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Chapter 1

  
  




The dispatch radio burst to life, interrupting my third cup of coffee. 

“Unit 47, Code 3 response, MVA with entrapment, Highland and Fifth, pregnant female, possible preterm labor.”

I dropped the cup and ran for the bay. My partner Jake was already climbing into the passenger seat of our rig, his face grim. “This one’s gonna be tight, Max. Traffic’s a nightmare out there.”

I fired up the diesel engine and hit the sirens, pulling out of the station into the chaos of downtown Newark. The ambulance bucked and weaved through traffic as I leaned on the horn, my hands steady on the wheel despite the adrenaline flooding my system. This was what I lived for – the moments when everything mattered, when my skills could mean the difference between life and death.

“‘ETA four minutes,’ I called to Jake as I threaded the rig between a city bus and a truck stacked with over-processed snack foods. The radio chattered: vehicle versus concrete barrier. Driver unconscious. Passenger conscious but trapped. Contractions every two minutes.”

I pushed the rig harder, taking a right turn that had Jake grabbing the oh-shit handle. 

In a few moments we were there.

I backed the rig up to the crash site and killed the engine. Jake was already pulling gear from the back as I grabbed my trauma kit and ran toward the twisted metal. The fire captain, Rodriguez, met me halfway.

“Driver’s unconscious but stable,” he shouted over the noise of cutting tools. “Passenger’s about seven months along, contractions are getting closer. We’re almost through the door.”

I peered through the shattered passenger window at a young woman with dark hair and terrified eyes. Blood trickled from a cut on her forehead, but she was alert and breathing. Her hands clutched her swollen belly as another contraction hit.

“What’s your name, hon?” I asked, squeezing through the gap where the door used to be.

“Sarah,” she gasped. “Sarah Martinez. My baby… is my baby okay?”

I started my assessment, checking her pulse and blood pressure while the firefighters worked around us. Strong pulse, BP elevated but not dangerous. The contractions were definitely getting stronger and closer together. We needed to get her out of here and to the hospital before this baby decided to make an early appearance in the wreckage of a car.

“Sarah, I’m Max. I’m going to take care of you and your baby, okay? 

We’re going to get you out of here and to the hospital.” I kept my voice calm and professional while my mind calculated distances and time. Mercy General was the closest, but University had the better NICU if the baby came early.

The jaws of life finally peeled away enough metal for us to safely extract her. Jake had the gurney ready as we carefully moved Sarah from the car to the ambulance. She grabbed my hand as another contraction hit, her grip surprisingly strong.

“Please,” she whispered. “Don’t let anything happen to my baby.”

“I won’t,” I said, and meant it.

Jake drove while I worked in the back, monitoring Sarah’s vitals and timing contractions. They were coming every minute and a half now. I got on the radio to Mercy General, giving them our ETA and patient status. The doc on duty confirmed what I already knew – we were cutting this close.

“Sarah, I need you to focus on my voice,” I said as another contraction peaked. “Don’t push yet. We’re almost there. Just breathe with me.”

She nodded, tears streaming down her face. “My husband… he’s deployed. He doesn’t even know…”

“We’ll call him as soon as we get to the hospital,” I promised, checking her blood pressure again. Still stable, but the baby was definitely ready to make its entrance.

Jake took the corner into the hospital at speed, the ambulance’s suspension protesting. I could see the trauma team waiting for us at the emergency entrance, Dr. King leading the charge. We’d worked together dozens of times over the years, and I trusted her completely.

The transfer was smooth and fast. Sarah clutched my hand one more time as they wheeled her toward the elevator. “Thank you,” she said simply.

I watched the elevator doors close, then helped Jake clean and restock the rig for the next call. The adrenaline was starting to fade, leaving behind the familiar mixture of exhaustion and satisfaction that came after a good save. This was why I did this job. In a world full of people who didn’t seem to notice I existed, here I mattered. Here my skills meant something.

My phone buzzed with a text from Jake: “Baby boy, 5 pounds 8 ounces, mom and baby doing great. Nice work today.”

I smiled, feeling that warm glow of accomplishment as I drove home through the evening traffic. Maybe Katy would want to hear about the save. Maybe we could actually have a conversation that didn’t end in one of us storming out. Maybe tonight would be different.

I pulled into the driveway of our small house in Bloomfield, noting that Katy’s Honda was already there. Good, she was home early. I grabbed my gear bag from the back seat and headed for the front door, already planning how I’d tell her about the delivery. She used to love hearing about my calls, back when we first got married. Back when she still looked at me like I was someone worth knowing.

The front door was unlocked, which was unusual. Katy was paranoid about security. I called out as I entered, dropping my keys on the table by the door.

“Katy? I’m home. You won’t believe the call I had today.”

No answer. Maybe she was upstairs. I headed for the kitchen to grab a beer, still riding the high from the successful save. That’s when I heard it – a low moan coming from upstairs. My first thought was that she was hurt, maybe sick. I took the stairs two at a time, calling her name.

The bedroom door was partially open. I pushed it wider and stopped dead.

Katy was there, all right. Naked and sweating, her legs wrapped around some guy I’d never seen before. They were so caught up in what they were doing that they didn’t even notice me standing in the doorway. The stranger was built like a gym rat, all muscles and fake tan. Everything I wasn’t.

I must have made a sound, because Katy’s eyes snapped open and met mine over the guy’s shoulder. For a moment, nobody moved. Then she pushed him off her and grabbed for the sheet, her face cycling through surprise, guilt, and finally settling on defiance.

“Max,” she said, like I was the one who shouldn’t be there. “I… this isn’t…”

The gym rat turned around, his expression more annoyed than embarrassed. “Who the hell is this guy?”

“Her husband,” I said quietly.

He looked between us, then started grabbing his clothes. “Shit, Katy, you said you were divorced.”

“I’m working on it,” she snapped, shooting me a look that could have melted steel.

I stood there for what felt like hours but was probably only seconds, watching my wife cover herself while her lover pulled on his pants. Part of me wanted to rage, to scream, to throw the bastard through the window. But a larger part of me just felt… empty. Like something inside had finally broken completely.

The stranger pushed past me without another word, thundering down the stairs and out the front door. His car engine roared to life in the driveway, tires squealing as he fled the scene. Katy wrapped the sheet around herself and faced me, chin raised in challenge.

“Are you going to say something?” she demanded.

I opened my mouth, then closed it again. What was there to say? That I was sorry for catching her? That I should have knocked? That I’d suspected this was happening for months but had been too much of a coward to confront it?

“Max, talk to me. Yell at me. Something.”

But I couldn’t. The words just weren’t there. I turned and walked back downstairs, grabbed my keys from the table, and headed for the door.

“Where are you going?” she called after me.

I didn’t answer. There wasn’t an answer that would matter.

The garage was dark and cool, smelling of motor oil and rubber. In the center sat my pride and joy – a 1970 Plymouth Barracuda that I’d spent three years restoring from a rust bucket. Midnight blue paint with white racing stripes, Hemi 426 engine that could wake the dead. It was the one thing in my life that was purely mine, that Katy had never shown any interest in claiming or changing.

