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Dana bounced the power coupling in the palm of her hand, then reached up into the Wormhole Generator and locked it in place. 

“Hey, I thought you’d double-checked all the connections already?” Alyssa asked, as she squatted down beside her friend.

“I just wanted to make sure everything was hooked up correctly one last time,” she replied, reaching for the next power coupling in the bundle. 

Alyssa watched her in silence as Dana locked each reinforced cable in place. “Sparks, nobody thinks you screwed up, okay?”

The redhead frowned and sealed the access plate back into position, then slid the brackets around the cabling and locked them with a satisfying click. She stared at the blue and green swirls that adorned the outer shell of the Wormhole Generator, then let out a weary sigh.

“I just hate not knowing what went wrong,” she admitted. “I can’t help feeling like I’ve missed something obvious, and it’s driving me fucking crazy!”

After patting her thigh, Alyssa slid her friend out from under the huge device. “Come on, we better head up to the Bridge. John will be back in a couple of minutes and we’ll be leaving straight away.”

Dana hauled herself up from the floating maintenance trolley, then shut down its anti-gravity device. She trudged after Alyssa and followed her down the corridor like a condemned man walking to the gallows. By the time they reached the grav-tubes, John and Jehanna’s voices echoed around them as the pair floated up in the blue field. 

“I know they’ll love it!” Jehanna exclaimed, beaming at John in triumph.

“I trust you, honey,” he said, trying to look enthusiastic.

She laughed and gave him a hug. “That was very convincing! Now try it again with just a smidge more enthusiasm.”

“Hey, I’ve agreed to use it haven’t I?” he countered, slipping an arm around her shoulders.

Alyssa stood coquettishly by the entrance to the grav-tubes. “Oh my goodness!” she gasped, fanning her face. “Who is this immaculately dressed stranger?”

John grinned and pulled her into the grav-tube as they floated past. “The new suit was a big hit with the matriarchs. Thank you.”

“We do have a certain image to maintain,” she said, brushing her hand over his chest. “I have a feeling that every day would be casual Friday if you were in charge of the dress code.”

“There’s nothing wrong with good honest workout gear,” he said in mock indignation, before glancing down at his Chief Engineer as she lurched into the tube below them. *Dana doesn’t look very happy. I take it she didn’t have much luck finding the issue with the Wormhole Generator?*

Alyssa shook her head. *Sparks is so gifted with machines, I can’t remember her ever struggling like this before,* the blonde admitted. *She’s taken a nasty hit to her professional pride.*

They reached the Command Deck and this time there was a much lighter crew complement present. Calara, Rachel, and Sakura were all seated at their stations, patiently awaiting his arrival, then Jade spun around in the pilot’s chair and gave him a guilty wave.

John returned it and greeted the Nymph with a warm smile, letting her know all was forgiven. “Okay, take us out, Jade. When we’re completely clear of the local gravity wells, we can activate the Wormhole Generator.”

Her pensive expression was instantly replaced by a beaming grin. “Right away, Master!”

The Nymph whizzed the chair around again until she was facing forward, and hummed happily to herself as she began powering up the Invictus’ six Progenitor engines. Retro-thrusters blazed to life along the hull, and when she ramped up their power, the battlecruiser began to lift off the floor of the docking bay. Jade pulled back the throttle and the Invictus reversed out of the huge hangar until they had completely cleared the interior of Genthalas shipyard.

Jade pulled back on her flight stick to lift the ship’s bow, then when the golden spires of the Maliri space station had dropped out of sight, she shoved the throttle to maximum. The Invictus leapt forward like a scalded cat, its massive engines giving the warship the same kind of acceleration that you would expect from a nimble strike craft.

As Jade banked them around towards their destination, Alyssa faced John from her XO chair. “John, I think we should visit Kythshara when we’re done with Geniya station.”

He glanced at her curiously. “You want to delay dropping the first set of mines? You must have a pretty good reason to go there.”

“There are three important reasons actually,” she clarified, before glancing at her girlfriend. “Do you want to tell him?”

“First and most important, we need to take control of Mael’nerak’s defence grid,” Calara explained. “It’s pointless luring the Galkiran invasion force to Kythshara if we can’t actually fire any of the gun platforms. It was all AI controlled before, and I’m sure the control systems were blown to pieces when the pyramid was destroyed; that means we’ll need to build a replacement.”

“Okay, I won’t argue with any of that, it all makes sense to me,” John readily agreed. “What else?”

“We need to make sure the Lianelis Saevath network is back up and running. Those cloak breaking sensors will be invaluable for helping us track down the Progenitor’s dreadnought. We also need to find a way to broadcast that data out to the Maliri forces, including the Invictus, so we can monitor the sensor network when we’re out harassing the thrall fleets.”

“Damn... that’s a good point too,” John said, nodding his approval. “So what’s the third reason?”

Calara went quiet, and glanced meaningfully at Alyssa.

“It’s a very important reason, but I’d rather not say what it is until we return to Kythshara,” she said cautiously.

“I’m not even going to get a hint?” he protested. 

“I want to show you something in Mael’nerak’s palace,” she replied, meeting his questioning gaze. “I’ll tell you what it is now if you insist, but I’d prefer for you to see it for yourself.”

John considered their options, then nodded his consent. “The first two reasons alone are important enough to go back there. We need to properly set the trap on Kythshara and if that’s not possible, we need to know early enough to alter our plans.”

“Thanks for trusting me on the third reason,” Alyssa said quietly. 

“Well, you’ve got me intrigued, I’ll give you that,” he said with a wry smile. 

Jade eased back on the throttle and the Invictus glided to a halt. “We’ve reached the jump point, Master.”

He turned to look at Dana, who was anxiously drumming her fingers on the Engineering Station. “The Wormhole Generator is fully charged. You can start the jump whenever you’re ready, Dana.”

She took a deep breath, then eased the field stabiliser slider into position and hit the button to activate the Wormhole Generator. Just like before, the rotating disc of tightly controlled energy sprang into existence, then began sweeping down the Invictus’ hull. John braced himself this time as the disc approached, and he was very glad that he did, when a dizzying wave of disorientation hit the crew. It was a bit easier to resist the urge to be violently sick and a quick glance around the Bridge confirmed that the girls had managed to hold back as well. 

Dana slumped dejectedly in her chair. “I’m really sorry, John,” she muttered dejectedly. “It’s fucked up and I’ve got no idea how to fix it.”

John looked up at the holo-map and saw that they had arrived at their intended destination, a region of space that was only a short distance from Geniya Trade station. 

“At least the wormhole took us exactly where we needed to go,” he said, trying to sound as positive as possible. 

“You don’t need to sugar coat it,” she said glumly. “I built the barf generator.”

Alyssa couldn’t help laughing at that and rose from her XO chair. “Come on, Sparks, let’s go take a look at the schematics together. Having a fresh set of eyes checking everything over can’t hurt.”

Dana let out morose sigh, but rose from her chair and followed Alyssa over to the grav-tubes.

“Good luck, you two,” John said, returning their wave goodbye. “Okay, Jade, take us to Geniya please.”

“Okay, Master. We’ll be there in five minutes,” she replied, powering up the hyper-warp drive.

Jehanna rose from Irillith’s chair and hurried towards the Briefing Room. “I’m going to help the twins with the editing. I want to make sure everything’s perfect.”

“Unless you need me for anything, I’m going to call my parents,” Calara said as she got up from her seat at the Tactical Station.

“You haven’t called your mother back yet?” John asked in surprise.

The Latina shook her head. “I wanted to wait until I wasn’t quite so emotional,” she replied. “Mom and Dad are both really upset and I want to be there to support them. The last thing they need is me falling to pieces as well.”

“Please pass on my condolences,” John said, walking down the steps to give her a parting hug.  

“Do you want to join me on the call?” 

He considered it, then shook his head. “Thanks for the offer, but I’d better not.”

“Are you sure? They’d be pleased to speak with you,” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “I know my mom is desperate to thank you right now.”

“That’s why it’s not a good idea,” he said reluctantly. “If I’m on the call, Maria won’t be able to hide how relieved and grateful she is that your dad survived. I don’t want to remind Jack that the only reason he’s still alive was because I had a quiet word with the Fleet Admiral to get him transferred; if he’s suffering from survivor’s guilt, then that’s just going to make him feel ten times worse.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” Calara said, looking impressed. “Thank you for being so considerate.” 

“I know how he’s probably feeling right now,” John explained quietly. “I would like to speak with your dad, but it’s a very personal conversation that we should have face-to-face over a drink. We’ll try to make time to see them as soon as we can.”

“Thank you,” she said, giving him a very grateful kiss.

Calara waved goodbye, then departed via the grav-tubes.

Rachel and Sakura were the next to leave, heading purposefully for the exit. 

“You two look like you’re on a mission,” John noted as they approached. “What’re you up to?”

“I’m just wrapping up my DNA analysis,” Rachel replied, stopping to give him a kiss. “I’ll give you a presentation of my findings when you get back from Geniya.”

“Sounds good, I’ll be interested to see what you found out,” he said, before turning to Sakura and looking at her questioningly. “The Dojo beckons?”

She nodded, her expression grim. “I’d like to try out a few new ideas before our next training session.”

“We definitely need to raise our game,” John agreed. “I’ll make sure we get as much time together as I can spare over the next few days.”

“I know you’ve got your hands full,” Sakura said, with an understanding smile. “I’ll test all my craziest ideas without you, so we don’t waste any time.”

“Thanks, Sakura. I really appreciate all the extra effort you’re putting in.”

“I’m just making sure we’re properly prepared before our next battle,” she said solemnly. “This training could be the difference between defeat and victory.” 

“Agreed. I’m just sorry I can’t give it my undivided focus the way you are.”

“That’s why you chose me to help you prepare,” she stated with conviction. “I can make sure that when we are training together, our sessions are as productive as possible.”

“I made an excellent choice,” he said, giving her a grateful kiss. “I’ll join you when I can.”

She waved goodbye, then strode over to the grav-tubes with an extra spring in her step.

That just left John and Jade on the Bridge, and he watched his Nymph Matriarch follow the guide path to Geniya Trade Station. “Have you got anything planned after we’ve docked, Jade?”

The green-hued Nymph turned to smile at him over her shoulder. “I’m going to snuggle up with my sisters. They’re exhausted after being up all night.”

John walked over to her and rubbed her back. “You seem perfectly fine.”

She hesitated and glanced up at him from the corner of her eye. “I’m... sturdier... than they are.”

He squatted down beside her and gave the Nymph a quizzical frown. “What do you mean? I thought Nymphs didn’t really need much sleep?”

“They’re not just tired, they’re psychically drained, Master,” Jade replied softly. “We kissed a lot of Maliri last night; intimacy on that scale takes quite a toll.”

John looked at her in surprise. 

She nodded in response to his unspoken question. “When we recruited all the Engineers, I reached out to each of them telepathically as well. However, there’s a big difference between pleasing twenty horny girls and satisfying two-thousand eager Maliri maidens.”

“Pleasing them?” John asked, raising an eyebrow. “I thought Nymphs only thought that way about a male master?”

“You’ve broadened our horizons,” she said affectionally. “Getting to know your mates more intimately has been a wonderful experience.”

He chuckled as he rose to his feet. “I don’t plan on taking 12,000 ‘mates’, Jade.”

“I know... it’s such a shame,” she said with a theatrical sigh. “Every girl I kissed last night would be thrilled to indulge your every desire.”

“I’ve got my lovely Nymphs for that,” he said, kissing her cheek. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help your sisters. They wore themselves out recruiting all those Maliri for me, so I feel like they should be rewarded.”

Jade’s emerald eyes sparkled with anticipation. “I’m sure I’ll be able to think of something, Master.”

“Yeah, I bet,” John said with a grin, before glancing up at the holographic map. He could see that the Invictus was quickly closing on Geniya and the streams of spacecraft awaiting an available berth at the bustling trade station. “Ceraden has already arranged docking clearance, so just contact Geniya Traffic Control and they’ll direct you to the right bay.”

“Will do, Master.”

“I better go and get ready,” he said, making his way across the Command Deck to the grav-tubes. “See you later, honey.”

The Nymph gave him a cheerful wave goodbye, then John descended out of sight in the red anti-gravity field. He headed towards his old bedroom, wondering what outfit he should wear for his morning meeting.

