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      It's 2350. Cold Fusion, AI nanotech cops, and the SkyLine between a dying Earth and a developing Mars are parts of life.

      Major General Christopher Droan has survived a crisis. It left him with trauma and a deeper understanding of his dad’s distrust for technology.

      Now all he wants is to focus on the love of his life, Sheeba.

      It’s a turbulent time to be a Major General, even one resigned to desk work. But the calm can only last so long. When tragedy strikes Precinct 117 in Shanghai, Chris and his unit are forced to gear up again.

      What waits for them in the heart of a robot with a beta personality matrix will change the planets on both ends of the SkyLine, mankind, and Major General Christopher Droan, forever.
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      The balance between human and Dragon rests on the shoulders of a young pilot on her first mission.

      Dawn Redding. An Admiral of the World Crisis Committee, she stands on the threshold of the life she gave everything for. She only needs to bring in the galaxy’s first outerworld outlaw.

      What waits for her crew at the edge of humanity’s reach; the land of the Dragons: redemption, or damnation?
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      Life was more simple as a servant.

      I’m destined to work under the boot of the Gold Standard for the rest of my life, to pay the debt of my dead father’s addiction to the most violent competition in the galaxy.

      The competition I’m participating in right now.

      Everyone in my crew are servants. My best friend Devin and I obeyed the Totalitarian Corporation all of our lives. Not anymore.

      Today, we fight for our freedom!

      If we fail, the Corporation will destroy us.

      The odds are high, but I never felt so strongly about anything else.

      Is my will to survive enough to see us through?
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      A sorcerer king, his wise advisor, and a young sorceress hiding her growing powers race to find an ancient power once thought lost.

      The power to control the universe... or to destroy it.

      The Enixar : The Sorcerer’s Conquest is a novella and dynamic introduction to an epic fantasy series you won’t be able to put down! Complete with a strong female protagonist, Sorcerer King, and political intrigue, this series dives into the core of Epic Fantasy and Science Fiction that fans will love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One: Gaps and Shadows

          

        

      

    

    
      All at once, Dawn’s eyes opened to light, from nothingness. Her first breath was a sharp one that stung her lungs. She twisted her head around every way her neck would allow for a glimpse of her surroundings. Panic sunk deeper in her bones with every glance. Her world consisted of two and a half feet - barely enough room between circuits and levers to turn around. The pod, she remembered.

      Dawn tried to remember her training. She tried to conserve oxygen. Calm. Calm was her mantra, one she just couldn’t follow. How long had she been in there? How far from Mukurus had the explosion flung her? How would anyone ever find her, drifting through the dim darkness of Antila II? Each breath became an extreme, either deflating her chest to a tiny, dense knot or expanding it to the point of pain against her ribcage. Faces flashed before her, unlabeled memories of people she knew from the world outside her tiny pod. Hard as she tried and little as she believed, Dawn couldn’t remember their names.

      The gruff Captain with the hollow, hoarse laugh. The researcher with a great smile he didn’t seem to know what to do with. The man with smoldering yellow irons for eyes, haunted by his own soul. Then there’s the memory of a force, a warmth, without a face. She thought it was a woman. It confused Dawn more than comforted her just then, that all she could remember about her was her voice and a pink light.

      “Dawn. You were a good teacher. I’m glad I met you.” The woman’s words floated through her mind like her pod through the darkness. Heavy as she knew they were, they remained weightless without gravity to give them meaning.

      “A… Alie…” Dawn tried to remember. Warm beads squeezed themselves from her eyes, without her full understanding. “No, dammit!” Dawn cocked her head back in frustration. What am I doing? She stopped herself a second before slamming it down. She turned on her side to curl up and consider her very few options.

      It took a few minutes, but Dawn eventually settled on two real choices. Float through space indefinitely and bereft of memory, or jostle her brain to remember. To remember the people that had saved her life, the reason she was even near Mukurus when it exploded. Without it, she was left only with maddening mystery and oxygen for a few days. Dawn sat up, breathed deep and ran her fingers along every cold, glossy panel. She searched everything she could reach, then shuffled to reach more. Dawn found analysis upon endless analysis.

      “How about this one?” Dawn asked herself. The tap of a finger brought up a fuel consumption report. “Alright… How about you?” She scrunched up to prod another of the screens. This one showed a flight pattern - a hardly significant, straight line through space it had no map for. Dawn remained patient for the next eight panels she checked.

      “Come on…” she grumbled at the ninth. Waste disposal records. “Give me something,” Dawn begged. The next panel answered her with ration recommendations. One display after another disappointed her, then enraged her. Her fists clenched. Water reserves. Coolant levels. Ambient temperature. Deacceleration charts. She couldn’t find a damn thing about her mission or her crew. Memories or no, the universal truth remained that a body can only cage so much frustration. Dawn swung her head down like a ball-point hammer, straight for the console of her pod. The thunk sent her very tiny world to black.
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        * * *

      

      Dawn’s teeth clenched tight. A single bead of warmth trickled down her sore forehead. The surface against her, however, was ice cold. Too cold to be the console of her tiny pod. She opened her eyes instead to a dull red stone. Dawn stepped back, bewildered to watch a streak of deeper red drip down from the dent her head had put in the clay wall. The pod had vanished from around her. It had been replaced with a different world, one big enough for her at least to stand. She could even walk three paces in any direction. Dawn turned around to survey the red stone room, which was somehow both familiar and a complete mystery.

      A cot sidled up against the rough back wall, with an energy-screened window over it. A toilet perched in wait for her relief in the opposite corner. A thick iron door marked the exit, a few inches left of her bloody head-dent. It had no handle.

      “Where...” Dawn muttered to herself. Her feet carried her on the wind of the thought, to the cot. She knelt on it to peer through the window. Ruby dots plunked down on the sheets around her knees, soaking outward like bloody little explosions. On the other side of clear energy waves that she knew better than to touch were traces of a landscape she never thought she’d see again.

      Barren, crimson clay stretched out from the outer wall of her cell to a rich, azure body of water. From the look of it, the lake stretched all the way around the building, which was on an island. A few thick-trunked trees with peeling skin of bark on the outsides stuck up from the arid, red soil here and there on the island. Beyond the far shore of the lake, however, the forest was dense. The shadow of the canopy was too deep to see past. Dawn bent down to angle her view up at the sky. The translucent beige tinge of a terradome veiled the stars, and she could only barely make out the shimmering blue streak of the SkyLine high above.

      “Mars… I’m on…the hell is going on here?” Dawn asked, of any force that knew. Even she herself might have the answer, she realized, if she could only remember something - anything! That boiled a pot of frustration deep in her gut. She’d never planned to return to her home planet. Now she was in some sort of prison from the looks of it, and she couldn’t even remember why. But from what Dawn remembered about prisons, there had to be at least one other person there with her to hold the keys. “Hey! What the hell? Anyone! Where is this?” she called out.

      “Settle down!” another woman’s voice rasped. Dawn stiffened upright to listen more carefully. She had to pinpoint where it had come from.

      “Or what?” Dawn challenged, just as loud.

      “Or you’ll bring the coats, jackass! What’s wrong with you?” hissed the other woman. The longer she spoke, the clearer a chord of recognition plucked in Dawn’s brain. It wasn’t the same woman who Dawn dreamed of as a pink warmth, but it was someone she knew. She tracked the woman’s voice to a nearby wall, where the tiniest crack near the ceiling let her voice in.

      “Coats?” Dawn answered, lower.

      “The nurses! You… Oh God, you’re having another episode, aren’t you?” asked the woman. Episode? The word sent a twinge of heat through Dawn’s muscles. She resisted the inexplicable urge to put her fist in the wall to say:

      “If I was, would I ask your name?” The woman sighed long and loud.

      “Yes. Great. They’ll be here any minute now, no matter how quiet we are,” she said.

      “And what would you tell me?” Dawn asked, shaking off any shivers about the arrival of the nurses. Is this an asylum? she wondered, though she knew better than to handle more than one mystery at a time.

      “What?”

      “Your name,” Dawn explained.

      “Morgan,” the woman told her. Dawn’s forehead scrunched, as if with a will of its own.

      “I…don’t like you very much, do I?” asked Dawn. A bark of laughter escaped Morgan before she answered.

      “I would imagine not. I’m the one who brought you here,” she told Dawn.

      “Wha- why?” Dawn stammered. Her knuckles crackled as they tightened into a sore fist. It was that pain of recent use that stopped Dawn from giving in to the urge to abuse rock. Memory or not, she wasn’t one to repeat the same mistake twice.

      “I tried to use your brain as a bargaining chip to involve myself in a certain…program. Should have known better than to try and manipulate that bastard. He… She… Whatever it is now, always finds a way to come out on top,” Morgan told her. Dawn stifled the urge to scream when the distant tap of footsteps tickled the inside of her ear.

      “What do you mean, you used my brain? Is that why I don’t remember anything?” Dawn demanded.

      “No- I turned you over for interrogation. About the outlaw, Drogan. About what happened on Mukurus. You gave it all up, no problem. The memory loss is a side effect of our…treatment,” Morgan did her best to explain with what little time they had. The footsteps stomped louder each second.

      “Our? I thought you turned me in?” Dawn struggled to wrap her mind around what she was being told.

      “And I was fool enough to think he’d let me come and go as I pleased,” Morgan laughed at her own apparent stupidity, “We both know things he doesn’t want going around. Being captive members of this…research was a perfect arrangement for him.”

      “I don’t know anything!” Dawn screamed when she heard the steps stop outside her door.

      “You just don’t remember,” Morgan amended. “Try asking him. You told him everything.”

      “Who?” Dawn shrieked. The iron door swung in, slamming over the rock where Dawn had left an imprint of her head. Morgan fell silent. Three silhouettes stepped through a dull light into the room with her. Long white coattails billowed behind two women with long teal gloves on. The man between them bore a sleek suit jacket. Beneath were a dark, solid purple dress shirt and a checkered violet tie. His lips curled into a smile as he spoke.

      “Do you know who I am?” he asked.

      “If you thought I did, would you ask?” Dawn countered. One of the long-coated nurses moved in immediately. Between two fingers, she pinched a long-needled syringe. The man in the suit stopped her from going closer with a gentle hand. He took the lead, stepping within a foot of Dawn’s cot. She flattened against the wall to put the comfort of distance between them.

      “Amazing… You’re virtually the same, with or without any memories,” the man marveled. He reached into his jacket for something. Dawn tensed up immediately, ready to strike. The man moved in, lashing something from his pocket. Dawn launched a kick, which he easily sidestepped. The man bent to offer his hand and a napkin from inside his jacket. “Marcus Brass. I’m here to help you.” Dawn glared at the napkin for a few hostile seconds, then ripped it away from Marcus.

      “Why don’t I remember anything?” Dawn demanded while she dabbed the blood away from the gash on her forehead. Marcus made his cautious way over beside her. “May I?” he asked, motioning for an empty spot on the cot. At Dawn’s uneasy nod, Marcus even turned his back to plop down beside her.

      “I suspect it’s a side effect of your treatment,” he said, “You’ve been having periodic fits of acute amnesia since you entered the most recent stage. Only in withdrawal from your injections-”

      “Treatment?” Dawn echoed.

      “When you came to us, you were oxygen deprived and starving from spending too long in an auxiliary pod. There was…significant damage to your brain and lungs. The only chance we had at saving you was to incorporate you into a test program for a new medicine,” Marcus explained.

      “The only chance? Hah! I don’t even care about Dawn and I can’t listen to your bullshit!” Morgan’s voice roared in laughter through the cracks in the wall. Marcus cocked his head to one of the nurses. In the eerie light from the terradome outside, Dawn thought she caught a glimpse of a seam along the ridge of his jawbone. It looked almost like his face was a mask.

      “I think Morgan is due for her own treatment,” he said to her. The nurse turned on her heel and left to deal with the cackling old woman immediately. Dawn balled up her fist, instantly on edge at how quickly Morgan was stifled. Marcus reached into his pocket again. Dawn lunged for him, only to be frozen mid-strike. A chill spread through her blood from the stinging spot where the other nurse had stuck a needle in her neck. The injection stole muscle function from everywhere but her lips.

      “What… What do the injections do?” Dawn asked when she realized she could still speak.

      “That one calms you down,” Marcus told her. When his hand slid out from inside his suit, he had a syringe of his own. This one was thick steel, with a stripe of glass down the middle to monitor what was inside. Dawn’s eyes couldn’t widen, with her eyelids immobilized, though they belied her fear nonetheless. She watched a formless black tar, something between gas and liquid, swirl inside the syringe. “This is the one that helps.”

      “What…is it?” Dawn shuddered. Marcus leaned her forward with a hand on her shoulder. The nurse lifted the back of Dawn’s shirt and applied a cold swipe of alcohol. Dawn’s insides shuddered as a quarter-inch thick spike of steel pierced the bottom of her spine. She growled and whimpered while Marcus injected her nervous system with formless darkness.

      “Dear Ms. Redding…I’m hoping, at the end of this, you’ll be able to tell us. The only way out of this treatment for you, I’m afraid, is through it,” Marcus told her. There was something almost like sympathy in his voice.

      “How…” Dawn tried, finding the words suddenly harder to articulate, “How long have I been here?”

      “Captain Dawn Redding: Patient 07 in the Slayer Program since the destruction of Mukurus eight months ago,” Marcus recited to her from a clipboard the nurse handed him. With the white-coated woman’s help, he laid Dawn down on her cot and even tucked her in under the covers. Marcus and the nurse headed through the door. He held it ajar for just long enough to tell her, “I would love to stay longer, but I have a meeting tomorrow at an Earth consulate with a task force to do what you couldn’t. Don’t worry. It will all come back to you.”
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      Kalus arched his back to scratch the space between his bony shoulders against the rough stone pillar. It was stained an eternal off-white from years of beatings from dust on the wind. Dark cracks ran up and down it like capillaries beneath sickened skin. Still, if these pillars were strong enough to hold up an entire ring-shaped floor of stony rooms and the new WCC base, they were strong enough for a decent back scratch. It was all Kalus could do to pass the time. That, or talk to Sophia. Imagining the forced small talk turned Kalus’ stomach. No, he much preferred to stand directly across from her, against a stony support pillar of her own, and scratch his back.

      “Unbelievable,” sighed Sophia, arms crossed. She puffed half of her short bangs out of her face as she shook it. Her black pearls for eyes settled on Kalus. The color of their skin was the only thing the two had in common - a pale pallor endowed by very different lives both spent mostly indoors. At the uttering of one word, the atmosphere between them shifted. The very air seemed to stretch, tense, ready to snap. Unbelievable.

      “What’s that?” Kalus dared. He cocked an eyebrow, ready to lunge verbally or physically any moment. The irony both understood, but neither appreciated, was that they shared a thought about their Captain’s unusual tardiness. Is this his idea of a joke? This would be only the most recent in a long list of the Captain’s attempts to remind Kalus and Sophia that they were counterparts on the same unit.

      “Thousands of years, these pillars have stood. Thousands, Kalus,” Sophia marveled, as if he knew exactly what she meant by that. The enraging thing, for the slender blonde-mopped young man, was that he did. After countless hours of training in this very arena, of course he did.

      “I know about the Roman Coliseum, Soph. My uncle might not be Chairman of anything, but I did have an education,” Kalus told her. Her forehead wrinkled more each second, from the sound of that infuriating pet name to the end of Kalus’ sentence. By the end of it, she looked five times her young age.

      “My name is Sophia. I can’t help who my uncle is, but if you’re going to use his position to insult me, you might as well use the right one. Chairman of the WCC’s Outerworlds Outreach Program,” Sophia corrected for the fifth time. All the things she wanted to scream bulged in the vein on her forehead. “And forgive me for assuming, but you did actually grow up in a cave.”

      “Well, I don’t expect you to know the difference - what with your upbringing as niece of the Chairman of the WCC’s Outerworlds Outreach Program - but a mine and a cave are actually different,” Kalus sneered. “Anyway, what’s your point? About the pillars?” He cut in, before Sophia could actually combust. Whatever she’d planned to say caught in her throat. She had to clear it before she could speak again.

      “The ancients erected this place for competitions of man and beast. It was to please the gods. Even as the world moved ahead, and people stopped worshipping fire and lightning, even as cobblestone roads became concrete and fumes from cars eroded the atmosphere, this place remained. Thousands of years of political, social and religious change, not to mention erosion, and it persevered. Just to have a dipshit like you scratch your back on it,” Sophia exclaimed, as if truly astonished. Kalus’ first instinct was to launch. After all, he was the Arms Master of the crew- he’d proven in training before she had no chance at beating him close up. It just wasn’t worth the chewing out from the Captain he’d get later.

      “Aw, don’t say that!” Kalus laughed instead. He could almost see the nerve pinch in Sophia’s neck. “It does nicely as a stand for your uncle’s fancy treehouse.” Kalus jabbed a finger straight up, at the massive steel disk of a building which outsized the Coliseum that held it up by a hundred feet all around. A massive, circular opening in its center let the late-afternoon sun down on them. “It’s the perfect height for you and him to look down your long-ass noses at the rest of us.” Sophia’s back peeled away from her stony column. Mission accomplished, Kalus thought with a grin. He kept his feet planted as she trudged straight for him. He flexed his fingers in preparation.

      “You two!” The words boomed through the open amphitheater. They bounced around in a wide array of tones, off of sand, stone and steel. Kalus and Sophia straightened up instantly. The flames rolled back from between them, back down their throats and into their lungs.

      “Captain.”

      “Captain Demi,” Sophia and Kalus said at once, the former much stiffer than the latter. Kalus let his loose fingers down from his forehead long before Sophia even breathed. This earned him a glare from Captain Demitri Alexander, but also a devilish smirk.

      “You can at least act like you respect me,” growled Demi. Kalus’ eyes flitted up and down his Captain, a foot taller than he and entirely filled out with sculpted muscle. His dark brown hair was slicked back above two smoldering hazel eyes. A thick chinstrap and goatee of the same color rounded his jaw, which protruded with pride yet knew how to smirk. Demi wheeled on Sophia next. “And you - God knows how you ever take a seat with that stick up your ass. Ease up, just a little. You’re making me uncomfortable.”

      “Ye-yes sir,” Sophia fumbled. Heat rose to flush the arc of her cheeks.

      Kalus imagined it would be hard for her - sticks in asses was in her genes. After all, she was the niece of the man upstairs. The one they’d been waiting to see. The Chairman of the Earth WWC Consulate. Kalus choked a chuckle at the thought that the poor girl probably didn’t wipe without taking measure of her form first. He couldn’t blame her, though, not really. He’d seen firsthand on Saturn how WCC goons groomed their kids. He couldn’t blame her, but he could damn well bust her uptight chops.

      At the same time, Sophia imagined it must be hard for Kalus to walk in a straight line, after the crooked path that dumped him on the WCC’s doorstep. She smirked at the thought of how her uncle would receive this Outerworld ruffian. If anyone could put Kalus in his place, it was Marcus Brass. If it wasn’t Captain Demi - former Blue Terra undercover specialist himself - that recommended Kalus, she doubted he ever would have made it half this far.

      Demi stopped between them, thumbs hooked in his thick belt. He turned his head back and forth, from Kalus and Sophia.

      “You two… My Artillery Specialist,” Demi said to Sophia Brass. “My Arms Master,” said Captain Demi to Kalus Delphi. “You two are counterparts. The shield to address one another’s weakness. You make up a perfect defense system, together. No other way. How many times do we have to go over that? I don’t want to have to remind you of it in the field. Which is exactly where we’re going.” To this, there was no quirky comeback. No quip. Not from Kalus or Sophia. Not this time. Then Demi turned back to the fourth body in their unit, who had slipped into the Coliseum quietly behind him.

      “They were at it again, huh?” she asked. “Guess I owe you dinner, Cap.”

      “Lil! Betting on the failures of your own brother?” Kalus cried out in mock disappointment. Lilia shook her head, twice as disappointed as their Captain.

      “I bet against your failure, Kal,” she told him. Kalus let his eyes wander to the ground, so he couldn’t feel her glare.

      “Well…I guess it’s a bit your fault, too, if you actually believed Soph and I could stand to wait here this whole time alone,” he muttered, the same way he used to when their mother would come down on them. Lilia sighed.

      “Even I’m not that optimistic. I bet you’d last fifteen minutes, at least,” she told him. She clasped a hand on his shoulder, smiling in spite of herself. Her shoulder-length hair was a darker shade of blonde than her brother’s, though they shared the same sea glass green eyes. Their similarities ended there. Sophia had spent many a long training session wracking her brain for how in the hell two slum surfers from Saturn from the same family had come out the other end so different.

      “If I could have three Lilias on this crew, I would. Hell, I’d swap myself out to have four of your sister,” Demi chuckled to Kalus, “But as it stands, we’re it. The last hope of the Milky Way against those scaly scumbags. The Dogs of War.”

      At his this announcement, Sophia, Kalus and Lilia turned in to share a single nod. For the first time, the true gravity of their mission weighed on them. They’d veiled it in humor and avoided discussing it for weeks since they arrived here to train at the new Earth Consulate for the WCC. The time for that was gone. No one needed to say it - every one of the Dogs of War felt it like a stone in the pit of their gut.

      Captain Demi stepped between them for a nearby pillar. This support was steel, far younger and much taller than its stone counterparts. It reached up past the high walls of the ancient Coliseum, to the underside of the disk-shaped Consulate. Kalus, Sophia and Lilia followed a step behind their Captain to the base of the steel pillar. A hidden panel slid aside to let them in. The platform beneath their shoes floated up without a sound, without a tremor. A holographic screen activated on the inside of the lift as it rose.

      Welcome to the Worlds Crisis Committee’s Earth Consulate
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        * * *

      

      The Dogs of War stood stiff before the desk they’d been waiting to see. None, however, were quite so rigid as Sophia. Her last name was also on the plaque of the man they’d been waiting to see. The man they’d seen only as a projection and heard only as a voice in an earpiece. Their mission supervisor.

      “Chairman Brass. Always a pleasure,” smiled Captain Demi, the only one on the unit who’d met Marcus Brass before. The Chairman gave him a nod of courtesy from the other side of his high-walled silver desk. Ornamental silver sculptures of rising waves climbed each corner of it. Its surface shimmered an eggshell veil over his dark skin. His frizzy hair was pulled back in a black and gray ponytail.

      “Demitri. Sorry - Captain Alexander,” Marcus spread a wide, white smile. “Forgive me, it has been a while.”

      “Certainly has. But you can still call me Demi,” said the Captain.

      “And you can still call me Marcus,” said the Chairman, “All of you. After all, one of you is my niece, and the other two I know through an old friend.”

      “Nice to meet you,” smiled Lilia.

      “Uncle,” nodded Sophia.

      “Marcus,” Kalus acknowledged. It was nothing outside his usual way, though his lack of restraint was in part just to watch Demi tense up. Kalus was convinced the wild-eyed whiskey-chugging soldier that’d gotten him into this mess was still there, somewhere underneath his fancy new Captain pin.

      “Don’t mistake that for permission to loosen up,” Marcus warned, one eye suspiciously fixed on Kalus, “How I found you is entirely separate from why you are here. You came highly recommended from Demi, after that scuffle against the Dragons on Saturn. That’s why the WCC needs you. Mind you, this is the Worlds Crisis Committee now, with an S. This is a group concerned with the safety of all human settlements from here to the Outerworlds. I am the Chairman of the Earth Consulate, and you four are its first official task force. The Dogs of War.”

      “Yes sir,” rumbled Demi. The rest of his unit followed suit with the same two words of resolution. Even Kalus felt himself straighten up with something like pride. To be chosen. From all the planets under the WCC’s umbrella. From every God-forsaken hole-in-the-wall colony. He was chosen, because Demi saw what he could do when no one else did. Kalus figured he owed it to his Captain at least to go through the official motions.

      “Dogs of War, are you ready for your assignment?” Marcus prompted. At the flick of his fingers, a holographic keyboard blinked to life an inch above the surface of his desk.

      “Yes sir,” the unit answered again, with a half-second’s dissonance. Marcus’ lips tightened up as he jabbed commands into his keyboard.

      At the end of a five-second silent drumroll of virtual keys, a prism of light shone up from his desk. Marcus slid his chair to the side so the light could manifest as a screen on the wall behind his desk. The images that appeared on it sent chills up and down every inch of the Dogs’ of War bodies. The screen showed several locations that they knew on sight. The rings of Saturn. Jupiter’s floating cities. Neptune’s new developments around a massive Chrysum pit. The detail that tied all of the places together was the one detail of each picture the Dogs hadn’t seen before. Creatures that outsized men by half, with wings spread from their backs. Their scales glinted in the light of space stations and mining colonies. Their eyes glowed like precious gems against the darkness of space. Dragons.

      “You four, like most of the informed public, know about the increase of Dragon sightings around the Milky Way. The pictures here are only a few instances that have actually been documented. They aren’t just sightings, either. The Dragons have raided several transport and supply freighters. Now…as part of a discreet task force, I have some information for you that the public doesn’t have access to, no matter how well-informed,” said Marcus. He folded his hands on his desk. He eyed every last one of the Dogs of War before he went on.

      “The increase in Dragon presence is directly correlated to a mission the WCC commissioned eight months ago. The crew of a ship called the Arcadia was sent to the galaxy Antila II to track the Dragons to their homeworld. The mission…resulted in the destruction of Mukurus, the Dragons’ planet. This killed a huge portion of their population, but also released the survivors from their artificial sleep. The truth is, there are more Dragons awake now than ever, including their leadership circle. They’re called the Higher Order, and thanks to them, we have an organized war effort on our hands,” Marcus explained. He watched the Dogs tense up as he went on. Fingers clenched into fists. Feet shuffled. No amount of training could shield them from the shock of such admission.

      “What…happened to the crew of the Arcadia?” Kalus broke the heavy silence that befell them.

      “Arms Master Kalus,” Marcus said, curt at the same time as courteous, “The flow of information in this office is one way, until I say otherwise.” Kalus clenched his jaw to keep down a snarl, which Marcus took as a decent enough apology. “There are so many Dragons in the Outerworlds, in fact, that we are forced to consider that the Dragons must have a base somewhere in the galaxy. Footage and raid reports lead us to believe they may be operating from somewhere on Jupiter. Your mission is threefold. Locate the Dragons’ base of operations in the Outerworlds. Disrupt the communications between the Higher Order and the rest of the Dragons. Establish new SkyLine branches from each planet you visit on the trip. If ships can break from the main SkyLines between Mars and Neptune to the planets between, we can avoid the Dragon attacks and save fuel and time.” Marcus raised an eyebrow at Lilia when she raised her hand just over her shoulder.

      “Excuse me, Marcus. Might I ask a question?” she said. Marcus gave her a curious nod. “I thought...we couldn’t establish new SkyLines in the Outerwords because of Chrysum shortages? That the technology didn’t exist yet, to create a safe branch so far out?”

      “Ah, perceptive,” Marcus nodded, genuinely impressed. Teacher’s pet, Kalus said silently with the roll of his eyes. “The technology doesn’t exist, outside of this room and your ship. The Cerberus is equipped with a device called the SkyLine Launcher. This is developed from research I oversee personally called the Slayer Project. No one outside this room is to know of it until we’ve stabilized the new SkyLine branches. Are we clear?” The Dogs of War gulped and nodded simultaneously. “Sophia.”

      “Ye-ye-yes, Uncle?” the girl stiffened.

      “As Artillery Specialist on the crew, you’ll be operating the SkyLine Launcher. You’ll find a manual and virtual tutorial available to you on board. My research-escort will join you on Neptune - he’ll be able to help you with it too.” Marcus told her.

      “Yes, Uncle.” Sophia managed to sound just a bit more solid. Marcus Brass only smirked.

      “Say something else,” Marcus surprised her. Her eyes widened to fill their sockets as he said, “So I know you’re hearing me. That you understand exactly what it is I’m putting on your shoulders.”

      “I’m opening new trade and transport routes…for the first time in almost a hundred years. With a technology that no one is allowed to know about…” Sophia muttered. The rest of the Dogs could hear her mind struggle to stretch around it. “Where…is the Cerberus?” Marcus let slip a chuckle at the honest curiosity that seeped through the crack in her nervous armor.

      “Allow me to answer with two questions of my own. First: Dogs of War, do you understand your mission?” asked Marcus. Captain Demi nodded without hesitation. The rest of his crew stood frozen until he shot them urgent glares, at which each of them followed his lead. “Good. The time for sorting out volatile chemistry has passed. Now you must be a unit. The unit that stands between our galaxy and the Dragons,” said Marcus, with a particular focus on Kalus and Sophia.

      “Now, about the Cerberus, and my second question. The WCC already had an office in Beijing. And London. And New York. Why do you think we chose to build yet another in Rome, instead of designating one of those the official Earth Consulate? Anyone?” Marcus opened the floor to the group.

      “For us,” Demi realized first. It was the only reason he could think of for the disk-shaped design with a massive opening in the center. “So the Worlds Crisis Committee - with an S - task force could launch directly from briefings.”

      “Like I said earlier. You’re here for your abilities,” Marcus smirked. Then he turned directly to his niece. “The Cerberus is beneath us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three: Council in the Clouds

          

        

      

    

    
      Drogan startled himself upright from the dark pit of a dream. He took only one sharp glance in either direction before he remembered where he was. Three months, and he still forgot every time he fell asleep. Dreams were the only relief for him, from the great monotonous nothing his life had become. Five months of being strung up by his wrists. Of thick clouds slapping him in the sides and face when the wind whistled through countless windows in his stony new home. Drogan couldn’t decide which was worse; this, or the three months he’d spent adrift inside a shell made from DA-Vos’ glistening black nanomachines. At least he had someone to talk to then. Now it was just him. No matter how close DA-Vos might be, they couldn’t communicate openly. The shimmering Chrysum bindings that held him up in the shape of a T not only bound him in human form but blocked any communication with his partner.

      Something rumbled down the hall. Drogan flattened his feet on the musty ground to stand straight. It was a sound he knew. Those…things that worked with the Dragons were somewhere nearby. Though they rarely entered his room for anything besides a prod or a slice, it was a break from the torturous boredom of hanging in a completely empty stone room. Though neither Drogan nor his jailers could understand one another, they could at least shout at one another. It was the only stimulation for his mind, besides dreams.

      Drogan dreamed of his fiancée and their tiny apartment, filled with relics from his father’s time. He dreamed of glistening Chrysum mines in cosmic rings. He dreamed of neon streaks inside nanomachine tunnels through space. More than once, Drogan dreamed of the horrors of Machaeus’ true form deep in the heart of Mukurus. He saw the planet devolve into a cracked inferno as the bodies of Dragons roused from their slumber. Those same Dragons had brought him here, and Drogan suspected they remained. He couldn’t be sure anymore, though. He hadn’t been outside his room since the day he arrived.

      Could Drogan have his choice of dreams, he would see that day every night. He would relive every detail, committing it to memory. After spending three months adrift in stasis that would have killed any human, however, he was far less than attentive. What Drogan recalled about his arrival were a mere few hazy frames. The memories were like a handful of photos taken by a camera in extreme motion. He spent every night reviewing them.

      One photo contained tall, yellow-and-red clay pillars. They looked to have been carved with elaborate designs at some point, but the thick, cloudy winds of wherever they were had worn them down to naught. Drogan managed to remember eight columns, four on each side of a high double door.

      Another of his distorted recollections was of a long, slender hallway filled with Dragons. Every one of them had stopped their seemingly urgent business to watch two of their own drag Drogan down the hallway. Exhausted as he was, he had managed to turn his head. He had gotten a glance into one particular room, which had caught his attention with the technicolor light it cast through the doorway. Inside, Drogan glimpsed what looked to him like a place of worship. The tall, red-yellow stony walls were lined with windows of colored glass. Each one let in light from outside in a different hue of a vast spectrum. The light beams criss-crossed on the floor in a gorgeous tapestry and illuminated those…things. It was the first time he’d seen them. Bowing. Kneeling. If Drogan didn’t know any better, he might have guessed they were praying. They seemed to be focused around a central podium, almost like an altar. He’d heard, on that day, the word Fader pop up several times in Dragon’s tongue. Things were hardly clear, but Drogan was fairly sure they were talking about the creatures at worship.

      The Fader’s shape was almost human, if not for the two extra limbs and glaring outer shell that was more like chitin than skin. Like humans, each of them had their own eye color. The color of their hair was just as unique from one individual to another, though it was not bunched up in focused areas like a human’s. The Faders were covered from head to toe in tiny, hardly noticeable hairs, more like an insect’s. The oddest thing about them, Drogan noticed that day, was their extremities. Each of the Faders’ six limbs was equipped with something between a crab pincer and a human hand. They had five phalanges, though two of them were longer than the others, and edged. The Faders wore no protective gear and surprisingly could seem to survive the conditions of Jupiter. That left Drogan with the conclusion that they were of the same, harsh solar system as the Dragons. Another race of Antila II, for whom the conditions of the Milky Way were a vacation.

      The Dragons handed Drogan off to two of these creatures, who dragged him to the room he occupied now. He hadn’t left since. He hadn’t seen any Dragons since. Only Faders, and only every few days - sometimes weeks. The place was built more like a temple than a prison, though it served as one just as well for him. He knew by sound alone to expect a visit from his wardens. He suspected the Faders feared him; they never wandered too close to his room unless they planned to enter. Drogan swung his head up to the doorway at the click of their armored footsteps.

      “Ah, Susan and…Geoffrey, right?” Drogan welcomed them. He had names for all of the Faders that paid him the occasional visit. These two, in particular, were easy for him to recognize. Susan was on the shorter side of his watchers. Drogan knew Geoffrey by the orange fuzz up and down his body- a rare color amongst Faders he knew.

      “Grrsh harch. Murk mahptitana,” Susan scolded. Most things sounded like scolding in the harsh tongue of the Faders. How the Dragons understood them, Drogan had yet to figure out. He guessed the tiny circuited nodes in the sides of their heads might have something to do with it.

      “Well, I did try something new with my hair. Flipped it to one side with my sweat right before you came in,” Drogan told Susan - who was a her only because that was what he picked from a hat. He had no actual way to distinguish one gender of Fader from the other.

      “Reckel mel nak do bat,” Geoffrey hissed.

      “No, Geoffrey, I would never! How could you even imply…” Drogan trailed off, true to the theme of his theater for the day. These little shows were the only thing between him and a long overdue breakdown. Drogan leaned forward to whisper, exclusively to Geoffrey. “I know you and Susan have been having trouble lately, but you’ve been together for eight years and- agh!” Drogan clenched the rest between his teeth when Susan thrust a knee in his gut.

      “Kred mo tak!” she roared.

      “Now there’s the fire that’s missing from the bedroom! See, this is why you two should seek counseling-”

      “Raketah metah!” Geoffrey threw in for good measure, a second before the jab of his Chrysum rod. The spark jumped through Drogan’s veins. It rattled his body from head to toe. Geoffrey withdrew it only to screech, “Reekah metah? Reekah metah?”

