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*We can discuss Caerthyna later,* John said, planting a kiss on Alyssa’s forehead. *All the girls are here now and we should make a start on the debrief.*

Her smug grin turned into a frustrated pout. *Fine, but I want the full story. You’ve been enjoying keeping secrets from me far too much, Mr. Blake.*

John couldn’t help chuckling at her shameless hypocrisy, and his laughter drew the attention of all the girls in attendance. 

“Take a seat, ladies,” he said, returning to his own chair at the head of the meeting table. “We need to get started; we’ve got a lot to cover.”

He waited until everyone had returned to their places around the table, then gestured towards the holo-projector built into the centre. “Daphne, please could you bring up a Sector Map centred on Arcadia.” 

“Of course, Father,” she replied, activating a holographic map of the corresponding star systems.

“I thought it would be a good idea to break down the war with Gahl’kalgor into four separate stages,” John elaborated, as the girls stared up at the star field. “We can start with his arrival at Arcadia, and the events that led up to the Galkiran Armada reaching the Maliri border. In stage two we can cover the space battles through our territory.”

John placed his hand on Kaija’s shoulder as he continued, “Stage three we’ll go over the siege of Kythshara and the thrall ground invasion. Then we’ll finish off with a review of the final battle against Gahl’kalgor. Any questions?”

Irillith raised a slender blue hand. “What about the assault on Genthalas?”

“Let’s leave that for now,” John replied, a pained expression on his face. “I’m waiting for a full report from Luna on everything that happened there, and we also need marine casualty numbers, as well as our ship losses in the fleet battle.”

The Maliri nodded in agreement. 

“Alright, let’s begin,” John said, before glancing back at the holographic map. “Our first contact with Gahl’kalgor was his bombardment of Rahn’hagon’s ship from orbit. Thanks to Larn’kelnar’s ambush, the Invictus was cut in half at that point and had crashed on the planet, but we managed to hide using the Stealth Field Generator from the wrecked dreadnought.”

“It’s a real shame we weren’t in a position to board his dreadnought like Sakura suggested,” Calara said with a wry smile. “If we’d been able to eliminate Gahl’kalgor back then, it would have saved us a huge amount of effort later.”

“With hindsight, I’m glad we didn’t even try it,” Sakura admitted. “We were in no fit state for another battle with a Progenitor, and we had no way of tricking him into lowering his shields.”

“Very true,” John agreed, with a nod towards the assassin. “But it proved to be a devastatingly effective tactic against Aahn’laetar. We never would have even contemplated such an audacious plan, if you hadn’t suggested ambushing Gahl’kalgor with a boarding action back on Arcadia.”

Rachel gave the Asian girl a congratulatory pat on the back, making her smile.

“We know that Gahl’kalgor jumped out shortly after the bombardment, but at some point he returned to build a hyper-warp gate,” John continued, his eyes flicking to Daphne. “Irillith downloaded the coordinates from a thrall battleship’s nav logs; could you mark the gate’s location on the map for us please.”

The synthetic girl did as instructed, highlighting  an area close to the Arcadia system, where the Progenitor had gathered his armada.

“Gahl’kalgor initiated his invasion by deploying scouts to search for Maliri territory,” John began, until he was interrupted by Calara, who cleared her throat to get his attention.

“Before we get into the details of enemy action, could we briefly discuss the hyper-warp gate?” the Latina requested.

“Sure,” John agreed magnanimously. “What’s on your mind?” 

“We still need to verify if another Progenitor has captured the gate,” she replied, a pensive frown on her face. “Xar’aziuth might already be preparing the next attack, and if a new Progenitor is assembling an invasion force, we need to know about it as soon as possible.”

“That’s a good point,” John agreed, staring at the location of the hyper-warp gate and wondering if it was already being used to stage an imminent invasion. “We’ve been speculating about their plans, but until we actual verify what they’re up to, we’re just making educated guesses.”

“The Aeltarian dreadnought is ready to make a wormhole jump,” Calara reminded him. “Should I contact Captain Vaerona and ask her to wait for eight hours, then scout the gate? By that time, our own Wormhole Generator will be fully recharged, so we can jump in to support them if they get attacked.”

John considered her suggestion for a long moment, then reluctantly shook his head. “I appreciate that we need to investigate the hyper-warp gate as a priority, but if the Aeltarians do jump there and stir up a hornet’s nest, we’ll be forced to immediately intervene. I don’t want to be pulled into another fight right now, not when I need to focus on Edraele’s recovery, and Rachel needs some time to heal all the wounded on Genthalas.”

Calara nodded in understanding. “I’ll speak to Vaerona and advise her of our current situation. She can be ready to jump as soon as we give her the order to proceed.”

“There’s one flaw in that plan,” Alyssa interjected, before gesturing towards Caerthyna. “Our lovely new Empress is able to issue telepathic orders to all the Aeltarians we recruited, but they’re not able to communicate back to her. If we send their dreadnought to investigate the gate, they’ll be hundreds of light years out of comms range, and won’t be able to warn us if they get attacked.”

 “We could assign Almari and Ilyana to act as intermediaries with Captain Vaerona,” John suggested. “They’ve both bonded with Edraele, so when she wakes up, they’ll be able to keep her informed if they run into any trouble.”

