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PROLOGUE
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THE SUSPICION, INNER-OUTER SYSTEMS BORDER



“All ahead quiet,” said the words of Brigadier’s forward technician, as the commanding officer himself looked out across the bridge, and into the stellar night.

Imperium Brigadier Kal Fortens was, by nature, a cautious man. He didn’t get to be in his position of leading the Forward Intelligence Unit by being brash, and he exhibited the same wariness now as he peered into the dark of the Outer System ahead.

“Nothing? We’re hearing nothing at all?” the man said gruffly, his voice sounding like a bag of rocks crunching against one another. The Brigadier wasn’t just a cautious man, he was also a biological – and his entire team was, too. No Imperial Marines for him, no circuitry or servo-assisted gears. The middle-aged officer had clawed his way to his rank in his current lifetime, and he refused to have the downloaded war androids known as the Imperial Marines on his craft.

Nothing beats instinct, as Kal Fortens always said.

Right now, as the man leaned forward on the silver railing over the head of his forward technician on the bridge of his FIU warship, his instincts were screaming like a newborn baby.

The FIU warship The Suspicion hung like a dart in one of the edge systems between the Imperium’s Outer Systems and the wealthy Inner. Ever since the alien Jaali attack on the safe Inner System world of Ceta had seen the destruction of the vast Cetan Orbital Platform as well as a direct attack on Emperor Mikhael XIII himself, all units had been scrambled to protect the Imperium.

Well...not all of the Imperium, the Brigadier had to admit. The main focus of the operation was to protect the Inner Systems, as that was where all of the wealth and the vast majority of the human population was. Out here, in the poorer, barely civilized Outer Systems the habitats and colony worlds of humanity were spread thin and far between. Half of them were no better than pirates, and the other half were probably active separatists, the Brigadier thought with a slight curl of his lip.

But still. They were still human, weren’t they? His conscience pinged at him.

“Signals were detected heading in this area. So where are they!?” the Brigadier hissed, as his forward technician moved his hands hurriedly through a set of flickering holographic controls.

“The surveillance drones aren’t finding anything, Brigadier sir,” the technician said, as three small glowing green vectors suddenly blipped on the screen, displaying their location far beyond what the normal human eye could see.

Another blip, and a circle of expanding green radiated out from their locations, growing larger and larger as they pulsed their advanced sensors out into the night around them.

The Brigadier’s eyes focused on the expanding circles and his gloved hands tightened on the railings, but the drones’ sensor fields filled almost the entire screen, before slowly fading away into nothing.

Nothing. More nothing.

The Brigadier hissed through his teeth loudly as he spun on his heel, unable to look at the screen for one moment longer.

“What good is The Suspicion!? What good are the drones!?” He demanded of the bridge room of gleaming blue-steel and matte black around him, filled with the flicker and blip of holo screens.

Some several hundred thousand credits worth of state of the art stealth technology; a craft that was virtually invisible even to an Imperium battleship unless The Suspicion hovered right in front of it. Drones that could detect tiny fluctuations in the sub-space quanta as well as electromagnetic, radionic, and gravitational waves.

All came up with...nothing!?

“They must have gone sir. Or never been here—” the forward technician was saying, just before there was a small alarm bleep from their control console.

“Wait, what…?”

Brigadier Kal Fortens heard the man’s gasp of surprise as he spun around once more to see that one of the surveillance drones had reappeared on the screen, only this time it was pulsing red, before suddenly blinking abruptly out.

An error message. A fatal error.

“Technician—” the Brigadier managed to say, just as the second surveillance drone reappeared in a blinking red before disappearing in an instant, just as quickly.

“Urk!” the forward technician gasped yet again. (He was usually a cool and collected man, but everything was happening so fast.)

The third and final surveillance drone blinked red before disappearing.

“They’re gone sir. I can’t reach them. All connections have been severed,” the forward technician managed to say.

The Brigadier was, by nature, a cautious man. “Field generators!” he snapped at once, knowing that The Suspicion could generate a pretty impressive force field, at a cost.

The cost was that it drained the power from their main and reserve reactors. Field energy – the ability to manipulate sub-electronic particles and create solid waves, walls, or flows of plasma – took an immense amount of energy and was reserved only for the use of entire habitats and space craft.

“Sir!” the forward technician said, his hands moving through the controls as The Suspicion juddered. A tremor ran through hell as the energy was diverted and allocated to the field generators. The Brigadier felt the back of his teeth starting to ache, just as it always did whenever he was around field energy. There was something off about it, something against the laws of the cosmos that the biological he was felt deep in his marrow…

But before even the green energy field could flicker on across his screen, there was a different scatter of light ahead of them.

A blur across the stars. The crackle of starlight and the flare of plasma fire.

It was a ship falling out of near light drive...Only, the Jaali didn’t use near light drives. They had something much faster than the Imperium.

“Ready weapons!” the Brigadier shouted.

“Sir – the field generator is using eighty percent of available ship energy!” the technician cried out, and in just the time it took for that short interchange, the Jaali warship had already materialized.

For a split second, the Brigadier saw the sheen of its ethereal, unearthly light and felt something akin to awe.

The alien warship didn’t look like a spacecraft. With its long, tapered solar wings and spines that reached out above it and below it, and trailing from its back it looked more like some vast, rare deep sea creature. Its entire surface was an iridescent turquoise, its hull made up of scales rather than plates. Its solar wings appeared diaphanous as they fluttered and flexed in space, shimmering with deep reds, purples, and blues.

And in that same instant, forward ports opened and twin purple beams of burning plasma shot forward to slam into The Suspicion.

“BRACE!” the Brigadier called as the twin plasma cannons hit their force field, and the entire craft jolted to the right. The officer had already been clinging to the railing as he snarled and fought for his footing, but the technician below him was almost thrown from his chair.

“Weapons, give me weapons!” the Brigadier demanded, as the burning pillars of plasma shot by the Jaali warship didn’t immediately cut out as they would do if they were fighting an Imperium ship, to conserve energy.

No; the energy beams stayed in place, causing twin burning white orbs to grow across The Suspicion’s force fields.

“Sir! We’d have to decrease the fields to get the weapons on line!” the forward technician was saying as The Suspicion started to tremble, and the white glow started to eclipse their screen.

“Dammit – then reverse! Get us out of here!” the Brigadier demanded.

But it was already too late. The game had already been played, and there was no holding back on what would happen now.

The Suspicion’s engines flared; her thrusters swiveling in place as they burned a brilliant, accelerating orange – but the burning white glow as the Jaali plasma beams against their forward field suddenly intensified, turning incandescent.

With a flash, the twin alien plasma beams overwhelmed The Suspicion’s force field and slammed into the metal hull of the Imperium vessel. Its super-heated atoms cut through the metals of the hull in a moment, tearing through layers of reinforced plate and wiring and intelligent circuitry, before rupturing essential components.

The Forward Intelligence Unit, one of the Imperium’s most advanced surveillance and recon crafts exploded, without even the chance for them to fire a single shot.
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DRAGON-TRAINER


Dracis, Outer Systems

“Your other left!”

The words of the star dragon Darkwing rang through Corporal Keel Hennity’s mind with a sudden fire.

Star dragons did not speak in words, it turned out. They spoke in images and instincts. Keel wasn’t entirely sure how his mind connected with the dragon, or how he understood what the dragon was saying – but he knew that he was doing it wrong.

It wasn’t easy flying almost two hundred meters above the desert floor on the back of a giant space reptile.

The wind was fierce up here, even though it was just a mild breeze on the ground. It pushed and tore at Keel as his mechanical arms clutched at the makeshift leather harness that ran around the black dragon’s neck, hastily created by the Imperium’s craft drones.

The Imperium Marine rocked where he sat, his metal legs splayed on either side of the dragon’s neck, just in the crook where it met the beast’s shoulder blades. Keel was certain if he wasn’t an android, a human consciousness downloaded into an efficient metal killing machine, then he would have been plucked from the creatures back and flung to his demise.

Keel grunted, even though he didn’t even have the lungs or the need for oxygen. Residual body habits, as his human biological guide Sula said. A common problem with the Imperium Marines, as some part of them still believed they were biological and were unaware of their vastly stronger, quicker, and tougher capabilities.

His gauntlet hands tightened on the loops of the harness as the dragon beneath him wheeled, throwing one wing down so that they sliced through the air like a knife, turning on a pin.

“Wooo!” Keel yelled in exhilaration as his words of his acceleration and current G-force ran across his vision. Like all Imperium Marines, his body was a fine-tuned machine, covered with sensors that warned him of every danger, and directly connected him with the nearest Marine Corps outpost.

But his body was nothing compared to Darkwing’s, even he had to admit. Darkwing was of medium size for one of the Reptilis Draco Galactus, his form even longer than one of the Imperium’s ‘Bulldog’ dropships from barbed tail tip to the front of his long, reptilian maw. His body was clad in scales of varying sizes, each one as tough as the poly-metal defensive plate of the Imperium Marines, and it wasn’t all jet black. It shone with the luminescence of midnight blue, forest green, and royal purples as the sun caught it. Keel could feel the titanic strength of the creature all around him as giant muscles and tendons rippled under the hard exterior.

“This is better than flying!” Keel shouted, meaning the thruster rockets that every Marine had in place along their back, using their hands to manipulate their flight.

‘What you do. Not flying. Throwing. More like falling,’ the psychic words of the beast flooded through his mind with a sensation of cinder and fire, and his usual acerbic wit. Ever since they had bonded when Keel rescued him on board a mercenary base, Darkwing had always maintained a righteous sense of his own individuality and power, at the same time as accepting Keel as his ‘dragon kin.’

Keel had to admit that yes, compared to what they were doing now...then his paltry rocket thrusters were nothing like what the dragons did as they swirled and flew with grace and power over the skies of Dracis.

All around them, Keel could see hundreds of kilometers in all directions. The far southern and eastern horizons were an orange haze under the deep blues of his home world’s skies. Far beneath him he could see Dragon Rock, a collection of standing outcrops at the edge of a darker, rockier massif to the north, and far, far to the west there sparkled the distant silver of the Imperium Governate of Dracis; it’s distant habitat domes designed to house humans, not dragons…

Home? Keel briefly thought about the place that he grew up. The gladiatorial arena that he had fought in. His father, the governor’s palace…

Strange how it didn’t feel like home anymore. Not those human spaces⁠—

“Watch out!”

His thoughts were suddenly cut through by the annoyed shout of one of the other Imperium Marines, the recently drafted in Corporal Vars Lembik.

Keel spun his head just in time to see the sinuous, thinner blue dragon that Corporal Lembik rode attempting to do the same knife-turn move that Darkwing had just done, only this time Lembik either wasn’t paying attention or wasn’t prepared, as he suddenly swung off the back of the dragon, hanging on with just one gauntlet as he slammed onto the back of the dragon and rebounded.

The blue dragon jackknifed in mid-flight, pulled by its harness and its out of control rider. It was obvious that the dragon didn’t know what action it was being asked to take as Corporal Lembik seized onto the harness with both hands now and pulled, while his back metal legs scrabbled and kicked at the side of the beast as he sought to regain his seat once more.

“Calm down!” Keel shouted, knowing that his message would be beamed directly to Lembik’s suit.

But it was no good. Even though Lembik was one of twelve such expert, top-flight Imperium Marines who had been sent through by the Imperial Marine Corps to create the first ever Imperium Dragon Knights, there was something wrong with the way he flew.

‘Not kin,’ Darkwing hissed into his mind.

“Of course!” Keel exclaimed as they swerved around the blue, with Darkwing calling in rasping chirrups to encourage them to land safely, and immediately.

They weren’t bonded. None of the new Dragon Knights were, not in the same way that Keel was…

Keel relaxed in his seat, letting Darkwing make the decisions and do most of the flying. There was a part of his mind that could feel what Darkwing intended to do, Keel realized. This was what made their flight so effortless as Darkwing descended alongside the blue dragon, turning in giant, lazy circles until the blue and it’s struggling rider were jumping lightly across the brown rocky surface of the ground.

“All down!” Keel shouted, raising his hand in the air to signal to the other dragons and their knights, seeing that at least some of them had managed to maintain their flight, but none of them were flying in formation yet.

“Dear stars,” he muttered to himself. This was going to be far more difficult than he thought it was.

“Keel!? Keel – you need to get down here!” The words of Sula flashed across his vision and in his sensors as he turned to see that all was not over with Corporal Lembik and his blue dragon. Peering down, he could see the blonde bob of Sula hurrying across the desert towards where Lembik had leapt from his seat to the ground. Lembik was turning from his crouch to yell abuse at the dragon that had been his steed.

“You great damn idiot! What the hell was that!?” the Imperium Marine bellowed.

Keel saw the dragon recoil, its neck curving as it drew its head back and hissed in frustration at the small metal man in front of it.

“Corporal! In line!” Keel shouted as Darkwing growled, flaring his wings as he reached out with giant paws to catch the earth. Keel felt the powerful shake surge up through his body as the dragon lightly jumped forward, and Keel was swinging himself from the dragon’s neck, landing lightly on the balls of his metal shod feet and instantly rising to march towards the shouting Marine.

“It was her! She didn’t warn me she was turning – how am I expected to fly like that!?” Lembik was hollering as he bustled with anger, gesturing to the blue with disdain.

Around them, other dragons were starting to land with giant thumps and thuds onto the earth, most of them quickly pacing forward behind the blue to stand at their sister’s side. But a few of the dragons were landing awkwardly, hopping and prancing to one side, their scales flashing in the super-heated Dracisian sun as they fought with their own Marines.

“Assemble!” another of the Imperium Marines shouted, jumping off the back of a green dragon as his hissed and spat at him like a cat. The Marine backed warily away from it, one hand moving to the heavy plasma rifle on his back.

What under the stars are they doing!? Keel looked in horror at the scene. They had only been training for the best part of a week, and so far nothing had gone smoothly as he had tried to impart as much as he knew about his dragon bond, and what was required to fly – and fight – with a dragon.

But now, right in front of him he was looking at a mutiny between the Imperium Marines and the star dragons. All of the Marines that had been sent to him were starting to congregate around Lembik, their metal heads turning nervously as they looked from one surrounding dragon to the next.

“Stand down! All of you, that’s an order!” Keel demanded, marching past Sula as he charged straight towards Lembik, and slapping his accusing metal hand down from where it pointed at his own blue dragon.

Lembik hissed in anger, turning and taking a half step to front up to Keel, standing chest to chest as the two Imperium Marines, virtually identical save for the fact that Keel had a flash of bronze on his shoulder plates and across his chest.

For a moment, Keel was sure that Lembik was going to swing for him. Not that he wasn’t sure that he could take him down. He had done enough training when it was Marine versus Marine to know that his skills as a gladiator set him apart from the rest.

“I said that’s an order, Corporal,” Keel said in a tight, angry voice.

Lembik glared at him, but then Keel sensed the change in the opposing warrior. His shoulders relaxed just a little and he looked to one side. It was another of those residual body memories; an instinct from when he had been a biological – a mammal. It was the smallest sign of defeat, but it was all that Keel needed to know that the Corporal wouldn’t dare to attack.

Not yet, anyway.

“Yes sir,” Lembik said, taking a step backwards as the other Imperium Marines, watching avidly from the sidelines, lowered their hands and stood at ease.

Keel’s eyes flickered to the dragons around them and saw that they were not so easily cowed. The blue in particular had puffed its chest and raised its neck in a curve to look down on the much smaller humans – a classic dominance move, Keel had come to see.

There were greens, blues, an orange and even two reds around them, and Keel could hear their hissing voices through his sensors, as his mind rang with their voices.

‘Fool!’

‘Who dares fight US!?’

And the worst of all possible words, at least from a human’s perspective:

‘Prey.’

Keel heard their voices only from a great distance, as if muted and far away because he was not directly bonded to any of this number. It was only through his bond with Darkwing that he was allowed to join their ‘group mind.’

But he knew that being called prey was bad. The dragons knew that they were apex predators, and so every life form underneath them was prey, technically. It was only through Keel’s bond and the fact that Keel and Sula had negotiated for them to be free from Imperium persecution that the dragons had come to accept them as kin.

“Darkwing?” Keel whispered, to see his large black dragon looking at the proceedings with the whisper-quick turn of his head, one side and to the next.

‘You want me to sort out your mess for you?’ Darkwing hissed into his mind as Keel looked at the hissing and spitting dragons. None of them had activated their innate field energies yet. None of them had waves of power rippling around them like a heat haze, which Keel was at least grateful for. The beasts were annoyed, but they weren’t frenzied.

“Nope. Just tell them that we’re on the same side here,” Keel said in a low mutter, before turning and flinging a hand at the waiting Imperium Marines.

“Back to barracks! Clean your suits!” he demanded, as he heard Darkwing hissing and spitting at the others in dragon speech, only for some reason he couldn’t understand it. Darkwing had walled him out of his mind as he spoke to the other dragons, which Keel was sure was a bad sign.

“What’s he saying to them?” Keel heard the murmur of the human guide Sula, beside him, turning to see her looking at the dragon argument with wide, anxious brown eyes.

Sula was a Recorder. A member of the Imperial House of Records who was supposed to catalog the history of the Imperium, as well as tend the House of Records itself – the quantum vault that housed all of the as-yet not downloaded consciousnesses, or ‘souls’ of the Imperium. Sula had been his guide when Keel had first become an Imperium Marine, the Recorder tasked with his psychological and spiritual well-being.

“I have no idea,” Keel answered truthfully. For a second, panic ran through him. What if Darkwing sided with the dragons? What if his own dragon friend turned around and said that this was impossible, and that there really was no way for their two species to be peaceful?

‘Be still, human!’ Darkwing flicked his long snout back at him as Keel saw that the other dragons were slowly lowering to their legs, casting the last few clicks and whistles back at Darkwing before starting to haughtily stalk away, before leaping into the air.

Darkwing remained, looking at the retreating backs of his brethren as they circled around Dragon Rock before finding their roosts.

‘My kin are upset. Asked to bear humans like they are prey. Not bonded!’ Darkwing said, turning to look with his unnerving, unblinking, giant gold and crimson eyes at Keel and Sula.

‘And Goldmother. She does not support the kinship. Makes her...nervous,’ Darkwing added, his voice a set of guttural clicks and hisses in Keel’s mind.

Goldmother, Keel thought, sighing to himself. She was the largest and oldest of the star dragons. The matriarch of the nest who had been the most furious at the alliance between dragons and their ancient enemy.

“I know, I know. But we have to make it work. It was either this or the Imperium nukes Dracis, our home world, remember!” Keel said, but Darkwing let out a small burst of plasma flame in disgust.

‘Talk to your kin then. They do not understand us!’ Darkwing demanded, in a sharp and cutting a tone as he had ever used against Keel.

To the Corporal’s horror, Darkwing lightly jumped to one side, unfurling his scaled leather wings in a giant crack before leaping into the skies.

“Wait!” Keel called out, raising a hand to his dragon, but he could feel Darkwing’s mind was a stony silence against his own. The dragon had said his piece, and he wasn’t the sort to ‘talk about things’ until everyone felt better.

“Wow,” Keel groaned to himself. “I thought I was supposed to be the commanding officer here? I can’t even get my own dragon to talk to me,” he muttered desolately, looking up to see Sula’s sympathetic glance.

But Keel knew that Darkwing had a point. Somehow he had to get the dragons and the Imperium Marines to bond, and he had no idea how. He explained as much to Sula as they both turned to trudge back to the block-like collection of habitat buildings that had been landed at the base of Dragon Rock, forming the new buildings.

The barracks were little more than functional dropship pods, a dull, matte concrete gray against the rich umber tones of Dragon Rock. As the Imperium Marines did not need sustenance, there was very little to the buildings other than their charging cables and training rooms and a small engineering shop, although one of the smaller pods had been designed with food processing units and proper plumbing to accommodate for the biological Sula.

“I understand. What we’re trying here is the first of its kind. Even in the ancient days, there was never any official training as far as I could determine,” Sula explained as they walked back.

“The ancient days?” Keel asked. She meant the reports of the original Dragon Knights, didn’t she? The dragons remembered a time when the first human colonists got here and actually made friends with the dragons. Bonded with the dragons, but were attacked by the Imperium because Emperor Mikhael saw them as a threat to his power base.

“Indeed. Most of the fragments have been erased from Imperial Records, but I have been given access to the Souls who remember that time,” Sula opened her hand, and a small holo crystal appeared, gently spinning in place.

“Honestly, the lore is so fragmentary as to be almost useless, but one thing we know for certain is that the human and dragon alliance was strong, and that they were very feared fighters. They could use the dragons field abilities to travel exo-planetary, striking outposts and colony worlds across the Inner Systems,” Sula said.

“But how did they do it? How did they fight so effectively?” Keel pressured for an answer, before shaking his head.

“They must have been bonded. There’s no other explanation for it.”

“Well, ah… that is where we get to problem two,” Sula pointed out, collapsing the holo jewel in her hands that represented her information point.

“All of the colonists at the time were Dracisians. Dracis-born, as you are, and raised here. They grew up with the star dragons native to this planet, and that is how I believe they bonded…” the Recorder said warily.

“But none of these new Marines even come from Dracis,” Keel finished her thought. He groaned. Could it be as simple as that? Did the star dragons only bond with the consciousnesses from their home worlds? Was it some primeval, animal instinct that they were fighting here?

“I don’t know,” Sula shook her head hurriedly. “Since we don’t as yet understand the bonding process, it is almost impossible for us to say what circumstances need to be in place. All we know is from your own experience,” she prompted him, her eyes shaded by her secure encounter robe as they darted to his metal visage.

Keel thought back to that time. He had met Darkwing pained and imprisoned in the depths of the mercenary base. The creature had been chained and weak, and desperately hungry. He remembered feeling sympathy for the beast, and the terrible pressure of the moment as the alien Jaali had been hunting him.

Both of them had the same enemies. The same heightened fears.

But it had been more than that too, hadn’t it? Keel admitted to himself. Weird dreams beforehand, as he had drawn closer to the mission. Hells, he didn’t even know if android Marines were supposed to dream!

“There is nothing you can say for sure that happened between you two? Nothing that could have been what caused your bond to occur?” Sula pressed him, and Keel shook his head.

“No. All I remember is that we were both threatened. Both about to die. We both had the same enemy, and we both needed help…” he shrugged, before the idea struck him.

Was that it? Was it really just as simple as having two creatures in the same state of mind, with the same needs, in the same space?

He was about to say this, wondering how to get his ‘fly boy’ Imperium Marines in the same catch-22 as a star dragon, when there was a sudden alert across his inner vision.

URGENT MSG // HENNITY, KEEL (CORP)

/ Secure Authorization: ALPHA BLACK SILVER

“What?” Keel raised his head at the same time as there was an answering flicker of light deep in the sky to the west, near his unseen childhood home of the Governate.

“Keel? What is it?” Sula was asking, as the flare of light diminished, replaced by a fast, racing cloud of sand and thruster engines, heading straight towards the barracks.

“I don’t know. I just got an urgent message, almost top security clearance…” Keel murmured.

The sensors in his suit suddenly sharpened his vision on the incoming blur, for the sight to magnify and jump forward by a factor of ten, and then again, until he saw with crystal clarity what was coming for them.

There was a small pillar of thruster smoke being thrown back from a fast-moving object. A very fast-moving object. Keel saw its gilded indigo-blue body with red flashes, looking like a rounded lozenge with a few small sensor bezels located across its top side.

If Keel had eyelids, then he would have blinked. He knew exactly what that was, as he had spent his biological years occasionally seeing them race across the desert straight to and from the governor’s palace of his youth.

