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Alyssa groaned in pain, the muscles in her back aching in protest. She leaned heavily against the cracked wall that had saved her from being thrown off the roof and tried to regain her bearings. The comms tower she’d been hiding behind was completely obliterated by the backblast from Gahl’kalgor’s telekinetic battering ram, leaving her Paragon suit chipped and dented from the force of that ferocious impact. She could only imagine how hard it must have struck its primary target.

*John?!* she called out telepathically as she struggled to her feet. *Are you okay?*

There was no answer, which was even more alarming. Ignoring the various warning icons on her Paragon suit’s HUD, Alyssa stumbled across the rooftop to get a better vantage point. She reached the parapet overlooking the street just as Gahl’kalgor stomped past, the Progenitor so fixated on his opponent that he didn’t notice her. Peering down the boulevard, she could see the gleam of John’s Lion suit far away in the distance, his body partially buried by the buildings that had cushioned his fall. 

*John! Get up!* she yelled, watching in consternation as Gahl’kalgor strode towards him. 

To her immense relief, she saw the white armour stir, and John hauled himself up to knees.

*Holy fuck,* John muttered, shaking his head to try to stop the ringing in his ears. *I’ve never been hit that hard before...*

*Watch out! He’s coming after you!* Alyssa cried out in alarm.

There was another deafening boom as Gahl’kalgor unleashed a second blast wave. It struck John’s hastily erected hex barrier, then smashed him backwards like a bowling pin until he slammed into the next row of buildings. Alyssa’s heart lurched as she saw John take another battering. Only the fact that she saw his runesword waver in his grip, gave her any hope that he was still alive after that second terrifying attack.

“This is how it ends,” Gahl’kalgor sneered as he stalked down the street. His gauntlet was starting to glow again, an ominous shadowy aura forming around the clenched fist he held at his side. “Such arrogance and hubris. Now you die like all the rest.”

Alyssa gasped when she saw the Progenitor readying another blow to finish John off. Her body was still tingling with all the energy she’d previously tapped into, and she sent it surging down both arms to gather in a rapidly expanding ball of energy. It was weeks since she’d last used her Lumen abilities to their full potential, and Alyssa was an order of magnitude more powerful than before. She continued drawing in more energy from her psychic reserves, the dazzling globe disintegrating the corner of the building as the sphere continued to expand. 

With her heart pounding in her chest, she aimed her fists at the Progenitor’s back and prepared to unleash the pent up energy. At the last second, Alyssa shifted her aim down and to the left, then unloaded with everything she had.

“Fuck you!” she screamed, as she struck the back of Gahl’kalgor’s shield with a huge Nova Lance blast.

The hexagons were obliterated in an instant, collapsing the psychic barrier before the Progenitor knew what hit him. Then that searing beam of energy cored into his gauntlet, burning through his armour with all the incandescent power of a blazing sun. When Alyssa’s Nova Lance struck the energy field around Gahl’kalgor’s fist, it reacted in a way she hadn’t expected. 

Like mixing two volatile chemicals, the psychically charged particles instantly reacted to each other, triggering a massive explosion. The blast left a gaping crater in the buildings on the left, and knocked Gahl’kalgor sideways to the right, slamming him into one of the skyscrapers lining the street. The walls collapsed, leaving him partially embedded in the groaning tower block, which shook unsteadily from the impact. 

Alyssa grinned when she heard his agonised scream, and Gahl’kalgor flailed wildly as he tried to extricate himself from the shattered building. It took a second for her to realise why he was having such difficulty, until she saw that his arm had been vaporised right up to the elbow. He was very vulnerable at that moment, and Alyssa desperately wanted to finish him off herself. But she’d used up an enormous amount of psychic energy in that attack, and didn’t have enough in her reserves to hit him with another full-powered blast. 

With a loud crash, the Progenitor managed to extricate himself from the warped superstructure, and staggered back onto the street. His left gauntlet and vambrace had been completely disintegrated, but bones and sinews were already forming as he regenerated his lost limb. Gahl’kalgor whirled around, searching for his attacker, and when he spotted the woman who had ambushed him, he gaped at her in shock. 
 
His eyes widened in recognition, and he blurted out, “It’s you! I’ve seen you before!”

Before Alyssa could respond, his expression shifted from astonishment to outrage. Snarling at her in fury, the enraged Progenitor broke into a run and charged towards her, every heavy step leaving huge craters in the ferrocrete. 

“Oh shit,” Alyssa muttered, instinctively backing away from the fuming giant. 

Although she was glad that she’d distracted Gahl’kalgor from finishing off John, Alyssa was also fully aware how much danger she was currently in. With fighting no longer an option, her only choice was to flee. Unfortunately, one of the flashing warning icons in the Paragon suit’s HUD informed her that the thrusters had been damaged, and flight mode was inoperative.

Turning away from the sprinting behemoth, Alyssa forced herself to concentrate as she tapped into some of Dana’s psychic reserves. The energy rushed through her body, and she projected it outwards, forming an opaque rectangular shape. She stepped through the dimension gate as soon as it was completed, exiting the rooftop and reappearing a hundred metres away behind another row of buildings that lined a small park. 

Sighing with relief, Alyssa allowed herself a quick grin at her skilful escape. She hadn’t felt this kind of rush since running away from some angry scrap hunters with Sparks, back on Karron. Creeping over to the corner of the building, she peeked around the masonry, being careful not to reveal more than her helmet. Far in the distance she could see Gahl’kalgor twisting around, his head whipping from one side to the other as he searched for his vanishing quarry.

*John, can you hear me?* she called out urgently.

*Yeah... I’m here,* he replied, his voice leaden with pain. *Give me a second. Just healing myself and I’ll be back in the fight.*

*You don’t have long. I distracted Gahl’kalgor for a moment, and he started chasing after me, but I managed to get away,* Alyssa hastily informed him. *When he can’t find me, he’ll come after you next.*

*You’re an angel,* John replied, already sounding stronger and clearer. *Thanks, beautiful.* 

Alyssa watched as Gahl’kalgor ducked out of sight, disappearing behind the row of buildings. She frowned in confusion, until a black wave of psychic energy rolled outwards across the park. It was moving too fast for Alyssa to avoid it, the shadowy pulse sweeping straight through the building she was hiding behind, before rushing on towards the horizon. 

Feeling none the worse from that brief psychic contact, Alyssa wondered what it could have been... until a flicker of motion caught her eye. She glanced down at her hands, and saw that they were now shrouded in an ominous red aura. Suddenly she knew exactly what Gahl’kalgor had done. Another peek around the building confirmed it, as the Progenitor crashed through the building she’d been standing on before, and began charging across the park.

“Oh crap,” Alyssa cursed, before turning tail and bolting in the other direction.

***

The torpedoes buried around the city’s landing zones had devastated the fleet of Galkiran dropships, but not all of the troop transports had parked in mined areas. Having successfully disgorged their squads of marines, dozens of black hulled craft were now lifting off again, ready to provide aerial support to the ground forces. 

After banking to the right, Betrixa yanked back hard on the flight stick, pulling the Raptor around in an incredibly tight turn. Her evasive manoeuvres caught the Galkiran gunnery teams by surprise, and streams of purple tachyon bolts criss-crossed her previous flight path. Despite the strike craft’s inertial dampeners, the heavy G-forces would have blacked out a Terran pilot, but the Nymph shrugged it off without any discomfort. She pushed the throttle forward and the gunship roared towards a pair of ascending Galkiran transports, which fired bursts of purple tachyon bolts in her path. 

The thralls had given up trying to track the lightning fast Raptor with their tachyon guns, and instead just fired in front of her, hoping to score a few hits as she rocketed past. It was a horribly inefficient tactic, but with the sheer number of weapons being fired at the gunship, one hit for every thousand shots fired soon began to add up. 

Betrixa weaved to the side, altering her attack vector, and crossed the black-hulled transports at an oblique angle. Most of their shots sailed harmlessly wide, but Betrixa was able to bring her own guns to bear with devastating effect against the slowly climbing dropships. Dazzling azure bolts punched through their engines’ armoured housings, eviscerating the machinery inside. The engines erupted in explosions, then belched out black, greasy smoke, as the hamstrung craft toppled back down to the surface.

The Nymph grinned at her victories, but her moment of triumph was cut short as she came under fire from several more dropships. She tipped the nose of the gunship forward, and dived down to street level, weaving between the buildings with the Galkirans in pursuit. Tachyon bolts sprayed across the boulevards, strafing buildings and blasting holes in everything except the agile gunship.

At the same time, the dreadnought looming above the city was constantly harassing the Raptor, the gunnery teams tracking the white ship wherever it went. Trying to dodge everything being hurled at her was impossible, so the glowing shield protecting the Raptor continued taking more hits. An alarm sounded off in the cockpit, and Betrixa darted a worried glance at the shield status display. The shield strength was depicted in an angry red, warning her that it was down to just 19%, and wouldn’t last much longer against this much firepower arrayed against it.

She rolled the gunship on its side, then flew between a pair of golden spires, the narrow gap barely wide enough to let her safely pass. The larger Galkiran dropships were too big to fit, so they veered away to avoid the towers, giving Betrixa a chance to rocket out of their range. Taking advantage of the brief lull in the battle, she tapped the comms interface, calling the other pilot providing air cover to the city. 

“Hey,” Dana said distractedly, the faceplate of her Paragon helmet reflecting the blue flashes of the Valkyrie’s Tachyon Lances. “What’s up?”

“Dana, I might have to withdraw soon, my shields won’t last much longer,” Betrixa said glumly. 

The redhead blinked in surprise. “How come? I’ve barely been scratched!”

Executing a roll, she snaked a weaving path over the city to throw off the enemy gunners. “I tried my best to avoid it, but I’m under heavy fire,” Betrixa explained. 

Dana darted a glance at the tactical map, and her eyes widened in alarm. “Holy shit! You’ve got everything shooting at you!” She powered up the mech’s thrusters and launched herself skyward from her concealed firing position behind a building. “I’m on my way!”

***

The atmosphere was tense on the Combat Bridge of the Invictus, with Calara watching pensively as they raced towards Kythshara. She could clearly see the Galkiran fleets and the dreadnought on the Tactical Map, the enemy spacecraft commencing a heavy bombardment of the Maliri cities.

“Irillith, could you issue some orders to the Maliri Fleet Commanders for me?” she requested, glancing at the hacker. “Alyssa’s preoccupied with the fight against the Progenitor.”

“Of course,” Irillith replied, opening the comms interface and locating the two flagships. “What do you want me to tell Emalyne and Tineshea?”

Calara switched her focus from the Galkiran forces to the two fleets of captured thrall vessels crewed by Maliri. They were following the Invictus in rushing towards the planet, but they were lagging further behind, unable to match the battlecruiser’s incredible speed. 

“Order them to engage the Galkiran fleets. We want to make it look like they’re trying to protect the cities, but don’t get drawn into a full engagement. Tell them to stay at long range and just harass their ships.”

Irillith hesitated before initiating the call. “Wouldn’t they be more helpful attacking the dreadnought? The other cities are all deserted, so the Galkirans are just blowing up empty ruins.”

Shaking her head, Calara turned to study Gahl’kalgor’s flagship. The colossal vessel was shelling the city with impunity, its remaining Quantum Flux Cannons now targeting the Maliri positions.

“We need to keep the Galkiran thralls distracted, so they don’t realise they’ve been tricked. It’s imperative that we do not allow their fleets to support the dreadnought, or start bombarding the capital. We’re going to have a hard enough time as it is taking on that monster, but trying to attack it while being caught in a crossfire from the thrall ships would be a nightmare.”

“Alright, that makes sense,” Irillith said, nodding her understanding.

As she started relaying those orders to the Maliri Fleet Commanders, Calara got up from her Tactical Station and walked over to Leylira. She squatted down beside the tiger-striped catgirl, who turned to give the Terran captain her full attention.

“This one will do her best to keep the Invictus safe,” Leylira said earnestly.

“I know,” Calara said, giving her a reassuring smile. “But we’re horribly outgunned against that dreadnought, and I’d be worried about taking it on, even if Jade was piloting the Invictus. We need to discuss tactics.”

Leylira’s amber eyes sparkled with anticipation. “What should we do?”

“Their Quantum Devastator can only fire in a forward arc,” Calara patiently explained. “Whatever happens, do not fly in front of the dreadnought.”

“I won’t make that mistake,” promised the Nymph.

“The dreadnought is less manoeuvrable within the planet’s atmosphere, and it has a huge mass, so it’ll be more strongly affected by gravity,” the Latina continued. “Our only real advantage is that the Invictus greatly outperforms it with our high thrust to weight ratio, so let’s exploit that to the maximum. I want to perform hit and run attacks across the stern. Avoid as much incoming fire as possible, and I’ll try to take it down. Our primary objective is to draw their attention away from the ground battle, and stop them bombarding the city.”

The tigress slowly nodded. “I understand. You can count on me.”

Calara reached out to stroke her arm. “Thank you. I’ll use my psychic abilities to watch out for danger, so if I start screaming at you to make evasive manoeuvres, there’s probably a good reason.”

Leylira laughed at her dry humour. “I’ll make sure to pay attention.”

They shared a comradely grin, then Calara straightened and returned to her station. Despite the light-hearted tone of her discussion with the Nymph pilot, she was very worried about engaging the dreadnought in a pitched battle. The Galkiran flagship had withstood a sustained bombardment by twenty-four Quantum Flux Cannon turrets, and was still flying. Compared to that terrifying amount of firepower, the Invictus was horribly outmatched. 

She watched with trepidation as they raced towards Kythshara at full speed. The dreadnought was by far the most powerful ship she’d ever tried to engage in combat, and even with all the environmental advantages stacked in their favour, it would only take one mistake to end in disaster. But with the dreadnought bombarding the city, Calara didn’t have any choice. Her friends and allies were in mortal danger, and she had to save them before it was too late.