I ran my hand along the smooth hood, feeling the cool metal under my palm. This car was everything my marriage wasn’t – powerful, reliable, built to last. I’d put more love and attention into this machine than I had into my relationship with my wife, and it showed. The ‘Cuda started on the first turn of the key, the big V8 rumbling to life with a sound like controlled thunder.

I backed out of the garage and into the street, not looking back at the house. The evening air was cool through the open windows as I drove aimlessly through the neighborhoods of Bloomfield, then Harrison, then Newark. The engine’s growl was comforting, drowning out the thoughts that kept trying to surface.

My phone rang. Katy’s ringtone. I let it go to voicemail. It rang again. And again. Finally, I turned it off and threw it into the passenger seat.

* * *




Traffic was light on the side streets, and I found myself pushing the ‘Cuda harder than I should have. The speedometer climbed as I hit the main arteries, the big engine eating up asphalt with hungry efficiency. I knew these streets like the back of my hand after years of ambulance runs. Every shortcut, every traffic pattern, every hidden speed trap.

I was approaching the hospital district when I realized where I was going. The tunnel that connected Highland Avenue to the medical complex – I’d driven through it hundreds of times in the ambulance, but never in my personal vehicle. It was a long, straight shot with good visibility, perfect for opening up the ‘Cuda and seeing what she could really do.

The tunnel entrance loomed ahead, lit by harsh sodium lights that turned everything orange. I downshifted and felt the engine respond, the exhaust note bouncing off the concrete walls as I entered the tunnel. The speedometer needle swept past 60, then 70, then 80. The white lines on the asphalt blurred into a solid stripe as I pushed deeper into the tunnel.

That’s when things got weird.

The tunnel was longer than it should have been. A lot longer. I’d driven through here countless times, and it was maybe a quarter mile from entrance to exit. But I’d been at speed for at least a minute now, and there was no sign of the far end. The sodium lights began to flicker and change color, shifting from orange to blue to something that hurt to look at directly.

The radio, which had been playing classic rock, started cycling through stations on its own. Fragments of music and voices in languages I didn’t recognize flashed past. The speedometer was reading 95 now, but it felt like I was moving even faster. The tunnel walls began to blur and warp, like looking through water.

I should have been scared. Should have hit the brakes and turned around. But something about the strangeness felt right, like this was exactly where I was supposed to be. For the first time in years, I felt like I was moving toward something instead of running away from it.

The tunnel mouth appeared ahead, but it wasn’t the exit I knew. This opening was framed by massive stone blocks covered in symbols that seemed to shift and writhe when I looked at them directly. Beyond the opening, I could see daylight – but it was the wrong kind of daylight. Too bright, too blue, with strange shadows that fell at impossible angles.

I should have stopped. Should have turned around. Should have done a lot of things.

Instead, I floored it.

The ‘Cuda burst out of the tunnel like a bullet from a gun, and suddenly I was driving under an alien sky. Two moons hung in the bright blue expanse above, one silver and one pale gold. The landscape around me was wrong in every way – rolling hills covered in grass that was too green, trees that were too tall, and in the distance, spires of crystal that reached toward the heavens like frozen lightning.

I hit the brakes instinctively, the ‘Cuda’s tires screaming against asphalt that had somehow become cobblestone. The car slewed sideways before coming to a stop in a cloud of tire smoke and burning rubber. I sat there for a moment, hands gripping the steering wheel, trying to process what I was seeing.

That’s when I heard the roar.

It came from above, deep and primal and utterly alien. I looked up through the windshield and saw something that shouldn’t exist – a dragon. Not the cute, fairy-tale kind, but a genuine monster the size of a city bus, with scales like black armor and eyes like molten gold. It circled overhead on wings that blotted out the twin suns, and it was looking directly at me.

More roars answered the first one. A lot more. The sky began to fill with dragons of every size and color, diving toward my car like oversized hawks going after a mouse. Some breathed fire, others lightning, still others something that looked like liquid starlight.

I did what any sane person would do in that situation.

I put the ‘Cuda in gear and punched it.

The big Hemi roared as I accelerated down what appeared to be some kind of ancient road, the dragons swooping and diving around me like the world’s most terrifying air show. A blast of fire scorched the asphalt just behind my rear bumper. Lightning crackled past the passenger side window. I yanked the wheel left, then right, weaving between attacks while pushing the speedometer back up toward triple digits.

The dragons were fast, but the ‘Cuda was faster on the straightaways. Unfortunately, the road ahead was anything but straight. It curved and twisted through the alien landscape, forcing me to choose between maintaining speed and maintaining control. I took the curves at speeds that would have made my driving instructor weep, the rear end sliding out as I fought to keep the car on the road.

A shadow passed overhead, and I looked up to see the biggest dragon yet – a massive creature with hide like polished copper and wings that seemed to go on forever. It opened its mouth, and I could see the fire building in its throat like a miniature sun.

I was dead. No question about it. There was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. The dragon drew in breath to unleash hell, and I prepared to become the world’s first interdimensional barbecue.

That’s when the ground opened up beneath me.

The road simply vanished, replaced by a gaping chasm that swallowed my car whole. I had just enough time to realize I was falling before everything went black.

The last thing I remembered was the sound of the ‘Cuda’s engine, still running as we plummeted into the unknown depths of an impossible world. Somehow, that sound was comforting. Whatever happened next, at least I wasn’t facing it in a Honda Civic.

Then the darkness took me, and I dreamed of fire and wings and two moons hanging in an alien sky. In the dreams, I could hear voices calling out in languages I didn’t understand, but somehow the words felt familiar. They sounded like welcome. They sounded like home.

For the first time in longer than I could remember, they sounded like hope.
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I woke up to the sound of voices arguing in languages I didn’t recognize, punctuated by the occasional word that sounded almost familiar. My head felt like someone had used it for batting practice, and every muscle in my body screamed in protest as I tried to move. The metallic taste of blood filled my mouth, and something wet was trickling down my forehead.

“He’s awake,” said a voice in accented English. Female, with a rough edge that suggested she was used to giving orders and having them followed.

I cracked my eyes open and immediately regretted it. Bright light stabbed through my skull like hot needles. When my vision finally cleared, I found myself staring up at a circle of faces that belonged in a fantasy novel, not a New Jersey hospital. An elf with silver hair and pointed ears. A dwarf with a braided beard that had bits of metal woven through it. And looming over all of them, an orc with green-tinged skin and small tusks protruding from her lower lip.

The orc was holding what looked like a modified shotgun, the barrel pointed directly at my chest. Her dark eyes studied me with the cold calculation of someone deciding whether I was worth keeping alive.

“Sky spy,” she said, her voice carrying a growl that made my spine tingle. “Has to be. No other way he could have gotten through the barriers.”

“Look at his clothes, Zara,” the elf said, gesturing at my torn paramedic uniform. “No sky city dweller dresses like this. And that vehicle…” She shook her head. “I’ve never seen its like.”

I turned my head slowly, following her gaze, and saw my ‘Cuda about twenty feet away. The muscle car was in rough shape – the front end was crumpled, the windshield was spider-webbed with cracks, and steam was rising from under the hood. But it was still recognizably my car, which was more than I could say for everything else around me.