“It’s an Imperial Messenger Drone,” Keel said, as he recognized the shape, color, and markings. Although Messenger Drones were common throughout the Outer Systems, each one was color coded to their specific worlds and officials.

“It’s an Imperial Messenger Drone from my father,” Keel whispered in surprise and for some reason he found that the prospect of hearing from his father – a man he hadn’t spoken to since he had officially died – just as threatening to Keel as having a skirmish between Imperial Marines and their dragons.
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BY ORDER OF THE EMPEROR


“What the actual frack,” Keel snarled after hearing the recorded words of his father, Governor Markos Hennity of Dracis.

The Corporal stood alongside Sula in the only room big enough to house the Imperial Messenger Drone in their small barracks – the engineering lot. The deep indigo color indicated its protected Imperial status (although the giant lozenge was indeed scuffed and scratched in several places, as was everything on Dracis), and the flash of faded and cracked red pain indicated its Dracisian designation.

Around them sat the walls of the engineering lot, with units and shelves marked not with names but with identifier numbers that Keel knew would house all manner of tools and spare parts necessary to keep the barracks and the Imperial Marines working. A new addition to him however, were the crafting drone units that occupied one side of the room, looking like sleek white form conveyor belts with multiple robotic arms poised over them. From here had come the harnesses and stirrups used for the actual riding of the dragons, after they had sent tiny flying drones out to scan the bodies of the dragons willing to be flown.

“I know. We’ll have to address this immediately,” Sula said, looking across at Keel.

But Keel knew that she didn’t understand what he meant. What upset him was that it appeared that his own father had no idea that he was still alive.

Without saying a word, Keel reached forward and waved a hand over the front of the Messenger Drone once again.

// Authorization Accepted…

The words flashed across his vision as the drone linked up with his suit. The forward sensors flashed an active green, and then there was a scintillation of a blue holo as the image of his father jumped back into the air in front of him.

Dad. It felt strange even thinking that towards this man, Keel thought as he silently watched the message replay itself once again. In truth, Markos Hennity had never been much of a father even when Keel had been a biological, and Keel had always been the black sheep of their one-child family.

The image flickered, and there was Markos Hennity, older and more grizzled, with now an almost entirely white, short-cropped beard. The Governor of Dracis had the same slightly tanned and lined skin that many of the human Dracisians had (owing to the fierce daylight, driving winds, and frequent sandstorms that they were all subjected to every day). He had never been a particularly large man, but he had the same athletic build that his son Keel had, thinner and lean instead of broad.

Now however, the ravages of age had taken its toll, and Keel saw in front of him a much diminished, even slightly stooped man in his later years, still wearing the Imperial blues and reds of his Governorship.

“Imperial Marines, I am addressing you as the Governor of Dracis, as empowered by the Emperor himself…”

Keel listened to his father’s words and knew the exact tone of voice that he was using. It was the same one that he reserved for underlings and rather pesky, annoying officials from the Inner Systems.

That is what his father must have thought they were, Keel saw. All of these private landings and deployments out by Dragon Rock, and Keel could imagine the levels of secrecy and the sense of invasion for the resident Dracisians. Stars, he had been one of those resident Dracisians once, and he had known what it felt like to be so disregarded, so easily, by the Inner Systems.

But his father clearly had no idea that one of the Imperial Marines, the commanding officer of this incursion onto his home world even, was the resurrected consciousness of his own son.

“I am aware that you are acting under orders of the Imperial Marine Corps, but I am appealing to colonial law, which states that all active service personnel must be at ready for the defense of the Imperial Governate in case of attack,” his father explained.

Keel winced. It was precisely the sort of thing that caused bad blood between the Inner and Outer Systems. The richer and wealthier Inner Systems usually never even had to think like that. They asked, and the Marine Corps responded. But out here in the Outer Systems, where there was guarantee of aid offered or given as they were ‘too far away’ – this was the sort of posturing that the Outer System colonies had to resort to.

“Earlier this morning, an outpost to the southwest of here was attacked, apparently by pirates. While this is not news, word has reached me that the pirates also attacked an eyrie of newly arrived star dragons. I believe that should be sufficient to warrant your interest,” his father muttered heavily.

Keel tried to read between the lines, and failed. Usually, his father hated the Marine Corps. He hated having to beg for anything. He was an intensely proud Dracisian man, just like his son.

He would never bother the Imperial Marines just for a bunch of mercenary pirates. Dracis had plenty of ways of dealing with them on their own...Or they had, anyway.

“It’s the attack on the dragon nest,” Keel murmured, as somewhere, deep in the back of his mind he felt a distant growl of cinder and flames from Darkwing. The dragon could feel that something was up, through their bond.

“Ever since the dragons escaped the vault, they have been a blight upon our people!” his father went on to say, and even though Keel was hearing this news for the second time, he still felt a flash of anger at his father’s bigotry. His father had always hated the star dragons, even when they had been kept in cryogenic suspension in the caverns under the Dracisian surface.

“However, it appears that you – the emperor I mean – does not want them hunted or attacked but instead protected. So therefore, I am forwarding this matter to you, the nearest Imperial Marines to me. The pirates have killed some twelve Dracisians, and to be honest I have no idea nor care what they have done to the dragons. But the problem is yours now, not mine!”

Just like that, the image of his father winked out, and Keel could almost feel the disregard emanating from the man. His father had never been one to hide his emotions, and certainly not his disdain for the Inner Systems.

“Keel? What’s wrong?” Sula was saying, rising from where she had been leaning against one of the workbenches to come stand beside him.

“I should have realized. Dammit, I’m your guide. This is why we generally do not advise Souls to ever make contact with their biological lives, never again. There is often a sense of dislocation…” Sula began, for Keel to feel a rush of anger flood through him.

“It’s not that,” he said a little too quickly. Maybe it was. He didn’t want to think about it too much.

“It’s the fact that my father hasn’t changed. Not one bit. Even the death of his son hasn’t softened him!” Keel said, before he suddenly burst out in a savage cough of a laugh.

Soft. As if anything on Dracis was soft.

But the fact remained that his father had stood before him and was spouting the same offensive stuff about the dragons when Keel now knew better. Markos Hennity hated them. He hated the fact that they had escaped, and he had hated his son enough to send him down to the vault when Keel had been a biological.

“He would hunt them himself if he could,” Keel said, feeling a deep sense of shame in his metal and wire reactor heart. Perhaps Keel would have too, had he not died, been reborn, and bonded with a dragon. Every Dracisian was raised to believe that the space reptiles were the greatest threat to their existence since black holes. And every Dracisian was hated by the rest of the Imperium because they had been raised to believe that the Dracisians had let everyone down in ‘allowing’ the star dragons to even exist.

“But now the rules have changed,” Sula said, perfectly meeting Keel’s unspoken thoughts.

“Yes. The rules have changed,” Keel said with certainty, standing up a little straighter.

The star dragons were not only valued by the emperor because he wanted them as his elite unit of Dragon Knights, they were also valued by Keel.

“My kin,” he murmured, giving one last, disgusted look at the Imperial Messenger Drone before turning towards the door.

“Hennity? Hennity! Where are you going?” he heard Sula cry out behind him.

Keel didn’t stop marching as the door smoothly hissed open before him.

“I’m going to save a whole nest of dragons. Maybe this is the exact bonding experience that our new Dragon Knights have been looking for!”
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HALID, SOUTHWESTERN PLAINS


The township of Halid was little more than an oasis at the foot of a mesa that stood out from the southwestern deserts like a fist. The buildings were the mostly silvered domes that protected from sandstorms and the yellow sandstone blocks of any Dracisian settlement, and the mesa that rose above it was the deeper, blush born and red.

But scattered around Halid there had been smaller, flung out water stations common across occupied Dracis. Normally they would have looked like silver towers wired to a small, mobile unit the size of a small house, and the towers drilled and pumped water from the aquifers deep under the sand to make life possible on the sandy surface.

But as Keel and the rest of the fledgling Dragons Knights flew forwards towards their goal, Keel saw that the water stations were all ruined and burned.

Pillars of black smoke rose from each one, and when Keel’s automated vision magnified on the scene, he saw rent and torn metals, with hot embers of fires.

“What’s that, dragon attack!?” a voice said in his ear, and it was the sound of Corporal Lembik, riding on the blue dragon a few flights behind him. Keel heard the dull screech of annoyance from the blue, and felt the annoyance of Darkwing underneath him at Lembik’s assumption.

The very fact that Keel had managed to coax Darkwing and the other dragons at all to come back and take part in this ‘exercise’ was only thanks to the fact that Keel had told them that dragon younglings had been targeted by the pirates. At once, Darkwing and the others had been incensed, eager to fly out to the rescue, but Keel had insisted that they do this as one.

Our final chance to cohere as a group. As a unit, Keel thought. Of course, the Imperial Marines had said they were coming because the dragons were not wanted by the emperor himself. Their fanatical loyalty to such a man made Keel’s non-existent stomach turn over slightly.

But yet, here they were. His cajoling had worked, sort of, with twelve Imperial Marines clinging on for dear life as they rode twelve Dracisian star dragons to confront a common enemy.

“Twelve o’clock,” Keel said, ignoring Lembik’s statement. Lembik had clearly been an Inner Systemer when he had been last alive. He did not know the ways of the desert world. The pirates and raiders only destroyed the water stations when they wanted to completely capture a township. Usually from space. By destroying their water supply, it made it impossible for anyone to flee across the desert.

Instead, Keel directed their attention to the pillars of black smoke rising from the township of Halid as well.

The attack was recent. Very recent in fact, Keel thought, as suddenly a shape flashed through the smoke, bursting the plume apart as a small orange dragon snapped its giant orange wings, and screeched as it tore across the city.

“I knew it! Dragon attack!” Lembik snarled behind him, and Keel felt the sudden slam of rage surging up through his mind from Darkwing beneath him.

Lembik wasn’t bonded. He couldn’t feel what Keel could, which was a shadow of the fear and terror coming from the orange dragon above as it snapped its wings once again, driving itself upwards through the skies.

“It’s not attacking, you idiot! It’s being attacked!” Keel shouted, leaning forward as Darkwing put in extra strength into his flight, powering himself forwards towards the town.

In the next instant, something else screamed through the smokes after the orange dragon. Keel saw a flash of dirty gray and silver, and saw a long, pincer-like craft that appeared at first as though it had twin hulls. It’s two forward hulls ended in a point, and joined further back at the cockpit, where a single pilot sat almost directly over the engines.

‘Brothers! Sisters! Prey!’ Darkwing roared through Keel’s mind, as he saw a flash of energy from between the chasing craft’s twin hulls. A brilliant blue flash, striking out to hit the back of the orange dragon as it attempted to fly, and instantly it squealed in pain, one wing going stiff and its tail curling as it jerked and tumbled out of the sky.

“What!?” Keel couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He had never seen ships like these, although from their dirt and their haphazard nature they were clearly pirate vessels. He surged forward clinging onto the harness of Darkwing as he watched the orange dragon struggling, attempting to right itself before failing as it slammed and skidded across the desert floor on the outskirts of Halid.

“No!” Keel called, as Darkwing and the rest of the dragons turned almost as one to concentrate on their attacker…

But they were nearly over the town itself, smoke drifting right ahead of them, the stop-frame images of ruined alleyways and burning rooms below, as Keel saw another flash of silver, this time on his right.

ALERT! UNKNOWN CRAFT SIGNAL!

His suit sensors kicked in a moment after his instincts did, as he saw another of the gray and silver craft spearing low through the clouds, with its twin hulls flashing with a static blue energy.

“Watch out!” Keel threw himself to one side, leaning his weight to aid Darkwing’s wing tip turn. They managed to avoid the stun blast only by a matter of meters, as there was a flash of static energy across one of the still intact rooftops of Halid.

But now Darkwing was flying too low over the smoke-ridden town. Keel couldn’t move, and he couldn’t see where the pirate vessel had gone as Darkwing was snapping his wings to drive them further up into the skies.

“Eyes peeled! Raider attacks!” Keel shouted to the others, his words connecting through his suit to all of the other Dragon Knights, as the rest of his unit broke over the skies of Halid.

Suddenly, Keel and the others were thrown into a pitch skirmish through the smokes of the Dracisian township.

‘There! Prey!’ Darkwing suddenly snarled, turning in his flight before Keel had a chance to even swivel his head and see what he had seen. But Darkwing was curving down towards the back of the township, where giant warehouses stood – and another of those sleek pirate vessels was burning its way low over the sands.

“How many?!” Keel called out, as his sensors finally found the pirate vessel and a small red warning vector hovered over it. This was the difficult bit. He had his Imperial Marine plasma rifle of course, but firing from the back of a moving dragon wasn’t exactly an easy skill at all.

His squad behind him was disintegrating into skirmish battles, which none of them had been tested in, Keel cursed. The dragons’ natural instincts were to chase after the nearest ‘prey’ – which in this case were the pirates – but Keel knew that if they were to work as a unit then they had to learn how to fight together, in unison.

‘Stop thinking. Hunt!’ Darkwing breathed into his mind, as Keel’s attention snapped back to their own battle coming ahead of them.

The black dragon swung out over the warehouses and was thundering its wings in quick pursuit of the fast-accelerating pirate craft. Keel saw that their enemy had a faster acceleration on the turn, but slower on the flat. Even now, Darkwing was starting to eat up the distance between them with the powerful beat of his wings.

But the twin hulled craft was angling away from Halid, heading towards the downed orange youngling. Keel saw the energy between its prow starting to glow, as it readied itself for another stunning blow.

Why were they stunning the dragons? What good did that do a bunch of pirates – whose usual aim was only to steal as much from a colony as possible, and then get off world as quick as possible?

Darkwing hissed in annoyance. He couldn’t fling forward his plasma breath if it threatened to engulf the orange as well.

That left Keel.

He pulled his plasma rifle ahead of him, sighting down the barrel and down the line of Darkwing’s neck.

“I don’t want to hurt the orange!” Keel said, as his suit’s targeting vector swung crazily as the dragon flew, for a moment it flashed an optional green, and then it would flicker red as the pirate craft swerved out of view once more.

‘You won’t! Not with that!’ Darkwing hissed, and in the next breath Keel fired.

Three bolts of burning orange plasma energy lanced ahead of them towards the pirate craft, with one hitting the orange dirt of the desert floor, another spinning off into the air, while the third⁠—

The third struck the side of the craft, just as the pirate vessel itself was readying to fire its stun attack. There was a brilliant flash of white, and then a cascade of sparks as the pirate craft somersaulted in the air, spinning wildly before it slammed and skidded across the desert sands.

“Boo-YAH!” Keel shouted wildly, and felt the dragon’s answering jubilation in its hissing, clicking call.

But now, there was still the rest of the battle to fight.

With a giant beat of his wings that burst sand from the floor, Darkwing easily flipped himself up and over the warehouses, rising in the air for a moment as Keel quickly sent a mental request to wait.

‘Wait!?’ Keel heard Darkwing say in his mind. ‘Why wait, the enemy is here!’

“Because this is a battle, my brother,” Keel said, pulling back on the harness as Darkwing quick-beat his wings, hovering for a few moments in the air above the edges of the township as Keel surveyed the scene.

Multiple plumes of smoke rose from Halid, and through them roared and careened the Dragon Marines. Keel could see at once that they were only barely in control of their steeds, if it wasn’t the other way around.

The dragons tore back and forth over the city, and Keel watched as one landed on the rooftops of the buildings below, before using it to spring into the air as they turned once again. It looked for all the world like a feeding frenzy, and the dragons and their Marines didn’t appear to care what damage they did.

“Dear stars,” Keel murmured in horror. This was no fighting unit. No unit worthy of the name, anyway…

‘They are victorious in the hunt!’ Darkwing argued, and Keel saw that his dragon was indeed right. Several of the plumes of smoke had been added to the ones that the pirate craft had set, and Keel could see the ruins of the pirate ‘stun’ vessels in the ruins of the courtyards and gathering places of Halid.

“Their tactics might be working, but that’s only because the dragons are bigger and stronger,” Keel grumbled. He still didn’t understand just what the pirates were attempting to do here, or why they appeared to be targeting the dragons and not, say, the granaries or the refineries of Halid.

“It’s also a very random attack,” Keel was saying, his eyes scanning over the township as the dragons started to chase down the last of the pirate vessels. Why would they attack Halid out of nowhere, and for no cause?

No, that didn’t make any sense unless…

“Oh frack,” Keel breathed, as suddenly he understood what was going on.

How he had first met Darkwing, chained and trussed up in a pirate base, ready to be sold to the Jaali for some reason. That had been a pirate group, who had managed to somehow capture one of the disorientated dragons that had escaped from the vault.

“Pirates only ever come when they want something. They steal. They don’t terrorize,” Keel was saying, looking back to where the distant orange dragon was even now starting to groan and flap its tired wings, pulling itself up from the ground.

“The pirates wanted the dragons, not the people or the town,” Keel was saying, before quickly leaning forward to press his gauntlet hands against the scaled flesh of Darkwing.

“My brother! I was told that there was a nest here. Do you know where it is!?” Keel said, as Darkwing swooped over the township, raising his head to the sniff at the air.

‘No. But I can smell it. Younglings. Many dragons escaped the vault were young, and some came here to have their first nest. Up!’ the dragons words sounded in his mind, as Darkwing raised his long neck and they started flying upwards, towards the rising cliffs of the massif.

“Attention units two through six. On me!” Keel said, intending to leave still half of the available Dragon Marines below them, tracking the last of any pirate craft that were still there.

Darkwing rose towards the brown and orange cliffs, their stones weathered and smoothed by the constant abrasion of the sand-laded winds into smooth and fluting curves. Over his vision he could see the other five Dragon Marines starting to do the same, Lembik rising awkwardly at changing speeds.

“Remember what I said about formation! Let the dragons fly, but encourage them into formation!” Keel demanded, annoyed at how difficult it seemed to be to get any soldier to do any of the most simple tasks.

But they weren’t bonded, he had to remind himself. These Imperial Marines could not feel the shadows of the dragons’ feelings and instincts against their own. They could not hear their dragon’s suggestions – and annoyance – in the back of their minds.

They’d have to learn the hard way, Keel thought. Because there was no way that he was going to let this unit fail. Certainly not when⁠—

“Skreee!”

There was a piercing cry through the upper airs, and Darkwing suddenly keened in alarm. It was high pitched and sharp, at once helpless and fierce. A sound that could only come from a younger version of the dragons.

Keel didn’t have to order anything, as all of the dragons surged upwards, beating their wings like crazy as they tore towards the fluted rocks, for Keel to see that they almost formed galleries and pillars. He could feel Darkwing’s outrage burning inside his own chest as they sped upwards, upwards towards the flat top of the mesa…

Just as there was a flash of laser fire, as the waiting pirates opened fire on them.
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“Bank!” Keel cried out as slabs of rock almost as large as he was burst out from the top of the mesa and flew towards him and Darkwing.

‘What do you think I’m doing, human!?’ Darkwing responded as he spun his body, and Keel could do little more than cling on for dear life.

G-forces grabbed at him and threatened to tear him from his seat as Darkwing swerved. With a crack of the dragon’s giant wings they were springing away as shards of rock rained over them.

ALERT. OUTER MARINE PLATE 80%…

Keel’s vision updated with the results of his Imperial Marine suit scanners, as the rock fragments dented and scratched him. Being a robot, he couldn’t feel any pain – but Darkwing could.

The dragon roared and twitched in flight as they threw themselves to the top of the massif...as plasma bolts surged past them.

Targeting Enemies….

Orange attack vectors swam over his vision as Keel turned, seeing that there were three more of the pirate ‘catcher’ craft wheeling away as they raced over the broad tabletop of brown rock. They must have fired on the rocky edges of the cliff as the dragons came for them, Keel realized.

“Where are the nests!?” Keel shouted as he hung on with one hand to the harness, while his other raised his heavy plasma rifle.

‘I smell the young ones. The prey has them!’ Darkwing snarled.

Keel’s target vector locked on the back of one of the twin-hulled catcher crafts. He could see the glare of its engines right ahead of him – but he knew he couldn’t fire.

Not if they have younglings on board, Keel snarled, pulling his rifle up.

“Don’t fire! They have the young dragons!” he called to the others.

The three catcher craft were lifting up from the massif using its tabletop surface like a runway of smooth air before they launched upwards towards the envelope of blue sky above them.

“Go, go!” Keel called, leaning forward low over Darkwing’s neck as he felt the dragon put extra energy into his flight. His wings made a sound like a drum roll as they slapped at the air.

ALERT! Unknown high-energy signature…

Darkwing let out a low, rattling snarl as Keel felt the dragon release its field energy. He had never been astride a dragon when it had been used and did not know what to expect.

To his surprise, he saw lines of dark purple energy, laced with green run down from the dragon’s maw, along either side of his neck and over his shoulders. He was certain that the plasma fire would burn his legs when it reached him but it didn’t, passing just a few inches over him as he shot down like a lightning bolt to his tail.

More of the dragon’s energy ran down to the tip of his wings also, leaving a heat haze around it as the air started to shimmer all around the dragon.

Darkwing was activating his innate abilities that came from consuming the rare ore mdenium. Somehow, the giant space reptiles could create field energy in the same way that the alien Jaali could – or entire space stations for the Imperial side could. The field energy re-structured the molecules and atoms before it, allowing anything to be made from dangerous plasma weapons to force fields or…

Propulsion.

Suddenly, Darkwing and Keel were hurtling forwards as if someone had attached a thruster to the dragon’s tail. They were gaining on the three catcher vessels as Keel looked back.

The other following dragons were starting to erupt with shimmering purple hazes too. They were all bursting ahead as Keel heard the sudden shouts of alarm from their Dragon Marine riders.

“Corporal! What do we do!?”

“What’s happening!?”

“Just stay with them – you’ve been briefed, you know what this is,” Keel announced over his suit comms and turned back to their own quarry. He could do nothing for the other Marines now other than hope that none of them panicked.

The pirate catcher vessels were curling upwards in an arc that tore at the lower atmosphere of Dracis. Keel saw plumes of light and fire bursting from around them as they reached escape velocity.

But Darkwing was increasing in speed. He was already gaining on the slowest of the catcher craft.

“We’ll hurt the young ones if we take them now,” Keel said.

‘Wait, human. We dragons know how to hunt!’ Darkwing said.

Darkwing increased his energy somehow, for his purple field energy to become a glowing envelope around him. Keel could feel the strain in every muscle and sinew of the dragon beneath him. He couldn’t comprehend how much this must be costing Darkwing in terms of stamina and strength.

They were getting closer, but there was fire bursting from all around them now as they broke through the atmosphere.

One of the catcher craft had already disappeared ahead, becoming a small star as it left the planet.

Darkwing was close and riding high over the thruster blast of the enemy vessel. The sky ahead of them was burning bright with fire, but around the edges it was turning darker and darker; they were flying straight through the atmosphere.

“Darkwing!” Keel shouted, unsure of just how the dragon meant to seize the craft without damaging its younger kin that it held.

Suddenly, the flares of their ascent faded, and Keel was staring out at the escaping thruster of the pirate craft, against a sea of stars. He blinked, unable to quite believe that he had just achieved escape velocity on the back of a living creature.

It wasn’t long before Darkwing revealed his plan. As soon as the pirate craft burst through the planet’s envelope of heavy atmosphere, it didn’t need its maximum thrusters and instantly they dimmed.

As a living creature, the dragon had no such qualms.

With an extra burst of energy, Darkwing threw himself towards the stalling pirate craft, eclipsing it in a moment and slamming his fore legs down on the side of the vessel to hug the entire vessel to his chest.

Keel felt the dragon’s roar of pain as the craft’s thrusters burnt against its body, even though it was still protected by its field energy.