***

The Galkirans clambered up the slope towards the Maliri fortifications, moving painfully slowly to avoid slipping over on the thick sheet of ice covering the street. It made them sitting ducks for the defenders, and the Maliri were able to inflict heavy casualties on the creeping horde of assault troops. 

Sakura almost felt bad for the exhausted Galkirans as they crested the top of the hill, bringing them within fifty metres of the defensive bunkers for the second time that evening. Before the Lioness had intervened, the massively outnumbered Maliri forces had been on the verge of being overrun, but the fortunes of war had not been kind to the invaders. She darted out from the alleyway where she’d been hiding, and skidded to a halt in front of the startled Galkiran troops. 

The thralls turned their guns to fire on her, but the whistling breeze that had been gusting down the street rapidly intensified into a howling gale. Sakura watched from a serene pocket within the storm, as the hurricane grew to full force, knocking down the frightened Galkiran troops. The screaming winds were relentless, buffeting the thralls and their wounded, all the way down the slippery slope to the very base of the hill. 

Sakura heard cheering behind her when she let the psychically induced storm blow itself out. She turned to greet the Maliri defenders with a friendly wave, feeling glad to have been able to save them from harm. Even better, she had followed John’s wishes to the letter, and incapacitated the Galkiran invaders without harming so much as a hair on their heads. Well, except for one or two bruises.

In the momentary lull of the battle, a huge explosion tore through the night sky, sounding deafeningly loud. Sakura immediately dropped into a fighting stance, ready for imminent combat, but as the seconds ticked by she realised that the blast came from further along the ridgeline. She saw a streak from high above, which was shortly followed by another huge detonation, and Sakura realised at once the source of the explosions.

The dreadnought was using the Quantum Flux Cannons mounted on its flanks to pound the Maliri defences, sending salvos of charged shells down towards the buried fortifications. She squinted up at the Galkiran flagship with a worried frown, and hoped that Calara would arrive soon. 

*Sakura, I need you!* Alyssa cried out in alarm.

She immediately pivoted, staring intently back towards the centre of the city, where she had last seen John duelling Gahl’kalgor. It wasn’t exactly difficult to spot the two giants amidst the city skyline, but oddly enough, the Progenitor was running at full speed away from John. It didn’t look like he was retreating though, more like the hulking tyrant was chasing after something... or someone.

Sakura didn’t need two guesses to figure out who Gahl’kalgor was chasing. She drew on her reserves of energy, and enabled her ability to discern psychic connections. Amidst the millions of spidery black lines webbed over the city centre, a gleaming column connecting her to Alyssa led to a spot directly in front of the rampaging Progenitor.

*I’m on my way,* she replied to the blonde, activating her psychic speed and setting off at a full sprint.

The former assassin moved in a blur as she leaped high in the air, soaring over the thousands of moaning Galkirans that lay heaped together at the base of the hill. She activated her Paragon suit’s flight mode mid-jump, then rocketed after her fleeing matriarch.

***

Nathina crouched behind the reinforced barricade, listening to the dreadful screams and piercing gunshots coming from the tunnel on the far side of the administration complex. Part of the royal security detail, Nathina and her squad had been tasked with protecting the approach towards the command centre, where the Queen was overseeing the defence of Genthalas.

She tightened her grip on her laser rifle as several women ran out of the hallway, but one look at their golden armour revealed their affiliation. 

Rising from behind the barricade, she beckoned the Maliri troops towards her position. “Over here!”

The fleeing troops ran in her direction, rushing across the open plaza towards the reassuring comfort of cover. They dived behind it, desperately panting for breath, and there was no mistaking the wild panic in their eyes.

“What happened?” Nathina asked them urgently.

The closest let out a hysterical laugh. “What do you think?! We were slaughtered!”

“Our guns did nothing! Not a damn thing!” another trooper blurted out. “We couldn’t even scratch their armour!”

They all clearly heard the sound of boots rapidly striking the metal deckplates from the tunnel opposite.

“Oh shit! Here they come!” the nearest trooper exclaimed, her voice shaking with fear. “Run! They’ll kill us all!”

Before Nathina could say another word, the four panicked Maliri fled from the barricade, running as fast as their legs could carry them.

Eletha turned to look at her squadmate, her hand trembling as she held on tight to her laser rifle. “What should we do?”

Nathina realised that the rest of her squad had all heard the same terrifying news from the fleeing Maliri, and were now looking at her for answers. She steadfastly ignored the urge to abandon her post and run after the routing troops.

“We fight... and we protect the Queen,” she declared loudly. “What else would Lord Baen’thelas expect from us?”

Eletha looked startled for a moment, then her expression shifted to grim resolve. “You’re right. I’d be too ashamed to see him again if we let anything happen to Queen Edraele.”

Almost as one, the royal guards powered up their rifles and took up firing positions behind the barricades. Nathina knew that this battle would probably be her last, but as she aimed down the scope towards the golden tunnel, she felt a comforting sense of calm and acceptance. Her life before Lord Baen’thelas had turned Maliri society upside down had been filled with fear and dread, the ever present danger of becoming the House Valaden Matriarch’s latest victim a daily peril. He had ended that horror almost overnight.

Like all the guards that served on Genthalas, they had witnessed many strange events... and gossiped about them at every opportunity. Nobody was completely certain what had caused Edraele’s dramatic shift in personality, but everyone was in full agreement that John had been the one behind that change. Nathina had never spoken to him, but she’d seen him in and around the Royal Suite on dozens of occasions. She remembered gazing into his kind eyes, and her heart skipping a beat as he gifted her with a friendly smile. 

The comforting warmth spread through her chest, and she knew, without even a trace of a doubt, that Lord Baen’thelas genuinely cared about her wellbeing. She realised that her deepest feelings would never be reciprocated, but she loved him, and would gladly give her life to protect those he held dear. 

Moments later the Galkiran marines rushed out of the tunnel, the invaders eager for their next kills. Their complete lack of regard for their own safety offended Nathina; it was like the Galkirans held the Maliri in such contempt, that they didn’t even consider the defenders a threat. Gritting her teeth, she was determined to correct their arrogant assumptions.

The Royal Guard all opened fire at once, hitting the lead Galkirans with concentrated bursts of laser bolts. They would have normally spread out their shots to avoid overkill, but taking heed of the warnings given by the routing troops, they hammered the closest two invaders. It was disconcerting to see that they had personal shields, but there was no mistaking the protective globe that deflected the incoming shots.

As strong as those shields were, they couldn’t fend off thousands of laser bolts, and Nathina saw the precise moment the barrier surrounding her target collapsed. Instead of being blocked by the energy sphere, the laser bolts started striking the Galkiran’s armour, knocking her back a step from the repeated impacts. The black armour plating was incredibly resilient, and was more than capable of providing full protection against the laser fire.

Nathina felt a flicker of fear coiling in her breast, as she remembered the panicked warnings about their armour being impervious to damage. But then she saw the Galkiran recoiling, in what was unmistakeably a reaction to pain. Shifting her aim, she locked her crosshairs on the thrall’s neck, then carefully squeezed the trigger. Her laser bolts struck the thrall just below the helmet, and the Galkiran pitched over backwards with a gargled scream. 

“Aim for the joints!” she yelled to her squadmates. “The armour’s weaker there!”

Two more of the Galkiran marines had also been stripped of their shields, and seconds later they were hit in a crossfire by more than two-dozen expert Maliri marksmen. When they went down screaming in agony, the rest of the Galkiran thralls lost their disregard for the Maliri, and grimly fanned out to take up firing positions. Nathina broke into a broad grin when she saw the arrogance knocked out of the invaders, but that didn’t last long when the Galkirans finally returned fire. 

The Galkirans might not have been as skilled with their weapons as the Royal Guard, but they didn’t need to be. The purple tachyon bolts from those underslung guns tore through the reinforced barricades like they were made of tissue paper, and the Maliri taking cover behind them didn’t have the luxury of shields. Soon the sound of laser fire had been replaced by screams of pain, and over it all was the relentless screech of tachyon bolts ripping though the Maliri positions. 

Nathina continued to fire back, managing to take down another of the Galkirans with a precise shot to her throat, killing the enemy marine before she hit the deck. In response to that, several of the black-armoured troops began spraying her cover with purple energy bolts, forcing the Maliri to dive to the floor to avoid being cut in half. She lay on the deck plates as burst after burst punched through her barricade, not able to so much as raise her head without guaranteeing her death. Beside her, Eletha lay sprawled unconscious in a heap, her right arm missing below the shoulder.

The gunfire started to thin out, and she heard the Galkirans approach, getting ready to finish off the wounded survivors. Nathina knew she only had seconds left to live, but she wasn’t going to die cowering on the floor. She held on tight to her laser rifle, and tensed her body in readiness, preparing to spring to her feet and open fire. 

That was when the lights suddenly flickered overhead, then began to dim, as if someone had drained power away from this section of the space station. A whistling shriek reverberated around the administration zone, accompanied by a bright flash of purple light. This was quickly followed by another in rapid succession, until the eerie shrieks merged into one continuous dirge. 

Nathina heard panicked cries from the Galkirans, then they began shooting again, but this time the tachyon bolts weren’t fired in her direction. That was when the screaming started, and those cries weren’t just underscored with pain, she could hear the abject terror in their voices. She dreaded to think what kind of unholy monster could have instilled such bone-chilling fear in the Galkirans, but curiosity won out over caution, especially when she realised this horror might be coming for her next.

After taking a deep breath, the guard raised herself up to her knees and peeked over the shattered remnants of the barricade. What she saw filled the Maliri with a flood of different emotions, but the absolute last she was expecting was sympathy. 

The Galkirans were scrambling backwards, their faces a picture of fear as they fired wildly across the room. Their target was Edraele herself, as elegant as ever, but far more terrifying than Nathina had ever witnessed before. She floated inexorably towards the retreating invaders, a sphere of purple hexagons protecting her from all incoming fire. Floating by her shoulders were a dozen jagged lances, and as Nathina watched with wide eyes, they hurtled across the room with an ear-piercing shriek and slammed into the shields protecting the Galkirans. 

Each lance exploded in virulent purple hues, instantly overloading the protective barrier and leaving the thralls exposed. No sooner had a Galkiran been stripped of her shield, a white blur flashed through their ranks, zeroing in on the vulnerable trooper. Lit by that surreal strobing purple light, Nathina caught brief glimpses of Edraele’s deadliest assassin, her blade slashing wide and deep. 

Within a span of twenty seconds, the pair had carved their way through the Galkiran squad like a buzzsaw, leaving not a single soul alive. Luna paused amongst the slain, her long blade dripping with blood. She glanced back at Edraele, and seemed to share a silent exchange with the Maliri Queen, then they set off down the hallway opposite.

Nathina only dared to inhale again when they’d gone. In all her years, she’d never witnessed such a terrifying sight, the two harbingers of death killing as easily as breathing. She suddenly felt like a clueless amateur merely playing at war, her many decades of combat experience as nothing compared to such devastating lethality in its purest form. 

With a shudder, she turned away from the bloody massacre, and knelt beside Eletha. She removed the emergency med kit from her utility belt, and began carefully dressing the scorched stump that was all that remained of her arm. 

“It’s all over,” she said softly to her unconscious friend. “You’re safe now.”

As Nathina tended to the injured guard, she couldn’t help wondering if she was reassuring herself. 

***

The Raptor banked hard to starboard, then swooped around in a tight turn, neatly avoiding the sheet of tachyon bolts that had criss-crossed its previous flight path. As the gunship raced over the outskirts of the city, the turret-mounted tachyon cannons fired in short bursts, the blue energy bolts aimed precisely at the engines of the pursuing Galkiran transports. Two more of the black dropships wavered unsteadily as their propulsion systems came to a shuddering halt, then they began rapidly losing altitude.

Betrixa grinned with satisfaction as she watched the enemy craft plough into the streets below. Neither of those transports would ever fly again, but they both survived the crash landing largely intact, so she was certain the crew were still alive. While she was determined to protect the Maliri from harm, her Master had made it very clear that he wanted to preserve the lives of as many Galkiran thralls as possible.

“Betrixa, I’m in position!” Dana called out over the comms interface. “Fly directly south and do a flyby over the stadium!”

“On my way!” Betrixa replied, flashing the redhead a grateful smile.

The Nymph glanced at the holographic map of the city as she nudged the flightstick, turning the Raptor so that it was heading towards the oval amphitheatre. A short distance from that huge structure, she spotted Gahl’kalgor charging across the urban area, his gigantic silhouette looming above the buildings lining the boulevard. She was sorely tempted to take a few potshots at the enemy Progenitor, and her finger hovered over the trigger.

*He’s protected by a hex shield,* Jade reminded her. *You won’t be able to harm him with your Tachyon Lances.*

Betrixa grimaced in frustration, then turned her attention back to her pursuers. All of the Galkiran dropships that had taken off after deploying their troops were chasing after her, the enemy determined to eliminate the deadly gunship and claim air supremacy. She counted seventeen in that flock of black warships, and while they were nowhere near as fast as the Raptor, they did have her massively outgunned.

Giving up on any further attempts to shoot them down, which was difficult anyway, given that she was only aiming at their engines, Betrixa focused solely on evasive manoeuvres. She weaved to the right, before yanking the flightstick hard to the left, jinking from side to side and throwing off the aim of the enemy gunners. Alternating between yawing climbs and steep dives, the Nymph managed to avoid the deadly curtain of purple bolts being fired in her direction, as she quickly closed the distance on her destination. 

The Raptor roared over the stadium at full thrust, with Betrixa performing a barrel roll as she passed. Positioned upside down, she glanced through the canopy at the ground below, and saw the Valkyrie standing in a perfect position to ambush her pursuers. The quad-mounted Tachyon Lances blazed into life, firing pulsed beams at the hapless transports as they soared over the mech, the thralls not realising the danger they were in until it was too late. 