We were in some kind of canyon or ravine, surrounded by walls of reddish stone that rose up to frame a slice of that impossible blue sky. The area looked like it had been converted into a settlement of sorts, with modified trailers and prefab buildings scattered across the canyon floor. Defensive positions had been carved into the rock walls, and I could see the barrels of various weapons pointed outward toward the canyon mouth.

But it was the people that really drove home just how far from New Jersey I was. Besides the obvious fantasy races, I could see others that defied easy categorization. A woman with scales instead of skin was tending to some kind of mechanical device. A man with wings folded against his back was examining my car with professional interest. And in the shadows of one of the defensive positions, something that might have been human was watching me with eyes that glowed like hot coals.

“Where am I?” I asked, my voice coming out as a croak.

“Junkyard Junction,” the dwarf said, stepping closer. He was maybe four and a half feet tall but built like a brick shithouse, with forearms that looked like they could bend steel. “Though most call it the Scrapyard. Home to everyone the sky cities don’t want.”

“Sky cities?”

The orc – Zara – made a sound of disgust. “Playing dumb won’t save you, spy. We know what you people do to prisoners.”

“I’m not a spy,” I said, trying to sit up. The world spun around me, and I had to close my eyes until it stopped. “I’m a paramedic. EMT. I help people.”

“Help people?” Zara’s laugh was bitter. “Sky dwellers don’t help anyone but themselves. They take what they want and burn the rest.”

The elf knelt beside me, her violet eyes studying my face with an intensity that made me uncomfortable. “What’s your name?”

“Max. Max Earnhardt.”

“And where are you from, Max Earnhardt?”

“Newark. New Jersey. United States.” The words sounded absurd even as I said them.

The three of them exchanged glances. Whatever they were thinking, it wasn’t good.

“Never heard of any of those places,” the dwarf said. “And I know geography better than most. I’m Kord, by the way. Master mechanic and engineer.” He gestured toward my car. “Mind telling me how you built that contraption? The power source alone has me stumped.”

I looked at the ‘Cuda again, noting details I’d missed before. The paint job was different – instead of the midnight blue I remembered, it was now a deep purple that seemed to shift and swirl with its own light. The chrome bumpers had taken on a silver sheen that looked almost like mercury, and the racing stripes now pulsed with a faint blue glow.

“I didn’t build it,” I said slowly. “I bought it from a guy in Trenton and restored it myself. But it didn’t look like that before…”

“Before what?” the elf pressed.

“Before I drove through the tunnel and ended up here.” I met her gaze. “Look, I know how this sounds. Trust me, six hours ago I would have laughed at anyone telling me this story. But I drove into a tunnel in Newark and came out here, wherever here is. I’ve got no idea what happened to my car or how it changed or why there are dragons trying to barbecue me.”

“Dragons,” Zara said flatly.

“Big ones. Breathing fire and lightning and God knows what else. They were chasing me right before I fell into that hole.”

Another exchange of glances. This time, I caught something that might have been surprise.

“Describe them,” Kord said urgently.

“Huge. Like, school bus huge. Different colors – black, copper, some kind of silver. They moved fast and seemed pretty intent on turning me into crispy critters.”

“Dragon patrol,” the elf murmured. “But they don’t usually hunt this far south. And they certainly don’t chase single targets.”

“Unless,” Zara said grimly, “someone wanted to make sure he ended up here.”

The implications of that hung in the air like smoke. I struggled to sit up again, this time managing to stay upright despite the dizziness.

“Okay, let’s say I buy into this whole fantasy world thing,” I said. “Let’s say I’m not having some kind of elaborate breakdown after finding my wife in bed with another man. What exactly am I supposed to have done that’s got you all ready to shoot me?”

“Sky cities have been raiding Grounder settlements for months,” the elf explained. “Taking resources, enslaving anyone useful, killing the rest. The raids have been getting more frequent and more brutal. Three days ago, they hit Millbrook settlement. Killed everyone except the children. Took them back to the sky cities for… purposes we don’t like to think about.”

“And you think I’m responsible for that?”

“We think you’re a scout,” Zara said, the shotgun never wavering. “Sent ahead to evaluate our defenses before the next raid.”

I looked around the settlement again, this time with a more critical eye. The defensive positions, the weapons, the way everyone was watching me with a mixture of suspicion and barely controlled hostility. These people were at war, and I’d literally crashed into their lives from out of nowhere.

“Look,” I said, “I get why you’re suspicious. Really, I do. But I’m not a spy or a scout or whatever. I’m just a guy who took a wrong turn after the worst day of his life and ended up somewhere impossible.”

A new voice cut through the tension. “Then prove it.”

I turned toward the sound and saw a woman approaching from one of the larger trailers. She was human, or at least human-looking, with the kind of bearing that suggested military training. Her auburn hair was shot through with premature gray, and her hazel eyes held the weary look of someone who’d seen too much combat.

“Commander Lyralei,” the elf said, rising to her feet. “We were just—”

“I heard,” Lyralei said, stopping a few feet away from me. “Max Earnhardt from Newark, New Jersey, United States. Places that don’t exist, according to our maps.” She studied me with the intensity of a hawk examining a mouse. “But your clothes are unlike anything I’ve seen from the sky cities. And that vehicle…” She glanced at the ‘Cuda. “The metal is wrong. The design is completely foreign. Even the wear patterns don’t match anything in our experience.”

“So maybe he’s telling the truth,” Kord said hopefully. “Maybe he really is from somewhere else entirely.”

“Maybe,” Lyralei agreed. “Or maybe the sky cities have developed new technologies and new lies to go with them.” She crouched down so she was eye level with me. “Here’s what’s going to happen, Max Earnhardt. You’re going to tell me everything about where you came from, how you got here, and what you know about the sky cities. Then you’re going to prove your story by making yourself useful. If you’re lying, or if you’re a spy, I’ll know. And then Zara will shoot you.”

The orc’s smile at that suggestion was not reassuring.

“Fair enough,” I said. “But first, can someone explain to me where exactly I am and what’s going on? Because right now I’m operating on about ten percent comprehension.”

Lyralei considered this for a moment, then nodded. “Kord, get his vehicle functional. If he’s telling the truth about it, I want to know how it works. Silvanna, run a full analysis on his blood and tissue samples. Look for any sky city modifications or magical markers.”

“Already on it,” the elf – Silvanna – said, producing a small crystal device that she pressed against my arm. It hummed briefly, then displayed symbols that looked like they belonged in a computer program designed by aliens.

“And you,” Lyralei said to me, “are coming with me for a proper debriefing. Try anything stupid and you’ll wish the dragons had caught you.”

She helped me to my feet, which turned out to be more difficult than expected. My legs felt like rubber, and my head was still pounding. But I managed to stay upright long enough to follow her toward what appeared to be the command center.

“One question,” I said as we walked.

“Just one?”

“For now. What’s a Grounder?”

Lyralei stopped and stared at me. “You really don’t know, do you?”

“I really don’t know anything. Six hours ago, the weirdest thing in my life was a cardiac arrest call in a shopping mall. Now I’m talking to elves and orcs about sky cities and dragons. I’m pretty much flying blind here.”

She was quiet for a long moment, studying my face. Whatever she saw there seemed to convince her of something.