      “One more time, Geoffrey. I didn’t hear,” Drogan grumbled. Chrysum aftershocks jumped through his limbs. They twitched in anticipation of another jab. Geoffrey moved in, close enough for the fuzz on his glossy humanoid face to prickle Drogan’s.

      “Reekah metah?” In just that instant, he could see a pulse of Chrysum dance through the node on the side of Geoffrey’s head.

      “Reekah metah,” Drogan imitated, slow, without an inkling of what it meant. So they do understand, he realized, the node is a translator. At once, he also understood just why the Dragons hadn’t fitted him with one. “They send you…so I don’t go poking around behind the red tape? Is that it?” He asked. Drogan knew he wouldn’t understand the answer - not verbally. He hardly saw Geoffrey’s Chrysum rod fly up at his face. There it was - bingo.

      The next thing Drogan knew, he was opening his eyes again. He didn’t know exactly when the world had gone black, or how long it stayed that way. He blinked a total of eight times before the world refocused around him. Susan and Geoffrey were on their way through the door.

      “Reekah metah…” Drogan mumbled to himself, “It was a question… The hell are they asking me?” He tucked the question in the idea bank to occupy himself later. For now, for once, Drogan actually had something else to do. Listen.

      It had taken weeks, but he had finally worn down a Chrysum vessel in the side of his bindings. He had discovered that, if he leaned far to one side, he could stiffen the chains holding up his opposite arm enough to flick a tube. It was something like hard plastic, and let through a flow of silver-blue fluid - Chrysum. Drogan could stand to flick it, hard, four times an hour without injuring himself. He did this for hours - all day, every day. Just yesterday, he found he’d disrupted the flow enough to tune into the Dragon’s unspoken communication network. It came through as whispers, and only with extreme focus, but Drogan could hear them.

      He closed his eyes. He let every muscle in his body relax. He only needed the one in his skull just then. Drogan tracked every one of Susan and Geoffrey’s footsteps. They paced over what he estimated to be three rooms. He couldn’t hear them anymore, only the responses of who they were reporting to.

      “Rootem vetra. Lodeh doola rotemahk,” the voice of a Dragon echoed through Drogan’s mind.

      “What the hell are they saying, Donellanus? Did they get something out of him? New weapons, bases, the Slayer Program? Anything?” another Dragon grumbled, frustrated. “You know what happened with the Arcadia was only the beginning.”

      “Not yet. They don’t seem to understand that he doesn’t speak Fader. I’ve been trying to train them in our tongue, but it’s a struggle for their…vocal equipment,” answered the first Dragon, Donellanus.

      “I don’t understand why you humor these creatures! Why not delegate two of us to interrogate him?” demanded the second Dragon.

      “Caullen,” said Donellanus, his tone a warning. “First, mind your tongue before Dormis. He has graciously offered the help of his people to fill a gap we could not hope to, not without the Faders. There aren’t enough of us. We need Dragons out in the SkyLine. In the Outerworlds. Besides, these headpieces are a closed network. It helps to have interrogators he can’t get inside the heads of. Drogan knows what we want to know. The Faders will get something out of him. Just give them time.”

      “Let me remind you, Donellanus. This is no longer a monarchy. We operate under the decisions of a council We must all mind our tongues in the Higher Order,” bit Caullen.

      As Drogan focused on their voices, the room around him faded away. The meeting of the Higher Order was more real to him now than the bindings around his wrists.
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        * * *

      

      “How right you are, Caullen,” Donellanus grumbled. With a click of his talon, he turned off the translation node on the side of his own head. “You think I, of all of us, could forget? I remember our last King. It was his decision to turn governmental control over to the Higher Order. A decision I always respected. I have his white scales. His ruby eyes. His blood in my veins.”

      “What’s your point, Chairman?” demanded Caullen, whose scales were only a slightly darker tinge, blue. His eyes glinted yellow.

      “If your concern is one shared amongst the council, let their concerns be heard. Are there any others who second Caullen’s concern about the Faders? Shall we set aside resources to send them back to Antila II? Remember how long it took us to recover after we used our Chrysum Gravity Well Transporter to get here? Shall we, who they have worshipped as deities for centuries, banish them?” To this, the other light-scaled Dragons around the room were silent. Even Caullen. “Then we honor our ancestors, who visited the Faders’ world long before we were born. We allow them to express their gratitude to us as maintainers of the sanctum and interrogators of our prisoners.”

      “Fine. The Faders stay. Thank you, Dormis,” Caullen resigned with a nod to the leader of the Faders, a guest at the council meeting. “Perhaps we can send some of his Faders out to help with the raids?”

      “Dormis,” Donellanus said, to get the Fader’s attention, “Krema tuken grehtahana?” Dormis confirmed that his people were at the Higher Order’s disposal, in the same harsh tongue. “The Faders will join us in the field. I’ll keep the two who interrogated Drogan today to continue, and teach them our tongue myself, if it pleases the Order.”

      “Is it enough?” posed another doubter amongst the Higher Order. The shifting gemstone eyes of others made Donellanus wonder just how many there were amongst the council.

      “The WCC has tightened security in their Outerworlds. Greatly. The satellite barracks outside Saturn and the new office on Neptune are the newest ones we know of. There could be more,” Caullen seconded. Donellanus clenched his massive jaw in preparation for the only suggestion he had left. Cutting the supply routes of the humans had slowed them down, sure, but not nearly enough. The WCC was developing all around them, boxing in the fire of their insurrection. Soon, it might be tight enough to snuff it out.

      “There is one tool at our disposal we have yet to exploit,” Donellanus forced himself to say. He might not have been King, but he was a leader amongst the council. What sort of leader wouldn’t at least consider anything to save his people. “The primordial life form Machaeus.” Shifting around in seats gave rise to uncomfortable chatter.

      “Perhaps you remember your father less clearly than you think,” Caullen dared to say. With this, all other conversation rumbled out. The Higher Order sat in tense, silent apprehension of their Chairman’s answer.

      “Perhaps you’ve let your memory warp your judgment, Caullen. It was Drogan’s pact with Machaeus that resulted in the destruction of our home. I know this. I also know it is because of my father’s pact with Machaeus that we survive still. I am not suggesting we enter a similar pact. Note my use of the word tool.”

      “Forgive me, Chairman,” one of the other Dragons shuddered in the pause that followed, “what exactly do you propose?”

      “We have, imprisoned here, but a small fraction of Machaeus. It was splintered into countless, weakened pieces when we lost Mukurus. We don’t need to grovel to Machaeus anymore, but perhaps we can use it.”

      “If you believe you can control that…thing, then we truly are lost,” Caullen shook his head. “Machaeus all but orchestrated this war we’re in now. It always finds a way to serve its own needs. We trusted it once before, and three-quarters of our population slept through the explosion of our home. I vote against.” Donellanus gave a solemn nod. He expected no less or more from the biggest thorn in his side amongst the council.

      “What say the rest of the Order? Rise if you stand with me,” Donellanus opened the table to the official motion. It was a mixed motion across the room. When at last the others had all decided, Donellanus counted for a majority vote. It was split, right down the middle. He lowered his head, let out a puff of Chrysum steam, then said, “As dictated in our charter, a split vote can be revisited. For now, we continue our raids, with the added help of the Faders. I hope it’s enough, but…I suspect you will hear this proposal again.”
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        * * *

      

      Drogan listened closely to every word of the council meeting, right up until the bitter end. Only then did he let his head swing low. He closed his eyes to go over it all in his mind, until he inevitably passed out. Perhaps, he figured, an idea of what to do with all that information would come to him in the release of dreams. He had almost set sail on their invisible winds when a whisper crept across his mind.

      “What…they done to you?” murmured a voice Drogan recognized. He looked around the room in frantic fits. There was no one, but he was certain he’d heard it. In his thoughts, in the Chrysum in his very blood.

      “D…DA-Vos?” he dared think only in a whisper, one that would go no further than the walls of his empty room.

      “Drogan? You can hear me?” DA-Vos laughed quietly, from somewhere unseen. It was all Drogan could do not to break out in hysteria himself.

      “I damaged their bindings, just lightly, but…I can hear you. Where in the hell are you?” he smiled.

      “You’re not going to believe it,” said DA-Vos.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four: A Look Back, a Way Forward

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcus led the Dogs of War from his office to another elevator back to the surface. It was not the one they arrived in. Uncomfortable shuffling in silence was par for the course on the long, silent walk. Demi, Kalus, Lilia and Sophia spread in a perfectly even formation around the see-through platform all the way down toward the sand of the Coliseum. This particular lift, however, didn’t stop when it reached ground level. The light of day shrunk by inches to a tiny shard, then extinguished. The Dogs of War continued deep underground.

      They passed by five, six more floors than they could have guessed existed beneath their training grounds. Flashes of researchers in white coats floated up and away from them. Their destination was deeper. They passed by a cafeteria, a floor of offices much simpler than Marcus’ and an armory overflowing with Chrysum powered weapons on racks and in cases. Kalus folded his hands over his waist to keep from fiddling. What he would do to get ten minutes in that room. The things he could dissect and reconstruct better - it was too much to think!

      The elevator slowed over a long descent through a huge steel amphitheater. Its stony, bedrock walls were held up with immense steel pillars and girders. The elevator softly lulled to a stop when it reached the floor. The door slid open.

      “Welcome to the WCC’s Roman hangar. The first of its kind - storage and SkyLine launch, right from Earth,” announced Marcus over the roar of commotion throughout the hangar.

      Welders flared up hissing sparks. Diamond-tipped drills pierced steel. Heavy sledges beat thick carriage bolts into stone. The percussion and winds of industry boomed through the hangar loud enough to deafen anyone without earmuffs, the Dogs of War included. Kalus’ head sunk down to his shoulders in place of actually covering his ears. Sophia clenched her fists to keep them from doing the same. Captain Demi managed to cage his own discomfort with the occasional shake of his head. Among the group, only Marcus seemed entirely immune to the commotion. Lilia’s ears rang just as loudly as her companions’, but it helped to be more occupied with excitement. Her fingers began to tremble from the second she stepped out of the elevator. That was when she first laid eyes on it: the Cerberus.

      “Is that…” said Lilia to Marcus. He barely heard her, yet he knew by her tone of sheer wonder exactly what she referred to.

      “Yes, ma’am. A hound of ancient legend, and a formidable Dog of War herself. I wouldn’t have you flying anything else,” Marcus told her. He led on quietly until the five arrived beneath the hull of the great, mechanical beast. It was a hound only in symbolism, however. The Cerberus more closely resembled a monumental, three-headed eagle.

      Its deep V of a hull was an alternating pattern of steel and what appeared to be black wooden slats. In truth, it was a titanium-Chrysum alloy that resembled the grains of wood. These parts of the frame glared a neon blue every few seconds. Kalus had only read about employing the technology in the field - a way to divert Chrysum blasts around a ship via particle behaviors similar to magnetism. It was supposed to be in beta. He never imagined it would close in the walls of the cabin he slept in.

      The three “heads” of the Cerberus were protrusions of steel and glass from just under the rim of its top deck. Each of them looked like a one-man craft in its own right. Geometric orbs of seamless black steel enclosed light blue panels of glass over various weaponry. One bore two long-barrelled cannons. Another boasted independently operating blades on ball hinges. The third looked equipped with a long-range Chrysum cannon and several missile pods. All mouths hung open, but none wider than Commander Lilia Delphi’s.

      “I…I get to fly this?” fell right out of her, whether she meant it to or not.

      “So long as you take it where we ask,” Marcus chuckled. He prodded a finger at the three heads of the beast overhead as he went on. “Each of those detaches from the main Warbringer to operate independently. We’re talking about four state-of-the-art SkyLine-and-beyond-equipped crafts here. One for each of you, counting the main Cerberus as Commander Lilia’s. You’ll have a supporting crew at your disposal, too, but you’ll hardly know they’re there. They’ll take care of food and maintenance, but none of them have a Warbringer class license. That’s all on you and our autopilot program, once you calibrate it, Lilia. I expect you’ll take good care of it.”

      “You should expect they’re going to get a little banged up. You do know where you’re sending us, and what you’re sending us to do,” Kalus warned. Captain Demi’s hand twitched with the temptation to crack it across the back of his Arms Master’s head. Even if he was right.

      “Kalus!” Sophia scolded first.

      “Right, right. Sorry, Uncle Marcus. Not a scratch,” Kalus apologized with mock seriousness. That ended the realm of temptation for Demi - he had to put his rogue rider in line. At least he thought he did, before Chairman Marcus Brass broke into a haughty guffaw.

      “Thank God! I was beginning to think I’d picked a team of brick-bags,” he laughed, “I need you to be smart, on top of brave and resilient. You aren’t a battering ram; you’re a taskforce. Good to see at least one of you knows what you’re up against.” Kalus’ eyes went just as wide as the rest of the Dogs, if not wider. The Chairman sounded like he’d been looking for an excuse to laugh for years, with how long it took him to wind back down. “Well, let’s get you off-world. My research-escort is expecting you in five days.”
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        * * *

      

      The launch horn blared through the Coliseum and the WCC Consulate over it for the first time that day. Its abrasive soundwaves shook the dust off of pillars. It separated clumps of sand to their most basic grains and crystals. The sound rattled eardrums in warning for any workers to move to the outer perimeter of the stone structure for two minutes. In that time, two gigantic plates of steel slid away from one another under the center of the Coliseum’s sandy floor. Two beige cascades of dust poured over into the opening, which reached all the way down to the hangar. Vents in the floor all around the huge room sucked down the grainy dust to storage containers. Later, when the Cerberus was gone, the sand would be shot back over the Coliseum floor, to conceal the opening once more.

      Lilia sat rigid in her chair, however comfortably it embraced her curvy, muscular frame. She waited with a hand on each navigation bar, for the all-clear from their mission supervisor. A slit of light over them grew to a spotlight as two veils of sand retreated away from each other. Sunlight coned out farther each second, until it bathed the whole iron hangar in an orange glow.

      “Dogs of War. You are clear for launch. Your first stop is Neptune. We’ll see you again as heroes, otherwise: goodbye,” Marcus’ voice filled the bridge through crystal-clear speakers. Lilia and Kalus gulped. Captain Demi straightened up in his leisure seat in the back of the bridge. None felt the tension deeper in their bones, however, than Sophia. She had, after all, been aiming for a mission like this longer than any of the Dogs of War. She sat upright, so tight Kalus thought he could see her skin tremble against her muscle.

      Lilia gave each of her companions the courtesy of a glance, the chance to nod or shake in readiness or hesitation. Some reacted faster than others, but every one of the crew gave her the go-ahead nod, despite stomach-knots or heart cramps. Lilia squeezed the ignition buttons in each of her handles. She braced against the kickback of the controls while the Cerberus pointed its nose upwards. Lilia engaged the throttle lever. Everyone’s backs sunk an inch into their impact-absorbing seats. The ship, and the Dogs of War inside, shot straight up through the opening in the Coliseum floor.

      A tube-shaped cloud of nanomachines shot up from the rim of the hole in the center of the disk-shaped WCC Consulate a second before the Cerberus jumped through. A pulse of Chrysum turned the nanotech mist into a rigid tunnel full of blue light. In an instant, a SkyLine shot up from Earth, passed the moon and joined with the central SkyLine to the Outerworlds. The Cerberus fired through the center of it, like a blurry arrow. No sooner than it was gone, the tunnel dissolved back into mist, until the next chartered flight.

      It took fifteen seconds for the Dogs of War to clear Earth’s atmosphere. In five minutes, the ship had vanished behind the shadow of the Moon. It accelerated each second it spent in the rippling SkyLine, through infinite blackness. As far as those watching from the ground were concerned, the Cerberus was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Kalus made it mostly the rest of the day without distracting his sister from her role as pilot. He didn’t even harass Sophia, all too much. To occupy himself, he paced from the bridge to his cabin deep in the belly of the ship. What Marcus said about the support crew was instantly proven true. Kalus caught them only in glimpses, typing on panels or inspecting vents, then vanishing around the nearest corner. Maybe someone had warned them about the Dogs’ ornery Arms Master - none of them stuck around long enough for any fun. Kalus’ room was simple enough - a single plant for color and air, a comfortable bed and a bookcase with each shelf lined with books on Chrysum weapons. While it was usually his genre of choice, Kalus didn’t find himself much in the mood to plop and read. How could he, with the SkyLine and the cosmos ripping by through every porthole?

      When restlessness gripped him again, Kalus made a pass through the kitchen. He snagged an apple and a few slices of lab-engineered turkey on his way to his head of the beast. It had called to him from the second he laid eyes on it. Two fully independent Chrysum blade-arms? That one had to be his. Kalus ducked into his tiny cockpit and curled up with his knees on his chest. He watched stars and darkness zip silently by while he alternated between bites of lab-meat and similarly synthesized fruit. He could tell by the taste - just like home. It was all most folks could afford on Saturn.

      Kalus tried to count each bite as a blessing. It was paid for by the WCC, after all. But then, each sour chomp brought him back to when he and Lilia had scraped their chests climbing under supply bin blockades for a mouthful of food just like it. That was paid for by the WCC too, and the officers were never hesitant to remind miscreants like him and his sister. The echoes of what they said, in the breaks between Chrysum zaps, lived in silences like this one. Miscreants. It didn’t help that he was surrounded on all four sides by steel and Chrysum. Just like home. Kalus sighed and scarfed down the rest of what he had.

      He kicked his way back out of his Cerberus-head craft to find somewhere to be. Somewhere where there was noise. The bridge made the most sense to him.

      “Hey, Lil, where’s Demi?” Kalus called out on his arrival. Even hours from their departure, Lilia still sat like her back was stapled to her chair. Kalus could hardly blame her. She hadn’t flown anything bigger than a scrapper before this. It was precisely how well she flew that scrapper, however, that earned her the seat around her bottom. “Lilia?”

      “So sorry, Kal. Just focusing,” Lilia told him, her eyes glued to the glass viewing screen straight ahead of her. “And you should really call him Captain.”

      “Yeah, right, got it,” Kalus lied. The second he heard that scolding tone of hers, his brain deployed shields to bounce off every word. “Where is he, though?”

      “In the back office. He just finished charting our SkyLine transfers though, so he’s probably-”

      “Got it. Thanks, Lil,” Kalus smiled. On his way past her, he laid the gentlest hand he could manage on her shoulder. The look on her face warned him she was full of shaken-up concentration. The slightest poke could release the pressure. “Hey. Don’t forget why you’re here. Marcus and all the rest owe you for what you did in the rings. They talk tough to motivate guys like me. Not scare gals like you. They couldn’t train someone to be as good as you, so act like it. Just a little.”

      “You… Yeah,” Lilia managed a tiny smirk, “thanks, Kal.” Kalus waved her off, fist already up for the door to the Captain’s office.

      “What, can’t bother your sister, so you go for the Captain?” Sophia prodded from a seat close to the viewing screen. Kalus gave her half an arms-crossed turn back.

      “Oh, you wanna play a game of I Spy?” he asked. Kalus gave Sophia all of two seconds to answer before he turned back for the office. “Didn’t think so.” He rapped out three hard knocks before the Captain sighed and called through.

      “Come in, Kalus.”
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        * * *

      

      “How’d you…” Kalus began as he walked through the door.

      “Honestly, I’m impressed you made it six hours without harassing anyone. It’s about time, I suppose.” Demi cut in. His smile slowly flattened out as Kalus turned back to close the door. “Is this a private matter?” Kalus swaggered over to the chair opposite his Captain, on the other side of a red chestnut desk. He opted for an armrest as a seat.

      “You tell me. Do you mind if Sophia knows about us?” Kalus posed. Demi closed a folder full of papers mid-review. He looked Kalus dead in the eye.

      “The only us, brief as it was, was five years ago,” Demi told him outright, absolute, “Anything that was, was. What we are now are Captain and Arms Master. Crewmates. Comrades.”

      “Sure,” Kalus forced a smile, much as the words turned his stomach. He stood mostly in discomfort. He traced an idle finger along the swirling trim of his Captain’s desk. “Did…you read up on this SkyLine Launcher yet?” At the change in subject, Demi seemed to lighten a bit. The visor of shade that had befallen his face withdrew.

      “Actually, that’s what I have here,” said the Captain. He tapped a finger to the thick teal folder. Kalus wandered closer to inspect it. Slayer Project was dimpled into the corner of it, in a tiny font.

      “Tell me, what’s different now?” Kalus inquired, if only to loosen the tense air between them. “The WCC was never able to establish trade routes to individual Outerworlds from the central SkyLine before.”

      “From what I understand - and I still have much to read - it has to do with positioning and keeping the nanomachines that project a SkyLine on separate, high-functioning networks,” Demi explained. He flipped the folder back open to run a finger along illustrations that correlated with each aspect. Shots of the blue tunnel of Chrysum from Earth, Moon and Neptune. “All SkyLines currently branch from the main launch stations on Earth. The same acceleration factor that makes it possible to get from Earth to Neptune so fast makes it impossible to launch a new SkyLine branch mid-transit to any worlds in between.”

      “I can only speak for Saturn,” Kalus interjected, “But I know they sure as hell don’t have the tech to build a SkyLine from the rings out to the central lines out there.”

      “Exactly. The technology involved in forging a new SkyLine is complex. And immense. In the past, it was almost economically impossible to justify transporting it out there. Apparently, the Slayer Program had some sort of breakthrough, though. Thus: the SkyLine Launcher, a tool compact enough to be operated from a single Warbringer.” Demi’s finger scrolled along to a picture of the Cerberus, its deck open, a gigantic cannon barrel prodding out from it.

      “The Slayer Program, huh… Why does that sound like it has nothing to do with transport?” Kalus asked. He leaned on the desk with both hands to get a better view of the pictures. The images were all that separated his fingers from his Captain’s.

      “Because it doesn’t,” Demi told him. He flipped a piece of paper over, grazing the top of Kalus’ hand in the process. Both acted like they didn’t notice. Like they didn’t feel the shiver jump through their nerves. “The Slayer Program is a study on the ancient lifeform Machaeus, previously believed to be the master AI for the Dragon’s life support system,” Demi recited from the paper.

      “That’s…all it says?” Kalus asked. He slid his hand closer to lean in more. His cold touch met fire in the side of the Captain’s warm hand.

      “I’ll bet you Marcus’ research-escort knows something. He knows how to work it, at least. We…should pick his brain,” said Demi. Kalus’ hand slid over the top of his. It dipped and climbed over every bony line of it until the chill blanketed his hot skin.

      “Demi,” Kalus called his eyes up. Hazel and green gems sparked against one another, over a crispy bed of past tinder. “Of all your colleagues... All the people you met in your service across the Outerworlds… Why did you recommend me to Marcus, if not for…” It was almost embarrassing to say, with Demi’s bewildered eyes so wide. His quiet seemed to snap the Captain out of it. He slipped his hand away from Kalus’.

      “Not one of them can do what I’ve seen you do. I needed the man who saved my ass when Dragons lit Saturn on fire. And his sister, who flew him straight into the heart of a warzone. I’m…sorry if that put out signals that were easy to misinterpret,” said Demi. For but a second, Kalus looked hurt. It was a face Demi hadn’t seen before, even under the kicking boot of his own comrades. Then he nodded, on his way to the door.

      “Yeah, everything’s clearer now.” Kalus pulled the door shut behind him without a chance for his Captain to respond.

      Demi sat upright in his chair, fist tight on his desk, for the next ten minutes. He replayed nights of passion one last time, before slamming them in the safe of his soul, not to be opened again. Each moment he’d once treasured with Kal - the dirt-faced vagrant from Saturn - rattled around inside with others from years past, with another young man. He wouldn’t let things with his Arms Master end the way they had with him. Aswin.

      Of course, Reggie didn’t know the Captain of the Dogs of War as Demi. Baelner, he’d called himself when he joined Blue Terra. Reggie had known him by that name until the day “Baelner” put a shell in the back of his skull. Groups opposed to a world government had long since been extinguished, but Reggie lived on in nightmares.

      Demi uncurled his fists when he felt something warm between them. His nails had cut through his palm again, reopened scars that hadn’t opened in years.

      “Damnit, Demitri…” the Captain growled. He breathed deep and reached under his desk for something to wipe the blood on. “Get it together…” With three dysfunctional crewmates and several planets on his shoulders, Demi didn’t see another choice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five: A Bag of Marbles

          

        

      

    

    
      Kalus managed to keep himself from wandering to the Captain’s office for the rest of the journey. He even managed to keep from bothering the others too much. Demi had drawn the conclusion a little fast, he found, three days in. That was when a rather peculiar conversation leaked through the crack in his doorway. Demi had perfected the habit of audibly closing his door, then silently turning the knob to pull it slightly open. The Captain leaned forward, an ear poised to listen.

      “Tell me, then,” Kalus said, in a tone just north of daring, “What exactly do you know about the world outside the WCC’s high-walled barracks?”

      “For your information, Kal, I’ve been stationed in the Outerworlds twice before,” Sophia told him. There was a certain edge of pride in her voice. Demi couldn’t help but chuckle into his fist. The girl may have served twice somewhere off Earth, but she was only in her mid-twenties. If she’d seen any action on those tours, she wouldn’t be so proud.

      “Don’t call me Kal,” Kalus bit, with a degree of ferocity that surprised even his eavesdropping Captain. “That’s reserved for family.”

      “Stop calling me Soph, like we’re besties from third grade, and we have a deal,” Sophia volleyed right back. Demi waited a tense second for a true fire to explode between them. What came, however, was only the friction of two rigid sticks that didn’t quite ignite. “Didn’t think so,” said Sophia. They were just blowing smoke, it seemed.

      “Anyway… You kind of proved my point,” said Kalus after another awkward second.

      “Didn’t know you had one,” Sophia scoffed. At this point, Captain Demi rose from his chair. He crept to the wall beside his office door, to listen carefully for a weapon’s discharge. Instead, he heard the conversation go on at a shocking level of calm.

      “You may have been stationed on the Outerworlds, but you never lived on one,” Kalus said. Sophia intentionally failed to muffle a giggle.

      “Still searching for your alleged point,” she said.

      “I think what my brother means,” said Lilia, still the slightest bit uneasy operating the Cerberus and her lips at the same time, “Is that we…experienced the Outerworlds differently. From opposite sides of a very high wall. WCC barracks for you. The Chrysum mines of Saturn for us.” The pause that followed dragged on long enough that Demi put his ear to the wall. He expected to hear Sophia, perhaps struggling to breathe through the grip of Kalus’ fingers. Instead, there was silence.

      “More like the top of the wall, for you,” Kalus mumbled.

      “You just can’t help yourself, can you?” Lilia murmured at the same time Sophia barked:

      “Maybe if you weren’t under a gutter grate, it wouldn’t seem like everyone is so high up!”

      “There it is,” Demi mumbled through a smile. He lingered by the door a moment longer, to make sure the conversation didn’t turn fatal. Kalus and Sophia made it another five minutes of bickering - no stab wounds. It was then that their Captain let out a long sigh of relief and plopped back at his desk.

      He’d done enough meddling to unite the two; at least for them to stand one another. If it could be sorted out, Demi figured it had to happen on its own.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, the Dogs of War gathered a foot back from the Cerberus’ viewing screen. Some of the supporting crew pattered away on route backup data keyboards behind them. A shining blue orb grew in the darkness. It grew taller, wider, in all directions until it filled every inch of the Cerberus’ glass screen. It was enough to dull sharp tongues. It was enough to loosen tight muscles. Even Kalus and Sophia were powerless at the sight of it. They understood instantly why no one called Earth the blue marble anymore.

      There was no land anywhere they could see. There was only ice, slush and water. The three were distinguishable from one another only as different shades of blue. Aqua, cyan and royal swirled around one another over the surface of the planet. A ring of steel connected to a network of silver piers made up the whole of humanity’s trace there. Tiny shards of light blinked into view as Lilia glided the Cerberus closer. She turned its nose to point at the acclimation station on the fringe of the ice giant’s atmosphere.

      “Now remember, bring it in slower than you think you have to,” Demi said to Lilia. She grasped the navigation bars tight enough to chase the blood from her fingers. A single bead rolled down beside her wide eyes. “And give it some lift. The artificial gravity’s going to… There it is. You’ve got it.”

      “Hookay…” Lilia hummed. She pinched her lip in a rigid jaw up until the Cerberus floated into the Chrysum-lined dock deep in the station.

      “Hey, Lil.” Kalus’ whisper, an inch from her ear, made his sister jump. He snorted before he said, “Why don’t you pry those claws off? I think we’re docked.” Lilia turned her petrified eyes to Demi for confirmation.

      “You…can release the claws,” he smirked.

      “Not you too,” Lilia sighed. Every dimple of the navigation bars was imprinted in her palms when she finally unclamped her fingers.

      “Five days in the hold is just long enough to start the crazies,” Demi told her. After a good long stretch, he led the Dogs in a procession to the bottom hatch under the Cerberus. He stopped only for a moment, by the uniforms hung against the wall. “We’ve been in civvies long enough. Time to suit up, Dogs. We’re officially on assignment.” The hull popped open to let the finely-tailored crew out inside a humongous hangar.

      The entrance hatch they’d come through was a few hundred yards away now. Most of it was filled with the vast blueness of Neptune. Between the Dogs and there were a hundred more bodies and six more ships. There were even a few WCC ships, though none of them quite measured up to the Cerberus. Of all the uniformed officers and researchers, none held a candle to the sleek suits of the Dogs of War. The gold trim of their long-tailed coats glared lights from above with each turn. The navy color of their official fatigues rivaled the depth of even the ice giant so far beneath the station. According to what Kalus had read, the fibers were shock, stab and flame resistant, too. Though each of them carried themselves so starkly different, from borderline slouching to an uptight shuffle to a confident swagger, they were united in their sharp dress. Each of them bore a golden pin on their chest, an effigy of the three-headed hellhound their ship was named for. It was a glaring warning for anyone who dared stand against the guardians of the underworld. The Dogs of War.

      Or so their Captain hoped. If they could keep it together until they got to the planetary elevator, no one would know the feuding scrappers and teacher’s pets amongst them. Only the warriors, come to undo the scourge of Dragons from the Milky Way.

      “Aren’t you four a picture of professionalism?” laughed a man in a standard black-collared WCC suit. Over it, he wore a long fur coat equipped for the chill of the icescape below. Through it all poked the ridge of a fearsome beer gut. Demi tensed up the second Kalus opened his mouth.

      “Aren’t you about forty pounds over the fence to be ground level enforcement?” he asked, finger prodding at the shield on the man’s uniform.

      “Kalus,” Demi snipped. The very next second, the man in the long coat released a deep bellow of laughter only a man with his figure could manage.

      “Worry not, Captain. I am so damn tired of working with the stiffs around here! Your friend, Kalus was it?” the man asked. The Arms Master nodded. “Kalus is going to keep us entertained on our long, cold walk. I can tell. Name’s Wagner. I’m your guide.”

      “You already know our Arms Master,” Demi smiled in relief, a hand out to shake. “I’m Captain Demitri Alexander. Demi is fine.”

      “A-a-Commander Lilia Delphi,” Lilia introduced herself next.

      “Sophia Brass.”

      “Brass? Really? All the way out in this frozen hell?” Wagner laughed. Before she had a chance to answer, he waved the Dogs on, “Hell, what’re we doing standing around here all comfortable when we could be freezing our asshairs off? Let’s get you folks down to the surface. Someone’s been dying to meet you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six: Field Test

          

        

      

    

    
      How many days has it been? Damnit, Dawn, think! But no amount of scolding, from herself or others, had brought it back. Thumping her head against the wall hadn’t brought it back. Pummeling her pillow, wrapping her sheets as tight as they would coil, and slamming the toilet seat shut had proved equally ineffective. Dawn was left, then, to draw the conclusion that a calmer, meditative approach might help. To that end, she sat up straight on her cot. She crossed her legs and sucked down the full capacity of her lungs before letting them drain slowly.

      When did they inject me with that…blackness? Dawn tried, calmer. She gave herself a few seconds, a few breaths. In her generosity, Dawn even gave herself one more chance. It’s alright. Don’t get worked up. You can do it. How many sunrises were there? You watch the sun rise every morning. How…many… Try as she might, Dawn couldn’t pinpoint a number. Each time the sun crested the forest on the other side of the lake, it was the same. It took the same amount of time. It bled the same fantastic colors across the red clay of her cell. There was no telling them apart, therefore no counting them.

      Alright… Dawn surrendered at last. Scratch the injection. I’ll pay more attention next time. What else do you remember? She let her heavy eyelids drape down. In the blackness, the rare peace she allowed herself on rare occasion, Dawn reviewed every memory she could think of. No matter how hazy.

      There was the woman. The one who had called Dawn “teacher”. She still couldn’t remember the woman’s name, but the rosy light that came to mind when she tried made her chest flutter and sink at once. Could it be - did I love her? I love women… it sounded right in her head. But then, Dawn couldn’t remember a time when she’d been with one. Or with a man. That spiral only led to frustration, so she tried a different memory.

      A man with yellow eyes sometimes flashed across Dawn’s mind in sleep. There seemed to always be a bright light just behind him, so his silhouette was animated perfectly. How distinct a shape it was, too. Tall. Robust. A proud, gigantic span of wings stretched out from his back. A name fluttered through space around him. Drago… Drooga… Drogan? Drogan, Dawn settled on. But were the yellow-eyed, winged man and Drogan the same person? She couldn’t be sure just yet. But what was that light behind him? Was it significant?

      Of course. The explosion, Dawn recalled. It was as bright and big as a star. It was bigger than any planet she’d ever seen. Dawn remembered fleeing it, then an intense, heavy sadness. That was as far as she got before three sharp knocks rattled her door.

      “The hell are you knocking for, when I can’t even open it?” Dawn snapped, even while stuck in her relaxed, cross-legged stance.

      “Now, Ms. Redding, we talked about this. You show me respect and courtesy and I’ll do you the same. You were doing so well, too,” Marcus’ voice came through. He sounded genuinely disappointed.

      “I was? I’ve been… How many times have you been to see me, since the time I slammed my head into the wall?” Dawn asked.

      “Three,” Marcus told her, too quick to have been a lie.

      “Holy…”

      “The memory loss is progressing. We need to make some headway on your treatments now. Will you come to the door?” Marcus requested, with a sickening tone of politeness.

      “What, you don’t want to come in here with me?” Dawn prodded, a vein throbbing in her neck, “What could you possibly be afraid of?”

      “The only thing weighing on my mind, Dawn, is what might happen to you if we don’t make some progress. It’s time for a field test,” Marcus told her. There was an alien, oddly real tone of worry to his voice. It was enough to get Dawn to stand, at least. “Please. If you want to remember… If you want to help yourself, help everyone, help me.” Dawn ran a hand backward through her thick, knotted hair. She took one last, deep breath of meditation.

