fleets? They should be ranging ahead to sweep for ambushes and stellar hazards. Why aren’t tactical formations being used by each individual fleet? The most vulnerable ships should be protected behind a screen of cruisers. Why are the fleets deployed in a ragged line, instead of parallel with each other? Where are the reserves? There are some fleets positioned behind the others, but they’re all clustered on the port flank, not in the centre.”

“Huh. I see what you mean,” John murmured, spotting each flaw in the armada’s deployment as Calara pointed them out. The thrall forces were approaching in an uneven dog-leg rather than a perfect straight line, with the port fleets trailing behind those on the starboard side. “So you’re saying that this Progenitor has no idea how to properly command his forces?”

“Not necessarily,” Calara said with a note of caution. “This could be a strong indicator of gross incompetence, or it might simply be a case of him ordering all his forces to attack, and being so supremely overconfident that he dispensed with any precautions. The lack of fleet formations is surprising though, as even a mediocre Terran Admiral would always follow Federation protocols on ship formations during hyper-warp.”

“They’re competing with each other,” Tashana stated, experiencing a sudden flash of insight. She stared at the holographic forces in horrified fascination. “They all want to be the first to destroy our ships and kill as many Maliri as possible.”

“And that’s a vulnerability we can exploit,” Calara said with a wolfish smile. 

“Does seeing this negatively affect your previous plans?” John asked, turning to face her directly.

“No, not at all... quite the opposite,” the Latina replied thoughtfully. 

She walked back to her tactical station, and began making adjustments to her planned ambush. A flight path appeared on the Sector Map, sweeping off to the flank of the Galkiran armada where it turned to intercept the fleets deployed on the periphery.

“Alright, here’s what I propose we do...”

***

Captain Telestra shifted nervously in her seat, a frown of frustration crossing her scarlet features. She was a veteran of three campaigns fighting for Gahl’kalgor, and had witnessed the destruction of countless ships during the many long years of constant fighting. Despite serving in the Galkiran fleets for most of her lifetime, and participating in hundreds of battles over the last century, there was something very unique and unsettling about this latest invasion.

When Gahl’kalgor had initiated his last campaign against Wael’rakash, the fleets of the Waelentir Empire had fought with impressive savagery. Making any inroads into their territory had been a long and arduous process, with deadly battles hindering every attempt at advancement towards Wael’rakash’s homeworld. However the situation here couldn’t be more different. The Galkiran fleets had crossed the supposed border into enemy territory hours ago, but there was still no sign of a single Maliri ship defending this sector of space.

Telestra turned to her comms interface and hailed one of the scout cruisers. “Captain Vemi, do you have a status report?” she demanded impatiently.

The scout cruiser attached to her fleet responded immediately, but Telestra could tell the other woman was just as frustrated as she felt. 

“There’s not a nova-damned thing!” Vemi snapped, her face set in a perpetual scowl. “We’ve destroyed a handful of sensor satellites and encountered several deserted facilities, but there’s no one here! It’s almost as if they heard we were coming and all fled like cowards!”

“Keep looking! Tell me the moment you find them!” Telestra insisted.

With a snort of disgust, the scout captain ended the call, leaving Telestra staring at a blank screen. She shut down the comms interface, then stared at the holographic map, eager to check if any of the other Galkiran fleets might have found some trace of the Maliri. 

That was when all hell seemed to break loose on the battleship’s bridge.

The holographic projection suddenly flickered, then fragmented into a shower of polygons. A warning klaxon blared out through the Command Deck, and the Galkiran battleship began to shudder, before lurching so violently that Telestra was nearly thrown from her chair. All across the bridge, Galkiran officers were knocked sprawling, their startled cries echoing around the Command Deck. 

“What hit us?!” Telestra blurted out, clinging onto her chair for dear life. 

The Engineering Officer clambered to her knees and frantically punched runes on her console. 

“That was a proximity alarm! A gravity well just knocked us out of hyper-warp!” she exclaimed, her eyes round with terror. “We’re about to fly directly into a black hole!”

“A black hole?!” Telestra gasped, quaking in fear. “Turn! Turn, dammit! Engines to maximum before we’re dragged too close!”

The helmswoman had been thrown over her console, and she lurched unsteadily to her feet, desperate to return to her chair and make evasive manoeuvres. 

“W-wait!” the Engineer stammered, staring at her status display in disbelief. “It... it’s gone, Captain.” 

“What do you mean?!” the senior Galkiran officer balked. “It can’t have just vanished!”

Telestra turned to look at the holographic map, frantically searching for the stellar anomaly that had triggered such a jarring drop from hyper-warp. She centred the map on her fleet and zoomed in closer, checking to see if any ships had sustained any damage. Her battleship was suddenly rocked again, but this time strong tremors reverberated through the deck plates like aftershocks. Another alarm blared into life, but this one kept on ringing.