*I’d go with a regular suit,* Alyssa suggested. *I’d save your Mael’nerak outfit to make a big impression later.*

*Yeah, I think Ceraden wanted to keep the introduction to his guild leader pretty informal,* John mused as he walked along the corridor towards the Commander’s Quarters. *It’ll be interesting to see how much he knows about the situation on the Maliri homeworlds.*

*Ceraden said that the Maliri males would never believe him if he told them the truth. He’s probably said just enough to make this guy intrigued to meet you.*

*Like I said, this should be interesting,* John noted, as he entered the bedroom and walked into the wardrobe. *Please could you ask Helene and Ailita if they’d like to join me?*

Alyssa sounded surprised as she replied, *Sure... but I thought you might enjoy a bit of male company without any of us distracting you?*

*I think I’m about to get an overdose on male company. Besides, I feel like I haven’t seen much of Helene and Ailita recently, so it’d be nice to spend some time with them. If they’re not interested in a brief excursion into Geniya station though, I won’t be offended.*

Her melodic laughter echoed through his mind. *Are you kidding? They’re both rushing to get ready.*

With a bit of prompting from Alyssa, John picked out a neatly-tailored cream suit and a blue shirt that just happened to perfectly match a Maliri’s azure skin tone. He briefly considered carrying a sidearm, but then paused, realising that he no longer felt like he was in any danger in Maliri territory.

*In your territory, my Lord,* Edraele corrected him. *Although the males at the border stations might not yet realise it.*

*I thought you were sleeping off breakfast?* he asked with a wry smile.

*Auralei’s asleep,* she replied, her warm voice full of affection for her fellow matriarch. *But I wanted to be awake during your meeting, just in case you needed my counsel.*

*Thanks. I always appreciate your wise advice,* he said gratefully, fastening his cufflinks.

*Thank you, John,* Edraele murmured. *Although I must confess that I’m also intrigued to find out more about the males and their hierarchy on the Trade Stations.*

John paused as he reached for his jacket. *Now I feel like I’m violating the bro-code by letting you eavesdrop.*

*If I have an intrinsic understanding of their organisational structure, I can avoid accidentally causing offence in my dealings with them in the future. I also promise that I’ll never share their secrets with anyone else.* 

*Alright, that’s a good point,* he reluctantly conceded. *Well argued, your majesty.*

*Thank you, my Lord. It took me a while to come up with that excuse.*

John laughed as he slipped on his jacket, then walked out of the wardrobe as he made his way towards the grav-tubes.

 *We’ll be landing in thirty seconds, Master,* Jade informed him.

*Perfect timing. Thanks, honey.*

He heard the click of heels when he reached the red anti-gravity field, and when he floated down a level, Helene and Ailita were there waiting. They were both wearing long maxi dresses, and while the cut was identical, Helene’s was an earthy terracotta, while Ailita’s was a soft powder-blue. He had to admit that the colours perfectly complimented Helene’s teal complexion and Ailita’s pink hair.

“Wow, you two look incredible!” he remarked, holding out a hand for each of them.

“Thanks, John,” Helene said, blushing at his warm praise. “Alyssa made me this dress a few weeks ago and I’ve been waiting for an opportunity to wear it.”

The Nymph glanced down at her dress, then beamed back at him. “This one is very happy you like it. I really love the swirl patterns too, Master.”

“You both look very elegant,” he said appreciatively, slipping his arm around their waists. “I’ll be very proud to have you accompany me.” 

“Thank you so much for asking us,” Helene gushed, as they dropped down to Deck Nine. 

“No problem, but I’m sorry for the short notice. I hoped you might be tempted by a bit of sightseeing away from the ship,” he replied, as they approached the airlock, which spiralled open before them. “We’ll also be meeting Ceraden’s guild leader, so I thought to myself: ‘I’m going to need the most charming, most exotic girls on my crew to help keep him distracted and make the best impression possible’. Then I immediately thought of you two.”

“I won’t let you down, Master!” Ailita declared earnestly.

“I promise I’ll do my best too, John,” Helene said, gazing at him with wide eyes.

“I know,” he said, giving them both a grateful squeeze.

They emerged from the airlock and strolled across the gleaming silver docking bay towards the set of golden-framed doors on the far side. The doors opened into a high-arched corridor, which led visitors away from the docking area towards the main trade concourse. John exchanged nods with a pair of armed Maliri standing guard, but it was very strange to see males in ornate body armour rather than shapely Maliri females.

The docking zone was quiet, but as they approached the trade hub, they could hear the increasingly louder bustle of people. By the time they reached the gallery that overlooked the thriving merchant district, the air was alive with the chatter of a thousand animated conversations. John guided his two companions over to the balcony and they gazed down at the teeming crowd of alien merchants hawking their wares.

“There’s so many people!” Helene gasped. 

Most of the merchants were Terran, but John spotted numerous Trankarans carrying core samples to unload their shipments of ore, and Ashanath brokering trades for more exotic goods. Both the Brimorians and the Kintark were conspicuously absent, with not a single member of either species present amongst the merchants. Other alien species were out in force though, and John saw representatives of all the minor empires, ranging from the slug-like Elmoq, to the feathered Skerawks. There were even a couple of brightly coloured Bolons visible in the throng, the squelching telepathic blobs closely followed by their robotic servants.

“I’ve been trying to encourage trade with the Maliri Protectorate... but I didn’t realise we’d been this successful,” John noted, as he studied the frantic commercial activity below. “It’s great to see this place thriving.”

Ailita glanced at him with open adoration. “Jade said that you make a huge positive impact on all the lives you touch, Master. It’s exciting to see your influence at work.”

He flushed self-consciously and replied, “Well, I don’t know about that; I just try to fix any obvious problems when I can. I’m sure anyone else would do the same thing.”

“If they did, the problems wouldn’t exist for you to fix,” Ailita said, before placing a soft kiss on his cheek. “This one feels very lucky to belong to you, Master.”

“Thanks, honey,” he said, wrapping her up in a one-armed embrace. 

John glanced at his other companion, who was staring in fascination at the hubbub below. She reminded him of Alyssa and Dana on their first visit to Geniya, and how he’d identified some of the wildly different alien fauna for the inquisitive girls.

“Would you like me to tell you the names of all those different aliens?” he asked the aquatic beauty.

Helene turned and gave him a sad smile. “It’s okay. I already know what they all are.”

“You do?” he asked, startled by her confident reply. He suddenly noticed her shift in mood, and added, “Hey, what’s wrong?” 

“I was just thinking about Faye,” she quietly explained. “She spent hours teaching me all about the different aliens that live near the Terran Federation. I was so uneducated about the galaxy back then, but Faye was incredibly patient with me, and did so much to help me learn. I miss her.”

John swallowed around the lump in his throat as he pulled Helene into a hug. “I miss her too.”

They stood together silently for a long moment, until Helene looked up into his eyes. “I’m sorry, John. I didn’t mean to bring down the mood.”

“That’s okay. Faye touched all our lives in lots of different ways; it’s a tribute to how special she was that we all still miss her so much.”

Helene nodded in agreement, then snuggled into his chest.

“Unless there’s something specific you’d like to see, should we head over to Ceraden’s?” John asked the two girls. 

“Yes, please! I’m really looking forward to meeting your friend,” Helene replied, her expression lifting into a bright smile of anticipation.

“This one is happy just being here with you, Master,” Ailita purred, nuzzling him affectionately.

“Come on then,” he said, steering them in the right direction.

John decided to stay on the upper gallery, rather than attempt to brave the heavily congested lower levels. As they strolled along the concourse, the sound of intense bartering reached their ears in a multitude of different accents and dialects, giving the trade district an electrifying atmosphere. Helene remained silent though and John looked at the pensive young woman with concern. Despite her earlier reassurances, he wondered if she was still dwelling on the loss of their beloved purple sprite. 

He gave Helene’s hand a gentle squeeze to get her attention. “Are you alright?” 

She blinked several times as if waking from a daze, then gave him a reassuring smile. “I’m fine. I was just overwhelmed by the strong emotions in this place.”

John looked at her with interest. “What can you sense?”

Helene’s eyes flicked meaningfully to the crowds below. “The merchants might look very different from each other, but inside they’re all the same. They’re all so greedy!”

He blinked in surprise, then broke into a grin. “Yeah, you’re right about that.”

She looked at him curiously and asked, “You were a trader for many years too, weren’t you? Why don’t I ever get that feeling from you?”

“I didn’t really do it for the money,” John explained, before pausing to correct himself. “I mean... obviously making profit from trading was the entire point, but I didn’t love money like a lot of merchants do. To me it was more of a game... like a friendly competition where you had to beat your opponent, but you didn’t have to kill anyone to win. The money was just a way of keeping score.”

Helene nodded thoughtfully. “That does sound more fun.”

“It was... and it could be very exciting too,” he agreed, as they continued around the gallery towards the Maliri Trading Commission. “There was a lot of bluffing and haggling around the price, as you tried to outwit your opponent and negotiate the best deal possible. To be honest, Ceraden was always a lot better at that dance than me. Thinking back on it, I’m sure he was a lot more generous in our deals than I really deserved.”

“You were his friend,” Helene said, as if that explained everything. “Maybe he was being nice?”

John laughed and shook his head. “When it comes to merchants, profit usually comes a long way before friendship. Still... I made a lot of money from our deals and he really helped me out.”

When they reached the Trading Commission, John was startled to find that it was even busier than the merchant district. This area of the station was allocated for trading specifically with Maliri merchants, and with the increased cooperation between Houses, trade was now booming. He guided Helene and Ailita down a ramp to the level below, then they weaved around the multitude of alien creatures that were there to do business with the Maliri.

“Over that way,” John said to the girls, pointing towards the crimson banner hanging above a glass-fronted reception area. “That’s Ceraden’s office.”

As they entered the main foyer area, John had to circle around a trio of stocky Trankaran ore traders who were negotiating a deal with an armoured Maliri. One of them glanced at him as they passed, then did a double-take, the flicker of shocked recognition appearing in the merchant’s amber eyes. John inclined his head politely, then placed his hands on the smalls of Helene’s and Ailita’s backs to deftly steer them onwards. From behind him, he heard the gravelly rumble of the Trankaran telling his companion about spotting the Great Protector, so he picked up the pace to avoid a big scene.

“Oh! I think those Trankarans really want to speak with you, John,” Helene said, sensing their rapid shift in emotion from cautious haggling to excitement and wonder.

“Maybe later,” he said, steering the distracted mermaid around a stocky three-legged Ornalith. “I don’t want to keep Ceraden and his guild leader waiting.”

A discordant squeal of shock made John freeze in his tracks, and over Helene’s shoulder, he spotted an Ashanath merchant cringing backwards, his spindly hands desperately covering his eyes. The merchant’s two grey companions turned their large heads around to see what ailed their comrade, then they also flinched backwards, their robotic voice modulators letting out screeching warbles. The racket cut through the chatter in the foyer like a knife, ending all conversation as the alien merchants turned to see what was the cause of the commotion.

“So b-b-bright!” the lead merchant gasped, his simulated voice stuttering with his agitated state. 

John realised at once that the Ashanath must be reacting to his psychic aura, but he had no idea how to dim its radiance. 

“Uh... sorry about that,” he apologised, clasping Helene’s hand and edging past the reeling Greys.

He took the lead, and walked through the parting crowd, with Ailita dutifully following behind them. The entire foyer had fallen into hushed silence, and he felt very self-conscious as they navigated their way across to Ceraden’s office, well aware that everyone present was staring at them. Unfortunately, his friend’s reception area was also packed, with a couple of Slarmians, an Elmoq, and a Yelneg actually queuing outside as they waited to enter the lobby.

John cleared his throat to get their attention. “Excuse me, would you mind stepping aside please. We have an appointment with Ceraden.”

The Yelneg’s six stumpy legs made a drumming noise on the floor as it rotated around, and the fungoid creature’s bright green cap shook with anger. “A likely story! Wait your turn, Terran!” it snapped indignantly, in its high-pitched voice.

The Slarmians had watched him approach and one of them made a strange weaving motion, its long, eel-like body undulating hypnotically. “Gagez believes you, Admiral John Blake, Lion of the Federation. Gagez and Neze will step aside for you, of that you can have no doubt.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it,” John said gratefully.

Both of the Slarmians skittered out of the way, then the Elmoq squelched aside without a word, leaving a gummy residue on the floor in its wake. The Yelneg’s expression shifted from anger to fear, and it rapidly backed away from John, inadvertently retreating into Ceraden’s office. 

“I didn’t mean any offence!” it squeaked, holding up branch-like hands in supplication. “Please don’t vaporise me!”

“Relax, I’m not going to hurt you,” John said, giving the panicked alien what he hoped was a reassuring smile.

The Yelneg continued its rapid retreat, then stumbled backwards into one of the crystal fountains and toppled over, making a big splash. The water drenched a Skerawk standing on the opposite side, soaking its vibrant plumage, and the avian merchant squawked in outrage. As the Yelneg desperately tried to right itself in the ornamental pool, the frantic alien was subjected to a furious tirade of clacks and caws. 