      “Alright. Open up,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      The first time Dawn saw anyone - that she remembered, anyway - besides Marcus and her nurses, was in a big gymnasium. The light brown wooden floors were so glossy it that hurt to stare at them. Instead, Dawn occupied her time instead, by alternating between glances at the new gray sneakers Marcus had given her and the other subjects of the Slayer Program’s first field test. Every one of them was thin, like Dawn. It would take the mass of any two of them to achieve Marcus’, and he was hardly a humongous man. Side effects of the treatment, Dawn supposed.

      Each of them had wild, untamed and overgrown hair. They all bore the same, dull colorless t-shirt, shorts and shoes. That was where all similarity ended. Each test subject seemed to have been chosen distinctly to be different from all others. Across the seven, including Dawn, there was a wide spectrum of ages, skin, hair and eye colors and heights. There were three men and four women. Dawn scanned each of them through her periphery in search of a memory trigger. A name. A face she knew. All the while, Marcus and two nurses paced across the other side of the gym, jotting on their clipboards.

      “Hey, crazy,” the woman next to Dawn whispered. Her eyes shot to the sound - the first thing Dawn remembered that sounded familiar.

      “Says the voice in my wall,” Dawn murmured back to the woman. Both of them made a little half-turn to see each other better. Morgan. Dawn was absolutely confounded at the sight of her. When last they spoke, Morgan said the two had known each other before this crimson prison. How could I forget…a face like that? Dawn wondered, when nothing came to her at the sight of the half-woman-half-machine. Three of Morgan’s limbs were entirely made up of steel pumps and pistons. Her left arm was wrapped in an inked mural of Dragons. Her eyes were starkly different from each other. One a dull blue, the other an artificial yellow.

      “You remember something now, eh?” asked Morgan. Her wrinkled old jaw bent in a smirk.

      “Just from…whenever the last time we spoke was. When you told me your name through the wall,” Dawn admitted.

      “Well…if anything’s going to jog your memory, it’s this,” Morgan told her. “The irony is downright mythic. Yours is one of the most whispered names in the galaxy. The girl who saved us all. The only one who doesn’t remember is you.”

      “Wait - you know what happened to me? Before this, I mean?” Dawn couldn’t help a few loose steps toward the old woman. Any progress beyond a few inches was stopped in an instant by an invisible wall. At least, it was so clean and clear it seemed to be invisible, though it was only glass. “What…the hell…”

      “You’ve got it bad, huh?” Morgan chuckled, “You already did that once before.”

      “There’ve been…other tests like this?” Dawn shuddered. She fell away from the invisible wall and slumped where she stood.

      “This is the fifth… There used to be ten of us,” Morgan told her, with half her previous gusto.

      “Alright, patients. Most of you know the drill bu-”

      “Patients?” a dark-skinned man three glass booths down screamed. There was a manic humor about him. His eyes were remarkably open, to the point that Dawn wondered if he had eyelids at all. Blood vessels rippled his skin like tree roots under topsoil. “Call us what we are! Lab trash! Prisoners! Maybe contestants in some sick game show you’re running here! Not like you tell us jack shit.”

      “Talkative today, are we Michael?” Marcus mused. He made an urgent note of it on his clipboard. “Perhaps this is a game show, and knowledge is the prize? Hm?” He let the thought linger among the seven prisoners in seven glass boxes. It was a long while before he said, “Data from these tests will be transmitted directly to an associate of mine on Neptune. The work we’re doing here… It’s more than important.” Marcus began with his eyes on Michael alone, but turned to each of his patients as he went on. “The continuation of our species depends on it. On you, Slayers.”

      “This… This is about the Dragons, isn’t it?” Dawn dared to stomp a few steps toward her finely-dressed warden. Her nose flattened against more glass after two steps. Marcus raised her an eyebrow, jotted something on his board, then continued on like he hadn’t heard her.

      “As I was saying. Most of you know the drill, but for those of our patients with memory issues…” Marcus stepped aside to reveal a wooden stool with a cup on top of it. A tiny piece of silver glittered on the floor beside it. Their instructor flicked a finger out at it. “This coin on the floor is called a quarter. Once upon a time, long before the formation of the WCC, it was currency. A quarter. Now? It’s just a scrap from a forgotten time. Isn’t worth what it weighs. Which is precisely what we will all become, should we fail here. Your goal is to put the quarter in the cup. Begin.”

      The immediate shift in energy between her fellow Slayers was instant, and beyond puzzling. Each of them tensed against the nearest wall of glass. They shut their eyes tight. Some of them started to shake after a few seconds. Then the grates of a vent shifted above her head, and she understood why. They were holding their breath. Dawn sucked down whatever she could swallow too, before heavy black mist fell down through the vent.

      The stuff resembled mist for only a second, before it changed shape. Dawn knew from the way it unfurled, condensed, ran and billowed through the air all at once what it was. While she had no idea what to call it, she knew it was the same black substance Marcus and the nurses had injected her with. Dawn flattened against the glass behind her to get away from it, but the stuff moved with a haunting vestige of will. Tentacles of darkness rolled out of it to graze her arm, then evaporate to smoke once more.

      Dawn started to shake as her lungs and brain cried out for air. Some of the others had already given in, though she couldn’t tell. The edges of her vision blurred into an oxygen-deprived kaleidoscope of color to hide her fellow Slayers clutching their throats or seizing on the floor. No… no… no more…was the last coherent thought Dawn had before she had to take a breath. The second her airways opened, they flooded with darkness. Streams and rays of the black stuff from the vent fired up her nostrils, then dispersed throughout her. She felt it infect her every cell, somehow as a whole being and each isolated piece. It seeped through the pores of her bones, where marrow was meant to be. It coursed in her veins. It darkened the synapses of her brain. It clutched her lungs, heart and stomach in black, branchy grips.

      Suddenly, Dawn could breathe. She was on her knees. One of her hands pressed into the glossy wooden floor to keep her up. The other reached down for the floor beside it, but could not touch it. Dawn found, when she tried, that she could not touch anything with that…hand. Hand wasn’t exactly the right word for the jet black appendage at the other end of her left arm anymore. It was something more like a claw, with elongated fingers that burned away to dark steam and recondensed every other second. She closed her eyes to focus on keeping it as one or the other. Somehow, she knew she should do that. Then Dawn realized - it was because she remembered.

      “Machaeus…” Dawn mumbled to the floor.

      “What was that?” Marcus chirped. He rushed to the edge of Dawn’s glass cell with an excitement that inspired equal and opposite rage in his patient. Her head snapped up. Her eyes, once so bright of hazel and greenness, were edged with dark tendrils that grew and shrunk with her focus.

      “You’re…injecting us with particles from Machaeus?” Dawn rumbled. She folded in the five fingers of her claw, which merged into something like a hammerhead made of blackened flesh.

      “Remarkable. One shot of the serum and you remember everything. Tell me, while you still can, is there some sort of resonant consciousness? Like an echo in your brain?” Marcus asked, his face only inches from Dawn’s. “That was my theory. That the human brain can only handle the thoughts and memories of one consciousness at a time. In other words, are you the same Dawn I’ll visit in your cell later? Or are you an entirely different entity, sharing her body?” Dawn clenched her teeth hard enough that the points of friction shifted to something sharper, more like fangs. She’d rip every one of her own cells from every other before she gave him the satisfaction of an answer.

      “Why?” she growled instead. Dawn pulled her misty black hammer back to solidify the wordless thought.

      “All of you are so concerned with why… You miss the miracle right before your eye-”

      “Why!?” Dawn slammed her hammer into the glass. It flattened into a wave of darkness that rattled her entire cell. Marcus strafed back an inch. Even if it was only for a second, the look of real horror on his face was medicine for Dawn’s soul.

      “Machaeus was - is - a being beyond matter. It shifts and changes at its own will. It is somehow conscious, down to a subatomic level, without what we define as organs. Think of the implications, for SkyLine technology! For weapons! The Dragons have, which is why they will win a war between us unless we do something. Not to mention how easily Machaeus itself could destroy us all. It would be irresponsible not to study it!” Marcus told her.

      “So…this study is your responsibility? Like my mission to Mukurus?” Dawn growled. She wound her unraveling limb back for another strike. She tried to focus the particles, to will them into something - anything - that could break the glass.

      “Forget the coin and the cup,” Marcus challenged her. He smirked but his eyes betrayed his fear. “There’s a small opening at the bottom of your cell. Reach through it with that arm. Go on. You hate me that much? Make a noose and hang me. Either my life’s work will have meant something, or at least my death will.” Dawn clenched her fang-toothed mouth to hone control of the particles bleeding from the end of her arm.

      “Or swing like you mean it,” Morgan said. Dawn’s focus broke entirely, and her arm swirled out to a loose, dark cloud. She turned to the cell beside her. Dawn’s stomach flipped completely upside down - she almost launched bile everywhere at the sight of the others. Adrenaline pumped an incomprehensible level of detail through her brain in a mere second.

      Only Morgan was upright. The others were splayed across their cells, their backs, fronts, necks or stomachs peeled back like a blooming flower where the blackness had burst from them. The formless, swirling darkness collected around the wounds of those who would recover to test another day. Those that would not included Michael and another young woman around Dawn’s age. Their entire upper bodies had flayed themselves from the inside. The black mist of Machaeus had long-since fled back through the vents from whence it came. A fluid the consistency and color of tar leaked from their open mouths.

      Then Dawn’s second of intense clarity ended, with a deafening crack. Morgan’s pitch black, glossy fist pressed deep in the crater she’d put in her cell. She’d grown a sleek, perfect new appendage around her mechanical prosthesis. Unlike Dawn’s, Morgan’s arm kept its rigid shape. A single shard of clear crystal popped out of place on Marcus’ side of the gym. A quarter-inch window had opened between the worlds of researcher and research.

      Through that window, Morgan bled a tiny string of blackness. It ventured out from her arm and grew across the floor, like a branch of ivy. By Morgan’s will, the little tentacle snagged the coin from the floor. It snaked up the legs of the stool while the nurses backed away, pale and panting. Morgan plunked the quarter in the cup. The very next second, her body fell limp. Her black ivy dissolved to smoke. The dark new arm she’d grown for herself, however, remained long after she slumped against the glass and passed out.

      The next Dawn knew, she was on her knees again. Everything was fading. It faded from her vision first, then her mind. The blackness returned, to swallow everything she wished she could hold onto.

      Drogan… Miller… Alice… she recited, until the withdrawal of Machaeus’ particles sent her into a deep, cold sleep.
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      “S-so-so, this place is ca-called Calliope?” Kalus chattered, primarily to get some newer, warmer blood in the veins of his face. He and the others had stepped out of the planetary elevator from the acclimation station only ten minutes ago, and already he could see ice crystals caught in the tiny hairs on his face. For the first time, he envied the supporting crew for their warm rooms in the Cerberus. The passing name of the settlement, a series of steel piers and silver storefronts, on a sign, just happened to be the closest topic on hand.

      “That’s what they call it now,” Wagner answered without turning back. He kept his squinting eyes forward, his hand a shield against the whip of the fine crystalline wind. “Folks are still getting used to it. Didn’t used to call it anything, before there were two settlements. Now, suddenly, it’s Calliope. The place across the steel bridge is Marre.”

      “And that’s…where we’re going?” Lilia called out over the rising howl in the storm.

      “You got it, Commander,” Wagner called back. That ushered in an era of truly uncomfortable silence which allowed the crew ample time to feel the cold in their bones.

      Kalus had long since abandoned counting the storefront windows to keep himself occupied. Iron strips of shops, bars and even the occasional residence had lined the sides of the piers wall-to-wall when they started. Now the Dogs and their guide could hardly see past the solid wall of the storm swirling around them. It seemed to get worse with every eye-covered step Wagner ventured.

      “Are we still inside the terradome?” Sophia called out.

      “If we pass out of it, you’ll know!” Wagner shouted back.

      “I thought the point of terradomes was to make conditions comfortable!” Kalus jumped in. Behind them, Captain Demi cocked an eyebrow at the rare gem of a moment. His Arms Master and his Artillery Specialist - on the same page about something. If he knew all he had to do was freeze them out, Demi would have dunked the two in ice long ago.

      “Normally, we would,” Wagner told them, “But this isn’t Mars. Planning out terradome positions so they overlap isn’t so easy when you don’t have a solid surface to develop on. Settlements on Neptune have to be built on some intense engineering. We’re talking two-hundred-meter support pillars driven in the deep ice layer.”

      “Right, right, the horrendous inconvenience for architects and engineers,” Kalus droned, complete with dramatic arm swings, “What does that have to do with the weather inside the dome?” Wagner let out a rattling chuckle at the crass question. He’d demanded the same thing of his supervisor in his first weeks stationed on the ice giant.

      “Well, when the terradome around Marre was deployed, it didn’t reach all the way to the one around Calliope. So there’s an unprotected gap between them. The suit-up stations on either side of the steel bridge help, but people were going into shock from stepping through such a dramatic change so fast.”

      “So you simulate conditions a little closer to what’s happening outside,” Lilia realized.

      “Bingo,” said Wagner. He veered off a step to the right, with the Dogs of War a step behind. He brought them to a tiny, sealed glass booth. At the stomp of a foot pedal, the inside of the box lit up bright. It contained five rows of full body, pull-on survival suits. Kalus wasn’t the only one among the Dogs to cringe at the thought of pulling an additional suit on over the ones they already wore. The only consolation was the protection of another layer against the ravenous wind. Wagner slid the front panel of the booth open. “Everyone grab one. Without it, you’re as good as a statue,” he said.

      The Dogs scrambled around one another to claim a survival suit. They stepped in, hoisted the heavy-belted pants up to their waists, and hooked the shoulder straps over their shoulders. Their boots magnetized to the steel bridge instantly. Each of them shrugged on the dense, gray-green jacket counterpart. They hooked the bottoms of deployable helmets to their collars and snapped them over their faces. The radio transmitter built into the collar kept them as connected as if they weren’t about to step out into winds ten times what would be extreme on Earth. The Dogs followed Wagner’s lead of wiggling fingers into the insulated padding of their gloves.

      “Ready to feel real cold?” Wagner’s voice came through the speaker of his suit. Kalus, Lilia, Sophia and Captain Demi each bobbed their heads in their helmets. They each knew they had no idea what they had agreed to. They each knew there was no other choice. “If you find yourself more than two foot away from anyone else, scream.”

      With this, Wagner began forward again into the swirling blue. Kalus, who happened to be next in line behind him, watched him vanish behind an invisible barrier. The storm consumed him instantly. Knowing hesitation would put them all too far behind, he forced himself through the same wall, the terradome.

      The raw, unfiltered winds of Neptune rushed around Kalus with such ferocity, his feet lifted off the steel plank bridge. He almost screamed, until the magnet plates in the bottoms of his built-in boots snapped back down against the bridge. He had to yank each one up to step. Eyes fixed in Wagner’s shadow, which was almost unfindable only two feet away. Sophia did the same at Kalus’ back, with Lilia and Demi on either side of them. None of them could actually tell who was who anymore, aside from shadows in the blizzard. All they could do was keep tight and follow their guide. That was, until Wagner turned back to scream:

      “It’s too thick! We have to turn back and wait for the storm to die down! Don’t want to lose you four on your first mission!” The scream of wind filled the horrified, frozen space between them for a hesitant second. In that time, Captain Demi made a decision. He clasped a hand on Wagner’s shoulder.

      “We can handle it,” said Demi, with such resolve that Wagner almost took him at his word. If not for the gusts rattling steel slats beneath them, he would have.

      “How?” Wagner asked.

      “How were you going to? What benchmarks do you use to help people cross?” Demi asked.

      “Short rods welded to the bridge. They stick up about three feet high from the center of the bridge. I can’t find a damn one!” Wagner told him. With this, Demi turned to his shaking Dogs, gathered close. Each of their faces was the same, petrified gray mask.

      “Whatever’s going through your heads right now, swallow it and shit it out later!” Demi stomped. Kalus, Sophia and Lilia twitched upright, instantly focused at the sound of absolute authority. Captain Demi hadn’t had to do that since the beginning of their training. “We’re not tourists here for a show around the Outerworlds! We’re the Dogs of War, and we’re here on assignment! Marcus’ orders were to group up with the researcher in Marre in five days. It’s the fifth day! So what do we do?”

      “We…” Lilia cleared her throat when she saw Kalus and Sophia were too stuck. “We go find him.” Demo gave her a hard nod and a clasp on the shoulder. The definitive pat of the heavy survival suits snapped Kalus awake.

      “Good. Now tell me how, before we freeze to death. Let’s hear it. Wagner’s an innocent man. Are we going to kill him, getting stuck out here?” Demi demanded. His urgency shook Sophia from her cold stasis with a desperate idea. In her Captain’s experience, those were often the best or worst. He listened for which it was.

      “I’ve got an echoscope here. I…might be able to find the rods, but it’s inside my suit,” Sophia rattled.

      “The pocket on the front of your suit is a transfer pouch. You can put something in it from inside your suit, seal it, then open it from the outside,” Wagner jumped in.

      “Good, it’s a start. Let’s get it,” Demi said. He bit his tongue to fight the urge to walk them through it any more. None of them looked blue quite yet, so he watched to see how the three would fare on their own.

      “I can’t… My hands are stuck inside the sleeves of the suit,” Sophia panicked. An icy torrent rocked them all back and forth while she wrestled with it. Demi waited until her breathing got labored to say anything. He was silenced, instantly, however, when Sophia’s eyes deadened to a flat, adrenaline-fueled focus. “Kalus, grab my hand,” she said, without a hint of malice. Kalus squeezed Sophia’s gloved fingers in his own.

      “Go on, pull them out,” he said, a drive in his eyes Demi had seen but once before. There was even a newborn glint of respect. Lilia seized her other hand, which allowed Sophia to slip her arms free inside the suit. In a few fidgeting seconds, she had her hands back in the suit sleeves to pull the echoscope from her transfer pocket.

      “Okay,” Sophia chanted while she fixed the two-inch strip of metal to the side of her helmet. Before her eyes, the scope projected an image rendered from thermal and sonar data. It took Sophia only seconds of searching to pinpoint the guide-rods. The problem was where they were. “I’ve got them… They’re…left. By a lot. Maybe thirty feet.”

      “That’s too far to make up for in this kind of wind,” Wagner interjected, “The terradomes tend to funnel the wind between them, across the bridges. We try to walk diagonal or hook into the rods with chain in a storm to account for it. There’s no way all five of us will make it, if we’re already so far off course.”

      “What if there was just one of us?” Kalus asked, his eyes alight with an idea.

      “I don’t follow,” Wagner countered. Each new pulse of confidence through the Dogs of War seemed to chase some out of him. He looked like he might turn tail and run any second.

      “Lilia, Soph, grab my hands,” Kalus said. Demi watched with a wince, until he saw Sophia completely missed the misnomer. Kalus had said it automatically, without malice. Sophia grasped his hand the same way - automatically. Lilia took the other. A few deft wiggles later, Kalus’ hands were back in his sleeves and he had something in his transfer pocket. Kalus unzipped it to draw a steel rod an inch longer than his hand was wide. “Blast shield. We get behind this and move together, we might just be heavy enough to ford through the storm.”

      “Blast shield? We’re not being shot at-”

      “Kalus is my Arms Master.” Demi stopped the fabric guide with a hand on his chest, “If he thinks it’ll work, it will.”

      “You’ve never seen a shield exactly like this one,” Kalus assured Wagner. With a problem on one hand and a custom-crafted tool to solve it in the other, he was a different man. Focus replaced his usual sarcasm, stemmed from boredom. He twisted the rod in his hand, which snapped open to triple its original length. “Cap’, help me brace it.”

      “On it,” answered Demi. He grasped the far end of the rod before the wind could wrench it from Kalus’ hands. That gave Kalus the chance to click in a switch. Antennas popped up and down from both ends of the rod, creating the long shape of an H. Kalus flipped yet another switch, which electrified the device. Waves of light jumped between the antennas, then focused into solid sheets of pure Chrysum. Fully active, there was one above and one below the bracer bar in Kalus and Demi’s grip.

      “Feel that pull?” Kalus asked his Captain. He nodded; the rod seemed twice as heavy the second the Chrysum shields deployed. “The rod’s magnetized. I designed it to lock against metal for portable, durable cover. I’m going to adjust it until it’s tight but movable. Hold it steady and let me know when you can push it forward.” Kalus slid a panel back from the surface of the rod. In a single motion, he unveiled a range of knobs and buttons Demi couldn’t have guessed it had.

      “You heard the man!” Demi shouted to his unit, “Bring it in close. We move as one, behind the shield. Wagner, get in the center. Lilia, behind him - a hand on my back and Kalus’. Sophia, bring up the rear and steer us. You’re the eyes. Are we all clear?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Yes, sir,” Sophia and Lila managed.

      “Crazy bastards,” Wagner murmured, though he smirked. He took his position without another word of complaint.

      “I felt it give a little,” Demi said, seconds later. The shield slid an inch forward with his test push. “I think we can move it.” Kalus nodded, and the two tightened on the bar. Lilia pressed a hand to each of them, with Wagner sandwiched between. Sophia bunched close to her back, up on tiptoes to peer over their heads through her echoscope. Kalus and Demi scraped forward at a slight diagonal, left, toward the center of the icy steel bridge.

      “Let us know when we’re close! I don’t know if we’ll see the rods in this!” Demi shouted back to his auxiliary eyes.

      “Left more!” Sophia told him. He and Kalus braced their shoulders against the shield bar. They dug in their heels and gripped with their toes. If not for Lilia’s constant shove, they might not have been able to fight the wind. If not for Kalus’ blast shield, Lilia might not have been able to stand in such a wide stance without blowing away. “Alright. We’re just a foot from the rods now. Straighten out and push!” Sophia competed with the scream of the wind. Without her, the solid unit might move right off the side of the bridge.

      Wagner was left in awe. He watched the Captain and the Arms Master ford ahead. He watched the Commander lend them every ounce of her muscles’ strength. He heard the Artillery Specialist scream her throat raw with commands. Wagner watched, entranced, as the unit fought to operate through a situation beyond stress, beyond cold. He was so captivated that he lost his sense of time; all he could do was pace in time along with them. Then, in an impossibly jarring single step, everything calmed. The wind slowed. Its scream quieted. Their frozen limbs breathed a warm breath of new blood.

      Kalus and Demi fell straight forward, Lilia, and Wagner on top of them. Only Sophia managed to sidestep the massive heap of limbs and laughter. They peeled themselves up in reverse order of collapse, all of them unbelieving. They’d made it. The eggshell veil of the Marre terradome glistened behind them. A few meters more of the steel bridge led toward the WCC’s second development on Neptune. Demi offered Kalus his hand to help him up last, after he collapsed his blast shield.

      “This is…unreal,” Kalus muttered at the sight of it. Marre: the ring-shaped city built around the greatest known Chrysum well in the Milky Way. Kalus’ feet wandered on their own in pursuit of his fellows, toward the return booth for their acclimation suits. His eyes, however, never left the shining aquamarine pit of ice and fluid. It churned around the swirl of a giant mixing arm from the bottom of a cylindrical building, which was suspended over it by rising bridges from the city.

      “What’s unreal is you four, crossing the bridge in a blizzard,” Wagner sighed, “You’re the first, to make it with the same amount we left with.”

      “Well, that’s quite the introduction,” said a voice only Wagner recognized. All heads cocked sideways, mid-shed of their survival suits. It was a man with wild brown hair and a certain awkwardness in his half-smile who had spoken. Where he’d come from was beyond the Dogs of War at the moment, still winding down from their charge through the storm. “Good to see you, Wagner. I’ve been waiting to meet you four. I’m your research specialist, Howard Carver.”
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      The Dogs of War stood with their arms hung limp, their mouths ajar. It was something about the way Howard had said it, like he wasn’t even so sure himself, that disarmed them. With that half-smile. I’m your research specialist. And there he stood, just on the other side of a frozen hell. Everything outside his long navy-gold coat, likely chosen to match his unit-by-proxy, was ordinary. His tan pants. His black dress shirt. The unassuming glances he took everywhere but directly at the faces of his new acquaintances. All of that combined brought on an uncomfortable, frozen silence in which the Dogs stood with their survival suits half off, waiting for something more dramatic. Something that matched the ordeal it had been to get to him.

      “I…expected you’d delay arrival at least a day, with the storm. But, when I saw five people stumble through the terradome wall from the Reactor, I knew it couldn’t be anyone else,” said Howard, if only to break the tense quiet.

      “Reactor?” Kalus echoed, when no one else elected to answer. Howard turned sideways to point to the huge cylindrical building at the center of Marre with his thumb over his shoulder.

      “That huge pillar over the Chrysum pit. The one with all the bridges holding it up? That’s the Chrysum Reactor. I work there. Come on, I’ll give you the tour,” Howard smiled. Demi, Kalus, Sophia and Lilia exchanged puzzled glances before they resumed pulling their survival suits off. Howard made it sound so casual. Tour.

      “Sorry…but we’re not here to take in the sights,” said Sophia. With her life no longer at risk, some of her old entitled spunk poked through. Howard let out a little quack that might have been a chuckle.

      “I wouldn’t exactly call it that, though the Reactor is really something. Matter of fact, it’s restricted to most folks. Only reason you’ve got permission to enter is because it’s part of your briefing,” Howard told Sophia. If he sensed even a whiff of her pretension, it didn’t seem to affect him at all.

      “I apologize, Doctor Carver,” Demi said as he buttoned his survival suit jacket around a hangar in the return booth. “My unit and I have been terribly rude. I’m Captain Demitri Alexander. Call me Demi.”

      “Commander Lilia Delphi,” Lilia smiled and offered her hand. Howard took it for one of the limpest, clammy handshakes she’d ever suffered.

      “Arms Master Kalus Delphi,” said Kalus. His eyes narrowed on Howard in a way his whole unit recognized as dangerous. None of them had the good sense to stop him before he said, “I prefer to go by my complete title. Always.”

      “Kalus,” Demi hissed, “Now, you-”

      “Sophia Brass, Artillery Specialist,” the final member of the unit broke in before he could finish. Howard’s head cocked to one side at the sound of the name.

      “Our families have a long history together,” Howard mused, “My grandfather, Tim worked under Dorothy Brass. I work for your uncle, Marcus.”

      “Oh? I thought I recognized your name,” Sophia nodded as she peeled her echoscope from the helmet of her survival suit. With that, everyone had returned their gear. Arms were shaken out. Legs were stretched. Ultimately, the Dogs of War straightened up to the sapphire cityscape of Marre, newly nimble in their proud uniforms. “Come to think of it… wasn’t there a Carver on the Arcadia mission?”

      “We can talk about that in the Reactor,” said Howard, quietly and suddenly grave. The Dogs nodded to him one by one.

      “Could…I come along?” Wagner butted in, “I’m sure as hell not heading back to Calliope until tomorrow.” Howard thought on it with his eyes to the distant, storm-tinged glare of the sun.

      “You were supposed to guide them to the Reactor. I’ll jot down in the report that you did. It’s to be expected you’d at least walk them inside,” Howard supposed.

      “Thanks, Howard,” Wagner smirked. Howard’s response was to spin for the cylindrical tower that loomed high over the city. He started off without another word while the survival suit station sealed itself up. The now party of six kept close and followed the leader across the remainder of the steel bridge.

      The diluted stormwinds kicked up coattails behind the group as they made their way to a wall of storefronts. A bar and an outfitter marked the outskirts of the ring-shaped city, which was suspended atop interconnected piers just like Calliope. Howard led the way right through the middle of the buildings without so much as a glance. The Dogs of War followed, through an alleyway shielded from the elements. The wind slapped them in their bare faces with renewed spite when they emerged from the other side.

      An arc of steel reached out on either side of them, hooking around to connect behind the massive tower in the center. Warm, yellow hearthlight welcomed Marre’s newest visitors through the windows of several stores, homes and labs. Demi tried, for the sake of his crew, not to think about how badly he wanted to make a beeline for one of them. He kept his head fixed on Howard, no matter how his eyes wandered. Docks reached out from the fringe of Marre’s central ring like greedy fingers pointed at the endless miles of untapped resources just beyond. From these docks, massive crafts called dredgers seemed to float in and out. Really, they rolled on their collection cylinders so far beneath the slush. In the past, this had been the most effective way to gather Chrysum on Neptune. Three months ago, however, the WCC had finished their first Outerworld Chrysum Reactor. It was there the Dogs of War headed now. Howard led the group straight across the ring-shaped pier, for the center of the city. He took the first of many high steps upwards, onto one of eight staircase-bridges that held up the Reactor. He took his time in the climb. He remembered his own first time seeing it, how he almost went overboard himself from leaning too far over the rail to stare. He gave the Dogs of War ample opportunity to gaze as they followed.

      “We haven’t discovered another spot remotely like it anywhere in the Milky Way,” Howard told his charges as their heads inevitably floated over the guard-rails of the staircase. “There weren’t even plans for a second settlement on Neptune until some dredgers came across it. A well of Chrysum so deep and dense, we can’t find the bottom. The WCC built the piers around it first as temporary docks for people to come harvest it and bring it back to Calliope. Wasn’t long before it was more convenient to bring the city to the Chrysum.”

      “And that…propeller.” Kalus tried to wrap his head around it. He hadn’t noticed the rest of his unit pass him by, or that they were several stairs higher than him now. His eyes swam with the brilliant, light blue swirl in the slushy pit below. “It breaks up the ice? Or does it just collect the Chrysum?”

      “I’ll show you, but you have to actually make it inside first,” said Howard. His voice was just shockingly far enough away to turn Kalus’ head. He raced a hundred yards up stairs, over the well, to the rest of his unit and their guide. His boots clanked onto a thick steel grate, the disk-shaped base of the towering Reactor. It was notably warmer there, even just within arm’s reach of the place.

      Howard lifted a photo-ID on a lanyard from around his neck. He tucked it in a slit in a box hanging from the wall of the building. The box clicked, then beeped, then something like a false panel dimpled itself in on the side of the Reactor. It slid aside. A puff of pressurized air escaped as steam. Howard retrieved his ID and led the group inside. The Dogs’ first instinct was to relax. The soft hum of power through the building and the weight of warm air on their shoulders, like a blanket, was instant therapy. The sideways glances from passing workers and the constant opening of doors down a long, slender, green-lit hallway, however, kept them wary. It was an odd dissonance, much worse than just being plain uncomfortable. Their bodies were relieved - their minds on edge.

      “So, how is your uncle? He hasn’t paid me a visit in a long while,” Howard asked so abruptly it made Sophia wince. She wasn’t sure if his genuine smirk made her more or less comfortable. “We communicate now primarily through data he sends me to repurpose in the tech I develop here.”

      “Did you know him well?” Sophia asked, as Howard led the group around a blind corner. She was glad she’d answered before. Her breath, along with the collective air between the Dogs and Wagner, was stolen by the sight of the room they stepped into. By the size and fluff of the glossy couches and ornate wooden tables, it was a sort of lounge. One of the fifty-foot-high walls of the huge room, however, consisted completely of a massive assortment of saltwater fish, technicolor corals and anemones.

      “I did,” Howard told Sophia, as he continued across the room without turning his head. This was, after all, where he ate lunch most days. It took Sophia a moment to remember what in the world they could possibly have been talking about.

      “The-the-then I’d say he’s pretty much the same. Em-em-emotionally neutral. Co-co-confusing.,” she said. She cleared her throat into her fist before continuing. “You should have heard the speech he gave me before I enlisted in this task force. I honestly couldn’t tell if he was encouraging or discouraging it.” Howard let out that little quack of laughter again.

      “That does sound like him. You know, I actually admire how ambiguous he manages to be. I can never tell exactly what he’s after, even when he gives me a direct instruction,” Howard said. He stopped at the far side of the aquarium-lounge to punch in the button for an elevator.

      “Hey, Howard… What the hell is that?” Kalus asked. A loose finger hung in the general direction of the wall of fish.

      “Hm? Oh, that’s an experiment to see if we can terraform contained parts of Neptune to nourish an Earth-like marine ecosystem,” Howard told him, like it was a vending machine. “Arms Master Kalus Delphi,” he added, when he recalled the man’s earlier request. Demi’s palm smacked into his forehead just as the elevator arrived. The group funneled in one by one, after Howard, until the lift was packed.

      “Is this the first time you’ve been inside, Wagner?” Lilia whispered in the unwanted, shared body heat as the door slid closed.

      “Ye-ye-yeah. This isn’t exactly my side of things… Howard… Do I want to see what you’ve been working on, here?” Wagner murmured.

      “You know I couldn’t tell you that, Wagner,” smiled Howard. He pressed in the button for B18 on the floor panel, and the lift began downwards. It soared, soundless, down cables toward the Chrysum well. “I have to tell you all, though, you cannot speak of this. Not to anyone without security clearance at least equal to my own.”

      “Wha- what’s your clearance?” Kalus dared to ask as they plunged deeper by the second.

      “Eight,” Howard told him. Each of the Dogs of War gulped, along with Wagner. Their clearance rankings were still in letters. One didn’t achieve a numbered clearance until they’d surpassed all twenty-six letters.

      They waited out the rest of the ride in silence, until the elevator stopped and opened to a room that flattened their backs against the furthest wall from it. All but Howard, who stepped out into a world seemingly made from churning Chrysum. Even Captain Demi’s jaw popped open as the researcher’s silhouette shrunk into the silver-blue light and slush as it whipped around him. His feet were what gave away his safety. Every one of his steps laid his feet flat; there was glass beneath him. Wagner ventured out first, followed by Demi and the rest of the Dogs. They saw more clearly with each uneasy turn, that they were completely enclosed in glass, or something similarly clear. The elevator had let them out at the very bottom of the Reactor, inside the monumental spinning propeller they’d seen from outside.

      “A…A viewing station?” Demi realized, “Why do you need one all the way down here? If you wanted to monitor collection rates, isn’t there an easier way?” Howard answered with his face turned out, to watch the swirling lights on the other side of the glass. Chrysum slush furled around each pass of the propeller blades, and pulsed upwards to the collection vents in the underside of the Reactor.

      “It is a viewing station…but not for collection rates,” Howard told the Captain, “It’s for me to monitor behavior.”

      “Behavior…of what?” Sophia asked. Howard answered with a glance at his gold-trimmed watch. He confirmed the time, then folded his hands behind his back.

      “Watch.”

      A single word marked an explosion of motion from above. Enormous black spearheads shot down from above, through the slush layer and deep in the ice beneath the glass antechamber. All eyes followed it down. When the spears had stabbed through too much ice to continue, each of them released a violent tremor. Shards of splintered ice rose up, to be whisked around and further disintegrated by the propellers. The Dogs and Wagner glanced wildly back and forth, from the vibrating spears to the Chrysum-filled ice that floated up. At the very bottoms of them, something black emerged. It was almost like a fluid, though it seemed to ebb and flow with definitive purpose through the ice. It was this formless substance, not the spears, that was truly shattering the solid bed of the Chrysum well. It took some time for one amongst them to realize what it was, and only because he’d seen it once before. It was the same stuff that had come through the cracks in the exploding planet Mukurus.

      “Howard… Tell me that’s not…” Wagner sputtered. His knees buckled and he had to grab a glass wall for support.