Alyssa hesitated, and shared a quick glance with Rachel.

“What’s the problem?” he asked, curious about her reaction. “The Nymphs recruited everybody on board, so there shouldn’t be any awkwardness between the Maliri and the Aeltarians.”

“You’re right, that is the best solution,” Alyssa conceded. “I’ll speak to Almari and Ilyana about transferring to the dreadnought.”

“Does anyone else want to add anything about the gate?” John enquired, glancing around at the girls. When they all shook their heads in the negative, he proceeded with the debriefing, “So Gahl’kalgor initiated his invasion by dispatching scouts to locate Maliri territory. Unfortunately, they encountered Admiral Zelig’s fleet on the Kirrix border, and wiped out most of his forces.”

Daphne updated the holographic map to display the location of the battle, including an accurate rendition of the Terran warships deployed along the border. The Federation were protecting their territory with a reinforced fleet, and it was shocking to see just how substantial a force had been decimated by a handful of thrall scout ships. 

“I’ve gathered enough data about the battle to be able to recreate it,” Daphne said, as six thrall cruisers appeared, facing the Terran forces. “Should I proceed with the simulation?”

John glanced at Calara, who was staring up at the Terran forces with trepidation. Her father’s ship, the Damocles, had been destroyed in that one-sided slaughter, ending the lives of all the crew. They were brave men and women that Calara had known and admired for most of her life, and the last thing John wanted to do was subject her to a re-enactment of their senseless deaths.

“Thanks, but that’s not necessary, Daphne,” he said to the synthetic girl. Turning his attention back to the crew, John continued, “My next question would be: is there any way we could have prevented the massacre?”

Calara let out a heavy sigh. “I’ve thought about this a lot. Rahn’hagon warned us that a Progenitor attack was imminent. I keep thinking that we should have taken him more seriously and made more preparations.”

Rachel gave the Latina a sympathetic look. “We did start making preparations for an attack as soon as we returned to Genthalas, but even now we’re not in a position to be able to patrol and defend the borders of the Terran Federation. You can’t blame yourself for what happened to Zelig’s fleet.”

“She’s right, this wasn’t your fault,” Alyssa solemnly agreed. “The only action we could have taken to avoid the battle, is warn the Admiralty to not communicate with any thrall ships, and order a retreat from any engagement. Even then, the scouts could have just hunted down any fleeing ships, because they were much too slow to escape. The only thing that saved Zelig’s fleet from complete annihilation was the Galkirans locating Maliri territory; the scouts immediately broke off the attack and made a beeline for the Protectorate.”

John reached out to comfort Calara with a shoulder rub.  “I think we did the best we could, considering the limited time and resources we had available. I only asked in case there was something I might have overlooked, so no more blaming yourself, okay?”

She gave him a relieved and grateful smile. “Okay.”

Her expression turned thoughtful a moment later.

“Should we expect the six new Progenitors to follow the same modus operandi?” Calara asked, referring to the dreadnoughts currently flying through Maliri territory. “If they all launch waves of scouts from wherever they build their hyper-warp gates, we need to have a plan in place to avoid them encountering more allied fleets.”

John considered that possibility for a moment, before shaking his head. “Gahl’kalgor was trying to locate Maliri territory, but those six Progenitors already know precisely where we are. There’s no need for them to map out all the nearby systems, but they might still send out scouts along the invasion corridor they’re planning to use. We should warn Niskera and Lynette to clear a wide path through their territory, so that their ships don’t get ambushed by thrall forces.”

“I have a suggestion,” Irillith said, raising her hand. “Can we replace the destroyed sensor satellites in the Lianelis Saevath network? Being able to accurately track any inbound thrall forces would be priceless information, especially detecting any cloaked dreadnoughts.”

Calara nodded vigorously. “That gets my vote!”

“How about it, Dana?” John asked his Chief Engineer. “Can you build replacements?”

“I haven’t had a chance to study one yet,” the redhead replied. “If we can take a trip out to the sensor grid, I can have a peek inside one of them, and see what makes it tick.”

“We’ll have to make that a priority,” John agreed. “Where are the gaps in the network?”

“Mael’nerak’s empire originally included the entire Terran Federation, as well as Ashanath and Trankaran territory,” Tashana explained. “Rahn’hagon’s fleets invaded through what is now called the Desolation of Vulkat, then destroyed all the sensors along the Kirrix border and down towards the Trankaran Republic. To fix the gaps around Maliri territory, we’d need to deploy new sensors along the Kirrix border as well as cover what is now the border with the Terran Federation.”

“If you can build some replacements, we can ask the Maliri fleets to deploy the sensors for us,” Calara suggested, sounding even more excited by the prospect. “Now that the Maliri have returned with all the salvaged Larathyran warships, I was thinking that we should start patrolling the borders. If the Progenitors do dispatch scouts into our territory, the fleets can intercept and neutralise them before they can inflict any damage.”

John nodded thoughtfully. “That sounds like a solid plan to me.” He turned and looked down the meeting table to the synthetic girl seated at the end. “Daphne, can you access the sensor logs, and show us the Galkiran forces as they progressed through Maliri territory. I’d like to review all our engagements with the armada.”

“I have the relevant data ready for you, Father,” she replied, gesturing towards the sector map. 