“That’s a curious place for a bath, my friend!”

Ceraden’s jovial voice emerged from the back of the lobby, and a few moments later, the golden-armoured Maliri nimbly darted around the merchants to reach the floundering Yelneg. He offered the soaked fungoid a hand and pulled him upright. 

Glancing to his right, Ceraden waved off the incensed Skerawk. “Settle down, Kraiw, my poor ears can’t take all this din. It was clearly just an accident; if you cease all the complaining, I’ll drop the grain shipment two points a ton as compensation for your ruffled feathers.”

The Skerawk’s beak snapped shut with a clack, abruptly ending the barrage of insults. 

With the situation pacified, Ceraden turned to John with open arms. “Ah, Lady Luck’s most favoured son! I’ve been looking forward to your visit, my old friend!”

“It’s good to see you too, Ceraden,” John said with relief.

“Come, come, let’s retire to my quarters and we can conduct our business in more congenial surroundings,” the Maliri trader said, with a flamboyant gesture towards a set of crystal doors, which suddenly appeared at the back of the lobby.

The waiting merchants grumbled at his departure, but Ceraden nodded towards his assistants, and two armoured Maliri stepped forward to replace him.

“My erstwhile protégés are authorised to negotiate on my behalf. Please try not to take advantage of their naivete,” he requested light-heartedly.

Once again any complaints were silenced, and it was easy to see the avaricious gleam that appeared in the merchants’ eyes.

John glanced back at Helene and Ailita as he followed his friend through the lobby, with both girls staying close behind him as they passed the excited merchants. Ailita seemed her usual cheerful self, but Helene seemed a little subdued. He looked at her with concern, and when the aquatic girl made eye-contact with him, she shook off whatever was bothering her and gave him a bright smile in return.

The crystal door spiralled closed behind them, sealing off the public from Ceraden’s private quarters. He tapped at a button on his neck, and his golden helmet depressurised with a quiet hiss. Removing the headgear as they walked, Ceraden ruffled his flowing hair, then shot a grin at his guests as he led them down the corridor and into a lounge.

“I can’t wait to be introduced to these two lovely young ladies, but if you’ll indulge me for a moment, will you permit me to remove my armour first?” he asked politely.

“Sure, go ahead,” John agreed.

“Please make yourselves comfortable,” Ceraden said, gesturing towards three plushly upholstered sofas. “Can I offer you any refreshments?”

“I’m fine thanks. I had breakfast with Queen Edraele and Empress Auralei only a few hours ago,” John said, suppressing a grin as he fondly recalled feeding them a very filling meal.

Helene and Ailita politely demurred as well, then Ceraden looked at John askance. “I’m afraid I’m unfamiliar with any aristocrat going by that name and title. Who is this mysterious Empress Auralei?”

“It’s a long story. I’ll tell you all about her when we’ve got more time,” John replied with an amiable shrug.

“I shall wait with bated breath,” Ceraden declared, before pausing by the door. “I should warn you that some old acquaintances of yours have been pestering me all morning to tell them when you arrive. I shall let my chattering Naethala-doves know that you’re here, John, if that’s alright with you?”

“It would be great to see them,” he replied, knowing exactly who Ceraden was referring to.

The Maliri left with a sweeping bow and Helene looked at John curiously. “He keeps doves? They’re a type of bird aren’t they?”

John chuckled and shook his head. “No, he doesn’t keep birds. You’ll see who he’s referring to in a moment.”

Sure enough, less than thirty seconds later, six white-haired Maliri women burst into the room, their faces alight with joy. 

“John! It’s so good to see you!” Thessalia gushed, before giving him a big hug.

“You too,” he said with an indulgent smile, as he was mobbed by Maliri engineers. “Ceraden told me the happy news last time I saw him. Congratulations everyone!”

The six Maliri women looked thrilled, their hands instinctively moving to brush against their slender stomachs.

“Myriana’s the only one who’s showing so far,” Ioelena eagerly informed him, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “But the rest of us are only a few weeks behind her!”

John’s gaze flicked to the Maliri in question, then down to her midsection that was covered by her elegant dress. He thought he saw the subtle hint of a curve to her belly, but it was barely noticeable under the material.

Myriana saw his interest and reached for his hand. “Would you like to feel for yourself?”

He hesitated and looked questioningly into her angular eyes. 

“Ceraden won’t mind,” she whispered, her fingers stroking his in encouragement.

John swallowed thickly, and let Myriana guide his hand through the slash in the side of her dress, so that he could touch her velvety skin. He was very familiar with female Maliri anatomy, so he noticed the difference in her athletic figure immediately. Myriana’s tummy had a slight curve to it, and he gently caressed her baby bump, while looking into her eyes. It was amazing to feel the evidence of a new life growing inside her womb, and he was touched that she would enthusiastically share something so intimate with him. Myriana met his gaze for a long moment, then blushed and gave his hand an affectionate squeeze.

While he was delighted for the expecting Maliri, John couldn’t help feeling a pang of regret at relinquishing his claim over the bevy of beautiful azure maidens. They had all wanted him to father their children, but John’s ever-increasing commitments to his Lionesses and Edraele’s closest wards had left him no choice but to encourage the engineers to seek a Maliri suitor instead. Still, he knew in his heart of hearts that this was the best outcome for these girls, as Ceraden would be able to devote far more attention to each of them than he ever could.

“You promised us that you’d change things and make this possible,” Filaurel said softly, before stepping closer and placing a tender kiss on his cheek. “Thank you so much, John.”

“You’re welcome,” he replied, before looking at each of the Maliri in turn. “I’m really happy for all of you. You’re all lovely girls and deserve to have a family of your own. I’m sure Ceraden will be a wonderful father to all your children.”

“Thank you for the inspiring vote of confidence,” Ceraden said, from where he stood watching them from the doorway. “Although, my track record must give scant reassurance to these precious girls. I have promised them that things will be very different this time around.”

John flushed with guilt and quickly removed his hand from inside Myriana’s dress.

Ceraden laughed and rolled his eyes as he walked into the lounge. “You look like you’ve been caught with your hand in the proverbial cookie jar. Relax, my friend, I know all about the history between you and my bewitching temptresses. I have shamelessly benefited from your selflessness, and for that I will always be eternally grateful.”

Syndra greeted him with a loving kiss. “Myriana was just showing off her baby bump.”

“Yes, so I saw,” the Maliri trader said with a knowing grin. “Lord Baen’thelas shares my great admiration for the fair maidens of the Protectorate and their remarkable fertility. Congratulations to you as well, John, on your impending fatherhood.”

The two men shook hands and shared broad smiles. 

“Thanks, Ceraden,” John said, before darting an apprehensive glance at the six Maliri women. 

“Don’t feel guilty,” Farryn said, giving him a warm look of understanding. “You explained that you’d already made many commitments to Edraele and your Lionesses, and that you were worried that you wouldn’t be able to give us the attention we deserved.”

Thessalia nodded and stroked his arm. “We know you were honest with us and sincere about your feelings. Edraele told us that she campaigned relentlessly for you to have children with the matriarchs, until she wore you down and you finally agreed. I know nothing about politics, but even I can plainly see that bringing together the matriarchs like that will change Maliri society forever.”

Ioelena blushed and quietly admitted, “After you saved my life, I was adamant that I wouldn’t settle for anyone else as the father of my children. I was upset when I realised that wasn’t a possibility, but then Ceraden swept me off my feet and I’m very happy to be with him.”

“Although it warms my heart to hear such sweet endearments, John didn’t come all this way to hear about my modest virtues,” Ceraden said self-effacingly. “But before we attend to the real reason behind his visit, which of you is going to introduce me to the two exceptionally rare beauties I see before me?”

The Maliri froze and looked at Helene and Ailita in shocked consternation. 

“I’m so sorry!” Filaurel blurted out, twisting her hands in anguish. “I can’t believe I was so rude!”

Her apology was quickly followed by sincere words of regret from the rest of the Maliri women.

Ceraden’s brow furrowed into a deep frown, and he was as close to being genuinely angry as John had ever seen. “You haven’t even asked them their names?!” he snorted in disbelief.

Ioelena darted a guilty glance at John, her magenta eyes filling with tears. 

“It’s not their fault, Ceraden,” John said quietly. “If you’re going to blame anyone, it should be me.”

Tsking with annoyance, Ceraden shook his head. “We are your hosts, my friend. Such discourtesy is completely unacceptable.” He performed a deep bow to his two female guests, then took Ailita’s hand and kissed it chivalrously. “Please accept my sincerest apologies. My name is Ceraden and it is an honour to make your acquaintance. Might I have the privilege of knowing your name?”

“This one is called Ailita,” the Nymph replied, beaming a dazzling smile that revealed rows of perfect white teeth. “Please don’t be upset with your mates, Master can be very distracting.”

Ceraden’s pointed ears pricked up at her comment and he gave John a curious look. “It appears my friend has developed a taste for the truly exotic. You wouldn’t happen to be a Nymph, would you, Ailita?”

She bobbed her head in acknowledgement. 

“I’ve heard some intriguing stories about the miraculous benefits of a Nymph’s kiss,” he noted, raising an eyebrow as he studied her.

“That was just my sisters,” Ailita explained, a flicker of regret crossing her beautiful features. “This one was not strong enough to help them.”

“How did you hear about that?” John asked in surprise. “That only happened this morning!”

Ceraden’s eyes flicked to the Maliri women, and he broke into a sly smile. “My network of eager informants has expanded greatly since we last met, John.”

“We talk to the other engineers on Genthalas every day,” Myriana patiently explained. “They told us all about Jade and her sisters kissing thousands of Maliri.”

Turning his attention to the Nymph again, Ceraden said, “You really are quite enchanting, Ailita. Oh... and I love the pink tail.”

She giggled and curled the tip of her tail around his hand in a playful caress.

He laughed along with her, then gave his full attention to Helene. “Now... I thought I’d seen all the most beautiful treasures in the galaxy, but then you appear and prove how misguided I was. What is your name, fair maiden?”

“My name’s Helene,” the mermaid replied, blushing at his effusive flattery. 

“I must admit that I’ve never encountered anyone quite like you before,” he noted, intrigued by the teal-hued girl. “Would it be rude to ask what species you’re from?”

“I don’t mind. I’m Abandoned,” Helene explained.

“You were abandoned? Who would do such a terrible thing to a lovely young woman like yourself?” 

When Helene glanced to John for help, he quietly explained, “No, her people are called ‘The Abandoned’. It’s a very long and horrific story, but basically her ancestors were Terran settlers that attempted to colonise worlds in the Callopean Shoals. When the Brimorians attacked, those colonists were left behind... and the Enclave then used them to breed a new hybrid race of aquatic slaves. Helene was born and raised on Brimor.”

Ceraden’s eyes widened in astonishment. “I’d heard rumours about the new settlement on Elaren. Are they more of The Abandoned?”

“You really are well-informed. Yes, that’s right; we rescued those people from a slave trade to the Kirrix,” John confirmed, his expression grim.

“Oh, my dear girl,” Ceraden said, placing a gentle kiss on the back of her hand. “Your poor people have been sorely abused.”

She nodded, then looked at John with hope in her eyes. “But not for much longer.”

“You’re planning to topple the Brimorian Enclave next?” Ceraden asked, turning to stare at John with a look of shocked awe. 

“It’s pretty high on my list of priorities,” John agreed, slipping his arm around Helene and giving her a comforting squeeze. “I would have intervened already, but we’ve got our hands full at the moment.”

“You’re referring to the purported Galkiran invasion of Terran space?” Ceraden asked, his eyes now tense and alert. “Are they really the forerunners to a full-scale Progenitor invasion?”

“Yes, the Progenitor War has started,” John answered simply. “We must evacuate all the Maliri males to the homeworlds, or the future of your entire species could be in dire jeopardy.”

Ceraden wavered, then slumped down awkwardly on one of the sofas. “I had hoped that all the signs I was seeing was down to my imagination running wild. Is the situation really that bleak?”

John nodded. “If all the men are slaughtered on the border stations, it won’t matter if we manage to fight off this invasion. The Maliri will be doomed to extinction.”

There were shocked gasps all around the room from Filaurel and her friends, who hugged each other for comfort and support.

“I’m sorry for being so blunt,” John said, with a look of apology towards the Maliri Engineers. “But we’re running out of time and we need to act now before it’s too late.”

Ceraden let out a heavy sigh. “I sincerely hope you’re not going to just blurt out proclamations of doom like this to Natharion.”

