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Aahn’laetar’s screams of agony ended abruptly, the Progenitor’s last breath consumed by the intense conflagration that seared his lungs to a crisp. He twitched violently for a few seconds longer, before finally falling still, his life brutally extinguished by eldritch fire. When it was clear that he no longer posed a threat, John turned towards his blonde companion. 

“Are the girls okay?” he asked with concern. “How badly were they hurt?”

“They took some nasty hits, but Rachel’s healing them now,” Alyssa murmured distractedly, her glowing eyes gazing off into the distance. 

Her brow was furrowed with deep concentration, and her beautiful features were twisted into a troubled frown.

“Let’s go back and rejoin the girls,” John said, gesturing at the open eldritch gateway behind them. 

Through the portal, he could see Calara, Helene, and Ailita, who were all waiting in the corridor while he hunted down the Progenitor. He could see the look of relief on their faces now that Aahn’laetar had been neutralised and the mission was successful, but it wasn’t time to celebrate yet. 

Before Alyssa could respond, they heard the first stanza of the Progenitor’s funeral dirge, as the piercing howl of a distraught Aeltarian reached them through the walls. Her anguished shriek was quickly accompanied by dozens more, the wail of despair growing louder with every voice added to that dreadful choir. There were thralls on the decks above, below, and surrounding them, so the grief-stricken cries seemed to press in from every direction. 

John grimaced at the horrendous cacophony and glanced at Helene. “Help them please. Don’t let them suffer.”

She nodded and quickly followed his orders, her eyes starting to pulse with a soothing teal radiance. Alyssa’s attention was still elsewhere, so John clasped her hand and pulled her through the dimension gate back to the corridor where they’d left the girls.

“I’m so sorry about disobeying you earlier,” Calara said, looking at him with remorse. “If Alyssa had opened up a portal to help the girls, Aahn’laetar would’ve been expecting your attack when Jade forced him to retreat. We had to wait and catch him by surprise, or he would have escaped again, dragging out the battle much longer.” 

“I understand,” John replied, giving her a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “I figured there must have been a good reason why you wanted to wait.”

“Oh, she’s perfect!” Alyssa suddenly gushed, her eyes lighting up with gleeful anticipation. “Come on! Let’s go recruit your next matriarch!”

As she raised her hands to create another dimension gate, John reached out to clasp her forearm. “Hold on a second,” he said, interrupting the eager teenager. “What about Aahn’laetar’s matriarch? Is she aboard the dreadnought?”

Alyssa hesitated for a moment before reluctantly nodding. “Yes, I found her. Caerthyna is on the Bridge.”

“Can you take us there?” he asked the blonde. 

“Why?” she countered, narrowing her eyes suspiciously.

“This is the first time we’ll be able to save a matriarch after killing her Progenitor,” John explained. “Larn’kelnar drained the life out of Ailanthia before I could stop him, and Jade killed Valeria before we took down Gahl’kalgor. I want to make sure we safely capture Caerthyna before anything happens to her.”

“Shouldn’t claiming the Aeltarians take priority?”

John cocked his head upwards, noting that the chorus of lamentations had already fallen quiet. “Helene is calming the thralls, so that buys us a couple of minutes. But I don’t want to waste that time arguing about it.”

Alyssa conceded his point with a brief nod, then raised her hands again when John released his grip on her vambrace. She was about to create the dimension gate when she paused and glanced in his direction. 

“I made brief contact with Caerthyna’s mind when I swept the ship,” she said sadly, a note of sympathy in her voice. “Brace yourself.”

The psychic portal opened before them, shaped by Alyssa’s will, and on the other side of that glowing gateway, John had an unrestricted view of the dreadnought’s Bridge. There were dozens of thralls sprawled across the floor, looks of shock on their orange-hued faces as they recovered from the debilitating grief that had left them reeling. While the thralls had started to regain their senses with Helene’s empathic assistance, the Aeltarian matriarch was reacting very differently.

Caerthyna’s piercing shriek raised goosebumps on John’s arms, the tortured agony in that cry something that he’d likely never forget. She wasn’t wearing armour, and was dressed in crumpled robes, her body thrashing in convulsions as she screamed herself hoarse.

John glanced back at Helene as she followed him through the portal. “Can you do anything to help her?”

The Abandoned girl was staring wide-eyed at Caerthyna, horrified by the intensity of the raw outpouring of grief from the tormented matriarch. “Her mind is like a black cliff rising up from the shore. The waves crash against it, but leave no mark. I’m sorry, John, I can’t soothe her pain.”

He studied the shuddering matriarch, searching for the eldritch connection that tied Caerthyna to the charred corpse of her tyrannical master. Now that John was consciously looking for the metaphysical representation of their psychic network, he suddenly became aware of the thick black column that sank into her chest. It coiled and thrashed around with Caerthyna’s every movement, giving the disconcerting impression that it was a living thing, like a parasitical leech thirsting for her blood. 

Rearing back instinctively from that sinuous abomination, he darted a worried glance at Alyssa. “The connection is killing her. Are you able to protect her from it? The same way you did with Kaija?”

Alyssa winced, her eyes full of compassion as she stared at her wretched Aeltarian counterpart. “Kaija’s connection to Gahl’kalgor was weak, like a single flimsy thread. The only time they were actively linked was during the Ceremony of Allegiance, and just for a brief couple of seconds. Caerthyna served Aahn’laetar for centuries. He must have fed her hundreds, if not thousands of times. I don’t think I’m powerful enough to block that deep a connection.”

John didn’t say anything, but she could tell by his expression what he was thinking, even as she heard his inner thoughts.

“Alright, I’ll do my best,” she said with a sigh of resignation, dropping to one knee beside Caerthyna.

The radiance in her eyes began to intensify, growing brighter by the second as Alyssa focused her will on temporarily blocking the psychic connection between the matriarch and her dead Progenitor Master. A dazzling lattice of glowing threads formed above Caerthyna’s head, and several telekinetic hands held the thrashing Aeltarian still as the mental barrier converged on her scalp. A scowl broke out on Alyssa’s face as she concentrated harder, trying to hold the protective shield in position over her traumatised patient.

No matter how hard she tried, the glowing dome was repulsed every time, until it finally collapsed in a cascade of dazzling motes. With a curse of frustration, Alyssa wobbled unsteadily as she tried to rise to her feet. John and Calara were both there to steady her the moment she faltered, and Alyssa murmured her thanks as she leaned on them for support.

“You pushed yourself too hard,” Calara said, watching her with concern.

“Sorry, John,” Alyssa apologised, giving him a weary look of regret. “Her connection to their psychic network was just too strong.”

“Thank you for trying,” John said gratefully, before turning to look down at the convulsing matriarch with pity. “I don’t think she can take much more of this.”

Alyssa let out a groan of frustration as she heard his thoughts. “Oh come on! You can’t be serious?!”

“I have to do something,” John said, his expression filled with grim resolve. “I’m the only one can save her.”

“This is a really bad idea,” Alyssa protested, shaking her head in disagreement. “You could pick literally any thrall on this dreadnought as your new matriarch, and I can guarantee she’d be a better choice.”

“I can’t leave her to suffer like this. If I pick a thrall as my matriarch, there’s no guarantee that claiming the Aeltarians will sever Caerthyna’s connection to Aahn’laetar before it kills her.” He turned to look at Ailita, who had been attentively following Helene. “Please can you feed her.”

Ailita padded over to him, her pretty face showing a flicker of doubt. “Of course, Master... but this one thinks you should listen to Alyssa. There’s something very strange about Caerthyna’s mind.”

“We don’t have any choice; I can’t just let her die,” John replied, gesturing for the Nymph to proceed. “Besides, we finally have an opportunity to study how a Progenitor operates. Caerthyna served Aahn’laetar for centuries, so she must be able to tell us some useful information.”

The Nymph nodded obediently, then knelt beside the orange-skinned matriarch, who lay contorted in agony. With her enhanced strength, Ailita was easily able to hold Caerthyna still, long enough to lean down for a gentle kiss. 

John crouched next to the pink-haired catgirl, and watched as she started to feed the tormented Aeltarian. He was waiting for the exact moment that a connection was forged between himself and the stricken matriarch, so when Caerthyna was added to his own psychic network, he sensed it immediately. Unlike everyone else that they’d previously recruited, her presence felt unnatural and very wrong. 

All the other girls shone brightly, illuminated by a gleaming white light, but Caerthyna was the exact opposite. Her malignant presence was twisted and misshapen, like a dark stain that repelled the light instead of embracing it. For a brief moment, John worried that he’d made a terrible mistake in recruiting her, his instinctive reaction to recoil away from her in disgust. Instead he forced himself to push his will towards the Aeltarian, and flooded her body with a pulse of psychic energy.

Her body went rigid, and the undulating black cable that connected Caerthyna to Aahn’laetar went deathly still. John could feel it resisting him, so he concentrated harder, fighting to free her from its malevolent grip. He could sense an ancient will acting behind that parasitical connection: implacable, evil, and unnervingly familiar. Pushing against it felt like trying to move a mountain with his mind, and he began to have serious doubts that he could release her from enslavement. 

John felt a sudden surge, and a soothing wave of psychic energy washed over him, allowing him to redouble his efforts. The black cable began to vibrate, the tremors intensifying as the internal battle of willpower raged within Caerthyna. The vibrations became more pronounced, until the eldritch cord began to judder uncontrollably, then it finally blew apart, exploding in a burst of dark slivers that fled from her body like shadows fleeing a breaking dawn.

“John! Are you okay?!” Calara blurted out from above him. “What happened?”

He looked up at her, and was startled to find that he was now lying on the floor, with his head resting on the brunette’s lap. 

“He was being a stubborn ass,” Alyssa interjected, but her tone was affectionate instead of angry.

She had already removed his Paragon helmet, so was able to lean down and give him a tender kiss. 

“You’ve been unresponsive for a few minutes,” the blonde explained. “I told you that trying to claim a matriarch was a bad idea.”

John glanced over at the girl in question, and saw that Caerthyna was lovingly cradled in Ailita’s arms. The Aeltarian’s stomach was swollen with a full load, the Nymph’s hand gently stroking that curved dome. He heard a soft sigh from Caerthyna, and when his gaze drifted to her face, he was shocked to see her eyes were still open. She looked drawn and haggard, her eyelids heavily drooping, but there was no mistaking the fact that she was still awake.

*She didn’t go into the suckling trance,* Alyssa informed him. *But this wasn’t her first time.*

John nodded in understanding. *Has she said anything yet?*

*No, she’s just been crying. She’s devastated at losing Aahn’laetar, but now that you broke the corrupted connection, Helene was finally able to calm her down.*

He looked over at the empathic mermaid, who was currently sitting next to Ailita, and saw that Helene’s eyes were illuminated with a soothing teal light. She murmured softly to the grieving matriarch, stroking Caerthyna’s dark hair to comfort her. A few moments later, the drowsy Aeltarian’s eyelids closed, and she finally surrendered to her exhaustion. 

John sensed that he was being watched, and when he glanced around the Bridge, he realised that all the crew were staring at him in fascination. As he started to get up, Calara and Alyssa insisted on helping, despite his protestations that he was fine. His head felt like it was spinning when he rose to his feet, and he was grateful of the girls’ support as he steadied himself. 

“Thank you,” he said to the pair when he felt the dizziness fade. “I’m okay now.”

They released him and stepped back, leaving John some room to turn and address the captivated Aeltarians.

“Aahn’laetar has been defeated,” he began, looking around at the awestruck thralls. “That pain you just experienced was him trying to sacrifice all of you to his master when he died.”

Their expressions shifted to shock, as the extent of the Progenitor’s vile betrayal was laid bare. 

John looked at them with sympathy, then gestured towards their slumbering matriarch. “All of you would have eventually ended up just like Caerthyna. The grief would have intensified, until each and every one of you would have been driven to suicide to escape the pain.”

Not one of the thralls doubted his sincerity, and their shock rapidly changed to fury at Aahn’laetar for the terrible fate that the Progenitor would have inflicted on them.  

“We boarded this dreadnought to rescue you from a Progenitor’s tyrannical rule... but there are many more of them still out there. Will you join me in fighting to free the rest of the galaxy from these monsters?”

The closest thrall dropped to her knees and bowed her head in supplication. “I will serve you, my Lord,” she said in a reverent murmur.

John shook his head, and reached out for her hand, helping the startled thrall back to her feet. “I’m not looking for obedient servants. I’m looking for loyal friends and brave allies. Is that the kind of woman you are? Will I feel proud to fight at your side?”

She bit her lip and nodded eagerly, gazing at him in wonder. 

“And the rest of you?” he asked, turning to sweep his gaze over the crew. 

They all nodded with the same enthusiasm, as awestruck by John as the thrall holding his hand.

“What’s your name?” he asked the swooning Aeltarian.

“Vaerona, my Lord,” she replied in a breathless whisper.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Vaerona. My name’s John,” he said with a warm smile, before glancing curiously at the rest of the thralls. “Who are the senior officers here? Is one of you a Captain or a Fleet Commander?”

“I served Lord Aahn’laetar as Captain of his dreadnought,” Vaerona said softly, her expression now torn between regret and revulsion. She recovered quickly, then turned to face the Bridge Crew. “These are my senior officers...”

The Aeltarian then introduced him to several thralls, with each one quietly pledging to join him in the war against the Progenitors. 

He acknowledged their earnest declarations with gratitude, then asked curiously, “Why are all of you whispering?”