      “What? What is it?” Sophia demanded. She was only so eager because she had a theory already. She’d heard whispers around the Coliseum before the Dogs were deployed.

      “It’s the fruit of your uncle’s research on Mars. His Slayer Project… We’re injecting M-Particles into the solid layer of Chrysum under the slush to break it up and dislodge it,” Howard told her.

      “The hell are M-Particles?” Kalus asked, face flat against the glass wall.

      “Pieces of self-regenerating matter from the ancient life form Machaeus. They were spread across several galaxies when the mission of the Arcadia failed… A mission Wagner and I were assigned to, Arms Master Kalus Delphi.” Howard explained. In the presence of so grievous a revelation, Kalus almost wished he hadn’t made that ridiculous joke of a request.

      “You mean to tell me… You found pieces of that…monster, and all you thought to do with it was inject it into the planet?” Wagner demanded. He took a threatening step toward Howard, which Demi intercepted with a hand across his chest. The Captain shook his head once in warning.

      “We couldn’t destroy it, if that’s what you think we should have done. We could only split it into a smaller form. We thought breaking it down to a subatomic level might do it, but… Well, I predicted it would have a result similar to the old Atom Bomb. I believe that is what happened on Mukurus, when Drogan faced Machaeus,” said Howard.

      “Drogan? That… That story is…” Lilia muttered, suddenly numb.

      “Oh, it’s no story, sweetheart. The half-breed is real, and he almost blew us to hell. He killed Captain Miller, and he spread this plague across the gal-”

      “He couldn’t have known. I didn’t know, until I had a specimen to take apart in my lab,” Howard cut him off. His voice had a fire in it no one amongst the group could have predicted. “Drogan was trying to help us, and God only knows where he ended up for it.” Wagner bunched up a shaking fist. At Demi’s warning grasp of his shirt, however, he let it swing down at his side.

      “So… Why inject the Chrysum with…M-Particles?” asked Sophia.

      “I found, in my and your uncle’s research, that M-Particles will seek out Chrysum. Machaeus itself isn’t made of Chrysum - I don’t know if it’s actually made of any one thing, but it can use Chrysum to generate more matter for its form,” said Howard, “We shoot the M-Particles down to break the ice. They try to carry it up, to collect it in a focus zone, which happens to be right where a battery of propellers breaks the whole mess to tiny bits.”

      “Let me guess - you suck it all up, filter the M-Particles out, then reuse them?” Kalus posed.

      “Arms Master Kalus Delphi is correct,” Howard affirmed. At last, Lilia slapped her brother in the back of the head.

      “Will you please tell him he doesn’t actually have to- ah!” Lilia quieted instantly when a propeller collided into a giant black mass behind her. The congealing mass of Machaeus was battered to dark dust, and sucked up through the vents in the Reactor along with all the Chrysum-ice in its clutches.

      “I don’t know, Howard… Much as we owe our misfortunes to Machaeus, this seems a little sick. And more than a little dangerous,” Wagner grumbled.

      “We owe the advancement of settlements in the Outerworlds to tech like this. The Reactor on Neptune. The Floating City on Jupiter. The new Rings of Saturn,” Howard told him. He turned to face the Dogs of War, his face uneasy under the gravity of the truth he had to share. “It’s the reason we have a SkyLine Launcher on the Cerberus. Which is the only way we’re going to beat the Dragons. They want to target our supply routes, box in our civilizations, then snuff them out.”

      “You… You know how to operate it?” Sophia asked, her cheeks the slightest bit flushed. “I read the manual, but…I didn’t really understand it - not fully.” Howard’s lips twitched into something like a smirk.

      “Why don’t we head back to your ship, and I’ll show you?” he said. “I did invent it. Now, as you know, the SkyLine’s resting state resembles a gas, with the nanocomputers floating in a formless cloud. This allows solid objects to pass through, until we need it...” Howard went on for the next two hours.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine: Maiden Blood

          

        

      

    

    
      Between the stormy steel bridge fiasco and their trip into the Reactor’s Chrysum collection arm, the Dogs of War were exhausted. Howard took them and a yet disgruntled Wagner back up the elevator. They dragged their feet, even across the spectacular light ripples of the aquarium lounge. Howard led the group through the hidden door to the Reactor, back down the staircase bridge and through the city to a tavern and inn. Several sections of its previously slick silver-slatted roof had been torn free and patched with corrugated tin. The way it rattled in the stormwinds made the Dogs shudder at the thought of what the Reactor’s dorms were like. According to Howard, they were in no condition he’d bestow on a guest.

      “Well…this is where I leave you guys. I’ve got to report to the Marre barracks,” said Wagner at the door to the Icefringe Tavern.

      “Thanks for your help, Wagner,” Demi nodded with an outstretched hand to represent his unit. Wagner took it for a hardy shake.

      “You guys might just be crazy enough to tango with the Dragons. My hope honestly does go with you,” he smirked. His pupils rolled over to the very edge of his eyes, to scrutinize Howard. They stuck there for only a second, in which he looked like he might have stepped on a nail. “Safe journey.” Wagner about-faced and headed off for the barracks on the other side of the ring. The Dogs watched him shrink into the patchwork of storefronts.

      “He’s still sour about the Arcadia mission, huh?” guessed Kalus. Howard nodded, eyes tracking his friend until he disappeared.

      “We all are. We lost friends because of Machaeus. Our first Captain, confirmed dead. Our second, missing. I don’t blame him for being wary,” he murmured to the floor. His head snapped back up at the sudden awareness of the company at his side. “But I’ve been studying the behavior of M-Particles since the Reactor went up. They seem to act with a singular will, but the propellers of the collection arm are specifically programmed to break them up long before they become a threat.” Hearing it explained a second time did little for the group’s confidence in the system, despite having watched it at work.

      “Just…glad you’re on our side,” Demi smiled, and patted Howard on the shoulder. With that, their guide led them inside the tavern.
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        * * *

      

      Though wind rattled the replacement shingles across the roof, the Dogs of War found a surprisingly comfortable night’s sleep in the upstairs rooms of the Icefringe Tavern. Between heating elements in the warmth-retaining walls and thermal blankets, the owners of the place had well mastered keeping guests comfortable through Neptune’s frigid nights. Captain Demi was as surprised as the rest of his crew to find that those nights were actually shorter than the ones of their home planet.

      He woke with the first crack of orange across the dark and light swirls of Neptune’s slushy oceans. Demi was the first up and the first to the tavern below. It was an odd thing, to be scrutinized by the Ice Giant’s natives for abstaining from liquor at sunrise. But Demi had only come for coffee and the weather. He found both as a self-service, one on the television behind the bar and the other up for grabs on a corner table. Demi slid fifteen credits across the table and refused change as a tip. He’d done a brief tour on Neptune once before, when Calliope had been the extent of human settlement. He had no honest idea about how people could live out there with no hope of relief.

      Demi gave his crew the luxury of the six hours’ rest they were accustomed to. At the very end of it was when he pistol-butted the hollow heating pipe in the wall of their shared quarters. He treasured the cackle he got out of the perfectly symmetrical upright jolt of the four in their beds. He knew it might be his last chance for a while. With Howard in tow, the thick of the assignment was ahead.

      “Look alive, Dogs!” Demi laughed, “That includes you now, Howard! I could have been a Chrysum mortar or a Dragon crashing through the roof! I hope you all treasured last night’s sleep, because it was the last full night any of you get!” Demi tested his crew by giving them a groggy, idle minute to interject, which he was well prepared to shut down immediately. All, however, were silent. “We’ll have a system of watches, and Lilia, you’re going to have to learn to trust the autopilot.”

      “Ye-yes sir,” she muttered into her bunched up sheets.

      “We need eyes out on the deck at all times. The Dragons want to cut human supply lines. We’re making new ones. You can bet each one of our asses that they’re going to come for us. Am I clear?” Captain Demi asked.

      “Yes sir,” piped up from different voices, in different spots from around the room. Demi listened with particular focus for Kalus’ voice, which he heard with a surprising lack of sarcasm.

      “Good. Then let’s get back to the ship. Weather’s clear on the bridge for the next hour so we’ll eat on the go. We depart for Saturn immediately,” Demi told them. Sheets folded back instantly. The Dogs of War leaped from their cots in their underwear, each scrambling for the uniform hung beside them. “Sophia.”

      “Yeah?” she answered, while she wiggled her navy suit pants up over the soft curve of her waist.

      “Your assignment today is to transplant everything inside Howard’s brain about the SkyLine Launcher into your own. I need you ready to fire in two days. Understand?” asked her Captain.

      “Understood,” Sophia gave a driven nod worthy of her family name. She waited until Demi turned away to take the gulp more appropriate for the way she felt. Pressured. Nervous. Shaky, under the weight of several worlds.
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        * * *

      

      The Cerberus’ first day back in the SkyLine was largely uneventful. It was spent in shifts of waking and sleep to maintain a healthy alertness for the crew. Each of them spent a shift of three Earth hours up on the top deck. Cyclical two-hour periods of sleep were mandatory to assure everyone on the crew got a collective six hours of rest, Demi was sure to remind the crew often. How the Dogs spent their waking, free hours, however, varied from member to member.

      Kalus sat with Howard in the armory, deep in the belly of the ship. He picked the researcher’s brain for every detail he could spare about Dragons. He wanted to know it all. The thickness of their scales. Their fields of vision. Their wingspans, arm and talon lengths, and accurate range of Chrysum fire from their razor jaws. It was beyond easy to eat up the whole of their free time that way. Howard never tired of describing the beasts and effective tactics against them he’d seen in the field. Kalus never tired of tweaking his disassembled tools accordingly.

      Sophia sat in the cockpit of her deployable Cerberus head. She ran her fingers over every control stick, button and lever. She committed the function of each to the memory of not just her brain, but her body. She wouldn’t rest until its functions were as automatic to her as walking down a staircase. She paid particular attention to the intricacies of the SkyLine Launcher, which she tore Howard from Kalus several times to explain to her. Its motions were so much more fluid than anything else her craft was equipped with, to match the nature of the device. The two linked control orbs were able not only to spin in any direction but also move freely inside a network of suspension wires.

      Lilia forced herself to rise from the helm, starting at increments of fifteen minutes. Each time she left the Cerberus to fly itself, she managed to stay away from it longer. Each time it eased her nerves to see she had, in fact, calibrated the autopilot course correctly. A simple mistake could, after a period of several hours, lead to catastrophe. However unlikely she knew it to be, Lilia kept imagining the ship tearing straight through the Outer Rings of her home planet. She dared say nothing to anyone of it. She knew if Kal or Captain Demi had to tell her one more time she was there for her own ability and not that of her brother, they would combust.

      Captain Demi himself spent most of his free time locked in his office. His fellow Dogs wondered often what mission details he still had to decipher or configure, and even took several bets. The one thing none of them put money on, however, was the truth. His time in confinement had nothing to do with the mission. It had everything to do with his Arms Specialist. The thoughts followed Demi from his office late that day, up onto the deck of the Cerberus for his shift at watch.

      Even so troubled, Demi couldn’t help but smirk the second he stepped up into the open world of rushing blue light. The SkyLine screeched around the ship in a perfect tube, yet there wasn’t the slightest hint of a breeze. The temperature, too, was perfectly pleasant inside the translucent shield around the Cerberus. Demi paced over to the railing on the edge of the massive ship. It took a full minute to reach it, which astounded even him as the ship’s Captain. No amount of training could prepare one for the mass of a true WCC Warbringer.

      Demi rested on the rail, eyes out on the blackness beyond the blueness. Space; the Milky Way. An endless sandbox of shimmering crystals soon to be tainted by its first war. Through it, Demi searched for the tiny orange orb with a dark stripe across it. He figured, with the planet only a day’s flight away, he should be able to see Saturn. The hard mines made of steel, where ice and darkness made hard people like Kalus. Demi couldn’t imagine what it had been like, not really. There was no reconciliation between the Chrysum mines of Saturn and the rolling riverlands of France’s countryside, where he’d grown up.

      They were children at slightly different times, in very different circumstances. One heaved buckets of shimmering minerals down ice and steel caverns in the dark. One walked open-field miles to dig new trenches for his parents’ struggling crops in the sun. Demi thought hard about the endless twists of fate that had united these two, born three planets away from one another. He couldn’t decide if the Universe was countless chance and ripples or if there really was a sort of cosmic blueprint lying around somewhere.

      “Can I join you?” Demi flinched at the sound of the voice. He almost gave his neck a cramp in how fast it cricked to the side. It was too late for him to object; Kalus had already rested his elbows on the rail beside him.

      “Your watch isn’t for three more hours,” Demi said to him. He couldn’t believe the shaky sound of his own voice. Come on, Demitri, he said to himself, like his pop used to before he left for the WCC. Captain Demitri, he reminded himself, in his own voice alone.

      “That’s not what I asked you,” said Kalus. His eyes seemed to wander the blackness for a moment too, though with more purpose than Demi’s. He found what he was looking for immediately. The orange orb with the stripe. Saturn.

      “I…don’t think it’s a good idea,” Demi forced himself to say.

      “That’s…not exactly what I asked either,” said Kalus. In the center of his black pupils, a tinier orange dot glared alive. It gave him an almost ghostly air as he said, “You have the power to order me away. I’m asking if you’re doing that.” Demi thought on it for a heavy moment. He took a few slow, heavy breaths to decide.

      “Not yet. I hope I won’t have to,” he said. Kalus hoped the same. Fleeting as the supporting crew was, they somehow seemed to be everywhere and nowhere at once. They never came to the deck though.

      “You won’t. Long as you don’t mind some company,” said Kalus. “I just…wanted to see it, from the outside.” The somber hue of his tone was so alien, Demi couldn’t bring himself to send him away, even when Kalus’ hand inched under his. After a few seconds, the warmth felt too pleasant to want it to end. Demi closed his grip firmer around Kalus’ thin, deft fingers. Hands that create- that saved them back on the bridge.

      “It’s…always different from the outside,” said Demi after a while.

      “Sure is,” Kalus said. His green eyes remained sunken, even while his lips smiled. “You know… The day I met you was the first time I saw Saturn like this.” Demi turned him a suspicious brow.

      “I thought you ran with scrappers, before I recruited you for the Dogs?”

      “Nope. That was Lilia,” Kalus told him. Demi choked on whatever he was about to say, and instead burst into a rare, genuine laugh.

      “You’re…kidding, right? he sputtered.

      “How do you think she flew that scrapper ship like that, when we came to save your ass?” Kalus asked. While his face said he appreciated the irony as much as his Captain, it also said he was serious.

      “I…I thought she was just a prodigy,” Demi admitted.

      “Well, she is. But she’s also very experienced. My contribution to our survival on the Rings was mostly thievery. I mean sure, I raided the less guarded armories and repurposed some custom gear for…less-than-savory customers, but Lil did most of the heavy lifting. She was the real outlaw. Of course, she just flew the ship. Told the scrappers outright she didn’t want to know what they were doing or where her pay came from, so long as it came,” Kalus told his Captain.

      “And here I acted like I knew everything about the two of you when I recommended you to Marcus,” Demi chuckled. “He’d kill me if he knew.” They shared a brief laugh until a deep breath of preparation made Kalus sullen again. Demi almost told him not to say it, whatever it was. He wasn’t quite fast enough.

      “That wasn’t the only first I had, when I met you… I…” Kalus cleared his throat to start again before anyone could stop him saying what he needed, “I didn’t know I liked men before I met you.”

      “Kalus…” Demi sighed, almost a plea.

      “No. No, let me say this. If you want me to have sufficient focus for my duties, that is,” Kalus insisted. The shape of his lips was the mere vestige of a true smile. Demi joined him in his transfixed stare at Saturn, resigned to listen. “What I mean is… You were WCC. Ranks and file. There to keep the peace I was disrupting. Of course, at the time I had no idea you were a ranking Officer. Every time one of your men caught me, before you, I thought it’d be the time they finally beat me to death. Every time they stopped within an inch of my life. But you… Why?”

      “What do you mean, why?” Demi answered, only when the invitation to speak was so deliberate.

      “Why didn’t you hit me? Why’d you tell your men I did nothing wrong, when your men saw me sneaking away from the back of that store?” Kalus asked. Demi only stared out at the encroaching body of the place where it had happened. “Why? Did you pity me, because I was scrawny? That’s what most of the others always said when I took a licking. Squashing a bug isn’t worth the stain on their boots,” Kalus quoted one of the other miners.

      “I saw what you had in the bags. Food. How could I… You just wanted to eat,” said Demi. Kalus let out a rough breath, almost like a laugh. So simple an act. It had entirely rerouted his life. Demi and Kalus leaned on the rail of the Cerberus for a time both of them lost track of. They enjoyed the warmth of a hand in their hand. They moved closer by a force of unconscious gravity, until their shoulders rubbed together.

      “For just a second, someone else saw me. They saw me and they thought…I deserved to live. You. For just that second, I didn’t have to bare my teeth and fight for the right to live. It gave me a second to think, which I never normally had. And I thought…you were the most intimidating, handsome person I’d ever seen. You gave me that. A chance to get to know myself,” said Kalus. Demi tensed. He almost pulled away. He knew better than to let the order of his unit depend on the emotions of one member. Then Kalus said, “That’s why I begged Lilia to fly me out there, when the Dragons attacked. I owe you something I can never repay. That’s why, even if we can’t…I’m with you.”

      Demi turned to face his Arms Master. That gravity, that hazardous pull between them, threatened to undo every restraint of good sense. Just like it had the night after they fought together outside Saturn’s Rings. Their lips twitched with the desire to lock together. Their hands tightened around one another.

      “If that’s true… Would it kill you to call me Captain?” Demi asked, a futile attempt to diffuse the tension. Arms Master and Captain were forgotten in that moment. Demi and Kalus were pure as children, giggling as they moved closer. Demi watched the light brighten in the center of his one-time lover's eyes. Saturn. Home of hard mines and harder people. At least, he thought it was Saturn. Then it brightened, and grew, until it was a painful glare from Kalus’ eye.

      “Captain,” Kalus muttered, filled with an emotion so starkly inappropriate for the moment, reality seemed to splinter. Fear. What might have happened vanished behind the dropped curtain of a brutal awakening. Demi wheeled around to see the light for himself. A rippling blue and white fireball hurtled through the wall of the SkyLine.

      “Dragons. Get-”

      The Chrysum meteor crashed into the side of the Cerberus. A blur of color screeched across the deck, straight for Kalus and Demi. Kalus felt hands on his chest. Next he knew, his back skidded across the Cerberus while pillars of white fire jumped up around him.
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        * * *

      

      “What in the hell was that?” Sophia screamed. The jump to her feet was a mistake, she realized, when the Cerberus whipped into a wild spin. She toppled beneath Lilia’s leaping feet. The Commander managed to get a hand on the helm. She used it to pull herself into her seat. She gripped the navigation bars in both hands, disengaged the autopilot and fought to regain control.

      “We’re going through the SkyLine wall!” Lilia screamed while the world spiraled outside the viewing window. With each full rotation, they spun closer to the racing neon barrier. Lilia winced. Sophia grasped the nearest control panel. The whole frame of the Cerberus shivered when it struck the edge of the tunnel. Nose first, it plunged through a solid wall of energy and nanomachines. “I’m going to normalize us! Hang on a second longer!” Lilia screamed.

      With the throw of a switch, she flared the side jets of the Cerberus to fight the force of their spin. Two turns later, the ship had evened out to an idle float. Lilia took all of two seconds to engage the rear jets. Two more Chrysum blasts tore through the ship’s jetstream only feet behind it. She swayed the Cerberus side to side while she read the damage reports that projected from her console. The starboard side of the deck had been blasted wide open. Kal, was the thought that haunted her sharp gasp. The Cerberus drew a bright streak back and forth across the abyss beside the SkyLine, with the white Chrysum fire eating away its deck.

      “Sophia, are you conscious?” Lilia called out when she read three life signatures circling the ship.

      “So far,” Sophia groaned as she heaved herself up on a seat.

      “Good. Get to your ship and deploy. Whatever it is attacking us, hit it back. I’ll support you from here,” Lilia told her. Data analysts scattered throughout the bridge behind her instantly, typing out codes to track their attackers. Sophia stood, paralyzed at the sudden emergence of the woman with a mission from inside the Lilia-shaped cocoon. She stayed until Lilia shot her a fiery glare.

      “On it,” Sophia said, and raced off. On the way out, she passed Howard on his way in.

      “Howard,” Lilia called him instantly, the slightest waver in her voice, “I need you to go up to the deck and check on Demi and Kalus.”

      “Counter-offer,” Howard answered, a hand on the wall to steady himself, “Hook me into your ventilation system and I can get the Dragons off us.” Lilia burned into him with one eyebrow of doubt over the other. Howard hadn’t looked so serious before, even inside the Chrysum Reactor.

      “Alright. There’s a master control panel down on the left. I’ll patch you in,” Lilia said. Just before that, a notification popped up from her console that one of the Cerberus heads had launched. Artillery Subcraft Deployed. Lilia watched on her radar as one of the life signatures outside turned after it. The other two hovered above the deck of the Cerberus. “One on your tail, Sophia. Take it out,” said Lilia. She watched a tiny cannon-armed pod shoot across her viewing screen. The scaly, winged blur that flashed after it gave her chills.

      “Are we on?” Howard asked. Lilia jostled from her trance. She set the Cerberus on autopilot to repeat her swaying flight pattern so she could take up the Chrysum turret controls. A bright crimson crosshair projected onto the viewing screen, which she leveled at two Dragons over the deck.

      “We’re on,” Lilia told him. Howard put down an odd rectangular device he’d plugged in to type a command into the panel. A thin mist emitted from the vents swirled instantly around the ship.

      “Once the M-Particles spread, I’m going to play a frequency across them that’s rather unpleasant to anything with Chrysum in it. Get ready for them to scramble,” he warned.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Captain! Your hands still work?” a voice called to Demi through the infinite surge of blinding light. Next he knew, a handle of some kind was shoved through his fingers.

      “Ye-yeah,” Demi coughed.

      “Then take this, and use it! Come on!” the voice shouted. Kalus. His Arms Specialist yanked Demi back up on his feet. White walls of fire boxed them in on three sides. Kalus pulled Demi along before the fourth could close. They trotted across the deck of the Cerberus to the opposite rail. Two winged shadows floated over them, silhouettes in the glare of the SkyLine above. Then one of their jaws filled with silver flame. Demi activated the weapon in his hands. An edged strip of metal shot out, which ignited a shining blue. A Chrysum sword? Demi realized. He’d never seen a portable one before. This was, of course, because Kalus’ private collection was all custom.

      “We’ve got to draw them to the deck!” Demi shouted, his senses flooding back at once.

      “On it!” Kalus affirmed. From his hip, he snapped up a pistol that shone with the same Cold Fusion light. He launched a shining shell straight through the open jaw of their scaled foe. The Dragon’s Chrysum breath betrayed it, leaking through and spreading blue flame to its chest. The next second, a massive scaling white cannonball flung from the main cannon of the Cerberus. The uninjured Dragon flapped just to the side of it, before both dove to the deck.

      “Here they come,” Demi growled. Kalus belted his pistol for two blade handles similar to the one he’d given his Captain. He snapped fearsome blades from each of them. The one in his left hand surged with emerald energy, the other yellow. Demi hardly had time to wonder how they differed besides color before the Dragons swooped down.

      The one with a hole in its jaw came down just a hair too low. Demi shoved his Chrysum sword straight through its chest. The beast wailed and screeched, then tumbled across the deck in a bloody heap of scales. Kalus swung for the other, but missed by a hair’s breadth. Instead, the Dragon tilted to let something slide from its back, then flapped its way up and away from the ship. Kalus and Demi turned together to the shadow the beast had dropped, which rose in the Chrysum fire of its own will. It was alive.

      “What in the hell is that?” Kalus cried as the thing continued to grow before them. It was a question neither of them could answer. It stood on two legs, not unlike a human. Its silhouette, however, unfolded with four arms, two at each side. It had no wings, and was somewhere between human and Dragon in stature. Before Demi could answer, a sound behind him stood the hairs on his neck upright. He spun to face a second of the six-limbed creatures, rising from the corpse of the Dragon he’d split.

      “An even fight, it looks like,” Demi said. He crossed his body to grasp his Chrysum sword in both hands.

      “Faders. They work for the Dragons,” Howard’s voice rose through the cracks in the deck boards, “And ride them, apparently. I’ve come across them in recent research. Dispatch them quickly, and I can emit a frequency that disrupts the Dragons’ focus. It will also affect your weapons.”

      “Dispatch them quickly,” Kalus mocked. Over his shoulder, he smiled to Demi, “Sounds like you had your eyes in the wrong spot for a mutiny, Cap’.”

      “Shut it and do your job. Aren’t boardings pretty much your whole wheelhouse?” Demi grinned back. The Faders lumbered closer, closing a pincer in on the two.

      “Aw, there’s more to me than just that, Cap’! Let’s roll.” Kalus lunged first. He put his uniform’s shock absorption to the test with a block from his arm. The Fader’s claw struck it and stopped dead, stuck against the combined might of Kalus and his suit. Kalus feigned a strike, which his foe tried to counter with a swing of his long, clawed arm. Kalus easily stepped back, and clove the appendage from the Fader’s body. Its guttural screech chilled his bones while Kalus lunged again. Behind him, Demi backpedaled away from an onslaught of four lashing claws. The Faders were pushing them too close.

      “Let’s switch!” Kalus called back.

      Demi turned into a swing of trust. His Arms Master easily sidestepped him, so Demi could cleave a second limb from the wounded Fader. Kalus crouched beneath the four-armed assault of the other with both blades wound back across his waist. Three gashes opened down his back. Kalus cringed through the spurts across the deck, and whipped his blades straight out. He and the Fader fell at once. Kalus took a knee. The beast’s torso slid back, right off its midsection.

      “Kalus!” Demi screamed when he saw the trickle of ruby across the deck. The Captain sidestepped wild swings and flung his own back. The Fader, however, learned quickly from pain. Kalus tried to stand, but only stumbled away. Then a whoosh of wings called his eyes up. One of the Dragons stopped to point its fire-filled jaw right at him. Kalus grabbed his pistol, just a second too late.

      A Chrysum ray from Sophia’s zipping ship seared a hole in the beast’s chest, but not before it unleashed the flame from within. Kalus fell sideways, away from the burst of white flame that separated him from his Captain. He landed on his back again, which gave him a horrifying view of six more Dragons, closing in from above. He watched searing cannonballs from the Cerberus’ main cannon take out two of them, and two more take their places.

      “Howard! Activate the frequency!” Kalus heard Demi’s voice from somewhere nearby.

      “The Faders are taken care of?” Howard countered.

      “Do it!”

      The sound was the faintest ring to the Dogs of War. Almost like a distant, high note on a flute. The effect on the Dragons, however, was dramatically and instantly more severe. Those inside the acclimation shield of the Cerberus screeched and shrieked. Those outside arched their necks back, to gasp a deathly silence. Every one of them flailed their wings, so uncontrolled as to crash right into one another. Kalus watched with morbid fascination, as the lights of his Chrysum swords flickered out. Then something thunked against the deck beside him.

      Kalus turned his head and found himself suddenly inspired to move, despite the volume of blood leaching into the deck below him. The remaining Fader thrashed for its life in a raging pillar of Chrysum fire. Captain Demi knelt on its chest, pinning its shoulder with a dark blade plunged through. He held the Fader down, despite the constant lash of its remaining four limbs and fire flicking his own sleeves. He pressed hard on the handle of his blade until his foe screeched its last. Its limbs flattened. Demi almost deflated right on top of it. His suit kept him mostly unburned, but he might eventually have burned to ash with his foe, if not for his Arms Master’s last burst of adrenaline.

      Kalus yanked his Captain from the plated skin of the Fader to the deck beside him. The next second, the back of his own head plunked on the deck. Surrounded by the corpses of aliens and blood pools lit by a white inferno, Kalus and Demi passed out cold.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten: Will of the Council

          

        

      

    

    
      Donellanus sat with his claws folded together at the head of the long, stone-carved council table. It still amazed him, all these months later, what the Faders could do with their hands. A team of eight of them had taken a rough, raw lump of the particles in Jupiter’s deep cloud layer, and turned it to a polished table. Beneath the glares of Chrysum lamps off its smooth surface, nebulas of orange, red and yellows tangled in a gorgeous tapestry. They’d built the rest of the base beneath the clouds with similar techniques. They had, after all, been building shrines to ancient Dragon visitors, bringers of Chrysum technology, for generations. Part of Donellanus felt guilty about using them this way. Hands so adept to creation, forced to destroy. Dormis and several of his underlings lined the walls to remind him, four arms crossed in solemn respect.

      That was the extent of free thought the Chairman of the Higher Order was allowed for the day. The last member of the council broke the meditative silence with his late arrival. The double doors to the conference room scraped open to let Caullen in. All eyes on the council swayed to find him, none with more grave surprise than Chairman Donellanus.

      “It is unlike you to be late,” he growled, instantly suspicious.

      “I apologize. I was in a meeting when one of our marauder groups returned; I took their report. They arrived back with their numbers more than halved,” Caullen told the Chairman. The spite in his voice was as clear and blatant as a bolt of white fire.

      “What happened?” Donellanus asked, concern prodding through his feelings toward the ever-skeptical Caullen. The late arrival stepped aside to let in three Dragons of dark scale, which marked their status under the Higher Order.

      “Go on,” Caullen encouraged them. Each of the three was plainly shaken, though by what was unclear: standing in the presence of the Higher Order or whatever had happened to the rest of them. “Deliver your report, just as you did to me.”

      “We…were scanning supply routes between Neptune and Saturn. We spotted a ship, bigger than any of the others we’d seen. I thought...thought maybe it was some sort of bulk delivery from the WCC,” a Dragon of deep emerald scale explained, “but they were no suppliers. Too well trained. They overwhelmed us.”

      “How many did you leave the base with?” Donellanus asked. He smoldered, not without a hint of sympathy.

      “Eight,” said the green Dragon, “Twelve, including Faders.”

      “And…you three are all that’s left?”

      “Yes sir,” the Dragon averted his eyes to admit. Donellanus leaned back in his seat, long snout shaking side to side.

      “How…did they overwhelm you? What sort of weapons did they use?” the Chairman asked next.

      “More kinds than I’ve ever seen, and not WCC standard. I saw collapsible Chrysum swords, Fusion pistols and deployable mini-ships from the main freighter,” the green Dragon described, “They used this…this sound, too. Like a ringing.”

      “It was the same Chrysum-disruption audio the crew of the Arcadia used,” another, purple-scaled Dragon from the unit interjected. “I remember it from the attack on Mukurus.”

      “From the Arcadia?” Donellanus rumbled. “What did their uniforms look like?”

      “Blue and gold. A pin of a three-headed dog on their jackets. Nothing like I’ve seen before,” the green Dragon told him. Donellanus wrapped his jaw in his long, jagged talons. He let his head down to comb every detail he had about the WCC’s elite task forces. Not one matched that description.

      “I’m…very sorry for the ones you lost. None of us could have predicted this. Your resolve to return, however, has opened our eyes to a bigger threat. One we will be prepared for in the future. You’ve done us great good, and will be rewarded,” Donelannus assured the three shaken survivors. The words sickened him even as he said them. Through lessons he’d learned in blood and fire himself, no reward filled the wound of a lost friend. “You are dismissed.” The Higher Order withheld comment to watch the three go.

      “What will we do, about this well-trained unit? They can boil our blood with a sound. We should employ-”

      “You may make a proposal, Caullen. You may not dictate what your fellow council members should do,” Donellanus warned him. The light blue beast took a cautious pace into the chamber. His talons slid across the smooth glare of the table.

      “I propose we track this ship until it docks. If we deploy a large unit of Faders, unaffected by the frequency without Chrysum in their blood, we can locate their audio device and destroy it. Then we can isolate the crew and eradicate them,” Caullen smoldered. A number of heads around the table bobbed in silent agreement.

      “I appreciate the call for retribution. The limiting factor is our military presence. We just lost six Faders. We need a certain force here to maintain security. Any that we assign to the unit you propose, Caullen, are fewer that can accompany us on trade ship raids. If we can’t limit the humans’ trade, they can build a stronger military defense. This is something we need to revie-”

      “I appreciate your call for conservation of resources, Chairman,” Caullen dared to interrupt, “but the time for reviewing resources has passed. We’ve been stricken. If we don’t retaliate, not only does it make us look weak, it leaves us open to another attack. This group is dangerous.” Donellanus’ claws cut into the outer coating of the table with his mounting frustration as even more heads joined the bob for Caullen’s proposal.

      “How many Faders would you propose we assign to this unit?” Donellanus snarled.

      “Thirty should give us a good security blanket,” Caullen said.

      “Thirty… You’re talking about thirty lives, Caullen. So many, sacrificed for one vendetta. This…dog-pin group was in transit from Neptune to Saturn. Our Dragons attacked them. There’s a chance we may never see them again, if we don’t seek them out. And you want to throw away thirty lives to pick a fight,” Donellanus growled.

      “Throw away? The Faders have volunteered themselves to our cause. The decision to go where we send them was theirs. And leaving this group be is a risk we can’t just ignore,” Caullen barked back. “Besides, we need to hold a vote. Need I remind you again that we have no King?”

      “On that, at least, we agree,” Donellanus rumbled, “Who amongst our Higher Order votes for Caullen’s plan of attack?” Of the nine Dragons around the ornate stony table including Donellanus and Caullen, six lifted their talons. The Chairman forced his claws to unclench, no matter how he longed to do the opposite. He wanted to snap off a slab of the Fader’s gorgeous table and split it on Caullen’s thick, objecting skull.

      “Thirty Faders. We’ll need at least half that number of our own to carry them. Does the council agree?” Caullen called a second vote. He received the same divided, but majority approval. He even chanced a fang-toothed smirk at his strategic victory.

      “I’d like to present a proposal of my own. We need to start research on how to utilize Machaeus as a tool,” Donellanus countered. A subtle tremor of chatter arose from around the table nearly instantly. “The defensive and offensive capabilities cannot be ignored. We could halve our unit sizes, halve our risk and double our success if we incorporated Machaeus,” he roared over the commotion.

      “Actually…I thought you might bring that up. Which is why I was in a meeting before those marauders came back. A meeting with one among us who had personal experience with Machaeus,” Caullen said, loud enough for someone to overhear outside the door. At this signal, she entered. A Dragon with ruby scales, her claws bound behind her back.

      “You brought a prisoner here?” Donellanus screeched, silver smoke billowing through his monstrous incisors. Caullen raised his claws in surrender.

      “In bindings. To act as an informant,” he amended, “Go on, Krystis. Give your input, before we take our vote.” The red-scaled Dragon named Krystis stood halfway between a slump and attention before the table of the Higher Order.

      “Machaeus can’t be trusted. Not in any capacity,” Krystis growled, “That monster is the reason for my imprisonment. Most of you know me as your liaison to the traitor Drogan… I was branded a traitor by association.”