“Is he the leader of the Trade Guild on Geniya?”

His friend nodded slowly. “He’s also the overarching leader of the Trade Consortiums on Genirath, Genwynn, and Genkiri stations. Natharion is a good man, but he’s grown overly cautious as he’s aged, and his days of risky trading are long behind him. If you just bludgeon him over the head with all this, he’ll either walk out of here grievously insulted that you wasted his time with an idiotic prank, or he’ll believe you and have a nervous breakdown.”

“That’s quite the balancing act,” John said raising an eyebrow.

“Just... tread lightly,” Ceraden advised him, holding up his hands to emphasise caution.

There was a melodic chime from the desk, the sound startlingly loud as it pierced the tense atmosphere in the room. 

“Speak of the devil,” the Maliri merchant said with a grimace.

“You two don’t get along?” John asked, wishing that his friend had shared that important bit of information earlier on.

“Let’s just say that one of us embraces a positive outlook towards further engagement with our neighbours, and the other is a curmudgeonly old man who is stridently against it.”

Farryn touched Ceraden’s shoulder and said softly, “My love, would you like us to leave?”

He looked up at her, his expression conflicted. “It might be wise. Natharion will strongly disapprove of me revealing my face to non-Maliri, so it would probably be best not to compound our list of offences in his eyes.”

John shook his head and interjected, “No, let them stay. At the very least it’ll help convince him how serious this is, and should hopefully save some time.”

“My friend... did ‘Tread Lightly’ have some alternative meaning where you were raised?” Ceraden asked, giving him a pained look.

“There’s treading lightly, and then there’s tip-toeing on eggshells,” John replied. “I’ll be as tactful as possible, but we do need him to fully understand the existential threat these stations are facing.”

“Alright, but please just try to avoid bandying around words like doomed, extinction, and existential threat,” the Maliri merchant said despondently, his shoulders slumping in defeat.

There was a second melodic chime, then a moment later the double doors spiralled open to reveal two armoured Maliri. One of them wore a plain golden set of armour, without any of the filigree or precious jewels that adorned the ornate suit concealing the second male. 

John recognised the plain-suited man as one of Ceraden’s assistants and the Maliri walked inside, then announced, “Elder Natharion is here to see you, Sir.”

Ceraden rose from the sofa with a strained smile plastered on his face. “Thank you, that will be all, Alaros.” With his assistant dismissed, he stepped forward, and continued warmly, “Welcome Elder Natharion! Thank you for gracing my humble abode with your esteemed presence.”

As the younger Maliri beat a hasty retreat, the older male stepped forward, his gleaming helmet turning slowly to survey the occupants of the room. The door closed behind him, but Natharion paid it no heed, and returned his speculative gaze back to John. Natharion still hadn’t said a word in response to Ceraden’s greeting, and the Maliri merchant darted an apprehensive glance at his friend, a hint of warning in his eyes. 

“Please make yourself comfortable, Elder Natharion,” John said respectfully. “We have a lot of important matters to discuss, and I’d prefer to speak to you face-to-face if you’re willing. As you can see, I’m well aware what the Maliri look like beneath their armour.” 

Natharion reached for the clasp at his throat and the atmospheric seals depressurised with a soft hiss. He slowly removed his helmet, revealing a face lined with advanced age. Among the wrinkles creasing his pale blue skin, sharp eyes stared back at John, holding hard-won wisdom from centuries of life on the Maliri frontier. 

“I wondered how long it would take you to seek us out,” Elder Natharion said, his voice gruff but filled with a grim resolve. 

John blinked in surprise. “You know who I am?”

Natharion inclined his head with respect. “How may I assist you, Lord Baen’thelas?”

***

Alyssa’s cerulean eyes flicked over the enlarged set of schematics, studying the ancient Progenitor device in excruciating detail. “Go through the Wormhole Stabilisation process for me again, will you, Dana?”

The redhead let out an exasperated sigh, then walked her friend through the incredibly complex gravitational field theory that allowed the Wormhole Generator to form a stable shortcut through spacetime. As she continued her explanation for a second time, Alyssa’s fingers danced over her console, writing out scientific formulas and jotting down areas that would require further research. It was a long and laborious process, made all the more painful by her insistence that Dana repeat certain sections again and again, until she fully understood the principles behind it.

Dana concluded her treatise on the safe collapse of a fully-formed wormhole, then looked at her friend expectantly. “So... what’s the verdict?”

With her eyes fixed on the holo-interface, Alyssa murmured, “This is very complicated.”

“Yeah, no shit,” Dana blurted out sarcastically, her frustration getting the better of her.

Alyssa paused and looked her way, making unblinking eye-contact with Dana until the redhead flinched and looked down in embarrassment.

“Sorry,” she mumbled quietly. “I didn’t mean to get pissy with you. I just hate not knowing where I screwed up.”

“That’s okay, I understand,” Alyssa said with sympathy. She straightened herself up and clicked her back. “Well, I’m more of a theoretical physicist than an engineer, but everything looks okay to me.”

Dana wrinkled her nose and looked at her in disbelief. “Wait... that’s it?”

“I’m not an expert in wormhole theory, Sparks,” the blonde said patiently. “At least not yet, anyway. It’ll take me some time to analyse all the information you’ve just given me, fill in the areas where I’m missing knowledge, then give you a thorough breakdown of the physics behind wormhole generation. If I could tell you right now, I would, but this will require hours of meticulous work.”

The Chief Engineer’s shoulders sagged in defeat. “I was hoping we could get this fixed as quickly as possible. How long do you think it’ll take?”

“Eighteen hours,” Alyssa stated sombrely.

Dana perked up and grinned with relief. “That’s not too bad! That’s only two more jumps!”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow and smirked. “You really are frazzled by this, aren’t you?”

The redhead realised that her friend was teasing her, and had blurted out the first random number that came to mind. 

“You asshole!” she snorted, unable to stop herself from smiling.

“I’ll keep working on it, I promise,” Alyssa said, turning away from the holographic interface. “Just give me some time, okay?”

Dana took a deep breath, then slowly exhaled. “Yeah... okay.”

Pushing away from the console, Alyssa strode down the steps from the Engineering Podium, then walked briskly towards the exit. 

“Hey, where are you off to?” Dana asked, startled by her friend’s abrupt departure.

“John’s on his way back. Come on, we’ve got to get ready,” Alyssa said, beckoning her to follow.

Dana paused and glanced up at the abandoned holographic formula. “I thought you were working on analysing the Wormhole Generator?”

“I am,” Alyssa replied, tapping her temple as she sashayed towards the door. 

***

“That wily old coot!” Ceraden muttered, shaking his head with grudging respect.

“I’m not sure that’s a respectful way to refer to Elder Natharion,” John said with a broad grin, relieved that the Trade Guild leader was now safely out of earshot. “You really had no idea he knew so much?”

“I honestly had no clue, my friend,” Ceraden admitted with a rueful frown. “He played the stubborn old codger so well that I was convinced senility was starting to set in. We’ve had crossed words a number of times about easing station restrictions, but with hindsight I can understand why he was so intransigent about certain things, particularly about keeping our true appearance concealed.”

“It helped keep your people free from Progenitor control for 9000 years,” John agreed, impressed at how dutifully both male and female Maliri had adhered to Valada’s orders. “I’m still amazed that Natharion’s male ancestors had the foresight to spread warnings about Progenitors for future generations.”

“Those warnings would’ve helped a lot more if they weren’t so cryptic,” Ceraden muttered with a scowl. “Knowing the fairy story about The Mael’nerak didn’t exactly put me on high alert when we first met.”

“True, but I hadn’t started punishing all the naughty Maliri girls back then,” John said with a wry smile, before wiggling his fingers dramatically at Filaurel. 

She giggled and gave him an affectionate hug. “That’s because you’re good, not evil like Mael’nerak.”

“I think the real Mael’nerak was a mix of both,” John said thoughtfully, before glancing at the chronometer on the wall. “Well, I better head back to the Invictus. I’ll need to get ready before the meeting with all the Guild leaders. Do you think Natharion will have any trouble convincing them all to attend?”

Ceraden got up from the sofa, as John rose to his feet. “No... I’m quite sure they’ll all be present. There’s a strict hierarchy here on the Trade Stations, and while Natharion doesn’t technically outrank the leaders from all the other guilds, his age and experience does give him significant political clout. It would be ‘poor form’ to ignore a polite request from Natharion to attend a universal meeting for the upper echelons of our society.”

“But they would be well within their rights to refuse?” John asked with a worried frown. 

The Maliri laughed and shook his head. “Don’t worry about that, my friend. Rumours abound here on the Trade Stations about the turmoil with the matriarchs and your various exploits on the homeworlds. Curiosity alone will ensure there won’t be an empty seat in the house.”

John turned to Myriana and her friends. “It was lovely to see you all again.”

“You too, John,” Myriana said, giving him a parting hug. 

The other engineers echoed her sentiments and each took turns embracing him.

John paused as he released Syndra, then darted a pensive glance at Ceraden. “Whatever happens in the meeting this afternoon, I think all of you should come with me back to Genthalas. We’ll be departing just after 8 PM, so you have a few hours to pack.”

“We’ll discuss it together and I’ll let you know our decision,” his friend said, his tone uncharacteristically serious.

They shook hands, then John waited for Helene and Ailita to say their goodbyes to their Maliri host and hostesses. When they were ready, they left the lounge and headed back through both sets of double doors towards the office lobby. As they entered the reception area, John felt Helene’s hand tense in his, and a glance in her direction confirmed the anxiety on her face.

“What’s wrong, honey?” he asked, coming to a halt and looking at her with concern.

Helene bit her lip, then darted a pensive glance towards the outside foyer. “I didn’t want to say anything before, because you were so pleased to see Ceraden, but I felt something... bad... earlier.”

“Bad? What do you mean?”

“Most of the merchants here are only thinking about making money, so all I feel from them is greed,” she explained. “But when everyone was staring at us this morning, I could feel someone in the crowd that was different. They were very cruel... and wanted to do bad things to us.”

John’s eyebrows climbed in alarm. “We were in danger?”

“Not you... us,” she whispered, glancing meaningfully at Ailita, who gave her a supportive hug.

He grit his teeth together in tightly-suppressed fury. *Alyssa?*

*On it,* she replied an instant later.

They didn’t have to wait long, and a pulse of light swept through Geniya’s gleaming halls. John and his two companions were soon shrouded in white, which filled him with a surprising sense of relief.

*Sorry, John... nothing,* Alyssa said with regret. *Or nothing worth killing someone over at least. Whoever Helene sensed must have already left the station.*

“It was very fast... just a flash... then it was gone,” Helene said, looking up at John with an apologetic frown. “I’m sorry, I should have said something earlier.”

“You don’t have anything to apologise for,” John said, wrapping his arms around her protectively. “I was hoping this might be a fun trip for you, but I’m really sorry it’s turned out to be a disaster.”

“It wasn’t that bad,” she said, leaning up to give him a kiss. “I really liked meeting Ceraden and those Maliri girls, and I loved spending some time with you.”

Ailita nuzzled into his shoulder. “I adored being with you too, Master.” 

“You were both great company,” John said, kissing each of them. “I’ll try to make this up to you on another excursion. You’ll have more fun next time, I promise.” 

He gestured towards the exit and led them out, feeling relieved that the crowds seemed to have thinned out since that morning. Returning to the Invictus was uneventful and seemed to take no time at all, following the immutable law that the journey home always seems much faster than the trip away. In just a few minutes later, they arrived at the battlecruiser’s airlock, and John placed his hand on the DNA scanner to open the sealed portal.

The reinforced door spiralled open and John blinked in surprise when he saw who was waiting for him. Alyssa, Calara, and Dana stood coquettishly in the doorway, the trio wearing matching outfits that consisted of cute ankle-high boots, an indecently short pleated skirt, and a skimpy crop-top that left their toned midriffs bare. The spotless white clothing made them look like innocent angels, but the smouldering looks in their eyes made their sinful intentions abundantly clear.

“Are you girls looking for a fourth to play mixed doubles?” John teased them.

“You could put it like that,” Calara replied, breaking into a seductive smile.

“The birthday girl had something special in mind,” Alyssa crooned as she sauntered over.

“Thanks for the date, John,” Helene said, kissing his cheek. “Have fun!”

“Bye, Master!” Ailita said with an excited grin.

John was about to object to their abrupt departure, but Alyssa silenced him with a kiss. *They don’t mind. Helene agreed to trade a full tummy now, for sleeping with you tonight.*

Calara and Dana soon replaced her, teasing him with their own sultry kisses.

“So what have you three got planned?” he asked, pulling the alluring teenagers into a four-way hug.