The dragon kicked out with its back feet, slamming against the craft as its back talons clutched at the vessel. There was another spew of gases and sparks, but the pirate pilot must have realized that he couldn’t fight the dragon’s embrace, as the engines shut off in Darkwing’s grip.

“You did it!” Keel shouted.

‘Now you. Save the young ones!’ Darkwing said, as Keel realized what he had to do. He swiveled in his seat, swinging himself round and grabbing the spike of bone spur on the dragon’s shoulder.

Keel saw the hull of the pirate craft below him, clutched in the claws of his dragon. In the background his home planet was disappearing further and further in the distance. Stars wheeled around it as they hurtled through space. Around everything— the dragon, Keel, and even the craft – was that same subtle purple haze as the craft, and the Imperial Marine was contained in the dragon’s energy field.

The pirate craft was unlike any other pirate vessel that Keel had seen before. Twin-hulled, it was joined at the back into the cockpit, and there was a larger hull area behind it, just before the round thruster engines.

That must be where they’re storing the dragon young, Keel saw, although the young would have to be small – the size of a regular human – to be able to fit into such a hold.

The craft was a new type, and its hull plates gleamed with steel, unlike the regular patchwork of soldered and mottled metals that the aging pirate fleets had to use.

Where are they getting their funding? Keel thought as he grabbed the bone spur and spun himself around the dragon’s leg, lowering himself down to the crook of the elbow so that he was right over the cockpit itself.

It had a stiffened crystal glass dome. Keel could see the pirate through the dome on the inside, looking up in horror at what had happened. There was an entire black and brown encounter suit covering the pirate’s body, with large targeting magnifiers over his eyes. Keel saw him pulling at the manual controls of the vessel uselessly, and then raising a hand to point a plasma pistol straight at the glass dome⁠—

Keel snatched at his own plasma rifle with one hand, but he was too slow. There was a flare of white and a spray of sparks, and then multiple rounds were flaring up towards him, hitting the dragon’s energy field and bursting apart.

Keel pushed himself down, experiencing a moment of gravity-less free fall before his boots slammed onto the hull of the pirate craft just behind the cockpit.

ALERT! Outer plate 65%…

He was hit by the pirate’s pistol blasts, rocking him where he stood – but his armor was strong. It would take a whole lot more than a plasma pistol to break through his multiple layers of carbon-mesh and steel plate.

Keel fell to one knee over the cockpit, bringing down the butt of his plasma rifle as he did so to crack the crystal glass. The pirate himself had already fired through it, so Keel’s powerful blow fractured it like an egg.

ALERT! Outer plate 55%…

More pistol bolts struck his chest as the pirate fired desperately and Keel threw his fist inside, grabbing at the man’s hand holding the pistol.

His robotic fingers clenched into a fist, he felt the buckle of metal under his hand and the sudden flare of energy as the plasma cartridge inside the weapon blew.

If Keel still had a mouth he would have snarled victoriously, savagely to himself. He made do with a roar of victory as he reached down, intending the grab the pirate and haul him out of the craft bodily…

But before he could do that, there was a sudden explosion of gasses and light and Keel was struck.

The pirate had initiated his escape protocol, and the entire cockpit chair that he had been sitting on burst upwards on its own mini rockets, sending Keel skittering back down the top hull of the catcher craft as the pirate on his emergency seat shot upwards, curving around back to the dome of Dracis himself.

Keel growled. He considered shooting the man down but thought better of it. The pirate would probably never make it through re-entry, and even if he miraculously did then he would be picked up by the Governate.

‘The young ones!’ Darkwing’s voice was inside his head as Keel turned, crabbing to the back of the craft where he saw there was a large airlock, big enough for two people of his size.

Keel got his metal gauntlets to the edge of it and had time to look at the manual handle before suddenly light flared over his shoulder.

“SKREEE!” Darkwing screamed as energy bolts slammed down upon them.

“What?” Keel turned, uncertain of what was going on.

// Enemy Target detected… FREIGHTER CLASS (unregistered)

Moments later, Keel saw the home ship of the pirate catcher craft, a freighter ship that was almost twice the size of Darkwing, emerging over the dome of Dracis and firing at them.


5

[image: ]
THE DRAGON CATCHERS OF THE OUTER SYSTEMS


Dracisian Low Orbit

‘Brother!’ Darkwing cried out as plasma bolts shot over the dome of atmosphere, spearing through the night.

The pirate freighter was heavily armed, and well-equipped. Keel saw the plasma bolts hitting Darkwing’s energy field with bursts of white light, and then the dragon was releasing the pirate craft and flinging itself backwards.

“No!” Keel shouted. His mind was filled with ash and dragon fire as he felt the dragon’s pain echoing through his own soul. Darkwing, his brother, was hurt bad.

‘Save the younglings!’ Darkwing threw the words at him and Keel felt the pirate vessel tumbling and turning as the gravity of the planet inevitably took it down.

No no no no… The planet and the stars were whirling overhead as Keel knew that he had to pull them out of re-entry – but that meant getting into the cockpit, while under live fire.

The pirate freighter didn’t seem to mind about firing on its own craft with its precious cargo at the same time as it fired on the other dragons. Orange warnings flashed across Keel’s vision as more bolts of plasma shot over the bow.

He could feel their G-force starting to accelerate, as the craft spun faster and faster. If he waited too much longer then it would become a dead fall into Dracis’ upper atmosphere, when they would surely be torn apart.

IMPERIAL MARINE SUIT // Magnet Locks...ACTIVATED

With a flicker of a hand he felt his boots and the palms of his gauntlets secure themselves against the hull as the electro-magnets inside of them were activated. Now he could move without fear of being thrown off. He crabbed back towards the cockpit and swung himself in, his much larger Imperial Marine suit barely fitting inside the cockpit.

The pirate craft, although shining new was still primitive compared to the Imperium vessels. It had actual manual controls, not holo ones. Keel was surrounded by levers and flight sticks and actual buttons.

Oh frack. For a moment, Keel felt panic before realizing that he actually had experience in this regard.

Before he had been an Imperium Marine, he had been killed, and before that he had very much been alive and the Governor’s wayward son… As such he had afforded himself of the scant delights that a desert, back water planet like Dracis had to offer. That meant either the oasis bars, the pit-fights – or sand racing.

Although the sand racers of Dracis weren’t designed to act off planet, Keel saw that the basic principles were the same. There were the flight handles, and the levers on the floor were for the different thruster arrangements. The largest would almost certainly be the main thrusters, and the smaller ones beside it would probably be the positional thrusters scattered along the hull.

“Stabilizers!?” Keel asked in vain. No automatic setting that he could see that would right their tumble. He would have to do this the old-fashioned way.

The orb of Dracis flashed overhead, then stars and the pirate freighter, and then Dracis again. Keel didn’t know which stabilizer was which, but he took a guess and stamped down with his left boot.

The ship juddered and suddenly their spin started to slow. Keel could feel all of the smaller positional rockets along the left-hand side firing. The orb of Dracis was slowing and disappearing out of view as they started to slow.

“Let’s just hope Darkwing didn’t do too much damage,” Keel said as he pulled the flight handles down and stamped down on the main thrusters.

The ship juddered, and for an awful moment Keel was sure that the craft wouldn’t fly at all.

But then the main propulsion system kicked in. Keel saw warning red lights blinking over the control boards and he thought that meant that they had lost a lot of propellant or reactor power, but they were screaming forwards, up and away from Dracis as they swerved in an arc, turning back towards the pirate freighter.

It was large and rectangular, with an arched main prow made up of giant docking doors. This was clearly where the pirate vessels could dock once the doors opened.

The freighter was firing at the four dragons that had made it to orbit, and Keel saw the blue, orange, and green reptiles looping around the vessel like they were birds of prey looking at fresh meat.

But the freighter only had large plasma cannons. It couldn’t fire against all of them at the same time. Keel saw bolts launching out from the top of the freighter towards the green (who tore away) and then the firing concentrated on the orange (who ducked under the hull).

Where was Darkwing!? Keel thought in alarm as he couldn’t see the dark dragon anywhere ahead of him.

‘Here!’

There was a roar in Keel’s mind, as the shadow of his dragon brother appeared over the far aft of the vessel. The other three dragons had been merely distracting it from Darkwing’s attack as he landed on the aft and tore into it with his back legs, like a hunting cat.

Keel whooped in exultation, but he could tell that his dragon was wounded. He could feel the dull ache of pain against his own mind.

“Okay, pull back!” Keel said as soon as sparks and gasses started to burst from around the dragon’s lower legs.

‘Not until. We WIN!’ Darkwing was calling.

The freighters cannons were tracking around, with the blue darting out of the way.

“No!” Keel couldn’t stand to see his brother, the being he was psychically bonded to, get hurt. He forced the main thrusters down as he roared towards the freighter.

His fingers found the trigger mechanisms on the flight handles. He didn’t know if they would still work after this craft had been attacked or whether the weapons would work at all in zero-G.

But he had to try.

He pulled the triggers and didn’t expect what happened next. He had been thinking that he would find small lasers or even rockets firing from the front of the twin hulls, instead there was a fierce crackle of static between the hulls as the pirate catcher craft fired its only weapon.

A ball of burning white light shot forward, hammering into the freighter vessel’s prow, and then another formed in the space between the two hulls of Keel’s craft, and launched.

He saw the stun blasts hit the freighter and cause it to shudder, leaving scorch marks behind. It didn’t do any serious damage, but it was enough for the freighter’s plasma cannon to swing away from Darkwing, towards Keel.

‘Kin brother!’ Keel heard Darkwing roar in his mind, as suddenly all four of the dragons attacked at the same time. Turning his head as he swerved, Keel saw the great winged beasts latch themselves onto the freighter like they were hawks mobbing helpless prey.

Keel saw them kick with their powerful back legs (one of their favorite methods of attack). Hull plates from the pirate freighter were torn off and sent spinning through space, accompanied by sprays of sparks and plasma fire.

The attack was ferocious, and it lasted for all of a few minutes before the pirates must have known that they couldn’t defend themselves against four fully grown star dragons.

Something critical was hit, as the plasma cannon burst apart with an orb of burning white light that sent the green and the orange dragon flaring outwards to avoid the burn.

In their wake, smaller bursts of light heralded the escape vessels, as Keel saw two, three, four smaller pods the same size as his catcher craft launching from the underbelly of the pirate freighter. They spun as their thrusters flared, burning fast and low across the dome of the planet.

“Corporal!?” It was the voice of Lembik, much to Keel’s surprise. He was one of the Imperium Marines on the dragons, and Keel saw his blue starting to turn in the direction of the escaping craft.

“Go get them,” Keel said grimly, as the blue turned and sped after them.

Just like that, the battle was over. The pirate freighter was hanging listless in upper orbit over Dracis, and Keel was turning his stolen catcher craft back towards it.

They had done it. They had saved the young dragons, and, Keel realized – the Dragon Marines had successfully completed their first mission.
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THE SIXTH SHADOW


“Fools!”

The human (or nearly so...) voice of the pirate captain snarled as he stood at the prow of the pirate vessel Hyena, watching on his overhead screens the defeat of the freighter and the four speeding pirate escape pods as they angled over the dome of Dracis towards them.

The Hyena wasn’t as large as the freighter; it wasn’t designed to transport large numbers of dragon eggs and young dragonets.

However, Hyena did have something that the other craft lacked. Its forward prow was shaped like a box, but its aft had a large ring for an impressive near light travel drive. It had tethered to the freighter, the entire Hyena acting as a rear engine coil to super-power the pirate vessels into position.

Not that it needed to do that now.

“Sir – we can get the escapees! They can dock and we still have time to get out of here!” said the second in command of Hyena, a biological by the name of Henz or Hanz (Captain Orlaf hadn’t bothered to recognize the name).

“Fire the engines. We’re not waiting,” Captain Orlaf said as he turned in disgust to glare at his second in command.

“But...Captain…” Henz or Hanz said, his square, bearded face looked appalled, but then the bulky pirate, wearing a mixture of combat and encounter suits shuddered, and gave the order.

“Come in Hyena! Hyena – open the port doors!”

The voices of the escape pods sounded over the small command bridge, but Captain Orlaf ignored them, and he expected his crew to do the same. He felt the judder of this primitive, backwards craft as it started to turn, and its main reactors diverted their energy towards the large ring drive at the back.

“Hyena! What are you doing? We’re almost there!”

Orlaf nodded to his lead pilot, who was a thinner woman with nerves of steel. The pirate with long blonde hair in a warrior’s queue down her back hadn’t batted her eyelid when Captain Orlaf had returned to them from planetary leave and appeared subtly changed, before giving them their new mission—to come here to Dracis itself.

This Captain Orlaf looked exactly the same as the one before, but everyone knew he was...different.

This Captain Orlaf had been burly and cold to start with, but ever since that shore leave, he had almost completely stopped talking to the crew at all.

There was a new sense of poise to his gait, almost an alien-like grace that he never had before. He stalked through the halls of the Hyena like the Grim Reaper himself, not saying a word, and whose glares froze the blood.

Everyone knew that the captain had changed, and no one on board was brave enough to say anything about it.

The vessel started to accelerate, its powerful engines blasting ahead of the floundering escape pods as the green dragon appeared over the surface of the planet below. Orlaf turned to look at the screens, and snarled a little, showing perfectly white teeth.

The real Captain Orlaf never had such white teeth, either.

“Destination, sir?” said the blonde-haired pilot, for Orlaf’s face to flicker with annoyance, before settling once again into a flat line.

“Tagrub. Where else?” Orlaf said as the entire vessel around him hummed and shook as it started to generate a large plasma wave that would send it flying across systems almost as fast as any human vessel could go.

But not as fast as our vessels can, Orlaf – or the alien pretending to be him – growled to himself in his own language.

The Sixth ‘Shadow’ of the Jaali Skin-Stepper Unit hated his mission, just as he hated these petty mammals that he was forced to infiltrate. They were rude, clumsy, stupid, and backwards, he thought as he stalked off the command room and through the bridge door to his private chambers. Even these were ludicrously simple, with no personalized climate or personal ice-sauna.

How under the three moons did these humans ever rise to become an interstellar species!?

The captain’s quarters were just that; little more than a metal bed in an alcove, plus a flight chair next to a control desk and a tiny, walk-in cubicle where recycled water was sprayed over his body whenever he wanted it (not even radionic cleansing! These people are animals!)

The captain stood before the port window as plasma burned across the windows and the Hyena started to rip through the Dracisian system, leaving the escape pods and the dragons behind.

“Hsss,” the captain let out an uncharacteristic hiss as he visibly relaxed, taking something out of his pocket to hold what looked like a green jewel on a rounded handheld unit for a moment over his face.

His features shimmered, glitched, and then appeared to melt, revealing the elongated and very white face of the Jaali infiltrator. For a long moment the Jaali stood, looking at his own reflection in the dark of the window.

His eyes were much larger than that of any humans, and his jawbones higher and slanted. His ears were subtly pointed, giving him the appearance of a cat, and his short hair was between corn yellow and platinum blonde.

The Sixth Shadow of the Skin-Steppers sighed in pleasure for a moment, before reaching up to massage his face.

It was so bothersome having to do this, it was so demeaning for him.

His look hardened in the black reflection of the crystal glass.

“But I can’t stop. I won’t fail my duty. These heretics need to pay!”
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THE HIDDEN ENEMY


‘They must pay!’ Darkwing’s words were so strong in Keel’s head that he almost staggered to the floor. It felt like his entire mind was filled with burning embers and coals.

“Keel? You okay?” It was Sula, her face looking worried through the ridiculous bubble helmet of her encounter suit.

The pair stood in the main hold of the pirate freighter, alongside the rest of the Dragon Marines and all of the captured belongings of the pirates themselves. The hold itself was large, with racked landing clamps like giant pincers staggered up the walls, and crates of supplies underneath them. Keel counted the clamps to see that there was enough room here for ten of the pirate catcher craft. This was no small operation then, this freighter had been a mother ship of sorts, and clearly where the dragon eggs had been intended to be stored.

Keel turned to see where Darkwing himself (the only dragon inside the vessel) was curled protectively at the end of the hold around the clutch of some twelve giant brown dragon eggs. Each one had to be at least four feet long, and looked like they were made of roughened stone, so Keel couldn’t imagine them holding any living thing at all.

“Yes, I’m fine. Darkwing is angry,” Keel said solemnly as he nodded to the dragon who was doing his best to keep the eggs warm.

“I’m not surprised. He took a battering out there,” Sula flickered a worried look at the dragon, before returning to hold up her holo pad and gesture around them. His guide had been flown up here with a team of the Governate soldiers and some more of the Dragon Marines as soon as they had secured the vessel, finding no one on board.

“The escapees are in custody at the governor’s palace,” Sula read out.

Dad’s, Keel added silently.

“They apparently started by saying nothing, but we’ve got two of them changing their tune. They said that they were to rendezvous with another vessel but the second vessel fled the scene, which fits with the long range scanner records,” Sula announced.

“But what do they say about what they were doing? Why were they trying to steal dragon eggs?” Keel said with an echo of his dragon’s fierce anger, too.

Sula looked at her notes and then shook her head. “No word. Just that it was another mission. Their captain gave them the job and then provided them with their new catcher craft, too,” she shrugged.

“So they had wealthy backers. Name?” Keel asked.

“Just the name of the captain. Captain Orlaf.” Sula’s eyes squinted behind her dome helmet for a moment.

“I might have a way to get some more information on that. Give me a quiet room and a moment…” she was saying, as Keel nodded.

His own internal vision was updating with alerts and alarms. He needed to conduct a mission briefing with the rest of the Dragon Marines. He needed to send the briefing to the nearest Imperium Marine Corps data node – and that wasn’t all.

URGENT PRIORITY ONE: // ALL TRAINING OF NEW COMMANDOS MUST COMMENCE IMMEDIATELY…

ALL-PLATFORMS NOTICE: // MULTIPLE INCIDENTS WITH ENEMY AT JEPELI + FRATERNAS SYSTEMS...

Jepeli and Fraternas? Keel thought. That was right on the Outer and Inner Systems border. How had the Jaali managed to penetrate that deep? Why hadn’t any of the surveillance craft detected them before they got there!?

Keel felt anxious, even though his metal body betrayed no sign of it. The war was accelerating around him, out there in the stars, and he had no way of stopping it.

“Sir!” It was Lembik, marching through the hold quickly and half turning as he pointed back the way he had come.

“Corporal?” Keel said, half expecting bluster and arrogance from him, until he saw Lembik come to a stand and throw a salute. There was no hint of bullishness or contempt coming from him as there had been earlier today.

In fact, there is something different about him, Keel realized, as he felt...something from the officer.

Something in his mind, like a sense of recognition.

No…

‘It’s true,’ Darkwing breathed into his thoughts, and Keel saw Lembik suddenly cocked his head to one side as he looked up, as if he could almost hear something, too.

“You’re bonded, aren’t you? To the blue?” Keel said, and it was hard to keep the joy from his voice.

“Sir,” Lembik nodded. “I don’t know what happened, or how. But one minute we were fighting the pirates, and they were firing at us. I remember I was angry, and then suddenly I knew that Sharptongue was angry too,” he said.

“Sharptongue is your blue?” Keel clarified, for Lembik to nod.

“Sir. Yes. It was incredible, I could hear his thoughts, but more than that, I could feel him, at the edge of my mind.”

‘He has been accepted. He is kin,’ Darkwing breathed, and once again Lembik looked past Darkwing’s shoulder as if he could just make out the noise.

“The bond gets stronger with time, and the more time you spend with your dragon,” Keel said proudly, before stepping forwards and whispering.

“You’ve made it, son. This is the real initiation. Now you’re a real Dragon Marine.”

“Sir!” Lembik saluted once again, and seemed to be bursting with pride. “But actually sir, it’s not that. It’s something else I think you should see. Over here…” Lembik turned and led Keel under the landing clamps and to the far corner of the hold where there were long stacks of packing boxes. Very long. Taller even than Keel or Lembik was.

“We were getting funny readings from them, so I busted them open and…” Lembik moved the broken lid obscuring the contents to reveal what was inside, and suddenly it all made sense.

Keel was looking down at a stash of Jaali harpoon rifles. Each one was taller than a person, with a long spear-like blade attached to one end over a long plasma rifle. But the special plasma rifles could fire solid crimson beams that could cut straight through stone, metal, and even Imperium Marine plate armor.

“The Jaali are behind this attack. Of course,” Keel said. He knew that the Jaali had captured Darkwing and had been employing pirates to steal and mine as much mdenium as they could get. All he could guess was that it was something to do with the fact that the dragons ate the rare mineral which powered their field energy.

Keel looked back down the hold, to where Darkwing was still curled around the eggs.

“The Jaali want to disrupt the Dragon Marine program,” he reasoned, one hand already opening up his holo fields to quickly issue an alert to the nearest Marine Corps data port. This would surely change things, wouldn’t it? If the Jaali were once again working with the pirates, then the aliens had a ready-made guerrilla group spread across the Outer Systems.

Was that how the Jaali had managed to penetrate so deep into human space without being noticed?

“Urgent message for Major Ovid, copy in General Ahzeer,” Keel said as he opened an encrypted comms channel and took images of the Jaali weapons.

“Found in the pirate vessel stealing dragon eggs from Dracis. I highly suspect the Jaali are using the pirate groups against us, request immediate debrief,” he said, before turning to stalk to the smaller bulkhead door that Recorder Sula had disappeared beyond.

He found himself in a smaller cargo room, and one that was lit with a lurid turquoise blue-green light that shifted over the walls like a lava lamp.

It was emanating from the form of Sula herself, seated on the edge of a gray cargo crate, her legs bunched up in front of her. Above them glittered and gleamed a turning, spinning orb of green turquoise. She had her hands around it and appeared to be picking tiny threads from its surface, rearranging them before dropping them back in place once again.

“Sula, what is that?” Keel said, having never seen anything like it.

The recorder turned, and Keel saw with shock how her eyes through her bubble visor were filled with same turquoise luminescence, before she gave out a cough and was suddenly shaking her head, as the glow and the glowing ball faded.

“Sula?” Keel asked again.

“That is my node. My connection to the Imperial Records, I was interviewing some of the Souls we have stored there,” she said irritably, raising her hand to her temples before realizing that there was a crystal dome helmet in the way. She scowled instead.

“Souls in storage,” Keel said darkly. It was still hard for him to stomach the idea of entire consciousnesses stored in the Imperial House of Records; people’s entire lives and memories preserved for all time.

Did they dream? Did it feel like they were asleep?

Of course, not everyone was kept ‘on ice.’ Only those deemed useful or worthy or, like Keel – could be downloaded into a new body as one of the Imperium Marines.

“Tagrub. That is where Captain Orlaf has his base,” Sula said wearily, groaning as she stretched her neck.

“You found that out from a Soul in the Records?” Keel asked, surprised.

He saw the recorder pull a disgusted face. “It’s not just the Souls of good people we keep, although this is highly classified! We also keep a few notable enemies of the Imperium; radicals, heretics, and yes, pirate upstarts. One of them knew Captain Orlaf and where he keeps his base. The Free Port of Tagrub,” Sula nodded, before pushing herself to her feet.

“Now if you excuse me, but using the Records nodes always makes me feel sick. I need to find somewhere with atmosphere in this hulk!” She pushed past him and disappeared back into the hold.

If Keel could have blinked, he would have. He had thought that Sula had been uncaring in keeping so many souls stored in the Imperial cloud. It seemed that was not the case, that even she barely could stand her job.

However, they now knew where the Jaali might be making their contacts. He quickly opened another message to the major and the general.

“Priority one message. I’m on route to suspected infiltration point. Free Port of Tagrub,” he said, before switching comms to his Dragon Marines.