“Grounders are what the sky cities call people like us,” she said finally. “People who live on the surface instead of in the floating cities. In their view, we’re primitives. Savages. Resources to be exploited or obstacles to be eliminated.”

“And you’re fighting them?”

“We’re trying to survive them. There’s a difference.” She started walking again. “The sky cities have magic, dragons, advanced technology. We have desperation, improvisation, and the occasional bit of salvaged equipment.” She gestured at the settlement around us. “This place is home to refugees from a dozen different raids. People who lost everything to sky city ‘expansion.’”

We reached the command center, which turned out to be a modified Airstream trailer that had been fitted with what looked like a combination of computer equipment and magical crystals. The interior was cramped but functional, with maps covering every available wall surface. Some of the maps moved on their own, showing what I assumed were real-time tactical updates.

“Sit,” Lyralei said, pointing to a metal chair that had seen better decades. “And start talking. Everything, from the beginning.”

I sat down heavily, my body still protesting every movement. Where to even begin? The failed marriage, the cheating wife, the tunnel that shouldn’t have existed? All of it sounded insane even to me.

“This morning,” I said finally, “I was a paramedic in Newark, New Jersey. I lived in a small house with my wife, drove an ambulance for the city, and the biggest excitement in my life was usually a multi-vehicle accident on the highway.”

“This morning,” Lyralei repeated. “Not yesterday, not last week. This morning.”

“This morning. I got a call about a pregnant woman trapped in a car wreck. Managed to get her out and to the hospital in time for her to deliver safely. It was a good save, the kind that reminds you why you do the job.” I paused, remembering the rush of satisfaction I’d felt. It seemed like a lifetime ago. “When I got home, I found my wife in bed with another man.”

Lyralei’s expression softened slightly. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, well. Not the first marriage to go down in flames, won’t be the last. Point is, I was pretty messed up about it. So I got in my car – that car,” I pointed toward the window, “and I started driving. Driving fast, driving angry, not really paying attention to where I was going.”

“And?”

“And I ended up in a tunnel I’d driven through hundreds of times before. Except this time it was different. Longer. The lights were wrong. The radio started picking up stations that didn’t exist. And when I came out the other end…” I shrugged. “Two moons, dragons, and a very different kind of day.”

Lyralei was quiet for several minutes, processing what I’d told her. Finally, she leaned back in her chair.

“You know what the strangest part of your story is?” she said.

“The part where I drove between dimensions?”

“The part where you saved someone.” She stood up and moved to one of the maps on the wall. “In my experience, people from the sky cities don’t risk themselves for strangers. They don’t put themselves in danger to help others. They certainly don’t do it for free.”

“Well, I wasn’t doing it for free. It’s my job.”

“Your job is to help people in danger?”

“Yeah. Emergency medical services. We respond to accidents, medical emergencies, fires, whatever. The idea is to get there fast and keep people alive until we can get them to a hospital.”

She turned to look at me with something that might have been wonder. “You have people whose only job is to help strangers in trouble?”

“Where I come from, yeah. Fire department, police, paramedics, emergency room doctors. Lots of people whose job is basically to show up when everything’s gone wrong and try to fix it.”

“And they do this willingly?”

“Most of the time. I mean, it’s not great pay and the hours suck, but…” I tried to think of how to explain it. “When you save someone’s life, when you make the difference between someone going home to their family or not, there’s no feeling like it. It’s the kind of purpose that makes all the other bullshit worthwhile.”

Lyralei was staring at me now with an expression I couldn’t quite read. “What would you do,” she said slowly, “if I told you that there were people here who needed that kind of help? People in danger who could use someone with your skills?”

“I’d ask what kind of danger.”

“The kind that involves dragons, sky city raids, and children being taken in the night.”

I thought about Sarah Martinez, about the fear in her eyes as she clutched her swollen belly. About the relief and gratitude when I told her everything would be okay. About the satisfaction of knowing I’d made a difference when it mattered most.

“I’d ask what you needed me to do.”

A slow smile spread across Lyralei’s face. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

Before I could ask what she meant, alarms started blaring throughout the settlement. Lyralei was moving before the sound fully registered, grabbing weapons and equipment with practiced efficiency.

“What’s happening?” I asked.

“Dragon patrol,” she said grimly. “Looks like your arrival didn’t go unnoticed after all.”

Through the window of the command center, I could see people running to defensive positions. The weapons I’d noticed earlier were being manned and powered up, their barrels tracking toward the sky. In the distance, I could hear the sound that had become terrifyingly familiar – the roar of dragons on the hunt.

“Stay here,” Lyralei ordered, heading for the door.

“Like hell,” I said, struggling to my feet. “If people are in danger—”

“You’re in no condition to fight.”

“Maybe not. But I know something about emergency response under fire. And if that’s my car they’re after, maybe I can help even the odds.”

She paused in the doorway, looking back at me with calculating eyes. “You realize you could die out there?”

“Yeah, well. Welcome to my Tuesday.”

For the first time since I’d met her, Lyralei actually laughed. “All right, Max Earnhardt from Newark, New Jersey. Let’s see what you’re made of.”

We ran out into chaos. The sky was filled with wings and fire, and the sound of weapons firing echoed off the canyon walls. But for the first time since I’d driven through that impossible tunnel, I felt like I was exactly where I belonged.
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The dragon attack lasted exactly seventeen minutes. I know because I spent the entire time crouched behind a concrete barrier with Lyralei, watching the settlement’s defenders pour everything they had into the sky while she gave me a running commentary on their tactics. It was like the world’s most violent nature documentary.

“Fire dragons always come in low and fast,” she explained as a crimson beast the size of a city bus swept over the canyon walls, breathing flame at the defensive positions. “They think their fire makes them invincible. Watch Thompson on gun three – he’ll wait until it commits to the attack run, then lead it perfectly.”

Sure enough, Thompson’s weapon – some kind of magical cannon that fired crystalline bolts – caught the dragon center mass as it pulled up from its dive. The creature screamed and crashed into the far wall of the canyon in a shower of rock and scales.

“One down,” Lyralei said with satisfaction. “The lightning types are trickier. They can change direction mid-flight.”

A blue-white dragon proved her point by jinxing left just as another gunner opened fire, the electrical discharge from its mouth frying a section of equipment that someone had forgotten to shield properly.

“That’s coming out of Morrison’s pay,” Lyralei muttered.

By the time the attack was over, Junkyard Junction had lost two defenders and most of their communication equipment, but they’d managed to bring down three dragons and drive off the rest. The settlement buzzed with the kind of grim satisfaction that comes from surviving another day in a war zone.

“Not bad for a Tuesday,” Lyralei said, surveying the damage. “Though we’re going to need new comm gear before the next raid.”

“How often do they attack?” I asked, helping her catalog the equipment losses.

“Depends. Sometimes twice a week, sometimes not for a month. There’s no pattern we’ve been able to identify. They seem to hit when they need resources or when they’re testing new tactics.” She looked at the smoking crater where Thompson’s position used to be. “Or when they’re chasing something specific.”

The implication hung in the air between us. My arrival had definitely stirred things up.

“Speaking of which,” Lyralei continued, “I think it’s time you met our head engineer. If we’re going to keep you alive long enough to be useful, that car of yours is going to need some serious modifications.”