Vaerona blinked in surprise. “Lord Aahn’laetar commanded that we must never raise our voices in his presence. Do you not wish us to do the same, Lord John?”

“That’s ridiculous,” he scoffed, shaking his head in disbelief. “Just talk normally.”

She swallowed thickly, then said in a shaky but louder voice, “I will do as you command.”

John gave her an approving pat on her pauldron. “Thank you.” He studied the armoured thrall for a moment, then continued, “Give the order to stand down from battle stations. I’m going to take Caerthyna back to my ship to rest and recover, but I’ll send my Nymphs over shortly to recruit anyone who wants to join my psychic network. It’s entirely optional, but anyone who accepts will share a personal connection to me that makes us all stronger.”

Without a second’s hesitation, Vaerona blurted out, “I accept!” 

She looked shocked by her loud outburst, then smiled back at John when he grinned in approval.

The Senior Engineer stepped forward and said cautiously, “Lord John, this vessel has a number of critical systems offline. We will need to return to Aeldenatyr for repairs before we can assist you in battle.”

“We only disabled your Shield Generator and the Quantum Devastator, we didn’t destroy them,” John explained, much to the Engineer’s relief. “We can fix them for you before we leave.”

“That would be greatly appreciated.”

He glanced at Alyssa and she acknowledged him with a nod. “It’ll only take us a couple of minutes to repair everything. I’ll handle it with Jade, while you and the rest of the girls head back to the Invictus. If someone can open Docking Bay Seven, Betrixa will meet you there in the Raptor.”

“I’ll carry Caerthyna,” Ailita volunteered, gently scooping up the sleeping matriarch.

Alyssa created another dimension gate, this one opening in the ice-strewn corridor near to Jade, Dana, Rachel, and Jehanna. The second fire team had circled around to link up with them, and they all waved in greeting when they noticed the glowing portal. Alyssa led the way through, followed by the rest of the girls that had accompanied him onto the Bridge. John was the last to leave, and he turned to wave goodbye to the starstruck Aeltarian crew. 

They returned his friendly gesture with awkward unfamiliarity, and their halting response would have been comical if the reason behind it wasn’t so sad. John noticed that Vaerona had a conflicted look on her face, and after a moment of indecision, she hurried over to him.

“My Lord, please wait!” she called out in a rush. 

“What’s wrong, Vaerona?” he asked with concern.

“I... just wanted to thank you... for saving us,” she replied softly, her voice catching. “I never realised how oppressive it was serving Lord Aahn’laetar. It’s like waking up from a terrible dream.”

John reached up to carefully remove her helmet, then leaned in to gently kiss her on the cheek. “You’re welcome. I’m really glad I was able to save you too.”

She blushed furiously, the rosy glow quite visible even through her orange complexion. When he pulled back, her blue eyes were like saucers as she gaped at him in astonishment. John handed the dazed thrall her helmet back, then he stepped through the gate to rejoin his boarding team. 

Alyssa closed the portal behind him and greeted John with a grin. “You old softie.” 

“Just trying to win over hearts and minds,” he said, unable to resist a broad smile of satisfaction.

His smile faded when he saw the blood spattered girls in Fire Team Three, their armour looking like it had spent all day in an abattoir.

“Don’t worry, we’re fine now,” Jehanna said cheerfully, despite her breastplate dripping with blood that still hadn’t had time to dry.

Dana nodded in agreement. “It looks way worse than it actually is. A quick patch job and our Paragon suits will be as good as new.”

“It’s not the armour I’m worried about,” John said, not feeling very reassured. “That’s an awful lot of blood. How badly did he hurt you?”

“We nearly lost Jehanna,” Rachel admitted, too tired for anything except the blunt truth. “An ice shard pierced her carotid artery, but I was able to heal her before she bled out.” 

“Holy shit...” John muttered, looking aghast. “I had no idea.”

He quickly strode over to their newest Lioness to hold her in a tight embrace.

Jehanna nuzzled into him affectionately, before pulling back to make eye contact. “Can I have another hug when we take off our armour? I love the sentiment, but I can’t actually feel anything when I’m wearing a Paragon suit.”

John laughed and nodded. “Yeah, of course. Let’s get back to the Invictus.”

***

Lynette padded into the bedroom, her bare feet not making a sound. She carried a tray laden with a delicious looking breakfast for two, including all the things she knew Charles liked the most. Setting it down on the dresser, she then sat cross-legged on the bed, and waited for the tempting aromas to stir her fiancé. She didn’t have to wait long before Charles’ moustache began to twitch, and Lynette grinned as his eyes slowly opened. 

“Good morning, darling,” she cooed, leaning over to kiss his cheek.

He gazed up at her in wonder, the glazed look in his eyes reflecting that he still couldn’t believe his luck that they were together. Lynette had never experienced that kind of adoration until dating Charles, and it made her feel cherished in a way that set off butterflies in her stomach. 

“I missed waking up with you,” he said, stroking her cheek. “No more trips away from me.”

“No more travelling,” Lynette solemnly agreed. 

The tantalising smells coming from the tray finally registered with her drowsy fiancé, and Charles glanced over at the source. 

“Breakfast in bed!” he exclaimed, looking delighted. “What did I do to deserve this?”

“You earned it,” Lynette said softly, her hand caressing her toned tummy. “I’m pregnant, Charles. We’re having a baby.”

He stared at her in shock, not believing his own ears. 

Lynette bit her lip to stop herself giggling at his dumbfounded expression, and waited for his brain to fully engage with her surprise announcement.

Charles sat up and looked at her wide-eyed. “You’re really sure? You’re definitely expecting?”

She bobbed her head in confirmation, her hazel eyes sparkling. 

Then Charles wrapped her up in a tight embrace. “This is amazing! I love you, Lynette.”

“I love you too,” she whispered in his ear, her heart bursting with joy.

They eventually lay back on the bed, and Charles propped himself up on one elbow to gaze down at the gorgeous brunette. 

“I still can’t believe I’m going to be a father,” he said, his hand trembling as he caressed her stomach.

Lynette covered his hand with hers and gave Charles a wry smile. “How do you think I feel? I’d given up any dreams of motherhood years ago.”

“Any second thoughts?” Charles asked with concern.

She nodded slowly. “I should have waited to tell you after breakfast. I’m starving!”

He chuckled with relief, then walked over to fetch the tray. What he saw there made him burst out into laughter. 

“How did I do?” she asked playfully. “Did I follow the recipe correctly?”

Charles brought over their breakfast, and placed the tray on the bed between them. Taking pride of place amongst the various dishes was a plate of Eggy Bread, cooked to Charles’ specifications. Lynette had gone a step further, and added a sausage to represent the heavy missile that had devastated the mangled pile of egg-soaked bread. 

“Ten out of ten for creativity,” he said, before handing her some cutlery and digging into his own breakfast. “And it tastes great too.”

Lynette hummed happily to herself as they ate, sharing loving glances with Charles as they demolished the tasty meal. 

After sipping his coffee, Charles reclined against the pillows. “Can you take a day off to celebrate?”

She gave him an apologetic frown. “I’d really love to, but I’m still catching up on my backlog of reports. I’ll clear all my work today, then we can have the whole day together tomorrow.”

“Sounds good,” he agreed. “Have you heard any updates from Alyssa about the situation in Maliri territory? Did they engage the invading armada?”

Lynette looked at him guiltily. “I should have told you first. I was so wrapped up in the baby news that I forgot. Sorry, Charles.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Charles said, waving away her apology. “Just tell me what happened.”

She quickly relayed everything that Alyssa had informed her during the night, and as Lynette told him about the victory over the Progenitor, she could see the tension ease from her fiancé. 

“Thank God they won,” Charles said with profound relief.

Lynette nodded in agreement. “I’ve been more worried about this Progenitor invasion than I ever was about the Kintark. They even bombarded Terra, but it’s still not as terrifying.”

“I’ve seen the same reports as you about the attack on Zelig’s fleet,” Charles said in sober agreement. “We don’t stand a chance against thrall forces. Our ships are helpless against them.”

Hearing him voice those fears aloud sent shivers down her spine. “Do you think a Progenitor will ever launch a full invasion against the Federation?”

“Ever since John told me about what we’re facing, I’ve been praying every night that never happens,” Charles said, his expression bleak. A shadow of guilt crossed his face as he admitted, “I just don’t see how he can win this war. The Maliri are facing impossible odds; how can they hope to survive against dozens of hostile Progenitor Empires?”

“I just wish we could do something to help them,” Lynette said mournfully. “I’ve been trying to think of anything we could do to assist, but what can we offer that would actually provide a tangible benefit? We’re so far behind in technology, and that affects everything: manufacturing, repairs and refits, even basic logistics are all woefully inadequate and incompatible with their fleets.”

Before Charles could respond, Lynette heard Alyssa’s voice sweeping through her mind.

*Hey, could we have a little more optimism please?* Alyssa said in a jovial tone. *We did just board another dreadnought and eliminate a second Progenitor. Taking out two in six hours must be a new galactic record.*

“You killed another one?!” Lynette blurted out aloud, too shocked to answer via telepathy.

*Yep!* Alyssa cheerfully replied. *At this rate, we should have this war wrapped up by the end of the month!*

Charles stared at his fiancée in astonishment, realising at once who Lynette was conversing with, and what she was referring to. The look of stunned incredulity on the Fleet Admiral’s face only confirmed his suspicions.

“A second Progenitor?” he whispered to Lynette.

She acknowledged him with a nod. *Is that what you didn’t want me worrying about last night?*

*That’s right. We made a plan to ambush the next Progenitor if another one arrived to investigate Gahl’kalgor’s death. A dreadnought jumped in about an hour ago, so we lured it into a nebula, boarded the Progenitor’s ship and took him down. John claimed his fourth thrall empire, and now we just need to figure out how to bring all their fleets over here to reinforce Maliri territory.*

“I can hardly believe it,” Lynette muttered, chuckling with relief. 

Charles saw hope bloom across her beautiful face, the cloud of doubt and fear banished in an instant.

*I’m sure we’re going to need your help at some point in the future,* Alyssa continued. *For now, rebuild your forces, and try to keep everything in the Terran Federation as stable as possible. We’ll head back to Olympus as soon as we can, and have a proper catch up then. I can’t wait to see John’s face when you tell him that you and Charles are having a baby!*

*I’m really looking forward to that too,* Lynette said with a soft smile. *Thank you, Alyssa, that was incredible news.*

*Speak to you later,* the blonde replied, and then her telepathic presence faded away.

“I think we’ve been doing John and the girls a grave injustice,” Lynette said wryly to her fiancé. “They’ve just killed two Progenitors, and now they’re recruiting their thralls and commandeering all their fleets.” 

For the second time that morning, Charles looked astonished. “I hadn’t even thought about using defeated Progenitor’s forces against the rest of them. This changes everything!”

She pushed Charles back onto the bed and straddled him. “I think we should celebrate their victory!”

He saw the smouldering look in her eyes, and pulled her down for a passionate kiss. The radiant brunette moaned with desire, responding to him with eager enthusiasm. Charles rolled them both over so he was looking down at Lynette, and he paused for a moment, taking in her beautiful features that were flushed with arousal. 

“What is it?” she panted, surprised by the contemplative expression on his face. “Is something wrong?”

“No, the opposite,” he said quietly, placing his hand on her tummy. “I’ve never been this happy before, Lynette. I can’t help feeling like I’m going to wake up from a wonderful dream,  and find out that none of this is real.”

Her gaze softened, and she pulled him down for a tender kiss. “It’s real, I promise. Let me show you...”

She pinched his arm, and grinned as he yelped in surprise.

“That proves you aren’t dreaming,” she declared sagely. “Now come back here, we were just getting to the fun part.”

Charles laughed and didn’t hesitate to follow the Fleet Admiral’s wise orders. 

***

John watched over Betrixa’s shoulder as the Nymph skilfully guided the Raptor into the open hangar. The gunship glided to a halt, hovering a few feet above the deck, and she banked the transport around so that the rear was facing towards the express elevators.

“There, can’t get you any closer than that, Master!” she said with a grin.

“Thanks, honey,” he replied, leaning down to kiss the top of her head. “You’ll be giving lessons to Alyssa and Jade at this rate.”

She beamed at him in delight, while his two matriarchs made indignant protests as they worked on repairing the dreadnought.

“Bye, bye!” she said, giving him a wave farewell. 

“See you soon,” he replied as he left the cockpit. “I want a big hug from my ace pilot when you get back.”

The cheetah catgirl nodded eagerly as she watched him depart, revelling in his praise and attention.

Ailita was waiting for him in the Raptor’s cargo bay with the rest of the girls, their newest recruit cradled protectively in her arms. “Shall I take Caerthyna up to the Observatory, Master?”

John studied the orange-skinned matriarch for a moment, then shook his head. “It’s probably sensible to keep her separated from Kaija for now,” he said quietly. “I don’t know how long she’s going to sleep for, but when she wakes up, let’s try to give her as calm and peaceful an environment as possible.”

“You can use my room,” Jehanna offered. “None of my stuff is in there. As we always sleep in the Observatory, I’ve never even thought about using it.”

“Perfect, thank you,” John said gratefully. 

“I’ll come with you,” Helene volunteered, looking down at Caerthyna with sympathy. “When she does wake up, I can help her if she’s still grieving for Aahn’laetar.”

John kissed her on the cheek. “You’re an angel. Just let Alyssa know if she wakes up, and I’ll be there immediately.”