The sapphire blasts cut through the rear of the dropships with lethal efficiency, obliterating their engines with every shot. Dana kept firing until the searing heat pouring off the barrels overcame the cooling abilities of the flux heat-exchangers, causing all four guns to go into emergency shutdown. The mech’s shoulder-mounted Tachyon Cannon turrets had been just as active, their bright blue energy bolts adding two more to the tally of six transports crippled by the heavier guns.

“Woohoo! Nice shooting!” Betrixa whooped, pushing the Raptor into a victory roll as over half of her pursuers were knocked out of the sky.

Dana grinned back at her over the comms interface. “I’m not done yet! I’ll take off and hit the rest from behind... as soon as my guns have cooled down a bit.”

The Nymph watched as the mech launched itself into the air, thrusters blazing as it rapidly gained altitude. “I’ll keep them distracted until you’re ready. When we’ve disabled this bunch, I saw more taking off from the drop zones.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Dana agreed, her brow furrowed in concentration as she studied the topography of the city. “You better stay low for a bit and use the buildings as cover. That’ll give your shields a chance to recover.”

“Okay!” Betrixa cheerfully agreed. 

She performed a corkscrewed Immelmann turn, dipping below the buildings as she levelled out, and followed the streets away from the centre of the city. Flying no more than a dozen metres above the ground, the Raptor made for an elusive target, with the Galkiran gunners only seeing glimpses of the white gunship when it rocketed over junctions. Betrixa glanced at her shield status, and was relieved to see that it had shifted from a dark red to a deep orange, the protective barrier now showing 22% strength.

“Oh shit!” Dana cursed, and there was no mistaking the worry in her voice.

“What’s wrong?” the Nymph asked, her feline eyes snapping to the holographic portrait of the redhead’s anxious face.

“I just saw Alyssa! She’s being chased by Gahl’kalgor!” the Terran teenager explained. 

Betrixa glanced at the holographic display again, and watched the enraged Progenitor smash through a building, sending huge chunks of masonry flying out of his path. She spotted John closing the distance on his gigantic foe, but her master seemed so far away.

“Go! Help her!” Betrixa urged the conflicted lioness.

“But what about you?” Dana asked, torn with indecision. 

“This one will be fine,” the Nymph stated, keeping her voice calm and reassuring. “You need to rescue Alyssa.”

The redhead hesitated for a moment longer, then acknowledged the catgirl with a nod. “I’m sorry...”

Betrixa watched as the Valkyrie peeled away, turning to intercept the Progenitor instead.

The Raptor continued to weave through the streets, leading the black dropships on a merry chase around the city. Unfortunately for the harried Nymph, they weren’t the only Galkirans determined to destroy the gunship, and the gunnery crews in the dreadnought continued their attempts to shoot her down. Flying low along the boulevards kept her safe from the transports, but there was no room to dodge the shots raining down from above.

Betrixa winced as the Raptor ran headlong into a curtain of fire being sprayed across the street ahead, purple energy bolts blasting into the gunship’s curved shields. An alarm rang out in the cockpit as her shields went critical, and a worried glance showed that they were down to just 6% strength. Left with no other choice, she pulled back on the flightstick and climbed into the night sky, giving her space to manoeuvre once again. The Nymph saw that the dropships were closing in on her, firing wildly with their turreted tachyon cannons. 

*Jade...* she called out plaintively. *What should I do?* 

*You know our priorities,* her matriarch said, her voice filled with sympathy. *The Lionesses, your sisters, the Maliri... then the Galkirans. If you withdraw, those dropships will assault the Maliri.*

With a heavy sigh, Betrixa pushed the Raptor into a tight turn, so she was racing directly towards the incoming transports. She lined up the crosshairs on the lead enemy ship, then squeezed the trigger, and watched as the Raptor’s two Tachyon Lances struck dead-centre. The dropship was obliterated by the searing beams, its reactor detonating and catching its two wingmates in the explosion. 

She didn’t give the shocked Galkirans any time to recover, and hammered the flanking craft with Tachyon Cannon fire, quickly overwhelming their shields. Instead of carefully aiming at the engines, Betrixa simply cored out their cockpits, the azure energy bolts slicing through the canopy and vaporising the crew. Two more dropships were eviscerated the same way as the Raptor tore through their formation, and by ruthlessly executing the thralls, Betrixa didn’t take any further hits in return.

The Nymph watched in silence as the burning wreckage plummet towards the ground. 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, her heart dropping with them as they fell. 

Easing back on the throttle, Betrixa yanked the flightstick backwards, performing an incredibly tight split-S manoeuvre that brought her around on the tail of the remaining dropships. The Galkirans had forced her hand, and she couldn’t afford to play around with them any longer. 

***

The sounds of gunfire were much louder now, as the Galkiran marines crested the top of the ridgeline. The first set of fortifications had already been abandoned, and Ailita watched as the black-armoured thralls continued their assault against the troops defending the Command Bunker. The Maliri were heavily outnumbered, but they had the luxury of firing from behind stout cover, so were mounting stiff resistance to the invaders. 

By contrast, the enemy troops were completely exposed, standing in the open as they raked the bunkers with long bursts of tachyon bolts. The Galkirans’ complete disregard for cover meant that they were taking significant casualties, and the Nymph could only look on with dismay as dozens of female soldiers were wounded in the ferocious exchange. Purple energy bolts slashed through their ranks and the loud screech of gunshots was soon matched by piercing screams of pain.

One of the thralls was caught in a savage crossfire, her shields wilting under a storm of energy bolts before it was overwhelmed. The Maliri began to score hits on her black armour, but the Galkiran kept on firing back as the shots were deflected off the sturdy plating. The armour’s resilience turned out to be her undoing, as she was focused by burst after burst, until one of the Tachyon bolts struck under her helmet, brutally decapitating her. 

Ailita winced as she watched the headless body crumple to the ground, then turned away from the firing slits, unwilling to witness any more of the carnage. She walked over to the holographic command table, which displayed the entire battle in bright blue and red icons, clinically detaching the viewer from the gruesome reality of the bloody combat taking place throughout the city. 

Hovering above the battle was Gahl’kalgor’s dreadnought, which continued to shell the Maliri fortifications. Ailita could see the Quantum Flux Cannon rounds striking the ridgeline around the city, each streaking shot followed by a massive explosion. As if to emphasise the accuracy of the digital map, the detonation outside sent tremors reverberating through the floor of the bunker. 

“Fall back to the rally point,” Jehanna said firmly into the comms interface. “We’re coming under heavy bombardment. Get your troops out of there before it’s too late!”

Field Commander Shaelhira acknowledged the Terran girl with a curt nod. “Acknowledged, General.”

Jehanna quickly ended the call to the House Ghilwen officer, then began opening another comms channel.

“Jehanna, the Galkirans have reached the top of the hill,” Ailita quietly informed her friend. “The Maliri are being attacked by lots of thralls.”

The Lioness glanced at the holographic map, then grimaced at how close the invaders were to the defensive fortifications. 

“We need to withdraw, Jehanna,” Almari stated, her brow furrowed with concern. “In a couple of minutes, this position will be overrun.”

“I will, just give me a moment,” Jehanna protested, her eyes darting to the ringing comms interface. “I still need to order Alvaerelle to pull back her troops.”

Almari shook her head. “You know why she’s not answering. Her bunker took a direct hit from the dreadnought.”

Jehanna hesitated for a second, as she remembered the terrifying sight of the Galkiran flagship raking the Maliri positions with a sustained salvo from its Quantum Flux Cannons. She let out a heavy sigh, then sent out a general retreat to the House Valaden Field Captains, hoping that at least one of them had survived to receive her order.

“Alright, let’s go,” she finally said, to the relief of her anxious companions.

***

The barrels of Tashana’s twin pistols were shimmering with heat as she fired non-stop at the Galkirans assaulting her position. She was still shooting to wound, not to kill, and even though the ground was covered in moaning thralls, the Galkirans seemed to have an endless supply of reinforcements. 

Her squad were making the invaders’ lives a misery as well, spraying the enemy marines with long bursts from their Tachyon guns. Unfortunately, Retharyn’s Renegades had started to take casualties too. Most of the Maliri troops had now lost their shields, with Jaenari the first to be injured, taking a gunshot wound to the arm, quickly followed by Seriri with an identical wound. Unsyillae hadn’t been so fortunate as her squadmates, when an energy bolt pierced through her chestplate, killing her instantly.

The Galkirans were hammering the bunker with an unending hail of tachyon fire, the shots making a thrumming sound as they struck the outer walls of the fortifications. Tashana had been worried that they might start punching through the bulwark, but so far the walls had held strong. She ducked aside from the firing slit and took a deep breath to calm her nerves, as she waited for the heatsinks to cool her searing hot pistols.

“Fuy’rech!” Meridae swore as she lurched backwards from her firing position. 

The Maliri dropped her gun and tugged off her helmet, which was now marked by a glowing rent just above the eyeline. The right side of the marine’s face mirrored the same trajectory of the tachyon bolt, leaving a red welt where it had seared through the armour. If the shot had hit the Maliri an inch to the left, she would have joined Unsyillae as a forlorn corpse on the floor.

“This is crazy!” the shaken marine exclaimed. “We’re all going to get killed if we stay here!”

Retharyn darted a worried glance at Tashana. She was clearly in agreement with her frightened squadmate, but they hadn’t received the order to retreat.  

*Alyssa?* Tashana called out to her matriarch. *We’re getting overrun by thralls. Should we fall back to the rally point?*

*Yeah, go now!* the blonde blurted out, sounding very distracted. *Jehanna ordered the retreat a few minutes ago. Sorry, I didn’t think to check if you’d received it.*

*No problem,* the Maliri replied.

She took a quick glance through the firing slit, and grimaced when she saw just how close the thralls had got to their bunker. 

“Time to go,” she said to the squad, who were all looking to her for an answer. “We need to warn the others.”

Tashana flung open the internal blast door and rushed into the corridor that led out of the bunker. It took a few precious seconds to contact the rest of the squads manning the fortifications, but the other Maliri were just as eager to evacuate, and wasted no time in abandoning their firing positions. Tashana hurried to the exit from the bunker complex and prayed that the Galkirans hadn’t been able to encircle them just yet, otherwise it was going to turn into a bloodbath.

But not for the Maliri.

She felt that flickering flame burning deep inside her, eager to pour forth and scorch flesh from bones. It was so tempting to give in to those nihilistic desires, and obliterate her enemies in a maelstrom of fire. The deeply ingrained loathing of other thrall species had not been completely expunged from her subconscious, and just the thought of immolating the Galkirans made her feel giddy with exhilaration. 

A shadow crossed the entrance to the earthworks and Tashana started to draw from her psychic reserves, ready to burn the thrall to a cinder. Suddenly, a bulky white body drifted into view, the head turning to look at her with a rictus grin plastered across its face.

The maintenance bot’s six-fingered hand beckoned her out of the bunker. [+++firm directive+++[Open heroic statement]Marines, we are leaving![/End heroic statement]]

Tashana tamped down the illicit urge to burn her enemies, and jogged up to the maintenance bot. “Thanks for coming to warn us, but you shouldn’t be here! It’s too dangerous!” 

The automation shook its head. [+++state mission parameters+++[Declare Primary Objective]Lay down suppressing fire with squads, fall back with the incinerator.[/End Declaration]]

She heard hundreds of booted feet running along the street outside, and spotted movement behind the maintenance bot’s hulking frame. Tashana glimpsed the automated thralls running past the entrance to the bunker as they rushed to reinforce her position. She didn’t resist as the maintenance bot gently ushered her outside, and as the Maliri marines hurried out after her and began their retreat to the rally point, Tashana glanced back towards the ridgeline. Now that the Galkirans were no longer under fire from the bunkers, they were marching past the abandoned fortifications, and continuing their advance along the boulevard.

The squads of robotic troops lowered their guns, and the closest yelled, [Let’s rock!].

Tashana could see the enemy troops visibly flinch as they were enveloped in a storm of purple tachyon bolts. The sheer volume of incoming fire was terrifying, and she couldn’t blame the thralls for wanting to flee from so many guns blazing away in their direction. The Galkirans quickly recovered from the initial shock, then turned their guns on the automated forces and desperately began to fire back, oblivious to the fact that the robots were deliberately missing their targets.

***

Leylira eased back on the flightstick, and the Invictus smoothly levelled out from its steep dive. Flying just a few hundred metres above the planet’s surface, the Nymph pilot sent them soaring over a broad lake as she raced towards the city. Trees on the banks were buffeted by the turbulence, and she churned up huge waves as the battlecruiser rocketed over the crystal-clear water. 

“This one has spotted the dreadnought,” Leylira informed her captain. “Approaching on an attack vector to the stern.”

Irillith stared up at the tactical view, which depicted an incredibly detailed model of the Galkiran flagship looming over the metropolis. 

“Look at the size of that thing...” she murmured, her eyes wide in horrified fascination. “You don’t appreciate how huge it is when you see it in space.”

Calara didn’t answer as she was preoccupied with her station. Her fingers danced across the console, and a tactical overlay appeared over the dreadnought, highlighting all the critical subsystems and identifying them with data tags.

Glancing in her direction, Irillith asked pensively, “How are you planning to destroy it?”

The Latina grimaced and looked up from her console. “I’m not even going to try. If I blast the dreadnought out of the sky, it’ll come crashing down and kill everyone beneath it. I can’t risk breaching any of the power cores either, because the detonation would wipe out everyone on the surface.” 

“What are you going to do then?” Irillith asked, feeling even more worried now.

Tapping several icons on her console, Calara highlighted the dreadnought’s weapons. The sheer number of gun batteries were formidable and gave the massive warship coverage in all directions. 