      “This is absurd. You come here with loaded witnesses and prisoners to serve your own proposals, and discredit my own,” Donellanus almost scoffed. Caullen’s antics, however, seemed far less obvious to the rest of the Order.

      “I come bearing information to help the council form their decisions,” Caullen assured him. He unfolded an arm to his red-scaled companion.

      “I never knew Drogan conspired with Machaeus,” Krystis went on, as instructed, “I spoke with him before and after every assignment. I was always thorough, and suspected him of disloyalty more than once, but…I could never prove any treachery. This is the kind of secretive, conniving being you deal with, should you try to deal with Machaeus.” Donellanus gave Krystis a mock grin, and even clapped his claws together in an alarming clank.

      “Brilliant performance. Really, very well rehearsed. Now, Caullen, if your theatrics are finished. I did make a proposal, and a proposal calls for a vote,” said the Chairman, “if we’re going to lead a full assault on this mysterious new unit, we at least owe our own the best protection we can provide. We need to explore every resource, including Machaeus. Who shares a mind with me?”

      Donellanus began with the same confidence he’d had on the day he became Chairman. Born Prince, whose father set aside pride for the good of his people; who wouldn’t stand with him? Who wouldn’t raise a claw to protect their own? Chairman Donellanus was astonished as he looked out across a room of awkward stares and silence. Not a single talon. No one. He stood alone.
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        * * *

      

      Donellanus sat in the conference room, to be as alone as he felt. He imagined his father had done the same, the night he resolved to dissolve the monarchy officially. A beast of action, he decided to take a royal line of cushy figureheads, and form them into something with the power for real change. He sacrificed a life of endless but pointless luxury for his son, for the greater good of his kind. Sure, the council of the Higher Order had been around for a few centuries before that, but they never had the kind of ultimate, decisive power they had when a King still sat on the throne.

      It took a courage beyond words. It took belief that he could bring change generations after his death, by raw will and grit alone. That was the kind of courage Donellanus needed now. To stand apart from his people, for their own good. He pushed himself up from the long council table, and trudged out to the hallway.

      “Chairman,” several guards grumbled to him on the way. Donellanus marched straight past. He had mind only for his destination.

      He passed by the shrine, where several Faders were actually praying to him. If only they knew how their pleas truly reached him, in a blur, on his way down the hall. He passed by the room where the outlaw Drogan was strung up by his wrists in custom Chrysum bindings. Donellanus marched right out the rear door of their base, to a gigantic stony overlook of the swirling yellow-orange cloud ocean. There, he found one of the only beings left in the galaxy he trusted absolutely. Dormis.

      “Greekah, moterena, fuumar harest,” Donellanus hissed to the hulking Fader in its native tongue. He had said what he understood to mean take me to the monster. Dormis only nodded, and turned for a spiral of stony stairs that led down, beneath the main platform of their base. Donellanus followed close behind him, to the concealed caverns of the basement.

      Dormis guided his lord and leader only as far as a door of solid gray stone. It alone was set apart from the clay and rock of the rest of the base. There, the Fader stepped aside, and flattened against the wall for Donellanus to go on alone. The Chairman hardly believed when he noticed Dormis tremble. Every one of the hairs on his chitin armor vibrated with horror for whatever waited beyond the gray door. Donellanus put his hand to the stone, breathed deep and tried to emulate his father. He pushed his way inside.

      A single shard of light shot into the room ahead of Donellanus, from the hallway he came through. There were no windows in the chamber of Machaeus. There was nothing in the room, actually, besides the massive pillar in its center that connected its floor to the ceiling. Right in the center of the solid clay trunk, a screen of glass peeked through. The clear, cylindrical prison trapped inside the stone was just big enough for a full-size Dragon. There was, however, no Dragon imprisoned there. There was no body imprisoned there at all. Only a formless, entropic form of pure darkness.

      “They fear you so,” Donellanus rumbled with his first step into the room, “The Faders. The Higher Order. Everyone. And yet…you are no thing. How can one fear what does not exist, in one form or another?” He toyed with the idea as he crept closer to the pillar. There was no answer from the dark swirl inside the glass.

      “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a bit afraid, myself, but…it’s like they’ve all forgotten. You’re the reason we’re still here. You watched over us for eons. You must have had reasons for doing what you did, but could we even understand them? Can we ever understand something like…” Donellanus continued, his claw rising without a thought. The tip of his talon slid down the glass. A quiet screech emitted from the friction between them.

      “What’s he doing?” a whisper floated through the air. Donellanus about-faced. A thought transmitted through Chrysum. But it was no Dragon’s voice he knew.

      “Machaeus?” Donellanus tried transmitting his own thoughts through the glass. He waited for futile seconds for an answer, before another whisper danced across his mind.

      “He’s in the chamber with Machaeus,” answered another, different voice. “Quiet, before he realizes.”

      “Realizes what?” Donellanus demanded. “To whom do I speak?”

      “You might want to check a certain outlaw’s bindings,” said the first voice. By the time Donellanus realized it was Drogan, it was too late.

      “You also might want to check the cracks in the floor, for shape-shifting Squires you lost track of,” advised DA-Vos.

      Donellanus strafed for the door, but Drogan and DA-Vos had spoken with such confidence for good reason. Since he’d flicked a dent in his bindings, Drogan had long since discovered his old friend never left him. The day of his arrival at the base, DA-Vos had bled through a crack in the wall, and had been listening in on important conversations ever since. The Squire fed Drogan every fact he’d absorbed while he continued to work at his Chrysum bindings. A few days more, and Drogan was even able to send particles of himself down through cracks in the stony floor of his room. From there, it was no trouble for the two to infiltrate Machaeus’ chamber. It was so deep a relief for Drogan to have something to do, like cracking the glass on the backside of Machaeus’ glass prison.

      “You were right to come here. So too were you right to fear,” boomed yet a third, deeper and darker voice. It came from the glass cylinder at the center of the room. Donellanus froze in the doorway. He turned back in horror, only to be swallowed in the dark swarm of Machaeus.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven: The Other Side of the Wall

          

        

      

    

    
      Kalus sprung up from his bed. He reached for his Chrysum sword, to dice the infernal Faders limb from limb. Instead, he found the grasp of a hand.

      “Easy, Kal,” Lilia hummed. She had to wrap her other hand around his to stop him from wrenching it away. His wild eyes shot around the room, in search of foes. What he found, however, were four cramped walls, and a hard cot beneath him. It took a few seconds for his brain to readjust, but once he could breathe again, Kalus realized he recognized the place.

      “Camilla’s... We’re home?” he murmured. There was no mistaking the place, once the adrenaline subsided. Rows of tiny hard cots behind a ramshackle counter. A squat ceiling of gray rock, veined with neon branches of light. More overgrown plants than had any business being packed in a space so small. It was them that gave the place its sweet, nostalgic aroma.

      “We’re home,” smiled Lilia. Saturn - Ring 5 to be specific. Once she saw the murder flee her brother’s eyes, she let go of his hand to rub his shoulder. “Sophia’s pod took some damage in the battle, so the SkyLine Launcher is offline. We needed parts, and not just for the ship… You were pretty banged up. Worse than we could fix on the Cerberus.” Just then, fear seemed to tighten its frozen grip around Kalus’ heart all over.

      “Demi. Where is he? Is he-”

      “Waiting for you to roll out of bed, so you can give us the tour,” the proud voice of his Captain brought Kalus’ eyes to the door of the shoddy little clinic. They filled to the brim with tears of relief. Kalus hid his face in his arm to keep them from spilling over.

      “Yeah, well…if you knew your way around a blade…” he pretended to criticize as best he could, while euphoria filled every inch of his chest.

      “I know.” Demi’s words sent a shock through Kalus’ sore bones, “It’s your job as my Arms Specialist to develop weapons and combat expertise… You delivered. It’s my job as the Captain to be prepared for any contingency. I wasn’t, and that put you at risk. I’m sorry.” Kalus’ eyes opened wider with each unexpected word. It was enough to pull his face out of his arm, once the few tears he couldn’t tame had soaked into his sleeve. There was a certain, painful familiarity engraved deep in the stress lines across Demi’s forehead.

      “Forgiven. Don’t mention it again,” Kalus said. With Lilia’s help, he pulled himself up off the cot. “Now… That tour.” He hobbled a few steps with his arm locked under Lilia’s before confidence returned, with blood, to his legs. Kalus turned to shoulder his way through a veritable safari of small trees and bushes on his way to the door. He made it as far as the front counter before the dark-skinned, wide-birthed bundle of joy herself came in with her arms crossed. “Camilla!” Kalus laughed.

      “Just when I thought you were finally out of my hair,” the owner and namesake of the place feigned annoyance, “Your poor sister has to drag you all the way back here from where - the depths of space? Earth? You’re still putting this girl through hell?”

      “Don’t forget putting credits in your pocket,” Kalus winked at her. Camilla bunched her lips up in the usual frown she reserved just for him.

      “And don’t think you’re getting the family discount this time. Not in that fancy new uniform you’ve got there. Everyone saw Lilia dragging you in. Can’t have the others thinking I’ve gone corporate on them,” she warned.

      “Of course, of course,” Kalus laughed, “You can hold me up by my collar outside if that helps. Maybe give me a shiner for the road.” Demi glanced from Kalus to Camilla, unable to tell if the invisible force between them was actually spite or some warped form of love.

      “You’ll…see the credits come through before the end of the day. Full service price,” he assured the owner of the clinic when he saw an opening.

      “Mhm,” Camilla grumbled, hardly glancing at the Captain. Instead, she watched Kalus and Lilia head for the door. “Pain in my ass,” she murmured as he stepped through.

      “Oh, please,” Kalus called back over his shoulder, “This isn’t even the worst shape I’ve shown up in.”

      “Thank you, Camilla,” Lilia smiled, just before they left.

      “Of course, honey,” Camilla finally cracked a smile. The door closed her inside, alone with her worry for two of the scrappiest kids she’d seen make it through the other side of Saturn’s mines. The first she’d ever seen leave, and come back in uniform.
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        * * *

      

      “Arms Master Kalus Delphi,” Howard greeted with a warm nod, just outside Camilla’s Discount Clinic.

      “Howard. You really came through back there, with that crazy sound, whatever it was,” Kalus told him. He clasped Howard’s shoulder. “You know, you don’t have to… You know what? What was that sound?”

      “A frequency of noise that causes Chrysum to vibrate rapidly. It’s extremely painful for Dragons, whose blood has a high Chrysum content,” Howard explained. Kalus nodded and, much to his sister and Captain’s dismay, said no more.

      “He lives,” Sophia actually almost smiled when she saw Kalus.

      “Don’t get too soft on me,” Kalus warned her, almost smiling himself. Then he remembered to whom he spoke and shifted tones immediately. “Heard you trashed the mission, along with the SkyLine Launcher.”

      “Saving your skinny ass,” Sophia sneered back.

      “Please,” Demi roared over the growing commotion before it spiraled too far beyond reigning in. “Lilia. You mentioned you knew a place we could get the parts we need?”

      “I do…but it’s not a place I’d bring all of you. They’ll take one look at the five of us in uniform and spit in our faces,” Lilia told the Captain. Kalus nodded in unconscious agreement. He’d met his sister’s fellow scrappers only a handful of times. None of them had been particularly pleasant.

      “Where should we go, then?” Sophia frowned.

      “We could take them as far as the Gourdstock,” Kalus suggested, “Doesn’t make sense to leave them all the way out here.”

      “Alright,” Lilia agreed, “Who’s up for a little tour?”

      “It’s been some number of years since I’ve been to Saturn. I’d enjoy one,” Howard raised his hand, like a child in a classroom.

      “A-alright!” Lilia spun to lead the group off down a concrete walkway almost like a sidewalk. What it was on the side of, however, was different from almost any other place she could think of. “Kal… Why don’t you do it? You were always better at explaining it all than me.” Kalus stretched his arms out, knuckles interlocked to crack each one.

      “A good old fashioned tour, eh?” he considered, “Haven’t given one of those since…” the slightest hint of a smile played with a hint of something quite different on his lips. Since I needed tips bad enough to force them on new arrivals. More than once, a newbie WCC sentry had opted to put Kalus in Camilla’s care instead of taking him up on his tours. “Anyway. Welcome to Saturn, folks!” he snapped himself out of it. “Currently, we’re in Ring 5.”

      From what the other Dogs could see of Ring 5, it was a long, open hallway of dull gray rock. It curved up at the very edge of what they could see. Their concrete walkway divided two starkly different environments. On the right were endless wall-to-wall storefronts as far as they could see. Yellow light cones lit the signs of drugstores, grocery marts and outfitters. On the left, patchwork garden beds of flowers, grasses and vegetables were trenched in gravelly soil between the sidewalk and endless windows. The steel networks of Saturn’s other rings passed by on the other side of them.

      “There are six man-made Rings in the actual ice rings around Saturn. They bridge the gaps between the biggest ice chunks, running tunnels through them where most of the people born here make their living mining Chrysum. When Lilia and I were born, there were only two. They’re numbered 1 through 6 with the lowest being the closest to Saturn and so on. The newer three are a recent development.” Kalus explained.

      “Are they all…like this?” Sophia asked in the pause of a breath.

      “Not nearly. Ring 5 is one of the newest. It’s partially residential, partially mining. It’s built into ice and rock rife with Chrysum. The plants are to chase away the crazies and reduce transport costs for food. The older ones are mostly steel corridors and stations for mining pods,” Kalus told her.

      “There really isn’t any effort to colonize the surface of the planet,” Sophia said after another few seconds of pacing in the lamplight. Kalus followed her eyes to the passing windows.

      “Excellent observation. Next time, raise your hand or lose a sticker,” he warned her. Sophia struck back with a sour look but managed to withhold her tongue. “There isn’t any effort to settle the surface. Unlike Jupiter, which has a layer that shifts between gas and liquid, Saturn’s all gas as best we can tell. There’s no suspicion of solid land, and there’s no Chrysum. It’s more likely we’ll see the number of man-made Rings double before any effort is made to really dig deep into the surface.” Sophia knew this, of course, but she’d be damned if she was going to lose any more stickers at the hands of Kalus.

      By the end of his response, Lilia had reached a fork in the path. She made a hard right into an enclosed stairwell, while the rest of Ring 5 continued round, all the way back to Camilla’s. The rest of the Dogs followed her in a pattern that felt and looked like “down” to them, but really was just moving closer to Saturn. Each of them had their own marvel at the wonders of artificial gravity, even the ones who grew up here, on their way around five stories of stairs. That brought them to the fork for the next Ring. Lilia, however, passed Ring 4 right by and continued on the stairs.

      “The outermost Ring, 6, used to be a free-floating WCC barracks. It was attached to the rest recently in an effort to have the communities…better protected from dastardly scrappers,” Kalus was sure to deepen his voice just for his sister. She snorted to herself as she led on. “Rings 1, 2 and 3 are where most of the work gets done. They stretch through the ice and rock fields richest in Chrysum. Now…it used to be that all the collecting was done with mining pods, and the actual man-made Rings were just for storing and transporting the haul. But now…” Kalus trailed off to observe the latest trend in Saturn’s Chrysum mining for himself, through tall vertical windows.

      “Are those…gravity hoods? I didn’t realize they’d already begun implementing…” Howard marveled right alongside Kalus.

      “They didn’t - not until right before Demi picked us up to join the Dogs of War,” Kalus told him. For once, the slightest ounce of sarcasm was absent from his voice. In the face of such an innovation, even he was stricken with unconcealable wonder. “Ring 3 is almost completely podless. I went out on a few on-foot expeditions myself. It’s…odd. They say in another year, they’ll have the first terradome around the Rings. We won’t even need survival suits to walk out on them.”

      Kalus and the others stole glances as they descended in Lilia’s wake. Twenty, maybe thirty people could be seen, just from that particular stairwell. They crossed industrial helix-forged bridges with twice the integrity of even those on Neptune, between massive glaciers and boulders caught in the fringe of Saturn’s orbit. As the name implied, half-dome overhangs on thick pillars kept the survival-suited miners beneath them grounded to the deposits. The high-roofed gravity hoods stretched all the way around Ring 3. The Dogs bypassed the fork to exit the stairs onto it. Unlike the previous two Rings, the exit was connected to an airlock suit-up station for miners entering or exiting the unprotected vacuum outside.

      “They say…they’ll be able to pay miners more, now they don’t have to pay for as much pod fuel,” Kalus mentioned.

      “You seem to know quite a bit about it,” Sophia mused. Her usual teasing edge was oddly dulled.

      “Well…thieving might have been my primary contribution to our living, but…it wasn’t the occupation I reported to the WCC’s tax service.” Kalus dared to let a bit of authentic emotion poke through. Bitterness. Sophia’s eyes opened wide with surprise. Surprise that so dubious a man knew anything about honest work. Surprise that the government she enforced would still tax the income of a man who stole to eat.

      “You… How long did you work the mines?” Sophia asked. She chased away the chill it gave her to ask by rubbing the outside of her arm. Kalus opened his mouth to answer, but a troubling thought left him without an exact answer. It painted his face with the sudden stress of shock. He couldn’t remember.

      “Lil… When did mom pass?”

      “Sixteen years ago,” Lilia reminded him. She had been old enough to remember a little more clearly, with her five-year lead on her brother in age.

      “Sixteen years,” Kalus told Sophia. She turned away to cover her mouth, so she wouldn’t embarrass them or herself with a gasp. Orphans at eleven and six. Miners at twelve and seven. Commander and Arms Master at twenty-seven and twenty-two.

      “Well, this is where we part ways,” Lilia announced. She turned back to the other Dogs as woman none of them but her brother recognized. Her dastardly grin was nothing appropriate for the Commander of a WCC Warbringer. It was, however, just right for a scrapper pilot, returning home to cash in some long-awaited favors.

      “Ring 2 is mostly mining too, but it also has one of the best bars on Saturn. In the galaxy, as far as my experience goes,” Kalus announced, “It’s a good place for us to pass the time. Lilia’s right. Her old crew won’t take kindly to five suits showing up, asking for parts.”

      “Which reminds me,” Lilia muttered. She slipped her arms out of her jacket and tossed it to her brother. She entwined her fingers in her hair to give it a good rustle. She shook herself into a new, hardier image until the parting between her two wings of hair completely vanished. Even Captain Demi’s eyebrows shot up when she popped the top two buttons of her collared shirt wide open. A previously hidden abundance of cleavage bounced a breath of relieved freedom. Lilia completed the transformation with a swing of her newly roughed-up hair back behind her shoulders. “Howard, give your jacket to Kalus too. I need you to tell me what parts we need.” Howard stood frozen, shoulders slumped, eyes wide.

      “Hey,” Kalus rocked him back to life with a hard slap between the shoulders. Howard almost toppled right over, “Mind on the mission, off my sister.”

      “O-o-of course, Arms Master Kal-”

      “For God’s sake!” Lilia finally burst. She grasped Howard by both sides of his collar to hoist him up out of his hopeless stumble. “You don’t have to call him that, Howard. He’s just being a jackass. Kalus will do just fine.” She stood him up, took his jacket off to toss to Kalus and smiled into his bewildered, flushed face.

      “Ye-yes ma’am,” Howard stuttered as Lilia ran hands through his hair. A few seconds of ruffling and patting later, Lilia had transformed the researcher into someone that might have just clocked out of a shift in the rings.

      “Don’t you start with me now, too. Just Lilia. Understand?” asked the Commander.

      “Understood.”

      “Poor bastard,” Sophia muttered, shaking her head. Lilia grabbed Howard by his bewildered shoulder and pulled him along down the stairs to Saturn’s innermost man-made Ring. Kalus watched them descend, stair for stair until the tops of both their heads had vanished below the next story. He hadn’t detected an ounce of human desire from their research specialist until now. And toward his sister, of all people.

      “Alright,” Kalus snapped abruptly out of it, “Let’s get you guys somewhere we can finally have a goddamn drink. They call it Gourdstock because they supposedly store their liquor in barrels made from recycled gourds. Honestly, I think they just spike it with jet fuel.”
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        * * *

      

      Much like Kalus, Lilia and her old crew hadn’t reported their biggest source of income to the WCC. She knew her only chance of finding them at this hour was at the cover job she shared with them until only months ago. She led Howard, sometimes by the arm when he fell behind, out into the enclosed steel hallways of Ring 1. The place was put together much like Ring 5, only without any of the storefronts or flowers. In their place were deep caverns carved in the rock by years of cutting and chipping away with Chrysum tools. Lilia’s own hands had dug out more than one. She paced the endless central hall with Howard close in tow and a debonair swagger. She glanced down each branching cavern as they passed it, until she finally found them. Lilia took loud, hard steps into the cave, hands on her hips. She tapped her foot until one of the unsuspecting miners finally looked up from the outcrop he sliced away.

      “Of all the dirt-smeared faces I thought I’d next see in hell,” the man grumbled. Howard tensed up as the man wobbled up from his bad knees. Then the man cracked a wide, white smile that burned through the soot in his beard.

      “How do you know you’re not there already?” Lilia countered as she paced into the cave. “Big rock of Chrysum drops on top of your head? They’d just shovel right over you and the next thing you’d see is me.” The filthy, bearded man limped over to Lilia and hefted up an arm of twisted, gnarly scars to clasp with Lilia’s. “Deegan. It’s good to see you.”

      “The prodigal daughter returns?” Another voice, a woman’s, had come out from the rock behind Deegan. “Didn’t think we’d see you back this way after you left in your golden chariot. Things didn’t work out?”

      “Not…quite the way I thought they would. Our ship took some damage. I’m here to broker a deal,” Lilia told the woman. She stepped aside, to let Howard in on the conversation. He, however, obeyed his first instinct as Lilia’s shadow to step right back behind her. She had to grab Howard by his shoulders and move him in front of her to introduce him. “This is Howard. Howard, this is Deegan and Sylvia. Hey… Where’s Digger?” At the sound of the missing fourth member of their crew, her old friends were suddenly unable to look Lilia in the eye. “What?”

      “He, ah… He’s not doing so well these days. Not even Camilla can patch a hole in a lung… Probably up to his eyeballs in debt by now, in some clinic on Mars,” Deegan told his old pilot. Lilia’s fingers started to fidget at the thought of it. The image she’d held in her head of the three, gritting their teeth through the day because they still had each other, vanished in a puff of smoke.

      “The fumes…finally got to him, huh?” Lilia muttered. He had been hacking more than usual, right before she left. Then it struck her - Digger was the only one besides her who could fly their ship. “Does this mean…you haven’t been scrapping?”

      “No, we have. Got ourselves a new fly girl from Ring 5,” Sylvia told her. She stood in a wide-hipped stance, arms crossed tight over her dusty chest. Lilia squinted at her suspiciously defensive stance.

      “Well…in that case, I’ve got a deal for you. Howard, tell them what parts we need,” she nudged from him to her old crew. Howard tried in vain to clear his throat several times, before finally continuing with a scratch of nervous mucus.

      “We need…a Chrysum condenser, a few cond-”

      “Sorry. Can’t help you,” Deegan cut in. Lilia tilted her head on a crooked axis. Her smirk retreated an inch behind a mask of suspicion.

      “Well, I know you have a few condensers at least. We never used to have a cart big enough to take all the ones we found,” said Lilia.

      “We’ve got plenty. Not what he said. He said we can’t help you,” growled Sylvia. Lilia mimicked her crossed-arm stance.

      “Since when do you turn down credits?” she asked, closely checking her tone. Lilia sounded more concerned than angry. She stepped in front of Howard to shield him from the eye-daggers of her old crew.

      “Since they come from WCC squealers,” said Sylvia, plainer and simpler than Lilia figured she’d get from them. That they might do this was hardly the slightest of her apprehensions. The fealty they used to have to each other still wouldn’t allow her to fully accept the rejection.

      “You can’t mean that. Like either of you would have turned down a position like this to stay in the Rings,” Lilia huffed.

      “That’s right. But neither of us have the skills you have. We never would have received an offer like the one you got in the first place. We don’t have anything. And we hate you for it,” Deegan spelled out for her, too clearly to refute.

      “You…” Lilia started, so ready to fight them, before the real gravity of his words could settle on her. We hate you. “Let me make this clear. I’m offering you higher than retail. You’d be lucky to get market value on most of this, and I’m offering well above.” Deegan shook his head while Sylvia rolled her eyes.

      “You’re not half as smart as I thought you were, if you actually believed you’d come back waving your credits around and get whatever you wanted. Screw off, Lilia,” Sylvia growled. Lilia leaned back, away from the cold wind of her words. A hundred bullets slipped into the chambers of her brain. There were so many, in fact, that her mouth jammed and only trembled. Don’t you know who we’re fighting for? Without the Dogs of War, the Dragons win! The money I could give you would buy food for months! You already did the leg work for the gear - I’m saving you the trouble of finding a buyer! Lilia never did get the chance to fire a single one off.

      “Hands on the wall, all of you!” a baritone authoritarian voice boomed through the Chrysum cave.

      “You brought the damn guards with you?” Deegan hissed, even as he flattened his palms against the radiant heat of the stony cavern walls. Four bodies in plated Fusion armor flooded in around them. They must have followed us from the beginning. Howard turned along with Sylvia to do as they were bid. Lilia stopped him while she fished for her ID in her pocket.

      “We’re here on assignment. I’m Commander Lilia Delphi, with the Special Forces unit, the Dogs of War,” she told the guards.

      “How, exactly, does that excuse you from purchasing stolen goods?” one of the guards countered. He grasped Lilia’s wrist to spin her toward the wall. The Commander, however, had other ideas.

      She managed to throw her accoster’s hand away and dig a heel into the backside of his calf. The man went down just before a Fusion rifle butt struck her ribs. Lilia countered with a bash from the hardest part of her forehead to the softest part of the guard’s. She managed to sweep a third officer from his feet before the fourth scorched the wall beside her head with a Chrysum bolt.

      “Enough!” the guard shouted.

      “What’s enough is you four, coming in here guns blazing when I told you: I’m here on assignment!” Lilia screamed. She stared down the shimmering barrel of a Fusion rifle without fear. She felt the eyes of her former crew heavy on her back, but she dared not glance back at them. She needed them to see. WCC paycheck or not, she was still Lilia Delphi, grittiest Captain the Rings of Saturn had ever spit out. She locked eyes with the trigger-happy guard until the rest of them had wobbled and groaned to their feet. “What’s happening here is official task force business. Not yours.”

      “Everything in these Rings is our jurisdiction. Our business,” the first guard assured her, “Now put your damn hands on the wall before I blast them off.” Lilia stood upright, defiant, even when the barrel of a Fusion rifle jabbed at her chest. Even when her heart fluttered off-beat with the touch of a trigger.

      “You Ring guards sure are dedicated,” a woman mused from behind them. All the guards but one wheeled to face her. “I could try to put in a good word with my uncle on that, but I’m not sure it’ll outweigh burning a hole in one of his personally picked Dogs of War,” said Sophia. She, Kalus and Demi stepped into the cave from the main hallway. By the time it had taken for Lilia to at least send word, her brother knew something hadn’t gone as planned. Two Fusion rifles and a Chrysum rod pointed at Sophia instantly. The leader of the guards, however, kept his crosshairs fixed on Lilia.

      “Who in the hell are you?” he asked, without turning.

      “Sophia Brass. Artillery Specialist of the Dogs of War,” she told him. Sophia fought to keep from smirking as the rifles and rod started to lower at the sound of her last name. “If you still feel the need to detain the Commander, feel free. I can call my uncle Marcus for you to clear things up.” In the matter of two heavy, pensive moments, only the leader of the guards held his weapon up.

      “You expect me to facilitate scrappers’ business? To let them make credits off of untaxed, stolen ship materials?” he barked back.

      “Stolen from where? A dumpster behind a mechanic’s shop? You can’t prove a thing about goods that aren’t even here,” Lilia challenged the man. She took a bold step forward, so the tip of his rifle prodded her hard collarbone, right between her breasts.

      “Like the Commander said. We’re on assignment,” said Sophia. The guard bit down on his lip, hard enough to draw blood. He swallowed an irony gulp before he finally forced his weapon down.

      “Won’t be long before you make another sale,” he said to Sylvia and Deegan. The guard turned to stomp out of the cave. One by one, his fellows followed in his footsteps. Lilia, Sophia and the rest of the Dogs waited until the last of their footsteps had echoed out to speak. Sylvia and Deegan waited equally long to peel their sweaty hands from the wall.

      “It could be, if you’d take a good deal when it looked you in the face,” Lilia said to them. Her new crew gathered in close to multiply her influence by the size of the crowd.

      “Look… We appreciate that you still kick ass and that you got those crooks off our backs…but you brought them here in the first place,” Sylvia made one last attempt to resist. Lilia could tell, though, they’d been shaken.

      “Besides, how do we know you won’t just turn us over to save face on your way out of here with your new parts?” Deegan asked, which meant just one thing to Lilia. He’s considering it. “I mean, isn’t that your job? Fly the skies in search of wrongdoers?” Lilia and Sophia opened their mouths to answer at once, but it was their Captain who drew the fastest.

      “Captain Demitri Alexander of the Dogs of War,” he introduced himself to Deegan with a firm hand outstretched.

      “Deegan,” the two shook on the introduction.

      “I couldn’t give two shits about all the wrong you do here, so long as you put our ship back in the sky. Our concerns are well beyond parts-disposal permits. We have trade routes to establish and Dragon bases to destroy. You help us do it, and I’ll add a fifteen percent raise to whatever Lilia promised you,” Demi told him. Deegan glanced to Sylvia, who finally admitted defeat with a slow nod.

      “Let’s start with the Chrysum condenser,” Deegan grumbled. He turned to Lilia on his way out of the cave. “What class craft are we dealing with?” Finally, Lilia eased back into a smirk.

      “You’re not going to believe me when I tell you,” she said. Lilia and her old crew had only ever dreamed of flying so big as a Warbringer.
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      When light warmed Donellanus’ scales once more, he felt hands all over him. At his arms, his back. He knew by feeling they were the armored, fuzzy hands of a Fader. He opened his eyes to Dormis, frantic over him. The poor thing tried with every ounce of its strength and dexterity to get Donellanus upright, but the average Dragon had twice the dense muscle mass as any full-grown Fader. The Dragons of the Higher Order were heavier still.

      “Kreek metle eyiet fergun mors? Skel et omas moortema!” Dormis’ mouth - somewhere between lips and a small beak - clicked. Donellanus took his help to hoist himself up on his hind quarters. He glanced back at the glass pillar in the center of the room. Machaeus’ prison was empty. The formless nightmare had escaped through a massive crack in the back of it.

      “Mek met tamah. Mek met tamah,” Donellanus managed to rumble when four helping hands became overwhelming. I’m alright. I’m alright, he’d said.

      Dormis eased back from him, his clammy hands unclamping one by one until Donellanus sat up on his own. He looked up at the leader of the Faders, head of their Church of Scales. In his eyes, Donellanus saw a feeling he hadn’t before, something more acute than awe. Terror. Dormis slid away on his heels, until the feeling had infected the white-scaled Dragon on the floor just as deeply. What Donellanus didn’t realize was what the horrified Fader had seen, looking down into his eyes. On the very fringe of Donellanus’ ruby eyes swirled a cyclone of dark clouds.

      “Rettle ge tomalor,” Donellanus told his most devout follower. I need to be alone. Dormis crept away from him without turning his face. He stared the whole way to the open door of gray stone. “Don met tamah. Magrar,” Donellanus tried again. It’s alright. Go. “Magrar.” He had to growl one last time before Dormis finally melted backward, into the darkness outside of the room.

      Donellanus waited a good five minutes before he even moved from his spot on the floor. He waited until even Dormis’ most distant footsteps echoed to nothing above him. Only then did he roll over to face the glass pillar where Machaeus had been sealed. He crawled closer to it, one scaly knee after the other. He dragged himself across yellow-orange stone that was hardly visible in the dull light that came in from behind him. Donellanus stopped only once his own white-armored face appeared in the reflection of the glass a breath away from him.

      “How long was I out?” he wondered aloud. Each word spread a stain of fog across the glass, which evaporated in the silence of thought. “And where did you go?” Donellanus demanded of the now absent darkness incarnate. He squinted through the glass for any sign of Machaeus in wait of an answer. He gave the formless monster all of twenty seconds to answer before he flopped back on his hind quarters. Donellanus hung his head to try and retrace his last memories before the blackout.

      He’d come down to the chamber, to see… Hell, he wasn’t entirely sure why he’d come down yet. Dormis had let him in without too much trouble. It had been easy to see, on his first step in, why the others feared Machaeus, but something else was born in Donnelannus on sight of it too. Intrigue. Drive. Command. He knew in his bones and blood, on sight of that swirling darkness, that what he needed to lead was just before him. If it hadn’t been for Drogan…

      “Drogan!” Donellanus hissed. He stiffened from toe to claw at the memory. He’d heard Drogan speak - the outlaw had whittled down his bindings! Donellanus shot to his clawed feet.

      “Drogan is of no concern to us,” a voice crashed through Donellanus’ mind hard enough to buckle his knees. It rang loud enough through the Chrysum in his body that he folded over his waist. Donellanus dug his talons into his temples to force the migraine out.

      “Who…” he rumbled, though he had heard the voice quite recently. Right before he passed out.

      “You need only look inside,” the voice ruptured Donellanus’ consciousness all over again.

      He snapped his head to the glass, where the voice seemed to echo through last. There he found his own snarling face. For a moment, everything seemed normal. Then, all at once, it was disfigured by a burst of liquidy darkness. It slithered between his fangs. It seeped from the spaces between his scales. It whirled around the rims of his deep red eyes.

      “No… Machaeus…” Donellanus smoldered. He clenched his jaw to keep the flood of shadows from escaping. The ring reared up in his ears like an orchestra of nightmarish piccolos.

      “You’ll find your situation far more agreeable if you stop fighting so hard. I assure you, I can fight harder,” Machaeus screeched through his soul.

      “You… You were supposed to be my weapon…” Donellanus struggled. His knees folded hard into the stony floor. He threw his head to one side, then the other to chase the demon out. “I could have saved us! But Drogan… Is he working with you?”

      “Have you forgotten your history, Prince Donellanus? How long have I existed, in the darkest corners of this Universe?” Machaeus asked. He waited a few seconds for the answer, until Donellanus tightened his grip around his own skull with dangerous force. “You’ve got a good head on your shoulders. Do me a favor and don’t rip it off. Focus on the question. How long have I existed, Donellanus?”

      “I… Longer than we have any idea of,” Donellanus complied at last. He breathed a sigh of relief as the ring in his ears dulled to a low whine.

      “Then, with my ageless experience, do you think I would ever trust someone who betrayed me the way Drogan did again?” asked Machaeus.

      “No,” Donellanus answered. The immense pressure of Machaeus’ vice loosened from around his brain. His elbows unlocked, so he could sit up straight again.

      “Forget about Drogan. He is a negligible detail in our story. Doesn’t that feel better?” Machaeus asked, “You’ll find working together to be infinitely more effective than resisting.”