“We just lost our starboard engine!” the Chief Engineer blurted out incredulously as she stared at the damage readout.

The holo-map bloomed with more explosions, all centred on warships in Telestra’s fleet. “Are we under attack?” she demanded. 

“There are no enemy ships!” the tactical officer exclaimed, gesturing helplessly at the holo-screen. 

Meanwhile, the rest of the Galkiran forces continue onwards, seemingly oblivious to what had just befallen Telestra’s fleet. That was until red glyphs lit up the starboard flank of the invasion armada, centred on the next two closest fleets. The powerful gravity wells knocked them out of hyper-warp, then detonations began rippling through their ranks.

“Get our shields up!” Telestra yelled frantically.

Before the crew could react, the holographic map went haywire, with bright flashes of blue light making Telestra wince against the glare. A storm of Tachyon beams blazed through her fleet, reaching out to lash across a dozen separate vessels. Telestra saw those ships savaged by weapon fire, with rippling blasts showing how accurate and deadly those shots could be.

Her battleship was jarred by another explosion, with more warning alarms alerting the crew to the severity of the damage.

“Shields are up, Captain,” the engineer advised her guiltily a few seconds later. “But we just lost our central engine as well.”

Telestra stared in shock at the holographic battlefield, as a series of dazzling blasts slammed into her battleship’s shields. The status display showed her vessel had taken significant damage to its protective barrier.

“Those were rounds from a Quantum Flux Cannon!” she exclaimed. “It must be an ambush by Maliri capital ships! Return fire!”

“Fire at what?!” the Tactical Officer protested. “There’s still nothing there!”

Telestra stared at the three-dimensional image and realised the younger woman was right. There was still no sign of any hostile ships attacking her forces, only the sporadic weapon fire that seemed to lash out from space itself to devastate the thrall forces.

“No... it can’t be...” Telestra muttered, feeling a shiver of dread run down her spine.

***

“I’ve uploaded the new flight path!” Alyssa exclaimed, displaying a looping curve on the holo-map that went through the centre of the scattered Galkiran warships.

She had plotted the course based on the flight characteristics of a dreadnought, which was far less nimble than the Invictus.

Calara began allocating new targets to her four Nymph gunners, who were currently in charge of the Invictus’ Tachyon Cannons and Tachyon Lance batteries. “Remember to hold your fire until we cross that flightpath again. We want the thralls to think they’re under attack by a Progenitor dreadnought.”

Jade eased off on the throttle, then pulled back sharply on her flightstick, bringing the Invictus around in a tight loop. “We’re coming in for another pass!” she called out in warning.

“What about those two battleships?” Neysa asked, pointing to the pair of beleaguered capital ships. “You haven’t assigned them as a target.”

“Leave them to me,” Calara replied, switching her fire selector back to the Invictus’ Quantum Flux Cannons.

The Invictus barrelled through a field of engine debris, then banked around to line up perfectly with Alyssa’s dreadnought flight path. A storm of Tachyon beams and pulses blasted outwards to hammer thrall shields, pounding the warships relentlessly until their protective fields collapsed under the strain. When the vessels were exposed, the Nymphs slashed their fire through the rear of the enemy warships, causing catastrophic damage to vulnerable engines.

Calara staggered the shots from her Flux Cannons, only firing them in pairs so that she could accurately count the rounds that hit and judge the relative field strength of the thrall battleship. In the end, it took both pairs of heavy guns to pound their way through the powerful shields, with the last couple of shots striking the massive black ship in the stern. The engine housings were obliterated in a ferocious blast of shredded metal, the subsequent explosions ripping apart the capital ship’s propulsion system and leaving it marooned in space.

“Damn, those battleships are tough!” she noted, her tense gaze flicking over the thrall fleet to evaluate the damage inflicted by the Nymph gunners. “Jade, we need to hit them again! One more pass, then move onto the next fleet!”

“Got it!” Jade replied, her emerald eyes flashing with excitement.

***

Valeria stirred from a blissful slumber, a confusing flurry of emotions swirling through her mind. As she struggled to wake up after a late night spent with Gahl’kalgor, her hands dropped down to her stomach reflexively. She let out a mournful sigh as she realised that her body had already digested the delicious meal that her lord and master fed her the previous night.

It had been so different from all the other times before!  Instead of the usual beating that preceded him feeding her, she’d spent a surreal evening alone with Gahl’kalgor, where he reminisced about his childhood. Valeria tried to remember one of his stories, but the buzzing in her head had intensified, the thralls’ emotions growing even more irritating.

Unable to ignore them any longer, she sat up and tried to sort out the confusing deluge of emotions from her psychic network. Valeria was used to dealing with sudden outbursts of jealousy and anger, but these thralls were in a very different emotional state. Thousands were feeling confused and fearful, which was about the last thing she expected.

Scowling with annoyance, she tugged on her clothes, and activated the comms-interface built into her desk. The call went through to the bridge, and when the dreadnought’s captain appeared, she looked very flustered. 