“The Nymphs managed to knock out most of the weapons mounted on the underbelly,” she explained, as scores of guns shifted colour from red to black. “So the crew are using the Quantum Flux Cannons mounted on the flanks to shell the Maliri positions. If I can neutralise these key weapon control regulators on the port and starboard sides, we should be able to protect our troops from further bombardment.”

“Do you think the dreadnought will retreat if you can knock out their guns?” Irillith asked, feeling more hopeful now.

“That’s what I’m hoping,” Calara admitted, her expression grim. “I can’t imagine they’ll just sit there and let us keep blasting them if they’re unable to fire back. If they do try to run, then I’ll destroy them when they’re a safe distance from the city. We can’t afford to let them jump out of here, especially if the Progenitor attempts to escape with them.”
 
“But Gahl’kalgor’s fighting a duel in the city,” Irillith said, with a frown of confusion. “John won’t let him just fly back to the dreadnought.”

“If the Progenitor can create dimension gates, John might not be able to stop him,” Calara reminded her.

“Oh, of course,” the Maliri said, blushing with embarrassment. 

Calara took a deep breath, then took a firm grip of her weapon controls as she waited for the Invictus to close the distance with her target.

Irillith fidgeted nervously, wishing that she could assist somehow. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

Calara raised an eyebrow and gave her a penetrating look. “I don’t know. Is there anything you can do to help?”

Realising at once what the Lioness was referring to, Irillith flushed and hung her head in shame. The last thing she wanted to do was attempt to hack another Progenitor network, not after the last disaster. She’d been so vulnerable and outmatched against those terrifying sentinels; that feeling of powerlessness was not something she was brave enough to face again. 

“I’m sorry,” Calara apologised, her expression softening to sympathy. “I didn’t mean to put you on the spot like that. I’m just stressed about fighting the dreadnought.”

“It’s alright,” Irillith said glumly. “I wish I could just shut it down remotely, but I’m not strong enough to fight the network guardians.”

“Could you operate the Tachyon Cannons for me?” Calara suggested with a conciliatory smile. “I’ll be too busy with all the other gun batteries to fire them, but it looks like Betrixa needs some urgent help.”

Irillith glanced at the Tactical Map and saw that the Raptor was tangled up in a fierce dogfight with dozens of Galkiran dropships. “Yes, of course! Leave it to me.”

“Assigning control of the defence grid to your station,” the brunette stated, as she tapped a couple of glyphs on her console.

“Thank you,” Irillith said, glad to be able to contribute to the fight.

Calara acknowledged her with a friendly nod, then turned her full concentration back to the dreadnought. Drawing from her inner reserves of eldritch energy, she activated her clairvoyant abilities and focused on the impending future of the Invictus. Seeing no signs of immediate disaster in the fragments of time expanding outwards over the preliminary stages of their attack, she took careful aim at the enemy flagship. Moving her crosshairs across the starboard flank of the enormous vessel, she lined up her target on the weapon control regulator located at the stern. 

“Take us in, Leylira,” she ordered, while counting the seconds until she could fire. “Roll over the top as we pass. I want to give them a broadside from the topdeck so they don’t realise what we’re up to.”

Leylira looked at her in admiration. “You’re a cunning hunter, Calara. You’d be a magnificent tigress.”

Calara returned the Nymph’s feral grin, then her eyes narrowed on the target. Leylira was right; after the weeks of hit and run attacks, it was finally time to show the Galkirans her claws.

***

Jade stood in the gardens outside the palace, watching the battle unfold with a grave expression on her beautiful face. The dreadnought lingered ominously overhead, firing broadsides with impunity at the Maliri positions that ringed the circumference of the city. A salvo hit the bunkers just south of the palace, close enough that the ground shook under her feet with the force of those terrible explosions. Wind from the blast ruffled Jade’s summer dress, and her long dark hair whipped around her shoulders, buffeted by the fierce gusts. Her eyes narrowed as she glared at the dreadnought; that was disturbingly close to endangering Faye.

She turned to the East and watched the Invictus streak across the night’s sky, its gleaming white silhouette making it look like an avenging angel as it rushed to intercept the malignant monster threatening the city. Four bright blue beams connected the two craft for a brief second, then the four Quantum Flux Cannons mounted on the topdeck opened fire. Charged shells slammed into the flank of the dreadnought, with all of the rounds concentrated on the rear of the mighty warship, creating a rippling explosion that never seemed to end. 

The Invictus then tilted into a graceful roll and soared over the top of its gigantic foe, with Calara opening fire on the dreadnought using every Tachyon Lance available. Dazzling sapphire beams slashed across the black armour plating, looking like a ferocious lightning storm venting its fury. The onslaught ended as quickly as the attack had begun, with the battlecruiser racing away from the centre of the city to line up its next assault.

It seemed like the Galkiran crew were too shocked by the Invictus’ sudden appearance to fire back, and it was able to safely escape without retaliation. Her Master’s ship was even able to assist the Raptor as it departed, savaging the wings of enemy dropships with a hail of tachyon bolts as it soared past. Several Galkiran transports fell out of the sky on plumes of fire, their ruined engines belching out thick clouds of smoke as they were brought down.

Jade’s feline gaze snapped back to the dreadnought as the Invictus roared out of sight, her sharp eyes studying the damage inflicted on the ravaged flank. Calara’s targeted area was battered beyond belief, with huge craters smashed into the armour plating, where the twenty-four Quantum Flux Cannon shells had all struck with expert precision. Despite pummelling the enormous dreadnought with enough firepower to obliterate any other vessel in the galaxy, it appeared that Calara had only been able to penetrate the outer layer of armour. Her target was still protected by the incredibly tough buttresses that formed the inner structure of the millennia-old vessel. 

*We’re going to soften up the port side next,* Leylira informed her. *Then we’ll come around for another pass and destroy the starboard regulator. The armour is incredibly thick, and Calara thinks it’s been specifically designed to withstand Quantum Flux Cannon rounds.*

Jade’s emerald eyes switched to following the Raptor, which was chasing after the remaining dropships that had scattered after the Invictus’ attack.

*Alyssa’s in trouble!* Betrixa said in a rush. *Gahl’kalgor is chasing after her, and I don’t know if John will be able to get to her in time! Dana has gone to help!*

The Nymph Matriarch then lowered her gaze to the smoke rising from the south of the city, where the Maliri fortifications had been pounded by the dreadnought.

*The enemy thralls are overrunning our defences, but at a terrible cost to both sides,* Ailita said quietly, her gentle voice tinged with sadness. *So much pain... it was horrible to see. The Maliri have fled to their rally points, and Jehanna will soon have to order them to start killing the Galkirans.*

Jade now focused on the northern defences, which were closest to the palace. She could see the black-armoured Maliri marines sprinting towards the rally point, being beckoned to safety by their golden-armoured sisters. Amongst that retreating group, her incredibly sharp gaze picked out a lone figure in white armour. Unlike the others, she wasn’t fleeing in fear. Jade could sense that the Lioness was conflicted, fighting an inner battle with her instincts that she would willingly succumb to if the Galkirans forced her hand.  

Closing her eyes, Jade slipped the straps of her summer dress over her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. It was a lovely garment and she didn’t want to rip apart Alyssa’s exquisite tailoring. 

*Neysa, Marika, this one needs you to protect the palace,* Jade commanded her fellow Nymphs.

*Yes, sister,* Marika replied obediently.

*We are on our way,* Neysa added.

Jade’s statuesque form began to shimmer, becoming indistinct in a verdant blur. She began to grow, her shape increasing to enormous proportions.

It was time to be the cat.

***

Gahl’kalgor caught a glimpse of his quarry sprinting down an alleyway, her white armour glinting as it reflected the streetlights. He lowered his head and charged full tilt at the four-storey buildings lining the streets, smashing his way through in an orgy of destruction. Windows shattered, girders bent until they snapped, then the buildings collapsed in a deluge of dust and broken masonry. 

It was thrilling to watch Baen’thelas’ matriarch fleeing in fear, the strange yellow-haired female running for her life as he demolished the city behind her. He had no idea what ability she’d used to blast him earlier, the searing white light accompanied by a burst of agony when she vaporised his hand. Gahl’kalgor glanced down at the regenerated limb and flexed his fingers, the arm now bare of armour plating right up to the elbow. When he caught the brazen thrall, he’d torture the answers out of her until she begged to tell him everything he wanted to know.

As the clouds of dust settled, he turned about, searching for the fleeing female. He spotted a glimmering rectangle within spitting distance, but it vanished before he could react, his quarry temporarily evading him once again. Gahl’kalgor grinned wickedly as he sensed the direction she’d fled, his psychic marker letting him follow her for as long as he maintained the ability.

Spotting movement out of the corner of his eye, the Progenitor whirled around, as Baen’thelas charged down the street towards him. Drawing deeply from his reserves of psychic energy, he raised his hand towards his furious opponent and unleashed a massive blast wave of telekinetic energy. It slammed into Baen’thelas’ blue hex barrier with a cacophonous boom, the deafening impact knocking the sword wielding fool sprawling. 

Gahl’kalgor snorted with contempt, and watched Baen’thelas crash into the row of buildings at the end of the boulevard. A malevolent grin spread across his face, and he decided to brutally maim his opponent, then torture that irritating matriarch before his helpless foe’s eyes. He knew that Baen’thelas must be almost out of psychic energy now. All Gahl’kalgor had to do was keep crippling him until he had nothing left, then he wouldn’t even be able to regenerate his wounds.  

*Valeria, give me more power!* he demanded, gloating at his impending victory. *It’s time to end this pathetic insect!*

There was no immediate answer from his matriarch, and Gahl’kalgor frowned in confusion as he waited for the exhilarating rush of psychic power. He was about to repeat his demand, when she finally responded, and her quiet but determined reply left him stunned.

*No.*

***

The streets echoed with the sharp squeal of gunfire, as the Galkirans exchanged long volleys with the automated troops. The synthetic soldiers had served their purpose, posing a deadly threat towards the Galkiran forces that they couldn’t possibly ignore, allowing the Maliri forces to retreat to safety. Unfortunately for those bots, the Collective were not trying to harm the invaders, so they were quickly cut down by streams of purple tachyon bolts.

The sound of gunshots finally petered out, and Almari darted a worried glance behind her as she ran after Jehanna and Ailita. They had rushed out of the Command Bunker long after the Maliri troops had fled, the delay to send out orders leaving the trio very exposed to the advancing enemy forces. She heard angry shouts off to the right, and quickly pushed her two companions down a narrow side street.  

“Take cover!” she blurted out in alarm, as they ran into the small courtyard. 

Jehanna and Ailita dived to the left, while their Maliri bodyguard ducked around the wall to the right. Seconds afterwards, a storm of tachyon fire blazed down the side street, just where the three had been running. The energy bolts blasted glowing holes through the surrounding masonry, showering the courtyard and the trio in debris. 

Jehanna stayed low to avoid being hit, her loyal Nymph crouching at her side. “We can’t stay here!” she shouted, raising her voice to be heard over the raucous gunfire. “In a couple of minutes, this whole area will be crawling with Galkirans!”

She darted a worried glance around the courtyard for a way out. The rectangular area was a private garden, with colourful flowerbeds surrounded by ornate flagstone paths. Over on the far side of the courtyard was another alleyway, which led out to a boulevard that ran parallel to the one they’d just escaped from.

“I think we might be cut off already!” Almari shouted back, drawing her pistol and sword. “They must have flanked the bunkers and surrounded us!”

Seconds later, her suspicions were confirmed, as they heard more shouts from the opposite alleyway. They were forced to duck even lower, and crawl back from the edge of the building as energy bolts started streaking in at them from behind.

“Over there, escape through the building!” Almari shouted, pointing to the door a dozen metres away from her companions. “I’ll stay and keep them occupied so you can get away.”

Jehanna snorted and shook her head. “Don’t be ridiculous.” 

She closed her eyes and made a quick gesture, then several Maliri marines seemed to materialise out of the shadowy courtyard. 

 “They’ll cover for us,” she said with a grin. 

The Maliri took up firing positions, with two covering the closest alleyway, while the second pair sprinted to the opposite passage. They leaned out of cover and began shooting back at the Galkirans, spraying tachyon bolts wildly across the enemy forces. 

Jehanna tapped Ailita on the shoulder, then beckoned Almari to follow them. “Let’s go, before they realise the Maliri are just illusions.”

Almari nodded, and raised herself up to a low crouch. She bolted across the entrance to the alleyway, and managed to make it with just a couple of unlucky shots striking her shield. The trio barged through the door, entering a reception hall that went through the building to a wider set of doors that must have led out onto the street. There were several doors leading to adjoining rooms, and a sweeping flight of stairs up to the first floor. 

“We can sneak out that way,” Jehanna said with relief, as she strode down the hallway.

Almari shook her head as she flanked the Lioness. “That’s heading back towards the bunkers. We need to go the opposite direction.”

“Crap,” the former reporter muttered, glancing back the way they’d just come. “Maybe we should just shoot a hole through the other wall and get out that way.”

“Let’s go up,” Ailita suggested cheerfully. “When we reach the rooftop, we can just fly back to the rally point.”

Jehanna laughed and gave her a sideways hug. “You’re a genius, Ailita!”

They jogged over to the stairs, but they’d barely reached the first step before the main doors onto the street swung open and a pair of Galkirans stepped inside. Both groups froze for a second, staring at each other in shock, before they all snapped out of it and surged into action. The Galkirans raised their guns, but Almari moved faster, hitting both thralls with quick bursts from her pistol as she lunged towards them.

Almari was using Lioness weaponry, and one of Dana’s overtuned tachyon pistols wiped out both shields in an instant. The Galkirans barely had a chance to cry out in fear, before the deadly assassin cut them down with vicious slashes of her gleaming Alyssium blade. 

“Up the stairs! Go!” she shouted in alarm, as she quickly backpedalled away from the entrance. 