“I told the girls how much you enjoyed stroking Myriana’s pregnant tummy, and we all knew you’d need to unload your quad when you got back home,” Alyssa explained, grinding against him provocatively. “I suggested an intimate threesome with just you, me, and Calara, but Dana’s so antsy, she desperately needs a good fucking. Your fiancée’s such a sweetheart, she invited her to join us.”

“It’ll be like old times,” the Latina purred, looking up at him with smoky eyes. “Do you think you can handle a blonde, a brunette, and a redhead?”

“I don’t know if that’s wise,” John said playfully. “I’m feeling pretty broody right now... there’s a high chance you three could end up like Myriana.”

Dana whimpered with desire and pulled him down for a hungry kiss. 

“Fuck it!” Alyssa panted, waving her hand at the door leading to the Secondary Hangar. “I’m too horny to go up to the Observatory; the Raptor’s closer!”

The redhead wrapped her legs around John’s waist, and he half-carried the trio to the parked gunship.

***

There was a hushed silence in the packed courtroom as the crowd in the viewing galleries watched the proceedings below.

“All rise! Court is now in session,” the bailiff intoned. “The honourable Judge, Admiral Nancarrow, is presiding.”

Judge Nancarrow was a stern-faced man in his sixties, but he strode over to the Judge’s bench with the vigour of a man decades younger. He sat down on the green padded seat behind the polished oak desk, then activated the console built into its surface.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” he said, addressing the two lawyers standing opposite. “Do you have any preliminary matters before we bring out the jury?”

“No, your honour,” the prosecuting attorney replied, standing rigidly at attention in his uniform.

Tom Walker glanced at his lawyer, hoping that Caspian Kincaid might have one last surprise trick to end this trial before it began.

Kincaid cut a handsome figure in his perfectly-tailored suit and the lawyer exuded quiet confidence. “No, your honour,” he replied, before giving Tom a reassuring smile.

The judge nodded towards the bailiff, who opened the door to the adjoining chamber, and a procession of senior staff filed in. As military law dictated, there were no Admirals present in the jury, as no member was permitted to outrank the Judge. However, every one of the twelve officers was ranked a Vice-Admiral, indicating just how seriously High Command was taking this trial. The men and women took their places along the side of the courtroom, then turned expectantly towards the Judge.

“You may be seated.”

Amid plenty of rustling, everyone sat down, the anticipation in the courtroom building.

Judge Nancarrow looked at each of the lawyers and asked, “Have you both prepared your opening statements?”

After they confirmed that they were ready, he gestured towards the lectern directly opposite the bench. As tradition dictated, the lawyer with the burden of proof was to go first, and the prosecuting lawyer marched into position.

“My name is Commodore Marcus Bromidus and I will be presenting the Federal case against the accused.” His expression turned grim as he continued, “I will prove to you beyond any doubt, that Commander Thomas Walker committed an act of treason against the Terran Federation that is so appalling, it is unparalleled in recorded history.”

“While serving aboard the heavy carrier Janus, Thomas Walker was stationed in the Callopean Shoals, as part of a defensive fleet under the command of Admiral Alexander Morgan. I will prove with undisputable evidence, that Walker colluded with the Brimorian Enclave to betray his comrades, leading to the murders of 347,189 valiant Terran Federation personnel.”

“You might ask how could any man betray his own kind to monstrous aliens like the Brimorians? Surely such a diabolical act defies all reason and basic humanity. But I will prove that Commander Thomas Walker sold out his comrades for nothing more than money.” The prosecution lawyer pointed towards Tom and his lip curled with disgust. “This man, sold out his friends and comrades, people who trusted him with their lives... for no more than a thousand credits for each poor innocent soul.”

Despite the charges levelled against him being well known before the trial, this statement still led to shocked gasps within the courtroom. Tom Walker tried to stay impassive, but he could feel the hate-filled glares at his back from the hundreds of family members that were there to see their loved ones avenged.

The prosecution lawyer stepped away from the lectern, and Judge Nancarrow nodded towards Tom’s defence attorney.

“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” Kincaid began, inclining his head respectfully towards the members of the jury, before glancing up at the viewing galleries. “My name is Caspian Kincaid from Kincaid and Hawke, and as many of you will already know, I’ve never lost a case.”

It was clear by the hushed murmurs in the crowd that most of the attendees did indeed know the lawyer by his impressive reputation. 

“I’m privileged to stand before you today to defend another innocent man, who served the Terran Federation with honour, dignity, and bravery. A diligent man with an unblemished military record, who received multiple promotions up to the rank of Commander, despite being only 24-years-old. Thomas Walker was liked and admired by his peers, and highly respected by Captain Preston Bexley, who awarded him commendations on no less than four separate occasions.”

“Despite Thomas Walker’s remarkable service record, the Federal prosecution would have you believe that he just woke up one morning and decided to betray everything he ever believed in! Thomas Walker’s father is a serving Admiral. His Uncle, Commodore Daniel Walker, died a hero in the Kintark War. The Terran Federation military is in Thomas Walker’s blood,” Kincaid stated, sweeping his gaze over the hushed audience. “It goes against this man’s very nature to have committed an act of treason, and the motive provided by the prosecution is ludicrous!”

“Thomas Walker is the only child from a very wealthy family, and has no outstanding debts to his name. However, the prosecutor will try to convince you that he was so overcome with greed, that he sold out his friends and comrades for a few hundred million credits. Is that a lot of money? Yes, it is. But as his service record will attest, Thomas Walker was on the fast track towards eventually becoming an Admiral himself, and the impressive wealth that position entails. So, why would a man with such a promising future risk everything to make a quick buck?” 

Kincaid let the question hang for several long moments, then gave a theatrical shrug. “I’ve no idea why. It doesn’t make any sense.” He leaned forward on the lectern and continued, “And that, ladies and gentlemen, is something you must keep constantly in mind during this case. Despite Thomas Walker’s family wealth and his astonishing military pedigree, the prosecution’s claim that he just sold everyone out makes no logical sense. And I’ll tell you why that is...”

The courtroom was deathly silent as everyone present hung on his every word.

“Because Thomas Walker is the fall guy. He’s the innocent scapegoat that the Terran Federation has decided to pin this horrible atrocity on. The prosecution will try to impress you with expert witnesses that declare his guilt, but experts are only human and their analysis has been proven wrong before. The prosecution will state they have evidence in the forms of unforgeable logs that prove without a doubt that Thomas Walker is responsible for all those deaths... but we all know data of any kind can be altered, no matter what the experts might claim.”

Kincaid’s handsome face took on a sombre expression. “I urge you to remember, through this whole tangled case of betrayal, just that one important question. Why would a wealthy man with an incredibly bright future, risk everything for a sum of credits he was already going to earn just by following a career path that he’d dedicated his life to. It makes no sense... and that’s the flimsy premise on which the prosecution have built their entire case.”

Like everyone else in the courtroom, Tom had sat spellbound through Caspian Kincaid’s entire charismatic delivery. When it was finally over, he glanced back at his parents and his fiancée, and Anna grinned as she gave him a thumbs up.

“Thank you, Mr. Kincaid,” Judge Nancarrow said as he watched the lawyer return to his seat. “Now, may I suggest we go through the list of witnesses you wish to call, and verify all their areas of expertise. When both parties are satisfied, we shall adjourn for the day and begin logging evidence tomorrow. Any questions?”

“None, your honour,” Commodore Bromidus stated.

“No questions, your honour,” Kincaid said agreeably.

The tense atmosphere in the courtroom had lessened considerably, and Tom resisted the urge to let out a sigh of relief. For the first time since he’d been charged with treason, he felt like he could see a flicker of light at the end of the tunnel.

***

“That was amazing...” Calara panted, gazing up at John with pure adoration. “Was it good for you too?”

John smiled and nodded, too spent to form a rational reply. He knelt between her and Alyssa on the bed, his hands gently caressing their cum-filled stomachs as they basked in the afterglow. Dana lay sprawled unconscious on the sofa, still reeling from being triple-teamed by her energetic lovers at the start of their ménage a quatre. 

Alyssa brushed away drops of perspiration from her brow, then placed her hand lightly on his. “Does it feel the same?”

He considered her question for a long moment. “No, it feels different... and not just because your tummies are a bit bigger. This feels very sexy, knowing that you’re full of my cum. It makes me feel possessive... like I own you both and now everyone can see it.”

Calara bit her lip and let out a quiet moan.

“What about with Myriana?” Alyssa asked in a hushed voice.

“Believe it or not, that was more... intimate,” John replied, brushing his thumb over her skin. “She was growing a new life inside her and I could feel the baby bump in her belly. I could have so easily been the father, and it reminded me how much I want to share that experience with all of you.”

“After the wedding,” Calara said, her gaze softening.

“On your wedding night?” Alyssa asked curiously.

“Mmm hmm,” the Latina agreed, looking up at John with yearning in her eyes. “Do you mind waiting until then?”

He shook his head and gave her an indulgent smile. “When your parents give you away, it’ll be like they’re giving me their blessing to breed their daughter.”

“That’s going to be so hot,” Alyssa said, turning to her side and passionately kissing her girlfriend.

John stroked their hair as they made out and smiled as it felt like he was encouraging the two gorgeous girls.

Alyssa glanced up at him out of the corner of her eye as Calara gently sucked on her tongue. *I think it’s time for lunch. Do you want to stay and watch, or are you going to get ready?*

He sat back on his haunches and glanced at the chronometer on the wall. “I’ll go grab a shower in the Observatory. It’ll take me a bit longer to get ready as I’m wearing my suit.”

They blew him loving kisses, then smoothly shifted into a sixty-nine to enjoy their meal. John collected his pile of discarded clothes but didn’t bother dressing, and left the Raptor to the sound of feminine moans of pleasure. As he’d anticipated, there was a cleaning robot standing outside, waiting patiently for the opportunity to clean up after them. 

“They got pretty crumpled,” John said ruefully, handing the robo-maid his woefully abused clothes. “And I think the girls tore off a button or two.”

[I’ll ‘ave them lookin’ brand new in no time, milord!] the cleaning robot declared, after accepting the apparel with a curtsey. 

He patted her on the shoulder. “I never doubted you for a moment.”

She vibrated with synthetic happiness, then wiggled her fingers goodbye as he padded across the hangar to the express grav-tubes. It didn’t take long to reach the Lagoon, then cross over the bridge to the Observatory. When he entered the oval room his sharp ears picked up the sound of rushing water coming from the shower. Walking into the en suite bathroom, he found not just one, but three beautiful girls waiting for him. 

“Alyssa said you needed some shower companions,” Jehanna said with a welcoming grin, as she beckoned him over to join her and the twins.

“This is a pleasant surprise,” he said greeting each of the trio with a kiss. “How did you get on with the editing?”

“It’s really good,” Tashana gushed, her violet eyes sparkling with excitement. 

Irillith gave him a wry smile. “We’ve actually only just finished. We all got a bit hot and bothered, and had to take a break half-way through.”

Jehanna blushed and said, “Editing sessions at TFNN were never like that.”

“Yeah, I can imagine,” John said with a chuckle. He paused and looked at them with concern. “Hold on a second. The footage we recorded with the matriarchs wasn’t that racy... what did you do with the editing?”

“We changed your outfit so you looked like a hairy plumber, and added a music track with just the right amount of bow chicka wow wow,” Jehanna said with a straight face. 

Tashana grinned and said in a false baritone, “I’m here to lay some pipe!”

“We’re porn barons now, John,” Irillith informed him.

“Porn baronesses,” Jehanna corrected her.

Tashana grinned even wider. “And you’re our shining star, baby!”

John shook his head in disapproval. “We’re never going to be ready in time... if I have to tickle you three for hours.”

They squealed with laughter as he tickled them, until they begged for mercy and John finally relented. After that bit of excitement, their shower was remarkably calm, with the girls methodically soaping John down until he was squeaky clean. 

“Thanks, ladies, that was fun,” he said, as they dried off afterwards.

“I really enjoyed it too,” Jehanna said, with a contented sigh. “Good luck with the Maliri males. I hope the meeting goes perfectly.”

The twins hugged him together and took turns giving him farewell kisses.

“We’ll get geared up and meet you in the hangar,” Irillith said, as she sauntered out of the bathroom. “I can’t wait to see you in your Baen’thelas suit again!”

“Mmm, you’ll look delicious,” Tashana wholeheartedly agreed, as she waved goodbye.

The three women departed together, chatting animatedly as they left. John was pleased to see how close they had become, and hoped that the more time Jehanna spent with the twins would make her feel even more a part of the crew. He entered the en suite wardrobe and found the original Mael’nerak outfit that Alyssa had tailored for him, neatly hanging in a garment bag. After brushing his fingers over the soft fabric, he started getting dressed, fastening up the shirt and trousers before slipping on his shoes and matching jacket.