      “You mean letting you control me?” Donellanus growled. He stared into his own face in the glass. He watched the liquid darkness burn away from his scales and rise as steam, then dissolve to nothing.

      “I cannot control you. I can, however, make it extremely hard to control yourself, like before,” said Machaeus, “We can stay at one another’s throats all day, maybe a few days. Or we can skip a good deal of suffering and go right to where we’re bound to end up anyway. Working together.” The stark white leader of the Higher Order of Dragons slumped over his knees in thought on it. The blackness newly residing in his chest gave him the respect of all the time he needed.

      “Work together… To do what?” Donellanus asked.

      “Just because the roles of weapon and wielder are more interchangeable than you’d hoped, there’s no reason we can’t still save your kind,” Machaeus told him. With this, the last stress of hosting Machaeus inside him faded away. He rose to his feet. The formless darkness flowed through him now as easily as the Chrysum in his blood.

      “How?”

      “The first thing you need to do, to understand, is reimagine your idea of saving something. You and your people… You’ll go on, but not the way you are now.”

      “Explain,” said Donellanus, as he turned toward the gray stone door.

      “This Universe is hardly big enough for one species as advanced as Dragons or humans. Takers, who hunger for more than there is. Your wars and efforts to coexist, years from now, will disrupt the balance. You, the humans, all of you will eat up every last scrap, until not only your race, but all races are left to starve,” Machaeus explained, though things sounded no more clear to Donellanus.

      “You speak as if you’re sure. As if you’ve seen it,” he rumbled.

      “I exist outside your finite constructs of existence. For me, it has already happened, it is happening now, and it will happen. The ripples of a thousand choices have already corraled all worlds on a deathly collision course. They will crash together, no matter what we do. We cannot change it at this point, but…we can return the Universe to a state in which our actions have influence.”

      “Return the Universe… Like a reset switch?” Donellanus asked. He paced slowly across the hall that led to the back staircase.

      “In a sense. You will understand in time. The first step is to send a contingent to Mercury,” said Machaeus.

      “We’d have to bypass Earth… The humans keep their homeworld well protected. And why go there, anyway?”

      “Swing a wide arc to elude them. We go there because it is the closest feasible landmass to the humans’ sun, to establish a base,” Machaeus explained. This was around the time Donellanus scraped his talons into the bottom step of the spiral staircase.

      “The sun…We could send the Faders. Caullen and the others will never agree to such an off-color plan. Even to bring it up with them would bring up questions I couldn’t answer,” he considered. The longer he engaged with Machaeus, the more comfortable it was to share a mind with it. Their understandings began to merge. Suddenly, Donellanus felt a single glimmer of trust in the depths of the suspicious pit of his stomach. Before he gave into it completely, though, he had to ask for something. The one thing he still wanted, despite all of his better judgment. “I need you to help me with something first.”

      “A price? Name it,” said Machaeus. Donellanus climbed the spiral staircase, though the whipping haze of Jupiter’s thick clouds.

      “You called me Prince before, but…there hasn’t been a royal line of Dragons since you entered the pact with my father. I want to restore it,” he growled.

      “You understand the futility of that?” Machaeus asked, of legitimate concern.

      “If we start declaring things futile in sight of the end, what’s the point of anything?” Donellanus countered.

      “Fair enough. A Prince once more, is it?”

      “King. The very last King of the Dragons,” said Donellanus. Then he stepped up to the back platform of the base and spoke no more of it. He thought no more of Drogan. Donellanus focused only on the will of darkness, entangled with his own.

      So entrapped was he with these simple, pure thoughts, he didn’t notice the missing key from the ring he carried on his armored belt. The key to Drogan’s bindings had slid down right through a crack in the floor while he knelt, into DA-Vos’ grasp.
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      Kalus rested a firm grip around the cold rails of the Cerberus. The sun glared off the orange body of his homeworld behind him. He watched blue waves pulse along the bright streak of the SkyLine, hung there in the blackness. Sophia and Lilia were the ones behind the work, sure, but he wasn’t about to hunker down in his cabin while history wrote itself outside. He’d insisted on a role, no matter how minuscule. The first establishment of an alternative trade route in the Outerworlds. The first field implementation of the SkyLine Launcher.

      Kalus could hardly keep still. He paced back and forth across the deck. He took rapid, regular glances through the binoculars Demi had lent him. He waited for the same announcement he’d anticipated since his sister slowed the Cerberus to an idle float across the abyss.

      “We’re in the targeting zone.” Lilia’s voice passed through the speakers of everyone’s earpieces. Those five words were all it took to electrify all of their nerves. In a matter of minutes, exactly one-third of their mission would be accomplished or failed. The war against the Dragons could change at the pull of a trigger - the one under Sophia’s shaky finger.

      “Deploying now,” she breathed.

      “Remember to follow the calibration cues, like I showed you. You’ll do splendidly,” Howard assured her from just outside the open hatch to her ship. Sophia gave him a determined nod and engaged the ship’s airlock. A solid iron aperture shut tight behind her and separated her personal craft from the main body of the Cerberus. A puff of jets popped it free and propelled it out into the empty blackness.

      “Eyes on,” said Kalus into the speaker on his collar. He watched Sophia’s cannon-armed ship float out past the edge of the deck. The tips of her fearsome Chrysum cannons tilted toward the tubular river of energy about a mile off from them. The SkyLine.

      “Here we go…” Sophia muttered while she lined up the shot. “Trajectory set. Engaging SkyLine Launcher.” She clicked the left navigation bar of her ship down into its free-rotating setting. That configured the side and back jets of the ship to keep her right where she was. Sophia stretched her arms out to hover both newly-freed hands over the orbs that controlled the SkyLine Launcher. She wrapped five fingers around each of them, which called up the interface for the machine on her viewing screen. Through blinking, concentric scopes of light, she watched the barrel of the Launcher build itself from a hundred telescoping, hinged parts. It took about five seconds before the last segment clicked into place. Its jet black tip pointed straight for the SkyLine. “Aimed and ready.”

      “No ships inbound from either side of the SkyLine. You’re clear to take the shot,” Demi told her, eyes glued to the virtual flight-plan charter in the bridge. Sophia eased up on the Launcher’s orb controls. She swallowed every last questioning thought and rolled them forward. “Firing.”

      The kick of the SkyLine Launcher sent Sophia’s craft back a few hundred feet. A dense line of pure darkness jumped from its barrel. While seeming solid from a distance, it was actually comprised of millions upon billions of Chrysum-infused nanocomputers. Even while her craft adjusted itself to maintain position, Sophia’s hands never left the black orbs that controlled them.

      The beam stayed concentrated at its fast-soaring tip while the back end of it expanded to a tunnel-shaped cloud. Like all SkyLine nanotech, its resting state was this formless cloud, so solid objects were free to pass through until scheduled flights needed it. The cosmic bullet shot forward relentlessly, until it struck the outer wall of existing nanomachines that projected the main SkyLine. Only then did the beam fully unfold to its true form, a tube-shaped cloud of nanotech. From where Kalus watched on the deck, it looked like the bonding of two pipes of darkness. One, the original, stretched all the way back to Earth in one direction and Neptune in the other. The newer pipe, created by Sophia, was still connected to the barrel of the Launcher.

      “Visual confirmation,” Kalus said into his earpiece.

      “Computer AIs are syncing,” Lilia announced. She watched the calibration bar fill on the scanner layered over the Cerberus’ main viewing screen. They couldn’t activate the new branch of the SkyLine until the new nanomachines were synchronized with the original, or conflicting energy flow patterns would tear the thing to shimmering pieces. “AIs are synchronized. We’re almost there, Soph.” Sophia gritted her teeth in concentration tense enough to draw sweat.

      Now they were connected. If she rolled one of her orbs even the slightest bit off course now, she might rip a hole in this subsection of the main SkyLine. Sophia felt the pulse of every life that could end or go on depending on her success through the palms of her clutching hands.

      “Pulling back now,” she huffed. Sophia tugged each of the Launcher orbs outward about half an inch. That closed a guillotine of fine blades at the tip of the SkyLine Launcher’s barrel. She snipped the dense tube of nanomachines free from their source inside her ship. Sophia let go of the orbs just long enough to pull her ship back a few feet. They flew back just before the nanomachine tube could destabilize. The touch of her hand refocused their shape and gave her control of it. “Beginning extension to Saturn.”

      “Steady now, Sophia,” Demi hummed when he heard the tension in her voice. “You’re more than halfway home. Take it slow and easy. We’ll guide you into the launch station.”

      “Alright,” Sophia nodded. She finessed the Launcher orbs into a consistent forward roll. She walked her fingers backward along their glossy surfaces to unfold the new SkyLine through space. The nanomachines distributed themselves according to the calmness of her will. The tube of darkness grew toward the Rings of Saturn. Kalus trotted across the charred deck of the Cerberus to the raised rear platform to watch it. He focused the lenses on the unfurling tip of the nanomachine cloud.

      “You’re hanging left a little, Soph,” Kalus told her. The SkyLine was headed toward Ring 3, while Saturn’s new Launch Station awaited it on Ring 5.

      “Correcting,” Sophia exhaled. She realized she’d been holding her breath only when spots of color began to sparkle on the fringe of her vision.

      “Not that much - ease into it, that’s it. You’ve got it now. Straight on,” Kalus told her. Sophia kept the end of the tubular cloud perfectly in line until Kalus lost track of it. Even with his binoculars dialed to the highest magnification, he couldn’t see all the way to the Launch Station of Saturn.

      “Of all the times for you to finally shut up,” Sophia chuckled nervously as she rolled her orbs ever further.

      “What can I say? I might actually have a little faith in you,” Kalus told her.

      “Rightfully so, it seems,” their Captain smiled as he said. Sophia flattened her clammy palms on the Launcher orbs.

      “Does that mean…” she almost couldn’t bring herself to say it, not before a new blue line drew itself across the stars.

      “Nanomachines connected at Ring 5 Launch Station,” Lilia told her. The triumphant notification blinked across the Cerberus’ viewing screen seconds from when the engineers on Saturn confirmed it. “You did it.” Sophia melted backward into her chair. Her muscles unraveled at the fibrous seams, so suddenly released from tension.

      “I’d have blamed all of you if I didn’t, so…you can say we,” Sophia laughed.

      “Nice work, Dogs,” Captain Demi even let out.

      “Now…are we all ready?” Lilia grinned from ear to ear. Her finger hovered over a switch in the corner of her massive console. A single push was all it would take to activate it.

      “Let it rip,” Sophia sighed. Lilia looked back to their Captain for a confirmation nod. Hardly an idle second passed between the two, yet it was just long enough for a dark blur to rip across Kalus’ binocular lenses. He pulled them down to find the shape just as Demi said.

      “Ready.”

      “Wai-”

      But Lilia’s brain had already sent the signal. Her finger pushed down automatically, even as she realized her brother had called out. The Cerberus sent out the silent signal to the Launch Station on Saturn, which in turn pulsed it through the tube of waiting nanomachines. A perfect tube of searing silver-blue light ignited across the abyss, from Saturn to the central SkyLine. In minutes the cosmic road from Earth to Neptune went from singular stem to two-tined fork.

      The deck of the Cerberus lit bright around Kalus. He lifted his arm to shield his eyes from the sudden change but stopped when the same shape that had crossed his binoculars shot up from below deck. A black outline not unlike a human body floated there, inside the ship’s shield. A hole in the new blue light. Then, from its back unfolded two wings, almost doubly as massive as any Dragon Kalus had seen. A single flap of them wrenched his overgrown hair back in a gust of controlled air.

      “Dragons!” Kalus shouted into his speaker. He snapped up his pistol from his belt, leveled the iron sight on the beast, and pulled the trigger. The same smoldering energy that made up the SkyLine behind the Dragon burst from its opponent’s gun. The Chrysum bolt seared straight for its mark, the Dragon’s chest. Kalus’ aim was impeccable, yet his shot never connected. He shuffled back, mouth agape, as a pitch black mist surged from the plates of the outline of the Dragon and converged in a solid wall between them. Kalus’ Chrysum bullet struck the misty wall, then instantly dissipated. “What…” Kalus tried to shake off his shock to aim again.

      “I’ve come to deliver something,” a voice, thin and wispy, descended on Kalus along with the colossal Dragon. Each word was like a prod at his brain with an electric rod.

      “You… You ought to take me out to dinner before you go dancing around in my head!” Kalus growled. He clenched the grip of his pistol to steady its shaking barrel on the scaly head of the Dragon. Its talons flattened on the deck. Its wide wings folded around it like a comfortable coat.

      “Funnily enough, what I’ve come to deliver to you is actually an invitation,” the Dragon rumbled. Again, the nerves under Kalus’ skull clenched with the absorption of every word. He lined his Chrysum pistol up with the bright scales of the Dragon’s approaching chest. The flutter of Kalus’ finger ignited a burning white thunderstorm. Each bullet, however, dissolved against the counter-pulse of darkness from under the beast’s wings. Boom, flash, fizzle - the cadence rolled on until Kalus’ gun clicked empty.

      “Sorry, I’m busy this week,” Kalus managed to defy, even as his useless gun fell from his grasp. “Hey, Howard! Could really use a nice ambiance up here! Some fog, maybe some tunes to set the mood if you know what I mean!” He screamed down through the boards of the deck. Despite his best efforts not to alert his foe, the Dragon understood Kalus better than his ally.

      “Going to play me a traditional song of your people? The one that boils our blood?” the Dragon asked with a tilt of its scaled head. The winged hole in the SkyLine’s light grew with every step it lumbered toward Kalus. Then he heard it. That slight, distant ringing. Kalus gripped the handles of his Chrysum swords at the backs of his belt. He waited for the signal, a screech or a twitch that never came. The Dragon stood tall and kept right on course for Kalus. The only visual reaction was a thickening of the dark mist around the Dragon’s skull.

      “Kalus,” Howard’s voice breathed hoarsely through his earpiece, “That’s one of the Higher Order of Dragons.” He was more than familiar with their lighter Scales, greater size and dramatic flares of eye color. “That black mist around hi-”

      “M-Particles,” Kalus realized on his own. His foe’s talons cut into the deck boards fewer than ten feet away. Only then did the beast step into the service light from the bridge, which was suspended above. A shiver rattled Kalus’ very bones at the first real sight of the Dragon. Scales like alabaster ice. Two ruby eyes glinted through, deeper than wells of blood. In the light, Kalus saw tendrils of blackness dance all around the Dragon.

      “I am Donellanus, last King of the Dragons,” the beast growled. Kalus cocked an eyebrow at the bright scales wrapped in darkness. He’d never heard mention of a royal line amongst the monsters.

      “Sophia will give you backup from above, Kalus. Get inside! You can’t take him alone!” his Captain ordered. Demi, however, knew his Arms Master well and had already sprung for the stairs to the deck. Not again, flooded through his adrenaline-fueled conscious.

      “Yeah. Time to show the Higher Order that goes both ways,” Kalus snarled. He lashed out the handles of his Chrysum swords. A three-foot blade snapped out from each. They ignited with the ripple of Chrysum fire at once, green in one hand, yellow in the other. If His Highness managed to get through Kalus, it wouldn’t be without a few cracks in his stark white armor. Donellanus hummed in consideration as they blurred across the deck, in the hands of a master welder.

      “You hide behind the flash of impressive weapons,” he considered, even while he phased between the searing edges. Multicolor streaks burned wild afterimages into the blackness of space beyond the deck, without a drop of spilled blood to show for it. Donellanus phased to the left, right and through gaps between the Chrysum swords with ease. “Your true value, however, is in your will.”

      “I’d say the same for you, if you’d swing back!” Kalus taunted. He loosened his grips on his blades but was ready to spring, at the tick of a second, to parry Donellanus’ strike. If only he could entice one. Instead, the Dragon shuffled and strafed just outside the arcs of green light, then yellow. Kalus’ Chrysum blades nicked the cloak of shadows that hung in the air around the Dragon King, only for it to mend itself.

      “I told you, I came to deliver an invitation. Though your outburst has given me some insight into who my guests really are,” Donellanus mused. So entertained was he, in fact, that he anticipated his foe’s next swing only as it came for him. He foresaw a connection of blade and scale, and so finally broke his evasive form. A single flick of his immense wing bashed Kalus away and sent Donellanus gliding back five paces. The Arms Master cut the side of his boot on the deck to spin back around, ready to launch. He would have, too, if not for the arrival of his Captain behind him.

      “Kalus! Stand down!” Demi shouted. Kalus did about half of no such thing. He held his blades ready to slash, rippling with Chrysum fire, but planted his feet firmly between his Captain and Donellanus.

      “A royal ball, then, is it? Hate to break it to you, Highness, but I prefer smoothies to scalies,” Kalus snapped in place of another assault.

      “An amusing man,” Donellanus laughed in a puff of Chrysum steam. “You’ve twice the fire of some of my own. Even those in the Higher Order.”

      “I didn’t know the Dragons had a royal line,” Demi called out to keep his Arms Master from launching yet again.

      “The last King before me died before humans were a blip in the stars. There hasn’t been one since. There will not be one again,” Donellanus explained.

      “Is that a formal surrender?” Kalus asked, finally too confused to keep up his aggression. His blades half lowered.

      “I told you before, it’s an invitation. To our base. It’s deep in the clouds of Jupiter, like your WCC suspected,” Donellanus told them.

      “Oh, it’s alright, Cap’. He just wants to crack open a cold one in his mancave and divvy up the Universe between us,” Kalus shrugged in mock casualness.

      “I’m with my Arms Master on this one. Why would we walk into the den of the enemy on the invitation of a self-proclaimed King?” Demi demanded.

      “Because it is in both of our best interests. The Jupiter base is a den of your enemies, though I am not one of them. There are splinter groups within my kin, even within the Higher Order, who aim to take all humans have built for their own. It would benefit me as much as yourselves to erase them,” Donellanus told them. This was around the time Sophia locked her cannons onto the Dragon King’s exposed back. Her finger hovered over the trigger in wait for a signal, until Lilia told her:

      “Wait. He doesn’t seem hostile.”

      “Human worlds and resources don’t interest you?” Demi posed, daring to take a step toward the hulking mass of scale.

      “Not anymore. None but one. Mercury, and your sun,” Donellanus told them, “My calling became clear to me with my crown. The others have been…obstructive to my cause in the past. Now they are as much my enemy as yours.” Kalus and Demi shared an uneasy glance.

      “Say we believe you,” Kalus began, though his tone plainly told that he didn’t, “Jupiter is a pretty big place. How, exactly would we find this base?” At this, Donellanus’ armored lips spread in a frightening toothy smirk.

      “I’m glad you asked,” he said. Donellanus’ flung a claw out before him, which unleashed a spiral of darkness not unlike the SkyLine Launcher. It surged across the deck of the Cerberus, straight for Kalus. In seconds too short for anyone to react, the black cloud swarmed Kalus’ arm, constricted like a sleeve around it, and bit into his skin. By the time he wrenched away, several images had been etched into his skin, something between a burn and a tattoo.

      “What…the hell…are,” Kalus panted while the darkness withdrew. His eyes jumped back to Donellanus, only to find him replaced by a burst of Chrysum fire. The smoke from Sophia’s cannon barrel, ready to fire again.

      “Is the shot confirmed?” she called through a speaker to her comrades on the deck. Kalus and Demi glanced from the fire to the stars, in search of Donellanus’ remains. In place of them, they found the King of Dragons entirely unscathed, hovering high above the Cerberus.

      “He’s on your three!” Lilia called out to Sophia. By the time their Artillery Specialist wheeled her pod around, Donellanus was gone.

      “Damn, he’s fast. Way faster than the last Dragons we tangled with,” Sophia mumbled, fists tight around her cannon controls.

      “Kalus, are you alright?” Demi called out, a hand on his shoulder. “What did he do to you?” Kalus couldn’t tear his eyes away to answer. He spoke while he read the letters and numerals imprinted on his arm.

      “I’m not sure.” And Kalus remained so, until he returned below deck and Lilia got a look at the markings.

      “He gave you an invitation,” Lilia realized. “These are coordinates.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen: Two Coups

          

        

      

    

    
      Even Caullen slumped over in his chair, even with the stick so many suspected was lodged between his rear scales. He sat across from and next to every last member of the Higher Order other than its Chairman. Krystis waited outside, with a small contingent of Caullen’s followers. She waited for the same thing everyone inside the councilroom waited for. The same thing no one could quite believe.

      “He calls an emergency council meeting, then he has the audacity to leave us all waiting,” Caullen growled. He let his claws thud on the table, as if he was truly frustrated. Really, he couldn’t have hoped for a better start to the meeting. With every passing minute that Donellanus left them waiting, the crowd’s energy shifted. They became more malleable, though most of them were already leaning his way. Caullen was twice as impatient as all the others in wait, for very different reasons.

      Then the doors swung in. The Faders that lined the wall and the Dragons at the table alike straightened up. Chairman Donellanus of the Higher Order entered the room. He strolled past row after row of once loyal leaders. He wore a wide, wicked smile under his ruby eyes, knowing they’d be loyal again. Fealty to the King, Donelannus let himself think. He let it snake through every head at the table. He rounded the table to his usual seat at its head. At this particular meeting, however, for the first time, he did not take it. Donellanus wrapped both his claws around the ornate, Fader-carved stone chair, to stand steady behind it.

      “Thank you all for coming on such short notice,” Donellanus opened with. He took several leisurely breaths before continuing. He let Caullen stew just long enough, just until containing himself became impossible.

      “A stipulation that you deemed below yourself, I see,” hissed the beast of light-blue scale. Several growls of agreement rumbled across the Higher Order. Donellanus waited patiently, his ruby eyes fixed on Caullen’s yellow ones. He sliced silently into his subordinate, deeper with each driven second, until Caullen eventually averted his face.

      “This meeting is for one critical reason. You are all here to answer a question. You will answer yes, either now or later,” Donellanus outlined for them, with a confidence that chilled the scales of all who heard him. “You’ll find cooperation to be infinitely more pleasant… Do you swear fealty to your King?” Scaly throats gulped. Uneasy steam slipped from the jaws of nervous beasts. Sparkling gemstone eyes shifted from one Dragon of the Higher Order to the others, all of them wondering if their Chairman was serious.

      “King?” Caullen scoffed, if only to combat the weight of the silence. “This is too much, and yet just what we needed to show us…the stresses of leading the Higher Order jade you, Chairman. Perhaps it’s time to step down?”

      “I knew you would drag this out, Caullen. What of the rest of you?” Donellanus shook his smirking head. “Who among you swears fealty to your King?” Again, silence befell the Order.

      “Alright, open the doors. Krystis,” Caullen signaled. The red-scaled acolyte entered, along with others of similar rank and alignment. Puppets on the strings of a different, lesser master, Donellanus thought.

      “Yes, Krystis. All of you, in,” Donellanus welcomed his sworn adversaries with open arms. Those already loyal to him, he ushered out with swinging talons. There was no reason to subject them to more horrors. “Kreetah metah, Pulareh, Dormis.” Take your people and leave, Dormis. The leader of the Faders had seen firsthand what terrible darkness had fallen on Donellanus; he took his people from the room instantly.

      The Higher Order was plunged into immediate and uncomfortable chaos. Caullen, Krystis and those from outside swarmed around the table toward the one who called himself King. Some rose to join them. Some went for the door. Others still were frozen in their chairs. So many minds and hearts to call together as one, under one banner of darkness. Donellanus unclamped his claws from his chair. He closed his eyes to reach inward, to the formless, ancient life within him. He felt the other Dragons near him in the fire of his blood. Donellanus opened his eyes to twenty or more grasping claws.

      “Kneel,” he commanded. That single word roared through the minds of every Dragon present. With it went a dense wave of black mist. It flooded the room, from one wall to the next. It wrapped around every member of the Higher Order, smothered them inside a tightening cloak of darkness. The fog of Machaeus swept up under the scales, behind the eyes and down their throats. Most of those who knew what it was took a knee at once, and no pain befell them. The others littered the floor, twitching. Darkness dripped from every seam of their scaly armor.

      “Donellanus…you…bastard…” Caullen coughed. Shards of Machaeus cut their way in and out of him, until he too fell to the floor. The blackness swirled around Donellanus, leaving his scales untainted as he stood over a squirming pile of those who opposed him.

      “Do you swear fealty to your King?” Donellanus asked again.

      “You…” Caullen choked, along with eight others who raged against Machaeus’ control.

      “Yes,” Krystis finally gave in. Her crimson knee dug into the stony floor. The blackness inside unclenched from around her organs.

      “You…will never…be…” Caullen tried to roar, though it left him as more of a gargle. Words became impossible for him, with the black tar seeping through his lips.

      In the middle of the chaos, Donellanus pulled his chair out at last. He took his spot at the head of the table. No longer was it the seat of the Chairman. Donellanus settled into his throne, the King come home at last.
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        * * *

      

      The Jupiter base was quieter that night than it had been since the Faders built it. Donellanus sat firmly planted on his throne until every last Dragon had left. For the first time in months, he took a stroll to the top of the base. There was an observation deck there, a place the Faders had built for their lords to enjoy the hot breeze of Jupiter’s clouds. Donellanus stood alone there, a single shadow in the ever-lashing color. He stared up at the bobbing protrusion of an unfinished tower. Mankind’s futile attempt to find a hypothetical surface of Jupiter. Soon, it would build itself down far enough for them to see the Dragons’ base. There would be no point by then, as Machaeus often reminded him.

      “Sir,” Caullen said through his compliantly gritted teeth. Donellanus hardly gave him the courtesy of half a turn.

      “What news, dear friend?” asked Donellanus.

      “Dormis and his most trusted Faders are en route to Mercury. As you commanded,” Caullen told him.

      “And yet, you still don’t understand why?” Donellanus picked from his newly loyal servant’s brain. Machaeus had given him access to the minds of all ensnared by its dark touch.

      “I’m afraid not,” Caullen admitted, knowing the futility of lying now.

      “Let me make it as clear for you as it is for me,” Donellanus said. He paced over, calmly, to rest a claw on Caullen’s tense shoulder.

      “The Universe is on a course that will tear it apart. It is, in no small part, our fault. The only thing that can save it now is returning it to a time before it was so doomed. We will restore it to conditions before humans or Dragons tainted it so,” Donellanus told him.

      “But…how?”

      “The same way it was formed in the first place,” Donellanus shrugged, “Bang!” Caullen flinched away from so acute a sound. His King only wandered back to the edge of the viewing platform, to gaze into Jupiter’s boundless stormwinds. It took Caullen a few seconds to work himself up to submitting his second, more urgent report, especially after hearing so heavy a divination of his future.

      “Also…earlier, in the chaos… The prisoner, Drogan… he…”

      “He finally slipped his bindings?” Donellanus chuckled, now that he saw it the way Machaeus did.

      “I’m afraid he escaped,” Caullen nodded. He winced away from the eight-hundred possible reactions his King might have. Nothing could have prepared him for the one Donellanus actually had. He laughed. Hard. Through bucks of his chest, he managed to say:

      “No, he hasn’t.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen: Seven Tears

          

        

      

    

    
      Kalus waited outside the door to the Captain’s back office. His knuckles slid against the smooth wood, unwilling to knock. He let his head droop in a listless moment of hesitation. He already knew what was waiting for him on the other side. He’d known the second Demi asked him to come back there, by the quaver in his voice. Only hours after his duel with Donellanus, Kalus found himself even more frightened. Now, he took up a fist in place of swords. He rapped it once against the hardwood door.

      “In,” his Captain’s voice called him. Kalus twisted the knob, pushed through, and pulled the door shut behind him in a single motion. He dragged his boots until his toes hit the front of Demi’s desk. Kalus stood in wait for the lashing. “That was about the stupidest thing I think I’ve ever seen you do. That should say quite a lot.”

      “That it does,” Kalus admitted. He forced his eyes up, to meet his Captain head on. “Sometimes my job calls me to do stupid things.”

      “Don’t you try to justify it,” Demi struck back, fist clenched against his desktop. Kalus broke his stiff form only for the slightest of shrugs.

      “It’s not about justifying it. My role in this unit is to protect you and the others from close-range threats. That’s exactly what I did,” Kalus objected.

      “Within reason, Kalus!” Demi roared. his hands slammed down on his desk hard enough to topple his Captain’s plaque. “You shouldn’t have taken on the King of Dragons alone! Especially not after I explicitly ordered you not to!”

      “I’m sorry, Demi. I don’t know what to tell you besides it’s-”

      “From now on, your job is to keep your name off my conscience! I never want to visit your grave, Kalus. Do you understand me?” Demi demanded. Blood funneled through every pronounced vein in his face, brightening it to a hot red. “Do you understand me?”

      “Yes,” Kalus muttered. The color drained from Demi’s face with the resignation of his Arms Master. His hands slid across his desk in a struggle to hold himself upright. Suddenly he was weak. For the first time since they’d set out, Demi let one of his crew see what he hid behind that office door. That, sometimes, he was weak as any normal human.

      “I can’t take it again, you hear me?” Demi whispered. His voice shuddered, a mask of sound threatening to shatter any second. It would let loose the flood of all the agony he’d swallowed - a vomit of twenty years’ regret.

      “Again?” Kalus asked. His brows curved up, his voice tinged with real concern.

      “When I first started working for the WCC…there were still resistance groups on Earth, people opposed to a central world government. Could you imagine, with the way things are now?” So lost in the flood of memory, Demi actually chuckled. Head hung low, he didn’t notice Kalus sit on the edge of his desk to listen. He might as well have been talking to the air. And yet, no, Demi would never have shared such secrets, even with the air, if it had been anyone else in the room with him. “I was part of an undercover unit. I was assigned to infiltrate a group called Blue Terra.” Then Demi went quiet. The next part caught on its way up his throat. In all the years it had sat in the pit of his gut, the words themselves had grown barbs.

      “I’ve heard of them,” Kalus said, to release his Captain from the heaviness of the quiet. Some of the Blue Terra had been the first miners of Saturn’s rings, interplanetary pilgrims in search of a new home.

      “I was good at my job,” Demi forced out. With those six words, something snapped inside him. Suddenly he couldn’t keep down what he could never spit out. “I had the leaders convinced, without many violent protests, that I was entirely devoted to the cause. They made me a recruiter, which was exactly the goal the WCC had in mind for me.”

      “I had a direct line to the inflow of bodies to the Blue Terra. Of course, I could only set up a small percentage of the new recruits to be captured, without arousing suspicion. I was authorized to use any means necessary to gain the unreserved trust of these newbloods. Do you understand? Any means.” Kalus sat upright on the desk to listen. He didn’t realize it was a genuine question until Demi glared right at him.

      “I-I understand,” Kalus stammered.

      “Violence. Drugs. Sex - with men and women alike. Whatever eased the minds of the most dangerous recruits, the Blue Terra’s potential new leaders. The worst was genuine emotional connection. I had to get to know these sons of bitches, until they just looked like people again. People who made a few core choices differently than me, and ended up on a different path. Then I turned them over to the WCC.”

      “One day, they assigned me an up-and-coming bomber. He’d caught the attention of the Blue Terra with high-energy Chrysum explosives… The WCC branded him extremely dangerous. But Reggie… He wasn’t even sure he wanted to join the Blue Terra. He’d set off explosives mostly as a vigilante in the war-torn countryside of Germany. The WCC and Blue Terra only knew him for his explosives. I knew him for who he was. He was good. He was trying to do right. And I…” Demi’s hands clenched tight enough to shake both of his arms. He clammed up until a gentle caress of fingers pierced his trance. Kalus’ hands on his own.

      “Hey, it’s alright. You say what you’ve got to say. It doesn’t leave this office,” he assured his Captain. Then again, no - the roles had vanished between the two yet again. Kalus held the hand of his friend - a man he respected as much as loved - and listened.

      “I thought I could help him. I thought, if I turned him over, the WCC might cut him a deal. His cooperation for a lesser sentence, rehabilitation. Maybe they’d even offer him a job with them. Shit, was I dumb for him. If it’d been any other recruit, I wouldn’t have been so blinded by hope. For…love. Like I said before, the WCC only saw Reggie for his skills. When I walked him out of the Blue Terra compound for a smoke that night…there was a sniper on the hill. It…it didn’t even make a sound.”

      “The only sound was Reggie, becoming a body on the ground. A kind of folding, then a thump. I kneeled right in the blood. All of my training. All of my experience. I should have known right away he was gone. It was over. But, it was him. It couldn’t be. I wanted so badly to pick him up. To shake him. To scream at him not to go. But…some part of me knew I was in the sniper’s scope. I knew that kneeling to mourn him was already borderline treason. If I did anything more, they would have thought I was corrupt, taken in by the Blue Terra. They might have put a bullet through me just then… Instead, I got up. I wiped away exactly five tears. I don’t know why I remember that, but I do. And that was that.”

      “That…was not that,” Kalus said, about twenty seconds later. He gave Demi time to quiver. Time to cry, scream or launch the contents of his desk across the room. Demi had done none of these, nothing, but sit up straight and stare into nothing. “You carried it with you all this time. It’s affected every decision you made.”

      “For better or worse,” Demi muttered. He unclamped his fist of sore fingers. Without the constant tension of the story inside him, he found himself suddenly sore down to the splinters of his bones.

      “I couldn’t tell you which one,” Kalus said. Now Demi’s hand was open, he slipped his fingers in the natural gaps. “I can tell you you’re a spectacular leader in spite of it. You’ve exceeded every poor example set for you by double, and more. I don’t think another Captain could have turned us into Dogs of War.”

      “I… Thank you,” Demi smiled, despite the streaks of water that rolled down his cheeks. One from each eye made a total of seven tears since the silent shot that had changed him. Demi wiped his face dry before he could lose track. “Do you see, now? The time we shared on Saturn, after you and Lilia saved us from the Dragons… That was physical. What we have now… It’s too dangerous to let it develop further. I won’t put you in the danger of being loved by me.” Kalus tilted his head down toward Demi. He cocked him a daring eyebrow.

      “Captain. In case you’ve forgotten this about me: I excel in dangerous situations,” Kalus smirked. He scooted close to Demi on the edge of the desk. He slid Demi’s hand into both of his own, on his lap.

      “As if you would let me,” Demi smirked. He tightened his hands around Kalus’. “There’s no way to actually change your mind, is there?” Kalus applied the slightest pull, to probe for willingness. Demi rose with the tug. He stepped closer to Kalus. The sides of their legs brushed together. In a single movement, Demi and Kalus shared a wordless understanding.

      “No, there is,” Kalus told him. “You already have.” He moved one of his hands from Demi’s to his waist. He pulled his Captain in between two open legs. Kalus closed the vice of his thighs surprisingly strong for so thin a man, locking Demi’s waist against his own. He had to stare up to find his Captain’s hazel eyes. Stare he did, right up until the second Kalus’ lips trapped Demi’s.