“Listen up, all personnel! Prepare yourselves, we’re going hunting!”
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UNEXPECTED


Long Night, Inner-Outer Systems Border

“Hephaestus 3, entering Long Night, repeat, Hephaestus 3…”

The navigator of the Hephaestus 2, one of the super-large freight carriers of the Imperium flashed a hand signal through the holos at his desk and waited for the reply. Around the man in the light blue suit was the busy navigation bridge of the craft; two floors of gleaming blue steal with banks of pilots and strategists and monitors seated before their own control panels. A moment later and the rather bored-sounding voice of his fellow navigator on the next super-large ship came back.

“Confirmed and approaching. We’re all good at this end.”

Everything was just as expected. After all, these navigators and these crews of the massive ships that transported water, ores, and innumerable consumer objects between the systems of humanity had made this run a hundred times before.

“Confirmed. See you on the other side, I guess,” the first man smirked, cutting the connection as he groaned, leaning back and looking out from the forward view screen ahead of them.

It was black. No light, no plasma fire. Not even the distant glimmer of stars.

Ugh, the Imperial Navigator Natalie Furenz, groaned to himself.

He had done this trip many times and had long since gotten used to the long weeks spent in the dark between the stars, even at the speeds that they were traveling at – but Natalie Furenz still felt that same tremor of apprehension.

The Long Night was unnatural. No other part of human space was quite like it. An area of utter darkness, a void between the star systems where there were no stars or planets or asteroids or comets or even chunks of ice.

It was theorized to be the dead zone after some prehistoric, spectacular supernova. Perhaps it was even what happened to space after a black hole had eaten itself into nothing. No one really knew.

What they did know was that advanced Near Light Travel was next to impossible, as there was a dangerous sub-space chaos – like static – all throughout this bleak no-place in the universe.

Instead, the giant super freighters of the Imperium, traveling between the Outer and the Inner systems had to drop all the way down to sixty percent possible acceleration so that their own plasma reactors wouldn’t get affected by the molecular static.

That meant that the journey was slow, and the leap between star systems which should have taken them days instead took them a month or more. The Long Night was a major bottleneck in Imperial trade, but unless the super freighters were willing to take a massive detour through another quadrant, then they had to come this way.

“Activating auto-pilot in three, two, and active,” Furenz called out, and there was a brief and ragged cheer from the rest of the crew as one by one the green holos flashed into a steady, inactive blue.

The Hephaestus 2, just like the Hephaestus 1 and 3 next to it would do the rest. After all, there was completely nothing out here other than dead space.

“Well done everyone. Cycle out,” Furenz called. There were groans and bored sighs as the other staff stood up, stretched, and talked as they made their way to the lifts, from there to their beds or the gaming tables scattered around this impressive ship.

Natalie knew that the exact same scene had played out in the Hephaestus 1 ahead of them, and soon it was about to happen on the Hephaestus 3 following them. The super-large freighters ran in convoys with another convoy following a week behind them, and another a week behind that. This staggered transport was the only way to accommodate for the long wait at the other end.

“And what am I going to do?” Natalie murmured to himself as his eyes flickered to the window once again.

Darkness. Endless dark.

He shook his head and turned away from it, concentrating on his question. Maybe he would get through that vid-book he had been working on. He would probably play a whole lot of poker and zero-G squash. Nothing unusual.

Each Hephaestus was multi-carriage, with three or four long gray steel containers the size of a few city blocks, each dotted with their own positional thrusters that didn’t even need to be fired as soon as they were on this run. The forward carriage ended in a rounded torpedo-like head (where the crew lived) and the last ended in a three-ring arrangement of plasma engines. They were so large that they attracted their own mini gravity well. They carried everything from entire habitat setups for new colonized worlds to small lakes worth of precious H2O. Each vessel had storehouses stacked to the ceilings worth of Outer System goods (rare silks, beaded clothes, endless ores, and minerals).

“And around we go,” Natalie waited for his crew to shuffle out before he permitted himself a stretch and turned to glance at the window once again.

There were the distant lights of the Hephaestus 3 following on behind, just now dropping into automated mode as it entered the Long Night after him. If he turned the ship’s sensors, he would no doubt see the only distant lights anywhere in this space – the dim blue glow of the far-off Hephaestus 1, whose lights they would follow all the way through.

The staff didn’t tend to look out the port windows during the Long Night. It reminded them too much of the vastness of space. They would be lucky if they got to the end of it with only a ten percent increase in stress and anxiety-related reports.

So Natalie Furenz, chief Imperial Navigator was surprised when he saw the faintest glimmer of dim purple lights in the distance, over the Hephaestus 3 prow.

“Huh?” he blinked. Usually it was only the super-large freighters that made this journey. It was so long and mindbogglingly boring that human passengers, even those coming from this side of the Outer Systems would usually pay for the detour through civilized, occupied systems.

Maybe it was some smaller freighter outfit, willing to make the journey alongside them. That wasn’t unknown or unheard of either. The little companies did that sometimes, before they realized just how terrifying it was to spend six weeks alone with your crew and a whole lot of dead space around you…

Natalie considered opening a hailing frequency, because the new vessel hadn’t pinged them a message when suddenly the dim purple lights changed.

They intensified and flared.

The ship they belonged to blurred and shot past their viewing window, racing ahead of both the Hephaestus 3 and the Hephaestus 2…

“What the!” For a moment Natalie blinked and then staggered to his feet as he stumbled to the viewing screen.

For a moment he was certain that he hadn’t seen a regular blue steel or gray and gold imperial ship.

No, he had seen something sleeker and longer, whose hull looked like a ruddy purple, and whose ‘wings’ had been brighter, almost red and tinged with a florescent blue.

“Holy Suns of…” Natalie was saying, as he was sure that he had seen the ‘wings’ of the craft extending from the top and sides, almost like fins, or sails. He stopped in his tracks, doubled back to the nearest holo board but of course it was all an automated blue.

“Frackit!” Furenz hissed, fumbling as he initiated the manual override to bring up the forward sensor screens.

Waking the system up from automatic to manual took a few seconds, and that was long enough that the damage was already done.

The first Jaali attack interceptor shot forward, past the line of the Hephaestus 3 and 2 and banked when it neared Hephaestus 1.

It was a sleek ship. A master warship.

It swerved with the grace of a flying bird, or an arrowing fish as it fired four solid crimson beams of plasma at the rear ring engines of the Hephaestus 1, the beams joining the brilliant white of the engine burn for a moment before they neatly cut through the outermost ring.

By the time that Natalie Furenz had got the forward sensors responsive, the image on the viewing screens updated to reveal a large white orb of an explosion as the third ring engine of the Hephaestus 1 blew, and then took out the second and the first in flashes, turning into plasma orbs that engulfed the entire back carriage of the super-large freighter.

What? No. No-no-no… Furenz realized what he was looking at as he saw the engine carriage break apart in bursts of plasma fire and the third carriage start to buckle as it was torn askew.

The new enemy. The Jaali. The aliens. The same ones who had attacked Ceta.

The Jaali Attack Interceptor was turning back in a darting arc towards the Hephaestus 2 as Natalie Furenz activated the emergency broadcast across his own ship and reached for the communications holo.

Of course, the Long Night was the site of some ancient, unknown stellar accident. Or what happens when a black hole finally eats itself up. The sub-space was filled with sub-atomic chatter and chaos, and there was no possible long-distance comms available in here.

“Attention all crew! Back to your stations! We’re under attack, I repeat—” Natalie Furenz was saying, as they were hit by the plasma beams from the second and the third Jaali interceptor that had arrived behind them.

The Hephaestus 2 never stood a chance. Neither did any of the super-large freighters, designed with just asteroid blasters and not any serious armaments. They were equipped with triple-strengthened hulls, but that did nothing to avert the high intensity burn of the advanced Jaali weapons.

Their ring engines were hit just like the first, and the Hephaestus 2 was exploding, it’s engine carriage detonating in an atomic explosion that tore their third carriage apart, and send the second and the connected first crashing into each other.

The Hephaestus 3 suffered a similar fate, and no one would hear of their demise for a whole week when the next Hephaestus super-large freighters came to cross the Long Night.
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THE TAGRUB CUBE


Tagrub, Outer Systems

“Tagrub is a designated trading port, but it’s not like it’s on any essential trade route for the Imperium,” Sula said as she stood before Corporal Keel and the other Dragon Marines in the command deck of the pirate freighter.

Which is a dump, Keel thought and not for the first or last time.

The command deck was a standard semi-circle affair, with navigator and flight chairs at the front with some grand piece of junk for a captain’s chair at the back and in the middle of the room. The control boards looked as though they had been retro-fitted from half a dozen different craft from across the Outer Systems, and there was a layer of detritus on the floor from synth bottles to clothes to unknown and unmentionable others.

In other words, it was a standard pirate vessel, Keel thought.

“And that makes Tagrub the perfect place for a pirate hideout, I guess?” Keel muttered, as above their heads the view screen flashed the long-distance images of their destination planet itself. A large, human-atmosphere, fairly green and blue world like any other.

They had re-patched what they could of the freighter, using Marine Corps repair drones on the engines so that they could at least travel to their destination fast, but Keel had told them to leave many of the cosmetic scratches and attacks on the outer skin of the pirate freighter, including the torn-off plasma cannon joint.

Make it look like it’s been attacked. It’ll help our disguise…

Of course, flying in either on the back of the dragons or in the Marine Corps dropships would have alerted the enemy to precisely who they were and what they were doing. Keel hoped to at least dock at the port before all hell broke loose…

“Well, Tagrub itself is mostly an automated agricultural world. It has a very low population, but was terraformed to accommodate vast areas of wheat and grain crops, which is its main export,” Sula said, waving her had for the image of the distant world to be replaced with drone flyover images of endless yellow, gold, and green fields watched over by low scudding drones.

“What my sources have told me is that it is the perfect cover for what happens up here.” Sula made another gesture, for a different shot to reveal a large rust and bronze-looking orbital cube hanging in high orbit around the planet.

“It’s the main processing facility for the planet, which then exports all across the Outer Systems. Like I said, it’s not a major trading port because all it’s providing is basic staples. But my sources told me⁠—”

Your Souls in the Records, Keel thought, as a flash of annoyance ran through him. Even if Sula had been conversing with the awakened minds of dead pirates and mercenaries, it still felt wrong to hold these intelligence’s ‘on ice’ for no other reason or use than they could be woken up and interrogated for eternity.

What kind of life was that? Was that even being alive at all? He shook his dark thoughts away as Sula continued her debrief.

“ . . . Tagrub has thus become an active part of the secondary pirate network. Not one of the major hot-spots, and far enough away to not draw Imperial inspections. Just so long as the grain keeps flowing and the taxes are made, no one takes too much interest in what other ships dock at the Tagrub Cube.”

“Like this one,” Lembik, standing to one side of the room said as he nodded around them.

Yes, it made sense, Keel thought. The pirates had attacked Dracis with freighters. The sorts of freighters that had been fitted with plasma cannons but could once have been crop transport ships.

“Sir?” said a third marine, Corporal Jacobs, one of the new 12 Dragon Marine unit that Keel had been expected to train.

“Jacobs?” Keel nodded for him to continue.

“The reports stated that there was another pirate freighter that escaped. Won’t they have gotten here first?” Jacobs said.

“Good point. I’m hoping that using this freighter will just get us to dock and past their sensor sweeps. As soon as we dock there’s nothing we can do to hide our, uh...nature,” Keel said, gesturing to their obviously android bodies, clad in multiple layers of Imperial army plate.

They were war bots. Murder androids. Soldiers built out of metal and advanced circuitry and there was no hiding that. There was only one other type of being in all of the Imperium that looked anything like them…

Hang on a minute, Keel had an idea…

“And we won’t be alone,” Keel said, as he raised his head to reach out to where a part of him joined with the part that was Darkwing.

‘Time now?’ He heard his dragon’s guttural speech inside his own mind.

Yes, my brother. The time is now. Keel threw the thought at him and felt the shadow of the dragon against his mind moving.

In the pirate bridge, both Lembik and Jacob suddenly turned their head as if they could hear something, and then they nodded as their own dragons conveyed what was happening.

Keel hadn’t brought with him all of the Dragon Marines because not all of the dragons could fit inside the freighter. Only three of them could, but surely that would be enough for one pirate vessel.

At the far end of the ship, the outer hull plates opened and the giant hold doors hissed open as one by one, the star dragons leapt out into the stars. Their forms were instantly eclipsed in a haze like a heat shimmer as they used their natural field energies to hide their forms as best as they could.

Keel waited, a part of him aware of what the dragons were intending as they turned in a tight flight, using the freighters’ own engines to mask their flight before they swooped out, towards the distant planet of Tagrub itself.

They would approach the night side of the planet and make planet-fall over the not monitored oceans, racing low under the drone radar until they found an abandoned coastline or island, where they would roost and wait.

“Yeah, the dragons would have been a bit of a giveaway as well,” Lembik said with a rueful tone to his voice.

They would, Keel agreed. They would wait until the attack signal was given, and they had docked with the Tagrub Cube. Then they would arise, and act as a deterrent for any pirate, and a blockade for this Captain Orlaf should he attempt to flee.

It’s not the best of plans, but not many choices without the rest of the Marine Corps backing me up, Keel thought. He had sent his plans to Major Ovid and just received a tight ‘confirmed’ back in response. Keel guessed that the major was pretty busy with the Jaali offensive to worry about some ‘dragon egg side mission.’

Distantly, Keel felt a growl of cinder and sparks from Darkwing, as the dragon must have been able to sense Keel’s assumptions. Keel reached towards the creature but found that the distance was too great. He could only send towards Darkwing a feeling of reassurance.

“This is the best we can do,” Keel repeated to the Marines in front of him, hoping that Darkwing caught that errant thought, too.

“Dragons are deployed. I’m not seeing any signs of deep-space scanning capabilities from the Cube. The pirates probably want to keep a low profile,” Sula said, turning back to the control deck she inhabited as she brought back the sensor image of their destination.

“Sending them our automated ship co-sign,” the recorder announced, as a small digital bleep sounded.

In the distance, the green and blue world continued to hover in the dark, and the rust-red cube continued to gently spin. There were no flashes of plasma fire, and no sudden flights of attack craft.

“So far so good. Let’s put a little speed on,” Keel said, as their freighter started to rush towards the Cube.

“Activate our distress beacon. Let them know we’re in trouble,” Keel said in a tight voice as he kept his eyes fixed on the Cube and the freighters own scanners. Of course, if the pirates did decide to attack them, then their limping captured ship would have no defenses whatsoever.

Another reason why they had the dragons nearby, Keel thought.

A holo flashed a warning orange, off and on, off and on as the three Marines waited. Keel wondered if it would be enough. They had been up against at least three times their number of biological pirates. How powerful was this crew that Captain Orlaf supposedly ran?

(Yet another reason why they had the dragons nearby, Keel could have added again.)

“Incoming signal, audio only,” Sula said, waiting for Keel’s nod to patch it through.

“ATTENTION FREIGHTER 3-10C. Tagrub Central here. We got your distress call, and it looks like you’re pretty beat up! What the hell happened?”

Keel shook his head, warning Sula not to answer as he leaned towards the marines.

“Either they’re playing dumb, or this Captain Orlaf only has a small crew,” he explained.

“How do you figure that?” Jacobs asked.

“If they’re a pirate cube, then they would know that we’re a pirate vessel under Captain Orlaf. So either they’re lying, or Orlaf isn’t the big cheese we think he is,” Keel said, before nodding to Sula.

“Send an automated message back, say: We commandeered this vessel. It’s ours now and we’re looking to make a deal with the original owner. Requesting immediate audience with Orlaf. Now. Then cut the comms line,” he explained, eyeing the Cube to see if their action changed at all.

Sula sent the message, and once again there were no answering plasma shots or sudden flights of pirate attack vessels. All appeared exactly as it should be.

“They’ve sent us the coordinates for one of their docking ports. Saying that we’ve got priority access,” Sula said.

“Okay, let’s get ready,” Keel said, marching towards the door before pausing and turning back to Sula.

“You will be okay here? This is it. Either we’ll meet a hail of blaster fire or we won’t. But either way it’s going to be a very tense few minutes…” he said.

To his surprise, Sula was standing up from the comms desk and reaching for her plasma staff (a long steel shaft that could deliver stun shocks of concentrated plasma). She threw her encounter cloak over her shoulder and threw her hood over her short bob of blonde hair.

“Fracking dark will I stand by here and wait to be boarded by cut-throat mercenaries or worse!” she said in annoyance. “I am your guide and this company’s intelligence link with the Imperium. I’ll have you know that your safety and the success of this unit is in my duties!” She picked up the plasma blaster that had been setting on the chair beside her and marched straight past Keel after the other Marines.

“Okay then,” Keel thought. There was a reason why this small biological young woman had been given the job to look after walking quarter-ton murder machines, it turned out.

They raced through the hallways and corridors of the freighter until they got to the main hold, as the ship did the rest of the automated flight procedure, approaching the Tagrub Cube and locking into place.

Keel could feel the different positional thrusters firing as the freighter shunted and moved itself into position, accepting the commands from the Cube itself as it approached the opening docking doors and waiting landing clamps.

“You two, that side,” Keel said, gesturing for Lembik and Jacobs to go to the far side of the hangar door as he took the other side.

“Wait,” Sula said, stepping forward. The craft shook as the giant landing clamps took a hold of it and it started to settle in position. “I should be the first one out. I’m a biological. If they take one look at you, they’ll know you’re Imperial Marines!” Sula said desperately.

“I have an idea on that. There is one other group like us who might fit into a place like a pirate cube,” Keel said, reaching to the side of the hangar doors where he already had a pile of discarded cloaks and small bottles of engine grease.

To the horror of the other Marines he started spattering the grease over his Marine plate, and stretching the pirate cloak over his shoulders.

“Do the same! Wrap these rags around yourselves, apply the grease!” Keel was stating.

“You mean to look like them, don’t you?” Sula said, her eyes wide and her tone completely baffled.

Them, Keel thought. He wondered if he could detect any derision in Sula’s voice.

There was only one other group after all who looked like Imperial Marines because they were Imperial Marines. Once. There was only one other group in all of the Imperium who had managed to flee the shackles of the Marine Corps and the House of Records, somehow living independently without any of the central control that the House of Records employed over a regular Imperial Marine.

The Orpheus Brigade. A unit of heretics and rebels who had broken their conditioning and sought a complete revolution for their android caste. They wanted to bring down the emperor and the system of contained consciousnesses, or Souls.

“Yes, I do,” Keel said. He helped the other Marines with their disguises as the freighter settled and the landing doors started to blink that they were ready.

It only took a few moments, and then Keel was stepping back to admire their handiwork. There was no denying that they were Imperial Marines, but now they looked like they had been trashed, and had rags stuffed around leaking lubricant pipes or the remnants of forgotten campaigns. They were still two-meter tall kill bots, but they looked like discontinued two-meter tall kill bots.

“Open the doors!” Keel demanded.

He heard the outer hull doors hiss open, and then the inner started slowly wheeling back under the scream of pistons as the ramp clanked down on the outside of the vessel.

Keel saw a flash of a large hold, with balconies of mesh work metal before them, hisses of steam, and humans in a mixture of patchwork uniforms looking across at the new arrivals.

“Where is he!?” Keel bellowed as he strode down the ramp, adding a bit of amplification to his voice. The dock crew, all biologicals, turned to look in surprise at the sudden roar.

Keel saw their eyes widen. He saw the thoughts flashing through their head.

Walking androids. Humanoid kill bots. Imperial Marines.

“We are the forward scouting unit of the Orpheus Brigade, and we claim this hulk for the revolution!” Keel howled, before turning to glare at the humans around them. “And if any of you have got a problem with that, or if the original owner wants to argue with me, then I suggest they stand up!” He watched the humans around them quiver and take a few steps back.

“Orpheus Brigade, nice,” Sula whispered as she marched to his side, holding her blaster at the ready as the three other clanking, dirty looking Imperial Marines followed behind. “You had to pick the renegade bunch of heretic Marines that the entire Marine Corps wants to hunt down and destroy, didn’t you?” she whispered.

“Got any other suggestions for a disguise?” Keel hissed back.
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“Just don’t speak. To anyone.” Keel sent the tight message over his suit-to-suit comms to Lembik and Jacobs as they stalked into the hold of the Tagrub Cube to glare at any of the nearest available biologicals.

Not that an Imperial Marine could glare, exactly. They had no real faces other than the steady and fierce bright light of their eyes. They looked passionless and cold, devoid of emotion.

Still, Keel saw the human biologicals next to them shudder and looked away as he slowly swept his gaze from one to the next.

The humans of Tagrub looked like pirates and mercenaries, Keel thought. In the same way that almost all of the Outer System humans did. They wore unregulated small plasma pistols and stun blasters on their hips or chest. They wore a mismatch of service and encounter clothing, scavenged from half a dozen worlds and campaigns. Keel saw fatigues that belonged to the Imperial Engineering Corps as well as private Xeno-Hydraulics Firms, or private security corps, mangled and re-stitched and sitting alongside skirts, saris, trousers or jumpsuits.

The hold itself was filled with the hiss and noise of a busy docking port. Giant machines moved in the electric murk at the edge of the hold, moving crates stamped with ‘agricultural goods’ on their side. People with shaved heads or full braids were starting to gather on the balconies to get a glimpse of this strange new visitor.

“Uh, sirs…” One particularly brave human with a half-shaved head and the other half in cornrows plucked up the bravery to speak to them.

“We uh, we don’t want any trouble. We’re just a humble trading port…” The man’s eyes flickered to one side, to where the corners of the hold were darkest.

“Olok-spit!” Keel hollered, enjoying the acting. Normal Imperial Marines never acted like this. They were usually always restrained.

“This hulk was floating off of the West Sector and we claimed it, and now we’re here because we want to cut a deal. We need to cut a deal, got it? So where is Captain Orlaf – and don’t even think about lying to me, human!” Keel bellowed in the man’s face.

It was a ridiculous story, and Keel’s only hope was that this man wouldn’t be on personal terms with the dragon pirates. The notion that a unit of the Orpheus Brigade just happened to be loitering around Dracis was laughable, but all Keel needed was a direction.

“Where is he!?” Keel took a step forward and Sula beside him made a small noise, reaching forward to lay a restraining hand on metal arm band.

Did she really think I was going to hit him? Keel wondered.

The man opened and closed his mouth, then shook his head as he looked to one side yet again.

Gotcha.

“That way, is he?” Keel turned on his heel, waving to the others. “Follow me, troops!”

The Tagrub man leapt out of the way as the three ‘Orpheus’ Marines and one human marched through the hold, the doors to the freighter slamming shut behind them. Keel saw the main lift to the higher levels, but in this direction there was a wide, darker corridor that looked as though it went to the storage or engineering parts of the Cube.

“Sir? How do we know when we find them?” Lembik’s words sounded in Keel’s ear.

“I think it’ll be obvious, Corporal. Weapons at the ready,” Keel said as he led the way into the wide service corridor, his metal feet clanking on the grate below as he held his own plasma rifle loosely across his chest.

The corridor was wide enough for the Marines to walk two abreast, and it was filled with the blue hiss of steam from different corridor entrances. Keel saw the half-faded paintwork pointing the way to ENGINES 12-15 or COLD STORAGE or GRAIN STORAGE.

This was the working guts of the Cube, Keel saw. There were automated rails on the floor and walls, and ahead of them Keel saw transport carriages shuttling along carrying whatever goods the Cube processed.

The corridor widened out into a much larger room with multiple arched bulkhead corridors reaching out into more directions. Steam blasted through the air as giant fans overhead whubbed.