“Alright, let’s move on to stage two then,” John said, turning his attention to the holograph.

They all watched as the 29 Galkiran Fleets were displayed above them, the data recorded by the Invictus’ long-range sensors when first contact was made. The huge thrall force began their incursion into Maliri territory, completely oblivious to the white battle cruiser that lurked in wait.

“I still can’t believe we decided to take them all on by ourselves,” Jehanna marvelled, shaking her head in wonder. “There’s so many of them...”

“Their numbers made them overconfident,” Calara stated, analysing the footage with detached professionalism. “We caught them completely by surprise, and they took a long time to react.”

The ambush played out as Calara had described, with the thrall crews stunned by the unexpected drop from hyper-warp and the subsequent attack by a cloaked vessel. As the Invictus tore through the Galkiran ranks, crippling warships left and right, it took the thralls well over a minute before they started firing back. The holographic image lit up with the bright flare of weapon fire, but the shots sailed harmlessly through the Invictus’ wake.

“We would’ve been in big trouble without the Stealth Field Generator,” John observed, watching his cloaked ship evade a terrifying barrage of enemy fire. “There’s no way we could have just charged in without it.”

“The only downside was how vulnerable we were without our shields,” Calara said, before glancing meaningfully at Dana. 

“Yeah, yeah, I’m working on it,” the redhead replied to her unspoken question. “If I can figure out how to upgrade the Progenitor Power Cores, we should hopefully have enough power to keep the shields up while we’re cloaked.”

As if to emphasise Calara’s point, the Invictus finally took a few unlucky hits from a battleship’s broadside. As the dreadnought closed the distance to within firing range, the Invictus retreated from the battle, safely escaping into the void of deep space. 

“Two entire fleets immobilised,” Sakura observed, looking at Calara with respect. “Not bad for our first foray against them.”

“We definitely made a dramatic entrance,” John said with a wry smile. He glanced at Kaija and added, “It’s a shame you weren’t stationed on the dreadnought’s Bridge; I’m sure Gahl’kalgor’s reaction to that ambush must have been fascinating.”

The Galkiran Empress had been staring at the one-sided holo-battle in open-mouthed amazement. When everyone turned their attention towards her, Kaija blushed and looked embarrassed. 

“I was in the barracks with my squad,” she admitted self-consciously. “We only heard about the battle after it was already over.”

“I know, I was just joking, honey,” John said, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze. “Are you sure you’re okay watching this? It might look like we’re inflicting massive damage, but Calara was being very careful to only target engines so we could immobilise those ships. Hopefully we managed to avoid any thralls getting hurt.”

“I understand,” Kaija said quietly. “I’d like to continue watching.”

“Sure,” John agreed. “You can continue, Daphne.”

The synthetic girl had skipped past the repairs to the Invictus, and paused the sensor data just before the next battle. She restarted the playback, and they watched as the white battlecruiser raced towards the Galkiran forces.

“Our plan to keep pressure on the fleets, so they were forced to wear out their shields was very effective,” Calara noted, continuing her commentary. “By the time they reached Kythshara, their shield projectors had suffered severe degradation. Most of those ships were barely able to maintain 50% shield strength.”

“We wore out the thralls too,” Jade informed them. “The Galkiran officers we recruited were all very tired and stressed.”

“Being on the receiving end of constant ambushes can’t have been much fun,” John said with sympathy.  “But exhausted crews make mistakes, and we were able to exploit that to give us an advantage.”

The holographic screen flashed with a rapid series of detonations, as the thrall fleets were beset by spider mines. Before the shocked Galkirans had recovered from that disaster, the Invictus was weaving through their ranks again, immobilising dozens more warships.

Watching the destruction with a wry smile, John continued, “I doubt we would’ve been able to lure their ships into so many minefields if the crews were fresh and alert. Those spider mines were a brilliant idea, Dana. They were incredibly effective.”

“They blew up a load of engines,” the redhead agreed, an ambivalent expression on her face.

“With hindsight, I think I made a mistake using minefields to cover our retreat,” Calara said thoughtfully, watching as the holographic display showed Galkiran pursuers running into another set of cloaked mines. 

John frowned in confusion. “It seemed to work like a charm. Why would you think it was a mistake?”

“Because it deterred them from chasing after us,” the Latina explained. “The thralls were so wary about being lured into another minefield, they just let us retreat uncontested every time. That might have made withdrawing from each engagement safer for us, but I lost the ability to steer the armada in the direction I wanted.”

“Right, I see what you mean,” John said, understanding her perspective. “I agree with you, but I was more concerned about our safety at the time. Being able to escape after each ambush was more important than maintaining a strategic advantage over the invaders.”

“The problem is that Gahl’kalgor split his armada shortly afterwards,” Calara said, staring ruefully at the holographic map. “That made harassing both groups a real headache... and we had to keep track of his dreadnought’s wormhole generator recharge cycle to avoid any nasty surprises.”

Jehanna looked at them both with admiration. “I found it all nerve racking and I wasn’t even making any decisions. I don’t know how you both managed to stay so calm, and somehow keep making the best choices to achieve victory.”

“Ah, I don’t know about that,” John said grimly, his face full of regret. “I doubt the Maliri on the Venkalyn homeworld would have agreed with you.”