Helene smiled and nodded. “Don’t worry, I’ll look after her.”

The Raptor’s loading ramp had already lowered to the deck, and the rest of the Lionesses were in the process of disembarking. John followed his cohort of elite troops out of the gunship, their boots clicking against the metallic floor as they strode towards the grav-tubes. He was the last one to leave the Raptor, and as soon as he set foot inside the hangar, the gunship took off behind him. It banked around in a smooth turn, then Betrixa waved at him through the cockpit canopy before she ramped up power to the engines and rocketed out into space.

He watched the blazing flare from the engines until the Raptor soared off into the darkness, and she disappeared from view. The Nymph’s first stop was Gahl’kalgor’s dreadnought to pick up her two sisters, and once they were safely aboard, she would return to Aahn’laetar’s flagship to retrieve Jade and Alyssa. 

*How are Marika and Neysa doing?* he asked his Nymph matriarch. *Did the Aeltarian marines give them any trouble?*

*Everyone is fine, Master,* Jade replied. *When the Progenitor died, my sisters stopped the marines from hurting themselves. After you claimed the Aeltarians, they were very confused little kittens at first, but when Neysa explained what had happened, the thralls were happy to return to the dreadnought.*

*I’m glad they’re all okay. It sounds like Marika and Neysa did a great job.*

*They’re very much looking forward to feeding the Aeltarians, Master,* Jade said in a sultry purr. *Every woman aboard that dreadnought will soon have your cum in her tummy. It’s very exciting.*

John was left speechless for a moment by her candid prediction of the future, but he couldn’t disagree with Jade, and nor did his stiffening shaft. He chose not to respond, much to Jade’s amusement, and followed Sakura into the blue anti-gravity field. They soared up through the decks, then stepped out into the Armoury, which was alive with the sound of Paragon suits being stripped from nubile bodies.

He placed his runesword on the weapon rack without bothering to clean it, the eldritch fire having burned away any trace of Aahn’laetar from the blade. The sword looked as pristine as the day he forged it, and almost seemed to shine brighter than normal, sparkling white under the overhead lighting. The same could not be said of Jehanna in her bloodsoaked armour, and he looked at the dusky-hued beauty with sympathy, as he removed the empty magazine from his rifle. The twins were busy helping her out of the lacerated Paragon suit, which would need to be thoroughly cleaned and repaired before being stowed away.

Jehanna sensed that he was watching her, and gave him a self-conscious smile. “I still want that hug.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” John replied, as he walking over to his armour-equipping frame.

It was quite the novelty to be able to store his own Lion armour without having to patch it up first. After the battering he’d received against Gahl’kalgor, John was still amazed that he’d been able to dispatch Aahn’laetar without taking so much as a scratch. Admittedly, his only role in the battle had been to cut the Progenitor in half with a point blank mag-dump of runic penetrators, but he didn’t expect to be that lucky again. 

When the robotic limbs had retracted into the frame with his body armour, John walked over to Jehanna with open arms. Tashana helped Jehanna tug off her second boot, and she was about to launch herself into his embrace when she glanced down at her jumpsuit, which squelched wetly as she moved. The white garment was just as badly stained as her armour had been, where blood had seeped down Jehanna’s neck to soak her clothing.

“Stop!” Jehanna warned him, holding up her hand. “You’ll ruin your jumpsuit.”

“I don’t care about that,” John said, shaking his head with amusement. “When the cleaning bots see the state of our gear, it’ll make their day.”

“Let me strip off and get a shower first,” she pleaded. “I won’t be able to relax until then. I hate looking like a mess.”

“Alright, let’s go,” he said, gesturing towards the second grav-tube. “See you there, ladies.”

“I’m going to head up to the Bridge,” Calara said, as she ruffled out her hair. “I need to monitor the system for Progenitor activity. Another dreadnought might jump in to investigate Aahn’laetar’s death.”

“Nope, you too,” John insisted. “If they follow the same pattern, we’ve got a few hours until we can expect another Progenitor to arrive. Even if a dreadnought does turn up early, we’ve got Leylira keeping watch and she won’t miss a thing. You’ve just been in combat and you’re still running on adrenaline; when that wears off, you’re going to feel it.”

The Latina hesitated, then acceded with a rueful smile. “Okay, a hot shower does sound good.”

Dana and Rachel had also been seriously wounded in the battle, and John grimaced as he looked at the rips in their bodysuits and the accompanying splotches of red. They followed Jehanna’s lead in peeling off their ruined garments right then and there, rather than tracking a trail of blood through the ship.

“I call dibs on the second hug,” Dana said with a cheeky grin.

“I’ll take the third,” Rachel added with a tired smile.

John looked at her with concern. “When we’re all cleaned up, you’re going to bed.”

“Sounds like fun,” the tawny-haired doctor said saucily. 

“I’m serious,” John said, as he guided her towards the grav-tube. “You’ve been up all night healing the Galkirans, then you got wounded in the battle. You had to heal yourself, and the girls, and then you healed up all the wounded Aeltarian marines. You need some rest.”

“I’m fine. I can rest later,” she replied, trying to sound nonchalant. “I need to get back down to Kythshara. We’ve only got a few hours before another Progenitor might arrive, and there are still thousands of Galkirans that are too injured to make it to the cloaked rally point.”

“We’ll figure out a way to help them while you’re sleeping,” John said firmly. “The last thing I want to do is fight another Progenitor right now, but if we’re forced into a battle, you need to be fully recovered and ready for combat.”

“A nap would be nice,” Rachel conceded, no longer trying to stifle a yawn.

“I always need you at your best,” he said, stroking her back in approval.

They floated up to Deck Three, where they stepped out of the grav-tube into the leafy foliage of the Lagoon. After fighting in the gloomy confines of a Progenitor dreadnought, it felt tremendously refreshing to be in the large open space, breathing wonderfully fresh air. They crossed over the Bridge and headed towards the Observatory, the crystal clear waters of the picturesque lake looking awfully tempting.

*When we finally get a break, how about having a pool party to celebrate our victory?* John suggested to his matriarchs. 

*Yes! That’s an amazing idea, Master!* Jade replied jubilantly.

*Leave it with us!* Alyssa gushed, sounding just as excited. *We’ll handle everything!*

He smiled at their enthusiasm, then followed the procession of battle-weary Lionesses into the Observatory. Kaija was still fast asleep on the enormous oval bed, slumbering peacefully where Betrixa had tucked in the crimson-skinned beauty. John glanced up at the chronometer on the wall and saw that it was just after eight in the morning, which meant the Galkiran matriarch wouldn’t wake up for another seven hours.

Sakura had taken the lead into the Observatory, and after quickly stripping off her jumpsuit, was first to enter the bathroom. As John removed his own clothing, he heard the shower running, and steam started to drift out of the luxurious en suite facilities. Following the girls inside the huge cubicle, he echoed their contented sighs as hot water cascaded over them, soothing their aching muscles and easing their fatigue.

They all helped to wash the blood from their wounded comrades, and John carefully scrubbed Rachel’s freshly-healed body until her skin was spotlessly clean. She gave him a grateful smile, and John could see from her wistful expression that she was longing for a hug, but was deferring to their previously allocated order. He took the brunette by surprise by circling her waist, and pulling her into a one-armed hug, before reaching for a delighted Dana and doing the same. 

“Come here, gorgeous,” he said to Jehanna, who had been restored to her usual beauty by the concerted efforts of the Maliri twins.

Jehanna stepped into the gap between the redhead and brunette, then let out a blissful sigh as she rested her head against his chest. Dana and Rachel snuggled in closer, then the rest of the girls hugged them from behind, sharing John’s profound relief that the trio had all survived the Progenitor’s wrath. Closing his eyes, John simply enjoyed the close intimacy with his bevy of fiancées, while steaming water sluiced over the victorious crew.

“Room for two more?” Alyssa asked, before pressing herself against his back. 

“Mmm... this is lovely, Master,” Jade cooed, nuzzling into him affectionately.

“That was quick,” he said in surprise, turning to look at the blonde with his peripheral vision. “How did you get back so fast?”

“We’ve been a while,” she replied, kissing his shoulder. “You were just blissed out with the girls.”

“Are your sisters joining us, Jade?” he asked, turning the other way to smile at the Nymph.

She shook her head. “Ailita is looking after Caerthyna, and the rest are all celebrating together on the Bridge. They’re all quite content, Master; they know how happy you are with them.”

“We couldn’t have pulled this off without their help,” John said in agreement. “They all played a pivotal role in the battle against Gahl’kalgor, and I never would have committed all the girls to a boarding action, if I didn’t have full trust in your sisters to hold the fort while we were away.”

She nodded, her emerald eyes sparkling. “I know. They’re ecstatic.”

John looked thoughtful for a moment, before glancing back at the girls. “While I’ve got you all here, why don’t we do a quick debrief on the mission. I want to do a more in-depth analysis of the campaign against Gahl’kalgor, but reviewing the fight with Aahn’laetar should be much more straightforward.”

“You girls kicked ass. You’re all awesome, and I love you tons?” Dana suggested with an impish grin.

“Well obviously,” John replied, giving her an affectionate squeeze. “But there are a couple of other things worth discussing, as well as planning what we’re going to do next.”

They all separated from the group hug, then left the steamy shower to dry off and get dressed. 

“Do you want to do it here, or the Debriefing Room?” Alyssa asked, as she slid a slinky red dress over her luscious curves.

“Let’s head up to the Command Deck,” John replied, pulling on some trousers. “With you looking like that, I can’t trust myself to hold the debrief on the bed.”

Her answering smile lit up her beautiful face, and Alyssa sashayed out of the walk-in-wardrobe, knowing with absolute certainty that he’d be staring at her pert cheeks as she glided away. She wasn’t wrong.

“I’ll ask Helene to join us,” she called back to him, as the click of her high heels faded with her departure. “Oh, and I think you might be drooling a bit.”

John chuckled self-consciously at the smirks he was receiving from the rest of the girls. “Maybe outfits like that should be the new dress code around here,” he teased them.

“Nah, your chest is much too broad,” Jehanna joked. “You’d never be able to pull off a backless number like that.”

“Yeah, yeah, very funny,” he replied to the giggling that ensued.

He gave the raven-haired comedienne a playful swat on the bottom as he strode past, eliciting a satisfying squeak of surprise in response. “Irillith, can you retrieve the helmet cam footage from our Paragon suits please.”

She fell into step beside him, her eyes already glowing with a bright violet light. “Uploading it now.”

“Could you also contact Daphne and ask her to join us,” John added. “We need to keep the Collective informed about our plans.”

The Maliri hooked her arm around his as they walked, relying on John to steer her in the right direction as she accessed the data archives. They crossed over the Lagoon, then down the long corridor to the grav-tubes, where they rose up to the Command Deck. Four of Jade’s shapeshifting sisters were seated at various stations around the Bridge, and they all turned to greet John as soon as he appeared.

“You all heard what I said to Jade earlier?” he asked the quartet of beaming catgirls.

They all nodded in unison, and couldn’t look any happier.

“We’ll get together soon, and I’ll thank each of you properly.”

He stroked Marika as he passed, running his fingers through her thick mane of black hair. She purred in delight as she nuzzled into his hand, her feline ears quivering euphorically at his gentle touch.

“Just let Jade know if you want to raise anything in the debrief,” he said to the Nymphs. “I’m always interested in hearing any suggestions on how to improve our combat performance.”

Sakura slipped past him to open the door into the Briefing Room, and the girls filed inside to take their places around the conference table. Floating above them in the centre of the room, John could see rows of holographic video files queued up in readiness, so they could watch a replay of the battle from everyone’s unique perspective. Soon everyone that had accompanied him was settled and ready to start, but Alyssa and Helene were still missing.

*We’re just waiting for you,* he said to the blonde. Her long pause without replying made him concerned. *Is there a problem with Caerthyna?*

*Physically she’s fine,* Alyssa said quietly. *You just gave her a full tummy, so she’s already in perfect health.*

*That sounds ominous. How is she mentally?*

*I’ll have to show you after the debrief,* she replied, her cryptic response not sounding very reassuring. *We’re coming up, we’ll be there in a moment.*

A minute later, the door opened again and Alyssa entered with Helene, the pair quickly taking their seats.

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” Alyssa said as she sat next to John.

“That’s alright,” John said, watching her curiously. She gave away nothing with her neutral expression, so he turned back to the rest of the crew. “Before we get started on viewing the combat footage, let’s discuss our next course of action. Does anyone disagree with the assumption that we could be facing another Progenitor in roughly four hours?”

“Xar’aziuth seems to have established a precedent,” Rachel replied. “At this point I don’t think it’s a coincidence, but I have no idea why it’s that specific time period before another Progenitor incursion.”

“Me neither, but there does seem to be a four hour delay,” John said in agreement. “I think we should expect another Progenitor to arrive at that time, but be prepared just in case a dreadnought jumps in earlier.”

“Why would he want to throw another Progenitor at us like that again?” Calara asked, her brow furrowed in confusion. “We killed Aahn’laetar within two hours of him jumping into this system. If that doesn’t send a very obvious message to Xar’aziuth about our combat capabilities, he’s either incredibly stupid, or he’s trying to achieve an objective that I can’t fathom.”

John looked at her curiously. “What would you do if you were in his position?” 

Calara leaned back in her chair and gazed into the distance, her mind turning over various options. “My response would still be the same as before: I’d send an overwhelming number of Progenitors to establish hyper-warp gates in a broad circumference around this position. When enough thrall fleets had jumped in, then I’d send them to this location, and order them to destroy everything they encountered.”