      The entire ship seemed to shift around them with the tremors of passion, so suddenly released. The air heated by twenty degrees. The desk rocked back just slightly with the thrust of Demi’s hips. A hand slid down, over his pants, to the mass of his throbbing excitement. Kalus rounded the shaft to pull it up, against the inside of his own leg. Demi pressed forward hard, while tongues sparred between the walls of pressed lips. Kalus felt his partner’s pulses of pleasure as clear as his own when he squeezed Demi into himself with his legs. Demi leaned back to unbutton the top of Kalus’ shirt. He made it down three buttons before the crackle of the PA stopped them faster than an electric shock.

      “Attention, all Dogs of War,” Sophia’s voice filled the room through speakers in the wall. “Please report to the deck to discuss our next destination…like we were supposed to ten minutes ago. Please.”

      “Right… The meeting,” Kalus smirked when he peeled his lips back from Demi’s neck.

      “This was…supposed to be a quick scolding, damn you,” Demi chuckled. He buttoned Kalus’ shirt back up, then retreated to straighten out his own uniform. Kalus ran his fingers backward through his hair to restyle it.

      In moments, they were Captain and Arms Master again. Captain and Arms Master who stole one last kiss before they left the office.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen: Firestorm

          

        

      

    

    
      The Dogs of War were no closer to a decision of what to do about the coordinates imprinted on Kalus’ arm hours after they’d started their belated meeting. After trying Marcus for the fifth time to no response, the decision rested with them. They were divided down the middle, with Kalus and Sophia on the side of charging the Dragon base as their mission dictated, and Demi and Lilia counseling caution. Troubling as the words of Donellanus had been, it wasn’t quite enough to convince them his invitation wasn’t the bait for an ambush. That left the ultimate power of decision in the hands of Howard, the tiebreaker. The rest of the Dogs awaited his answer in person for a full thirty minutes before finally disbanding with the agreement to regroup and hear what he eventually decided. He had two more days to consider the options and decide, before the Cerberus arrived at Jupiter. Either way Howard swung, they had another trade route to establish, from the SkyLine to the Gas Giant.

      Everyone awaited his answer at the briefing before they launched the new SkyLine branch. Everyone was disappointed when he said he never agreed to answer before the trade route mission. They begrudgingly agreed to give the researcher until after the operation was complete to decide. He did, after all, have the most experience with Dragons, and so would break the tie with the most informed decision. So, in the meantime, Sophia launched her craft, lined up the Launcher and shot a new stream of nanomachines into the side of the SkyLine.

      “Hey, Lil. What’s the Launch Station look like on Jupiter?” Kalus called to his sister through his earpiece from the deck. He leaned out over the rail of the Cerberus to scan the enormous yellow-orange planet with his binoculars. The floating city of Nimbus was fairly easy to spot, considering it was the only break in the solid, flat color of Jupiter’s dense clouds.

      “It’ll probably be a little taller than most others. It’ll have a big black ring held up by two posts on the roof,” Lilia described.

      Kalus scanned the city, a hundred steel towers not unlike the skyscrapers from the Earth city of Rome around the Coliseum. Each one was connected to the others around it by steel-framed footbridges of condensed particles from Jupiter’s whipping clouds. The bridges were built in segments, able to bend and twist with the slight bob of the floating buildings inside the WCC’s biggest terradome yet. Well, without solid ground to support the city, it was more like a terrasphere. The same eggshell-colored shield that kept Jupiter’s harsh winds and crushing gravity from getting in kept Nimbus functioning with comfortable, localized artificial gravity to replicate a city on the ground as best it could.

      “Eyes on,” Kalus said when he spotted it. As Lilia had said, the Launch Station stretched well past the other buildings around it. His eyes climbed it to the receptor ring, waiting in tilt for the new SkyLine branch. It was there Kalus’ eyes jumped to next, the growing tube of darkness under Sophia’s control. She unrolled it from the existing SkyLine toward the Jupiter before his eyes, toward Nimbus. Kalus’ eyes flitted from the nanomachines to the receptor ring. “A little right, Soph,” Kalus told her. “And higher.”

      “Higher?” Sophia echoed. She squinted through the interface projected over her craft’s viewing screen.

      “You might not be able to see from there, but the buildings rise and fall, subtly. Trust…” Kalus trailed off when his eyes caught sight of something, just to the left of the Launch Station. A column of gray smoke billowed up from one of the lower buildings.

      “Trust what? Get your head out of your ass, Kalus! Are we lined up?” Sophia called back to him. Kalus’ eyes shot over to the nanomachines, unfolding toward the receptor ring.

      “You’re golden. But the city…” Kalus searched the surrounding buildings up and down. He caught sight of the source flame just before another blasted the glass from the windows of a nearby building.

      “Kalus, are you seeing what I’m picking up?” Lilia gasped from the bridge.

      “I see fire. What are you picking up?” Kalus asked.

      “Dragons…and others, maybe Faders… They’re everywhere,” Lilia muttered. Her fingers trembled inches away from the endless life signature blips consuming her console. “SkyLine connected… Energy synchronizing. But I can’t connect to the engineers.”

      “Then who’s running the program?” Sophia countered while she pulled her ship back close to the Cerberus.

      “The engineers are just a safeguard. The SkyLine link-up is an automatic program… If there’s anyone in the Launch Station, they’re too busy to talk to us,” Lilia shuddered. Kalus clutched the rail of the ship with one hand, the other sweeping his binoculars across the city of Nimbus. Fire twisted across walkways and puffed up floating towers before his eyes. It was hard to distinguish the shadows inside them from so far away, as bodies, rubble or winged beasts.

      “Dammit…Demi, can we reach Marcus?” Kalus growled.

      “He’s still not responding,” Demi answered.

      “I vote to find the Dragon base,” Howard’s voice broke the radio silence of hesitation.

      “As soon as the people of Nimbus are safe,” Demi amended. His voice deepened and sharpened to a key embodying pure authority. “Sophia, get down there and burn some scale. Kalus and I will follow closely behind. Lilia. Take us in close.” Lilia grasped the navigation bars of the Cerberus even as terror gripped her lungs in two icy hands. She turned the nose of the ship for the floating city of Nimbus in the wake of Sophia’s zipping auxiliary ship. Kalus rushed inside. He passed Demi on the way to the cockpit of his own deployable Cerberus head.

      “See you out there, Cap’,” Kalus winked. Demi only nodded in return. He plopped in his ship, sealed the door, and patched himself through to the radio line the five shared.

      “Dogs of War. This is why we’re here. Bark loud. Bite harder.”
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        * * *

      

      The day the Dragons attacked Nimbus was the first day of combat in Corporal Chrispin’s ten-year military career. The second he felt the first shockwave under his feet, he’d looked to his elder, superior Officers. They looked right back at him with the same confused horror as Chrysum fire climbed the buildings outside their barracks windows. When they saw scales rise up from the deep of the clouds beneath the city, trails of fire blaze across bridges, many of those who held command over Chrispin fled. Whether or not they planned to head to their stations he couldn’t know, as no one announced their intent like they were supposed to. Years of drills and refining practice vanished at the sight of the beasts from below. Even some amongst Jupiter’s WCC Protectorate had never seen them. Dragons… They’re real. Chrispin wasn’t the only one to think it. He was, however, the only one to raise a coherent cry over the chaos.

      “Any of you who run - you best be running to get your gun and armor!” Chrispin screamed, “If you’re frightened, think how the engineers and miners out there feel! We’re the shield, so let’s get between our people and the monsters!” A few disembodied hiccups that might have been cheers popped across the frazzled room. “Hey! Who’s going to be a Dragon Slayer by the end of the day?” He rallied again, despite the cold blood in his own veins. To that, a few more yelps awakened the men and women of the Protectorate to their fighting spirit. “With me!”

      Chrispin led a unit of thirty knee-rattling soldiers out to the Central City Bridge. He spread his Fusion-rifle army in formation like they’d practiced, and led the charge out onto the smokey connection between the barracks and the rest of Nimbus. When a dark shape blurred by over their heads, Chrispin was the first to fire. He was also the first to miss. A purple Dragon hocked a burst of Chrysum from its throat, straight into the bridge. Ten bodies disintegrated instantly. By the time the survivors thought to flee, the Dragon had vanished, leaving behind only the six-limbed creature that had leaped from its back.

      Chrispin’s remaining support scattered across the bridge, firing wildly. Some actually struck Dragons that had begun to circle them. The bigger aerial assist, however, came from the unexpected contingent of tiny fighters that screeched out from the roof of the Protectorate office behind them. Half the men Chrispin thought had fled had actually leapt straight into the cockpits of fighters. A flying V formation of ships sliced through the looming flock of Dragons over the bridge. The beasts fluttered out wide to flank the ships, Chrysum bursts flinging wild. Fire shot in one side of the fighters silver and burst from the other, red. Survivors of the initial clash spiraled up, above the Dragons.

      The fleet volleyed back a storm of high-impact Chrysum shells. Dragon’s blood spattered the towers of bobbing windows. Flaming scraps flung out from counter-bursts of Chrysum fire. Bursts of smoky chaos unfolded over the Central City Bridge while Chrispin and his men focused on more immediate, six-legged threats.

      They took backpedaling aim at the charging Fader. A Chrysum bolt struck it in the shoulder. Chrispin watched it fall from the barrel of his smoking rifle. He allowed himself the briefest moment of triumph, just before an entire crowd of them rose from a rolling screen of smoke. He let down his rifle, just an inch, just enough to lose all hope.

      Just then, a tiny ship, no bigger than a mining pod, shot across the bridge. The things that set it apart were its sleek, multifaceted viewing screen and the giant halberd blades attached to the bottom of it. The ship plowed straight through four Faders before it slowed to spin a full three-hundred-sixty degrees. Its halberds deployed to cleave two ranks of three plate-skinned creatures. Blood splattered up in a spiral as the ship rose away, only for another to swoop down in its place. The second ship was identical to the first, but for its miniature Chrysum turrets in place of halberds. It hovered over the bridge to unleash a shining downpour on the Faders.

      “The hell are these guys?” Chrispin wondered aloud, rifle hanging loose in his hands.

      “The Dogs of War!” a voice came down from the halberd ship as it came around for a second pass. “Arms up, lads and ladies! We’re not here to steal all the glory!” Chrispin stared down at the trembling finger laced around his trigger. He thought of his brother in the Launch Station on the other side of Nimbus while he counted scorching white torches rising from the wreckage of the floating city between them.

      “You heard him, all of you! Arms up!” Chrispin screamed back to his shaken contingent of first-timers.

      “Give me some cover! We’ll break up the Faders and get you across the bridge!” the man in the halberd-ship cried down. He didn’t give Chrispin or anyone else on the ground a chance to answer. He only spiraled down into a dive through three more Faders. Those behind him trotted and fired at once. Between the hail of Chrysum bolts from above and the fire of the soldiers on the bridge, their foes struggled to make any headway. In seconds, they were forced to pedal backward toward the city. Then the Dragons arrived.

      “Demi! Above!” the man in the halberd ship cried. His craft jerked to the side just before a white fireball blazed through the bridge where he’d been. The craft with the turrets flew out in a wide, rising arc to get better aim at the three beasts with their wings spread wide. Demi sprayed a wide wave of light, which launched boiling Dragon’s blood from the backs of two of them. The third fled for the endless, raging storm of Jupiter’s sky.

      “There’s more out there,” Demi called down from above, “They’re coming up through the clouds with Faders. Sophia and I will keep them off you. Kalus. You and the others round up the civilians!” His turrets fired in pursuit of the fleeing Dragon while he zipped off.

      “On it,” Kalus answered. When he tried to jerk his ship up, though, it fought with him. His proximity sensors blared a warning. Five Faders had dug their claws into the frame of the craft. The remaining contingent of the bridge-blocking army ripped into his thrusters and tore his halberds free. “Shit,” Kalus grumbled. He knew this might happen. The ship was designed for close combat, but the battlefield was too open to handle alone. Without Sophia covering him, he knew the risk. Kalus grabbed every weapon on hand inside his cockpit, and latched them to his belt. He popped the emergency escape hatch on the top of his ship.

      Kalus leaped atop his wrecked ship with a steaming pistol in one hand and a flaming green blade in the other. He scorched holes through their beak-like mouths. He cleaved through reaching Fader arms. He deflected strikes with the arms and shoulders of his gold-tailed suit jacket. Limbs and blood cycloned around Kalus and flung out over the mounting crowd around him. He held his own for a whole minute before one of the Faders got a claw on his boot. Kalus readied his blade and poised to lunge. Suddenly the pressure relieved from his foot, with the separation of the Fader’s arm from its body. Chrispin had shot clean through it. He and his troops boxed in the crowd of creatures and closed a Chrysum-shot scissor on them. They fired until every last one lay in a mound, a pile of lifeless husks riddled with burn holes.

      “He-hey, War Dog!” Chrispin called up to the young man dripping with blood on top of the halberd ship, “Can you get us to the other side of the city?” Kalus hopped down from his ship to the slumped shoulders of a Fader, to the bridge.

      “Arms Master Kalus Delphi, at your service. Does the other side of the city have a nice, high tower to pick people up from?” Kalus countered.

      “Corporal Chrispin. The new SkyLine Launch Station is over there. It’s huge,” said the leader of the Jupiter Protectorate.

      “Then the question is: can you get me there?”
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        * * *

      

      From so high above, Kalus became a distant ant to Demi. He wove and shot between bobbing skyscrapers to sear holes in the wings of rising Dragons. He rode close to the walls of buildings to confuse his foes with the afterimage of his ship in the zipping panels of glass. Chrysum fire blasts ripped through steel behind him. He rose and fell around the onslaught of gathering Dragons. His cannons rotated freely beneath him to fire back. But, for every beast he shot from the sky, two more popped through the cloud wall around the city.

      “Lilia, find me a building with no life signatures,” Demi asked. From where she waited several hundred feet above the city in the Cerberus, she’d already scanned every single one for survivors. It was no trouble for her to send the data through the closed system between the Warbringer and its auxiliary ships. A golden haze overlapped Demi’s viewing screen to outline a building on his left. “Share the data with Sophia.”

      “What do you have in mind?” Sophia tuned in. She zipped by over the rooftops of a nearby tower, launching Chrysum rays through Dragon scales.

      “That building that just lit up on your screen? Hover over it. I’m bringing you a bunch of Dragons to burn,” Demi told her. He watched the corner of his screen for Sophia’s ship to take position.

      “Ready,” she said.

      “Pre-heat the oven,” her Captain commanded. The barrels of Sophia’s down-turned cannons filled with a flare of white light. Demi jerked his navigation bars to the side. His ship turned sharp, nose first at the windows of the empty building. He crashed through the glass. Cubicle walls, steel tables and ceiling tiles folded around the charging head of Demi’s ship. Wings beat and claws ripped in cramped cacophony in his wake.

      Demi led the Dragons through the old office building from one wall to the other. He burst out a second ahead of them. Sophia’s finger twitched down on her trigger at the sight of him. She squeezed it tight the second Demi passed. The Dragons rushed straight into a dense beam of Chrysum light. Even the last ones in line couldn’t stop themselves in time - every one of them was reduced to dust. When her beam died to a thin thread, Sophia pulled up to join her Captain in his circle over the city.

      Hundreds of feet below, Kalus, Chrispin and the others charged through legions of Faders. Chrysum flashed out before them to carve the masses apart. A swelling cloud of other bodies gathered behind them, civilians pouring from every tower they passed.

      “Lilia… How many Dragons are left?” Demi huffed when he saw the beasts swirl around the towers.

      “I read... thirty… still counting…but most of them don’t seem to be going for us. They’re leaving.” Lilia sighed back. Around her, the supporting crew hammered commands into turret controls for the side of the Cerberus. Their bullets climbed the trails of fleeing Dragons, into the sky.

      “Captain Demi,” Howard surprised all other listeners by tuning in, “Draw them up. Sophia, stay low, and out of sight.” Both Demi and Sophia nearly asked what he had in mind. Both stopped themselves when they realized they knew already.

      “Let’s do it,” Sophia nodded. She dialed back her jets to sink below the tops of the city’s tallest towers. Demi’s ship screeched upward at his command. He kept a keen hand on his turret controls. He rained a cone of Chrysum light down over the legions of scaled wings below. He took out four, then five, before the rest converged their own counter-flames of silver fire on him.

      Demi rocked from one side to the next. He spiraled around silver storms and flipped backward over light beams from hot throats. He fired back whenever he could, but rarely struck his mark with the sheer volume of Dragon flame. Jupiter’s floating city shrunk beneath him. He strafed and shot as one, if only to attract more attention. A swarm of beasts converged in a tornado of scales, wings and fire beneath him. Demi’s craft rattled with the impact of a single Chrysum breath.

      “Howard, now!” he screamed at the fatal signal. Howard slammed his fist on audio controls of the Cerberus. The high-pitched tone of Chrysum disruption rang through the artificial atmosphere around Nimbus. The shriek of fifty Dragons followed just after. Demi’s trigger seized, unable to fire another Chrysum bolt.

      Sophia, however, was out of range below. She turned her ship’s nose up. She aimed and fired every weapon at her disposal until empty, in immediate succession. Silver light surged up through the Dragons in innumerable forms. Rays, bolts, cannonballs and bullets of searing Chrysum tore every beast in the sky to cooked hunks of scale. The exchange ended as abruptly and spectacularly as it had begun. Silence befell Nimbus, along with a deluge of bloody reptilian body parts. The Chrysum frequency ended. Demi, Sophia, Lilia and Howard hung frozen at the sight of what they’d done.

      “No…Dragons in the atmosphere,” Lilia ended the long quiet. That, however, didn’t change the ones that had fled beforehand. Lilia could see them, just faintly through her viewing screen, silver streaks ripping across the abyss.

      “They use the immense gravity of a Gas Giant like Jupiter and their own Chrysum fire to travel that way. I’ve read about it in other analyses, but never seen it…”Howard muttered, more to himself than Lilia. “We’ll never catch them now. Unless we know where they’re going.”

      “Great! Now get over to the Launch Station,” Kalus tuned in, panting, “Cause there are still Faders on our tail and a whole bunch of civvies that want off this floating hell.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen: Deepcloud Pillar

          

        

      

    

    
      “This is the last group,” Kalus told his sister. Lilia smiled as they walked past her, from the roof of the SkyLine Launch Station to the open boarding hatch under the Cerberus. Every room in the ship was filled to the brim with refugees from Nimbus.

      “How… How do we decide that?” Lilia murmured. Her grin faded with her strength as the downtrodden survivors of the silver fire from below filed past her. “There are still signals around the town.”

      “They could be Faders, right?” Kalus countered.

      “I guess,” Lilia considered, though her face wasn’t half as sure as she hardly sounded. Kalus grabbed her shoulder to jostle her from the trance.

      “How many times did we run that announcement? They’ve had all the time we could give them. If anyone’s stuck somewhere, they’ll still be there when you get back. You get them then,” Kalus assured her.

      “You know… I hate this. I can’t believe you’re making me leave,” Lilia growled. Her sea green eyes latched onto her Captain as he escorted the last stragglers into the Cerberus. “You really think you can handle this down a man?”

      “I think the higher degree of danger is somewhere else. Wherever those other Dragons were going when they fled the battle. I suspect we’ll find little more than a clue of where to go at their base,” Demi explained to her, which he’d already done twice.

      “See, Lil? You’re the one with the important job,” Kalus piled on before she could object again. “If I could fly a clunker like that, I’d do it myself.” Kalus thumped a fist to the side of the Cerberus. Lilia turned to watch the very last of the refugees file inside - a child no older than six.

      “Alright,” she sighed her resignation at last.

      “So where is it?” Kalus asked her a second later. He held out the black inscription of his invitation from Donellanus as a gesture alone. Lilia had long since uploaded the coordinates into the computer of the Cerberus for a search. She grabbed Kalus’ arm to point to the bottom row of numerals.

      “The coordinates didn’t make sense to me at first. I plugged them in time and again, and it was Nimbus. Then I realized what this number at the bottom is. Altitude. Their base is beneath the city. Somewhere in the clouds.” Kalus and Demi shared a nod of confirmation with one another, then Sophia, who stood guard a few feet back from them.

      “Hey,” Kalus called to his sister, just as she turned to leave. It was so slight a gesture, the twitch of a hand, yet it carried more weight than either of them could reconcile. Hey. We should say something, since we’re separating in a life-threatening situation. “I love you, Lil.”

      “Stow it till you’re back on the ship,” Lilia snapped at first, but she lightened as he stared. She opened her arms to squeeze her brother one last time, like she used to every time she returned from a scrapping trip. “Love you, little brother.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is that place you mentioned. A while back,” Kalus realized. “The one they’re building down instead of up, toward the hypothetical surface of Jupiter.”

      “Yeah. Deepcloud Pillar,” Sophia reminded him. She led the group across the bridge to the circular platform that bobbed around its base. The only sound as they crossed the eerie city was the eroding crackle of Chrysum Fire. Even that muted now, as they departed the furthest outskirts of Nimbus to the most unsettling building any of the Dogs of War had ever seen.

      The way most of the towers in the city were built in one direction gave it a certain illusion of orientation. Where all others climbed the way of Nimbus’ up, this one plunged straight down. It reached past the edge of the city’s terradome, and into the solid wall of swirling storm clouds below. There was but a single floor above the base platform around it, containing only a door and stairwell. Kalus’ stomach went the way of Deepcloud Pillar as he followed Sophia inside.

      The entry chamber consisted of a platform of brushed glass, a brass railing, a survival suit pickup station and a staircase spiraling down. Sophia went to the pickup to slide the door open. She tossed a suit to Kalus, Howard and Demi before pulling on her own.

      “Is this building not regulated?” Demi asked. He pulled his sleeves on tight and hooked them into the accompanying gloves.

      “Most of it is, far as I understand,” Sophia recalled from her previous assignment. She clicked her helmet onto the collar of the suit on her shoulders. “But the Pillar’s still under construction. The lower floors are exposed. I figure the Dragon base has to be below those, or we’d have known about it sooner.”

      “Fair enough,” Kalus considered. He locked his suit on, along with his Captain and comrades. Together, the four headed down the stairs.

      Aside from the brass rail that spiraled down alongside the stairs, most of Deepcloud Tower was made from the same condensed yellow-orange alloys as the rest of Nimbus. The occasional imported steel support jutted out from the wall, but most of it had been forged from local sources. In the dim service lights every eight steps or so, the place had an eerie feel somewhere between sickly and ancient, despite the fact that it was unfinished.

      “So…” Kalus made it ten stories deep, counting by tall, thick window panes, without exercising his muscle of conversation. At the first note of his voice, Sophia and Demi sighed. Both of them had been waiting for his patience to expire. “What?”

      “No…please, Kalus, fill the eerily empty Pillar with the music of your voice,” Sophia groaned.

      “Gladly. Count me off, Howard,” Kalus shot back.

      “Er… One, two, three, four?” Howard answered instinctually. Demi and Sophia stifled any urge to chuckle. They were just glad Kalus didn’t actually sing, when he started again.

      “How far does this thing go down?”

      “Last time I was here, eight miles,” Sophia told him. Her voice weighed heavy with the revelation it carried, with how far they still had to go. “It probably goes deeper now.” A groan climbed from Kalus’ throat before he could smother it.

      Kalus bit his tongue, both literally and figuratively. He kept himself quiet as long as he could, which was about an hour. In that time, they descended countless identical floors watching the swirling wall of clouds climb outside the windows. They gazed down the boundless throat of darkness that swallowed the space in the center of the spiral stairs as they pattered their way through cones of yellow light, into shadow and back again. Even when they passed the first smear of blood down the wall, they hardly spared a gasp. At the second, third and every one after, they were quiet, solemn. Every one of the Dogs was surprised by the voice that eventually broke the silence of it.

      “Mist in the air!” Howard shouted. The unprecedented volume and urgency made everyone jump in place. He covered his mouth with his shirt in one hand, flinging a pointing finger from the other. Howard pointed at a yellow light cone, which swam with twisting blackness. “Machaeus! Cover your helmet vents!”

      “Yes, do. So you’re more apt to listen than speak,” said Sophia, in a voice that was only half her own. Layered with the uncertain authority and genuine loyalty of her usual voice was a baritone frequency that belonged to something else. The rest of the Dogs turned in toward her. They found her eyes swirling with black fog around the rims.

      “Machaeus,” Demi growled through his blocking hand.

      “The Dogs of War,” Machaeus greeted in turn, “We’ve met once before, through a mutual associate we share. King of the Dragons, Donellanus.”

      “Right, he invited us for drinks,” Kalus snapped. He jerked up his arm with the inscribed location of the Dragon base. Machaeus smiled, with Sophia’s lips.

      “It turns out our mutual acquaintance miscalculated just how much drink we have to share. We can no longer accommodate all of you.” The dark, twisted voice fell from her lips with a drip of thick tar; “The rest of you are welcome to join the rest of my associates at our new facility on Mercury.”

      “Mercury? The hell is there?” Kalus barked. He took an instinctual step toward Sophia, hand outstretched to pull her away from the rail. That only pushed the girl another step back. Her hips touched the brass rail.

      “You’ll have to attend to know. To facilitate your dispersion to one facility or the other, I present the Dogs of War a choice. What will you save?” Machaeus asked, even while it made Sophia lean slightly back. “A friend? Or everything?” Sophia’s darkened eyes closed. She slipped backward, over the rail.

      “Sophia!” Demi screamed. He jerked forward, a grasping hand inches behind the collar of her survival suit. Sophia plunged straight down the throat of Deepcloud Pillar. Could Kalus have stopped to think on what he was doing, he wouldn’t have believed himself. His feet launched without thought for why. His lips moved without knowing what would come out of them.

      “Go to Mercury,” Kalus said. He tucked his feet up to heave himself over the rail. Demi and Howard’s chests shot over to watch him fall. They stopped only in respect of the last thing Kalus had said. They might well have been his last words. Go to Mercury.

      “Kalus…” Demi whimpered to the darkness that swallowed him.

      Hundreds of cascading feet below, Kalus grappled with what he’d just done. He flung down past floor after floor of stony spirals. Light and darkness flashed by in a merging, diverging blur. In the disorienting chaos, he thought to reach for his boots all while searching for Sophia and swallowing his own mortality. Either he was going to feel a tiny switch on the heels of his boots, or they would die in Jupiter’s storm below. Kalus shut his eyes while he groped with his fingers. Where… is… dammit… he whimpered while he flung down through the air.

      “There! Yes!” Kalus chirped when he felt the rock grips. He flipped the switch. Ten razor-sharp arrowheads spiked out from the bottom of each of his boots. Kalus turned his nose down. He tucked his arms and legs in tight to zip down faster. He closed the stony, spiral gap between himself and Sophia just before the two shot through the exposed, unfinished bottom of Deepcloud Pillar. The massive tower spat out two black specks into Jupiter’s infinite storm.

      Kalus cradled Sophia in the tight curl of both arms. He straightened his legs out beneath him as a sail, to guide them through the thick, yellow-tinged air. When even the slightest shape rose from the gas storm, he pointed them toward it. Kalus hardly had time to glance the structure before it zipped past him. He just managed to dig his heels into the rocky base beneath it. Kalus’ rock grips bit into the stone. They chewed ten trenches down the side of an island floating in a yellow substance somewhere between gas and liquid, or perhaps both. This slowed his fall just enough to deposit Sophia on a passing staircase. Kalus kicked off the wall to aim his backside for a platform at the bottom of those same stairs.

      He struck hard. His head bucked back to cough out the breath he’d been holding since he leaped. Kalus laid out on his back, searching the storm for the bottom of Deepcloud Pillar. Jupiter’s smog, however, was too thick. Instead, he crawled to the bottom of the staircase. He dragged himself halfway to Sophia before the building on top of the island towered into view through the thick haze. In his delirium and fear, Kalus thought it looked almost like a temple.
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      “Kalus…” Demi mumbled into the darkness that had swallowed Kalus.

      He stared straight down, world shaken too wildly to decide if he should jump, run down or wait for them to somehow rise back up. He wouldn’t have jumped without a plan…not for Sophia… Demi’s instincts told him. Then again, this wasn’t the same Kalus who left Earth wet behind the ears. Still, in seconds, his unit had halved itself. Now he was supposed to, what - leave? Demi didn’t realize how hard he gripped the brass guard rail until Howard touched his shoulder. He wheeled on the man, ready to trade fists. All that stopped him, that returned a fraction of his Captain’s composure, was the sudden clarity in Howard’s eyes. The eerie fusion of horror and focus in his face told of experience. He’d been in spots like this before. Times when right and wrong were reduced to weights on a scale of decision.

      “He wouldn’t have jumped…without some idea of what to do,” said Howard. With that, the first weight thunked down on the scale. On one side: pursue their lost crew. On the other: heed Machaeus’ suggestion to save everything on Mercury.

      “In my experience, no. He wouldn’t,” Demi admitted. Still, he grasped the rail. Still, he stared into the belly of darkness. “But…do we really leave him? Just because of some bullshit choice from Machaeus? Tell me, in your experience, do we really understand a damn thing about that thing?”

      “No,” Howard answered chillingly fast. He waited a few seconds for Demi to make a counterproposal, to burst out, to say or do anything. But Demi was frozen there, on the edge. “Why don’t we try Marcus one more time? We should see if leaving is even an option first. I’m sure he has other units much closer to Mercury than us.”

      “Fair enough,” Demi snapped, suddenly alive. He dialed the the long-distance frequency for the Dogs of War’s mission supervisor. He kept a finger on the transmitter of his survival suit helmet, to open the line. “Marcus. It’s Demi, following up on the earlier transmission from Jupiter. We’ve neutralized the perceived Dragon threat in the city of Nimbus. I’m in Deepcloud Pillar now, separated from half my unit. We’ve received warning from Machaeus that there’s activity on Mercury. Seeking...direction. I repeat: seeking direction. Marcus? Dammit!” Demi hammered a fist on the railing when only static returned to him.

      “Captain...”

      “What?” Demi lashed at Howard, only to draw back in regret a second later. He let his finger off the line to Marcus.

      “Demi. I can tell you one thing about Machaeus. And it’s not from lab studies or field research. It’s from the memories of my grandfather. It’s from my own experience with Drogan,” Howard said, “Machaeus is after something…bigger. Bigger than me and you. Bigger than Dragons or humans, since it seems to ally itself with whomever serves it best that day. Maybe something bigger than everything. So…when it says our only chance to save everything is on Mercury, I think that’s something we have to consider seriously. Especially with the flight of so many Dragons earlier.”

      “We… We just leave them?” Demi muttered. Howard surprised him again with another pat on the shoulder.

      “Do you trust him?” Howard asked. Demi glanced to him, then back down to the darkness. Demi chewed on the thought, though the answer turned over in the pit of his soul instantly. He needed not give it life with words that failed justice. Instead, he took one last breath, and turned to head back up the stairs.

      “Let’s go. If we can’t reach Marcus, there’s no telling what might be happening between here and Mercury,” said Demi.

      “Yes sir.” Howard followed close behind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Seeking…direction. I repeat: seeking direction,” Captain Demi’s voice echoed through the haunted quiet of the gymnasium. “Marcus?” He called out, desperate. There was no answer but the crackle of flame and the crunch of glass under scaly feet. Marcus was nowhere near his transmitter for the Dogs of War. He was on the other side of the building by then, locking himself into an escape pod. “Dammit!” A Dragon’s talon crushed Marcus’ transmitter, and snuffed out any further cries of help from the Dogs of War.

      Dawn scrambled back from heavy footsteps. A moment ago, she and the surviving three patients of the Slayer Program had been in another field test. Now she slid back over her splintered glass cell. White embers crawled across the shattered gym floor. Through the destruction waded a black-scaled Dragon. His eyes were the yellow specter of anger, yet none of it seemed aimed at Dawn. The beast paid little mind to Marcus and the nurses. He paid even less to Kylie and Morgan when they escaped the cells he ruptured with Chrysum blasts. Kylie fled instantly, while Morgan was trapped the moment she met those shimmering yellow eyes. She wore a look of familiarity on her face, which was now half glossed over by the black sheen of solid M-Particles. Even if she knew him somehow, though, the black Dragon seemed more concerned with Dawn. He lumbered through the hole he’d shattered in the side of her cell. His wings folded down around him.

      “Of all the…” Mogan shuddered as she watched from the side, “I’ll be goddamned straight to hell… It is you.” Dawn dared not chance a look over to the terrified old woman. Not with the black Dragon looming so tall over her.

      “Wh-wh-who? Who is he?” Dawn asked when he only stared down at her. The destruction with which he shattered Marcus’ field test implied malice, but now she saw it wasn’t malice meant for her. Now Marcus was gone and the Dragon was so close, his eyes looked more full of sorrow than hate. The beast bent a knee to get closer to Dawn. Her back pressed flat against the glass behind her. “What do you…” Dawn choked when the beast’s black claw stretched out to her, not to slice, but to take her hand.

      Only then did he change. His talons retracted and flattened out to nails on fingers. His scales shrunk in, flattened out to a smooth, sleek black coat, then softened to skin. The Dragon shrunk, smoothed, and altogether shifted into another being. Only its yellow eyes remained the same. When the beast had fully become a man, he looked down on her and smiled. He stood as a stark tower of muscle, buck naked but for the jet black gauntlet on his arm. Something in Dawn knew who he was, memory or no.

      “Drogan,” Dawn whispered. He wrapped her hand in his own and smiled.

      “Let’s get out of here,” said Drogan. He helped Dawn to her tired feet before he turned for the old woman on the other side of the gym. “All of us. You’ve changed as much as I have, Morgan.”

      “Ah, you haven’t changed. Look at you! You look exactly the same as the last time I saw you. Leaving that warehouse, filled with blood...” the old woman laughed at first, quieting as she went. Then she ran three fingers of her only remaining human hand along the new glossy black Chrysum alloy plates that covered her body. She’d created them herself from a bucket of the stuff and sheer will during field tests like today’s; two legs, an arm and half her face.

      “I never would have left, had I known you were still alive,” Drogan assured her. He and Dawn made their way through rubble and fire to approach the old half-woman. She snapped free from the shackles of sorrow suddenly, with a guffaw and a wave.

      “Bah! I would have had half the intrigue in my life if I wasn’t who I am now,” Morgan waved off with a heavy hand.

      “Come with us, Morgan,” Dawn broke in. Still entranced by the jarring transition of Drogan’s entrance, she didn’t realize she still clung to his hand like a child.

      “Where?”

      “Away. Away from humans and Dragons,” Drogan answered. “Past the edge of the Outerworlds, where we won’t be pulled into their wars as pawns or research projects.”

      “You’re running away?” Morgan sounded like she’d been struck across her shins.

      “Removing ourselves from the board,” Drogan rephrased. Morgan bit down on her half-mechanical lip.

      “I’ll come with you as far as the SkyLine,” she said. “I still have business here, with more old friends.” Drogan nodded with regrets, and guided two of the fiercest women he’d ever served with through fire to the forests outside the lakebound facility.
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        * * *

      

      The higher up Kalus carried Sophia up those stone stairs, the more the place looked like a house of worship. from what he could tell below, it, too was made from condensed particles in Jupiter’s atmosphere. Where Nimbus was formed from lab-engineered metals, however, this place looked to be lumped, smoothed and carved from a consistency more like clay. With Sophia under his arm, Kalus heaved his way up the tall staircase around the floating island, to the outer wall of the building.