The reporter froze in consternation. “I’m so sorry, John... I wasn’t thinking.”

The Briefing Room fell into a hushed silence, as they remembered having to make the terrible choice between saving either the Maliri core world or Genwynn Station from destruction. 

Caerthyna shared a worried glance with Kaija, then she leaned over to ask quietly, “John, why is everyone so upset? What happened?”

He let out a heavy sigh. “After Gahl’kalgor split up his fleets, one group continued on the same course, and the second turned to pursue us in the direction we’d been trying to divert them. We kept ambushing both groups, but couldn’t make them change direction again, or inflict enough damage to force a retreat. Eventually the first group reached a heavily populated Maliri planet, and the second group approached one of the Maliri trading stations. We were forced to pick which one to save, and had to abandon the other. We managed to protect Genwynn Station, but the Galkirans attacked the House Venkalyn homeworld. We lost contact with them. There were millions of Maliri living there... women and children.”

Caerthyna’s face fell and she stroked his arm in sympathy. “Oh, how awful.” 

Kaija looked at him in surprise, then blurted out, “There weren’t millions of Maliri there. The cities were deserted!”

“What?” John asked, startled by her outburst.

“Gahl’kalgor ordered an assault on the capital, but when we landed there, the city had been completely abandoned. I never even saw a single Maliri until after I became your matriarch.”

Alyssa broke out into relieved laughter. “Holy shit! Their plan actually worked! All that worrying over nothing...”

“What plan?” Kaija asked her, bewildered by the blonde’s exuberant reply. 

“As soon as Edraele realised the Maliri homeworlds could be in danger, she worked with the matriarchs to plan ways to evacuate the population,” Alyssa explained. “There are deep cave networks on that planet. Kehlarissa ordered her people to convert those tunnels into emergency bunkers, then masked the life signs with sensor bafflers. By the time you invaded their city, the Maliri had evacuated and were hiding underground.”

John slumped back in his chair with a deep sigh of relief. “Thank God for that. I didn’t know how I was going to face Kehlarissa after abandoning her homeworld.”

“She would have understood,” Alyssa said gently. “All the matriarchs know how hard you’ve been working to protect the Maliri.”

The change in mood was electric, as everyone celebrated that the one catastrophic disaster in the campaign had in fact been averted.

“Well, it looks like Gahl’kalgor actually did us a huge favour by splitting his fleets,” Calara said, breaking into a broad smile. “When he sent that second group off on a wild goose chase, it just meant that he had half the fleets available for the final battle at Kythshara.”

“And we didn’t have to cripple any of those ships either,” Dana said, sharing the Latina’s infectious grin. “That’s ten more fleets fighting on our side now without needing any repairs.” 

“Speaking of which,” John said, his gaze flicking back to the tactical map. “Any ideas how we’re going to fix all the marooned Galkiran fleets?”

Daphne had paused the sensor data in the aftermath of an ambush, with over a hundred Galkiran warships now showing only wreckage where their engines should have been.

“Yeah... we’re kinda screwed there,” Dana grumbled, as she stared up at the mangled hulks.

“What do you mean?” John asked. “Surely they aren’t impossible to repair? We’ve been able to fix far more severe damage to the Invictus.”

She shook her head, a pensive frown on her face. “This ship is a special case. We’ve rebuilt most of the superstructure and critical components using Crystal Alyssium, so we can just do a quick psychic patch job and it’s back in action. If we tried doing the same thing to a thrall ship, it’s not going to be pretty. How do you think a hull made of black metal is going to react to having a Crystal Alyssium engine welded to it?” 

“Oh crap,” John muttered, grimacing at the thought.

“Exactly,” the redhead agreed. “Not to mention how difficult it’s going to be to manufacture two-thousand engines that match the original specs. That’s far too many for you to build, even if we could figure out how to stop the metals from reacting to each other. I just don’t see any practical way of being able to fix those ships.”

“What about the Trankaran Starforge?” Tashana reminded them. “We know that Mael’nerak built that as a replacement for his Soulforge. He wouldn’t have scrapped the old version if the Starforge wasn’t a significant upgrade. It must be capable of constructing all the parts for thrall class vessels.”

 Dana gave her a helpless shrug. “Until I take a look at it, I’ve no idea what it can do.”

John drummed his fingers on the table as he mulled over the problem. “Daphne, can you show me Maliri territory, and also display the Trankaran Republic.”

It only took a few seconds for the synthetic girl to reconfigure the holographic display to his parameters. 

“Great. Now can you mark all the battle sites, and also show me the current location of Captain Lyshalla’s fleets.”

“Of course, Father,” Daphne replied, accessing the relevant data. “Here is the information you requested.”

The updated Empire map zoomed in slightly, so that it was focused on the wrecks and their proximity to Trankara.

“What are you planning?” Calara asked, watching John in fascination. 

“We already know the Starforge is functional, because the Trankarans have been using it for centuries,” John said, not taking his eyes off the holographic map. “I don’t think it’s too great a leap of faith to assume that building replacement thrall engines won’t be beyond its capabilities; so what if we divert the operational Galkiran fleets to Trankara? If the Trankarans are willing to let us use the Starforge to its full potential, Lyshalla’s fleets can assist with repairing all the damaged Galkiran ships.”