“Why not just send in dozens of dreadnoughts to finish us off now?” Sakura asked.

“I was trying to think like an immortal would,” the Latina explained. “Xar’aziuth has survived for millions of years, so I can’t imagine why he’d be in any great rush to wipe us out immediately.”

“They also have our Stealth Field Generator to worry about,” Dana interjected. “So they won’t be able to track us until John’s Soulforge is blown up. Little do they know that our Stealth Generator was actually built on the Galkiran throne world, and Mael’nerak dismantled the Soulforge on Kythshara.” 

“Exactly,” Calara agreed. “Which is why I think we should expect a large-scale assault on Kythshara, rather than a Progenitor assassination squad. If I was being really thorough, I’d send one of those planet destroyers and use a Quantum Annihilator to vaporise every habitable planet located under the shroud.”

That terrifying thought left everyone in a very tense silence. Having to face dreadnoughts was already bad enough, but if the Progenitors deployed mobile battle stations that were capable of obliterating entire worlds, the war could only end with one inevitable conclusion.

“Oh shit!” Calara cursed sharply.

“What’s wrong?” John asked, knowing that she must have just had some terrible epiphany.

“Gahl’kalgor’s hyper-warp gate is still active!” she exclaimed in alarm. “Xar’aziuth could have sent out two Progenitors: Aahn’laetar jumped here to investigate where Gahl’kalgor was killed, and a second one secured that gate. If I’m right, they could already be sending thrall reinforcements.”

John grimaced in frustration. “So that’s three places we urgently need to be. We’re stuck here to defend against another Progenitor attack, we need to jump to the hyper-warp gate to stop it being used against us, and we need to intercept what’s left of the Galkiran armada to protect Genwynn station.”

“Could that be why Xar’aziuth is throwing away Progenitors in futile attacks?” Tashana suggested. “To keep you pinned to your Throneworld, and stop you from taking the initiative?”

“What do you reckon?” John asked, glancing at Calara for her opinion. “Is that a possibility?”

She blew out her breath, her worried frown deepening. “He’d have to have an absolutely callous disregard for his Progenitors to sacrifice them like that. If there are only dozens to contend with, then they’d be too valuable to waste in any kind of numbers, but if what you saw on Rahn’hagon’s ship was only a fraction of the Progenitors in existence...”

“Then we’re in really deep shit,” Dana said glumly.

“Not necessarily,” Alyssa interjected, shaking her head. “Don’t forget that when we killed Aahn’laetar, we just acquired ourselves a shiny new dreadnought.”

“Fuck yeah!” Dana exclaimed, her eyes lighting up. “And it’s got its own Wormhole Generator!”

“Exactly.”

Calara nodded thoughtfully. “We could use the Aeltarian dreadnought as a scout. They can jump to the hyper-warp gate for us, and let us know what the situation is there.”

“Okay, how about this for a plan,” John said, looking around to make sure he had everyone’s attention. “We stay here for the next four hours to consolidate our position. The Nymphs can help me recruit all the crew aboard Aahn’laetar’s dreadnought, then when their Wormhole Generator is fully charged, they can jump to the Galkiran hyper-warp gate to see if Calara is right about it being captured by another Progenitor.”

“Arcadia is out of range of the Lianelis Saevath network,” Irillith reminded him. “The Aeltarians won’t be able to detect a cloaked dreadnought.”

“That’s true, but if we’re right, there’ll be thrall ships there,” John explained. “The hyper-warp gate would have been charged and ready, so it could immediately start bringing in reinforcements.”

Sakura listened with avid interest. “So then we attack?”

“We wouldn’t be able to detect the dreadnought either,” Irillith interjected, shaking her head.

A grim smile spread across the former assassin’s face. “I know. I meant attack the hyper-warp gate. That should definitely provoke a reaction.”

Calara laughed and looked at Sakura with admiration. “If in doubt, use maximum aggression.”

Sakura gave her a sly wink in return.

“Would it work?” John asked, intrigued by the plan.

“It’s got a high chance of success,” Calara agreed. “The Progenitor would likely never expect that an attack on the gate was just a feint, and that he was the real target. When the dreadnought revealed its position, the Aeltarians could ambush it and help us overload their shields. As soon as they’re disabled, we can board with a dimension gate and hunt down the Progenitor.”

He was struck by a sudden thought. “Wait a second... do we even need to take out their shields? What’s stopping us from using a psychic portal to board an enemy dreadnought as soon as we get in range?”

“The shields are,” Alyssa informed him with a rueful look. “I thought of that earlier when me and Jade were repairing the Aeltarian dreadnought. After we fixed the shield generator, I asked the thralls to reactivate them... and it looks like they block psychic abilities. I wasn’t able to make a portal into the Raptor while the shields were up.” 

“Well done for checking,” John said, stroking her back. 

“I better get some sleep if we’re going to attack another Progenitor in four hours,” Rachel said wryly. 

“We’ll need to wait for the Aeltarian’s Wormhole Generator to recharge first. Their dreadnought won’t be ready to make another jump until six this evening,” John said, after doing a quick calculation. “It might be a better idea for us to wait and see what happens in four hours time; if no more Progenitors appear near Kythshara, we’ll be free to intercept the Galkiran armada. The Aeltarians can wait, then scout out the hyper-warp gate as soon as we’re able to make another jump. Depending on what they find at Arcadia, we can make a decision on what to do next.”

He swept his gaze over the crew, and all the girls nodded in agreement with his plan.

“So that just leaves the Galkiran marines to worry about,” Rachel reminded him. “There are still huge numbers of injured troops in the city. If you leave me on Kythshara, I’ll continue healing their wounds... after having a good rest of course.”

John considered it for a moment, then shook his head. “No, I don’t want to leave you behind, not if we’re thinking about attacking another Progenitor.”

“Could we bring the wounded thralls with us?” Helene suggested tentatively. “We’ve healed lots of people on the Invictus before, when we rescued the colonists and the Trankarans from the Kirrix.”

“There’s just too many,” Rachel said ruefully. “There are hundreds of thousands of troops that were injured in the battle.”

“Actually, that’s a great idea,” John disagreed, giving Helene a smile of approval. “We can triage the wounded, Rachel. We’ll take the most severely injured thralls with us, and you can focus on regenerating lost limbs. That brings the numbers right down to a manageable amount, then you’ll be able to heal the lightly wounded when we return. The injured troops that are still mobile can move to the palace and wait for us there.”

“The Collective can assist with moving the Galkirans to safety,” Daphne chimed in, drawing all eyes to the holographic projection of the synthetic girl.

“Any help you can give us would be much appreciated,” John said gratefully. “We have a few hours until another Progenitor is likely to arrive, so we need to move as many as we can to the cloaked area by the palace.”

“We can relocate all of them,” she stated with unwavering confidence.

“How?” John asked with a puzzled frown. “The Collective are amazing, but there’s not enough of you to help carry all the wounded.”

“The robotics factories are still constructing new thrall automatons at maximum capacity,” Daphne informed him. “Another 26,327 units have come online since the conclusion of the battle. We have also repaired 63% of the abandoned vehicles that were located within the city limits, and requisitioned them to assist with the transportation of Galkiran marines. I anticipated that you would wish to continue the relocation process, and so far we have transferred approximately 150,000 troops to the rally point.”

“The shoemaker’s elves strike again,” Jehanna said, stifling a laugh. 

John stared at his adoptive daughter in astonishment for a moment, before breaking into a broad smile. “That’s fantastic news, Daphne! You’ve saved us a huge amount of work.”

“It was our pleasure,” she said, a playful undertone to her voice. “The maintenance bots are having a field day fixing all the vehicles, and the cleaning bots have proven to be quite capable nurses.”

“Hang on a second,” Dana said with a puzzled frown. “If the bots are all busy helping out, then who’s controlling the thrall automatons?”

“I am,” Daphne said modestly.

Dana gaped at her in astonishment.

“You’re personally controlling over 26,000 automatons?” Irillith balked. “How is that even possible?”

“They’re following a pre-determined path,” Daphne patiently explained. “The automatons pause at a platform we constructed in the plaza, and the wounded thralls climb on their back. Then they carry them to the palace, before looping around to return. It’s very efficient.”

“How did you convince the Galkirans to go along with that?” Irillith asked, fascinated by her explanation.

“We asked them to cooperate.”

Tashana looked equally as intrigued. “How? They speak ancient Maliri... the thrall dialect.”

“I have an adequate understanding of the language. There was enough data on the servers in Mael’nerak’s bunker to provide a functional lexicon. The deviations from modern Maliri were not pronounced enough to cause any particular difficulty.”

“Well that makes our life a lot easier,” John said with relief. “Please could you speak to the Galkiran officers and ask them to assemble the most severely injured troops for medevac in the centre of the plaza. We’ll be there soon to pick them up.”

“I shall inform them immediately, Father.”

“You’ve really gone above and beyond here, Daphne,” John said fondly. “Faye would be very proud of you for going to so much effort to protect organic life forms. You’ve proved she was right about the Collective all along.”
 
Daphne’s expression shifted, then froze half way through the transition with her mouth parted and her eyes wide. The pause only lasted for a few seconds, then her synthetic features relaxed into a bashful smile.

“Thank you. I am honoured to have validated Faye’s faith in the Collective.”

“You really have,” John confirmed, his sentiments echoed by the rest of the girls.

He waited for everyone to settle down again, then glanced up at the rows of combat footage recorded during the boarding operation. “We’ll go through the videos in a minute. Before we get to them, let’s briefly cover the plan to lure in Aahn’laetar to investigate the dreadnought. Obviously it was successful, but is there anything we could have done better?”

“I think we were very fortunate that we piqued his curiosity,” Calara replied after some reflection. “The idea of setting off a distress beacon makes much more sense from a Terran perspective than from a Progenitor’s. Gahl’kalgor’s fleets were scattered and defeated, which Aahn’laetar would have known, as there were no sign of them in the vicinity. In which case, who would Gahl’kalgor be signalling to for help? It doesn’t really fit the narrative of a defeated Progenitor.”

“That’s all true, but the bizarre can be a powerful lure in and of itself,” Rachel countered. “As you say, the abandoned dreadnought intrigued Aahn’laetar enough to want to investigate in search of answers. Even if he suspected that it was bait for a trap, his curiosity overrode his sense of caution. I get the impression that these Progenitors might rule their empires with absolute control, but they’re also quite sheltered and set in their ways. That’s a weakness we can exploit with subterfuge.”

“Great points,” John said, nodding in agreement .”Anyone else?”

“I’ve got something,” Dana said, sticking up her hand.

John gestured for her to proceed. “Go ahead.”

“It’s not exactly related to luring that Progenitor into the nebula, but I was thinking that if we’re going to switch tactics to boarding actions, we don’t really need ballistic ordnance on the Invictus.”

“Why’s that?” he asked curiously.

“Well, we snuck onboard, kicked Aahn’laetar’s ass, and didn’t even dent the Dreadnought. That meant you could claim the thralls, take over his ship, and it was instantly ready to fight on our side. That’s a way better result than blasting the shit out of Gahl’kalgor’s dreadnought, and leaving it a mangled wreck. If we went all-in on energy weaponry, the Invictus could take down their shields even faster, then we just portal inside and kill the Progenitor. No damage to the dreadnought, no dead crew, and we swipe another insanely badass warship.”

John turned to his left. “What do you think Calara? Would it be a good idea to change the Invictus’ loadout?”

“There are definitely advantages in having a specialised shield-breaking weapon configuration,” the Latina said cautiously. “But there are downsides too. What if we actually need to inflict damage on a dreadnought... or a thrall battleship? The Quantum Flux Cannons are very good at taking out engines with just one shot.”

“Yeah, but then we have to repair everything after the battle,” Dana grumbled. “And I’m not even sure how we’re going to fix all the Galkirans fleets. We’ll need a shitload of new engines, as well as the time and manpower to remove the damaged superstructure and install replacements. Claiming a new thrall species isn’t going to do us much good, if we’re forced to cripple all their fleets first.”

“I do like the idea of focusing purely on assassinating Progenitors; that is our ultimate goal after all,” John said mulling over the idea.

“Why do I sense a ‘but’ coming?” Dana asked suspiciously.

“But... it’s a risky strategy,” John elaborated. “We’d be doing the tactical equivalent of putting all our eggs in one basket. As much as I hate being forced to kill thralls, we might be forced to make hard choices in the future.”

The redhead crinkled her nose in disagreement. “If we take out the Progenitor, then we won’t even need to fight thralls.”

“Alright, here’s an example for you,” Calara interjected. “What if a Progenitor sends in dozens of thrall fleets to attack us... but doesn’t join the invasion in his dreadnought. How are we supposed to board his ship and free the thralls, if he’s nowhere to be found?”

“Board a thrall vessel instead, and get Irillith to hack their nav logs!” Dana declared with glee. “Then we jump to their homeworld, blow up the Soulforge, and the dreadnought can’t hide from us anymore. We kick the Progenitor’s butt, then claim the thralls, and swipe a massive haul of shiny new warships!”

Calara laughed and rolled her eyes. “Alright, that was a bad example, but you get my point. We might not have any other options, and may be forced to actually get into a slugging match with a dreadnought. If that happens, we’ll need heavy ordnance to penetrate the hull.”

“Not Quantum Flux Cannons though, they’ve got to go,” Dana said sternly, wagging her finger.