      It had high, dome-shaped ceilings, though the outsides were adorned with ornamental spires. Its tall, open rectangular windows let in Jupiter’s dense winds, though its doors were solid stone. Kalus forded through the heavy storm that shifted between gas and liquid, to the two slabs that marked the entrance. More than once the slam of a gelatinous cloud almost knocked him right off his feet on the way. Kalus let Sophia down to push the doors in, then dragged her in.

      The howl of the storm outside became an eerie whistle through windows the second Kalus pulled the doors shut behind him. Inside, the stone had a much more refined, polished look. Something about it was artistic, almost mystical. Kalus had little time to appreciate the spinning nebulas of color around him, however, with an unconscious partner and a Dragon King to find. He pulled Sophia over to the wall and slid her down to a slumped-over sitting position. He counted a few of her shallow breaths, for consistency. She seemed, at least, to be in a sort of stasis.

      “I don’t know what that stuff did to you…but hang tight, Soph,” Kalus murmured, a haunted sound in so empty a place, “I’ll be back.”

      Kalus crept down the long, central hall of stone. He rolled each step so as not to leave an echo. He breathed slow and controlled, when all he wanted was to heave. Kalus slipped one hand around his Chrysum pistol, the other around a sword on the opposite side of his belt. He clutched them both ready before he peeked around the door to the first room. There was little inside - a few windows shone on dangling, broken Chrysum bindings.

      Kalus kept on, past room after empty room. He peered into each one, ready to fire. There was a room full of long benches, an altar and even some colored glass. He recognized some of the designs engraved on the panes as great and terrible Dragons. A…temple? He thought. A few doors down, he passed a beautifully-crafted stone table with chairs for a meeting of twenty. There wasn’t one in attendance, Dragon or Fader. Kalus didn’t find something to point his gun at until he crossed to the far side of the building. There, his pistol leveled at a shining white chest of scales. There sat the King of the Dragons, alone, on just one long bench of many, at many very long tables under a colossal vaulted ceiling. The place looked most like a dining hall, yet there wasn’t a single scrap of food.

      “Donellanus,” Kalus greeted. His iron sight shook just below the Dragon’s astonished face. “Or is it Machaeus?”

      “Yes, and yes,” the Dragon grinned wide, “I hardly expected this.” Donelannus sat up straight, to eye Kalus with all the respect his raw gall was due.

      “Well, if you’d told me this was a dinner, I’d have brought us some surf and turf,” Kalus grinned back.

      “You would risk your life for someone you can’t stand?” Donellanus challenged. He pushed himself upright.. Kalus crossed the massive, open hall toward him. With each step, he tilted his pistol further down. If it were any other Dragon, he’d never have taken his sights off his opponent. But Kalus wasn’t about to feed Machaeus more Chrysum ammo. He holstered it at the hilt of his other Chrysum sword instead.

      “Sometimes family gets on your nerves,” Kalus shrugged. His secondary blade edge popped free of its hilt. Green and yellow flames danced down beside him. “I’d risk my life for any one of the Dogs of War.” Donellanus rounded a nearby table to trudge straight for his foe. Both walked fast, head tilted forward, a weapon at each side. Chrysum sword. Claws. They came at one another like two slow-moving meteors.

      “A promise I intend to test,” said Donellanus. He strafed sideways with a flap of a muscular wing. The dining table between him and Kalus flung across the hall. Its two halves parted a foot away from Kalus by the sear of his Chrysum edge. The scalding debris shot out behind him as he pulled up his blades to defend. In the matter of a second, Donellanus had blipped in front of him.

      Kalus deflected three mighty claw swings before his muscles started to seize. Then he jumped back from the flash of talons. They grazed his survival suit collar as Kalus jerked back two big steps. On the third, his heels hit another table behind him. He leaped up and backward to the bench. Donellanus lunged. Kalus swiped white five-fingered blades away with arcs of green fire while he stepped up to the top of the table. He countered with downswings of his yellow blade, which Donellanus easily slipped away from by arching his long neck. Then Kalus felt the pulse under his feet. He caught sight of Donellanus’ foot wedged under the table. He jumped backward off the table just before his foe launched it, flipping top over bottom, halfway to the ceiling. As soon as it passed him, Kalus ducked under to charge.

      His swings converged in a wave of green-yellow light at the Dragon King’s gut. Donellanus evaded by sweeping backward, off the ground. He hovered over his foe and his strikes for half a second. He flexed his five-bladed fingers wide to slash down at Kalus. Green flashed up against silver, the two strafed away from one another. Red eyes of blood and fire burned into green ones of sea glass.

      “Why send all your royal subjects away, when you just got your crown?” Kalus challenged in the panting pause between clashes.

      “Why explain anything to someone less consequential than an insect?” Donellanus quipped back. He swiveled his shoulder in to clip his wing across Kalus’ chest. What it actually cut through was empty air, when he ducked low and charged. So small a target was he, he slipped past every attempt to grasp him, until he drove his shoulder into the chest of the Dragon King. It was slight, but he heard the tiniest gasp escape his scales.

      Kalus turned with the swing of his blades, each of which scorched an open crevice across Donellanus’ torso. Kalus turned on his heel to block the incoming claws at his back. He met talons with steel and Chrysum, but was trapped against the armored chest of his opponent. Kalus trembled as the white-armored hands compressed him tighter. He held his breath while he tried to roll his left shoulder out of the lock Donellanus had him in. The second he slipped loose, Kalus turned to pierce the beast straight through. The blood of his opponent sizzled in the yellow Chrysum fire on the edge of his blade that stuck out from Donellanus’ back. He threw his head back to screech, which Kalus took as a chance to shove his way out. He broke free of Donellanus’ arms and trotted two steps away before he felt the blades in his back. Three lines of hellfire slit through his survival suit, and deep into his back beneath.

      Kalus stumbled to a knee. Donellanus’ leisurely stroll to his foe was marked by a trail of blood splotches from his dripping talons. Sirens blared through the speakers inside Kalus’ helmet to warn him of the destabilization. A timer appeared on the side of his visor interface. Three minutes ticked down just how long he had, before the air and pressure regulators ran out of backup power. His future lifespan, the weight of eternity, reduced to three minutes. Kalus shook off the hot drip of his own fluids down the inside of the suit. He fought the listless weakness infecting his extremities. With all the concentrated will of his three remaining minutes, he whipped both Chrysum swords around.

      Kalus turned into a strike to deflect Donellanus’ inbound claw. The hard connection of dirtied steel sprayed blood over both combatants. Kalus held his flaming green blade against his foe, and lashed in from the side with his yellow one. Donellanus caught it in a loose, clumsy grip. Kalus gritted his teeth to fight through it, to rip it loose. He carved a deep slit from Donellanus’ palm, all the way across his chest. The Dragon King roared as fire and steel spilled his blood. He swiped straight down the center of Kalus’ chest. Both combatants fell back and away from one another. The panel on Kalus’ helmet beeped a new warning with less than half the time. He had seconds.

      The King of Dragons heaved himself up by a dining table. He left bloody clawprints everywhere he grasped to get shakily upright. The Arms Master of the Dogs of War aimed his pistol out of spite alone. His last seconds would be loyal to the way he lived, even if the air left his lungs with a finger on a futile trigger - fighting. Kalus’ Chrysum pistol kicked back in his grip. A single, shining bolt struck a barrier of black mist that manifested instantly from beneath Donellanus’ scales. That same mist swirled around the beast as it limped over him. It collected to form a long, black pike in the grip of his talons. The clock ticked down before his eyes. The spear of darkness lifted for the fatal strike. The pistol shook in Kalus’ grip. He saw each as if some abstract detail through a movie screen. Yes, just like a move. The end.

      The timer stopped with two seconds left. Kalus thought he must be hallucinating. He even considered that Donellanus had already killed him, and his brain was struggling to console itself. Then he looked up at the Dragon King, who had not yet plunged his spear. In fact, Donellanus’ eyes were not on Kalus at all, but pointed toward the hall he’d come from. Kalus had no time to turn and see what it was, before a battering ram of liquid shadows freight-trained into Donellanus’ chest. It pummeled him all the way to the far side of the room. It flattened him against the wall, so only his legs, arms and head were free. Then, not unlike the SkyLine, it filled with the bright blue light of Chrysum.

      “Machaeus!” Donellanus screamed, hateful, into the high ceilings, carved by the Faders for their Gods made flesh. It was all he could get out before the flood of concentrated Chrysum incinerated everything it touched. When the blue light dimmed and the darkness retreated, all that was left of him fell in a dismembered, cauterized pile. Arms, legs and a head thumped down in the muddy light of Jupiter coming in through the massive hole in the wall.

      “Guess…again…” panted Sophia. Kalus followed her voice across the room, to where she stood in the opening from the hallway. He watched the darkness of M-Particles swirl around her outstretched arm and bond back to her skin. He felt the back and front of his survival suit, where the same substance had formed patches over the slices from Donnelannus.

      “I…don’t think he can,” Kalus said, still numb. Sophia huffed in a feeble attempt at a laugh. Kalus did the same. Somehow, without any of the understanding, Sophia had accomplished what her Uncle tried to create synthetically in his Martian lab naturally. The M-Particles returned to her by her will alone, as they’d bent to save Kalus.

      “Now get up…” Sophia said, a hand hung down to help him up, “I…got a glimpse of some things behind the curtain… Not good.”

      “You mean from Machaeus?” Kalus asked. He took her hand to hoist himself onto shaky feet.

      “Yeah. We have to go to Mercury. Now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen: Sunset

          

        

      

    

    
      “This is crazy,” Lilia grumbled. It wasn’t the first time she’d said it, each time with mounting frustration. Never, though, did her fingers stray from the navigation bars of the Cerberus. Two empty seats at the front of the bridge marked the worries of both her and the rest of the crew. It’d been hours since they left Jupiter behind. Since they left Kalus and Sophia behind. Burning double fuel in the SkyLine, they would be at Mercury some time the next day.

      “Kalus told me,” Demi finally cracked under the stress of it. “Right before he left to get Sophia. He told me, “go to Mercury.” He was sure. He had a plan. We have to trust that. Trust him.”

      “And you trust Machaeus?” Lilia countered. Her hands clutched the controls of the Cerberus tighter. The ship rumbled in an attempt to accelerate to meet her out-of-regulation demands. “Explain to me why, again, we believe a bodiless darkness when it says we have to go to Mercury to save everything?”

      “You saw it yourself, during the battle on Nimbus,” Demi shot back, trying to stay calm, “All the Dragons fleeing the planet. Where did they go? Why not stay and fight us there, at their base?”

      “Yes,” Howard interjected, when he saw Lilia’s mouth bunch up for a scream. “I trust Machaeus. When it makes a threat, I trust that it intends to deliver.”

      “We left my brother alone at their stronghold!” Lilia screamed anyway. A single tear beaded from each eye as she clutched the throttling controls of the ship. The Cerberus ripped through the SkyLine at record speeds. Anyone outside the blue tunnel would see it as a flash of lightning screeching past. There were, however, precious few people out to witness it. The WCC had issued an emergency lockdown of all Protectorates since losing contact with several high-ranking Officers.

      “Lilia,” Demi murmured, a hand on her shoulder, “I can never apologize enough for making you do that. I don’t deserve forgiveness for it.” Lilia loosened on the controls, just enough that the lives of those on board were out of immediate danger. “But…Marcus is off-grid. Many others of his rank are. The Dragons fled their base. Machaeus mentioned Mercury, which has no perceivable strategic advantage for them. It all adds up to something huge. We’re all that stands between that something huge and…everything.” Lilia sniffled and eased back on the controls to a speed just above legal limits.

      “Then don’t apologize. Don’t try to explain it to me again. I’ll get us there,” she conceded and continued to fly the remaining crew to their destination.
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        * * *

      

      It was a cramped ride inside Demi’s auxiliary ship for three people, but his was the only one left. Demi, Howard and Lilia flew down close to Mercury’s colorless surface. A brief life scan from the Cerberus had led them here, to a spot just around the bend of the planet from the blinding blaze of the sun. There was but one structure on all of the scorching gray marble of Mercury. From the skies, it looked to the Dogs of War like a shrine, but it was almost too ornate to be called a shrine. It was more like a miniature cathedral. Scalloped pillars held up a central, high-pointed roof and walls on two sides. A massive hole in the center of the ceiling let light in on a device and console the Dogs couldn’t make out from so high up, mounted on an altar. What had appeared to be dust from the Cerberus they now saw as hundreds upon hundreds of Faders. They lined up in ranks and files, each square unit led by a much taller Dragon general. At the sight of the auxiliary craft above, the army turned its collective glance up. In the center of it all were three figures at the entrance to the cathedral. A Dragon of ruby scales, a much taller one of teal crystal color and a single Fader with thicker hair than his lesser-ranked brethren.

      “Are we connected?” Demi whispered inside his ship. Uncomfortable inches away, Lilia answered:

      “Thanks to some upgrades from my old crew, we can aim the big one any time. It’s that one.” She pointed to a sub-panel wired into the main controls to the side of the viewing screen. Demi plucked it up and locked onto the three figures at the cathedral entrance.

      “Let’s take her in. Remember: lesser generals first,” Demi reminded what remained of his crew. With that, he activated the turrets beneath his craft.

      Demi’s auxiliary craft ripped across the star-splotched sky over Mercury. A rapid spray of Chrysum bolts spiked down into the planet. Two Dragon generals, then three, were incinerated before jaws filled with the silver fire of retribution. The Dragons spat giant orbs of Chrysum in arcs that sailed past the Dogs of War on all sides. Demi wove between each smoldering white comet. He returned fire to fling steaming bits of scaly muscle and insectoid claws in every direction below. Still, the three at the center of it all stayed calm. The armies never broke rank.

      Demi dipped below an onslaught of silver heart-fire, just low enough to pick up a certain sound on their ship’s speakers. A high-pitched ring filled the ears of the three Dogs jammed in the craft, though not so distant and muffled as they’d heard it before. The triggers jammed under Demi’s fingers, entirely unable to fire.

      “Is that…” muttered Lilia though a spiking headache.

      “That’s the Chrysum-disruption frequency, but…I’ve never heard it so strongly before,” Howard struggled to say. It loudened enough to turn their whole Chrysum-filled ship into a single note, shrill concert hall.

      “The controls!” Demi shouted when he tried to pull up. The ship’s nose only turned further down, toward the planet. “I can’t…” He struggled to yank them up, along with Lilia and Howard together. Even six hands couldn’t unlock the navigation bars from their locked position now.

      “But why… They…” Lilia growled. Then she saw through the viewing screen, the black mist that swirled through the armies below. Particles of darkness collected around each of the Dragon generals, shielding them from the frequency. “Machaeus…” Only then did a small group of Faders break form. Their unit parted down the middle to make room for Demi’s auxiliary ship. It slammed straight into the hard clay of Mercury.

      Demi, Lilia and Howard were twisted into an even tighter human knot upon impact. The flare of heat from Chrysum ignition all around them chased them from the cockpit to the emergency hatch in the roof. The last to escape, Lilia thought to flip the distress switch for the supporting crew in the Cerberus above.

      She emerged from the roof of the craft to a sea of glinting, plate-skinned bodies. The sun just barely peeked over the horizon of the tiny planet, lighting their ice-coated clay field in a sparkling flare. Without the fifty-eight days of shade prior, this temple might never have been built. Rows upon columns of Faders turned in to face the Dogs of War, covered in soot and battered by impact. They stared, silent. Over their heads, towering Dragons glinted gemstone eyes. All of them waited in the long shadow of their cathedral, for an order. A signal. It came when the lone Fader at the center of the cathedral lifted his beak-lips.

      “Kree mo tak ma tabrah!” it screeched over the masses. At once, every Fader in every battalion took a single step in toward the Dogs of War.

      Their first instinct was to close their eyes. To hide in darkness, until the ripping and tearing ended. Even Lilia, who held out hope that the supporting crew was taking aim from the Cerberus, clenched in anticipation of the end. She wondered how many pieces she would break into before awareness slipped away. She wondered if the pain would outrun the shock before it was over. Then a sound wave crackled through Mercury’s atmosphere. It was like a cosmic bubble - pop. The next second, a white column of light surged down from the Dense Fusion Cannon of the Cerberus. It blotted out the stars. Chrysum fountained down onto the planet, onto the three figures at the center of the army. The beam condensed, too bright to face directly. Their silhouettes were lost in the white waterfall as its pure heat tunneled twenty feet down into the crust of the planet. Then, all at once, the Chrysum beam dissipated.

      The Faders froze, eyes trained at where their leader, Dormis, had been only a second earlier. Anything left of him scattered to rejoin the Universe at a subatomic level. So, too was the red Dragon known as Krystis dissolved beyond biology. All that remained in the twenty-foot crater was a floating egg of glistening black metal. The Dogs of War looked on, mortified, as the shell crumbled. from around the body of the teal Dragon, entirely unscathed. Each shard of his shield returned to black dust and swirled out over the crowds.

      “Hello, Dogs of War. I am called Caullen,” declared the Higher Order Dragon in the tainted tone of darkness, like Sophia had in Deepcloud Pillar. At the sound of it, a collective wince spread through the bodies of every single Fader.

      “Muto mar harest! Magrar! Magrar!” one of them shrieked. At the sound of it, all semblance of composure shattered. Faders turned to sprint in any direction they could, into one another, over their Dragon Generals, anywhere to get away from Caullen. “Magrar!” The word rippled and hissed through the scrambling crowd. The other Dragons, of which remained about ten, waded through them, toward the Dogs of War. Lilia, Demi and Howard readied their Chrysum rifles. They stood their ground on the island of wreckage from Demi’s ship, ready to fire.

      “Should we call you Caullen or Machaeus?” Demi demanded. The nose of his rifle wandered from the teal leader to the other light-scaled Dragons closing in on them, unsure where to actually fire. He decided on a light scarlet counterpart off to the right, since the Cerberus’ Chrysum beam had hardly scratched Caullen. He fired a series of five bolts at the beast, all of which were swallowed by the black shield of mist that swirled out from under its scales.

      “Whichever you prefer,” said Machaeus, through Caullen. “It’s time for the Dragon’s age of darkness to end. No more hiding. This shrine will be the first of a thousand. Not only will the Faders worship us as Gods, but all who have what we need. What we want… That’s what Caullen would say. It’s what he thinks, what he clings to, in his little box inside this body.”

      “Focus fire on the red one, on the right,” Demi whispered to Lilia and Howard.

      Three rifles converged on the scarlet Higher Order Dragon. Each of them jammed down the trigger, and held it until their gun clicked empty. The Dragon lumbered on toward them, against the tide of Chrysum storm. It paid no heed to the dissolution of its black shield with each impact. It took three full power cells, but one of the last bolts did finally burn through the blackness and the Dragon skull behind it. Caullen hardly glanced as his underling fell limp. The other nine would surround the Dogs before they could reload.

      “What Caullen didn’t know was that there is an Almighty evil in the Fader religion, too,” said Machaeus, through Caullen, “One that far predates their saviors, the Dragons. An empty existence before the ridiculous notion that everything must be filled. That everything must have meaning and purpose. It was right under him all along, and now it’s inside him. Now it’s come to return things to the way it was. The way it was meant to be, long before you or Dragons or anything.”

      “Return it how?” Lilia demanded. She snapped open a Chrysum knife and handed a rod to Howard as the Dragons closed in around them. With the mass exodus of the Faders nearly complete, it was only the circle of the Higher Order around the Dogs of War by the cathedral now. Demi, Lilia and Howard turned their backs to one another, a shell of hopeless defense.

      “The same way you do with any program that’s developed glitches. You reset,” Machaeus explained. He pointed back to the altar of the cathedral behind him. “You put it back the way it started.” Lilia watched in frozen terror as a rod spiked up from the device on the altar.

      “The sun… What are you going to do?” she screamed. She poised her knife ready to stab at one of the Dragons that neared her. Just before she had to, a wave of pressure descended over the Dogs of War from above. They and the Dragons alike stared upwards into the jets of a personal craft.

      “Marcus?” Demi muttered, consumed with disbelief. It was Marcus’ personal ship that cruised over them, though he hadn’t the time to get to it to leave his facility on Mars. It was left behind for another. The cockpit popped open to release a twisting coil of M-Particles. The dark serpent twisted around and surged to the ground between the Higher Order and their cornered prey.

      The blackness evaporated from around something that was half woman, half obsidian. The part of her that was human wore the wrinkles of bitter wisdom. It had about two inches of silver hair. The rest yearned to exact the meaning of her life in vengeance. Her mechanical yellow eye locked onto one Dragon after the next. She flung a glossy black arm out, which extended to a forty-foot spear to impale one of the beasts through its pumping heart. The woman retracted the spear and slung it around as a whip before her first target had even fallen. The razor edge of bendable darkness sliced right through the barrier that formed around the next Dragon and its wielder.

      “Stop!” Machaeus screamed through Caullen, to the rest of his Dragons. Every one of them took an uneasy pace backward. The woman called back the dark whip to the shape of an arm. “You?”

      “Me, you son of a bitch,” said the woman.

      “Mo-mo-mo-Morgan?” Howard stammered. He hardly believed the word that struggled to escape him. He knew her face only from the borrowed memories of his grandfather.

      “Howard,” Morgan said, more serious than she’d ever been. “You might be the only person in the Universe who can figure out how to stop that machine. You two, get him into that shrine.” Howard moved without question, without answer. He gave his comrades no choice but to follow. The Dogs of War leaped from the debris of Demi’s ship and rounded the Higher Order to make the last run for the Universe. The Higher Order stayed put, waiting on Machaeus’ word.

      “Even I never would have thought…when those Squires ripped you apart, that you’d rebuild yourself as this,” it said instead, and flung both hands out at Morgan. Blackness flooded from under Caullen’s scales.

      She slipped to the side to evade a stabbing mass of black tentacles. Her black arm flung over her head to reform as a glaring black claymore. Morgan clove every flailing tendril from its master. She leveled the blade at Caullen, which split down the middle to unleash a flare of Chrysum. Caullen’s shield swirled up to swallow it. By the time it retracted, though, Morgan had zipped over in front of him. She leaped over his swinging claw while her arm morphed again, into a sharp spearhead. She jabbed again and again, each time missing by evasive inches. Caullen answered the onslaught with a wing-strike from the side. Morgan spun around, outside the range of the strike.

      She swept one of her glossy black legs, which hooked like an axe head at the end. Caullen lifted his caught leg and flapped his wings to keep upright. Morgan answered with a dodged roundhouse, which she turned into a straight-down executioner’s-block strike. Machaeus caught her foot-axe in both trembling claws. Morgan took the second of calm to look to the Dogs of War behind them. They neared the mouth of the shrine. But the rod from the device on the altar already pulsed with red and black waves of energy.

      Morgan spun to the side, into a wild spiral Machaeus couldn’t hope to wrangle. She landed on both black feet. She condensed her dark arm into a shield to bash away the immediate strike of her opponent. In the opening, she condensed her shield into a dense spike and thrust. It struck hard against Machaeus’ own shield of darkness. Mist fulminated from it as she pressed harder, then folded back behind it to rebuild. But Morgan had thought countless days on how she’d end this. She’d lost endless nights of sleep. She knew better than to try and pierce the shield. No, Morgan only pushed against it, with an open shaft at the center of her spike. For every pound of pressure she applied, she funneled more particles from Machaeus’ shield into her own collection.

      It happened so gradually, then all at once. Morgan and Machaeus ground together in a stalemate of spike and shield while the rest of the Higher Order looked on, trapped in their own horrified bodies, and the Dogs rushed the cathedral. Then the device inside launched a ring-shaped wave of red and black energy. It leaped through the hole in the ceiling. It cleared the atmosphere in seconds. It headed straight for the Sun just as it crested Mercury’s small, blazing horizon. One by one the Higher Order threw their heads back, in compliance with the pulse of Machaeus in their veins. Their jaws cracked open. Each of them spread their muzzles as wide as they could spread to unleash a beam of Chrysum. Stream after silver firelight stream spiraled around the red-black blast from the shrine. They surged together into a rising column rivaling even the size of the Cerberus’ Dense Fusion Cannon. When it all came together to strike the grand star of the Milky Way, the shockwave rattled scale and bone, and stopped everyone dead.

      Everyone but Morgan. She concentrated every ounce of will left in her tired old hybrid body on sucking down as many particles from Machaeus as she could. Stunned by success as he was, his entire shield dissolved inside Morgan’s vacuum spike. She didn’t waste a breath before she released it as a morningstar of a hundred more. The black mist of Machaeus surged from under Caullen’s every scale as dark spikes pierced every aspect of his physical being. The beast collapsed in a senseless heap when Morgan’s black burst dissolved away. Any chance to revel in the victory slipped away with the formless mass of Machaeus that had left Caullen to die alone. Morgan watched it fizzle up into the sky and committed her grudge to go on, through sheer grit, as long as it took. Until she could crush every last subatomic shitstain of Machaeus to nothing.

      “Back! Get back!” Morgan screamed to the Dogs of War. They’d become three statues beneath the ring-shaped pulse that fired at the Sun. “It’s too late! It’s started!” She tried again. Still, Demi, Lilia and Howard stood petrified beneath the burning orb that gave their galaxy life. No bigger than a pinprick, a tiny black void had opened in the center of the sun. Every second, it expanded. “Hey!”

      One last shrill cry was enough to break them free of their invisible binds. The Dogs of War turned to run with Morgan, back to their destroyed auxiliary craft. They slipped right past the Higher Order, hypnotized to hopelessness with Machaeus’ black mist flooding out of them.

      “I’ll call in the Cerberus,” Lilia panted when she reached the side of the auxiliary ship, “We can-”

      At just that moment, something hit her, which robbed her of all speech. All feeling. It hit the Dogs of War and the Higher Order at once. None of them knew what it was. Human or Dragon, none of their brains were equipped to understand being deatomized and sucked into the pull of a black hole.
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      Four shadows suddenly were, in a place of pure, folding light. Each of them had some vague memory of an identity, though none of them felt exactly in possession of one any more. They could tell they had been Demi, Lilia, Howard and Morgan some other time, but this was no place where time was welcome. It was a moment at the same time as forever. This was no place. It was a location outside of where anything was located. All and nothing in one. Somehow, these four shadows in the endless accordion folds of light knew what it was, as well as that they couldn’t. It was Machaeus, all around them. When it spoke, it was not true language, or even a thought. It was truth.

      “Before humans, I was here. Before Dragons, I was here. I am here as your current Universe combusts. I will be here after. Always was there matter, condensing, ceasing and bursting back to matter. Always was there me. I was only Machaeus once the Dragons gave me that name. But always was there me. I exist outside the physical, outside of matter.” Try as they might to answer, or move, none of the four shadows could answer. This was no place with voices or words. Only truth.

      “I’ve returned the material to balance more than once. Takers always rise from the dust of the Bang. And I let them. Every time I give them the chance, and every time they take too much. They take from the simple, the balanced ones, and call them lesser. They take from one another. I have learned to step in before there is nothing left to take. Human. Dragon. Your time is up.”

      “Time... A meaningless measure for a manager of beings on a timer. I move through it, with it, against it. I ensure it goes on. I hope one day, one of you will learn. I hope for something better to watch. Three of you will help me.” All four of the shadows shared the same fearful curiosity at the miscount.

      “You. Morgan. You’ve tainted yourself with an adulterated version of my power. The fruits of mankind’s futile flail against the order. You will see the lost branch to its termination. Enjoy the Universe you tried to save. The one you doomed.” A black void in the light unfolded to suck one of the silhouettes through. The folds corrected themselves. Three shadows stood in the infinite light of Machaeus.

      “You three will become what I hoped Christopher Droan would. You will become the last light of hope in the darkness, the shard of humanity that lives on from this failed branch to build a better one. You will move as I move, live as I do. Timeless. Formless. Beyond matter. You will be my Disruptors.”

      The last echo of grief, of horror, pumped through the vestibular hearts of the three who’d been human. Three whose limits were stripped away. Disruptors. Deep in the last echo of feeling of the one called Demi, a single word formed an impossible thought in the light.

      Kalus…
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        * * *

      

      “Kalus!” Sophia’s voice rose through from the halls of the Dragon base. Kalus hardly heard her. He was too hypnotized with the tip of Deepcloud Pillar poking through the bottom of the thick storm. He tried over and again to send a distress call from his survival suit helmet at the lowest point it bobbed. If there was a transmission network in the Pillar, it wasn’t active. But he had to try. He had to get off this lump of clay before Demi, Lilia and Howard…before everything… “Kal! Kalus?” Sophia called. But, at her first step onto the rooftop deck, she froze, just like him. They gazed up together as something horrendous peeked through the clouds.

      More than peeking, whatever it was seemed to suck the clouds away, into itself. The longer Kalus and Sophia stared, the more it revealed itself. So too did the two have even less idea of what it was. From their petrified perch atop the Dragons’ base, it looked like a sheet of black and white paper, folded a thousand times over. It slid over the sky, erasing all it overtook. Whatever it edged near began to dissolve, as if it were made of dust.

      “What?” Kalus murmured back, numb, “What was it? Anything? Compared to that?” The crack of a hundred stones off the bottom of Deepcloud Pillar snapped Sophia back to life.

      “The-the-the-there’s a woman!” Sophia sputtered. Kalus rushed to her, across the top deck to the stairs. He seized her arms to calm her, but she only shook harder.

      “Where?” Kalus asked.

      “Down in the base!”

      “Where’d she come from?”

      “Some…window? In space? I don’t know - this big white slit opened, like a cut in the world. She fell out of it!” Sophia struggled to explain.

      “What the hell… Did it close?” Kalus asked.

      “No, it’s still there,” Sophia reported, numb. Kalus spun her around to give her a push back down.

      “Come on, show me,” he said. The second Sophia did, he was stricken with the same blind confusion.

      It was just as she described. It was a white slice in the world. Through it, there was only light. Kalus stared into it long enough to work up a headache. No matter how he circled it, however, it looked exactly the same. Instead, he shifted his focus to the old woman on the floor. She curled up on her side, twitching quietly. Three of her limbs were coated in black glass. The same stuff marked half her face, over a mechanical yellow eye that never fully shut. Kalus and Sophia bunched close, staring down at her, until she twitched straight upright. She looked rapidly from Arms Master to Artillery Specialist.

      “Are you two Dogs of War?” she asked.

      “Wha-what makes you think that?” Kalus demanded, with an attempt at authority he didn’t remotely feel.

      “Things I overheard in a Martian WCC facility from Marcus Brass. The Dogs of War, a unit of five. Then I met three of you…in that… Well, anyway, one of them, just before it spat me out, I thought he said “Kalus”. I heard you calling that name a second ago.” said the old woman.

      “That’s me, but…what the hell are you talking about?” Kalus demanded. The woman reached up to them with her human arm. A wrinkled inked mural of Dragons spiraled around it while she waited for help. It was Sophia who eventually grasped it to help her up.

      “I’m Morgan. To tell you the truth, I hardly know anymore. I used to think I knew…but then… I know I have news about your friends. And it’s not good,” said the woman. Kalus grabbed Morgan’s shoulder to refocus her, when he saw her mind drift through her eyes.

      “You said you met our friends. Where?” Kalus pleaded. First Morgan looked mortified, then confused, then she turned to look into the white slit in the world she’d come from.

      “In there,” she said. Kalus, Sophia and Morgan drew close to the white window. “I can’t tell if its the beginning or the end…or something else altogether.” Kalus watched her eyes. She couldn’t focus on anything solid. Her eyes zig-zagged across the world without really seeing any of it. She saw something through, something beyond.

      “What’s happening out there… Is that what you’re talking about?” Sophia shuddered, a loose finger at the ceiling. As if on cue, the stones that made it up began to rattle. That cosmic sheet of unfolding doom loosened the very bonds that held together its atoms. Morgan could only nod to confirm. “Great… So either we get sucked up into this…beginning or the end, or we jump into it,” Sophia sighed. To Kalus, a single detail made the choice for him.

      “You said you saw the others? Demi, Lilia, Howard?” he said. “Hey!” Kalus shook Morgan by the shoulders.

      “I didn’t catch any names…but they were in there,” she said. Kalus nodded, helped Morgan stand on her own and motioned to Sophia to follow. Kalus looked back just before he stepped through.

      “What are you waiting for?” he questioned. “Let’s go save our crew!”
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        Hey there, I’m glad you enjoyed this installment of SkyLine.

        I love to write Science Fiction and intertwine it with romance and mystical creatures.

      

        

      
        If you would like to get even awesome books from me and some of my

        recommendations from authors who write similar enticing novels, you

        can join my exclusive mailing list here:

        https://landing.mailerlite.com/webforms/landing/v4s6e0
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        See you on the space side. :)
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      It's 2350. Cold Fusion, AI nanotech cops, and the SkyLine between a dying Earth and a developing Mars are parts of life.

      Major General Christopher Droan has survived a crisis. It left him with trauma and a deeper understanding of his dad’s distrust for technology.

      Now all he wants is to focus on the love of his life, Sheeba.

      It’s a turbulent time to be a Major General, even one resigned to desk work. But the calm can only last so long. When tragedy strikes Precinct 117 in Shanghai, Chris and his unit are forced to gear up again.

      What waits for them in the heart of a robot with a beta personality matrix will change the planets on both ends of the SkyLine, mankind, and Major General Christopher Droan, forever.
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      The balance between human and Dragon rests on the shoulders of a young pilot on her first mission.

      Dawn Redding. An Admiral of the World Crisis Committee, she stands on the threshold of the life she gave everything for. She only needs to bring in the galaxy’s first outerworld outlaw.

      What waits for her crew at the edge of humanity’s reach; the land of the Dragons: redemption, or damnation?
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      Life was more simple as a servant.

      I’m destined to work under the boot of the Gold Standard for the rest of my life, to pay the debt of my dead father’s addiction to the most violent competition in the galaxy.

      The competition I’m participating in right now.

      Everyone in my crew are servants. My best friend Devin and I obeyed the Totalitarian Corporation all of our lives. Not anymore.

      Today, we fight for our freedom!

      If we fail, the Corporation will destroy us.

      The odds are high, but I never felt so strongly about anything else.

      Is my will to survive enough to see us through?

      
        
        Experiences by Other Authors in the Mind of Khan Studios Universe

      

      

      
        
        The Enixar : The Sorcerer’s Conquest by Mikkell K Khan

        http://mybook.to/enixarsorcerer
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      A sorcerer king, his wise advisor, and a young sorceress hiding her growing powers race to find an ancient power once thought lost.

      The power to control the universe... or to destroy it.

      The Enixar : The Sorcerer’s Conquest is a novella and dynamic introduction to an epic fantasy series you won’t be able to put down! Complete with a strong female protagonist, Sorcerer King, and political intrigue, this series dives into the core of Epic Fantasy and Science Fiction that fans will love.
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