The reason for her hasty retreat soon became apparent, as the half-opened doors disintegrated in a hail of tachyon bolts. Sprinting up the flight of stairs two at a time, they managed to reach the first floor without being hit. Ailita led the way up the second flight, and they heard the Galkirans rushing into the building below them. By the time they reached the third floor, Jehanna could hear the sound of booted feet on the steps below, as the Galkirans pursued them deeper into the building.

“No more stairs,” Ailita said when they reached the fourth floor. She walked over to the window, and looked down at the street below. “You were right, Almari. We’re surrounded by thralls.”

“There must be some kind of access to the loftspace,” Jehanna said, searching the ceiling for any signs of a hatch. She paused, then broke into a grin and aimed her rifle upwards. “Or we can just make our own.”

Almari grabbed her arm. “Not here. They’ll see exactly where we’ve gone as soon as they reach the top of the stairs.”

Nodding her understanding, Jehanna darted down the adjoining corridor that ran parallel to the street. They hurried along with the sounds of shouts and boots on steps echoing behind them, getting louder all the time. Jehanna opened a door at random, then rushed into the dusty bedroom, which had been abandoned for over nine millennia. As soon as Almari had shut the door behind them, Jehanna opened fire, blasting a broad hole in the ceiling that went straight through the roof above. 

Ailita started shimmering, her figure becoming indistinct, as the two women in body armour activated flight mode on their Paragon suits. The Nymph shapeshifted into a beautiful songbird, its white plumage tinged with a delicate pink hue, and she swept past Jehanna on fluttering wings. Ailita soared upwards, accelerating much quicker than the thrusters could propel her armoured companions, and disappeared out of sight into the night’s sky. 

By the time Jehanna and Almari had reached the rooftop, and dropped into a crouch far back from the ledge overlooking the street, the Nymph had returned. Ailita swooped down beside them, then shifted back into her familiar catgirl shape, but nude now having been forced to abandon her dress. 

“There are Galkirans in the streets across this entire block,” Ailita warned them. “We can try to escape across the rooftops, but we’ll still need to cross several wide streets to reach the rally point. If they spot you as you fly across, you’ll be exposed to dozens of thralls with no cover.”

“Shit...” Jehanna muttered.

Almari nodded glumly in agreement.

***

Valeria followed after the Selan’kethari, her elite bodyguard cutting a bloody path through the defenders. She aimed her pistol at a fleeing Maliri, but her hand was shaking with fear, and the shots sailed wide of the golden-armoured target.

*No?!* Gahl’kalgor balked incredulously. *What do you mean, ‘No’?!*

*I will not,* she declared defiantly, trying to keep her telepathic voice from trembling.

*I demand that you obey me!* the Progenitor thundered, and there was no mistaking how furious he was at her stubborn refusal to follow his orders. *This is your last warning, Valeria. Continue to defy me, and I’ll drain the life from your useless carcass!*

*I know what you’re planning,* she replied quietly, stepping over a dismembered corpse. 

*Know what?!* Gahl’kalgor yelled at her, sounding bewildered now. *You’re making no sense!*

*You’re planning to replace me anyway,* Valeria replied, her voice cracking. *Don’t bother to deny it. I’ve served you for a thousand years; I know she isn’t like one of your usual dalliances. You want Ashryn to be your new matriarch.*

Gahl’kalgor hesitated, and the long pause broke Valeria’s heart all over again. If she had any doubt before, now she knew with certainty that he had actually considered it.

*How could you?!* she berated him, wounded to the core by his betrayal. *After everything I’ve done for you! Don’t I mean anything to you at all?!*

*I’d never replace you,* he stammered. *You’re my Gladiatora... you know how precious you are to me.*

Valeria took off her helmet and slumped against the wall. A tear rolled down her cheek as she listened to his feeble attempts to placate her. She could hear the insincerity in his voice, and she knew Gahl’kalgor was lying about everything. She’d devoted her entire life to the Progenitor, and it meant nothing to him. A millennia of service... and now she was to be cast aside like worthless trash.

*Valeria? Valeria?!* he called out to her, his anger replaced by concern. 

Her shoulders shook as she wept silently to herself, feeling lost and terribly alone. 

***

Gahl’kalgor scowled in frustration at Valeria’s brazen act of rebellion. He wanted to be furious with her, but part of him knew that she had very good reason to be concerned. Ashryn had filled a hollow void in him that had existed for a thousand years, and he longed for her in so many different and compelling ways. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t attached to his special Gladiatora as well. The thought of actually slaying Valeria seemed abhorrent to him, and he mentally cringed away from that loathsome idea. 

Circumventing his matriarch, Gahl’kalgor tapped a few thousand thralls directly, draining the energy out of them to fuel his abilities. Lacking a matriarch’s finesse, he drew everything he could out of the Galkirans, leeching every last drop of psychic energy their bodies possessed. He didn’t spare a thought for all those women dying in agony, he just savoured the exhilarating rush of power as psychic energy coursed through him once again.

Baen’thelas had restored his hex barrier, and was floundering unsteadily to his feet, which meant that the Progenitor would need to use another maximally charged telekinetic blast to drop him to the floor. While Gahl’kalgor felt little concern for the wellbeing of his thralls, he didn’t want to accidentally drain half his psychic network to defeat a Progenitor who must be operating on fumes and barely posed a threat. Replacing those thralls would be a difficult proposition, at least until he could start having thousands of Galkirans shipped from his Empire through the Hyper-Warp Gate to settle on Maliri worlds. 

Grimacing at the inconvenient timing of Valeria’s rebellion, Gahl’kalgor turned away from his dazed adversary. He still had plenty of psychic energy to maintain his gigantic form, and when Valeria finally snapped out of her dramatic episode, then he could obliterate the troublesome pest at his leisure. Sensing that Baen’thelas’ matriarch was nearby, no doubt in another vain attempt to protect her master, he grinned evilly behind his helmet. She wouldn’t escape him again, not this time.

He set off across the city, stomping along the streets and leaving huge bootprints in the cracked ferrocrete. Instead of chasing directly after the matriarch, he moved perpendicular to her position, stepping over several rows of buildings as he headed purposefully away from the city centre. It was like carefully circling a shoal of fish, trying not to spook them until it was the perfect time to throw out your nets.

When he entered the broad boulevard that led to where the matriarch was currently hiding, Gahl’kalgor suddenly whirled around, and unleashed a broad wave of telekinetic force down the street towards the building where the matriarch was hiding. The psychic blastwave smashed through the row of shops, destroying everything in its path, and leaving a trail of demolished buildings in its wake. 

The matriarch’s hex barrier saved her from obliteration, but the ferocious impact sent her cartwheeling away. Gahl’kalgor laughed in triumph when he saw her tumble across the street, until she hit a wall and collapsed in a crumpled heap. He set off after her, gleefully planning all the excruciating tortures he could inflict on her, until she told him everything he wanted to know. The Progenitor had a great many questions about this strange sector of space, and wringing the answers out of the matriarch and her irritating master, would finally make up for all the inconvenience they’d caused him.

***

The Valkyrie crept along the street, the huge but agile mech hiding behind buildings to stay out of sight. Dana wanted to charge into battle with all guns blazing, but she knew she had to be cautious as she’d only get one chance at this ambush. The Progenitor was by far the most powerful enemy they’d ever had to face, and if anything went wrong, she’d be in terrible danger. 

She leaned around the corner of the row of buildings, and watched Gahl’kalgor stomp across the intersection, completely oblivious to her presence. This close to the massive Progenitor, she could see the black hex barrier surrounding his gigantic body, and grinned with relief when she saw that it wasn’t rotating. Gahl’kalgor was incredibly powerful, but he lacked Larn’kelnar’s finesse with his psychic abilities, relying solely on brute strength.

Holding her breath, Dana raised her right arm, and aimed directly at Gahl’kalgor’s back. The mech mirrored her movements, and the multi-barrelled muzzle of the Quantum Vulcan tracked him across the intersection. She’d prepared a special surprise for the malevolent titan, which was now fully charged within the weapon’s Flux chamber. 

The Karron teenager gently pulled back her trigger finger, and the Quantum Vulcan instantly responded. The cannon roared like a buzzsaw, and the six barrels spat azure flames as it unloaded its rounds on the target, shooting all twelve shells in under a second. Each round had been specially enhanced by the psychic engineer, and when the runic penetrators slammed into the huge hex barrier, they detonated in searing white blasts. 

It didn’t matter that the hex shield hadn’t collapsed when Dana only shattered three hexagons. The remaining nine shells ploughed through that gap in the barrier, and slammed into the Progenitor’s back. Each one exploded with stunning force, and delivered a destructive payload far beyond anything imaginable for the foot-long shells.

The first three rounds ripped a gaping hole in his armour, allowing the remaining six to tear through his body and eviscerate his organs. Dana watched with glee as the Quantum Vulcan bored a huge crevasse through the Progenitor’s torso, shredding armour, flesh, and bone with brutal efficiency. 

“Fuck yeah!” she crowed, as he pitched over like he’d been poleaxed.

Gahl’kalgor could barely let out an agonised wheeze as he collapsed, coughing up blood from his lacerated lung as he frantically gasped for air. For the second time that day, he was suddenly shockingly aware of his own mortality, and he desperately grasped at his psychic network like a drowning man flailing for a lifeline. Over ten thousand Galkiran souls were sacrificed to save his life, the psychic energy coursing through his body and rapidly regenerating torn flesh. 

Dana stalked cautiously across the intersection, the Quantum Vulcan reloaded and ready to fire again. When she’d ambushed Gahl’kalgor, he’d fallen face first behind the buildings diagonally across from her firing position, and by the time her weapon was ready to shoot again, the redhead no longer had line of sight on her target. She heard a booming yell to her right, and when she glanced in that direction, saw John’s gigantic form sprinting towards her, frantically waving his hand and shaking his head.

“Get back!” he yelled in warning. 

But it was too late.

Gahl’kalgor lunged out from behind the buildings, his hate-filled eyes blazing with a sinister black light. Dana had been aiming her Quantum Vulcan high, planning another torso shot as soon as the Progenitor came into view. However her initial ambush had been far more devastating than she imagined, the shock and agony causing Gahl’kalgor to break all concentration and stop maintaining his psychic abilities. 

Having been forced to return to his normal size, the Progenitor activated psychic speed and charged at the Valkyrie, moving too fast for Dana to lower her weapon in time. A point-blank blast of telekinetic power overloaded the mech’s shields in a single hit, then Gahl’kalgor slammed his axe into the Valkyrie’s leg. Dana knew that Progenitors were powerful, and had witnessed John accomplish many remarkable feats of strength, but she wasn’t prepared for just how hard an enraged Progenitor was capable of hitting. 

The blow ripped away the mech’s leg, sending the Valkyrie spinning backwards into a building. Windows exploded in showers of crystal fragments, and walls buckled under the weight, the huge war machine leaning against the partially demolished structure like a drunken miner. Gahl’kalgor charged after the reeling Valkyrie, leaping up onto its torso and raining down blows on the battered mech, seeking revenge for his terrifying brush with death. 

Inside the cockpit, Dana was hurled around by each bone-jarring impact. The inertial dampening field saved her from being thrown into the cockpit walls, until one of Gahl’kalgor’s blows severed a power coupling, shutting down most of the internal subsystems. She screamed in terror as another blow smashed the mech backwards, and she hurtled towards the wall, striking it with a sickening crunch. 

***

Calara delved deep into her prescience state, carefully watching the imminent future of the Invictus for any potential disasters. She was able to view time as a series of windows, each one depicting events that would soon befall the subject of her attention, but only for a very short period. Those twenty seconds of foreshadowing were priceless however, allowing her to quickly intervene to alter the course of any battle.  

The powerful psychic ability was very costly in eldritch energy, so she only used it when the circumstances were dire, and fighting a Progenitor dreadnought certainly qualified. As Leylira banked the blisteringly fast warship around for another attack run, Calara saw no imminent catastrophes lying in wait for the gleaming white battlecruiser. Relieved that they were safe for the moment, she briefly turned her attention to the wider battle enveloping Kythshara, viewing the fleet engagements on the planetary map floating above her console. 

The Galkiran forces had not just struck against the capital, but every other metropolis on the planet, with the thrall fleets initiating a heavy bombardment of each target. The Latina could see the result of those devastating attacks, with large swathes of each city demolished and set ablaze. Unbeknown to the malevolent raiders, all those urban areas had been abandoned thousands of years earlier, the teeming signs of civilian life having been faked by Dana’s ingenious devices. While it was sad to see the beautiful architecture blown to pieces in a senseless act of destruction, the Galkiran forces were shooting at digital shadows, and not a single Maliri life was lost in the conflagration.

To maintain that illusion, the Maliri fleets had split up to intercept the invaders, pretending to rush to the defence of each besieged city. Calara briefly studied the thrall ships as they clashed, watching with satisfaction as the Maliri obeyed her orders to the letter, and only engaged the Galkirans at long range. The enemy fleets seemed reluctant to intensify the battle, with their warships making no effort to close the distance with the Maliri. The two sides held back and exchanged intermittent broadsides, the extreme range giving their targets plenty of opportunity to make evasive manoeuvres. 

The Galkiran reticence could have been due to them holding a tactically advantageous position, as half their forces continued to bombard the city. However, Calara strongly suspected that those thralls had been pushed to breaking point, having been subjected to weeks of guerrilla warfare that had whittled down a formidable armada of thirty-eight fleets to just two groups of survivors. She was glad to see that even if the thralls weren’t capable of directly refusing Gahl’kalgor’s orders, they were in no hurry to throw their lives away in a suicidal charge.

“Is it safe to pounce?” Leylira asked eagerly, drawing Calara’s focus away from the holographic map.

“Yes, start the next attack run,” the Latina replied. “But remember to fly under the dreadnought this time. I want to take a closer look at how much damage the ground turrets inflicted.”