John exchanged a startled glance with Calara. “Why?” he asked the redhead.

“They’re our most effective heavy weapons,” the Latina stated for emphasis.

“Yeah, exactly. They’re our most effective weapon... and dreadnoughts have been specifically designed to resist that kind of impact damage. I didn’t realise how efficient their armour was until I saw it in action. The plating is built in sub-layers that act a bit like crumple zones. When the outer layer collapses inwards, it actually reinforces the layer behind. I’m going to have to develop some new form of heavy gun that focuses on armour penetration instead of blast damage. Then you’ll have the firepower to really fuck them up.”

Calara perked up immediately. “I’m never going to say no to that.”

“Alright, more good points from Dana,” John said with an approving nod in her direction. “Anyone else?”

The girls glanced around the table at each other, but nobody had any suggestions.

“Okay then, we’ll start reviewing the combat footage,” John announced, drawing everyone’s attention to the holographic display. “Irillith could you group up the data by fire team, and we’ll focus on the action to save time. There’s no need to watch a dozen videos of us walking down corridors.”

“Sure. It’ll just take me a few moments to edit the data,” she replied, her violet eyes glowing once again.

***

There was a loud clang against the cell door, and Tom Walker was jolted awake. He heard harsh laughter from the corridor outside, and realised it was one of the guards taunting him. Sagging back on the hard bed, he stared up at the ceiling, trying to ignore the aches in his back and stomach. 

He hadn’t expected to be able to fall asleep the previous night, not when he knew it would be his last night alive on Terra. However, after the intense stress of the trial, and the emotional trauma that followed, he’d been teetering on the brink of exhaustion. He let out a sardonic laugh as he stared at the flat, featureless wall. He’d just wasted several hours sleeping, and Tom only had a dozen left until his execution.

Still, perhaps it was a blessing to spend that time unconscious. Then he wouldn’t have to relive the betrayals, and the endless accusations. He squeezed his eyes shut, but he could still see the jeering crowds, their face contorted with hatred towards the man they thought to be a vile traitor. Amongst those nameless faces was one he knew all too well, her blonde hair tangled and unkempt, her blue eyes blazing with fury. 

To be falsely accused by the masses was painful, but to have the love of his life turn on him was agonising. Tom couldn’t fathom how his fiancée could have so easily lost faith in him. Where was the trust? Where was the loyalty? He wouldn’t have hesitated to give his life to protect Mace and Anna, yet they had both spit on his love for them both, like it meant nothing to them at all. Like he meant nothing to them at all. 

“Hey, Walker!” a guard snarled from outside. “Check out the Holonet: your Mommy and Daddy are famous!”

The wall beside the door flickered, and a holographic image stuttered to life. The projector was damaged, and there was a diagonal tear across the screen, but he could still make out the familiar figures that were featured on the TFNN report. His mother and father were standing on the steps of the courthouse, addressing the throng of eager reporters. 

Tom’s mother was immaculately dressed, but her face was downturned with sorrow, a tear rolling down her cheek. She held a handkerchief to her face in a tight grip, but Tom didn’t miss the fact that she made no effort to wipe away the slowly descending droplet. He knew his mother well enough to recognise an artful performance, and she was now playing the picture of a grieving parent.

Admiral Laurence Walker stood by her side, his expression a grim mask of fatherly disapproval. Tom knew that his father wasn’t faking, as he’d seen that look many times before, whenever he’d rejected any suggestion to transfer from the fleet to Data Analytics on Mars. He felt that cold stare like a stab in the gut, his father always able to make him feel foolish and second guess his decisions.

“Admiral Walker!”  one of the reporters yelled, his voice carrying over the others. “Do you have any comment to make about the verdict against your son?!”

“We have no son,” Laurence Walker declared through gritted teeth. “He died along with our hopes and dreams for him in the Callopean Shoals Massacre. We offer our condolences to anyone who lost their loved ones due to the actions of that despicable traitor. We share your grief.”

Tom’s mother sobbed into her handkerchief, her shoulders trembling. His father put his arm around her, and the pair slowly turned and walked away from the baying press.

Mocking laughter reached his ears from out in the corridor, then the video reset and began again.

***

“I have to hand it to Sakura, sealing up the barracks was a really awesome idea,” Dana said, placing her hand on her chest. “I was wrong, I admit it.”

“It worked like a charm,” John agreed. “We definitely needed five of us there to sabotage all the doors at the same time. If we’d taken any longer to seal them, the thralls would have raised the alarm before we’d finished.”

“And we wouldn’t have succeeded without Jehanna making us look like Aeltarians,” Dana said, giving the former reporter a thumbs’ up.

“I don’t think I made that much of a difference,” Jehanna said modestly. “We just would have had to work a bit faster, and knock out the handful of thralls in the corridors. I was actually expecting there to be lot more personnel outside the barracks.”

Dana shook her head. “No, you don’t get it. While we had the disguises on, we didn’t have to sneak around anymore. That meant it wasn’t a stealth mission, so everything went perfectly.”

That was met with a flurry of laughter from the girls. 

“What? I’m serious!” Dana declared, glaring at Rachel who was smirking in amusement.

“I think disabling instead of destroying ship components was inspired too,” John said to distract the disgruntled redhead. “And hiding the parts outside the ship saved us a huge amount of time and effort in repairs.”

“That’s true,” Dana agreed. “That was a really great idea, babes.”

Rachel did a half bow. “Thank you.”

“I don’t see any reason to change that tactic in future boarding actions,” John continued. “It gives us the tactical advantage, as we force the Progenitor to intervene to stop us sabotaging his dreadnought. If we can lock up the garrison like we did with the Aeltarians, then he has to face us alone.”

Sakura smiled as she nodded. “It felt like we had much more control over the situation than any of our other fights with Progenitors.”

“It’s always incredibly important to seize the initiative in space battles too,” Calara said thoughtfully. “Then you’re making tactical decisions instead of just reacting to your enemy.”

“I’m not sure if I spread us too thin with three fire teams,” John admitted, as he recalled the encounters with Aahn’laetar. 

“What’s the problem?” Jehanna asked. “I thought the team selections worked well.”

“I was attempting to maximise our firepower, so I went for three smaller teams, instead of two larger ones. The corridors aren’t wide enough for that many people to all shoot at the same time, but having a couple of people covering the rear as reserves might have been helpful against the Progenitor.”

“I don’t think it would have made any difference,” Rachel said quietly. “Aahn’laetar hit us hard, and I struggled to shield three of us at the same time. I couldn’t have protected anyone else, not against that barrage of ice shards.”

“Can we see that section of the fight again, from Rachel’s perspective,” John requested.

Irillith set up the relevant footage, and replayed the video. They all watched as the Progenitor overwhelmed Dana’s shield with a flurry of ice darts, then tried to skewer her with an ice lance. Only Rachel’s desperate intervention saved Dana from sustaining severe injuries, or quite possibly her death.

While Rachel rapidly repaired shattered hexagons, a squad of Maliri rushed past to engage the Progenitor. The footage would have been heartbreaking under normal circumstances, as the blue-skinned marines were systematically torn to pieces, but instead the girls cheered on the illusory soldiers.

“That was an excellent use of your abilities,” John said, impressed by Jehanna’s rapidly increasing shadow mastery. “Those troops looked incredibly authentic, and you clearly fooled Aahn’laetar into targeting them. They drew incoming fire from the Progenitor, and worked as a great distraction, letting Dana create the black hole behind him.”

“We nearly had that asshole,” Dana said striking her open palm with a clenched fist. “Just a few more hits would have taken him out, but then he blasted us with that ice blizzard.”

They all watched the gruesome conclusion to the battle, with both sides left bloody and battered. 

“Okay pause it,” John said, before Jade turned the tables and forced the Progenitor to flee. “What went wrong there? Why did he take out all three of you so easily?”

“The ice storm was lethal,” Rachel explained. “I would have struggled to maintain just one shield against that many hits, but three was too much.”

“No, the problems started before that,” he said, gesturing towards the ice scattered across the floor.

“We weren’t paying attention to the battlefield,” Jehanna said, listening attentively now.

“That’s true; all the shots hitting his ice barrier just provided him more ammo for the ice storm. But there was something else, much earlier in that confrontation. Aahn’laetar ambushed you from behind fortifications. What’s the best tactic for escaping an ambush, when the enemy is entrenched and you can’t storm their position?”

Jehanna winced as she realised the point he was making. “We should have withdrawn and fought him from a stronger position if he pursued.”

“Exactly. My role is to slug it out with a Progenitor, but if any of you are taking sustained hits, then something’s gone terribly wrong. Let’s compare with Aahn’laetar’s attack on Fire Team Two.”

Irillith played the footage from her own combat footage, and they all watched as the trio sprayed the corridor on full auto, hitting the Progenitor multiple times. 

“See how he’s already wrong-footed by the time he closes the distance. Aahn’laetar is confused and shocked that they’re punching through his shield, and it takes him off balance. His sword thrust against Sakura is distracted and unfocused, letting her slip past his defences and inflict a wound. He counterattacks, then suddenly realises how much of a threat they all are, and is forced to retreat by the twins, preventing him from finishing off Sakura.”

“I understand,” Jehanna said thoughtfully. “We should have retreated while I used the Maliri squad to distract him.”

“Right. It would have been better to fight defensively, until we could bring more firepower to bear with flanking manoeuvres. In the end, we were lucky that it didn’t matter, as Jade was able to force the Progenitor to retreat on her own.”

“That was badass,” Calara said in admiration, holding her hand up for a high-five. 

Jade gave it a gentle pat and grinned. “I don’t think he was expecting me to turn into a dragon.”

“No, I don’t think so either,” the Latina said with a laugh. Her laughter faded away, and she turned to look at the other members of Fire Team Three. “I’m really sorry for stopping Alyssa from creating a portal to let John rush to your rescue. He might have been able to prevent you getting hurt.”

Dana waved away her apology. “You’ve already said sorry for that. Don’t worry about it. We all survived, and John was able to quickly finish off that bastard when he retreated.”

Rachel and Jehanna nodded, confirming that they had forgiven her too.

“Well, that’s all the main points I wanted to cover,” John said, relaxing back in his chair. “All things considered, the mission was a phenomenal success, and you all played a significant role in our victory. Helene and Ailita were able to make a big difference by helping me claim the Aeltarians and saved a lot of lives.”

The girls gave Helene a spontaneous round of applause, making her blush a deeper shade of teal. “I’m so glad I could be a useful part of the team.”

“You did a great job. You were able to intervene much faster this time, and we didn’t lose a single thrall. We even managed to rescue Aahn’laetar’s matriarch, so hopefully we can learn some useful information from Caerthyna.”

Helene shot a worried glance at Alyssa at the mention of the Aeltarian matriarch. It was only quick, but John noticed their silent exchange.

“That’s it for the debrief, unless you can think of anything else?” When nobody raised any more points, John rose from his seat. “In that case, you’re dismissed. I’d recommend getting some more sleep while you can, especially all of you that were injured in the battle. We might be forced to fight another Progenitor in four hours, so we should all be at full strength.”

The girls started to disperse, with most of them following his orders to get some more sleep while they could. John was about to ask Alyssa to show him what the problem was with Caerthyna, when he noticed Tashana walking past, looking much more subdued than normal. 

John reached for her hand, and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Hey, honey. Can you spare a moment for a chat?”

The Maliri hesitated for a moment, then reluctantly nodded, and accompanied him towards the Ready Room. 

*Take your time,* Alyssa said, as she walked with Helene to the grav-tubes. *We’ll keep an eye on Caerthyna.*

He put aside his curiosity about the Aeltarian matriarch, and focused on his Maliri companion. John opened the door for her, then guided Tashana inside, where they took opposite seats on the sofas. 

“You’ve been out of sorts since the battle on Kythshara,” John said, watching her expression for any clues to what was troubling her. “Did something happen to you down there?”

Tashana took a deep breath, then nodded, and there was no mistaking how anxious she was.

“You’re worried about telling me?” he guessed, wondering what had upset her this much.

The Maliri bit her lip and nodded again.

“Come here,” John said, offering her a hand. 

When Tashana took it, he led her over to his sofa, then patted the seat next to him. She sat down obediently, then looked at him in surprise as John turned around, and smoothly guided her to lie length-ways along the padded seat. 

“There, now you’re not going anywhere until you tell me what’s wrong,” he said playfully, placing a hand on her stomach as if restraining her.

Her face took on a resigned expression, and she let out a heavy sigh. “It was near the end of the battle, just before you managed to defeat Gahl’kalgor. The Galkirans had forced us to retreat, and they were getting close to the final lines of defences. I started summoning fire elementals...”

“I remember seeing the firework display. You had to disperse the elementals when you realised we’d won, and the Maliri were no longer in danger.”

“I was going to burn the thralls...” Tashana whispered, looking more conflicted.

“I know,” John said calmly. “You were my emergency backup plan. I asked you to do whatever was necessary to protect the Maliri from being overrun.”

She hesitated for a second, then blurted out. “I wanted to do it! The Galkirans killed some of the Maliri squad I’d joined, and I wanted some payback.”

“That’s only natural,” he said, giving her a look filled with sympathy. “You were caught up in the heat of battle, and had just seen your comrades die at the enemy hands. Anyone would want to get some revenge under those circumstances.”

“You don’t understand,” Tashana said, shaking her head. “I was... excited... at the thought of incinerating all those thralls. I wanted to feed them to the flames... to burn them all.”