“And what if I can’t get the Starforge working properly?” Dana asked with concern. “Didn’t Niskera say that it got blown up by Rahn’hagon’s forces? It might only be capable of churning out those big chunks of metal the Trankarans use for ships.”

“That’ll be disappointing, but I’m sure we’ll find another solution,” John said optimistically. “Besides, it still won’t be a wasted journey for Captain Lyshalla. We need some fleets on standby to protect Trankaran territory.”

Rachel’s lips curved into a wry smile. “How ironic; the Randarai’s descendents now protecting the Trankarans from thrall incursions.”

“Exactly,” John replied, with a smile of satisfaction.

“I think I better let Niskera know what you’re planning,” Alyssa said airily. “If we can’t make it to Trankara because an emergency pops up, I don’t want her having a heart attack when a thousand thrall warships suddenly appear at their border.”

“That’s probably wise,” he agreed. 

“Not all the Galkiran warships in those fleets need repairs,” Irillith interjected, a smug smile on her face. “Every ship I hacked was just shut down, not damaged. We only need to get into comms range, and I can bring all their critical systems back online.”

“Great! I’d forgotten about those,” John freely admitted. 

Irillith placed a hand on her chest and feigned dismay. “I’m heartbroken. My contribution to those battles wasn’t noteworthy enough to be memorable.”

He rolled his eyes at her theatrics. “Of course I didn’t forget you hacking their ships. I just assumed that the Galkirans would have regained control after we left.”

“Now my feelings really are hurt,” Irillith pouted. “I might not be able to handle Mael’nerak’s security protocols yet, but no thrall is breaking through my digital constructs.”

“I didn’t intend to slight your professionalism,” John said playfully, holding up both hands to mollify her. “Could we reactivate those ships remotely?”

Irillith’s smile faded and she shook her head. “The Galkirans did a thorough job of destroying all the comms beacons along the invasion corridor. Until the comms network has been rebuilt, we’ll need to be within hailing distance.”

“We could combine that with another recruiting drive,” Jade suggested. “There must be at least ten fleets of Galkirans that we haven’t added to your psychic network yet, Master.”

“I mainly focused on hacking battleships, so it would be well worth the trip,” Irillith advised him.

“We’ll definitely add it to the priority tasks list,” John agreed. “Maybe after we visit the Terran Federation.”

“So that’s Genthalas, Trankara, Terra, then the Galkirans,” Alyssa reminded everyone. “It looks like we’ve got a busy week ahead.”

“Yeah, we have a lot of loose ends to tie up if there’s a lull in the fighting,” John said thoughtfully. He turned his attention back to the girls and continued, “Anyway, we’re getting distracted. Let’s focus on wrapping up the debrief.”

“Would you like me to resume the playback of the Invictus’ sensor data?” Daphne asked him. 

John shook his head. “No, I don’t think that’s necessary. I’ve still got a few topics to discuss, but I don’t think we need to see all the rest of the battles. I think it goes without saying that we couldn’t have dismantled the armada like that without Calara... but I’ll say it anyway.”

He walked over to the Latina and placed his hand on her shoulder. “This was really your victory, Calara. We never would have been in a position to even fight Gahl’kalgor if you hadn’t run rings around his armada. I don’t just mean the space battles either; I know you spent every waking hour on the Bridge, planning strategies and anticipating the tactics they’d use. All that hard work really paid off, and won us a spectacular victory. So thank you, for everything you’ve done.”

She blushed furiously at his effusive praise, her cheeks reddening further as the girls broke into a spontaneous round of applause. 

“I can’t take all the credit... but thanks everyone,” she finally said, when the cheers died down. “It’s a huge relief that the invasion is over, and I’m just glad that we managed to save so many lives, both the Maliri and the Galkirans.”

“Well said,” John noted with approval, before leaning down to give her a congratulatory kiss.

He returned to his seat, and looked around at the beaming girls. “I’ll quickly go through the other points I wanted to raise. First of all, the Valkyrie and the Raptor were more effective against thrall ships than I was expecting.” He glanced at Sakura, then Jade. “You both did an amazing job of sweeping through the destroyers, which let the Invictus crew focus on the bigger ships. I was worried how exposed you’d be, but aside from that close call with the dreadnought,  you did phenomenally well in avoiding trouble.”

“The Valkyrie is so quick now, their gunners just couldn’t keep up,” Sakura said matter-of-factly. “I think we’ve finally reached the point where our tech has outpaced the capabilities of their defence grid.”

“I agree. Hunting their destroyers was fun,” Jade said with an enthusiastic grin.

“I suspect Dana hasn’t quite finished upgrading our ships just yet,” John said with a knowing look at the redhead. “It’ll be interesting to see how far we can push their capabilities.”

Rather than looking pleased, Dana winced instead. “The Valkyrie’s a bit banged up at the moment. Sorry about that.”

“There’s no need to apologise,” John said, shaking his head. “The mech protected you, and you survived, that’s the only thing that matters. “Is it just the armour that needs repairing? Or do we need to replace any components too?”

“The central chassis took some big hits, and he cracked the cockpit in multiple places,” their Chief Engineer explained. “Gahl’kalgor was pissed.”

“I’m not surprised, you really hurt him,” John said with admiration. “Just... try not to get that close to the next Progenitor we fight. You’re racking up quite the history of close calls.”