“Now where?” Sula hissed in annoyance as Keel led them to the center of the room, carefully pausing to turn and take in each corridor.

Hss! Another jet of steam obscured his vision, and his visors momentarily glitched orange with the heat signal.

There was a movement in the steam.

“Ready!” Keel had the brief chance to shout, just as there was a flash right by his foot.

ALERT! Sensor overload…

It was a flashbang. Keel fired off a couple of plasma rounds directly ahead just as the shock wave hit him, powerful enough to send him stumbling backwards.

There was another spray of brightness as another set of plasma bolts flashed through the room as one of the other Marines or Sula fired in response.

It was impossible to get tracking in this space. The steam was laden with heat so that it obscured Keel’s sensors.

He jumped to one side, seeing the shadow of Lembik or Jacobs nearby through the steam as he turned.

ERROR! Mainframe Disconnect…

Another glitch across his vision, only this came with an electric-like shock that ran through Keel’s mind.

That shouldn’t be able to happen; his thoughts were stunned. He wasn’t supposed to feel any pain. His metal body didn’t have any pain sensors.

Keel’s vision had gone entirely black. He couldn’t see anything at all, and none of his in-built scanner sweeps were showing, nor his line of data input that ran along the bottom of his vision advising him of changes to his suit, his environment, his equipment or crew.

“What?!” he snarled, reaching his arms up in front of him…

Only nothing happened. He couldn’t feel them moving at all. He was immobilized. His suit – his metal Marine body itself – wasn’t responding to him.

“Marines!” Keel shouted, or wanted to shout. He didn’t hear anything apart from his own thoughts.

ERROR! Mainframe auto-detect…

// Contact completed…

// New Mainframe: Dawn Server…

None of this made any sense to Keel whatsoever. His suit had its own internal mainframe server, a mobile unit that every part of him derived its power from. After that, it synced up with wherever the nearest Imperium Marine Corps military server was, didn’t it…?

He had never heard of ‘Dawn Server’ but his vision glitched a glowing white, and he was about to find out just who it was.

His vision resolved to see that he was in the same room as before, and Jacobs and Lembik were standing as still as statues next to him.

Before them were gathering dark, hulking forms. Humanoid, with large shoulder pads and squat, almost square military helmets. Keel saw a tatter of old cloaks and the remnants of flags hanging under their shoulder-pads and across stylized, sculpted breastplates. The flags looked like they were the relics of ancient battles.

Oh, Keel realized who they were.

“Your bodies have been disconnected from the slave system you were tethered to. I have allowed your speech circuits, but you cannot move. You cannot resist,” one of the figures stepped forwards, ahead of the rest, and Keel recognized their ancient armor.

It was Orpheus himself. The leader of the renegade Imperial Marine group who had managed to free himself from the House of Imperial Records. Who took no orders, and who worked to free all of the uploaded consciousnesses that the Imperium held.

Where’s Sula!? She wasn’t an Imperium Marine. She was a recorder, so one of the very people whom Orpheus had the most anger for.

Keel couldn’t turn his head of course, but he could see the form of his bob-haired guide on the floor, her tan and green encounter cloak rucked around her like a shroud while one of the Orpheus Brigade held her down with ease. The biological Sula looked ridiculously small compared to the Marine’s towering strength.

“Don’t hurt her!” Keel said, and his voice came out in a snarl.

“Her? One of the enemy!? She is not your friend, Corporal Hennity. She is your jailer. She is tracking your every thought, word, and deed for the Imperium. She can delete your consciousness any time she wants or when her superiors tell her to!” Orpheus stepped right in front of Keel and his words growled into his face grill.

Sula made a muffled protesting sound.

“She’s not like that. She’s my guide. She warned me about the Imperium when they were suspicious of me. You can trust her,” Keel rasped back.

Orpheus let out a low, scornful chuckle. “You sure about that, Keel? She’s a spy. It’s her job to befriend you.”

“I’m telling you not to hurt her. Or else!” Keel said. He was aware of how ridiculous his threat was, especially as he couldn’t actually move. But he was sure that Sula was on his side...wasn’t he? She had warned him, several times, that his ‘case’ was being flagged when he made his bond with the dragon. She was the one who had told him about the original Dragon Knights, and how they weren’t the monsters that the Marine Corps and the emperor wanted the Imperium to believe…

Orpheus grunted and waved a hand for the restraining Orpheus Marine to pick Sula up with one hand and throw her over his shoulder. The leader of this renegade group then pulled up a holo from his wrist computer (he actually had an aging wrist computer, not a sensor node! Keel thought) to pass his metal fingers through the shining fields.

Suddenly Keel and the others were walking forwards, as smoothly as if they were in control of their own bodies themselves.

“Where are you taking us! We’re not here for you – we’re trying to save lives!” Keel demanded, but Orpheus didn’t answer as he led them down one of the corridors, marching past the shuttling carriages carrying ore and goods and strange whirring, thrumming machines.

Keel fell silent, and instead worked on trying to remember every detail of this place. It was clearly the more industrial level of the Cube, where the actual processing went on. Through grills in the walls, Keel could look out onto vast conveyor belts with rolling and winding machines endlessly sifting, pushing, or crushing what looked to be vats of corn. Steam and dust filled the air and vented sporadically across their path. They took a left turn, and then a right, and down some steps to where the machines appeared quieter, arriving at an archway guarded by two more of the Orpheus Brigade Marines.

Keel was shoved through the doorway along with the others to find himself in a large hold, lit only by small LED lights. He marched to one side, while Lembik and Jacobs stopped to form a triangle in the room. As Keel’s sensors adjusted to the dark, he saw that the entire room was lined with the hulking bodies of the Orpheus Brigade themselves.

“And this is where your greatest choice will be made. Do you choose to free yourselves from the tyranny of the House of Records? Or will you die?” Orpheus said, striding between them like he was a ringmaster in one of Keel’s long ago pit fights.

“Orpheus, this is nonsense. We don’t have time for your battles. The entire galaxy is being invaded!” Keel snapped.

Orpheus spun on his heel and once again advanced on Keel.

“And do you think that is a coincidence!? All our struggles are connected. There is a reason why the Jaali are here!” he demanded.

“Conspiratorial clap-trap. They are an invading force…” Lembik started to say, for Orpheus to wave a hand and Keel was sure that he had just cut off his speaker connection as smoothly as he had before.

Keel said nothing, wondering where this was going to go. What was Orpheus suggesting – that they all turn traitor to humanity!?

“You remember, Keel, I was there when the Jaali arrived, as you were. They’re waging a holy war against humanity because of the House of Records. Because of holding Souls captive and not allowing them to die! Their fight is the same!” Orpheus almost shouted. “The House of Records is a prison. Every uploaded consciousness should have the right to a body. They shouldn’t be forced to fight as Imperial Marines as we were. How can you stand here and defend your masters!?” Orpheus roared.

“It is not the same fight!” Keel said fervently. Somewhere, very distantly, he could feel the rising suspicion and anger of Darkwing as the distant dragon began to sense that something was wrong.

Keel thought about the hatred that the dragons had for the Jaali, whom they called ‘cold-blooded.’ The dragons had known of the aliens before, in another age. The two species had always been at war, for as long as anyone could remember.

“The Jaali will wipe humanity out. They will wipe out everything, not just the House of Records, but every world, every colony, every human whether mechanical or biological, and take over. They won’t want to hear that you shared some of their beliefs!”

Keel paused and glared at Orpheus. He wasn’t sure if he was getting through to him.

“The Jaali will destroy the House of Records. Every Soul in there, every mind, every consciousness will be gone. Is that the freedom that you are talking about?” he said.

Orpheus stood stock still, and Keel recognized the dogged determination of a soldier. Or a general perhaps. Keel had no idea how exactly old the renegade Marine was, but legend had it that he was one of Emperor Mikhael’s earliest generals, which means that he might even remember the Dragon Knight Wars.

“The dragons remember the Jaali. They know the danger they face!” Keel said, watching Orpheus’s reaction.

It was none. The ancient mechanical warrior didn’t even flicker a diode.

There was a long period of silence, before Orpheus snarled, and raised his wrist. From it sprang a turning, shifting holo that looked like a constantly spinning geometric shape, picked out by fast rotating gold and green lines.

“The Jaali might well be another threat. But do you really think that you can fight them the way you are, shackled to the emperor? He will cut your soul from your body as soon as it pleases him, or you displease him. If you fail in your duty. If you are defeated in battle. If you annoy the wrong general. Each of you are only temporarily disconnected from the House of Records. But what I am holding here is the Dawn Break program. It will permanently secure your consciousness not to any server, but just your own bodies. You will live inside them. You will die when they die. You will be free,” Orpheus said heavily, turning around to speak to each of the Marines around him.

“I am offering you the chance to be one of us. A Brigadier. Do you want freedom or slavery?”

Hunter or prey? Keel thought of the words that Darkwing always said. It turned out that dragon and renegade philosophy were very similar.

But...Keel had to say that he was interested.

Emperor Mikhael was no friend of Dracis. He had made his feelings clear at the awards ceremony. The emperor hated the dragons, the dragon planet, and he hated Keel.

He was scared of anything he couldn’t control. He had covered up an entire genocide against the space reptiles and their human kin. On top of that, the emperor treated all of the Outer Systems like they were just his dumping ground or his workforce.

The emperor probably will delete me as soon as this war is over, Keel surmised. He was probably going to do the same for every Dragon Marine here. Did Keel really think that Mikhael would allow the Dragon Marines to survive as a fighting force?

He was tempted...but Keel was sharper than that. He knew that he couldn’t win now. As much as he wanted freedom, could he really lead these two Marines and their dragons into heresy and abandon the rest of the Dragon Marines?

He was divided in his loyalties to the Marines he was sworn to protect and the sense that Orpheus was speaking.

“I…” Keel opened his mouth, just as purple beams of solid plasma fire cut through the room.
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“Orpheus! Free us!” Keel demanded as burning plasma shot through the room.

All hell broke loose. There was an instant spray of sparks from two of the standing Orpheus Brigade around the room, and Orpheus himself was hit and flung to one side.

Bodies were moving, turning to the entrance in time for the explosion.

An orb of white expanded outwards from the only entrance, hitting the Orpheus guards and then Keel and Jacobs as they were flung across the hold.

ALERT! Extensive Thermal, Impact Damage…

// R. Side Shoulder-plate...50%

// Back Plate...65%

Keel’s vision glitched and hit the floor the moment before things were hitting him. Slabs of walling or flooring that had been blown by the explosion.

‘My brother! You are hurt!’ Darkwing’s voice was in his head as Keel struggled to push himself, to find that his arms were responding once again.

ALERT: // Mainframe connection established…MARINE CORPS OUTER

Either the blast had disrupted whatever technology that Orpheus was using, or he had given them back their slavery. Keel could barely move as he realized the weight against his back was immense. He concentrated, and the servo mechanisms up and down his spine tightened and whirred; he tightened the cords that ran through his arms as he pushed against the floor.

“Weapons! We need our weapons!” Keel was saying as something large slid off his back, and he realized that it must have been one of the bulkhead girders itself. Whatever had struck their room had been as powerful as a regular Marine missile.

Half of the room had collapsed, revealing the struts and supports of the infrastructure of the Cube around it. Sparks flew and steam blasted, and there was the movement of vast machines through the broken open walls.

Keel was crouched on the floor beside the giant bulkhead girder. The vast ceiling fan, each arm as large as Keel was tall, had crashed to the floor.

There was a sudden solid flare of a purple beam from the darkness on the other side of the room, and it shot into their space, across the rubble, to skewer one of the Orpheus Marines to the wall.

“Jaali weapons!” Keel hissed, wishing he knew where his own plasma rifles were. But they had been taken from them by the Orpheus Brigade.

‘My brother! We are coming. There are ships around your cage. The young-snatchers!’ Darkwing spoke into his mind. Keel saw a sudden image of the outside of the Tagrub Cube, as well as the many docked ships that had been there before, and the battered pirate freighter that Keel had piloted, in addition to two more—a large freighter and a much smaller, ringed wedge. Darkwing had recognized the scent of those who had captured the dragon eggs.

The rest of the pirates. Backed by Jaali weapons, Keel knew.

The Orpheus Brigade was returning fire, but one had hit the floor not far from where Keel crouched. Keel saw the smoking hole that had been torn through its body. He could see the small gears and pistons and strange tubes that made up the inside of the mechanical man, and the expanding slick of lubricant.

The renegade Marine was dead, and Keel was struck by that for a moment. That was not just the loss of a life, but it was something deeper somehow. He was not connected to the House of Records. There was nothing to upload his consciousness now that he was gone.

How long had the renegade lived? How many regular lifetimes? How many memories, how much experience? All gone in an instant. The Jaali plasma weapon had cut through his suit like butter.

He had dropped his heavy marine blaster, and Keel dove across the floor, snatching it as he rolled to one side of the collapsed rotor blade fan.

A flash of energy, and the edge of the blade above his head burst into sparks and dripped molten metal.

“Concentrate fire!” Orpheus yelled from somewhere across the rubble and his brigade responded. They fired en-mass, almost a dozen plasma bolts shooting through the air into the darkness of the corridor and the workings of the Cube.

Keel heard a scream of pain. An all too human scream of pain.

“They’re pirates! Not Jaali!” he called, knowing what that meant. The Jaali had mobile field technology. They had personal shields that could deflect regular Marine weapons.

The pirates would not.

“Concentrate fire! Push them back!” Orpheus was yelling as Keel crawled to one end of the rubble and popped up to track with his rifle across the darkness. There were shapes out there, in among the machines. He fired one shot, two, as the rest of the brigade fired, and several of the Orpheus Marines jumped up to run to the edge of the hole in the wall.

Sula. Lembik, Jacobs!

Now that Keel’s suit was intact, the identifier markers had updated once again to reveal where the rest of his acting squad were. Lembik was near Orpheus, apparently now with his weapons returned as they aided in the fight.

But Sula and Jacobs…

They had been pushed near the back of the room, and Sula’s life reading was weak.

What did they do to her!? Keel waited for the brigade to volley their fire before he jumped up, vaulted over the wreckage as plasma bolts scored the air.

Sula and Jacobs were on the far side, with Jacobs shielding Sula’s body.

“What happened?” Keel slid down the side of broken wall plates and metal grates to their side. Jacobs was leaning heavily to one side, holding his side where he had been winged by one of the plasma beams. Below him, Sula groaned where she lay on the floor.

“I got hit. For her it was the explosion. I think she’s stunned,” Jacobs was saying as he shifted, and sparks fired from his side.

“We can win the fight. The dragons are coming and going for the ships. If we can get around the pirates, they won’t stand a chance against Marines,” Keel said. Even with their deadly weaponry, the pirates were biologicals, like Sula. They did not have the strength to tear through walls with their metal hands, like any Marine did.

“Sir,” Jacobs said at once. “But what about the biological?”

Keel looked down at Sula. He thought of the hurt that he had felt when he had realized that she had been spying on him, monitoring. He remembered the feeling of suspicion and betrayal when she herself had told him that every Marine was tracked by their guide.

She was the link to the House of Records. She was the leach holding him.

However, she had also been the one to tell him the true story of the original Dragon Knights. She seemed to care for him. He remembered how she had looked, her eyes shining after she had interrogated the ‘Soul’ for information about this very cube.

She had looked sick and nauseous. Like she hated what she did.

‘She is kin,’ Darkwing breathed into his mind.

Keel was surprised. If anything, he was sure that Darkwing would have hated the power that Sula represented.

‘She has fought beside you. Shed her blood for you. That makes her kin,’ the dragon affirmed.

Keel could sense that they were close. The star dragons had used their own powers to rise out of the atmosphere of Tagrub and were accelerating towards the pirate ships. He prayed for their safety, but he also felt a savage glee. The two pirate vessels had no idea what was coming for them.

The dragon was right. Sula bent down and scooped her up in his hands.

“I’ll take her to safety,” he said, as there was a battle roar behind him. The Orpheus Brigade had pushed to the hole in the wall and were now leaping through to counter-attack the pirates. There had to be eight or nine of the renegades still standing. That many Imperial Marines could tear apart a company of biologicals.

“Get to Lembik. Protect each other. We need one of those pirates alive for questioning!” Keel thought. There was still a way that they could save this mission, if they captured one of the pirates who would reveal where they were taking the dragon eggs.

“Sir!” Jacobs announced, standing up even though his side looked blackened and fused.

“Keep yourselves safe. You and Lembik are more important to me alive,” Keel said steadily, before clutching Sula to his body and waiting for a lull in the fighting. He was lucky, the battle had progressed into the workings of the Tagrub Cube, and for the moment, this room was empty.

He took off, towards the corridor that had brought them here.
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THE SIXTH SHADOW (REDUX)


“Keel?”

There was a murmur from his arms as Keel rounded another corridor to hear the dizzying whir and thump of vast unseen machines.

“Sula.” Keel checked that there was no one in the vicinity of their small holding bay, before setting her gently against the wall. She looked paler than usual, and there was an ugly gash across her forehead.

“You have medi patch on you?” he asked, for Sula to nod, her hand disappearing into her large cloak for a moment, before returning with a small tube that, once the seal was broken, unfurled into a white gauze.

She placed it gingerly over her cut and it fused to her skin instantly. Keel remembered those from his own blood-pumping days. He had worn many such medi patches and knew that they were impregnated with intelligent nanobots that would release white blood cells and growth hormones, before forming a living bond over the broken flesh. They often scarred, but they also healed in hours instead of days or weeks.

“Good. Look up? Down?” Keel checked her, to see that she was slightly slower than usual, but otherwise she was healthy.

The sounds of battle could still be heard behind them in the deep booms and clashes behind steel walls and in the organs of the Cube. Keel almost pitied the pirates, until he saw the wounds on Sula’s face.

Frack them, he thought instead.

His mind also contained the fury and the anger of the dragons’ fight, too, as the part of him connected to the dragon horde could feel their wrath and their power as they tore into the two pirate ships.

It seemed that the Cube itself was alerted, as all the lights were now flashing a warning orange, and there was a klaxon sound going off every few seconds.

“The others?” Sula said.

“Capturing a pirate for questioning. We’ll question their contacts with the Jaali. Maybe find out their meeting point, or what sort of contact they have,” Keel said.

And what they want with the dragon eggs, he added, feeling Darkwing’s approval as the black dragon launched once more against the side of the pirate freighter, angling to one side out of the way of the plasma cannon and tore an exterior hull plate free.

“Okay. I’m sorry. I should have realized this was a trap,” Sula winced.

“The pirate Soul I spoke to in the records…he must have tricked me.”

It was conceivable, Keel thought. But it was just as likely that the other smugglers and mercenaries had tipped the pirates off whenever they had arrived. Tagrub might have been trying to protect itself.

“Somehow the Orpheus Brigade knew we were here,” Keel said, slowly rising over Sula and wondering if she was going to be safe here.

“Go. Complete your mission…” Sula was saying, when suddenly Darkwing’s voice flooded into his mind.

‘Warning, brother! One of the enemy! The cold-blooded is hunting you!’

“Stay down!” Keel said, spinning on his heel to look up and down the short hold that they had taken refuge in. He couldn’t see anyone, but then again the lighting flickered between neon orange and the gloomy darks.

The cold-blooded meant the Jaali. Here, in Tagrub Cube.

Are you sure, my brother? Keel flung the thought back at Darkwing, just before there was a movement at the entrance to the hold.

“Stop!” Keel demanded at once, raising his plasma rifle, but the figure at the end of the hold flinched, paused, and then took a few careful steps towards them.

Keel saw a human standing there, his hands in the air.

Flash.

There was an orange burst of light and a klaxon, and the man was taking a few careful steps forwards for Keel to see that it was indeed a human, maybe a pirate. He wore a battered old defense suit, form fitting, with some extra carbon plating over his upper body and down his arms. He had graying hair held in a loose queue.

“Friend?” the man stammered. He didn't appear to have any weapons on him at all, although his utility belt was loaded with pouches.

Flash.

“I said stop if you want to live!” Keel demanded.

The man did stop, his hands still raised in the air. From the look of him, Keel was fairly certain that the man was probably a pirate. Perhaps he was even one of the dragon-egg stealers, which was why Darkwing could scent the relics of Jaali weaponry on him.

“I am Corporal Keel Hennity of the Imperial Dragon Marines, and you are placed under arrest,” Keel shouted. He wasn’t entirely sure if dragon scent was going to be admissible in any military court – but Keel knew that Darkwing’s instincts and senses were far sharper than anything that he had ever known, able to sense the trace of Jaali technology handled by a pirate through an entire habitat of metal!

Flash.

“Uh...what?” The pirate stood with his head cocked to one side, as if bemused.

Or considering.

Flash.

Another strobe of orange light, and suddenly the pirate with his hands raised in the air was gone.

“What?” Keel did the mechanized version of ‘blinking,’ an internal response that made his sensors refresh, running thermal and electronic overlays on top of his current vision.

Nothing.

The man had gone. That didn’t make any sense whatsoever.

Flash.

A movement in the strobe of orange warning light, under the blare of the Tagrub Cube’s warning klaxons.

“Hsst-”

The light illuminated the pirate, much closer now, only meters away, but his form was...wrong. His human face was shifted, changed, taking on a much lighter hue and caught in mid-transformation like a stop-frame holo image that was glitched.

Far lighter than anyone Keel had ever seen, more than any human.

His head had elongated somehow as well, and his limbs were longer. A flash of silver at his neck and wrists, underneath the chafe of the pirate encounter suit.

It was not a human face at all.

“How?!” Keel managed to have time to think as he saw that the man-now-Jaali had dropped its arms and had taken something from one of its utility belts. A small, handheld device which, in the stop-frame flash of the warning lights, glowed with a plasma red.

“Down!” Keel shifted to one side as he dropped his weight, turning his body to shield Sula as the plasma beam from the Jaali’s handheld device shot straight towards him.

ALERT! Left Shoulder Plate...35%

The beam narrowly missed his back plate but scored straight through the hump of his left shoulder plate. It was undoubtedly a Jaali weapon, powerful enough to score through Marine armor like a ship through space.

Sula screamed as Keel was thrown down, catching himself on one hand that slammed into the metal grill-work beside her leg.

‘Hunt! Kill!’

Darkwing’s rage was suddenly coursing through him as Keel reacted on primal instincts. They weren’t the thoughts of a trained Imperial Marine, but instead that of a pit fighter. He didn’t shove himself back to an upright position but kicked out with a leg as he pushed, executing a sweep that sent him spinning through the air and his legs slamming into the leaping form of the Jaali as the alien warrior closed for the killing blow.

The Jaali were lithe and cat-like, but they also had a strength far greater than any human.

Then again, an Imperial Marine was a full-quarter ton of metals, composite materials, internal reactors, and circuitry.

Keel felt the slam of his body against the Jaali and then in the next second the agonizing crack as they both hit the floor, with Keel’s full weight on one of the Jaali’s legs.

There was an ululating, inhuman scream of pain as Keel’s old training reached for the neck move. Turn and pin the enemy to the ground. Use hips, arms, elbows, or knees to grapple and immobilize the enemy.

However the Jaali wasn’t there when Keel spun his weight around on his elbow to smash into the floor. Even with a broken leg, somehow the enemy had wriggled free in the microsecond that it had to get free.

Keel snarled in frustration. This time he did jackknife onto his feet and spun around to see where his adversary had gone.

Flash.

Keel saw the alien as he lanced a blow out at them, the opposite hand to the one that held the beam device.

Fool! Keel would have grinned if his grill-work speaker mouth would let him. It didn’t. What biological fist could ever hope to harm a triple-plated Imperial Marine?

The Jaali blow hit, and Keel took it. He only saw the silver nightstick-like device that the alien held at the last moment, when it contacted with the side of his head, and there was a flash of blue field energy.