Leylira completed her turn, then pushed the throttle forward to maximum, causing the Invictus’ engines to blaze as brightly as a cluster of six suns. The gleaming white vessel charged towards the Galkiran flagship once again, moving swiftly onto an attack vector that would cross paths with the stern of the hulking enemy craft. 

The dreadnought fired first, unloading with all the Quantum Flux Cannon batteries along the starboard flank, as well as those located on the upper deck. Charged shells thundered across the night’s sky, each of the projectiles possessing enough firepower to devastate the Invictus with a single hit. However, the gunnery crews weren’t quick enough to track the agile battlecruiser, which nimbly evaded the incoming fire with an intricate ballet of diving rolls. 

Calara ignored the forest of tachyon beams that streaked past her ship on all sides, knowing that Leylira’s skilful manoeuvres would keep them safe from harm. She aimed her crosshairs at the rear flank of the lumbering behemoth, targeting the armour that protected the starboard fire control systems. She knew that a salvo from her four Quantum Flux Cannons wouldn’t be able to penetrate the hull on this pass, so her objective was just to do as much damage to the incredibly resilient armour plating as possible.

Just as she started to squeeze the trigger, a sudden flash of green caught her attention. She stared at the image of the future in shock, and there was no mistaking the familiar draconic form that swooped up into the dreadnought’s shattered hull. Calara jerked her finger back, unwilling to fire on the enemy ship when her friend would soon be inside. Blinking away the disconcerting prediction, she gaped in disbelief at the tactical map, watching as the Jade dragon soared towards the dreadnought in real time. 

*Alyssa! What the hell is Jade doing?!* she blurted out to her matriarch. *It looks like she’s boarding the dreadnought!*

There was no reply to her urgent telepathic message, which was most alarming in itself. Just as concerning was the steadily growing sense of hollowness Calara felt in her chest, as she rapidly exhausted her psychic reserves to keep her Clairvoyant ability active. Alyssa normally funnelled a constant stream of energy to her whenever she used her psychic gifts, but without that supply of power to replenish her reserves, Calara could not maintain the exorbitant cost. 

*Alyssa?!* she called out again, fear for her lover’s safety gnawing away at her composure.

“What’s wrong?” Irillith asked, seeing the look of consternation on Calara’s face.

“Alyssa isn’t responding, and Jade just boarded the dreadnought,” the Latina replied, grimacing as she tried to keep fuelling her prescient abilities through sheer force of will. 

The draw of psychic energy started to get painful, the dull ache soon developing a sharp sting. With a gasp, Calara was forced to let go, the images of the future scattering like a kaleidoscope of butterflies.

“And I just ran out of psychic energy,” she admitted, sharing the Maliri’s look of concern.

Leylira twisted in her seat to face her captain. “Should I abort the attack run?”

“No, keep going,” Calara replied, wearily shaking her head. “If we don’t change anything, the Invictus is safe for the next twenty seconds.”

***

Gahl’kaglor was enraged at the Valkyrie, venting his fury against the battered mech, after it had the audacity to blast a huge hole through the right side of his torso. His axe rose and fell again and again, as he chopped down at the battered war machine, hacking his way through the thick armour to get at the unconscious pilot within. The Progenitor was so fixated on getting his vengeance against the thrall that had ambushed him, he was completely oblivious to the threat rapidly approaching from behind.

John charged straight at Gahl’kalgor, covering the distance with huge strides. He drew back his gigantic boot, then lashed out with all his strength, kicking the Progenitor as hard as he could. The black hex-barrier cushioned the blow, but the hefty kick still delivered all its kinetic force to the psychic shield. The globe containing Gahl’kalgor shot away like a rocket, careening down the street until it smashed through the first building in its path. 

Darting a worried glance at the Valkyrie, John prayed that Dana was still safe inside the mangled wreckage. He desperately wanted to break into the cockpit to check that the redhead was okay, but he couldn’t risk exposing her to the Progenitor, not when Gahl’kalgor was still a threat. Holding the hilt of his sword in a tighter grip, John set off after his fallen foe, determined to finish off the Progenitor while he was still reeling. 

Now that Gahl’kalgor had been knocked out of his gigantic form, John saw no reason to keep maintaining his own titanic size. He released the psychic ability in his mind, then immediately began to shrink, the tiny city below him rapidly growing before his eyes. It took him a moment to readjust to being back to normal again, before he set off in pursuit of Gahl’kalgor. With that enormous mental load released, John was free to psychically increase his speed, and he moved in a blur as he quickly accelerated up to a full sprint.

It wasn’t hard to find his adversary. When John reached the gaping hole smashed through the wall, he could see a glimpse of black armour in the distance. Gahl’kalgor lay dazed in the partially demolished remnants of a building two rows over, feebly throwing aside bricks and beams as he tried to dig himself out of the rubble. John dived into the gap, then vaulted over broken walls and shattered furniture as he rushed through both buildings towards his foe. 

Leaping into the air, he brought his runesword down in a massive overhead chop, slamming it into Gahl’kalgor’s hastily erected shield. John stood over the fallen Progenitor, venting his fury against his prone opponent, as his sword hacked the black hexagons to pieces. Each blow resonated with an ominous ring, and John felt that sense of hunger building. 

The hex barrier collapsed, and was instantly replaced, only to be shattered again a second later. Gahl’kalgor’s shield seemed to flicker as he desperately tried to ward off his frenzied attacker, and John could see the fear and disbelief etched into the face of his terrified opponent. The gleaming edge of John’s runeblade seemed to land closer and closer towards the Progenitor’s black helmet, with Gahl’kalgor frantically creating tighter hex barriers to protect himself.

They both sensed that the battle was nearing its grim conclusion. In a last ditch attempt to save himself, Gahl’kalgor raised his black shrouded arm, the eldritch energy seething around his fingertips. However, John was expecting such an attack, and after his runesword chopped down to shatter the hex barrier, he whipped the blade to the side, neatly severing the Progenitor’s unarmoured hand.

Gahl’kalgor hissed with the pain, but didn’t so much as flinch. The rest of his limb was still surrounded by a sinister swirl of psychic energy, and the Progenitor unleashed everything he had at his shocked opponent. John was caught completely off-balance by Gahl’kalgor deliberately sacrificing a hand, and the blast hit his hex shield dead-centre, obliterating it instantly. He felt the incredible concussive force slam into his chest, then he was knocked senseless, his body launched skyward and hurled across the city.

***

Jade tucked in her leathery wings, then dived towards the jagged hole in the dreadnought’s hull. The sustained Quantum Flux Cannon barrage from the ground turrets hadn’t been able to destroy Gahl’kalgor’s flagship, but the shells had torn gaping rents through the armour plating. She flew into one of the dropship hangars that were located in the underbelly of the enormous vessel, the interior scorched and battered by repeated explosions. 

The reinforced blast doors were still intact, so Jade landed in a trot on the deckplates, before lowering her huge draconic head and charging. Her skull crashed into the doors with a deafening boom, buckling them inwards as they shook with the force of impact. Jade reared back to smash them aside completely, but she spotted a narrow gap between the serrated panels and changed her mind. 

Shimmering in a verdant haze, the Nymph’s body rapidly shrank, until she was only a fraction of her previous size. Instead of being covered by thick scales, Jade was now sporting downy feathers, and she flew towards the gap on fluttering wings. The green-hued sparrow darted through the tiny opening, then wheeled around to follow the dimly-lit corridors deeper into the enormous vessel’s interior.

Jade had a very specific target in mind, and she already knew the layout of a Progenitor dreadnought, so it didn’t take long for her to reach it. Her wings swept forward to halt her flight, then she shimmered again, changing forms to something entirely new. This reptilian monster was another type of dragon, but from a very different culture, and far better suited to the tight confines of the corridors. Rearing back, she then slammed her heavily plated head into the onyx doors, making a booming crash as she battered the doorway. 

It only took two more ferocious rams to smash open the elevator doors, the serrated metal clanging noisily as the shattered panels tumbled down the elevator shaft. Then Jade was hauling her long, serpentine body through the battered doorway, her metre-long claws driving into the walls for better purchase. They made a steady rhythm as she climbed up the shaft, the sharp squeal of her claws piercing metal was quickly followed by the clang of each scaly paw as it slammed into the wall. 

She ascended through deck after deck, making quick progress towards her destination. When Jade reached the correct level, she reared back her head and slammed it into the doorway, caving the doors inwards with a single powerful blow. Using her claws, she yanked the jagged doors from their  twisted metal frame, dropping them down the lift shaft to land on the others with a mighty crash. 

With the passage finally clear, she slithered through the doorway onto the same level as the Command Deck.

***

Rachel landed lightly on the street next to Alyssa’s armoured body, her grey eyes already glowing as she rushed to heal her friend. The blonde had been smashed backwards into a building by Gahl’kalgor’s telekinetic blast, before rebounding from the shattered wall and collapsing in a crumpled heap on the ground. To the doctor’s immense relief, she found that Alyssa was still breathing, but the ferocious impact had knocked her unconscious. 

While Rachel’s healing aura spread out to envelop the wounded Lioness, Ilyana touched down on the sidewalk next to the preoccupied medic. Her suit’s retro-thrusters cut out as she disengaged flight mode, then Ilyana glanced down at the pair with concern. As the battle with Gahl’kalgor had raged on, she’d accompanied Rachel at a safe distance, following after the combatants until they might be needed. When the furious Progenitor had launched the blonde cartwheeling down the street, Rachel had immediately rushed to Alyssa’s aid.

“Is she badly hurt?” the assassin asked.

With her focus on her patient, Rachel responded with a grim nod. “She broke her arm in the impact, and took quite a knock to the head. There was some internal bleeding, but we got to her just in time.” 

Relieved that the Terran teenager would be okay, Ilyana turned her attention to the tree-lined boulevard that led into the heart of the city. She swept her gaze across the street where she’d last seen the titanic Progenitor, searching for any sign of the deadly threat. Her eyes briefly lingered on the grotesque splattering of bloody entrails that dripped down the buildings on the right-hand side of the street, but the owner of those eviscerated organs was nowhere in sight.

“I can’t see Gahl’kalgor,” Ilyana said cautiously, as she maintained her vigilant watch. “It looks like they hurt him... badly... but there’s no sign of a body.”

“Progenitors can regenerate non-fatal wounds at an incredible rate,” Rachel explained, watching as her healing aura stabilised her patient. “John only managed to defeat Larn’kelnar by exhausting his psychic network then immolating him to death.”

“We can’t stay here, we’re too exposed. Gahl’kalgor might still be nearby,” the Maliri warned her companion. “We should withdraw, so that Alyssa can recover in safety.” 

Rachel studied the injured blonde with an appraising eye. “I’d prefer to just let her rest... but you’re right, it’s far too dangerous. Give me a moment to finish healing her wounds, then I’ll wake Alyssa and we can evacuate.”

Standing guard over the two Lionesses, Ilyana aimed her pistol down the street and watched warily for any sign of the marauding Progenitor. 

***

There was a dull thump, then broken masonry exploded outwards, showering down onto the street surrounding the demolished building. Gahl’kalgor clambered out of the rubble, holding his severed wrist against his chest, the blood dripping down his arm. He’d drained his energy reserves yet again, and would need to tap another batch of thralls to replenish his losses, if he was to going to regenerate his severed limb.

The Progenitor felt a surge of irritation at Valeria for forcing him to waste so many Galkirans in such a futile manner, and was about to rebuke her again. He hesitated though, and something made him decide to take a different approach with his troublesome matriarch.

*I apologise, Valeria,* he said solemnly, as he staggered clear of the demolished building. *I will ensure that your many centuries of loyal service are properly honoured... but to do that, I first require your assistance.*

There was no reply, but he knew that the Galkiran matriarch was listening; she had no other choice but to hear his telepathic entreaty.  

*I am... losing the battle,* he grudgingly admitted, even though it stung his ego to admit it. *I am wounded and my reservoir of eldritch power is spent. Help me replenish what I have lost, so I do not have to recklessly squander our network of thralls.*

A few seconds later, a surge of psychic energy streamed into his body, channelled to him by Valeria. He grinned in triumph as he stemmed the flow of blood from his wrist, and new bone and muscles began to form to replace his lost limb. The supply of eldritch power continued to increase, as his matriarch rapidly refilled his reserves.

*Thank you, Gladiatora. I am in your debt,* he declared, and surprising himself, he actually meant it.

Reaching down with his remaining gauntlet, he picked up his axe, the black blade glistening in the starlight. The Progenitor briefly considered hunting down Baen’thelas, but with a wicked grin he turned in the opposite direction. He still had unfinished business with that accursed matriarch, and the thrall that had dared to ambush him in that infernal machine. 

Rising from the ground, Gahl’kalgor picked up speed as he gained altitude, until he was soaring over the ravaged city. It didn’t take long to return to the site of the previous battle, and he immediately spotted the battered war machine that still lay where he had hacked it down. The Progenitor was about to drop down to finish what he’d started, when he spotted a far more tempting target. 

Banking to the side, he plunged towards the street a few hundred metres from the fallen Valkyrie, landing behind the trio of white-armoured thralls with a terrifying roar. 

***

Rachel acted instinctively as the Progenitor attacked, shielding herself, Ilyana, and Alyssa the moment he appeared. Her reflexive reaction saved them just in time, as he hit the trio with a telekinetic blast wave, which would have certainly cut them all off at the knees. Blocking that psychic attack simply knocked them all backwards, and Rachel quickly restored their rotating hex barriers to full strength.

She could see the look of shock on Gahl’kalgor’s face when his attack was repulsed, his confused gaze darting to each of the girls before settling on Alyssa. Seeing the Progenitor up close like this, Rachel couldn’t miss the eerie similarity to John’s distinctive features. Gahl’kalgor might have even been considered handsome, if not for the ugly sneer contorting his face.