Once everything was in place, John turned to study himself in the mirror. He could immediately see the resemblance to Mael’nerak, the ancient Progenitor who had claimed the Maliri tens-of-thousands of years before him. The pristine white of the suit made a significant difference however, and while his predecessor had appeared severe and imposing, John thought that his reflected image looked authoritative but without the sinister overtones.

Satisfied that he would convey the right kind of impression for the meeting that afternoon, John left the Observatory and made his way back across the bridge in the Lagoon to the grav-tubes. He took the first set down to the armoury on Deck Four and noticed at once that all the armour-equipping frames were devoid of Paragon suits, except for his own personalised Lion armour. After descending in the second set of express grav-tubes to the hangar, he found the missing body armour, snugly fitted to ten statuesque bodies.

John and the girls would be travelling through sections of Geniya Station that were open to the general public, so hiding Irillith’s and Tashana’s true appearance was an unfortunate necessity. In a show of solidarity, all the girls had activated the anti-glare filters to their helmets, turning their faceplates opaque, and concealing the identity of the occupants. Likewise, the DNA readers in the suits had been deactivated, removing the different coloured holographic Lionesses from their pauldrons. That meant that all ten women were completely indistinguishable from each other, standing sharply at attention in their sparkling white body armour.

Walking along the line as he inspected his personal retinue, John nodded his approval. “Alright, ladies, let’s move out.”

The whine of hydraulics filled the hangar as the hull door started to open, and the girls formed a protective rectangle around him, four girls wide and three deep, with John in the hollow centre. They set off at a steady pace and as they walked down the ramp into the docking bay, the hangar door slid closed behind them. This time when they walked through Geniya’s corridors, they made a very different impression on the Maliri standing guard.

John watched golden helmets whip around in his direction, and even though the Maliris’ faces were concealed from sight, he could sense their shocked fascination by their body language. The men were tense and alert, both intrigued and wary by the military formation marching through the trade station. None of the girls were armed, but that didn’t lessen the impact their appearance had on everyone they encountered.

The Lionesses were instantly recognisable to the citizens of the Terran Federation, and most of the alien species were equally well aware of the Lion’s exploits. The perfectly synchronised march of booted feet announced their approach in advance and all conversation in the Trade District fell silent as the merchants stopped whatever they were doing to watch the procession. Packed crowds parted before them, with no one willing to obstruct the Lion and the Lionesses from their destination.

Instead of turning towards the Maliri Trade Commission, where Ceraden’s offices were located, John and the girls continued onwards to a security checkpoint manned by several guards. This heavily reinforced gateway sealed off the secure sections of the space station, ensuring that they were restricted to just Maliri citizens, and prohibiting all other species from entry. 

When the girls came to a halt, John turned to face the lead guard, his golden armour noticeably more ornate than his colleagues. “Elder Natharion has granted permission for us to enter.”

The Maliri paused for a moment, then inclined his head respectfully. “You may proceed, Lord Baen’thelas.”

John acknowledged him with a nod, then the golden-framed door ahead of them split open and spiralled up into the ceiling. They set off again, passing through two more sets of guarded high-security doors, before walking out into a busy tree-lined boulevard. Unlike the other areas of Geniya that they’d visited before, only the guards were wearing body armour, and the rest of the Maliri went about their business unhindered. 

It was quite shocking to see hundreds of Maliri males and not a single female in sight, sharply reminding John just how segregated their civilisation had become. The men on Geniya station seemed to share a jovial camaraderie, and everywhere he looked, the males appeared to be relaxed and friendly with one another. Gifted with his sharp hearing, John could hear the sound of boys playing rambunctiously together in the distance, their shouts and laughter making him smile. Many other conversations reached his ears, the Maliri speech in deeper timbres than he was used to, but the tone was far lighter and filled with banter. 

It made for a startling contrast to his first visit to the homeworlds, where the atmosphere had been tense, and the Maliri females eyed each other with open suspicion. John wondered if the situation had deteriorated that badly there because the males had left, or if the escalating hostility was what drove the Maliri men away in the first place. He knew that torture and assassinations had risen to terrifying levels before he’d intervened, but he was under the impression that the violence had mostly been directed at other women rather than the men. 

The unannounced arrival of a formation of white-armoured females had the same dramatic impact here as it did on the other side of the security checkpoints. It didn’t take long for John and the girls to draw everyone’s full attention, and as they continued onwards, their every step was watched by an ever-increasing crowd of curious onlookers. John smiled politely at the inquisitive males, but made no attempt to interact with the inhabitants as he travelled deeper into the station. 

Walking through Geniya’s vast interior brought home just how massive the trade station actually was. Alien merchants were only permitted to land in one small section allocated to civilian docking bays, and were only granted access to the Trade District and Maliri Trade Commission. The confined area he’d previously been able to visit had given John the misguided impression that the station was relatively small.

The sprawling network of business districts, leisure zones, and residential areas quickly corrected his erroneously held beliefs about the size of Geniya. Likewise, the growing throng of males who lined the streets to watch them pass, disabused John of any illusion that the station was sparsely populated. It became increasingly obvious that Geniya was the home to a huge population of displaced Maliri males.

Lost in his observations of the stations inhabitants, the journey to the Central Administration District seemed to take no time at all, and John looked up in surprise when they reached a huge plaza. Towering over the parks and fountains was an imposing structure, the golden spires and sparkling crystal domes giving it the same architectural feel of the buildings on Valaden. Their final destination was the broad steps leading up to the high-arched entryway, and standing there waiting for them were Ceraden and Natharion.

They were the first two men who did not appear to be particularly happy, and John could see the tension between the two Maliri as he approached.

“Hello, my friend,” Ceraden said, giving him a strained smile. “I’m afraid we might have to change our plans.”

Elder Natharion eyed the phalanx of armoured females, then shook his head with disapproval. “I agreed to introduce you to the guild leaders, Lord Baen’thelas, but that invitation was for you alone. Females are not permitted entry to the inner debating halls; it is a tradition we have maintained for over four-hundred years.”

Ceraden grit his teeth in frustration. “But it’s these absurd traditions that John is attempting to change! Can’t you see that this is for all our benefit?! We need to toss aside the misguided decisions that led us down such a self-destructive path, and wholeheartedly embrace full integration with the females on the homeworlds!”

“I am well aware of your opinions on the matter, Ceraden,” Natharion said gruffly, looking at the younger Maliri with disdain. “However, your histrionics will not persuade me that brazenly flouting tradition is the best way of convincing the other guild leaders to consider an alternate path for our people. This is a decision best made by cold logic alone, not heated emotion.”

The two men turned towards John and by the expectant looks on their faces, it was quite obvious that they both believed he would take their side.

“I completely agree with you, Elder Natharion,” John said respectfully. “Monumentally important decisions like this should be considered as rationally as possible, rather than the facts being clouded by more passionate arguments. However, these girls and I are a united team, and I think it’s important to impress upon our audience that we are stronger when working together. If that means breaking a centuries old tradition, it’s an unfortunate necessity. We are here to address a problem that is threatening the survival of your species.”

Ceraden winced and shot the older Maliri an apprehensive look.

Elder Natharion’s brows furrowed and he said, “At first you counsel logic, then you resort to emotive arguments. Surely you see that such a jarring juxtaposition hurts your case?”

“I’m not resorting to hyperbole,” John stated firmly, while keeping his voice low so that their conversation would not be overhead by the Maliri in the plaza. “If I can’t convince the males to abandon this self-imposed segregation, you’ll all be dead within a matter of months, and you’ll have doomed your species to extinction. I’m not exaggerating to plead my case, Natharion. Those are the facts.” 

John’s quiet delivery left the older Maliri badly shaken, and he could see that the Guild leader believed every word.

He stepped forward and placed a comforting hand on the man’s shoulder. “Let me help your people, Natharion. Trust me... I only want the best outcome for the Maliri.”

Elder Natharion let out a ragged sigh, and slowly nodded as he conceded to John’s request. He suddenly seemed much older than he had before, weighed down by the terrible burden of knowing just how much danger the Maliri were facing.

Rather than being jubilant at winning the point, Ceraden looked at the older Maliri with concern for his wellbeing. He sighed, then glanced over at John, and gestured towards the main entrance into the administration complex. “If you’ll care to follow me, I’ll take you to the debating halls.”

“Thank you, Ceraden,” John said gratefully. 

He walked with the two men through the entryway into the main building, with the girls following close behind. Their presence here made a greater impact than in the districts outside, and John quickly grew accustomed to seeing the males staring at his female bodyguards in shock. Fortunately, no one attempted to prevent their progress, and even the guards were dissuaded from intervening when they saw that Natharion was accompanying them.

As they travelled deeper into the building, the corridors seemed quieter, and John felt like they were entering a venerated area of a hallowed church. Any conversations he heard were muted, the voices sombre and respectful, as if all the men here respected the dignity of this place. Ceraden led their group up to a set of ornate doors that remained closed to bar their entry.

“The Guild Leaders are in attendance and waiting for your arrival,” Natharion explained, as he walked up to the door. “The chambers are sealed to prevent unnecessary interruption when a debating session has begun.”

A holographic interface materialised before him, and his wrinkled fingers tapped a series of Maliri runes on the panel. With a soft swish, the doors unsealed, then rotated up into the ceiling to admit them into the huge room beyond. The debating chamber was constructed like an amphitheatre, with a semi-circle of raised seats looking down at the central area. The room was packed full, with at least a hundred Maliri males in attendance, and three times that number represented by holographic images for the males located on Genirath, Genwynn, and Genkiri stations. 

The men had been engaged in animated conversation, but all that chatter died out in a matter of seconds when they noticed their guest speaker had arrived. They all turned to face John with interest, but he saw the shock in their eyes when he was followed inside by ten armoured Lionesses. The girls fanned out to flank John as he walked over to the central podium, then they stood at attention and silently watched proceedings.

“Good luck, my friend,” Ceraden whispered, then he strode over to the inner ring of benches and took a seat beside Natharion.

John looked around at his captivated audience, who were all studying him in fascination. He wondered if it was just the rumours of his activities that had so piqued their interest, or if genetic conditioning was also playing a hand in garnering such focused attention. A non-Maliri appearing in their debating chamber must have been quite unsettling for them, especially one wearing a suit cut in an ancient Maliri style. However, one thing he was greatly relieved to see was that the girls’ presence had not been met with any strenuous objections.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” John said, looking around at the assembled males. “Thank you for agreeing to attend this meeting on such short notice. I can promise you that will prove to be one of the most pivotal decisions of your lives.”

“First of all, let me introduce myself. I seem to be accumulating a growing list of titles recently, and while my actual name is John Blake, I’m better known among the Maliri on the homeworlds as Baen’thelas.” He paused for a moment as the males murmured quietly to one another. “Please believe me that I didn’t choose that title myself, but in this case ‘Righter of Wrongs’ seems quite appropriate.”

“It was very wrong that the tyranny of the matriarchs was allowed to escalate to such homicidal excesses. It was very wrong that your ancestors were driven away from their homeworlds by the treachery and violence, and it’s terrible that the situation has been allowed to continue for so long. It’s also very wrong that the Maliri civilisation has started to slowly disintegrate, and I’m afraid to say that each of you must bear some responsibility for allowing that to happen.”

There was a shocked intake of breath at his accusation, and dozens of the Maliri looked like they were about to stridently defend themselves.

John held up his hands for calm and continued speaking before they could interrupt. “You must be thinking: how can he say something so grossly unfair? You were the victims, and you simply removed yourself from the homeworlds to avoid being subjected to further harm. While that is true, that decision has had a devastating effect on the females you left behind.”

He saw that he had their interest again, and they listened intently, no longer seeking to interrupt his speech.

“When I first travelled to Valaden, I was shocked at how dysfunctional Maliri society had become. The females there watched each other with open mistrust, wary for a knife in the back from enemies that falsely claimed to be their friends. The nobility were constantly at each other’s throats, instigating bloody assassinations of sisters and daughters, as they strived for dominance in a sick game designed to show their superior status over one another.”

“Despite how malevolent the nobility had become, they were the only women wealthy enough and with the right connections to visit the border stations to mate with you. It’s almost as if you were rewarding them for their psychotic behaviour, and for whatever reason this situation was allowed to develop, it’s exacerbated the terrible problems on the homeworlds. The females I met who weren’t part of the nobility seem relatively normal, yet they’ve been ignored and abandoned by their men, leaving them heartbroken and despairing that they’ll never be able to have families of their own.”