John’s lack of reaction surprised her, and she gazed up at him quizzically.

“Let me ask you a question,” he said, stroking her azure stomach to soothe her. “Do you feel guilty about wanting to burn the Galkirans, or are you worried that I might look at you differently?”

“I’m worried that you’ll think I’m a monster,” she whispered, finally admitting what had been bothering her.

“This is all my fault,” John said ruefully. “I’m really sorry for upsetting you, Tashana.” 

“How is this your fault?” the Maliri asked, staring at him in bewilderment.

“You have a truly unique and powerful gift,” he explained. “You’re able to inflict massive casualties with your Pyrokinesis, but you can still keep the flames under tight control. None of us can do anything like that. Dana might be able to unleash more raw destructive power with a black hole, but that would destroy everything indiscriminately.”

She listened to him spellbound, hanging on his every word.

“Your abilities came from a terrible place,” John said with sympathy. “You suffered horrific torture at the hands of some truly evil monsters, so it’s only natural that when you manifest your Pyrokinesis, some of those dark emotions are unleashed with it.”

“How is any of that your fault?” Tashana asked again.

“I could have fixed everything,” John admitted, looking down at her guiltily. “I could have changed how you viewed the use of your abilities, so you were reluctant to unleash the fire on thralls. You would have felt tremendous guilt every time you were forced to kill any of them.”

“Like you,” she said softly.

He nodded. “Like me. I wouldn’t have been able to incinerate the Galkirans like that, and so thousands of Maliri would have died. That’s why I needed you to be able to do it for me.”

Her eyes widened in sudden understanding. “So you don’t think I’m a monster at all. You just feel guilty that you’re keeping me as a secret weapon, like a weapon of mass destruction that you can use in dire emergencies.”

John lowered his eyes and nodded. “If you’re ever forced to wipe out huge numbers of thralls, I didn’t want you to be plagued with guilt and regrets afterwards. I know what that’s like, and you’ve already suffered enough. Can you forgive me for placing this burden on you?”

She reached up both hands for a hug, and John reciprocated, holding her close.

“There’s nothing to forgive,” Tashana said, giving him a loving kiss. “I was just worried that you might not love me anymore if you found out what I was feeling. I would have burned those Galkirans to protect the Maliri, and not felt a flicker of remorse. They were our enemies... until you made them our friends, and now I want to protect them too.”

John smiled with relief. “Thank you. I should have explained this earlier, then you wouldn’t have been worrying. I just didn’t expect to be having this kind of conversation unless you were ever forced to wipe out a large number of thralls.”

“Like the Larathyrans on Larn’kelnar’s dreadnought?” she said thoughtfully. “That’s what gave you the idea in the first place, wasn’t it?”

He nodded in confirmation. “You did what had to be done, and weren’t wracked with guilt afterwards. I could have made changes to you back then, with your consent obviously, but I left you exactly as you were.” He paused, then added, “Actually, I did change you and your sister a little bit, but only to remove the instant antagonism you felt towards Progenitors and thralls.”

“I remember,” she murmured, kissing him again. “Neither of us wanted to hurt Auralei.”

“You’re a good girl, Tashana,” John said, returning her kiss. “I think you’re perfect just the way you are.”
#
She moaned into his mouth and writhed against him, curling a slender leg around his back. As Tashana became more passionate, John responded to her sensual advances, and his thickening shaft made its presence known. Tashana’s attention was immediately drawn to his cock, and she shifted her hips, making sure that she was grinding against him. 

“This sofa’s comfy, but we’ll have more room in bed,” John said, pulling back to look down at the flushed Maliri. 

Tashana nodded in enthusiastic agreement. “Let’s use my room. Then we won’t disturb Kaija.”

She reluctantly uncoiled her legs from around his waist, and released John from her sensual embrace. He rose to his feet, then offered her a hand, which she gladly accepted. Walking arm-in-arm, the couple left his Ready Room together, and were met with cheerful greetings from the Nymphs. Tashana saw their knowing grins, and blushed as she walked up the ramp beside John, her cheeks turning a dark indigo. 

“It’s not like you to be shy,” he said to the Maliri, as they descended in the grav-tube.

Tashana fanned her face and laughed self-consciously. “I’m just feeling a bit emotional after our heart-to-heart.”

John gave her other hand a gentle squeeze. “You’re ready for something deeply intimate, and the Nymphs looked like they were expecting us to be more... energetic.” 

She bit her lower lip and nodded, looking up at him with even greater appreciation in her big violet eyes.

“Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of you,” he said, leading the infatuated Maliri down the corridor.

They had just arrived at her quarters, when the next door along slid open, and Irillith hurried out of her bedroom, her high heels clicking rapidly in her haste. 

“Oh! You’re here!” she exclaimed in surprise, skidding to a halt. 

John raised an eyebrow as he admired her slinky black dress. “You look incredible. Are we celebrating something?”

“No, I just wanted to look nice for you,” the flustered Maliri replied. “I was going to wait outside the Ready Room until Alyssa gave me the signal to go in. She didn’t warn me that you were already on your way down.”

*Everything okay, beautiful?* John asked the blonde with concern. It was very unlike her to not be hyper-focused on his interactions with the girls.

*Yeah... just a bit busy at the moment,* Alyssa murmured, sounding distracted. *Sorry.*

*Is there a problem with Caerthyna?*

*No... nothing’s changed,* she replied cryptically. *Have fun the twins, they both deserve some attention. Take your time though, there’s no rush; just come and join me when you’re done.*

*Alright, see you later,* he replied, before focusing on Irillith again. “Alyssa said...”

“It’s okay, she already apologised,” the Maliri replied. Irillith collected herself, then prowled towards them, a smouldering gleam in her angular eyes. “Mind if I join you?”

Tashana opened the door to her quarters and beckoned her sister inside. “You know I’d never leave you out.”

As Irillith sauntered past and gave John a come-hither look over her shoulder, he noticed that her dress was backless like Alyssa’s. In fact it was an identical match, except for the colour. Following Irillith inside, he quickly caught up to the Maliri seductress and placed his hands on her shapely hips. She let out a gasp as he pressed himself against her bottom, his cock thick and hard between the pliant curves of her ass cheeks. 

“You already prepared yourself for me, didn’t you?” he whispered in her pointed ear.

Now it was Irillith’s turn to blush, but she answered with a shaky nod. John ground himself against her, drawing a wanton groan from the Maliri as she trembled with excitement in his arms.

Tashana had wasted no time stripping off her clothes, but when she heard the sultry moan, she looked back at them inquisitively. When she saw Irillith rubbing herself against John, her sister’s eyes hooded with lust, she giggled in delight. “You’re so naughty, Rill.”

“Come here for a hug, honey,” John said, beckoning her over. 

She padded over to them obediently, eager to be in John’s open arms again. Tashana paused for a second when he made no attempt to move Irillith out of the way, then she gave him a wicked smile as she stepped into his embrace. 

“Like that?” she asked, as her firm breasts were pressed against her sister’s spectacular cleavage.

He cupped her bare bottom in his hands and gave it an appreciative squeeze as he pulled her in closer. “You feel incredible.”

Tashana didn’t need any prompting on what to do next, and her curved blue lips sought out Irillith’s. They kissed each other tenderly, revelling in the loving embrace under his approving gaze. 

“You’re such good girls,” John murmured as he kissed Irillith’s shoulder. He watched their succulent mouths moving together, and thought about all the times they’d worked as a team to empty his quad. “I wish I could feed both of you now, but it’d be a waste.”

“A waste?!” both sisters protested at the same time, pulling apart to frown indignantly at him.

He slipped his hand between them and caressed Irillith’s toned tummy, while brushing the backs of his fingers against Tashana’s trim stomach. “Mmm hmm. You two are already perfect, but there’s a whole ship full of Aeltarians that really need my help.”

Their expressions softened at the same time, and it was like watching a reflection as the adoring look on Tashana’s face exactly mirrored Irillith’s. 

“I think we can be persuaded to share with them,” Irillith said, flexing her cheeks to lovingly squeeze his shaft.

Tashana had been moving closer to renew their kiss, but she pulled back to clarify, “But just this once.”

“Don’t worry,” John said soothingly, as he slipped the straps of Irillith’s dress off her shoulders. “You know how much I love feeding you both. When things have calmed down around here, I’ll have time to make it up to you.”

They moaned softly in concert, and when Irillith’s dress fell to the floor at her feet, John guided the lustful twins to the bed.

***

Lynette strode purposefully along the broad corridor, accompanied by her security detail who watched vigilantly for any potential threats. After sharing her wonderful news about the pregnancy with Charles that morning, she was in a jubilant mood, but despite that, Lynette could feel an odd sense of tension on Olympus Shipyard. The hallways of the enormous space station were slightly busier than usual, especially in the administration complex, but it wasn’t the increase in foot traffic that was making her unsettled.

As the Federation officers passed her in the corridor, many of them acknowledged the Fleet Admiral with sharp salutes and respectful nods. However, there were a significant number that were so absorbed in the tasks they were hurrying to complete, they failed to even notice her presence. Shipyard personnel were not expected to formerly salute a passing Fleet Admiral on sight, and Lynette certainly wasn’t narcissistic enough to expect everyone’s unwavering attention, but she had an eerie feeling that they were distracted by something important.

As the Fleet Admiral, Lynette had the authority to detain any of those officers, and simply demand an explanation for their state of distraction, getting answers through interrogation if necessary. That wasn’t a course of action she was willing to take though, as Lynette was determined to avoid the extreme authoritarian practices used by her predecessors. The alternative method was to ascertain what was causing the strange sense of unrest through more subtle means, so she made a mental note to discuss it with her newly appointed commander of the Internal Security Division.

When she arrived at her office, the security team fanned out to guard the entrance, with two members of the team entering first to perform a sweep. Lynette waited patiently outside for them to return, then entered when they gave her the all clear. The extra security precautions could be inconvenient at times, but Colonel Fiske had insisted that the threat level be raised, and in light of the recent assassination attempt at Olympus, Lynette agreed that it was sensible to be cautious.

“Good morning, Fleet Admiral,” Lt. Wilson said, rising from his desk to greet her with a salute.

“Good morning, Jared,” Lynette answered with a warm smile. “Apologies for the security sweep. Fiske is going a bit overboard, but I understand why he’s being cautious.”

“That’s quite alright, Ma’am,” her adjutant replied sombrely. “I wasn’t expecting to start off my day with a cavity search, but they were surprisingly gentle.”

Lynette narrowly avoided a burst of girlish laughter, and managed to stifle it into a smirk. “I’ll ask the Colonel to pass on your compliments to his men. Have you got anything new for me this morning?”

“Admiral Barrington requested an urgent meeting to discuss further reinforcing the Brimorian border, but you’re already scheduled to meet Admiral Esposito at Ten Hundred Hours. Would you like me to postpone your meeting and prioritise Barrington?”

She quickly shook her head. “Unless the Brimorians have crossed the border in the last five minutes, it’s not that urgent. Tell Edward to contact Charles directly and ask him for a status update on the refit program. The next fleet that’s scheduled to complete repairs in the drydock will be routed directly to the Border.” 

“Yes, ma’am.”

“When Sofia arrives, show her straight in; there’s no need to stand on ceremony,” Lynette continued, as she walked towards her office. “Oh, and could you contact Admiral Garbert-Smythe and check his availability this morning. If he’s not too busy working on his Zero-G handicap, I have some important matters to discuss with him.”

The Lieutenant accessed the admiralty scheduler with practiced familiarity. “He has a ‘personal appointment’ at Twelve Hundred Hours.”

“Pencil him in for Eleven,” she said with a knowing look at her adjutant. “We should be finished in plenty of time before he tees off.”

Lt. Wilson acknowledged her with a salute, then began following her orders. Leaving him to organise the scheduling, Lynette entered her office, and crossed the stately wood-panelled suite to her desk. After sitting down, she activated the comms interface, and accessed all the recent reports from the Admiralty. Sofia Esposito had sent her a summary of the trial against the Callopean Shoals traitor, so Lynette scanned through the information again to refresh her memory.

The report was concise and well written, allowing Lynette to finish her review in a few minutes. Some members of the Admiralty could be tediously verbose in their missives to the Fleet Admiral, using an abundance of words to conceal the fact that they’d accomplished very little, so reading Esposito’s report was a refreshing change. Suitably impressed by the ambitious officer, Lynette was pleased to see that she seemed to be flourishing in her new role as Commander of ISD.

She opened up Sofia Esposito’s personnel file and glanced through her record in the Terran Federation military. After graduating from the Academy, Esposito had proven herself as a capable Bridge officer serving along the border with the Ashanath Collective. The fleet she’d been attached to had engaged and destroyed over a dozen Drakkar raids, eliminating the marauding aliens in a number of one-sided skirmishes. After completing her three-year tour, Esposito had then transferred back to Terra, where she’d spent the rest of her career navigating the predatory seas at the heart of the Federation.

Lynette’s gaze lingered on the photographs attached to the officer’s profile. Sofia was a striking brunette in her late-forties, but a couple of clicks let the Fleet Admiral view the images taken of the Latina during her graduation. A bright-eyed young woman beamed back at her, full of hope and optimism for her future career in the military. Lynette studied her speculatively for a long moment, then let out a wistful sigh. She would respect her fiancé’s wishes, but Charles was really missing out.

*No more secret Lionesses, Lynette,* Alyssa gently admonished her.