“How can you create shields this strong?!” he demanded incredulously, glaring at the blonde. “It’s impossible!”

Alyssa answered with a nonchalant shrug. “I’m barely even trying.”

Confusion was quickly replaced with anger as Gahl’kalgor advanced on the Lioness. He completely ignored Rachel and Ilyana, focusing solely on the impertinent blonde, assuming that she was the one responsible for creating the hex barriers. This time when he unleashed another telekinetic battering ram on Alyssa, Rachel had to grit her teeth to reinforce the psychic shield, barely able to withstand the devastating impact. 

Gahl’kalgor didn’t spare a single thought for finesse with his psychic attacks. Instead, he just unloaded on the Lioness with as much power as he could muster. Sweat started to form on Rachel’s brow as she deflected one eldritch assault after another, never having had to ward off such terrifyingly powerful attacks before. She could feel the strain as she pushed herself to the limit, and only the rapid rotation of shattered hexagons allowed her to keep the barriers intact.

With Rachel concentrating intently on their defences, Alyssa was able to focus on attack. She lashed back with glowing telekinetic lances, punching holes in Gahl’kalgor’s shield, and scoring a hit herself. The psychic spear plunged thought a gap torn in the barrier and struck his torso, but it was a glancing blow and didn’t penetrate his armour. The near miss made the Progenitor jerk backwards in surprise, then his eyes narrowed as he was forced to deal with her as a serious threat. He continued to pound her defences, hammering away at her shield with telekinetic blasts, but now he jinked from side-to-side, his psychic speed making it almost impossible to strike back. 

Ilyana stood by helplessly, knowing that her sword and pistol would be useless against Gahl’kalgor, even if she was lucky enough to land a blow. She could see that despite Alyssa’s bravado, and Rachel’s valiant resistance, the pair were being overwhelmed by the Progenitor. It was inevitable that he would eventually smash through the hex shield protecting Alyssa, and when that terrifying moment happened, the former assassin was determined to be ready. 

“Hey, Lord Gally!” she yelled in ancient Maliri, her clear voice rising above the clamour of battle. “When Baen’thelas kills you, do you know what we’re going to do to your mother?”

Gahl’kalgor froze with his axe upraised and slowly turned around to glare at the thrall. “What did you just say?” he snarled ominously.

“We’ll bury you both in the city’s sewage pit,” she taunted him. “Then you can spend the next thousand years smothered in shit!”

He gaped at her in mortified disbelief, then the veins popped out in his forehead as he was consumed with rage. Gahl’kalgor forgot all about Alyssa and charged at the House Valaden bodyguard, determined to end her life for threatening to desecrate his beloved mother. 

***

Dazed by the immensely powerful psychic strike, it barely registered to John that he was falling. The sensation intensified, and his eyelids fluttered as he struggled to regain his faculties. Wind whistled past him as he dropped towards the ground, but it was only the sharp squeal of tachyon fire that roused him to full consciousness.

When his eyes snapped open, John saw a glimpse of thralls through a haze of red, the Galkirans engaged in a fierce firefight on the street below. Then the ferrocrete surface rushed towards him, and he knew an impact at this speed would guarantee certain death. He had no time to activate flight mode on his paragon suit, and reacted instinctively, creating a telekinetic net to slow his fall. With only seconds left to spare, he managed to lessen the impact, but still smacked into the street with a heavy thump. 

Stunned by the bruising fall, John had enough self-awareness to start healing himself, easing the myriad of sharp pains shooting through his body. He felt a bone-deep weariness settling in, having already healed multiple severe injuries in the fight against Gahl’kalgor. As John struggled to sit up, he heard another burst of tachyon bolts, then grimaced as they slammed into his Lion suit. Fortunately for him, the armour plating was the toughest he was capable of forging, and the breastplate kept him safe from harm.

With a quick gesture John created a hex shield, then looked around to see who had shot him. He couldn’t see clearly through all the red covering his faceplate, so he pulled off the helmet to get a better look at his attackers. This was the closest he’d been to the Galkiran troops, with several of them standing less than a dozen metres away. 

Their scarlet faces were twisted with hatred, eye blazing with fury as they opened fire at him from point blank range. It was eerie and disconcerting to see such abject loathing from complete strangers, but John knew there could be no reasoning with them when they were in this state. He’d lost his grip on the runesword when Gahl’kalgor sent him flying, so he was free to use both hands to help him clamber back up again. 

Unlike the thralls, who hated him with every fibre of their being, John felt nothing but sympathy for the scarlet-hued women who were furiously trying to kill him. They were the Progenitor’s victims, duped into enslavement that would guarantee their inevitable deaths in some senseless and futile war. He couldn’t bring himself to harm them, so with a sweeping gesture, he launched a telekinetic wall that knocked them all sprawling.

John could still sense Kyth’vindathys, the runesword out there somewhere in the city. He raised his hand and called to the blade, just like he’d done before on this very same planet underneath Mael’nerak’s ziggurat.  He could feel it approaching, racing towards him as the weapon responded to his telepathic summons. With a ringing clang, the sword soared into his outstretched gauntlet, and he tightly gripped the comforting shape of the hilt. 

His weariness faded, ebbing away as a soothing calm eased his troubled mind. He’d been on the brink of exhaustion only moments before, but now that was replaced by a grim resolve. All other concerns quickly faded from his mind. The only thing that mattered now was to unleash his righteous fury upon this invader... to slay Xar’aziuth’s pawn, and take one step closer to achieving his vengeance.

He crouched down, then launched himself into the night’s sky, a rolling boom echoing across the city as he broke the sound barrier. 

***

Almari ducked back from the edge of the roof, having confirmed with her own eyes that the block was now surrounded. Galkiran thralls were advancing purposefully through the streets, as they moved forward to assault the next line of Maliri fortifications.

“We have to get you back to our troops,” the assassin-turned-bodyguard said to her charges. Looking pointedly at Jehanna, she added, “They need you to coordinate our defences.”

“I know,” the dusky-hued Terran replied, her brow furrowed with concern. “We’ll just have to take the chance that they don’t notice us, and fly back as fast as we can.”

“In this armour? We won’t make it off the rooftop without being spotted,” Almari said dubiously, tapping her white vambrace that sparkled brightly as it reflected the moonlight. “They already know we’re in this building, and there are squads actively searching for us.”

“Okay, any other suggestions then?” Jehanna asked, crawling over to the lip of the roof to see the enemy soldiers for herself.

“I’ll create a distraction,” the Maliri said, her determined expression confirming that her mind was already made up. “While I engage their forces, you can slip away while their attention is on me.”

“No way,” Jehanna replied, shooting her a disapproving glare. “I already told you that wasn’t an option.”

“It’s my job to protect you. There are hundreds-of-thousands of troops who desperately need your leadership,” Almari said, her tone softening. “I’d gladly give my life to save all those Maliri.”

As Jehanna balked at the suggestion, Ailita walked across the rooftop to stand at her side. “Wait for my signal, then fly back to the rally point,” she said calmly.

Before either of her companions could reply, the Nymph dove off the roof, her body shimmering as she fell. 

“Ailita! No!” Jehanna gasped in a strangled cry. 

She watched in horror as the shimmering pink mist dropped towards the street, right into the middle of a squad of thralls. While the Nymph was falling, it was easy to miss the fact that her form was rapidly growing, so when Ailita finished her transformation into a hulking white tiger, Jehanna and Almari were nearly as shocked as the Galkirans. 

The enormous feline pounced on the closest thrall, effortlessly pinning her to the ground with a huge paw, then let out a ferocious roar that reverberated down the streets. The Galkirans surrounding her yelped in surprise, then scrambled backwards, desperately trying to evade the terrifying predator that had appeared in their midst. Ailita lashed out again, knocking down several more of the armoured troops as she ran amok through their ranks. 

Leaving a trail of groaning thralls on the ground, Ailita barrelled into the next squad, knocking them from their feet with lightning fast swipes. She roared again in triumph, drawing the attention of every enemy marine in a three-block radius.

“We have to help her!” Jehanna said urgently, activating flight mode on her Paragon suit.

“Wait!” Almari said, grabbing her arm. “I think that was the signal.”

“I don’t care!” Jehanna protested. “Ailita’s in danger!”

One of the frantically scrambling thralls whirled around, and managed to level her tachyon gun in the tiger’s direction. She clamped her finger down on the trigger and unleashed a stream of tachyon bolts into Ailita’s flank. Fired at almost point blank range, those shots couldn’t miss, and Ailita snarled as the energy bolts slammed into her chest, blasting chunks out of her hide. 

Almari’s heart sank as she saw more of the thralls open fire on the sweet-natured Nymph, knowing that there was no way she could survive such a deadly barrage of firepower. 

“Don’t waste her sacrifice,” she said quietly to a sobbing Jehanna. “We need to go now.”

There was no blood in the street from those horrific gunshot wounds, and to everyone’s astonishment, they did nothing to slow the tiger down. She lunged forward and clamped her jaws on the offending Tachyon gun, then bit down and snapped the weapon in half. Ailita shook her toothy maw, sending the broken parts flying, then darted an impatient glance back up at the rooftop. The pink stripes on Ailita’s feline face made an angry V across her forehead as the Nymph frowned at their inaction. She let loose another deafening roar, then bounded away up the street.

“Ailita knows what she’s doing. Let’s go,” Almari insisted, tugging on Jehanna’s arm.

Jehanna reluctantly nodded, then held up a hand. “Just wait one second.”

She made an elaborate gesture towards the street below, then two more tigers crept out of the shadows, each one just as large and ferociously intimidating as Ailita. Their tails lashed with anticipation as they stalked towards the closest thralls, and it only took a moment for the frightened troops to spot them. The sudden appearance of more enormous beasts caused chaos amongst the Galkirans, and the thralls scattered, desperately fleeing the razor-sharp claws and fangs of the terrifying predators.

“Nicely done,” Almari said with admiration. “I doubt there’s anyone watching the sky now.”

The pair activated flight mode on their Paragon suits, then soared across the battlefield, completely ignored by the panicked troops below.

***

Retharyn’s Renegades had managed to evacuate from their bunker before being surrounded, but the Galkirans were hot on their heels. Tachyon bolts tore into the surrounding buildings, blasting glowing holes through walls, as the retreating Maliri came under a furious hail of gunfire. The sharp squeal of those shots echoed down the streets from both sides, catching the fleeing defenders in a crossfire as they raced across a junction. The Maliri were heavily outnumbered, so standing their ground and shooting back would have been tantamount to suicide. That left them no other choice but to sprint as fast as they could down narrow alleyways, as they fell back towards the rally point.

Tashana had been the last to leave the bunker, covering the retreat of her squadmates until they had all withdrawn from the fortifications. She sprinted after the maintenance bot that had come to rescue them, which floated silently behind the running Maliri. Fortunately, none of them had been hit so far, with the invaders only catching fleeting glimpses of the fleeing troops as they advanced down the side streets.

Arnayeth was the last of the Maliri marines to sprint across the open junction, and she was only a dozen metres from the alley when disaster struck. Her shields had been depleted while fighting in the bunkers, so there was nothing to stop the burst of tachyon bolts from slamming into her leg. Her black body armour saved her upper thigh, but one of those shots blasted through her knee, completely severing the lower limb. 

She screamed in pain as she sprawled across the ferrocrete, the agonised cry alerting her squadmates to her dire predicament. Tashana could see the rest of the squad huddled in the alleyway opposite, with Retharyn herself ready to rush out to save the wounded marine. The squad leader only made it a couple of steps before the Galkirans turned their guns on the next visible target. Tachyon bolts tore up the entrance to the alley, with several shots hitting Retharyn herself before she scrambled back to safety. 

The only thing that saved the squad leader from being cut down where she stood, was her suit’s protective shield, which had still been operating at half-strength. Even so, a couple of the shots ricocheted off her breastplate, and the narrow brush with death left Retharyn badly shaken. Tashana could see the doubt and indecision in the Maliri officers eyes, as she stared helplessly at her writhing squadmate.

“No! Stay back!” Arnayeth snarled through gritted teeth, as she waved away any further attempts to rescue her. 

Unburdened by fear, the maintenance bot didn’t hesitate to glide out of cover and rush to the injured woman’s side. Tilting forward, he smoothly scooped up the fallen Maliri in his broad arms, while an articulated claw reached out to grab her bloodied boot. His own shields were quickly overwhelmed as he came under heavy fire, and as the gliding automaton rushed towards the alley, the tachyon bolts began to strike his gleaming white plating. 

The first hit was to his torso, twisting him savagely as he hunched over to protect the wounded Maliri in his protective embrace. The floating chassis was bored through next, destroying the gravitic repulsor that kept the maintenance bot aloft. Crashing to the ground, the automaton skidded across the street as he came under more fire, only momentum pushing him onwards.

The bot screeched to a halt, his progress halted by the pavement bordering the street. With one arm dragging the wounded marine, he clawed his way across the last few metres to safety, his body rocked by multiple impacts. By the time he hauled Arnayeth into cover with a juddering arm, his torso had been ravaged by gunfire. Smoke rose from his ruined chassis, and the red glow in his eyes had started to fade. As the Maliri marines hauled them both back into the protection of the alley, the maintenance bot tilted up his head to glance across the street at Tashana. 

The Maliri pyrokinetic seethed with fury, the sight of her squadmate and one of the benevolent Collective being gunned down by the Galkirans tipping her over the edge. The Lionesses had done everything they could to avoid harming the invaders in this campaign, but the Galkirans were relentless, driving this conflict to its inevitable conclusion. Tashana had stayed her hand for as long as possible, but now thousands of Maliri lives were at stake. 

Casting aside all restraint, Tashana fully immersed herself in the seductive call of her inner flame. Eldritch energy coursed through her body, and her thoughts eagerly turned to fire... and burning. She would purge this city of invaders, and immolate everyone that threatened her friends, obliterating them all in a glorious inferno.