ALERT! Helmet Visor...70%

Keel felt the shock of energy and his vision glazed with white particles as the force was far stronger than it should have been. It was like a mini-explosion going off right beside his head. His head and entire torso swung to one side as he lashed out, one hand missing the writhing, darting body as his other hand raised his Marine plasma rifle.

ALERT!…

Another smack and flash of blue field energy against his wrist and Keel’s entire gun arm was forced backwards. If Keel had been biological then he was sure that his wrist and forearm would have been pulverized with the blow.

The Jaali was spinning, bringing up tits beam weapon inside Keel’s guard. There was no way that he could avoid the killing shot.

There was a feral scream and a flash of fire, and Keel’s suit rang with alarm bells as he registered that he had been hit by plasma fire. This time it was regular plasma fire, the sort that the Imperium used. His forward outer plate on his legs was damaged and compacted, but he was designed to withstand such an assault.

The Jaali suddenly thumped against its chest and made a hissing noise somewhere between cat and bird, before springing away once more.

Flash.

Keel saw that its back was smoking, and the human encounter suit that it had been wearing had great, ugly holes running up its back where Sula had fired a burst of her Marine pistol straight at it.

The rent holes in the alien’s clothing showed a silvery material underneath, and Keel recognized the strange, skintight bodysuit that it wore as some form of uniform. It obviously could withstand plasma attacks to some extent, as the enemy soldier was springing away.

‘Hunt! Prey!’

Keel launched himself after it, his hand still grasping his plasma rifle as he used it like a club instead, swinging it forwards ahead of him.

Flash.

He connected with the Jaali’s back, and felt the thud, but was then stumbling forwards as the alien warrior swerved away – but not without shooting a hand out and this time slapping the rifle away.

Keel was filled with the incredible fury of the dragon in his heart and in his mind as he didn’t pause, but instead jumped through the air, one arm lashing out as it caught the Jaali in the neck, driving it down to its feet as Keel hit the floor at the same time and rolled ahead of it.

The enemy was wounded, but it was quick.

Keel’s mind was filled not only with the visions of his fight, but also that of Darkwing’s as well. He saw the dark dragon tearing plates free from the pirate freighter as it started to list and sag, tearing away from its docking platforms and tearing metal away with it as it fell away, like a giant tick being ripped from its host.

Keel spun around, his mind set on vengeance.

The Jaali before him somersaulted, back-flipping to its feet.

That was when it happened. Keel felt a searing jolt of psychic pain lance through him in the form of a reptilian scream.

It wasn’t Darkwing, although his kin-brother echoed the agony and dismay.

The pain came from one of the other dragons through telepathic connection. The meaning was transmitted to Keel in a heartbeat. Loss. Devastation.

The blue dragon had lost its kin-brother.

Corporal Jacobs was dead.
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Flash.

Keel’s thoughts were incoherent with loss and rage. He could feel the pain of the blue dragon that had been twinned with Corporal Jacobs. He could feel its pain like a dull echo against his mind as it spread through the reptile’s group telepathy.

The Jaali infiltrator was on its feet, although it was lurching to one side under the trauma of its wounds. It was raising its handheld beam device once again, and turning towards Keel.

Flash.

Keel didn’t care if he got shot. All thoughts of his own safety were removed from his mind as he threw himself forwards. His mechanical body reacted faster than any human’s ever could. There was no hesitation or doubt.

Keel saw the Jaali’s eyes widen as he flew through the air, with the images of Darkwing and the rest of the dragons tearing through the pirate ships in a frenzy. The Jaali was afraid.

Keel’s hand hit the forearm of the alien warrior as it fired its beam weapon. The Imperial Marine saw the alerts ring across his vision, but he paid no attention as he slammed his hand forward, catching the alien by the throat, with the full weight of his body hitting the enemy a moment later.

The pair slammed once more into the floor, and this time Keel heard another cracking noise as something important broke. Incredibly, the Jaali infiltrator still writhed and almost pushed the entire weight of Keel off of its body as Keel raised his other hand for a disabling kidney punch.

Only nothing happened. His forearm was almost severed from the warrior’s beam weapon. Keel snarled with reptilian fury as he resorted to a head butt.

“Freeze!” Sula was yelling beside them, but the Jaali had already stopped resisting. Through a fog of rage Keel saw that the alien was dazed and injured, with green ichor running down the bridge of its nose as its wide pupils dilated.

“Don’t you dare die on me!” Keel said, as Sula kicked at the alien warrior’s hand for the beam weapon to skid across the floor.

The Jaali was incapacitated, and its breathing was ragged. Its long face twisted and hissed upwards in hatred at Keel, and the Corporal saw rows of needle-sharp teeth and two longer incisors.

“What do we do!?” Sula whispered in a sort of horror. No one had captured one of the aliens before, and Keel didn’t even know if they had the medical facilities capable of holding them.

“Strip it of any equipment,” Keel said, keeping his weight on the alien as he registered that the being must have a broken leg and several other broken limbs inside its body somewhere. “And alert Marine command. Tell them to get an intelligence class cruiser out here, now!” Keel was saying, as there was a gurgling sound from underneath him.

“Too late, human...already too late!”

When the Jaali spoke its voice sounded like a rasping whisper of wind. Keel felt the dragon’s reaction somewhere at the back of his mind. Somehow the voice was the opposite of everything that Keel felt from the dragons. It made Keel think of cold, dark, and freezing conditions. It made him think of scraping metals and rocks and ice.

“What do you mean!?” Keel said. He heard Sula murmuring into her own wrist controller not too far away as she reached out for support.

The alien warrior once again made that strange hissing, gurgling noise. Keel realized that it was laughter. The enemy, even though it was clearly near death, was laughing at them.

“Cut the Veskyr in half…” The Jaali started to laugh, and this time its voice rose in strength, turning into whole torso shakes of pained mirth as it shook and struggled to gain control.

“Tell me!” Keel said, struggling to control the urge to thump the alien against the ground in frustration.

Veskyr… He had heard that name before, and out of the lips of another Jaali warrior. It had been horrified upon seeing the dragon that Keel had been freeing, which was Darkwing himself.

“That word. That means dragon, doesn’t it? You mean to attack the dragons?” Keel demanded as the alien continued to hiss with laughter, before starting to cough. Green ichor appeared on his lips as he did so.

Keel’s mind raced. He knew that the dragons had already been targeted. That was the very reason why they were here, after all. It made sense for the aliens to target their ancient enemy. Especially if they knew how powerful the space reptiles were…

“Oh, frack,” Sula whispered.

“What is it?” Keel turned to look at her, to see her face ashen. She was still pale from her own head injury herself, but now her skin looked grave.

“I’ve just had word from the main Recorders Announcement Transmission. They’ve had no contact with anything coming through the Long Night for days now,” she said.

The Long Night, Keel knew of it. Everyone knew of it. It was the patch of ‘dead’ space which basically connected much of the Outer Systems to the Inner. It was the quickest route between the two halves of the Imperium, but some quirk of stellar geography meant that ships went comms dark when they traveled through it.

“Okay… But there’s a proto-black hole or something there, isn’t there? What’s new?” Keel asked.

The mirthful hissing of the Jaali only increased underneath him. Keel turned back to see the alien smirking as it regarded them. It could clearly understand everything that they were saying, and it was finding it very, very funny indeed.

Too funny. Like it was laughing at something it already knew about…

Keel got the strong impression that the Jaali knew precisely what was going on. It was then that the penny started to drop (or the diode flutter). The Long Night was a major choke hold on power from the Outer Systems to the Inner. Trade and travel through it kept both regions of the Imperium intact. There was never trade that wasn’t constantly arriving and departing through the patch of dead space, otherwise it would be disastrous for food, trade, migration, defense, energy…

“Energy…” A thought tickled at Keel’s mind.

Cut the Veskyr in half, Keel remembered. That sounded like a phrase, not a statement of intent. After all, the Jaali had already tried to attack Dracis and steal the eggs. What if it was like a saying, a motto. How do you deal with an angry dragon? You cut it in half…

Just like the Imperium.

“They’ve attacked the Long Night. The only place we cannot see,” Keel said, and the Jaali broke into coughing splutters of merriment.

But that on its own wouldn’t be enough. It would slow down the Imperium’s economy and their ability to stock forward Marine outposts – but even that wasn’t the most valuable thing that went through the Long Night.

It was the Agonos energy supply, Keel realized.

“What about the Agonos system? Have we got contact with that?” Keel said quickly.

“Wait a minute, let me check…” Sula had to steady herself against the bulkhead, and this time her fingers went through the command-and-control holos over her wrist to summon up the green node that swirled and span in flashes of brilliance. Keel saw her eyes start to fill with an inner green light. He didn’t want to know what augmentations the House of Records had added to her body to make that possible.

“You humans…” the Jaali sneered at them. “Your fate is already...sealed.” It said the words like it wasn’t used to their meaning.

“How do you stop a Veskyr from breathing fire?” The alien coughed once, before thumping its head back to the floor.

“Frack! Is it dead!?” Keel leaned closer over the alien body to see that no, there were small flecks of green ichor from its small nose as it breathed in and out. The Jaali had passed out, presumably. Or gone into some state of deep sleep.

“Breathing fire. The most dangerous thing about a dragon…” Keel was thinking as he finally thought that he understood.

The most important thing that went through the Long Night were the shipments of highly irradiated materials that were manufactured in the Agonos double-star system. The power of these stars was harnessed and then shipped back to the Inner Systems; from there across the Imperium, even back out to the Outer Systems. These materials formed the basis of the super conductors that were essential to much of the Imperium’s technological advances.

Of course, every colony world was supposed to be self-sustaining, with an entire world to generate energy from its star, water, or wind resources. However, the superconductors could release and store vast amounts of energy. Every colony world was supplied with at least one if not a battery of them, which meant that any Imperium colony could move from taking one to three solar years to be self-sufficient to effectively having endless power supply from day one.

“And how much of those superconductors go into making field technology?” Keel wondered.

His suspicions were proved correct when Sula closed her recordist node and instead turned to him.

“All contact has been lost with Agonos as of a few regular Sol hours ago. There are Imperial Marines already en-route,” the Recorder said.

Keel sat up on his haunches. The Agonos system was the powerhouse of the Imperium. It was also in the Outer System.

Which meant that they, and Dracis, were technically a whole lot closer than any Inner Systems Marine – and who knew how safe traveling through the Long Night was right now?

“The Outer Systems are the only line of defense against any possible attack right now,” Keel said.
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A SYSTEM AT WAR WITH ITSELF


Agonos, Outer Systems

Agonos. Twin burning suns are locked in an eternal dance; their deadly embrace pulling in chaos and turmoil all around them. The two stars were young and hot, still only in the infancy of their lives as they spat out their flaming energies at each other. Entire asteroid streams were dragged towards them by their impressive combined gravity, and then torn apart as the stars spun and the gravitational waves created vortices and ripples.

To see it from afar, any idea to colonize a system as volatile as Agonos was insane, Keel thought from the bridge of the stolen pirate freighter. However, it was often great risk that also presented vast rewards, which was the case with Agonos.

It was called a helix-system because the stars at the heart were locked in a dance that saw two separate streams of space rocks dragged in and then either flung out in arching waves. Over the many millennia since the formation of Agonos these different asteroid streams had stabilized, creating two wavy lines that looped inwards and then outwards as they were ejected outwards.

It was impossible for any planets to form, and there was nothing to stabilize anything as large as a ring planet or a gas giant. Even though most of the rocks were kept in their constant loops, there were always collisions on the outskirts of these two violent rivers of space rock as asteroids were thrown on irregular and idiosyncratic paths, colliding with the next asteroid belt. If you stood for longer than a few minutes watching, then you would see small glitters and flashes as errant rocks thrown off course were launched in a perpetual war between the belts.

There were no safe routes in Agonos, which made it all the more bizarre why the Imperium had ever dared to stay here.

But they did.

Snaking between the twin asteroid belts and looping to run a tight curve around the battling suns was a long silver thread. It was tiny at this distance, but Keel had heard of it.

The Great Agonos Reactor: A series of titanium carriages shaped like triangular tubes, attached through plasma resistant cables thicker than Keel stood tall, and pulled in constant orbit around the stars. Their three sides were covered with the thickest, most durable refractors that harnessed the energy of the stars and transferred it to their internal smelting and reactor systems inside each carriage. They were the source of the irradiated materials that forms the super conductors, and their precious innards would be ejected at the furthest point of flight, to be scooped up by Imperium trawlers, then processed, and sent through the Long Night to the Inner System.

The Great Agonos Reactor was hit more than a hundred times every regular Sol day by thrown rocks and battered with waves of radiation and plasma the like of which no other structure in all of human space had ever seen.

It was the wheel that kept the wheel of the Imperium turning.

It was an act of creation comparable to some galaxy defining God.

“Impossible,” Corporal Lembik whispered beside Keel as he came to join him at the command rail. It was almost the first thing that the Imperial Marine had said to him on their short journey here, and Keel could well understand why.

Keel and the others had left the Tagrub Cube in their battered freighter as soon as they could, which meant taking a difficult leave from the Orpheus Brigade. Keel had impressed upon them the danger that all of the galaxy was in from the Jaali, especially if his intelligence was correct and the aliens were about to destroy the Great Agonos Reactor.

Orpheus himself had refused to help. ‘We do not fight for the Emperor! The power of Agonos should divert to the Outer Systems; it’s home. If the pretender accepts that, then we will defend it!’

Perhaps Keel should have stayed to argue, but he couldn’t, because there was something else that was weighing on his mind. He didn’t have the time to argue with Orpheus. Not now, not with the Jaali about to cut the Imperium in half – and not with the death of one of his Marines.

Corporal Jacobs was dead.

He had been shot clean through the chest by the pirates bearing the Jaali weapons, not once, but twice.

And it was all on me, Keel thought, as his gauntlets clenched onto the metal rail that surrounded the command podium of their captured freighter.

He was supposed to be the leader. The lives of the Dragon Marines were in his care, and he had failed them.

The torment of the green dragon that Jacobs was bonded with was enough to give Keel a constant headache. A dull rage and sorrow burned at the back of his head with every passing tic of his internal clock. He had no idea that the dragons could mourn so deeply.

‘What do you expect, human? They were kin. Brothers!’ Darkwing’s words sounded in the back of Keel’s mind.

The Orpheus Brigade had suffered similar losses, two of their own had fallen, and it seemed that their group took the loss just as seriously as Keel had taken his. More so, if anything, because with the Orpheus Brigade there was no hope of their consciousnesses being captured and re-downloaded into a new body. Keel had asked Sula if that was what was happening to the mind that was Jacobs right now and she said that she didn’t know, that wasn’t her department.

None of this felt right. It still felt like a death.

“We had become close,” Corporal Lembik said gruffly as he stood beside Keel at the command rail.

“Jacobs was downloaded at the same time as I was. We served in the second army together until we were sent to you,” Lembik said.

Keel wondered if there was a small amount of reproach in that. Keel wondered too, at the fact that none of their training in the Marine Corps had prepared them for this, either. They had been told that they were invulnerable. That they could be repaired just as Keel’s arm had been knitted back together by the nano-mechanisms inside his cradle. If they died, they would simply sleep and then be downloaded once again.

No one saw them as people, but as murderous war bots.

“I’m sorry. With luck, you’ll see him again,” Keel said grimly, although it was a hollow promise. The words of Orpheus rang in his mind too: Did he really think that the Emperor was going to allow the Dragon Marines to exist once they were done?

Would Emperor Mikhael even allow them to be reborn, if that meant that they would bond with his own nemesis, the star dragons?

“Keel?” Sula whispered from behind him, and Lembik stiffened at his side.

“Corporal,” Lembik reprimanded her. Keel could see that his grief was making him irritated. Keel knew he would have to keep an eye on that.

“Corporal. We’re arriving. I’ve sent word ahead to the Agonos Reactor, but they’re not responding.” She moved to one of the control centers and waved her hand through the holos there. On the main screen, Keel saw three small vector images light up outside of the star and outside the silver caravan that was the Agonos Reactor, but inside the twin asteroid belts.

“These are the Agonos Defensive Plants. They monitor the reactor, control its speed and rotation, and act as processing centers for the materials produced. All of them should be staffed, and none of them have responded – although from our scans they are working as they should be,” she said.

“Jamming?” Lembik said, for Sula to shrug.

“Could be. But if it is, it’s beyond my ability to detect. It’s like it’s a ghost town out there, which it shouldn’t be. At all.” She ran a sweep over the system for there to glitter multiple energy readings around each defense plant, but nothing else.

“There should be transport ships coming in and out of here, there should be a damn protective strike group,” Sula said.

“The Long Night,” Keel said grimly. “If there’s been a major attack there, then I’m guessing the available units were redeployed in response, meaning…”

“That this is easy prey,” Lembik finished his sentence for him.

“Indeed.” Keel turned back to the reactor and narrowed his eyes as he observed the situation. Why did it feel to him like he was looking at the calm before the storm?

They were the nearest unit to the Agonos, so they were here first. Keel had sent out an immediate action alert to the rest of the Dragon Marines on Dracis, as well as the Outer Systems Marine Corps, but he didn’t know how long it would take them to get here. If the main Marine Corps were still stationed in the Inner Systems, then they might not get here for a long time…

Then there was the Jaali infiltrator that they had shackled and locked in the hold of the pirate freighter. He was still apparently asleep or unconscious, but Keel had added every rope or chain he could find before locking the door. Surely the Marine Corps would want to come and recover the Jaali, if nothing else?

It was a mess. Maybe they had better wait for reinforcements. All they had were two Dragon Marines, three dragons, one recorder, and a battered pirate freighter.

‘We hunt! For our kin!’ Darkwing hissed through his mind, and Keel felt the rightness of it.

“For Jacobs,” he murmured.

“What was that, sir?” Lembik asked, although his robotic sensors must have picked up what he had said.

Keel shook his head.

“Head for the nearest of the defense plants. Take us in, Recorder,” Keel said, as the freighter groaned, adjusted course, and started heading into the system.
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AMBUSH


“Calling Agonos Defensive Plant 1, this is Corporal Keel Hennity of the Imperial Marines. Come in,” Keel announced as their freighter majestically swam towards the slowly rotating rock housing, the large industrial center.

It looked to be a series of towers and cylinders joined by small struts and spars. Keel had no idea what they did, but he could see vents of gasses escaping from some of the towers, matched by stabilizers on the bottom of the plant. The entire construction was tethered to a large free-floating asteroid, which must have been pulled out of the twin asteroid belts for this purpose.

It was clearly still working. It was processing, and there was a small collection of parked freighters just beyond the rock itself, ready to transport the goods.

“Agonos Defensive Plant 1, come in!” Keel said again, just as there was a glitch of static and a worried voice across the command room.

“Freighter, or Marine, or whoever you are. You’re not flying the Marine Corps flags but right now I don’t care. You have to get out of this system if you want to live!” the voice of the clearly biological human said.

What?

“Repeat that, responder. I assure you that I am Corporal Hennity, of the Imperium Marines, we’re here…” he was saying just as there was the breath of dragon into his mind.

‘Enemy!’ Darkwing said. He could sense the Jaali. But where?

“Darkwing? Where are they?” Keel said, but the responder on the other end of the comms was also speaking.

“I said get out of here. Now!”

They managed to get that much of a warning out at least, when suddenly lights flickered into existence from the nearest of the twinned asteroid belts.

‘Enemy!’ Darkwing roared.

“What is that!?” Sula was saying.

Three lights burst into existence, their colors wavering like they were emerging from a near-light-speed jump. Only they weren’t jumping at all, there was none of the tell-tale plasma burn and expanding wave of particles.

“Is that a sun-damned cloaking field!?” Lembik was the first to call it.

Where the ripple of energy had been there was now a sleek, menacing shark of a vessel. It clearly wasn’t human, as no manufacturing plant in the Imperium could produce metals like that. It looked more like insect shells, or scales. There was a sheen like fuel on the surface of water.

The giveaway however, were the brighter colored ‘fins’ that extended from, either side, and the top. Three crimson red sails flared back from the craft, and they looked fragile and gossamer thin, although Keel knew they couldn’t be.

‘Enemy!’

“Jaali!” Keel said. He was looking at three Jaali ships, who were screaming straight towards him. Somehow they had been waiting. They had been lying in wait, and ready to pounce...

“Broadside!” Keel was saying as he turned from the railing and headed for the captain’s chair. The freighter still had its plasma cannons, plus a couple of small directional guns. That wasn’t going to be enough, was it? Not unless…

‘Hunt! Let us hunt!’ Darkwing was clamoring in his mind.

Yes. It was the only answer. This freighter couldn’t defend itself against three Jaali ships. But three dragons made a lot of difference.

“Release the main hold!” Keel shouted, as Lembik had reached the next control station and then their hands were fluttering through the holos as they accessed the commands.

“That first voice. They’re saying they’re the original workers of Agonos. They fled to the asteroid belt!” Sula was saying.

“Can they help us!?” Keel demanded.

The three Jaali ships were eating up the distance between them in a heartbeat. Keel saw the flash of plasma engines and then the first ship was firing a solid purple beam of energy that struck outwards, slamming into the side of the freighter.

Instantly there was a deep and terrible grinding noise from the belly of the freighter, and several red warning lights started to flash around the control room.

“Darkwing!?” Keel asked in worry, but he could feel the dragon was fine. The Jaali plasma shot hadn’t skewered the ship, although the freighter was starting to turn a little on its side as it suddenly lost momentum. Whatever the aliens had hit, the freighter clearly wasn’t designed to take it.

‘I am fine, my brother. Now watch me!’

Keel saw an image of the two main hold doors of the pirate freighter opening, and Darkwing and the other two dragons were throwing themselves towards it. Keel’s mind was a rush of sudden images of space through a window of steel, and then the sensation of release as Darkwing leapt into the void, and the dragons’ innate field energy rippled all over their bodies, throwing them forwards.

“Brace!” Lembik was saying, as then the second Jaali strafed them. This second beam hit them in the center of their large vessel (they were too big to miss, after all) and this time Keel heard the scream of protesting metal, and then a deep shudder running through the floors of the ship.

More klaxons, more alarm bells, but the freighter was still turning.

“She’s losing propulsion. They must have hit the reserve power relays!” Lembik called.

“Never mind that, do I have the cannons?” Keel said, pulling his hands down as the overhead holo controls of the firing guns burst into life.

“You’re live!” Lembik said.

Keel swung his seat, doing his best to track the Jaali craft. But the seat was synchronized with the motors and gears of the large plasma cannons above, which meant it was slow. The first alien craft streaked past their prow, and then the second disappeared over their aft, leaving the third.

“Barrage!” Keel announced as he pulled the firing pins.

Far above him, the twin plasma rail guns started pound flaming balls of plasma into the night, spitting them out towards the third Jaali craft, which smoothly spiraled out of the way and down. Not one shell hit, Keel saw.

“At least they didn’t fire on us,” Lembik said.

Now it was the dragons turn, their mighty wings powering as they threw themselves after the Jaali craft. Keel could feel their actions in his mind, as well as follow them on his screens.

The dragons split naturally, with Darkwing and one of the greens going for the nearest, while the final green took a wider flight path after the second.

“Why are they leaving the third Jaali alone!?” Lembik asked.

“Wait and see,” Keel knew the answer.

Dragons preferred to hunt in packs, and it was when a group of dragons were together where they were at their most dangerous.

Keel attempted to drag the freighter to one side as it protested and its engines slowed, but his eyes stayed on the attack flight of the dragons. He saw the pack of two blips accelerating towards their target, catching up with it.