*I haven’t forgotten,* the brunette replied, reluctantly closing the profile. *But it doesn’t hurt to have a few promising candidates ready, just in case John changes his mind.*

*Let’s see how everything works out with Lina and Tamar first,* the matriarch murmured, her focus clearly elsewhere. 

Lynette broke into an eager grin. *So we’re definitely going to recruit them?*

*We haven’t really got much choice; they both know your secret and you’ve already invited them to join us,* Alyssa noted without any reproach. *If recruiting them goes smoothly, I might be able to persuade John that you need some more support in High Command.*

Thrilled at the prospect, Lynette re-opened the directory of senior officers to start searching for more potential recruits.

*No more over-sharing though, Lynette,* Alyssa said, her tone taking on a firmer edge. *I mean it. You know John has a lot of reservations about recruiting new girls, and that goes double for Secret Lionesses. If he loads up Lina and Tamar, then they spend the next few months pining after him, you can forget about recruiting anyone else.*

Closing the interface for a second time, Lynette grudgingly nodded. *Alright. I can wait.*

Further discussion on the subject was interrupted by the door opening and Admiral Esposito tentatively walked into the luxurious office. “Good morning, Fleet Admiral. I apologise for entering without permission; your adjutant said that I should just walk in?”

“That’s quite alright, Sofia. I’ve been expecting you,” Lynette said, with a disarming smile. 

She rose from her desk and walked around to the set of leather sofas arrayed around an ornate coffee table. 

“Please make yourself comfortable,” she requested, gesturing towards the sofa opposite. “Would you like a hot drink?”

“Coffee, if it’s not too much trouble,” the smoky-eyed officer replied, as she removed her peaked hat and sat down.

Lt. Wilson appeared moments later, arriving with a floating tray that steamed with a pot of recently boiled hot-water. He served the two women their drinks, then left a multi-layered plate of biscuits to accompany their coffee.

“Thank you, Jared,” Lynette said gratefully as her adjutant departed. She waited for the door to close behind him, then turned back to her guest. “I’ve been reviewing your latest report, and was very impressed. I wanted to thank you personally for expediting the trial of the Callopean shoals traitor, and securing a decisive conviction. This trial had a lot of public attention, and it was vitally important that swift justice was achieved for all his victims. You’ve done an outstanding job.”

“I’m very grateful for the opportunity to serve, Fleet Admiral,” Sofia said, inclining her head in gratitude for the compliments.

Despite Sofia’s modest reply, Lynette could see that the brunette was thrilled at the praise. Her brown eyes sparkled with the same gleam that had been so apparent during her graduation three decades earlier.

“As you know, I want the Admiralty to be an institution that we can all be proud of,” Lynette said, recalling her recent speech to High Command. “Regaining the public’s trust is imperative, and a vital first step in proving that we are not the tyrants that mismanaged the Terran Federation for centuries. We need to show the people that the Admiralty genuinely cares about our people, and that their well-being is always going to be the guiding principle behind every decision we make.”

Sofia nodded in agreement. “I already feel proud to be part of your administration, Fleet Admiral.”

“Please call me Lynette,” she said warmly. 

They shared a smile and both sipped their coffee. 

Lynette raised an eyebrow. “Have you seen this morning’s approval polling?”

“No, not yet,” the Latina replied.

“We’re up six points,” Lynette said with satisfaction. 

“That’s excellent news!” Sofia exclaimed, her smile widening. “Isn’t that the biggest jump in weeks?”

The Fleet Admiral nodded in confirmation. “The polls took a nosedive after the Galkiran disaster on the Kirrix border.”

“There was nothing we could do against the Galkirans though,” Sofia said in exasperation. “Even if we’d had five times the forces guarding the border, our ships had no chance against theirs.”

“We know that because we’re privy to battlefield reports and the combat data, but the public isn’t aware of that and just blames us for the personnel losses,” Lynette patiently explained. “I’d like to be completely transparent with that information, but news of an invincible hostile empire on our doorstep would have sent a wave of fully-justified panic throughout the Federation.”

Admiral Esposito considered that for a moment, then ruefully nodded in agreement.

“We really need that bounce in approval, so thanks again for your vital contribution,” Lynette stated. 

“It was my pleasure.”

Lynette leaned back in her chair and studied the woman sitting opposite. “Now that the trial is over, I have a new task for you. Our next impending crisis is the potential succession of the Outer Rim from the Terran Federation. I’ve done everything in my power to dissuade the governors from this course of action, but they’ve been pushed past breaking point unfortunately.”

“What do you need me to do?” Sofia asked, listening avidly.

“As I explained before, if those colonies are absolutely determined to leave the Federation, I want to avoid an armed conflict at any cost. I’m willing to support those worlds in achieving self-governance, and provide them with the military means to defend their colonies from Kirrix aggression,” Lynette replied, before suddenly leaning forward. “But that doesn’t mean I’m going to allow them to ransack our treasury before they go.”

“I want ISD to tighten security around Federation assets,” she continued, ticking off the points on her fingers. “I want you to draw up a list of potential defectors, and begin surveillance of all military personnel. Nothing too intrusive, but we need to make sure we protect ourselves against any risk of sabotage. We also need up-to-date information on all the seceding colonies, as well as the current governors and their advisors.”

“ISD has undercover operatives on every colony; that data won’t be a problem,” Sofia replied, before grimacing. “But the rest of the division has been gutted after ISD’s involvement in Khatri’s insurrection. I’ve suspended anyone with links to the conspirators, and until all those personnel can be thoroughly vetted and cleared of any crimes, ISD will be severely understaffed.”

Lynette nodded thoughtfully. “Focus on the internal security review as your highest priority. Unless we can be absolutely sure of ISD’s loyalty, the division isn’t much use to anyone. Draw up a list of all your undercover operatives in the Outer Rim, then hand over that information to Garbert-Smythe. Those operatives are all being transferred to the Espionage division.”  

Sofia looked like she was about to protest at the loss of jurisdiction over the Outer Rim, until the flicker of understanding appeared in her eyes. “Because those colonies won’t be part of the Terran Federation anymore, which means they no longer fall under ISD’s remit.”

“Precisely. The surveillance operatives shouldn’t be affected, but it makes logical sense to have the Espionage Division handle all external operations.”

“I’ve been working closely with the judiciary over the trial; I should be able to use those contacts to help expedite the personnel reviews,” Sofia said, inspired by the Fleet Admiral’s confidence in her. “Unless the ISD budget is being cut, I’ll also recruit more operatives to replace everyone that was assigned to the Outer Rim. Increasing internal security will require more personnel, so we should start looking immediately.”

“Your budget isn’t affected, so go ahead,” Lynette said graciously. “If you require more staff, just submit a standard budgetary extension, and I’ll make sure it’s adequately funded.”

“You can count on me, Lynette,” Sofia said, sitting up straighter. “I’ll make sure that ISD is above reproach, and nobody can question our loyalty or integrity.”

“That’s very reassuring to hear,” the Fleet Admiral said, delighted that the meeting had gone so smoothly. “Rebuilding the public’s trust in all aspects of Federal government is imperative to the future of the Terran Federation. The only way we can change the culture of cynicism that has infected our civilisation is if citizens sincerely believe that the Admiralty is a force for good in the galaxy. It’s going to take time, but I’m convinced we can make a difference.”

Sofia nodded in agreement. “I think so too. It’s exciting to have hope that things can change.”

“Well said,” Lynette concurred, before leaning forward to offer her guest the plate of confectionary. “Let’s have a biscuit to celebrate.”

The brunette picked out a red and white-striped shortbread and munched on it happily. Admiral Esposito was proving to be a very promising candidate, and if things went well with Lina and Tamar, she would make a fine addition to a cohort of secret Lionesses. Lynette watched as Sofia swallowed the sweet treat, and gave her an encouraging smile.  

***

John collapsed on the bed, a look of profound satisfaction on his face. He was immediately joined by Tashana, who snuggled into him, and draped a trembling thigh over his. 

“That was amazing!” she gushed, gazing up at him with adoring violet eyes. 

Irillith could only manage an unintelligible groan in response, as she writhed around Jade’s probing tongue. The Maliri’s belly was hugely swollen with John’s cum, having lovingly milked his quad dry with the exquisite grip of her pulsing muscles, while climaxing over and over again.

Tashana giggled at her stupefied sibling. “Rill wholeheartedly agrees.”

Sliding an arm around the satiated archaeologist, John stroked the supple muscles in her back, and enjoyed hearing her appreciative moan. They had started off in bed with the gentle intimacy that Tashana had been craving, but after several intense orgasms, her need for tenderness had been replaced by lust and passion. Watching her nubile body react to his thrusts as he’d ploughed Tashana on top of her sister had been an awe-inspiring sight, and those ecstatic cries had been like music to his ears. 

“Being with you two is always incredible,” he said, pulling Tashana closer. 

She looked up at him and gave John a playful grin. “Are you sure the novelty hasn’t worn off bedding Maliri yet? You don’t prefer Larathyrans, Galkirans, or Aeltarians?”

John pretend to give her question serious consideration. “Hmm... you’ll have to get back to me on that one. I haven’t actually slept with any Galkirans or Aeltarians yet.”
 
“Hey!” she protested indignantly.

He could see she was only pretending to be offended, so leaned down to kiss the pouting Maliri. She melted into his embrace, and eagerly returned the kiss, before cuddling into him with a contented sigh. They lay together and listened to Irillith’s moans of pleasure, until the Nymph had finished her task. As the exhausted twin crawled over to John’s welcoming embrace, he watched as Jade rose from the bed, her hands cradling her rotund stomach. 

With an active psychic connection between them, it was easy for John to push out his will towards the beautiful green-skinned Nymph. He could sense the nasty injury she’d sustained in the fight with Aahn’laetar, and used his abilities to begin repairing her body. A pulse of verdant light swept over the bedroom, the illuminated band following the contours of Jade’s spectacular curves.

She looked at him in surprise as her body tingled in response, then Jade’s expression softened as he started to heal her. *Thank you, Master.*

*I saw you got hurt when we watched the combat footage,* he said with a frown. *You should have asked Rachel to heal you instead of waiting.*

*It’s always nicer when you do it, Master,* she replied, beaming at him happily before padding towards the door. *Don’t use too much though, I can always wait until later. We need to make sure we have enough of your delicious cum to feed all those Aeltarian kittens.*

*Wait a second!* John called after her as the cheerful shapeshifter bounded out into the corridor. He tried to sit up, but he was weighed down by a pair of slumbering Maliri. 

Jade poked her head back in through the door. *What’s up?*

*Before you start feeding all the Aeltarians, I need to have a chat with Alyssa. I think there’s some kind of problem with Caerthyna, and until I know exactly what’s going on, I don’t want to add any thralls to her psychic network. I’m not taking any chances with their safety.*

She acknowledged his orders by happily patting her stomach. *I’ll share with my sisters, then we’ll wait for you to say that it’s okay to start. Don’t take too long though; we get extra broody when we’ve got a tummy full of your cum.*

Jade flounced outside again, and when the door closed behind her, the lights in Tashana’s quarters automatically dimmed. Lying there in the darkness, John enjoyed the comforting warmth of the twins as they slept beside him, their bodies wonderfully soft in all the right places. He was tired too after giving them the passionate release they both desperately needed, but despite his fatigue, sleep proved elusive. 

His mind was too active with questions about their newest recruit, his concern for the grieving matriarch paramount among them. John knew that Caerthyna was physically fine; he could sense her presence himself via their active connection, but Alyssa had dropped plenty of hints that all was not right with the troubled Aeltarian. He finally gave up on getting any rest, and carefully extricated himself from the Maliri twins’ possessive embrace. 

After guiding the pair into each other’s arms, John had a brisk shower to freshen up. He got dressed after drying himself, then gave the twins an affectionate kiss on the cheek before departing. They murmured in their sleep, then hugged each other closer, making him smile fondly at his adorable azure-skinned companions. 

Jehanna’s bedroom was diagonally opposite to Tashana’s, which was fortune considering how vocal the Maliri had been in expressing their approval for his efforts. He walked over and pressed the button to open the door, which opened dutifully in response. These quarters were softly illuminated by a lamp on the desk, casting long shadows over the sleeping figure in the bed. Alyssa was sitting next to her, watching over the slumbering Aeltarian, while Helene sat in a nearby chair, waiting patiently in case her unique abilities were needed to soothe the grieving matriarch.

“Hey, honey,” he said to Helene, leaning down to give her a kiss. 

“Hi John,” she whispered back to him, her baby-blue eyes shining with happiness at his arrival.

He glanced over at the orange-hued woman. “Anything new to report?”

Helene shook her head in response, long tresses brushing over her teal shoulders. “The poor girl is tired out,” she said with sympathy. “Caerthyna’s had a terrible morning.”

John paused and thought about recent events from Caerthyna’s perspective. While he was delighted that they’d been able to liberate the Aeltarians with losing a single thrall, their matriarch had just lost the man who had been the centre of her universe for hundreds of years. He could only imagine how devastated she must be at the loss.

*Yeah... that’s going to be a problem,* Alyssa noted, glancing at him out of the corner of her eye.

John walked over to the blonde and stroked her back in greeting. *Is that what you wanted to talk to me about? That it’s not going to be easy helping Caerthyna to recover?*

Letting out a weary sigh, Alyssa looked up at John. *Do you remember what happened to Valada?*

He frowned as he remembered the Maliri matriarch’s tragic fate. Valada had lived on for over a century after Mael’nerak’s death, and would have survived for far longer if not for the agonising tumour growing in her head. John didn’t doubt for one second that there was a single day after Mael’nerak sacrificed himself, when Valada’s heart was not utterly broken with grief.