“Yeah, they’ve all kicked my ass,” Dana glumly admitted. “Larn’kelnar, Gahl’kalgor, and Aahn’laetar... that’s three for three. I think I hold the record.”

“Tied for the record,” Sakura corrected her.

Dana frowned in confusion. “How? You only got hurt by Larn’kelnar and Gahl’kalgor.”

“Not me... him,” the Asian girl replied, looking pointedly at John. 

“I didn’t take a scratch from Aahn’laetar,” he protested. 

“Larn’kelnar, Gahl’kalgor, and Rahn’hagon,” Sakura explained, ticking them off with her fingers.

John groaned, and conceded her point with a nod. “Yeah... tied for the record. I guess I’m not in any position to lecture you about being careful, but I will anyway. Please don’t try anything reckless around the next Progenitor we fight.”

“I’ll be good, I promise,” Dana said sincerely. “I only got involved because Alyssa was in trouble, and you’d been badly hurt.”

“Yeah, that whole fight could have gone better,” John conceded. “But let’s get into that later. While we’re on the subject of Gahl’kalgor, is there any way we could have taunted him into a duel earlier, and avoided having to wear down his fleets?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Rachel stated with conviction.

“You sound very sure of that. What makes you so certain?”

“I’ve spent some time reviewing the initial psychological profile I drew up for him. While it was accurate: Gahl’kalgor was quite immature and prone to acting out violently, I don’t think we would have stumbled on the specific trigger that enraged him enough to come after you himself,” the brunette patiently explained.

“Making a reference to his mother?” John asked rhetorically. 

She nodded in confirmation. “You used a specific turn of phrase to insult him: ‘You’re like a frightened little boy, hiding behind his mother’s skirts’. You wouldn’t have said that if we hadn’t just spent a week picking off Galkiran fleets, while his dreadnought stayed cloaked behind them. Gahl’kalgor was irritated with you prior to that, but he went berserk when you accused him of raping and murdering his mother.”

“That was fucked up,” Dana muttered, shaking her head. “Do you think they all do that?”

“It’s a distinct possibility,” Rachel reasoned. “It could be the typical process Xar’aziuth uses to sever the paternal bond with adoptive parents, making a neophyte Progenitor easier to manipulate. However, all the Progenitors we’ve met have had very distinctive personalities. It might be the case that Gahl’kalgor was forced to kill his mother and father specifically because he had a loving relationship with them as a child.”

“Shit... that makes it even worse,” the redhead said with revulsion.

“True, but that’s actually irrelevant to this particular discussion,” Rachel said, before turning to look at John. “What you really want to know, is if we could goad another Progenitor into fighting another duel. I think the answer is no, for two reasons. First of all, Xar’aziuth seems to be keeping the six new Progenitors on a very short leash. We certainly didn’t see Gahl’kalgor jumping back to his own territory every twelve hours.”

“Yeah, he’s had enough of them going AWOL,” John agreed. “What’s the second reason?”

“Gahl’kalgor might be unique with his sensitivity around the subject of his mother. I never saw any hint of deep-seated psychological issues regarding matricide from Rahn’hagon or Larn’kelnar, and they’d both been free of Xar’aziuth’s influence for far longer than Gahl’kalgor.”

“I’m not so sure...” John muttered. “My father had quite the temper.”

“Only when he realised his revenge plan had failed, and that he might be in personal danger,” Rachel clarified. “But it was a very specific set of circumstances that provoked a furious response, and not something that you could have easily predicted, or discovered from exchanging taunts over a comms channel.”

“Okay, I see your point. Taunting any of these new Progenitors is likely to be a waste of time.”

“We could still find out something useful about their personality, which you might be able to exploit in a fight, but I don’t think you’ll trigger another explosive outburst again. Certainly not enough to make them recklessly charge in to kill you personally.”

“Alright, that’s good advice, thank you,” John said gratefully. “That’s covered the main points I wanted to go over in stage two. Does anyone have anything else they want to discuss?”

“Hey, hold on a second,” Alyssa said, her mouth curling up into a teasing smile. “Did you think we’d let you gloss over the way you single-handedly saved Genwynn Station?”  

“That was very sneaky,” Calara said with an admiring glance. “I was dreading having to defend the station against all those fleets, then you managed to avoid the entire battle.”

“It wasn’t that impressive,” John said with a self-deprecating shrug. “I just realised that even if we jettisoned the station’s secondary superstructure, the Galkirans might still attack it anyway. If we got into a fight, it wouldn’t take long for a stray shot to hit Genwynn and the real station could be discovered. I figured that if we destroyed the abandoned habitation modules first, there’d be no reason for the Galkirans to investigate the wreckage too closely.”

“Well it worked like a charm, Master,” Betrixa said, smirking in amusement. “You had them all convinced that you were a bloodthirsty maniac. Lots of the officers we recruited on Lyshalla’s fleets wanted to know why you destroyed your own space station.”

John held up a hand to pre-emptively stop further teasing from the Nymph. “I don’t even want to know what you told them.”

The catgirl’s giggling was not particularly reassuring. 

“It was an awesome trick, John,” Dana said with a grin. “And thanks to you saving the station, we were able to swipe all those gun turrets.”