She led me across the settlement to what looked like the world’s most chaotic auto shop. The building was part garage, part forge, part mad scientist’s laboratory. Tools hung from every available surface, ranging from conventional wrenches to devices that hummed with their own inner light. The air smelled of motor oil, hot metal, and something that reminded me of ozone after a lightning strike.

Kord was standing next to my ‘Cuda, running his hands along the damaged hood with the reverence of a priest examining a holy relic. The car looked even worse than I remembered – the front end was completely caved in, steam was still rising from the engine compartment, and there were scorch marks along the sides that I didn’t remember from the crash.

“Dragon fire,” Kord explained when he saw me looking at the burns. “Your paint job saved the frame, but just barely. Whatever that coating is, it’s got some serious heat resistance.”

“It’s just automotive paint,” I said. “Nothing special.”

Kord gave me the look you’d give someone who claimed water wasn’t wet. “Son, I’ve been working with metals and protective coatings for sixty years. This isn’t ‘just’ anything.” He rapped his knuckles against the hood. “Listen to that resonance. This metal has been transformed somehow. Strengthened. The molecular structure is completely different from when you arrived.”

“How can you tell?”

Instead of answering, he picked up a tool that looked like a cross between a stethoscope and a tuning fork. When he touched it to the car’s surface, it began to glow and emit a low, musical note.

“Harmonic resonance analysis,” he said proudly. “Every metal has its own signature. Your car’s signature is… well, it’s like nothing I’ve ever heard. The base metals are recognizable – steel, chrome, aluminum – but they’ve been fundamentally altered. Improved.”

“Improved how?”

“Stronger, lighter, more responsive to magical energy.” He walked around the car, his eyes bright with scientific fervor. “The question is whether this happened during your dimensional crossing or if it was already modified before you arrived.”

I thought about the changes I’d noticed in the tunnel – the shifting paint job, the way the radio had started cycling through impossible stations, the feeling that the car was becoming something more than it had been.

“I think it happened during the crossing,” I said. “The car started changing while I was in the tunnel.”

“Fascinating.” Kord made notes on a tablet that appeared to be carved from a single piece of crystal. “That suggests the transformation was a response to dimensional stress rather than deliberate modification. Your vehicle adapted to survive the crossing.”

“Is that good or bad?”

“Depends on whether you want to live through the next dragon attack.”

He led me around to the front of the car and popped the hood. The engine bay was a mess of twisted metal and leaked fluids, but I could see enough to know we were looking at major damage.

“The good news,” Kord said, “is that the basic engine block is salvageable. The bad news is that everything else needs to be rebuilt from scratch. The better news is that I can make improvements while I’m at it.”

“What kind of improvements?”

His grin was slightly unhinged. “The kind that’ll let you outrun dragons and punch through magical barriers. The kind that’ll turn this pretty toy into a proper war machine.”

I looked at my beloved ‘Cuda, thinking about all the hours I’d spent restoring it to factory specifications. Every part had been researched, every modification carefully considered to maintain the car’s original character. The idea of letting a possibly mad dwarf tear it apart and rebuild it with magical components should have horrified me.

Instead, I found myself nodding. “What do you need from me?”

“Nothing much. Just sign here saying you won’t hold me responsible if the modifications kill you, void the warranty, or open a portal to the realm of hungry demons.”

He handed me a piece of parchment covered in dense text written in multiple languages. I couldn’t read most of it, but the parts I could understand were not reassuring.

“Is the demon portal thing a real possibility?” I asked.

“Probably not. I mean, it only happened that one time, and we got it sorted out eventually.”

“Eventually?”

“Well, most of it. There’s still that one corner of the workshop where reality gets a bit wobbly, but I’ve got it cordoned off.”

I looked at the section of the shop he was pointing to, which was indeed marked off with warning tape and what appeared to be protective wards. The space inside the tape looked… wrong somehow. Like looking at a photograph that had been slightly double-exposed.

“You know what?” I said, signing the waiver. “At this point, demon portals are probably the least of my problems.”

Kord’s grin widened. “I like you already. Now, let’s talk modifications.”

What followed was three hours of the most surreal technical discussion of my life. Kord’s plans for my car were part engineering marvel, part magical transformation, and part complete insanity. He wanted to replace the original 426 Hemi with something he called a “mana-combustion hybrid engine.” The transmission would be upgraded with “dimensional phase shifting capabilities.” The suspension would be reinforced with “dragon-bone composite materials.”

“Dragon bone?” I asked.

“From the ones we shot down today. Waste not, want not.” He pulled out what looked like a piece of ivory the size of a baseball bat. “Stronger than steel, lighter than aluminum, and naturally resistant to magical attacks. Perfect for chassis reinforcement.”

“Won’t the dragons be upset about you using their bones for car parts?”

“The dead ones won’t care, and the live ones are trying to kill us anyway. Besides, this is traditional Grounder engineering – use what you have, improve what you can, and try not to blow anything up more than absolutely necessary.”

By the time we were done planning, my ‘Cuda was going to be more like a magical tank that happened to look like a muscle car. Armor plating disguised as body panels. Weapons systems hidden in the bumpers. A defensive shield generator built into the radio.

“How long will all this take?” I asked.

“If I work straight through? Maybe two days. Three if I take breaks to sleep and eat, which I probably won’t.” Kord was already pulling tools from their hooks, his movements quick and efficient despite his apparent mania. “The real question is whether you want to watch or whether you want to make yourself useful somewhere else.”

“What kind of useful?”

“Well, Zara mentioned that your medical training might come in handy. We’ve got wounded from the dragon attack, and our regular doc is… indisposed.”

“Indisposed how?”

“Dragon got him last week. Turned him into what we call ‘extra crispy.’ He’s still alive, technically, but he won’t be doing surgery anytime soon.”

I thought about the people who’d been injured in the attack, lying somewhere in pain while I stood around discussing car modifications. “Where’s the medical bay?”

“Trailer twelve. Follow the screaming.”

I found trailer twelve easily enough – it was the one with people going in and out carrying bloody bandages and medical supplies. The interior had been converted into a makeshift field hospital, complete with several beds and enough medical equipment to handle basic trauma care. Most of it looked familiar enough, though some devices clearly operated on principles that had nothing to do with conventional medicine.

A young halfling woman with prematurely gray hair was working on a man whose arm had been badly burned by dragon fire. She looked up as I entered, her green eyes exhausted but alert.

“You’re the newcomer,” she said. “Max, right? I’m Dani, and I could really use some help if you actually know anything about trauma medicine.”

“I know enough. What do you need?”

“Patient stabilization while I work on the worst cases. Can you handle IV insertion, wound cleaning, vital sign monitoring?”

“In my sleep.”

“Good, because I haven’t slept in thirty-six hours and I’m starting to make mistakes.” She gestured toward a woman lying on one of the beds. “Dragon claw puncture to the abdomen. I’ve got the bleeding controlled, but she needs fluids and antibiotics. Think you can handle that while I deal with the burn victim?”

I was already moving toward the patient, falling back into the familiar rhythms of emergency medicine. Check airway, breathing, circulation. Assess the wound. Start an IV with practiced efficiency. Monitor vital signs and adjust treatment accordingly.

It felt good to be doing something I actually knew how to do.