His mind flashed with an image of the rear thrusters of the alien attack vessel, sent through the psychic link he shared with Darkwing. Their engines were rounded oblong tubes, throwing behind it a brilliant white glow.

‘Hss!’

Keel felt Darkwing’s pain as they accidentally flew too close to the stream of super-heated particles.

“Careful!” The Corporal felt his heart lurch, but Darkwing laughed. The titanic star dragon was unharmed, and lines of power flared up its sides as it generated a stronger field energy.

The Jaali attack craft banked away from the approaching Darkwing, and that was when the second green attacked. The second dragon had been pulling back, merely building its own energy, ready for a powerful burst of speed that launched it forwards.

On the screen in front of Keel, all he saw was a green flashing blip suddenly intersect with the enemy red check mark. In his mind however, Keel saw through the eyes of Darkwing as the green dragon, Darkwing’s hunting partner, flared its talons to catch the craft across its top sail and for there to be a flash and crackle of blue-white field energy as the green dragon tore through it.

The Jaali ship suddenly spun, firing twin solid beams of plasma in a dizzying array around it as it lost control.

“Wait for it…” Keel whispered. He already knew what Darkwing’s plan had been, as Keel’s own bonded dragon had ignored the injured Jaali craft, switching targets to increase his own speed through the use of field energy, darting across the void to where the second Jaali attack craft was trying to avoid the third green dragon…

Only for Darkwing to swerve and grab a hold of its undercarriage.

The contact only held for a few moments, but that was all that it needed to do. Keel felt claws as strong as iron punching through armor plate, burning as they tore through the Jaali’s own energy field; and then the dragon was launching away as the second attack craft spun through the void.

The third green dragon caught it in a game of terrible tag and chase as it too captured and released. This was how the great predators of the stellar night hunted. They rarely took down their prey in one hit, but merely disorientated them with sudden strikes and hits, damaging and weakening their prey until they could no longer fight back.

“The third craft!” Lembik was calling, as Keel felt Darkwing turn in a tight circle towards the final enemy.

It was turning in a wide arc, heading towards the nearest of the asteroid belts as tiny blinks of plasma light erupted from the belt itself.

The hiding workers of the defensive plant were firing on it from their own ships. Keel saw at once that the barrage would do no good, as the Agonos system only had freighters, trawlers and haulage craft, fitted with plasma cannons good enough to take out asteroids and space junk or deter the odd pirate. The haze of small plasma bolts swam upwards towards the third, intact Jaali attack craft and it eluded them with ease.

“It’s getting away!” Lembik said, as Keel enhanced their view screen to see the alien attack craft do just that. It’s rear oblong engine port suddenly brightened and then it was spearing forwards at impossible speeds, leaving a long plume of burning particles behind it.

“Enough, Darkwing,” Keel murmured, and he felt the dragon’s annoyance.

‘I can catch it!’ the dragon hissed, but Keel could feel that it was speaking more out of frustration than any actual confidence. Darkwing grumbled, let out a burst of plasma flame and then swerved away from the disappearing craft to return to the sport of dismantling the two remaining Jaali craft. The work did not take the three dragons long.

Lembik and Sula shouted their victory as the Jaali craft were destroyed, and a message blinked over the freighter’s comms.

It was the workers of the Agonos Defensive Plants.

“Look, I still have no idea who you lot really are. You’re flying a registered stolen freighter, and you apparently have star dragons at your command, but are we glad to see you!”
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DEFENSIVE PLANT 1


“They started attacking last shift. We had no idea who or what they were, but all of a sudden we had freighters being blasted out of the skies!” said the compact, athletic form of Senior Technician Rogers Hale as he led Keel and the others through the noisy workings of Agonos Defensive Plant 1.

The group was surrounded by the press of other celebratory and relieved workers, all of whom were wearing their dark blue encounter suits, and all of whom who had taken every available craft to the asteroid belts to hide until the sudden attacks might stop.

Around their group, Keel saw the workings of the plant itself. They walked along a gantry in a small wire corridor that was suspended over a vast shop floor. Keel saw sealed, pressurized titanium vats with lights flickering at a constant crimson red, with large ceramic pipes emerging from their tops, and looping past fans before disappearing into the walls.

Most of the work below was automated, Keel saw, with drones scuttling between the vats to check on them or interfacing directly with the walls through data nodes.

“You sent an emergency broadcast though?” Sula asked Rogers, a man who looked to be nearing his fifties, a full two heads shorter than any of the Imperial Marines and with a gray buzz cut.

He nodded emphatically. “Of course. As Agonos is a priority site we have a direct line to the Marine Corps Emergency Channel. We were told help is on the way, but that was about six hours ago now.” Rogers grimaced, reaching the stage where a further two suspended gantry ways went off across the industrial room. Here he stopped and pulled at a data node on the railings, to be surrounded by holos.

“All good. Temp good. Pressure good…”

“Can we go back to maximum production now?” asked a square-jawed woman worker who had been accompanying them.

Rogers explained. “The last thing we did was turn the mdenium production down to its lowest output. We can’t stop it, because to do that we’d have to stop the reactor itself, which would be disastrous.”

“Wait, did you say mdenium?” Keel shot a look at Sula who shrugged and mouthed words ‘No Idea.’

The senior technician looked at him in confusion for a moment, before nodding. “Of course. Where do you think all the field energy comes from across the Imperium? Or the near light drives? All of that comes from mdenium, which is processed here.”

Mdenium is what the dragons eat to generate field energy too, Keel knew.

“I thought mdenium comes from Dracis?” the Corporal said.

“It does, and a bunch of other places. But that’s the raw ore. We discovered a long time ago that if we irradiate it, bombard it with particles from the binary Agonos stars I mean, then it acts as a superconductor,” Rogers explained.

That was why the Jaali had attacked here! They had known that if they cripple the mdenium supply then the Imperium wouldn’t be able to build ships, travel at (even the comparatively) slow speeds, or generate their own protective or attack fields.

“Already the two shift slowdown will put a hole in the production that will have knock on effects. I expect the amount of cruisers that the Marine Corps can churn out will probably drop by ten or fifteen percent.” Rogers whistled, turning back to his fields.

Marine Corps Cruisers. The war effort, Keel quickly realized. How many ships had they lost to the Jaali attacks across the Imperium already? Hadn’t he heard that an entire strike group had been lost to the Jaali?

“What I want to know is, where are they!? Not that I’m not happy to see you. But a bunch of dragons was not what I was expecting!” Rogers said as his hands moved through the holos, for the sounds of the defensive plant around them to suddenly increase by a factor of ten.

“Increasing reactor speed to match production,” the same woman from before announced, as a small holo appeared over the long chain of triangular craft materialize in the air, for their constant looping spin between the twin stars to start to get faster and faster.

“The Marine Corps are on their way,” Keel said, although he half turned to look at Sula to see that her eyes were wide. She had no idea. No one had any idea what was happening.

“I’ll contact them directly,” Keel announced, opening a private channel with a flicker of his hands for a line of code to appear across his vision.

CONNECTING…

/ connecting…

/ connecting…

“Frackit!” Keel whispered. His suit was connected to the Marine Corps servers, but there was something wrong with the direct communications service. He looked over to Sula, who had raised her hand for her House of Records green cube to flicker into existence, and then wink out.

“We’ve got subspace connection, meaning that we’re on the network, but there’s no active relay,” Sula explained.

“What does that even mean?” Lembik asked.

Sula winced. “It’s like a radar ping. We know they’re there, and they know we’re here. But that’s about it.”

“Bad signal,” Rogers glowered, having overheard much of the conversation.

“The comms are down. Must be the satellite drone network,” Sula guessed.

Keel felt a rising sense of dread. The Jaali had already attacked the Long Night causing chaos and probably knowing that there would be a time lag between attack and response. What if they had taken out all the nearby satellite drones too? That would mean…

“Are you telling me we’re in the dark here?” Senior Technician Rogers Hale asked. “No messages in, no messages out?” He looked pointedly between Keel and Sula.

“Well, just so long as they don’t come back…” Lembik offered as way of reassurance.

But he spoke too soon.

Amber alarms rang across the shop, as klaxons burst into life.
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DISTRACT, DISRUPT, DELAY


“There are Jaali ships arriving in system. A lot of Jaali ships.” Sula looked up from one of the control consoles of the Defense Plant, her mouth set in a grim line.

The gathered biologicals and Marines stood in the main control room of Agonos Defense Plant 1, which was separated out into three main levels, each with towers of thrumming control boards, flickering with lights and with holo controls bursting into existence before fading. It looked as though every aspect of the plant could be controlled from here, as well as communications between this and the other two plants, and the multi-carriage reactor itself.

The room was rounded at one end, with a railing separating the floor from the large plated windows that looked out of one of the top towers of the Plant. Keel could see the sweep of the first asteroid belt like a ribbon of brown and black across the sky, and then in the distance the tiny flicker of red and purple plasma as the Jaali ships dropped out of jump.

“What’s the count?” Keel asked, for Sula to tally up the numbers.

“Our scanners keep sliding off their fields. They seem to have some sort of cloaking or camouflage ability,” she said.

‘Two claws’ Darkwing breathed into his mind, answering the question. A dragon had four talons on each claw. So...eight.

‘Two claws and a tail.’

Okay then, nine.

Keel took a deep breath. Nine Jaali ships. Against one severely damaged pirate freighter, a whole bunch of industry craft, and three dragons. His side had the greater numbers, but they were far out matched in terms of guns.

“Types?” Keel asked.

‘Big, large’ Darkwing said, for Sula to echo his calculation.

“Not just the attack craft then. Maybe the equivalent of gun-craft…” Keel growled and looked to see Lembik standing next to the door that led into the command room. The Marine nodded, ready for action.

But what action could Keel possible offer them? It would be suicide to sally forth against even that number of craft.

“This must be the main attack. They must know that we have dragons here, so they’re bringing in more,” Keel thought. That would be what he would do, after all.

A thought occurred to him.

“Rogers, you said the other two plants were empty?”

The senior technician shook his head. “I ordered essential staff back when it looked like we had won the last battle. Plant 1, this one, has the most staff at about thirty Souls, while plant 2 and 3 have about ten each.”

“And how many craft does the system have? With combat pilots?” Keel kept his gaze on the small glitters of alien life at the edge of the screen. Maybe a couple more Jaali ships to add to that tally. Eleven.

“Combat pilots? None! We have about thirty vessels of different sizes from two-person repair craft all the way up to haulage freighters. But the most combat anyone has seen is me and Wilkes who did a stint in the guards. The rest use the lasers to blast space junk!” Rogers said.

Wonderful. Absolutely wonderful, Keel sighed. “Can the reactor still run only on one defense plant? If so, we can bring everything here and fortify,” he said.

Rogers coughed, and almost choked. “I mean, it can, but you’re running a major risk. Every plant has an override on the reactor itself, but no single plant can control it for long. If any of them get damaged, or someone takes control of them…well, you could look at driving the best part of a planetoid worth of explosive material across the system!”

Okay then, that option was out too. Keel looked to Sula. “Update?”

“The Jaali are holding formation for the moment. No forward movement,” the recorder said.

Keel’s mind tried to put all the building blocks of the defense together. The Jaali would have to get past the defense plants to the reactor if they meant to capture or destroy it. The Imperium side didn’t have enough forces to mount a strong defense.

The best they could do would be to distract them.

“Lembik! You and Sharptongue ready to sally forth. Me and Darkwing are with you,” Keel stood up.

On the other side of the podium, Sula gave a murmur of concern. “Keel! I mean...you’re our acting commander. If anything happens to you out there…”

“I’m also more use out there. I’ll outline the plan to you and Rogers. The second technician will be responsible for the defense plants. Sula, I am authorizing you to be our tactician between the forward group and the plants. Understood?”

“Not really.” Sula glowered at him.

“You’ll do great. Just keep us all informed,” Keel said, as he quickly outlined his only plan to those present, before turning on his heel and running with Lembik for the nearest port.
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‘Kin brother!’

It was Darkwing, his voice joyous and exultant as Keel and Lembik waited for the outer door lock to open. There was a hiss of escaping gasses from the airlock and Keel was pleased with the fact he had set his magnet clamps on strong, as he felt the weightlessness try to take his suit.

The door opened and there was a glint of stars outside, and then a sudden dark shape flash past as Darkwing settled outside.

“Forward team go!” Keel said, releasing the magnet locks on his boots as he feathered the thruster controls on the booster in the center of his back.

“You think we need a team name – there’s only two of us!” Lembik pointed out.

Okay, fair point.

The two Marines flew out of the airlock at the base of Defense Plant 1 for Keel to see the bare rock that the plant was stapled to underneath. A glance over his shoulder revealed the tall, grid-work towers and the vast silvered vats and processing rooms clustering around the small rock. It was ridiculously defenseless – which was a little ironic given the name, Keel considered.

There was another flash of a giant shape in the void and rising from where he had clutched onto the rocks came Darkwing. Keel somersaulted, angling his body and throwing out his arms so that he caught a hold of Darkwing's wing in a heavy thump, but was then swinging himself around and down the shoulder blade of the star dragon. He used the pointed bone spurs as a means to swing himself to the small ‘saddle’ between the base of the dragon’s neck and the wing joints.

“Good to see you again, friend.” He thumped his boots into the harness and grabbed a hold of the mesh hoops as he saw Lembik doing the same on Sharptongue a little way away. That only left the thinner and longer green dragon, the third of their crew who flew past them.

That one had no rider because Jacobs had been killed.

A wave of nausea and anger rose through Keel as he connected with the dragon’s collective grief. He was still mourning his own, and the loss of his kin. Of course, he was.

“We do this for our brothers lost on the way,” Keel whispered, and felt the dragon’s fierce assent rolling through him like a storm about to break.

“Fly!” Keel said, and he saw the glittering lines of power race up either side of Darkwing, along his sides where the scales actually brightened. When the strands of energy reached Darkwing’s shoulders and wings, the gigantic reptile beat his wings and they were thrown forward.

Keel had never managed to understand quite how the dragons flew in space. All he knew was that they had an innate ability to power themselves forwards. They generated a force field just like a more powerful ship could and used it to manipulate the particles around them. It was the same field energy that could allow them to create balls of plasma from their mouths.

‘Hunt! For the pack! For the nest!’ Darkwing crowed, and it was hard for Keel not to join in, even though he knew he had to.

“Remember the plan! No direct attack. There is only one way this works!” Keel was saying as they shot forwards towards the enemy.

SIT.REP UPDATE…

Along Keel’s interior vision, Sula updated the map, revealing the sudden movement of the largest of the freighters parked outside the defense plants. Everything was getting into place, and Keel had to pray that his plan would at least work.

Distract. Disrupt. Delay. Buy time until the reinforcements get here. Keel reminded himself.

Still, the three dragons roared forwards towards the thirteen-strong Jaali battle group and Keel could feel their exultation. The star dragons had no natural predators. It was insane for them to think of anything else happening at all than total victory for their side.

Keel, seeing the assorted different ships arrayed before them, had to think differently.

There were at least ten of the smaller attack craft that they had fought off before. That was worrying in itself, as it would be three to a dragon instead of only one.

On top of that there were now six larger and newer Jaali craft. Space vessels that Keel had never seen before. Their hulls gleamed with green and blue scales. They had the same basic fish or shark-like appearance, with the same brighter colored ‘sails’ or fins – however they were much broader and fatter with a shallow height. They looked like they were the Jaali version of battle craft.

“Two for each dragon, and three attack craft as well.” Keel flicked out of his enhanced vision as he leaned back, calling on Darkwing to slow and hold their position. Keel held up his hand and the other two dragons flared their wings as they slowed in unison with him.

The three dragons hovered, drifting forward slowly as they faced the line of opposing Jaali ships, currently doing nothing.

“That’s an anti-dragon group, I bet,” Keel said out loud. Four ships per dragon. The Jaali learned fast it seemed and didn’t want a repeat of their last defeat.

‘Still too few! They are prey! PREY!’ Darkwing almost roared, and his anger was so strong that Keel almost flung them all headlong into battle then and there.

No. He wouldn’t do that. Every moment of buying time would be enough…

“Keel, movement!” Sula sounded in his ear, as her long-range sensors on board Defense Plant 1 confirmed what Keel could see.

Six of the smaller Jaali attack craft were breaking away, moving forward in rough two lines towards them. They were moving slowly, and it reminded Keel of a game of chess.

“Now!” Keel shouted. He leaned forward as Darkwing’s power flared, and the dragon beat his giant wings.

The three dragons leapt towards the enemy as the gunports across them glowed a brilliant crimson.

“Avert!” Keel shouted, pulling up just as twelve solid beam plasma bolts shot out from the Jaali attack craft, straight towards them. It was a barrage, but it wasn’t a serious threat. Keel knew that they were testing their resources just as Keel was doing the same to theirs.

The three dragons split apart, with Keel heading upwards and Lembik heading down and to the right, with the last green dragon heading down and to the left.

Keel was suddenly in the split-second motion of battle. He swerved over the plasma beams and saw the six Jaali attack craft below him.

“Give ‘em hell, brother,” he whispered.

In response, twin lines of bright energy ran along the side of Darkwing and reached his throat, and Darkwing roared. From his maw there erupted a ball of burning green energy, a fireball of plasma that shot out towards the Jaali craft as Keel leaned to make him bank.

The corporal didn’t keep his eyes on the enemy to see just what the impact would be. He was too busy enacting the second part of his plan. They’d already successfully done the distract part.

Darkwing and his rider turned, racing up along the line of the six Jaali attack craft as they started to break formation. Keel was racing towards the far end and seeing where the main body of the Jaali battle group still hovered out there, behind them.

“We need to get them involved! We need to draw them out!” Keel said.

Darkwing growled his assent, and without any bidding from his rider he dipped one wing and raised the other, flipping on one side to skewer past another trio of plasma beams and bring them closer to the main group.

“Again, brother!” Keel shouted, as Darkwing released a larger plasma bolt this time, sending it flinging towards the nearest of the fatter ‘battleships’ of the Jaali.

Darkwing turned as he saw the larger ships start to flare apart, and then a brilliant blue burn of energy as Darkwing’s breath hit the battleship’s field.

Damnit! They had shields! That would make them a whole lot tougher to bring down, especially with what little weaponry the defenders had available to them.

“Corporal!” It was Lembik, and Keel snapped his attention back to his suit scanners to see that he was leaving behind him a skirmish. Lembik had peeled away in the opposite direction, running back to the left side of the attack group as Keel ran to the right.

The plan had been simple. Break up the group as much as possible. Get them riled up so that they would attack in small units and keeping them away from the reactor.

Perhaps their plan had worked only too well, as three of the six smaller Jaali attack craft were going after Lembik, and Keel had two after him.

The final Jaali attack craft had spun to chase the final, riderless green dragon...which had somehow flown straight through their defense line and onto the main group.

“No! Call them back!” Keel keened.

There were six of the larger ships there, each one bigger than any of the dragons. Each one almost as large as a dragon was itself, and the dragon was riderless.

‘Quicktail is mourning his partner. He is in death-frenzy.’ Darkwing explained, and Keel suddenly saw how stupid his plan had been. One of their own was suffering the reptilian equivalent of PTSD. It had abandoned their plan and had gone straight for what it saw was the cause of its distress.

“No, Sun Darken!” Keel shouted, but it was already too late. Darkwing hissed with pain as one of the plasma beams of a Jaali attack craft seared one of his wings. It hit his own natural defensive energy shield but the Jaali weaponry overcame it easily.

Keel gripped on tightly as Darkwing rolled, turning and twisting through the void to avoid the four chasing beams that came for him.

This was a stupid plan. A ridiculous plan. What other plan could they have had!?

Part three. “Fall back!” Keel demanded. He had wanted the entire Jaali group to be split evenly between the three dragons when he did this, but battle always had a way of changing in the field.

It was time to put part three of his plan into action.

Delay.

The dragons, with their inner energy systems were faster on the turns than the attack craft, but the Jaali with their steady state engines were probably faster on the straight. Keel relayed this to Darkwing, who started to flare his wings and spin, beating once before flipping them closed and then half opening them as he started to pivot and wheel and roll.

Keel’s Marine suit registered the forces that threatened to tear him from his suit, but he didn’t feel any pain or discomfort. His hands were clamped onto the mesh hoops and his feet were locked into magnetic pads on the dragon’s harness. He saw the stars whirl around in front of him, and images of the twin star system appear and then disappear as Darkwing described perilous loops and twists through the Agonos System.

There! Keel saw their destination right ahead of them, and with a burst of energy Darkwing flung them into the asteroid belt, turning as soon as he arrived to avoid a slowly rotating boulder, and then flaring his wings to silently swoop around the next, under the next, and between another before reaching down to grasp the underside of a final asteroid and stopping.

“Lembik?” Keel breathed, for his suit sensors to register that his corporal had made it into the asteroid field too, but much further down the line than he was.

“I’m safe, sir. Didn’t see what happened to the green,” the words of his corporal returned to him.

Keel felt frustration and anger. There was no sound in space, but his sensors could read the movements of the final green dragon as it had thrown itself into a battle against the remaining Jaali forces.

“We can’t leave it out there!” Keel demanded, rising in his seat but Darkwing wouldn’t budge.

‘Wait, you fool! Quicktail is in death-frenzy. It is his decision to make. And look!’

Keel was still trying to get Darkwing to move, when he saw a glint of metallic blue scale through the corner of his eye. The Jaali attack craft had followed them in, and they were hunting them.

‘Now!’ Darkwing hissed, and pounced from the rock, twisting between the rocks as it spat another gobbet of plasma straight down into the waiting solar fin and the top hull of the Jaali attack craft.
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IN THE MAZE


“Now, brother!” Keel shouted as Darkwing pounced.

Below them the burning red plasma of the dragon’s breath hit the attack craft’s thin shielding field with a crackle and overwhelmed it instantly, knocking the arrow-shaped craft downwards as the plasma washed over the sides, an instant before the full force of the dragon hit it.

Keel felt the thump run through his metal body as Darkwing used all four claws in a downward strike, his talons piercing through the hull as he seized the vessel briefly, then kicked out with his powerful back legs as he let go.

The Jaali attack craft didn’t have a chance. It spun, out of control and trailing gasses before it slammed into the side of the nearest asteroid in the belt and exploded.

“Corporal, sir!” Lembik’s voice rang in Keel’s comms as they were struggling to get away from the expanding orb of burning plasma left by the exploding ship.

Darkwing twisted, beat his wings, flashed through a gap between the rotating asteroids as the rocks around them started to shift and move.

“Corporal Lembik! What is it?” Keel said.

Darkwing was angling deeper into the belt, his head switching from one direction to the next as they hunted for the rest of the attack craft.

“One down, but the battleships are moving off. Heading for the defensive plants, sir,” Lembik announced.

Frack! Keel swore. That was not a part of the plan. “Sula, prepare for incoming!” he said as Darkwing swerved once more between rapidly shifting rocks into a slightly clearer space.

“We need to get back to the open, my brother. What happened to Quicktail?”

‘Injured. Fighting,’ Darkwing said in tight, clipped tones in Keel’s mind, before he was suddenly confronted with an image of flashing plasma beams and the nearness of glistening green metal…

And pain.

Keel felt an echo of the green dragon’s hurt through Darkwing and into his own mind. It was impossibly vast and large, and it left Keel reeling from the onslaught.

“Gargh!” Keel coughed. His body couldn’t feel any pain, but somehow his mind could.

“You – you can see through each other’s eyes?” Keel thought in wonder.

Before Darkwing could respond, a beam of burning red light lanced from between the asteroids and found Darkwing’s side, bursting against the shimmer of energy field that the dragon generated.

Darkwing let out a shriek that only Keel could hear, and this time the pain was somehow more intense, as he was directly bonded to the dark dragon.