That bit of information seemed to strike his audience like a body blow, and he saw the shocked looks shift to guilt as they were unable to deny the simple truth to his accusations. John waited patiently for that to sink in, then continued his speech.

“The contrast between the dystopian nightmare created by the matriarchy and the fraternal camaraderie I’ve witnessed here on Geniya has been eye-opening to say the least. You managed to build a successful and supportive society from nothing, over the span of just a few centuries. The men on the border stations seem happy and contented with their lives, working together so that everyone might prosper... and for that you have my greatest respect and admiration.”

The tension eased considerably as they basked in his praise, even allowing themselves proud smiles as their hard work was acknowledged.

“Unfortunately, your prosperity has come at the expense of the females you distanced yourselves from. I know that all of you greatly distrust the matriarchs, and the women on the homeworlds in general, but this segregation between the genders cannot be allowed to continue. The birth rates have been dropping like a stone, and unless we address this problem, you will doom your own species to extinction.”

One of the males rose to his feet. “And what do you propose to fix it? You cannot expect us to return to the homeworlds and tolerate the insanity that forced us to leave in the first place!”

John fell silent and looked around at the males in the chamber. He could see that his refusal to deny the possibility of a return to the homeworlds left them all deeply unsettled.

He broke that uncomfortable silence by asking quietly, “Are you aware of the events that have occurred on the homeworlds in the last six months?”

There were a flurry of murmured comments, until another male stood up and said, “We’ve all heard the rumours. Some seem plausible, but others are so wildly far-fetched that they cannot possibly be true.”

John considered that point for a moment, then asked, “I’ve spent some time deliberating on how best to discuss this with all of you. Would you prefer me to give you a thorough recount of all the key events that I’ve been involved with on the homeworlds, or do you want me to just address the various rumours you’ve heard and confirm if they’re true or false?”

The same male looked intrigued and he quickly responded. “I heard that the violence has escalated recently and even some matriarchs have been assassinated. Is there any truth to that?”

“Yes,” John answered simply. “Only four of the original nineteen matriarchs still lead their Houses. Over the last six months, the other fifteen were all killed, and replaced by their daughters.”

“Fifteen!” the man gasped, staring at John in shocked disbelief.

The meeting chamber fell into stunned silence as all the males there reeled from that horrifying revelation.

Another male rose unsteadily to his feet. “But how could such a terrible slaughter have occurred? Is it true then, that there was a civil war?”

“Yes, that’s true as well. The matriarchs split into two factions and were on the verge of civil war, but I was able to peacefully diffuse the conflict before the two sides came to blows,” John patiently explained. “However, the matriarchs didn’t die in that confrontation; most of them were killed a few months later.”

“If you managed to broker a peace between the Houses, why were all those matriarchs killed?” one of the males asked, his brow furrowed in confusion.

John let out a heavy sigh. “They were murdered by their own daughters.”

The Maliri were shocked once again, as all of them were familiar with the rules restricting matricide that were observed in the internecine battles between the Houses.

“Why?! I thought that was forbidden!” the male exclaimed in bewilderment.

John squared his shoulders, knowing that this would be the pivotal moment. “Because they refused to stand by, and allow the matriarchs to have their youth restored and become pregnant with my children. Their daughters killed them to take their place at my side.”

The man stared at him incredulously for a moment, then broke into a sceptical smirk.

Someone in the audience blurted out, “How can you lecture us about breeding with the nobility when you’re consorting with known murderers!” 

“That’s a fair point,” John conceded. “In their defence, those girls suffered terrible cruelty at their mother’s hands, so it’s not really surprising that they reacted in the way they did. When they discovered that the old matriarchs would effectively become immortal, and they’d never be able to replace them, they acted to end their lives. I’m currently rehabilitating the daughters with considerable success.”

“They’d become immortal?!” another male snorted in disbelief.

“So this is how you deal with all the ‘bad girls’?” some joker scoffed. “I suppose you’d have us believe that you really are the Mael’nerak reborn!”

The chamber dissolved into raucous laughter, with more jokes and sceptical comments flung about, much to their amusement. Ceraden’s shoulders slumped in defeat and he let out a helpless groan, while Elder Natharion shook his head in stern disapproval.

John chose not to respond to the jeers and taunts, he simply focused his will inwards and tapped into his reserves of psychic energy. The Maliri males didn’t immediately notice that his feet had lifted off the ground, not until the brilliant blue light shining from John’s eyes blazed with fierce intensity, banishing the shadows from the whole chamber. The laughter and jokes ended in a collective gasp of shock and they gaped at him as he floated in the air before them.

“I am not Mael’nerak,” John calmly stated, the volume of his voice psychically enhanced so that it shook the males to the core. “But I am a Progenitor and I have claimed the Maliri. I now rule over the Protectorate, and the Matriarchs have all pledged their allegiance to me.”

His audience had gone from amusement to being frightened out of their wits in a matter of seconds, and John could see that a significant portion of the males in attendance were on the verge of bolting from the chamber. Now that he had their undivided attention again, he let the glow dim from his eyes and he slowly descended to his previous place on the central podium.

“Calm yourselves,” he said quietly, letting the volume of his voice return to normal. “I don’t mean you any harm.”

“What do you want then?” one of the men stammered fearfully.

“To show you a message from the homeworlds,” John replied, before glancing behind him at the Lionesses. “Irillith, if you’d be so kind.”

None of the armoured women moved in response, but a holographic projector activated, displaying a huge three-dimensional image, which Jehanna had recorded just that morning.

The video showed John seated on an ornate throne, with Edraele standing regally at his side. Flanking them, the rest of the matriarchs were split evenly, with nine standing to the left and nine to the right. Above their heads, titles appeared, identifying who each of the youthful Maliri females were, and which Houses they now ruled. John and his matriarchs waited patiently for a long moment, giving the males a few seconds to gape at the shocking sight.

“As you can see, the situation on the homeworlds has changed,” the holographic version of John quietly stated. “There will be no more torture. There will be no more assassinations. Why is that, ladies?”

The nineteen matriarchs spoke together in perfect harmony. “Because you have forbidden it, Lord Baen’thelas!”

He leaned forward on his throne, his expression earnest as he said, “The Maliri species is dying out. Entire cities on the homeworlds have been abandoned and left deserted. The pitifully low birth rates amongst your people will doom you all to extinction within a couple of generations... unless you act now.” 

Sitting back again, he continued, “I implore you to strongly encourage all the males on the border stations to return home to rebuild your population. I’m well aware of the gender imbalance in your species, and for that reason, I would suggest that each of you claim twenty females and start your own extended families.”

Allowing himself a wry smile, John said, “I understand that this is a shocking request, and you might have a great many reservations. However, I would never ask anyone to do something that I wasn’t brave enough to do myself.”

The regal posture of the matriarchs visibly shifted, as they relaxed from standing at rigid attention, and their manner became more seductive. The nineteen Maliri drifted closer to John, with four of the Young Matriarchs gracefully sinking to their knees in front of him, then reclining back against his legs. Two more of the new matriarchs knelt at either side of his throne, their hands lightly resting on his arms, while those still standing caressed his shoulders. It was immediately obvious to every man watching, that all the Maliri females were involved in an intimate relationship with John. 

To drive that point home, Kali Loraleth accepted John’s hand, then sat sideways across his lap. As the material of her long formal gown shifted, it revealed a gentle curve to her azure skin. John placed his hand on her baby bump and she melted in his arms, looking up at him with doe-eyed adoration. The other matriarchs smiled fondly at the couple, with several instinctively caressing their own subtly rounded stomachs.

“I apologise for being greedy and taking all the matriarchs for myself,” John said as he affectionately stroked Kali. “I’ve claimed all nineteen of these beautiful ladies, and I do not intend to share them. However, there are millions of other charming Maliri females who have been longing for your return. You men have been sorely missed, and I can promise that you’ll receive a very warm welcome on the homeworlds.”

Queen Edraele glided around the throne and bowed reverently to John. “With your permission, may I address the males, Lord Baen’thelas?”

He acknowledged her request with a nod. “Of course, Edraele.”

She turned to face the audience and gave them an enigmatic smile, her purple eyes shining with an enchanting ethereal glow. The men peered at her in fascination, transfixed by the visible confirmation of her eldritch bloodline.

Below the holographic image, one of the Lionesses stepped forward and removed her helmet, revealing the exquisitely beautiful face of the Maliri Queen. “Thank you, my Lord.”

The House Valaden matriarch had a truly terrifying reputation, and many of the males cringed backwards in fright. They had all heard the tales about her legendary cruelty, as well as the rumours about her psychic abilities, a fact that could be easily verified by the light shining from her eyes. Now that she had their undivided attention, Edraele let that glow fade, and Irillith deactivated the holographic message above.

“First of all, I would like to sincerely apologise to you on behalf of all the matriarchs,” Edraele said earnestly, her rich feminine voice sweeping through the chamber. “We are all deeply sorry for the terrible way you were mistreated in the past. To have driven you from your homes is truly shameful and something that we will never allow to happen again. If it is any consolation, all of the matriarchs that might have hurt you are either long-dead, or have been severely punished for their transgressions.”

She blushed and darted a contrite glance at John, before she continued, “As Lord Baen’thelas has informed you, not all Maliri females were tainted by the collective insanity that gripped the matriarchy. Most of the women living on our planets are nothing like the nobility, and I beg you not to let our malevolent actions shadow your view of all the females of our species. Some of you have met the recent influx of engineers that arrived here from Genthalas, and I’m sure that Ceraden can attest to the sweet nature of those lovely young women?”

Ceraden had been caught completely by surprise by Edraele’s dramatic appearance, and he was watching spellbound as events unfolded. He blinked in shock when she faced him, then realising what she’d asked, he rose to his feet and turned to address the stunned audience.

“Queen Edraele is being completely truthful with you. I’ve recently embarked on a relationship with no less than six of the delightful arrivals from Genthalas, and I can confirm that they are truly charming young ladies. They’re considerate and kind-hearted, and make for wonderfully pleasant company. My life has been enriched beyond all measure after being blessed to make their acquaintance, and I did not hesitate to agree when they expressed a desire for children.”

He looked away into the distance, distracted by painful memories. “They are nothing like the venomous snakes that I sired my daughters with, many decades ago. The difference is like darkest night and brightest day. We were all fools to passively accept the advances of the few females that ventured to the border stations. Only those with sufficient wealth could afford such an adventure, and of course those females were also members of the nobility, who created this schism between the genders in the first place. It seems so obvious now, but we rewarded them for their misdeeds.”

Ceraden sighed and shook himself out of his reverie. “I would urge you to listen to everything Baen’thelas has to say. I trust him with my life and I am quite certain that he has our best interests at heart.”

“Thank you, Ceraden,” John said graciously. 

He looked up at the Maliri males who were still reeling from one shocking surprise after another. Sweeping his gaze across the stunned men, he waited patiently as they tried to readjust their world view after so many startling new developments.

One of the men rose to his feet and said hesitantly, “I do believe everything you’ve told us, but you’re asking us to uproot our entire lives and abandon everything we’ve built on the border stations. How can you ask us to just throw it all away like that?”

“I appreciate that what I’m asking isn’t going to be easy,” John replied with genuine sympathy. “I do think your lives will be greatly enriched if you choose to return to the homeworlds and give the females another chance. If any of you are concerned about me attempting to take over leadership of your organisations, I can assure you that nothing could be further from the truth. I’m happy to grant you as much autonomy as you desire.”

Edraele spoke up next and interjected, “The matriarchs and I will assist in any way we can to transpose your organisations back to our homeworlds. If you choose to keep the guilds exclusively male, that will be your prerogative. Should you be willing to accept female apprentices, I think they could bring value to your guilds, but we will respect your authority to run them as you see fit. You bring a critical balance to our people that has been desperately needed for centuries, and we cannot allow the gender disparity to diminish your important voice in our society.”

The men glanced at each other and began murmuring quiet comments to their colleagues. John was impressed to see that they had taken everything they’d been told in stride, and was pleased by the cautiously optimistic atmosphere than now pervaded the meeting chamber. He walked over to Edraele and clasped her gauntleted hand, then gave the Maliri Queen a warm smile. She looked at him with pride shining in her eyes, and leaned in to give him a tender kiss, before they turned back to await the verdict from the males.

Another Maliri rose from his seat and asked politely, “Lord Baen’thelas, I have a question.”

“Sure, go ahead,” John said amiably. “I’m afraid I don’t know your name?”