The woman – an elf with intricate tattoos covering her arms – was conscious but clearly in pain. “How bad is it?” she asked as I worked.

“You’ll live,” I said, checking the dressing Dani had applied. “Clean puncture, no major organ damage. You’re going to be sore for a while, but nothing that won’t heal.”

“Better than Hendricks,” she said, nodding toward another bed where a man lay covered in burn salves and bandages. “Dragon got him good.”

I looked over at Hendricks and felt my stomach clench. Third-degree burns over at least forty percent of his body. In a modern trauma center, he’d have a fighting chance. Here, with limited supplies and no advanced life support…

“Dani,” I called. “How are you fixed for burn treatment supplies?”

“We’ve got the basics. Magical healing salves, some pain management, clean dressings. Why?”

“Hendricks is going to need specialized care if he’s going to make it. Have you considered medical evacuation to a better-equipped facility?”

Dani’s laugh was bitter. “Better-equipped facility? This is the best medical care for three hundred miles. Everything else was destroyed in the raids.”

I spent the next four hours working alongside Dani, treating everything from minor cuts to serious trauma injuries. The work was familiar enough that I could focus on the patients rather than the surreal circumstances, and for the first time since arriving in this world, I felt like I was actually contributing something useful.

It was near midnight when we finally finished with the last patient. Dani collapsed into a chair, looking like she was about to fall asleep sitting up.

“Not bad for a newcomer,” she said. “Your technique is different from what I’m used to, but effective. Where did you train?”

“Community college EMT program, then paramedic certification through the state.” The words felt strange in a world where magic was apparently a medical specialty. “What about you?”

“Apprenticed to the healers in Millbrook before the raids. Learned what I could about conventional medicine from salvaged textbooks.” She looked around the makeshift hospital. “Not exactly what I dreamed of when I was young, but it’s what we’ve got.”

“You’re doing good work here. These people are lucky to have you.”

“Lucky.” She shook her head. “Lucky would be not needing a field hospital at all. Lucky would be living somewhere the sky cities can’t reach.”

Before I could respond, the trailer door opened and Lyralei stepped in. She looked around at the treated patients, then at me.

“How did he do?” she asked Dani.

“Better than expected. He knows trauma medicine, and he’s not squeamish about difficult cases. Could be useful to have around.”

“Good. Because we’re going to need all the help we can get.” Lyralei turned to me. “I just got word from our scouts. There’s a sky city fleet moving this way. Three full squadrons of dragons, plus support craft. They’ll be here in forty-eight hours.”

“Can we evacuate?” I asked.

“Where? Every settlement in a hundred miles is either destroyed or under siege. This is our stand.” She looked around the medical bay. “How many of our wounded can travel?”

“Maybe half,” Dani said. “The others need at least a week before they can be moved safely.”

“Then we fight here.” Lyralei’s voice was flat, matter-of-fact. “Which brings us back to your car, Max. Kord thinks he can have it combat-ready in thirty-six hours if he doesn’t sleep. The question is whether you’re willing to risk your life testing experimental modifications under fire.”

I thought about the pregnant woman I’d saved that morning – had it really been just this morning? About the satisfaction of knowing I’d made a difference when it mattered. About Hendricks lying in that bed with burns that might kill him despite our best efforts.

“What do you need me to do?”

“Tomorrow morning, you and Kord are going to find out whether dimensional engineering and dwarf madness can build something capable of taking on a dragon fleet.” Lyralei’s smile was sharp. “Try not to get yourself killed in the process. We’re going to need every advantage we can get.”

As I walked back toward the quarters they’d assigned me – a small room in one of the converted trailers – I could hear the sound of Kord’s tools echoing off the canyon walls. The dwarf was apparently serious about working straight through the night.

I lay down on the narrow bunk and stared up at the ceiling, thinking about everything that had happened in the past eighteen hours. This morning I’d been a paramedic with a failing marriage and a job that barely paid the bills. Now I was apparently a refugee in a war zone, about to risk my life testing magical modifications to a muscle car in order to fight dragons.

The smart thing would be to find a way home. To figure out how the dimensional crossing worked and reverse it. To get back to my ordinary life and pretend none of this had ever happened.

But as I drifted off to sleep to the sound of Kord’s hammering and the distant roars of dragons in the night sky, I realized something that should have terrified me: I didn’t want to go home. For the first time in years, I felt like I was exactly where I belonged.

Even if it was probably going to get me killed.
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I woke up to the sound of screaming.

Not human screaming – something else. Something that made my teeth ache and my spine crawl with instinctive terror. I rolled out of the narrow bunk and stumbled to the small window, peering out into the pre-dawn darkness.

Dragons. Dozens of them, circling the canyon like vultures around roadkill. But these weren’t the patrol dragons from yesterday – these were bigger, angrier, and they were moving with coordinated precision that spoke of military training rather than random aggression.

The settlement’s alarm system was going full blast, a harsh klaxon that echoed off the canyon walls. I could see people running to defensive positions, their movements quick and efficient despite the early hour. These folks had clearly done this dance before.

I pulled on my clothes and ran toward Kord’s workshop, dodging between trailers as the first wave of dragon fire lit up the sky. The heat washed over me even from a distance, hot enough to singe the hair on my arms.

The workshop was a blaze of activity. Kord was putting the finishing touches on something that looked like my ‘Cuda but definitely wasn’t. The basic shape was the same, but everything else had been transformed. The car was now matte black with silver racing stripes that pulsed with their own inner light. Armor plating had been seamlessly integrated into the body panels, and there were weapon systems where the bumpers used to be.

“About time you showed up!” Kord shouted over the noise of dragons and defensive fire. “I’ve been waiting for you to test drive this beauty!”

“Test drive? Now?” A dragon’s roar shook the building, raining dust from the ceiling.

“Best time for it! Nothing like combat conditions to really put a vehicle through its paces!” Kord’s grin was manic as he gestured toward the transformed car. “She’s got full armor integration, shield generators, and enough firepower to punch through a dragon’s hide at fifty yards!”

“What about actually driving it?”

“Oh, that’s the best part! The engine’s been completely rebuilt with a mana-combustion hybrid system. Three times the horsepower of your original setup, and she runs on ambient magical energy. No more worrying about gas mileage!”

Another dragon roar, closer this time. Through the workshop’s open bay door, I could see a massive green dragon landing on the canyon rim. It opened its mouth and exhaled something that looked like liquid acid, dissolving a section of defensive wall like it was made of sugar.

“Kord,” I said urgently, “people are dying out there.”

“All the more reason to get you mobile! Here, catch!” He tossed me a set of keys that looked like they were carved from crystal. “The controls are mostly the same, but there are a few new features you should know about.”

He led me around the car, pointing out modifications. The steering wheel now had additional controls built into the rim. The dashboard looked like something from a fighter jet, complete with targeting displays and weapons status indicators. The radio had been replaced with what appeared to be a magical communication system.

“This button activates the forward cannons,” Kord explained, pointing to a red switch. “This one deploys the defensive shields. And whatever you do, don’t touch the blue lever unless you want to find out what happens when you shift into interdimensional overdrive.”

“Interdimensional overdrive?”