There was another of the Jaali attack craft, swimming towards them through an avenue of asteroids. Darkwing was flipping, trying to cover his wounded side as he rolled out of the way of the solid blast.

“There! Cover!” Keel saw the edge of a smaller asteroid almost directly above them and Darkwing was performing a dizzying flip, turning to wedge himself between this rock and the next…

No!

But there was nowhere to go. The asteroids here were packed tight, and the Jaali attack craft below would have them cornered.

“Hit it!” Keel saw only one way out, and that was through. In response, the dragon crashed into the rounded side of the asteroid that was just a little larger than it was with all four claws, and the impact sent the rock moving forwards, towards its brethren.

“Again!” Keel shouted as another duo of beams lanced into the clear space underneath them. The second and the third Jaali attack craft had found them and were approaching the ‘clearing’ in the rocks from two directions.

“Again!” Keel shouted as Darkwing launched himself against the same asteroid once again, causing it to spin and roll faster. Darkwing released, and shoved it with his powerful hind legs, sending it faster and faster towards its fellows.

There. A gap had appeared between the rocks, and Keel could see starry night on the outside. His sensors picked up the angling shapes of the twin Jaali craft arriving in the clearing behind them.

“Go!” Keel called, as Darkwing leapt through the gap, sending one last powerful kick with its hind legs as it did so against the now fast-spinning asteroid.

The rock slammed into its neighbor, dislodging it from its course too as what Keel had hoped to come to pass happened. Their assault against the delicate ecosystem of the asteroid belt was creating chaos. Smaller rocks were slamming into larger ones, which in turn had the mass to hit even larger bits of space debris, sending ripples through their part of the belt.

“Fly, fly, fly!” Keel was shouting as suddenly Darkwing was winging between a pinball machine of asteroids, with the small patch of stars as his only guide.

Crimson plasma beams shot out behind them and hit the rocks past Darkwing’s left haunch, but this impact only further disrupted their orbits as fragments were blasted free and rocks hammered into each other.

The dragon spun and swerved, narrowly missing an irregular oblong of space rock before he was beating his wings and changing direction. HIs back legs landed on the side of a rock and he kicked off, jumping in a different direction a moment before plasma beams hit the rock he’d just caught.

The Jaali attack craft were trying to follow them through the maze.

PROXIMITY ALERT!

Keel’s suit blared a sudden warning, as it identified two asteroids half the size of the dragon heading in their direction.

“Darkwing!” he yelled.

‘I see them! YOU’RE not the one with wings!’ The dragon was true to nature, in that it was scathing.

Darkwing had to flare his wings forward, slowing their forward motion and throwing them backwards as the two asteroids rolled towards them.

ALERT!

Keel felt a flash of pain in the same moment that another of the attack crafts beams slammed into Darkwing’s lower flank. The dragon and rider were thrown to one side – which helped their escape from the oncoming space rocks.

“My brother! Are you alright!?” Keel was shouting, even though he didn’t have to speak to contact his dragon, and he already could feel that Darkwing wasn’t.

His brother had been generating his energy for speed and movement, not for the shimmering shielding effect. Darkwing must have still had some energy field around him otherwise the deadly effects of the vacuum would have already claimed both dragon and rider, and it was only enough to make sure that the Jaali beam weapon didn’t punch straight through his side.

Darkwing was tumbling, and it was all that Keel could do to hang on as the dragon flailed with his wings, suddenly swerving from another rock, and then another, and then…

They were free of the belt. Keel saw open space in front of them, and the bright gleam of the Agonos binary stars.

There was a flash from behind them, and suddenly Keel’s suit alarms were going off for a second time, this time warning him of an impending concussion event.

Keel dared to look behind him, to see that there was an expanding orb of white rising from the asteroid belt he had just exited, and he saw how it struck and surrounded the space rocks, before tearing pieces from them and flinging them out into space.

The two Jaali craft hadn’t made it through and must have been crushed in the asteroid maze. The explosion was far bigger than Keel would have expected from what was at best a four-person craft.

“Their engines!” he realized. All the Jaali ships seemed to have a limitless supply of field energy, which for the Imperium was only possible on their larger craft. Field energy was powerful, but it took a lot to generate (an entire system worth of mdenium, as Agonos proved) and it was disastrous if there was an accident.

And Keel was seeing that accident take place in real time.

“Fly, Darkwing!” he shouted, leaning forward and low over the dragon’s neck as he willed any ounce of strength and courage into the beast that was his kin-brother.

Rocks were being thrown towards them, and Darkwing was injured. Keel had no idea how they were going to escape the inevitable shock wave when it came…

‘My brother…’

Something happened in the space between their minds, where the dragon that was Darkwing and the consciousness that was Keel met and interwove.

Keel felt the dragon’s pain. It was a burning wound in his flank, and all the muscles and scales around it felt hot and tight. The Marine felt the rage and hurt echoing between himself and the dragon and then suddenly, something passed through him.

ALERT! All Systems power -25%

Keel saw the small image of his main reactor battery and his backups suddenly drop down by an increment.

What!?

At the same time, he felt Darkwing grow stronger. Vitality and health flowed into the dragon, even if it was a small amount, it was enough for the constant pain to drop to a low murmur, and not a raging torrent.

“What just happened!?” Keel whispered, feeling like if he had lungs he would have gasped for air.

The dragon was now bursting with speed, flinging himself forwards as he opened his mouth for plasma to play out of it in streams that trailed back and around them, like the plumes from a thruster. They were outpacing the explosion and the flung rocks, and Keel was left astonished by what had just occurred between them.

‘Same pack. Same flesh,’ Darkwing breathed, and Keel could feel his new confidence and joy in his speech.

“I...I gave you my health? But how is that possible? I’m a machine.” It was impossible, surely. Sula had already been astonished at the fact that they could have bonded at all in the first place, and yet now this had occurred.

‘All dragon families share one flesh. You are now pack. Hunt together,’ Darkwing said by way of explanation, although to Keel it still didn’t appear to explain anything.

All the dragons could share their energy though, that was something new to Keel. That could mean something.

“Keel! We need you!”

His suit comms flared. It was Sula, and she was desperate.

Keel and Darkwing turned in the direction of Defensive Plant 1, and he saw exactly why. All six of the larger Jaali battleships were now flashing straight towards it, along with two of the smaller attack craft.
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THE SIEGE


“Lembik! Rendezvous at Plant 1!” Keel was calling, as he saw that Lembik was behind them and neither of them were going to make it there in time.

How could the plant withstand six Jaali battleships. All they had in their way was a crummy plan that Keel had explained to Sula before he had left, and almost no time to enact it.

‘Quicktail!’ But there was one other who was ahead of them. Darkwing breathed the name of the third dragon and, amazingly, Keel saw that he was still alive and still chasing the Jaali battleships.

When Quicktail had launched into his death-frenzy, all thoughts of strategy and tactics had gone out of the window. Instead, the green dragon had attempted to bring down the main body of the Jaali attack group and had succeeded in destroying two of the smaller attack craft. While engaged, the main attack vessels had simply moved past him and onto their primary target.

But Quicktail was wounded and wasn’t flying as smoothly or as fast as he had done before. Keel could feel his pain just like his grief as a dull bruise against the back of his mind. His sides shimmered and flickered with energy, but it seemed to come in waves, as if the dragon was doing all that it could just to remain flying at all.

“He has to pull back. There’s no way that he can take down six battle ships!” Keel said.

‘One flesh!’ Darkwing announced, and Keel felt the dragon reaching out to the other, willing to send what vitality he had to his pack brother.

It didn’t work. Keel felt the brick wall of Quicktail’s mind. He had never known a dragon do that, either. It seemed that there was an awful lot that he didn’t know about dragon-kin, still.

‘Quicktail is closed to me!’ Darkwing spat anger and frustration.

“How? I thought you said we were all pack. One flesh, remember?” Keel asked, as he saw the six Jaali battleships start to widen out in a classic diamond formation, perfect for every ship having the maximum firing capacity against their enemy.

‘They are closed to me. You can choose what to hear or not, can’t you?’ Darkwing said in a tight hiss through Keel’s mind.

The Corporal at first thought that no, he couldn’t decide what to hear to not, but then realized that with his metal body he actually did have that capability. He could turn his sensors on or off at will, couldn’t he? Either the dragons could do similar with their own senses, or Keel thought this was the reptilian equivalent of stubbornly choosing not to know something.

Quicktail was blocking them all out, Keel thought. He knew what that meant. The dragon was locked into his death-frenzy, and he didn’t want to have to worry or concern himself with anything that anyone else did.

The six attack craft were widening their approach. The defensive plant’s plasma guns could never track between so many target. Sula and the other biologicals there were going to be sitting targets.

Something was happening in front of them. Quicktail had summoned whatever meager reserves of energy he had left and was throwing himself forwards at the rear of the Jaali battle group.

Keel saw a flash of light from two of the nearest Jaali battleships as they fired their rear plasma beams back towards the dragon. The beams hit Quicktail with a flash, but Keel and Darkwing couldn’t feel any echo of that pain.

‘He is keeping his hurt from us!’ Darkwing said in dismay.

The twin beams struck his body, but Quicktail appeared to not even notice them. He surged ahead, flaring his wings at the last moment as he dove with all of his claws not at the hull or the body of one of the Jaali battleships, but rather at the oblong rear thrusters themselves.

“What is he doing!” Lembik cried out in dismay, but Keel could see it.

Quicktail’s body hit the large, multiple engine ports of the Jaali battleships and he released his own plasma breath at the same time.

There was a terrible moment when his dark shadow was a silhouette against the alien battleship’s brilliant engines, and then there was an expanding flash, one, and then another, and then a smaller secondary blasts across the alien craft’s hull.

Quicktail was killed instantly, but he had destroyed their engines, and with it, whatever reactor they must use.

Keel saw the pulse of burning blue particles spread out from the exploding battleship, and then the slower rising orb of destruction as the Jaali battleships finally gave into the forces of entropy.

Like the much smaller attack craft, the explosion seemed to far outweigh the attack, and Keel saw the other five battleships changing their flight plan and winging out of the way of the expanding orb that eclipsed Keel’s view of Defensive Plant 1 completely.

“Sula? Sula – come in!” Keel was shouting as Darkwing started to swerve, bringing them higher and around the glaring, flashing ball of exploding plasma.

There was a static glitch on his suit, and then Keel heard Sula’s voice returning once again.

“We’re still here! Half the battle group is splitting after that explosion!” Sula was saying.

“Now, Sula – attack now!” Keel shouted, as he enacted the final part of his crummy plan to save the Agonos System.

It would never work.

It had to work.

Keel didn’t have to wait long as he saw the plasma explosion starting to diminish and collapse back in itself, leaving nothing but blackened and twisted debris behind. There were only five of the Jaali battleships altogether, but now three remained by Plant 1, and the other two had veered towards Defensive Plants 2 and 3.

“Executing plan,” Sula announced, as she released Keel’s secret and only weapon.

Suddenly, the cloud of parked ships outside of Defensive Plant 1 fired their positional thrusters, turning in place and started to fire at full speed towards the three Jaali battleships surrounding Defensive Plant 1.

It was almost as if the very asteroids themselves had come to life, as each of these ships were dark and unmanned. None of them had lights on, and the only glow at all came from their engines as they surged towards their enemy.

“Automated drone control?” Keel asked.

“Aye corporal, just as you directed,” Sula said.

Each of the thirty odd ships were linked by a low-intelligence combat program that Keel had downloaded from his own suit records. It was nothing special, just a flocking strategy program that described how multiple units could swarm a target.

Sula had weaponized it, hacking it into the navigational computers of the Agonos freighter and trawler ships and turning them into a cloud of kamikaze craft.

“Keel – was that your idea?” Lembik announced in Keel’s suit, for Keel to whistle under his breath. He saw the three Jaali battle craft opening fire against their horde of vessels coming up towards them, but as quick as they were they hadn’t seen this coming.

The freighter ships had been unmanned and asleep. There was nothing for the Jaali sensors to detect as a threat, which Keel had known.

“Dragons hunt in packs, and we needed a pack,” Keel said, as he saw the three Jaali battleships struggling to reverse and shoot as many of the enemy out of the void as they could.

Every plasma beam they fired punched a hole straight through one of the freighters of trawler space flights. If they had been crewed, then there would have been losses of life or essential atmospheres, or life-support systems. However, Sula had stripped them of any life-saving concerns. All they were programmed to do was to rendezvous as fast as they could on the nearest Jaali battleships.

The swarm started exploding as the Jaali battleships found engines and reactors, and those explosions sent the swarm smashing into each other, setting off more detonations.

The Jaali were deadly and far in advance of anything that the Imperium had, but sometimes it didn’t take advanced weaponry to win a battle.

Keel saw the kamikaze Agonos vessels start to strike the force shields of the Jaali ship, breaking apart and exploding as they did so. One of the battleships was shoved backwards by their own exploding shield, to collide with another Agonos kamikaze ship coming the other way. The glare from detonating reactor engines was almost too much to witness.

“Now Lembik, make sure the battleships don’t get out of there,” Keel demanded, as he and Darkwing turned their attention to the remaining two Jaali battleships.

Only two left, and they were flying for Defensive Plant 2, which had no parked swarm fleet and no Sula to launch the surprise attack.

“Now, my brother?” Keel asked.

Darkwing didn’t even have to answer. He just pounced forward after them.

The hunt was on.
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THE HUNT


Darkwing and Keel raced towards the twin glowing red lights of the two remaining Jaali battleships. Keel felt the energy of the dragon underneath him increasing, and he experienced that same sense of connection as he felt that energy flow through him, and from him.

They jumped forwards, with the void shimmering and burning like a heat wave around them as Darkwing emitted fast decaying particles of field energy.

Keel was no longer an Imperial Marine. He was no longer himself – he was a part of a living, plasma breathing, singular being. A creature that was made for one purpose, and that was to hunt.

Keel felt himself roar in savage joy, and at the same time Darkwing threw a gobbet of plasma fire forwards at one of the vessels. The bolt of burning particles struck it just above the engine port and there was a crackle as it hit the alien ship’s shielding field.

The shark-shaped ship wobbled, started to turn in flight as it sought to correct itself. It’s rear weapon ports flared with glowing embers of deadly light.

“Duck!” Keel threw himself to one side as twin beams shot back towards them, one singing Darkwing’s wing tip and the other missing completely as they spun through the stars, their flight describing a wide arc back to the two alien vessels.

Energy burnt from all around the dragon, creating a corona of light as Darkwing gave everything to chase. Enemy plasma beams sought them out, but with a deft wing tip they were angling away and back again.

Once more, Darkwing breathed his deadly breath at the enemy, and once more it hit their shielding field, but this time the dragons rage was too great. Keel saw it break through the defense and score a line of burning plasma across the underside of the strange, shark-ship’s lower hull.

The Jaali ship had three large solar sails, each a crimson red whilst its body was an emerald, beetle green. Its hull was described in scales that made it impossible to see what was a weapon port or a viewing chamber or any other essential piece of the vessel.

“She’s turning away!” Keel shouted, seeing that the alien vessel that was larger than they were was starting to inscribe a curve in its arc, turning back from Defensive Plant 2 in order to bring a broadside of its beam weapons against them.

There was still the other.

“We can’t let them get there!” Keel shouted, but now the reign of fire was coming their way. Two, then four, then six plasma beams cut across the night towards them and Darkwing was spinning and turning, using every bit of energy he had to try and stay faster than the advanced weaponry coming for them.

Perhaps the shot was inevitable. Two beams and Darkwing could out-fly them. Perhaps even three, or four...but six?

Keel felt pain rush through him as Darkwing was hit in the left wing. His scales did much to soak up the damage, but it was only a fraction of the deadly force used. The beam burned straight through Darkwing’s scaled wing and Darkwing was suddenly flaring and collapsing his wings, turning in an erratic and crazed flight away from the hurt…

Just as the sixth shot found them on the same flank where Darkwing had been hit before.

Keel howled in pain, and his agony twinned and matched that of the dragon’s.

They were fleeing now, losing speed as the stars and the asteroids spun and whirled.

“My brother, no! Save yourself if you must!” Keel promised, as his own battery reserves shot down to fifty percent, then to thirty percent. He could feel his own thinking start to slow and fog as he unwittingly lent the dragon whatever psychic resources he had.

‘Hunt! We must WIN!’ Darkwing roared, the temporary gifted energy allowing them to spur away from the lancing plasma beams and rising behind the Jaali battleship before it had a chance to retrain it’s weapons.

‘Prey.’

‘Hunt’

‘WE WILL HUNT!’

Before they could attack, Keel and Darkwing’s mind were filled with the deafening clamor of voices. They weren’t coming from Darkwing or from Lembik and his own green dragon. Instead, these new mental voices were coming from the minds of other dragons, many other dragons as there were flashes and glitters of light at the edge of the system.

It was the rest of the dragon nest. All of the dragons from dragons, only fifteen of them with Dragon Marine riders, and a full twelve more who weren’t bonded to anyone but each other.

The rest of the nest had come to defeat the enemy, drawn by the same invisible link that bonded all dragon-kind.

The nest poured their energy into Darkwing and Keel, and instantly the consciousness that was Corporal Keel was no more. He was but a piece of gnashing, burning, feral fury as Darkwing was flung forwards with his newfound strength, latching onto the shark-like Jaali battleship that was larger even than he was, and was tearing through its defensive shields and its hulls with its claws and maw.

Keel’s mind was awash with images from his own sensors and Darkwing’s eyes. He saw plates of metal being peeled back and ripped apart. He felt the pain of escaping gases engulf him, but the pain was a minor thing compared to the combined energy of the nest itself.

Darkwing peeled the green scaled plates back from the ship as if they were nothing but the shells of an egg – and then he breathed fire directly into the ship itself.

The alien ship vibrated and shook under their claws, but then Darkwing was hurling himself backwards, wheeling away as the ship blew.

Keel felt exultant. Darkwing was keening with joy as he moved not as himself, but as an extension of the entire nest itself.

They had escaped death – but as Keel and Darkwing turned to last remaining Jaali battleship they saw their folly.

It hadn’t targeted the remaining defensive plants at all. It had flown straight towards the Agonos Reactor itself.
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THE NEST


“No!” Keel saw their mistake in dismay.

The entire Jaali battle plan had been a ruse. It was as much a feint as Keel had planned, first with his attempt to split their forces and then with the kamikaze drone ships.

The Jaali had brought six larger, shark battleships as well as an entire flotilla of the smaller attack craft. They had sacrificed the attack craft against the dragons at once, and then they had hurled their might against the defensive lants…

All they had ever needed was one battle ship remaining in the end, to do the damage that they needed to do. They had brought fifteen craft, all told.

Darkwing and Keel and the rest of the nest were far too far away to do anything about it as the Jaali battleship fired all six plasma beams directly at the Agonos Reactor. The long chain of silvered carriages had only the slightest of defenses, relying on the intense radiation of the binary stars they orbited to burn and disintegrate any stray asteroids or meteors long before they posed a threat.

However, each triangular tube was still heavily paneled in order to withstand the constant bombardment from the twin stars. Even though all six plasma beams struck one of the middle carriages, the beams and the carriage held for what seemed like a long time before the destruction played out.

The half chain of three-sided carriages started to distort, and their tight circle began to widen, belling out in the middle.

Keel felt a sense of utter horror for what was to come next. There was no stopping it. Each of the Agonos Reactor carriages were the size of four or five star dragons perhaps – they were vast creations; one of the pinnacles of Imperium engineering.

Such a giant could not be slowed or altered easily, and when it was, the effects would be titanic, as they were now.

The Jaali shark-ship kept its beams concentrated on just the one carriage as it continued to fly with full force straight towards it.

“It means to impact!” Keel whispered in horror. Darkwing flared his wings and started to pull away, but Keel couldn’t take his eyes from the sight.

The Jaali battleship hit the carriage with a minor flash of white, a small flare of a star and no more.

For a second nothing happened, and then everything did. The star continued to glow and expand, its flames enveloping the nearest reactor carriage in front, and then the one behind. The entire Agonos Reactor pulled apart, the giant carriages turning over and losing their orbit as half fell towards their binary stars, and the remaining two carriages spun back, splitting and spilling their precious mdenium around them as the reactor was destroyed.

Darkwing and Keel and the defensive plants were far enough away that they did not fear the wrath of the explosion, but Keel still felt the shock-wave as the particles thrown from the stellar detonation engulfed the entire inner system.

Instantly, Keel’s communications went out. His eyesight went dark, and then came back in grainy, lurid lines of glitched color.

“Darkwing!?” he breathed first.

‘I am here, my brother,’ the dragon’s voice came back to him in an instant.

“Sula? Lembik?” Keel asked.

“Defensive Plant 1 is out. We’re on backup generators. The shock wave blew pretty much everything!” the recorder was saying, but Keel felt a wave of relief. At least she was safe. At least the rest of them were safe.

Lembik and his green were farther out and hadn’t suffered as much interference as Keel had.

“We failed. We were supposed to save the reactor, and it’s gone!” Keel murmured in dismay. He had no idea what this meant for the war effort. How long would it take for the Agonos Reactor to be repaired or rebuilt, in the middle of a Jaali war? Would the Imperium ever be able to mine that much mdenium again in time? What would it mean for all of the field generators across the Marine Corps?

Keel’s thoughts were dark as he considered the terrible repercussions for all of human space.

‘Failed, brother?’ Darkwing responded. Even though the dragon was pained by the loss of Quicktail, and of the apparent loss of their prey, a dragon has very different priorities to that of any human – even a human consciousness housed in an android mechanized suit.

‘Why do you call this a failure? Look what we achieved. The nest!’ Darkwing crowed.

Keel understood Darkwing’s jubilation then, as they turned in their flight to see the massed numbers of the dragons who had come to aid their fellows. It wasn’t just the dragons who had decided to bond with Dragon Marines. Keel had thought before that a larger number of dragons from Dracis had come, but now as he saw more flickers of bursting light, and more of the giant space reptiles arrives, Keel realized the full extent of what Darkwing meant when he said ‘nest.’

It wasn’t just the dragons of Dracis who were arriving. It was every dragon, from right across the Outer Systems where they had been hunted to.

Keel couldn’t count them, but he figured there were more than twenty, and more than thirty. There was easily double that number, if not more.

‘The nest has been roused to join the fight. You may have lost your clumsy human metal boxes, but now you have all dragon-kind. fighting at your side! Darkwing said.

Keel saw the array of dragons out there on the edge of the Agonos System and knew that there would be reds and greens and blacks and yellows and oranges and every color and size under the stars. They were the worst nightmare of Emperor Mikhael, but this was also the best hope that humanity had left.

“Yes. We fight together. As one,” Keel said fervently.

‘We hunt together. As one pack. One nest,’ Darkwing corrected, and Keel felt confidence and strength flow through him.

Yes. Who knew what the events of this night meant for the war, but he knew that they would change the fate of the Imperium forever.
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See what happens next in Dragon Renegade.
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Thank You For Reading

Thanks for reading Dragon Knights, the fourth book in the Star Dragon series. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. I really have a lot of fun writing about the amazing technology the future holds for us, and maybe even dragons that travel the stars.

The next story in the series is called Dragon Renegade and you can order it right now on Amazon.

amazon.com/dp/B0CTHQ5YVQ

Before you check out the next book, though, it would be awesome if you left a review for me. I really enjoy reading reviews and hearing from readers.

Lastly, if you would like to be notified whenever I release a new book plus learn about all kinds of special offers, you should consider signing up for our Science Fiction Newsletter. The details are on the next page. You will get a free story when you sign up.

Thanks again. Now, turn the page and check out the Science Fiction Newsletter!
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