*Shit,* he muttered, suddenly realising the scale of the problem they were facing.

Alyssa grimaced and nodded. *Yeah, exactly.*

John crossed his arms and mulled over Caerthyna’s predicament. *We should still be able to make a big difference. The colonists all suffered horrific trauma when they were abducted by the Kirrix, but Helene was able to help ease their pain, and she’s much more powerful now.*  

The blonde turned away from the sleeping matriarch, and gracefully rose to her feet. *John, who would you say that you’ve fed the most out of all of us girls?*

He was puzzled by the strange turn the conversation had taken, but the answer was obvious. *It’s definitely Dana. I fed her a lot when we were trying to unlock new Progenitor schematics.*

She nodded absent-mindedly, already expecting his correct answer. “We’ll be back in a few minutes, Helene,” she said quietly to the sitting mermaid. “Let me know if anything changes.”

“I will,” Helene replied, before giving them a cheerful wave goodbye.

Alyssa clasped John’s hand, and led him out of the bedroom. 

“Where are we going now?” he asked, bemused by her enigmatic behaviour.

Before she could reply, Dana jumped out of the grav-tube and jogged down the corridor towards them. “Hey!” she called out, grinning at them both. “You called, and here I am. What’s up?”

“Hey, Sparks,” Alyssa replied warmly, the tension in her body easing. “Would you mind if we take a peek inside your noggin? I promise we won’t break anything.”

“Alright,” Dana said with a nonchalant shrug. “But be warned: you break it, you fix it. And that means I get the next full tummy!”

“Fair deal,” Alyssa agreed, glancing at John. 

He smiled fondly at the redhead and caressed her cheek. “You do realise that I’d happily feed you every meal for the rest of your life. The only reason you have to share is because we recruited so many girls, but it’s not because I don’t want to.”

Dana stared at him wide-eyed. “Every meal?!”

They guided the daydreaming teenager to her quarters and went inside. Unlike the other bedrooms, Dana’s was full of gadgets and gizmos, the desk strewn with hundreds of metallic components.

“Sorry about the mess,” she said with a self-conscious grin.

“It’s fine, we’re only using the bed,” Alyssa said, gesturing towards the dozen gears spread out across the duvet. 

The components rose together, lifted off the bed with telekinesis, then lowered to the floor in the same pattern. Alyssa glided over to the covers and sat down, then patted the bed beside her. John and Dana followed her lead, with the redhead lying in the middle between them. 

“What do you want me to do now?” Dana asked, glancing over at her friend.

Alyssa lay down and snuggled in closer. “Close your eyes and take a nap,” she suggested, kissing her on the cheek. She tapped Dana on the nose with a slender finger, and added, “And don’t resist when you feel me make contact.”

“Okay,” the redhead agreed, smiling mischievously at John as he reclined on the bed next to her. “It feels weird going to bed with you, when you’re not planning to fuck me senseless.”

“Maybe this evening?” John offered, sliding a hand under her top and brushing his fingers over her toned stomach. “I still owe you girls a victory orgy.”

Her eyelashes fluttered, and Dana let out a moan of desire.

*Are you ready?* Alyssa asked.

When he looked at her, John saw that she was watching him intently. *I’m ready. What do you need me to do?*

*Focus your will into your spirit form, but don’t try to enter the Astral Plane,* she patiently explained. *I’ll be your guide.*

He hesitated and his concerned gaze flicked back to Dana. 

*Don’t worry,* Alyssa said, reaching out to gently give his hand a reassuring squeeze. *I won’t let you do anything that might harm her.*

John quickly turned back to Alyssa, but she silenced his protest with a kiss.

*I know you’d never intentionally hurt Dana... but that’s what you were worrying about. Right?*

He knew better than to disagree with his telepathic matriarch, especially when she was always listening to his every thought. *Right,* he admitted. *I was just thinking about that Hive Queen.*

*Well, I’m fairly sure that Dana isn’t in charge of a Kirrix psychic network, and you’re not urgently trying to save thousands of colonists from getting killed by hatching eggs. So we’ll probably be fine.*

John chuckled as he relaxed, realising that he was being ridiculous. *Okay, I get your point. Let’s go.*

Closing his eyes, he focused his will inwards, imagining the spirit form that he’d used to explore the Astral Plane on dozens of occasions. Instead of stepping clear of his physical form, he just waited for Alyssa, who reached out to interlace her fingers with his a moment later. She guided him towards Dana’s supine body, and after a fleeting sensation of telepathic contact, they entered the teenager’s subconscious. 

Alyssa had previously explained what it was like to visit Lynette’s healthy mind, and also told him all about Edraele’s brutally violated subconscious, so John knew roughly what to expect. He had also personally intruded into a Hive Queen’s head, so he was familiar with the process, even if the alien subconscious was very disturbing. Despite that, he was not prepared for what awaited him inside Dana’s mind.

Lynette’s and Edraele’s memories had been formed from insubstantial clouds of thought, each focused on a key incident, and surrounded by hazy recollections of peripheral events. Those memories had been gathered together into clusters, with each group linked together by some common theme. However, this is where Dana’s mind greatly differed. 

Instead of vague and ephemeral clouds, her memories were sharp and distinct. John knew instinctively that the teenager’s eidetic memory was responsible, allowing her to recollect precise details after only a mere glance. The memories were methodically catalogued and arranged in uniform rows, allowing her remarkably ordered mind to recall all that information at incredible speed. 

Despite the crystal clear images on display, Dana’s mind didn’t feel cold and synthetic, not in the way Alyssa had described Sakura’s digital memories. Everywhere he looked, John saw pathways in warm colours, ranging from sunny yellows to cheerful orange. They gave the impression of a happy life, filled with joy and passion. Even the many rows depicting her work on schematics shared that same sentiment, as the redhead revelled in unlocking her many wondrous creations. 

*She loves being your Chief Engineer,* Alyssa said softly, a tender note of affection to her voice. *Come on, let’s go a little deeper.*

She clasped his hand, and guided him through the many rows, weaving their way through Dana’s subconscious. They moved to a deeper level in Dana’s mind, and that’s when John saw her many memories of her experiences with his crew. Everywhere he looked were those same brightly coloured pathways, the cheerful yellows now interspersed with passionate reds. He saw countless images of himself and the girls, each treasured memory gleaming like it had been spun from fine gold. 

Alyssa glanced at him and smiled. *She loves you even more.*

There were some darker memories, when the crew had faced terrible odds on the battlefield, and their adversaries seemed to be gaining the upper hand. No matter how frightening Dana had found those key events, they were always associated with John and the girls rallying to her aid, those positive memories completely outshining any negative associations. It was a fascinating insight into her outlook on the past, and how Dana always drew strength from her close circle of friends.

As they ventured deeper into her mind, John became aware of robust pillars soaring high above his head. He placed a hand on one, and felt a surge of confidence flow through him, mirroring the emotions flowing through the towering column. 

*Do these represent Dana’s inner confidence?* he asked his blonde companion. *I don’t remember you mentioning these when you visited Edraele’s and Lynette’s minds.*

Alyssa shook her head, and her cerulean eyes softened. *I haven’t been inside their minds for a long time. They weren’t there before, but I expect they are now.*

John nodded thoughtfully. *They’ve both been through a lot. It makes sense that they’re both more confident now.*

She laughed and leaned in to kiss him. *No, it’s not that. You built them.*

He blinked in surprise, and looked up at the soaring buttresses in amazement. *I did this?*

*All the praise and appreciation; it adds up over time. You’ve obviously had a far greater influence over Dana and Edraele than Lynette, but that week she spent with us made a profound difference to her psyche.*

*I thought Lynette had been struggling recently?* he asked in confusion. *Especially with her disappointment over the Outer Rim colonies wanting to leave the Federation.*

*It was just a temporary setback. That kind of disaster would have devastated the old Lynette, but the new version bounced back quickly. You shored up her inner confidence; her fundamental belief in who she is as a person, and that’s made her far more resilient.*

John patted the pillar and smiled, feeling glad that he’d managed to make such a positive difference to Dana’s belief in herself. Turning away from the lofty column, he gazed away into the distance, and noticed a much broader spectrum of colours in the pathways between her memories.

*Are those from Dana’s past on Karron?* John asked, eyeing the much darker palette.

Alyssa nodded, and eyed him speculatively. *Shall we go take a look?*

He hesitated for a long moment. *I know how hard your lives were on that colony. I’m sure Dana wouldn’t want me to delve into anything that she found distressing, but I would like to see some of her memories of you.*

*Alright, they should be easy to find,* the teenager said, gesturing for him to proceed. 

They walked together towards Dana’s murkier past, and as they drew closer, John recognised a couple of her memories from his second visit to the asteroid mining colony. *Hey, that’s when we first met!* he exclaimed, pointing to a perfect rendition of their arrival at Dana’s workshop.

*It was love at first sight,* Alyssa noted, her gaze dropping to the passionate red streaks on the pathway beneath their feet. 

John glanced down and saw that the path was also tinged with a shade of rose pink. *Are you sure? What does the pink signify?*

She studied it for a moment, then smiled. *It’s embarrassment. Sparks was kind of a dick towards you, and now she’s embarrassed about how rude she was to both of us.*

John paused again and glanced over at her older memories. *I don’t feel comfortable with this. These are very personal memories.*

*I know,* Alyssa said quietly. *This is why I stick to listening to surface thoughts. I find out everything I need to know, without invading the girls’ privacy.*

*Okay, I think I’ve got a good idea what a healthy mind is supposed to look like,* John said, glancing around at Dana’s mindscape. *Let’s head back.*

*Just a minute longer,* Alyssa said, beckoning him to follow. *There is one nice memory I’d like to show you.*

John fell into step beside her and they continued on towards Dana’s past. Before he could take another step, John was suddenly blocked mid-stride, a wall of blue hexagons stopping any further progress. He looked at the barrier in surprise, then glanced quizzically at Alyssa. 

She had stopped a couple of steps ahead of him, a teasing smile on her lips. *Why are you looking at me for an explanation? You’re the one that put it there.*

He was about to object, when he remembered the distinctive blue shade of the hexagons. Raising a hand, he brushed it against the surface, and the psychic shield reappeared once again, glowing softly as he made contact.

*It only stops me,* he murmured, studying the hex-shield in fascination. 

Alyssa nodded in agreement. *And why would you block yourself like that?*

*Everything beyond this point happened before I met Dana,* John observed, feeling a curious sense of gratitude... to himself. *I wanted to preserve her core memories, and prevent myself from tampering with them.*

*You have done it on very rare occasions,* Alyssa said, walking back to join him and clasping his hand. *You did it for me... to help me forget.*

*I remember,* he said, giving her hand a comforting squeeze. *Thanks for showing me this. It’s strangely reassuring.*

*You’re welcome.*

They turned around and started making their way back out of Dana’s mind, but for a second time, John suddenly stopped. He glanced back at the glowing shield of blue hexagons, a thoughtful expression on his face. 

*So I can get past that barrier if I really want to?* he mused aloud.

*You made it a long time ago. You’re a lot stronger now,* Alyssa said, her brow furrowing. *What are you thinking? I can’t read your mind while we’re in here.*

*There’s something I want to see,* he replied, returning to the hex shield.

Looking worried now, Alyssa grabbed his arm. *Come on, we should go.*

He gazed into her eyes and said sincerely, *You know I’d never do anything that might hurt Dana.*

She immediately released him. *Alright. I trust you.*

John nodded to her in gratitude, then focused his will on the psychic barrier. He didn’t want to destroy it, just pass through temporarily, so he concentrated on sliding past the hexagons instead of shattering them. They clung to him as he pushed harder, clinging to his spirit form like a spider’s web as the wall tried to repel his progress. The psychic shield then snapped back into place, leaving him untouched on the other side.

*Let’s go,* he said, holding out a hand to his young companion. 

They penetrated deeper into Dana’s subconscious, with John doing his best not to look too closely at the many distressing images around him. The redhead had spent a lot of her childhood years afraid and lonely, but despite all the adversity, there were plenty of bright moments interspersed between the misery. Sparks had always been at her happiest when she fixed broken machines, especially when the owners were grateful for her help. 

One of those memories loomed high over all the others, marking a key event in her distant past. There was no outward sign that there was anything wrong with the generator Sparks had attempted to fix, and John could just imagine her shock and terror when it exploded in her face. 

*Her scars,* Alyssa murmured, her eyes welling up with sympathy for her oldest friend.

John nodded grimly and pressed onwards, not wanting to relive any moment of that horrific accident that had grievously injured the kind-hearted girl.

*John, where are you taking us?* Alyssa asked, staring wide-eyed at the hazier memories around them. *These are from when Dana was at the orphanage.*

*Nearly there,* he replied, trying not to look at the bleak and depressing hovel where Dana had spent her formative years. 

He noticed a faint glow in the distance, that grew steadily brighter as they approached. There were no longer any pathways to these indistinct memories, which John assumed to mean that these events had been long forgotten. The light intensified into a gleaming golden radiance that seemed shockingly out of place in the drab memories of her early childhood.

Alyssa gasped as they reached this final memory, shocked into stunned silence. 

John stared at the image, committing every detail to memory.  The sadness and regret on that beautiful face was heartbreaking, but there was no mistaking the look of maternal love gazing down at the baby in her arms. 

It was Dana’s mother, in their final moment together.  