“Still working out the bugs on that one. Might transport you to safety, might scatter your atoms across three different planes of existence. Really depends on your luck.”

A section of the canyon wall exploded inward as another dragon landed and started tearing through the defensive positions with claws the size of baseball bats. I could see defenders falling back toward the settlement’s center, their weapons barely slowing the massive creatures down.

“Right,” I said, climbing into the driver’s seat. “Guess it’s time to find out if this thing actually works.”

The engine started with a sound like controlled thunder mixed with something that might have been singing. The steering wheel vibrated under my hands, and I could feel power flowing through the car’s systems like electricity through copper wire. The heads-up display flickered to life, showing me everything from engine status to targeting information for threats I couldn’t even see yet.

“Remember,” Kord called as I put the car in gear, “she’s not just transportation anymore! She’s a weapons platform! Use her like one!”

I drove out of the workshop and immediately had to swerve as a blast of dragon fire scorched the ground where I’d been heading. The car responded better than I’d dared hope – the steering was more precise than before, the acceleration smooth and immediate. It felt like driving a Formula One car that had been designed by someone who really understood what power meant.

A blue dragon swooped down from above, lightning crackling between its fangs. I hit the defensive shield button just as it opened fire. The electrical discharge struck what looked like a bubble of transparent energy around the car and dispersed harmlessly into the ground.

“Holy shit,” I breathed, then immediately hit the forward cannon controls.

Twin beams of something that looked like concentrated starlight lanced out from the car’s front end, catching the dragon center mass. The creature screamed and crashed into the canyon wall in a shower of scales and ichor.

I was moving again before it hit the ground, weaving between defensive positions and looking for the next target. The car handled like a dream, responding to my thoughts almost before I could translate them into physical actions. It was like the vehicle had become an extension of my body.

A red dragon landed directly in front of me, blocking the path to a group of defenders who were pinned down behind an overturned trailer. Fire was already building in its throat, and I could see the terror in the defenders’ eyes as they realized they were about to be cooked alive.

I floored the accelerator and aimed straight for the dragon’s chest.

The impact should have killed me. Should have crumpled the car like a beer can and left me splattered across the canyon floor. Instead, the car’s armor plating held, the shield generators absorbed most of the impact energy, and the dragon went down like it had been hit by a runaway freight train.

I backed up and fired the cannons point-blank into its skull. The dragon stopped moving.

“Max!” Lyralei’s voice crackled through the communication system. “Where the hell did you learn to drive like that?”

“Newark traffic,” I replied, scanning for the next threat. “You learn to be aggressive or you never get anywhere.”

Two dragons were working together to tear apart the settlement’s main communication tower. I lined up for a strafing run, using the car’s speed to stay ahead of their counterattacks while pouring cannon fire into their flanks. One went down immediately. The other took wing, trying to gain altitude for a diving attack.

Bad move. The car’s targeting system locked onto the ascending dragon automatically, and I triggered every weapon system Kord had installed. The creature vanished in a ball of magical fire that lit up the entire canyon.

“Four down!” someone shouted over the comm system. “Keep it up!”

But there were more coming. A lot more. I could see at least six dragons circling overhead, looking for openings in the settlement’s defenses. And in the distance, more shapes were approaching. This wasn’t just a raid – it was a full-scale assault.

A silver dragon dove out of the sun, moving faster than anything that size had a right to. I yanked the wheel hard left, but it wasn’t enough. The dragon’s claws raked across the car’s roof, sending up showers of sparks as they scraped against the armor plating.

The car skidded sideways, and for a moment I thought I was going to lose control. Then the vehicle’s stability systems kicked in, automatically adjusting the suspension and traction to keep me on the road. I straightened out and spun around, looking for the dragon that had just tried to turn me into lunch.

It was coming around for another pass, and this time it was breathing something that looked like liquid mercury. Where the stuff hit the ground, it left behind patches of crystalline ice that radiated cold like portable winters.

I had maybe three seconds before that stream of freezing death reached my car.

That’s when I remembered the blue lever Kord had warned me about.

Interdimensional overdrive. Might save me, might scatter my atoms across three planes of existence.

The silver dragon opened its mouth wide, the mercury-ice building to lethal intensity.

I grabbed the blue lever and yanked it hard.

The world exploded into colors that had no names. I felt like I was moving at incredible speed while simultaneously standing perfectly still. The dragon’s attack passed through the space where I’d been, but I wasn’t there anymore – I was everywhere and nowhere, existing in the spaces between moments.

When reality snapped back into focus, I was behind the silver dragon, moving at twice my previous speed. The creature was still finishing its attack run, completely unaware that its target had somehow teleported behind it.

I triggered every weapon system at once.

The dragon came apart like a piñata full of scales and bone. Pieces of it rained down across the canyon floor while I tried to figure out what the hell had just happened.

“Max!” Lyralei’s voice was sharp with concern. “Your vehicle just disappeared from our sensors for ten seconds! What happened?”

“I think I just learned about interdimensional overdrive,” I said, checking the car’s systems. Everything was still functional, though the blue lever was now glowing softly and felt warm to the touch. “Kord wasn’t kidding about the bugs.”

“Well, whatever you did, it worked. The remaining dragons are withdrawing. You’ve bought us some breathing room.”

I looked around the canyon, taking stock of the damage. Several buildings were on fire or completely destroyed. Bodies lay scattered across the settlement, some moving, some not. The defensive walls had been breached in multiple places, and the communication tower was a twisted wreck.

But we were alive. Most of us, anyway.

I drove back toward the medical trailer, where I could already see Dani working frantically to treat the wounded. There would be work to do, people to save, damage to assess and repair. The kind of work I actually knew how to do.

But as I climbed out of the transformed ‘Cuda, I couldn’t help but notice that my hands were shaking. Not from fear – from adrenaline. From the pure, intoxicating rush of being in a fight where my actions had made the difference between life and death for dozens of people.

In Newark, I’d saved lives one at a time. Here, I’d just saved an entire settlement.

“Not bad for your first real combat mission,” Zara said, approaching from one of the defensive positions. Her orc features were streaked with soot and dragon blood, but she was grinning. “Though next time, maybe warn us before you decide to phase through reality.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, then looked around at the settlement’s defenders. “How many did we lose?”

“Three confirmed dead, seven wounded. Could have been a lot worse if you hadn’t been here.” Her expression grew serious. “That car of yours… it’s not just transportation, is it?”

“Apparently not.”

“Good. Because according to our scouts, that was just the advance force. The main fleet will be here tomorrow, and they’re bringing everything they’ve got.” She looked at the wreckage around us. “We’re going to need every advantage we can get.”

I thought about the rush of combat, the satisfaction of protecting people who couldn’t protect themselves, the way the car had responded to my will like it was alive. Then I thought about Sarah Martinez, clutching her swollen belly in the wreckage of her Honda, trusting me to get her safely to the hospital.

Different circumstances, same job. Save lives, protect the innocent, make sure the good guys made it home at the end of the day.

“Whatever you need,” I said. “I’m in.”

For the first time since I’d met her, Zara’s smile looked genuinely warm. “Welcome to the war, Max Earnhardt.”

As I walked toward the medical trailer to help Dani with the wounded, I realized something that should probably have terrified me: I was looking forward to tomorrow’s fight. For the first time in years, I had found something worth fighting for.