“It’s Kivessin, and I lead the Institute of Centralised Logistics. I get the distinct impression that you’re awaiting a definitive answer right now? I’m inclined to tentatively agree, as are my immediate colleagues, but preparing to move millions of people back to the homeworlds will take meticulous planning. We’ll need to carefully study whether such a move is even feasible, and if it is, making preparations for this endeavour could take months, if not years.”

John hesitated before replying, then glanced around the auditorium and saw the rest of his audience was listening attentively. “I’m not asking anyone to commit to anything right now, but do the rest of you share Kivessin’s opinion? Do you tentatively agree that a move back to the homeworlds could be a very positive one for all of you?”

Elder Natharion got up from his bench and approached. “We could take a poll and let you know the collective feeling towards your proposal. Would that be sufficient at this stage?”

“That would be really helpful, thanks,” John said gratefully.

The leader of the trade guild activated a device on his wrist, then tapped a number of icons on the holographic interface. He glanced upwards and when John turned to look too, he saw that his proposal was now projected above their heads with runes indicating agreement or refusal. Natharion tapped a matching sigil on his holo interface and a tally mark appeared next to the approval rune. After that, the votes came in thick and fast, and John was delighted to see that it was a landslide in his favour.

“97.3% approve of your proposal,” Natharion said with a smile of satisfaction. “That is as close to unanimous as we’ve ever come.”

“That’s really great news!” John said, smiling widely at the males in the audience. His smile wavered, and he continued, “I wanted to get your consensus that this would be the best course of action for everyone here, so that you don’t feel like you’re being forced into doing something against your will.”

Kivessin frowned and looked at him with concern. “That sounds alarming. Please could you clarify what you mean?”

Taking a deep breath, John replied, “The truth is that it’s imperative that you all leave the border stations as quickly as possible. I would ask you to vacate them immediately if we had the fleets available to transport you back to the homeworlds.”

Voicing the question all the males were thinking, Kivessin simply asked, “Why?”

“Because we are at war,” John replied, his face set in a grim mask. “There are entire civilisations of technically advanced species that want to exterminate the Maliri. Each of them are led by a Progenitor, but a malevolent one, like Mael’nerak originally used to be. When their invasion forces reach our territory, they will not hesitate to destroy the trade stations and kill everyone on board.”

A male who hadn’t yet spoken shook his head and exclaimed, “We have technical superiority over everyone in the galaxy! This can’t possibly be true!”

“The Maliri have a tech advantage against your closest neighbours,” John corrected him. “But the threat the Thrall species pose is very real. We are facing an imminent invasion right now, and the vanguard of their fleets should reach the outskirts of Maliri territory later tonight.”

Elder Natharion stared at John in open-mouthed horror, an expression that was closely mirrored by most of the other males in attendance.

John saw him wobble uncertainly and reached out to steady the older Maliri. “Perhaps you should sit down for a moment, Natharion.”

The Trade Guild leader looked like he was about to protest for a moment, then wisely nodded and let John lead him back to his padded bench.

Looking back up at his shocked audience, John grimaced and said, “I’m sorry that I’m forced to just spring this on you. If I could do anything to delay the attacks and give you more time, I promise I’d do it in a heartbeat. Unfortunately, we can only respond to the impending threats at the moment, but I promise you that I will take the fight to them when the time comes.”

“What if we decide to stay?” Kivessin asked, his face now a very pale blue.

John gave him a rueful frown. “Then you’ll be left exposed on the frontlines of a very bloody war. I’ll fight alongside the women serving in the fleets and do everything we can to protect you, but if we fail, it will mean all of your deaths and you’ll be dooming the Maliri to extinction. We’ve managed to defeat one Progenitor so far, but there are dozens more and they’ll be coming for us now.”

“How have we heard nothing of this?” Elder Natharion asked, looking at him in horrified disbelief. “Do you have any proof to verify what you say is true?”

Walking back to the podium, John said, “I do have proof, right here in fact. Before I show you, please brace yourself for a shock.”

“Another one?” Ceraden muttered, wincing at the prospect.

John nodded in sympathy. “I’m afraid so.” He glanced back at the Lionesses and said quietly, “It’s time.”

One of the other armoured Lionesses walked forward, and just like Edraele before her, she carefully removed her Paragon helmet. There was a sharp intake of breath from everyone in the audience and they recoiled from the beautiful young woman as if she was a poisonous viper in their midst.

Slipping a supportive arm around her shoulders, John said, “This is Empress Auralei, leader of the Larathyran Empire. Please don’t be alarmed. You’re reacting instinctively to the sight of another thrall species, but Auralei is no threat to any of you.”

Auralei gave him a brave smile, then stepped forward to address the wide-eyed Maliri. “My father was a Progenitor called Larn’kelnar. He arrived here nearly a year ago and worked in the shadows, sowing discord amongst your neighbours and setting them against each other.”

She patiently outlined how Larn’kelnar had instigated the Kintark War with Terra, the Drakkar invasion of Ashana, destabilised the Trankarans and steered them into civil war, and encouraged Brimorian aggression in the Callopean Shoals. The Maliri males gradually grew accustomed to her unsettling presence and listened in horrified fascination to her dreadful tale.

“Eventually, my father tired of his sadistic games, and ambushed Baen’thelas,” Auralei explained. “After a gruelling battle, Baen’thelas was victorious and slew Larn’kelnar, but not before my father drained the life out of all the females who served him... including my mother.”

Taking her cue, Jehanna reactivated the holo-projector and displayed the disturbing images she’d recorded on Larathyra. They all watched in sickened silence as she showed them hundreds of dead Larathyrans lying dead in the street, their bodies reduced to withered husks.

“War is coming and this is the kind of monster we’re facing,” John said quietly. “We can’t avoid this fight and we must take immediate action to protect as many lives as possible. The future of your entire civilisation hangs in the balance, and we can’t afford to underestimate the threat, or take any unnecessary risks.”

“Can we use our fleets to evacuate the stations?” Kivessin asked, his brow furrowed in concentration.

“I’ve dispatched one of my fleets to the border and they can be diverted to assist where necessary,” Edraele replied.

“The rest are already occupied,” John interjected. “Larn’kelnar wiped out all the crews for his thrall war fleets, and Auralei has graciously gifted them to us to help defend our territory. The rest of our fleets are currently rushing to capture as many advanced thrall warships as possible.”

“Are the Larathyrans our allies then?” Ceraden asked, studying the green-skinned woman in fascination.

“Lord Baen’thelas has claimed us too... but our entire civilisation was devastated by Larn’kelnar,” Auralei said, her expression bleak. “I’m afraid we are in no position to help you at the moment.”

“You’ve done more than enough,” John said, giving her an appreciative smile. “Now that our forces have access to your ships, we have a fighting chance of defending ourselves against this Galkiran invasion.”

She brightened and gave him a loving smile.

“So how do you propose to evacuate us from the border stations?” Kivessin asked, looking increasingly worried. “You said that these Galkirans will be breaching the border tonight?”

“We can’t evacuate you immediately. We’re predicting that the Galkirans will invade via the Kirrix border, so a long way from here,” John clarified. “We’ll attempt to delay their forces and harass them every step of the way, which should give our fleets enough time to retrieve the Larathyran ships and rally for the final battle. Assuming we survive that carnage, our next priority will be evacuating the border stations, so that gives you about... a week... to get ready.”

Kivessin barked a humourless laugh. “I must admit that you’re extremely persuasive, Lord Baen’thelas. I went from scoffing at the ludicrous idea of returning to the homeworlds, to reluctantly conceding that it might be a wise course of action for the good of our people. Now I find myself desperately awaiting your victory over the Galkirans, so I can rush to abandon my home of over a century. Believe it or not, I’m actually excited at the thought of meeting some females and the prospect of starting a family.” 

There were murmurs of agreement from all directions, as many of the males echoed Kivessin’s sentiments.

“That’s how it should be,” John said with an understanding smile. “This forced segregation is hurting all the Maliri.”

“So what happens now?” Natharion asked, looking to John for guidance.

“We’ll be departing from Geniya shortly, then making further preparations to deal with the Galkirans,” John explained. “If all of you are as willing to evacuate as Kivessin, then I’d advise you to treat anything other than preparing to leave as a secondary priority. When we bring our fleets here, we’ll need to transfer everyone to the ships as quickly and efficiently as possible, so if there’s anything you can do to help speed up the process it would be greatly appreciated.”

Kivessin squared his shoulders and nodded. “We’ll begin making preparations.”

“Thank you,” John said gratefully. 

“Is there anything else you wish to bring to our attention?” Natharion asked, with an anxious frown. 

John gave him a wry smile. “Wasn’t that enough?”

The old Maliri laughed, his amusement coming out as wheezing chuckles. “I’m not sure I could survive much more!”

“In that case, we better end things there,” John joked, before looking up at his relieved audience. “Like I said earlier, I’m sorry for hitting you with so many shocking revelations, but there wasn’t an easy way to break any of this news gently. I’m very glad that we got this opportunity to meet though, and I hope we can continue our discussions after you’ve relocated to the homeworlds.”

The answering comments were complimentary and hopeful, with many of the males expressing a keen interest in future meetings. After that, the gathering began to break up, with the holographic attendees disconnecting, and the males from Geniya starting to leave the meeting chamber.

Ceraden walked over to John and slapped him on the back. “I must admit, my friend, I thought we were done for at one point! It seemed Lady Luck had deserted you in your time of direst need.”

“It was touch and go for a minute,” John admitted. 

Eyeing the rest of the Lionesses speculatively, Ceraden asked, “Dare I ask what mysterious maidens lurk behind those suits of armour? You don’t have a female Drakkar hiding back there do you?”

John laughed and shook his head. “Fortunately not. Ladies, I think you can reveal your identities now.”

The rest of the Lionesses jogged over to join them, with the girls deftly removing their helmets. Ceraden exchanged friendly greetings with Alyssa, Calara, Dana, and Rachel, having met all of them before. He was delighted to be introduced to Sakura and Jehanna, then did a double-take when the twins removed their helmets.

“Oh no, my friend!” Ceraden gasped in mock horror. “What twisted madness possessed you to clone Irillith?!” 

“Very funny,” Irillith said with a self-conscious smile. “This is my sister, Tashana.”

“It’s lovely to finally meet you, Ceraden,” Tashana said sweetly. “John often talks about you, and I’ve been really looking forward to being introduced to one of his closest friends.”

The Maliri merchant scooped up her hand with an elaborate flourish. “Please accept my sincerest apologies, fair maiden! I fear I’ve grievously wronged you. I should have guessed that Irillith was in fact, an evil twin... which must make you her angelic counterpart! How wonderful to know that goodness still exists in the galaxy, and in such an exceptionally beautiful form.”

Tashana blushed as he kissed the back of her hand, then darted a guilty look at her sister. “Irillith’s not the same woman you knew, Ceraden. Please don’t be too harsh with her, she’s very different now.”

“It’s alright, I deserve it,” Irillith admitted with a look of profound regret. “I really was awful to you, Ceraden, and you never did anything that could possibly justify my appalling behaviour. I’m very sorry for all the horrid things I said to you. Will you forgive me?”

“Oh, my dear, please don’t cry,” Ceraden said with concern, when he saw her violet eyes welling up with tears. “I was only joking, so don’t take anything I said to heart. I see that John performed the same miraculous transformation on you that he managed with my wayward daughters. Of course I forgive you; let us forget the past and forge a new friendship.”

“Thank you,” Irillith said, brushing the tear from her cheek, and giving him a grateful smile.

“Excuse me, Lord Baen’thelas?” a Maliri male asked politely. “Can you spare us a moment in private before you depart. It is quite urgent.”

“I’m sure we can find somewhere to have a discreet conversation,” John agreed, studying the two men curiously. 

“There are antechambers where we can speak freely, without fear of being overheard,” the second male interjected, before gesturing towards the exit. “If you would care to accompany us?”

“Of course. Do you mind telling me who you are?” he asked, walking with them towards the exit.

“My name is Kaedos. I am the Senior representative from the Consortium of Structural Engineers.”

The second Maliri waited for his colleague to finish speaking, then said quietly, “I am Laedrallas. I lead the Institute for Energy Weapons Research.”

John raised an eyebrow, then stopped and held up his hand. “Hold on a second. I have a feeling we’re going to need my Chief Engineer for this. I’ll be discussing everything with her after our meeting, so to save time, can we just invite her along?”

The two men shared a pensive glance, then reluctantly nodded their agreement.

Dana bounded over to join them, her blue eyes sparkling with excitement. “Are you guys going to give me any clues what this secret meeting is about?!”

Kaedos winced and gave her a pained look. “Please can we wait until we can discuss this in private?”

The redhead zipped her finger across her lips, then grinned in anticipation as she followed them out of the auditorium.