“Report, Captain,” she demanded. “What’s happening with our fleets?”

“They’re under attack, Matriarch!” the Galkiran officer replied, her expression one of shocked disbelief. 

“We’re at war,” Valeria muttered sarcastically, rolling her eyes. “Is that really so surprising?”

“Our fleets are under attack by just one vessel,” the captain explained, biting back a sharp retort. “The enemy ship is cloaked... and armed with Quantum Flux cannons.”                                                                                                                                             

Valeria’s snide comment died on her lips. “What?! That can’t be right!”

She knew that there was only one vessel in a Progenitor’s forces that matched that description.

The captain gave her a bewildered and helpless shrug. “I can only relay the reports I’ve received, Matriarch. It appears our fleets are under attack by the Progenitor himself.”

“Ready the ship for a wormhole jump!” she ordered. “I must advise Lord Gahl’kalgor about this at once!”

Valeria ended the call without further pleasantries, then bolted from her quarters, and sprinted towards Gahl’kalgor’s private chambers.

***

John watched as the increasingly panicked Galkirans began to fire wildly, aiming in the approximate direction that a cloaked dreadnought would have been. Fortunately, Jade was banking the Invictus around for another pass, which meant the ship was nowhere near the barrage of fire coming from the thrall fleet. He had to admire Calara’s ingenuity, as she’d executed this ambush without revealing any of the Invictus’ unique capabilities that would distinguished it from a Progenitor’s flagship.

He glanced at the wider battlefield and saw that the rest of the thrall forces were starting to react to the ambush. They had altered course and were now swinging around to join the ferocious firefight that was crippling the Galkirans on the end of their battle line. 

“Watch out for that incoming fire, Jade!” John warned her, as they drew nearer to Alyssa’s fake flight path.

One of the hamstrung battleships opened up with a savage broadside from its Tachyon Lance batteries, firing a spray of lethal energy beams in the general direction of their cloaked tormentor. Three of the beams slashed across the Invictus’ hull, melting deep furrows through the armour plating.

The Nymph grimaced and shoved her flightstick forward, diverting their course from crossing the glowing green flightpath. At the same time, the thrall battleship opened up with a pair of Quantum Flux Cannons, sending charged rounds screaming off into space. The opening salvo narrowly missed the Invictus as it dived, the dazzling bolts soaring just over the topdeck.
 
“Do you want me to try again?” Jade asked, twisting the stick to the right, and ramping up full power to the engines to bring the Invictus around in a wide loop.

Calara studied the holographic battlefield, her eyes fixed on the relentless fusillade of beams and energy bolts that were being sprayed into space. The Invictus could easily attack from another angle and remain in complete safety, but that would undermine their ruse that the thralls were being attacked by a cloaked dreadnought.

“It’s too dangerous. Disengage from the fleet,” she ordered, her fingers tapping on her console to select new targets. “We’ll hit the next group in the battle line!”

“Clear the debris fields, Jade,” Alyssa requested, as she began making calculations. “Rejoin my flight path and we’ll intercept the next fleet.”

Jade steered well clear of the Galkirans’ concentrated fire, and brought the Invictus about so that she could follow Alyssa’s new flight path.

“Master, I just saw something strange!” Ailita called out, her perky voice filled with excitement.

“What is it, honey?” he asked, reluctantly tearing his eyes away from the battlefield to look at the Nymph. 

“Over there!” she exclaimed, pointing towards the rear of the Galkiran battle line. “I saw a ring of light! It looked just like the wormholes we’ve been making!”

“The Progenitor... he’s here,” John said as he slowly rose from his chair, his eyes fixated on the map.

Sakura quickly strode over to John, and stood beside him in front of the floating hologram. “Do we try and take him now?” 

He was sorely tempted to end it decisively there and then. If Ailita was right and she had just spotted the Progenitor’s dreadnought jumping in via a wormhole, they had a good chance of intercepting the huge ship before it could move away. The question was, could the Invictus stand up to the dreadnought in a close quarters firefight, and do enough damage to knock out its shields before being destroyed themselves. They’d also need to find a way to break inside, then track down and assassinate the Progenitor who was somewhere aboard that sinister black ship.

When he glanced at Calara, he knew that she was wondering the exact same thing. She gave him a helpless shrug, then ruefully shook her head. 

“We’ve got no chance, not with all the thralls here,” she explained, gesturing towards the horde of Galkiran warships on the map. “That dreadnought is fully shielded and massively outguns us. It’ll probably take us at least five minutes to cut through their shields, but if they manage to land one lucky hit with a Quantum Flux Cannon, we’ll be done for.”

John grimaced as he realised she was right. He stared at the region of space where he knew the Progenitor was lurking and fought down an overwhelming surge of frustration. 

“Next time,” he muttered, glaring at his foe who remained tantalisingly out of reach. 