Raising his twitching arm, the maintenance bot reached out to grab Retharyn’s vambrace to get her attention. [+++Urgent warning+++[Open cautionary statement]Thirty seconds until she blows. [/End cautionary statement]]

The Maliri looked at the robot in confusion, until it released her arm and pointed across the street with a twitching finger. Tashana was barely visible in the conflagration engulfing the alleyway. The searing flames pouring from her body had melted the walls of the adjacent buildings and reduced them to charred ash. Fiery elementals cavorted in the street, as they rejoiced at being able to spread their infernal embrace.

Retharyn’s eyes widened with fear, and she turned back to the robot, but her frantic question died on her lips. The maintenance bot’s head tipped backward with a clang, the red eyes now dark and lifeless. 

***

Gahl’kalgor stormed straight up to Ilyana, his hand outstretched with sinister black zephyr’s swirling around his fist. He channelled more energy into this attack than ever before, then unloaded all his power on the impudent thrall that had dared to threaten Delsanra. The hexagons exploded outwards, unable to withstand such incredible force, leaving the Maliri horribly exposed.

Before Rachel could restore that barrier, the Progenitor lunged forward, taking advantage of his accelerated speed. He grabbed Ilyana by the throat and hauled her up off the ground.

“You insolent little maggot,” he snarled in her face. “I’ll make you pay for your vile insults!”

She flailed away at his arm, desperately trying to break his grip as he squeezed her throat. Gahl’kalgor gave her an evil grin, but he was so distracted by Ilyana that he forgot to pay attention to Alyssa. The blonde matriarch summoned several telekinetic lances, then launched them all at his exposed back. The flurry of impacts shattered enough hexagons to punch a hole in the barrier, then the last skewered him through the gaping rent in his body armour. 

The Progenitor howled with pain, his agonised cry intensifying as the lance sprouted barbs that tore through his wound. He created a new hex barrier to protect himself, then glanced at the Maliri struggling to break free with a pang of regret. Gahl’kalgor had wanted to prolong her suffering, but it seemed like he wouldn’t have that luxury now. He jerked his hand violently and snapped her neck, then tossed her limp body aside with a contemptuous flick of his wrist.

“Ilyana!” Alyssa cried out in anguish, her eyes wide with horror.

With a tortured grimace, Gahl’kalgor tore the bloodied lance from his torso, then winced as he rapidly regenerated all the damage it had caused. 

The Progenitor turned around to give Alyssa a wicked grin, revelling in her distress. “She deserved to suffer a thousa-”

He didn’t get to finish that taunt, as Gahl’kalgor was suddenly struck by a storm of ice javelins that pounded into his hex barrier, and knocked him back several steps. A white blur flashed past next, with twin ninjato slashing at his shield and further destabilising the psychic field.

*Valeria, give me more power!* he roared, his voice tinged with panic as he repaired the damage.

His matriarch threw the connection between them wide open, and poured a huge volume of eldritch energy into her master’s body. Gahl’kalgor’s eyes flared with euphoria as he revelled in the sudden influx of psychic power, and he readied another potent telekinetic blast for this latest attacker. He tracked Sakura as she raced around him, then it suddenly clicked that this peculiar looking thrall, with her distinctive golden-brown skin, was moving as fast as he was. 

With shocked recognition, he realised it was also the same female that he’d smashed across the park earlier that evening. He’d punched her with all of his might, and there was no way that she should have even been capable of crawling, let alone sprinting around him with psychically enhanced speed.

He glanced back at Alyssa, and saw that she was summoning more telekinetic lances, then he spotted a strange grey glow out of the corner of his eye. Whipping his head around, he gaped at Rachel, who was shrouded in an ethereal aura.

“Is this some trick?!” he balked, staring at them wild eyed. “How are you doing this?!”

Before anyone could answer, John dived straight into the stunned Progenitor, smashing him backwards as their hex shields collided. John used that impact to slow his momentum, and he skidded across the street until coming to a halt. His runesword burst into azure flames, and he advanced on Gahl’kalgor as the reeling Progenitor clambered to his feet.

“This ends now,” John snarled, his eyes blazing with cold fury.

***

Aboard the Bridge of the Galkiran flagship, Ashryn stared anxiously at the Tactical map. Her gaze was fixated on the white battlecruiser that had just roared past the dreadnought, and was now circling the city.

“Ready your guns,” she barked at the tactical officers. “It can’t be that hard to hit the damn ship! Don’t let it finish another attack run!”

The Galkiran gunnery crew acknowledged her orders with sullen nods, but when they were sure Captain Ashryn wasn’t looking in their direction, they exchanged glances and rolled their eyes. The thralls were fully aware how dangerous the Invictus was, and they’d been trying their hardest to obliterate the much smaller vessel. It seemed like the battlecruiser was impossible to hit though, as it somehow managed to dodge everything they threw at it.

Ashryn had started to hate everything about this dreadful campaign. They’d lost thousands of warships fighting their way to the enemy’s Throneworld, their every step harassed by Baen’thelas with his relentless ambushes. Now that they were finally here, finishing off the enemy progenitor should have been a simple task, but nothing seemed to be going according to plan. 

She’d never in her wildest dreams expected that the Galkiran flagship would be in any danger, but after all the damage the dreadnought had sustained, she had serious doubts that it was even spaceworthy. The ground assault had been another disaster, with countless dropships shot out of the sky, and the troop deployments a complete shambles. From the panicked updates she was receiving from the marine captains on the surface, it seemed the ground battle had gone just as badly as the debacle in space. 

All she wanted now was for Gahl’kalgor to return to his ship, then give her permission to return back home. These endless wars had lost all their appeal, and she desperately longed to spend as much time as possible with her beloved master. Ashryn glared at the holographic map, her eyes following the Invictus as it circled around them. Maybe there was something else she wanted too. Watching that irritating white ship get shot out of the sky would make her feel much better about everything.

Ashryn was about to order the helmswoman to push forward and bring the battlecruiser into range of the dreadnought’s guns, when she heard a thunderous crash behind her. She whirled around, and was shocked to see the reinforced doors vibrating as if from some huge impact. If there was any doubt where the noise had come from, it was immediately dispelled by the next deafening boom, as something massive slammed into the bulkhead. 

She shot up from the Command Throne and backed away from the reinforced doors. The rest of the crew followed suit as they abandoned their stations, and stared fearfully at the black portal. The battering impacts landed again and again, and Ashryn realised that the huge security doors, which were thicker than her waist, were starting to buckle under the strain.

Shards of black metal were flung across the floor, as the warping became even more pronounced. Ashryn saw a diagonal gap appear between the door panels, as the serrated teeth that were holding the door together were forced apart. The heavy thumps came to an abrupt end, and she backed away even further when she saw movement behind the door. What looked like dark-green scales was quickly replaced by a shining emerald eye, and a shiver of fear ran down Ashryn’s spine when she realised the monstrous creature was staring right back at her. 

“Open fire!” she stammered, pulling out her pistol and shooting wildly at the gap in the door.

The other thralls on the Bridge drew their own sidearms, and the door came under a hail of tachyon bolts. Ashryn kept firing until her pistol overheated, then she stared wide-eyed at the gap in the door, anxious to find out if they’d felled the beast. She could see no more sign of that terrifying reptilian eye, but back in the darkness a verdant light flickered into existence. 

It grew brighter by the second, until that searing light was blinding in its intensity. Ashryn felt a deep sense of dread, and she let out a scream of terror, but her voice was obliterated by the ear-piercing roar that consumed the Bridge.

***
 
Valeria followed after the Selan’kethari, her personal retinue of elite troops effortlessly carving their way through the defenders. She wasn’t really paying much attention to the ongoing battle anymore, as she was far too wrapped up in reliving her last conversation with Gahl’kalgor. After experiencing the depths of despair, Valeria now felt like she was floating on a cloud, elated at the sincere apology he’d given her and his promise to reward her for her millennia of loyal service.

She kept drawing energy from the psychic network, and dutifully channelling it to her Progenitor as he’d requested. Gahl’kalgor was consuming eldritch energy at a phenomenal rate, far greater than Valeria had ever witnessed before, and she was starting to grow concerned about how much power they had left. His admission that he was losing the battle without her help had given Valeria a huge boost to her self-esteem, but it was also worrying that this Baen’thelas was proving far harder to kill than either of them had expected.

Up ahead, her bodyguard fanned out on a mezzanine level of what appeared to be a trade district. They overlooked a lower level, and Valeria could see more of the Galkiran marines overrunning Maliri troops, who had set up defensive positions in the boutiques set into the walls. The golden-armoured defenders panicked, and broke from cover to flee for the exits, only to be gunned down by the merciless Galkiran forces.

Over on the far side of the trade district, Valeria noticed a brief flicker of light, followed by a bright flare of purple. Those bursts of light came more frequently, and Valeria gave them her full attention, the purple hue too rich and bright to be tachyon fire from her troops. That was when she heard the first scream, the shrill cry riven with fear. 

More Galkirans rushed into the trade district, but these marines weren’t hunting down defenders. The thralls had abandoned their weapons and were fleeing in terror, heedless of the ongoing battle ahead of them. An ear-splitting screech reverberated through the long gallery, and one of the Galkirans was pierced through the back by a vibrating telekinetic lance. She toppled over, dead before she hit the floor. 

Valeria’s mouth opened in shock as a white-armoured figure floated into the chamber, with more of the telekinetic spears floating above either shoulder. Those glowing purple lances thrummed with power as they slammed into the fleeing Galkirans, impaling the terrified soldiers onto the nearest walls in gory splatters of blood. A white blur darted between the rest of the routing troops, cutting them down with lethal efficiency that left a gruesome trail of dismembered corpses across the floor. Even Valeria was impressed by the brutal savagery on display.

*My Lord!* she exclaimed, holding her breath with excitement. *I’ve found Baen’thelas’ matriarch!*

She stared in disbelief at the white haired Maliri that floated serenely through the trade district, and couldn’t believe her luck. The blue-skinned woman was the lynchpin to Baen’thelas’ psychic network and slaying her would cause him great inconvenience.

*I need more power!* Gahl’kalgor raged, his desperate command tinged with fear.

Valeria froze where she stood, unsettled by a disturbing flood of emotions that left her reeling. The fact that Gahl’kalgor couldn’t seem to care less about finding the Maliri matriarch was startling, but nowhere near as much of a surprise as the fearful undercurrent in his terse reply. What really shocked Valeria though, was noticing that Baen’thelas’ matriarch had exactly the same white hair as Ashryn.

She focused on her psychic network again to give Gahl’kalgor all the eldritch energy he’d requested, and by force of habit checked on Ashryn’s irritatingly bright soul. Valeria blinked in surprise when she saw no sign of the white-haired Galkiran amongst all the thralls, and surprise turned to shock when she realised that Ashryn’s light had been abruptly extinguished. Her heart soared as she felt a jubilant sense of elation at the end of her rival... which quickly evaporated and turned into a sudden aching dread. 

***

Gahl’kalgor whirled around, desperately trying to block the huge runesword and stop it from striking his shield. Every time that gleaming blade struck his hex barrier, a resonant chime echoed down the street, and he could feel the diabolical weapon draining away his psychic reserves. Baen’thelas swung hard at his head and the Progenitor barely managed to hold back the blade with a double-handed parry. His axe was never intended for use as a defensive weapon, putting him at even more of a disadvantage in this brutal melee.

He held out a hand to drive away Baen’thelas with a telekinetic blast, but his opponent had been anticipating that kind of retaliation and deftly sidestepped the psychic attack. The blastwave roared out to slam into the buildings lining the street, caving them inwards as it ripped through the row. Gahl’kalgor desperately readied another blast, then he felt his hex barrier being assaulted from behind, the black hexagons shattered by that aggravatingly persistent thrall. 

He whipped his hand around to blast her instead, but Sakura scampered away, circling him too fast to be certain of a successful hit. Baen’thelas’ runesword slammed down onto his shield from the opposite side, the heavy blow marked by another ringing peal, and began leeching power from him once again. The Progenitor frantically turned back to deal with his rival, bitterly regretting allowing himself be distracted by the thrall. 

That was when he felt his psychic shield collapse, and a blinding stab of agony pierced through his right knee. He staggered backwards from Baen’thelas, and desperately renewed his hex barrier, before glancing down at the source of that searing pain. A dazzling white telekinetic lance had hit the back of his knee, punching through the weaker armour, and shattering his kneecap.

*It wasn’t me, my Lord!* Valeria blurted out, her voice brittle with fear. *I swear I never harmed her!*

Besieged by enemies striking him from all sides, it took Gahl’kalgor a moment to register what his terrified matriarch had just said. There could only be one woman that Valeria was referring to, and icy fingers of fear gripped his heart as he frantically searched his psychic network for Ashryn. The doting thrall had taken pride of place amongst all the Galkirans linked to him, but there was now a gaping hole where her shining light should have been.

He knew without a shred of doubt that she was gone, taken from him forever.

“Mother!” he wailed with grief, his heart threatening to break in two.

Tears streamed down his face, and he barely paid attention as Baen’thelas battered through his shield. The next blow struck his shoulder, with enough force to cut through his body armour and shatter his collarbone, the force of the impact driving the Progenitor to his knees. Flames seared his flesh, and he felt like his soul was being torn from his body, drained away by the insidious hunger of that ancient blade. Then pain ripped through his back, as two blades impaled him through the chest from behind, the twin ninjato piercing his devastated heart and turning it to ice. 

The axe fell from his limp fingers, and Gahl’kalgor looked up in defeated resignation at the gleaming runeblade as John drew it back for the killing blow. 

“Delsanra... forgive me,” he sobbed brokenly. 

Then the blade fell, cleaving Gahl’kalgor’s head from his shoulders in a blaze of vengeful flames. 