He grimaced at the thought of all the partially buried turrets on Kythshara. “I know we should probably discuss this later, but how badly damaged are those guns? We did promise to return them.”

“Most of them survived surprisingly well,” the redhead replied. When she saw his surprised reaction, she continued, “A couple of them took direct hits from Quantum Flux Cannons, and obviously they’re completely fucked. But the rest were knocked over by near-misses, and as soon as they stopped firing back at the dreadnought, the gunners stopped shooting at them. We should be able to return twenty turrets with just a few minor repairs. Maybe two hours work at max.”

“I think Elder Darthas will forgive us trashing the other four,” Tashana said with a knowing smile. “It was for a very good cause.”

“One more for the to-do list, Daphne,” John said, feeling a surge of relief. They’d built up a good rapport with the Maliri males so far, and he didn’t want to jeopardise it. “Have we heard any more news about the evacuation of the males from the border stations?”

“Genirath has been fully evacuated, except for a small crew to keep the station operational,” Irillith informed him. “There are still men living on their colonised worlds near the border, but between our Maliri fleets and the Brimorian troop transports, we were able to migrate the rest back to Valaden.”

“I’m glad they’re out of harm’s way. What about the rest?”

“Fleet Commander Amlaril is now returning to Genthalas with some of the males from Genwynn Station. We’ll need to use a transport fleet to move the rest in significant numbers. As far as I’m aware, Genwynn and Genkiri stations have not begun an evacuation yet.”

“I’ll discuss it with Edraele when she wakes up,” John said after giving the matter some thought. “Now we’ve convinced the males to return to the homeworlds, we need the matriarchs to assemble as many civilian ships as possible to help transport them back.”

“The Maliri war fleets will all be operating with skeleton crews when they return,” Calara reminded him. “They’re faster than any civilian ships, so it might be quicker to use all of them to evacuate the stations.”

“That’s an excellent idea,” John said, smiling with relief. “How long until they jump back to Maliri territory?”

“They’ll start returning in a couple of days,” the Latina replied.

“Don’t forget about activating the dormant battlestations,” Dana interjected. “We need to get them up and running as quickly as possible.”

“Do we need to be involved with that?” John asked the redhead. “Or can the Maliri bring them back online without our assistance?”

Tashana shared a look with Irillith, then said confidently, “If we provide them with the coordinates for all the cloaked starbases, the males who were running the other stations should be able to reactivate them without any help from us. They’re more familiar with the operations of those bases than any of us, and they brought the other four online centuries ago.”

“Maybe that’s something else I should discuss with Edraele,” John mused aloud. “She can liaise with the males and organise the recovery teams. Co-operating together on a project like this would be a good way of building up trust between the elders and the matriarchs.”

Tashana smiled at him fondly. “You seem quite determined to constantly remind everyone why you earned you nickname, Lord Baen’thelas.”

“I’m not going to force them to make friends, but I don’t see any harm in a few gentle nudges,” he replied with a wink. “Anything else from anyone?”

When the girls all shook their heads, John turned to smile at the pink haired catgirl sitting beside Jade. 

“There’s one other person I wanted to thank, who did an amazing job keeping me company while I spent endless hours slaving away at the Soulforge. Thanks, Ailita, for being my adjutant. I would have gone stir-crazy without you.”

 “I loved every second, Master,” she purred, gazing at him with a dreamy smile.

“Why are you acting like it was just temporary?” Alyssa asked him curiously. “I don’t see any reason to change the current arrangements.”

“Isn’t it a bit self-indulgent to have a personal assistant?” John asked, raising an eyebrow. “I don’t want Ailita to feel obligated to keep doing it.”

“Are you kidding?” Jehanna laughed. “She’s got the most coveted role on the ship. I’ve been kicking myself for not immediately volunteering to be your devoted servant. I didn’t even realise that position existed until we rescued Ailita, but by then it was too late.”

“I’d take that job in a heartbeat,” Dana said wistfully.

“You’d be bored in five minutes, and wander off to tinker in your Workshop,” John said, knowing the redhead far too well. “Ailita, do you want to make this your official role on the ship?”

She nodded eagerly. “Yes, please!”

“That’s settled then,” John said, trying not to sound just as relieved.

Alyssa had a gleam in her cerulean eyes as she heard his thoughts, but resisted the urge to comment. “Shall we move on to stage three?”

“So we’ll start with the space battle in the nebula,” John began, as Daphne changed the holographic map without being prompted. “It looked like Calara managed to rig the battlefield so heavily in our favour, the Galkirans had no chance of winning. Does that assessment sound accurate to you, Captain Fernandez?”

“I did my best to stack the deck in our favour,” the Latina concurred. “We had access to the Lianelis Saevath network, so we were able to detect all their ships, while ours were hidden in the nebula. The constant hit-and-run attacks had worn out their shield projectors, so most of their fleets could barely manage 50% shield strength. I repositioned the defensive turrets so they’d catch the Galkirans in a lethal crossfire. We’d also whittled down their forces to just four fleets, so the Maliri were only slightly outnumbered. The only real wild card was the dreadnought.”

“And that caused most of our problems,” Jehanna concluded with a grimace.

Calara could only nod ruefully in agreement. “I would have intercepted the dreadnought if I could, but the Invictus was too heavily outclassed. We only risked an attack later on, when the ground turrets had knocked out its shields and inflicted massive damage on the underbelly.”

“Aside from the dreadnought, is there anything you would have done differently with the benefit of hindsight?” John asked his Tactical Officer.

She tapped a finger against her chin as she considered his question. “The biggest mistake I made was focusing too much on crippling Galkiran warships, and letting us get pulled away from Kythshara. They launched their dropships earlier than I expected, so by the time we’d immobilised half the fleet, the marines were already entering the planet’s atmosphere. If we’d been in a better defensive position, we could have disabled a lot more of those dropships before they even started their descent. I was just worried about the fleets joining the dreadnought and supporting the ground battle with an orbital bombardment.”

Alyssa sighed and shook her head. “No, the real problem was the last-minute pep talk to the Maliri. That might have done wonders for their morale, but Edraele went into a trance, and became completely unresponsive. When we heard about the attack on Genthalas, Calara had to micromanage the Maliri fleets in defence of the shipyard, while simultaneously trying to direct the battle over Kythshara. It’s no wonder that the Invictus was pulled too far out of position.”

“Yeah, that was a disaster,” John admitted, his face shadowing with guilt. 

“I’m not blaming you for that, because I understand that motivating the troops on the eve of battle is the best time to do it for maximum effect,” Alyssa said quietly. “The issue is that your words quite literally have power when it comes to the thralls in our psychic network. When you bolster their morale, the surge in eldritch energy is like a tidal wave, and only Jade and myself are strong enough to not be overwhelmed by it.”

“Got it. No more last-minute pep talks,” John said solemnly.

“I’m deadly serious about this,” Alyssa said, her tone uncharacteristically firm. “Edraele’s very strong for a matriarch, and it was still too much for her. If you try the same thing with the Galkirans or the Aeltarians, there’s a very real chance you could seriously harm Kaija or Caerthyna.”

Everyone was shocked by the blonde’s blunt warning, with the two new matriarchs looking particularly alarmed.

“You’re right, I hadn’t fully appreciated the impact I was having,” John said, a reflective expression on his face. “If I’m going to rally the thralls like that, we’ll have to make sure it’s in a much more controlled environment... and not just before a big battle.”

“Motivating much smaller groups is probably the most important step, at least until your matriarchs can get accustomed to the surge in psychic power,” Alyssa agreed. “That’s all I wanted to say about that. I didn’t want to derail the discussion, but it needed to be addressed.”

“The whole point of a debrief is to identify problems and try to find solutions,” John replied. “This was something that we needed to talk about. Does anyone else want to say anything about it?”

The girls shook their head in silence, not wanting to make John feel any worse, but also because they had nothing else to contribute.

“So let’s move on to the ground assault,” John said, acknowledging Daphne with an appreciative nod when she changed the holographic map to show the city. “Before we talk about the steps Jehanna took to prepare the battlefield before the siege, I want to mention the signal emitters the Nymphs deployed in all the other cities to distract the Galkiran fleets. They seemed to work perfectly, and tricked them into bombarding deserted ruins instead of supporting the dreadnought in attacking our fortified positions.”  

“Yep, they worked as intended,” Dana said with a satisfied grin. “Ultimately, I’d like to upgrade them so the signal emitters are strong enough to dupe a dreadnought’s sensor array, but that’s a lower priority for now.”

“Misdirecting orbital bombardments is a priceless defensive asset,” John said with conviction. “You saved thousands of Maliri lives with those signal emitters. I’m proud of you, honey.”

She gave him a shy smile. “It does feel nice to be saving lives for a change, instead of just blowing stuff up.”

“Welcome to the club,” Rachel said, giving her girlfriend a sideways hug.

“Jehanna, do you want to go through the defensive preparations you made?” John asked his General. “Or should I just give a quick summary and you can chime in on anything important?”

“I can do it,” she volunteered, rising from her chair.

They listened as the dusky skinned reporter went into detail about all her defensive plans, and the preparations she’d made to the battlefield. Her intention was to turn the primary landing zone into as brutal a killing ground as possible, then de-escalate the lethality when the thralls began their siege. That way she could minimise Galkiran casualties for as long as possible, but if the battle should go badly for the Maliri, she’d have plenty of options available to neutralise the enemy forces.

John kept a careful watch on Kaija as Jehanna elaborated on her tactics, and he could see the flickers of emotion across the Galkiran’s face as she listened in shocked silence. 

“I compiled footage of the ground battle from the cameras in our Paragon suits,” Jehanna said, after she’d concluded the battle preparations. “I’ll use that video in a documentary I’m making about the defence of Kythshara for the Maliri. Would you like to see a preview?”

“Wait a moment,” John said to the reporter, before turning towards Kaija. “Seeing the battle from the Maliri perspective is going to be difficult for you. If you’re determined to watch it, then I’m not going to force you to leave, but nobody will think any less of you if you decide not to stay.”

Kaija shook her head, a determined expression on her face. “No, I need to watch it. I need to see what that battle was like for everyone involved; not just the Galkirans, but the Maliri too. We’re allies now, fighting for you against the Progenitors. I can’t afford to have the kind of narrow-minded view I had before.”

He was impressed by her resolve, as well as her unexpectedly mature outlook. “I’m proud of you, honey. That’s a great way of looking at it.”