Even if it was probably going to get me killed.
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The settlement looked like a war zone because it was one. I spent the hours after the dragon attack helping Dani in the medical trailer, stitching wounds and setting bones while she handled the more serious cases. Three dead wasn’t bad for a coordinated dragon assault, but it still meant three families that would never be whole again.

“Pass me the bone regeneration salve,” Dani said, working on a defender whose arm had been shattered by dragon claws. “And try not to look so grim. Three casualties is practically a victory around here.”

“Where I come from, any casualties are too many.”

“Where you come from, do dragons regularly try to burn down your neighborhood?”

She had a point. I handed her the salve - some kind of magical paste that actually seemed to be encouraging the broken bones to knit back together. In Newark, this guy would have needed surgery and months of physical therapy. Here, he’d probably be back on duty in a week.

“There,” Dani said, finishing the application. “Keep the arm immobilized for forty-eight hours, then start gentle range-of-motion exercises. And for the love of all that’s holy, stay away from the fighting for at least a month.”

The defender - a young human with prematurely gray hair - nodded gratefully and left. Dani collapsed into a chair, looking exhausted.

“How do you do it?” I asked. “Deal with this kind of thing day after day?”

“Same way you probably dealt with it back home. You focus on the people you can save and try not to think too hard about the ones you can’t.” She studied my face. “Though I’m guessing you’re not used to the scale of it.”

“In Newark, a mass casualty incident was maybe a dozen people. Here…” I gestured toward the settlement, where repair crews were already working to patch the defensive walls.

“Here, it’s Tuesday.” Dani’s smile was tired but genuine. “You did good today, Max. That car of yours probably saved fifty lives.”

I thought about the rush of combat, the way the ‘Cuda had responded to my thoughts like it was alive. The satisfaction of watching dragons fall under my weapons fire. It should have bothered me more than it did.

“I should check on the car,” I said. “Make sure the modifications held up.”

“Good idea. And Max?” She looked up at me with those sharp green eyes. “Try to get some sleep tonight. Tomorrow’s going to be worse.”

I found my way back to Kord’s workshop, where the dwarf was examining the ‘Cuda with the intensity of a jeweler appraising a diamond. The car had taken some damage - scratches along the armor plating, a dent in the rear quarter panel where a dragon’s tail had connected - but it was still functional.

“Beautiful work,” Kord muttered, running his hands along the scratched paint. “The armor integration held perfectly. No system failures, no catastrophic overloads. Though I’m curious about this interdimensional overdrive you apparently triggered.”

“You and me both. What exactly did that do?”

“Near as I can tell, you briefly shifted the vehicle into a parallel dimensional phase. Same location, but offset by a few seconds in time and about ten feet in space.” He looked up at me with bright eyes. “Do you have any idea how difficult that should be? The amount of energy required alone…”

“But the car handled it?”

“Like it was designed for it. Which is impossible, because I certainly didn’t design it for that.” Kord’s expression grew thoughtful. “There’s something about this vehicle that I’m missing. Something fundamental.”

Before I could ask what he meant, I heard footsteps behind me. Zara approached from the settlement, her orc features still streaked with soot from the battle. In the workshop’s harsh lighting, I could see details I’d missed before - the way her tusks were carved with intricate patterns, the network of scars across her arms that spoke of years of fighting, the way she moved with predatory grace despite her size.

“Kord, we need to talk about ammunition production,” she said. “We burned through half our magical ordnance today, and the resupply won’t arrive for another week.”

“Already on it,” Kord replied. “I can have another batch of crystalline shells ready by morning. Though we might want to consider alternative strategies if the main fleet is as large as the scouts reported.”

“What kind of alternative strategies?” I asked.

Zara looked at me with calculating eyes. “The kind that involve running and hiding instead of fighting and dying.”

“You’re talking about evacuation?”

“I’m talking about not being here when three hundred dragons show up looking for blood.” Her voice carried the weight of someone who’d seen too many battles. “We’ve held this position for eight months, but there’s a difference between defending against raids and surviving a full-scale assault.”

I thought about the settlement’s defenders, the families huddled in reinforced shelters, the wounded lying in Dani’s medical trailer. “Where would everyone go?”

“There are other settlements. Deeper in the wasteland, harder to find. We could scatter, regroup somewhere safer.”

“And abandon everything you’ve built here?”

Zara’s laugh was bitter. “What we’ve built here is a target. The sky cities want this position because it controls access to three major trade routes. As long as we hold it, we’re a threat to their expansion plans.”

“So we give them what they want?”

“We stay alive long enough to fight another day.” She turned to study the ‘Cuda. “Though your vehicle might change the equation somewhat. If it can really do what you demonstrated today…”

“It can,” Kord said firmly. “The dimensional phasing alone makes it nearly impossible to target with conventional weapons. Add in the firepower and armor, and you’ve got something that could actually threaten a sky city directly.”

“One car against three hundred dragons?”

“One car that can appear and disappear at will, strike from unexpected angles, and punch through their heaviest defenses.” Kord’s grin was manic. “It’s not about overwhelming force. It’s about being where they don’t expect you and hitting what they can’t afford to lose.”

Zara considered this, her dark eyes thoughtful. “You’re talking about asymmetric warfare. Hit-and-run tactics instead of direct confrontation.”

“Exactly. Use mobility and surprise to offset their numerical advantage.”

I listened to them plan, thinking about the tactical problems involved. In Newark, I’d learned to navigate traffic by finding gaps in the flow, exploiting weaknesses in the patterns. This wasn’t that different - find the holes in their formation, exploit their assumptions, use speed and unpredictability to level the playing field.

“What about the civilians?” I asked. “The people who can’t fight?”

“Hidden bunkers,” Zara said. “We’ve been preparing for this kind of assault for months. Everyone knows their positions, and the entrances are shielded against magical detection.”

“How long can they hold out?”

“Depends on how long the fighting lasts. Days, maybe a week if we ration carefully.”

I thought about Renna, Zara’s eight-year-old daughter, hiding in some underground shelter while dragons burned the world above her. About the wounded defenders who couldn’t be moved, trapped in a medical trailer while the sky caught fire around them.

“There has to be another option,” I said.

“Like what?”

“Like taking the fight to them instead of waiting for them to come to us.”

Zara stared at me like I’d suggested swimming in lava. “You want to attack a sky city fleet? With what army?”

“With speed and surprise. They’re expecting us to hunker down and defend. What if we don’t? What if we hit them while they’re still organized for assault instead of defense?”

Kord’s eyes lit up. “Disrupt their formation before they can bring their full strength to bear. Force them to react instead of execute their plan.”

“It’s suicide,” Zara said flatly.

“Maybe. Or maybe it’s the only way to win.” I looked at both of them. “They have the numbers and the firepower. But they also have something we don’t - something to lose. What happens to their grand strategy if we take out their command ship? What happens to their morale if their ‘inferior’ enemies start hunting them instead of running?”

Zara was quiet for a long moment, considering the implications. When she spoke, her voice was thoughtful rather than dismissive.

“You’re talking about a decapitation strike. Take out their leadership and hope the rest falls apart.”

“I’m talking about changing the rules of engagement. Making them fight our kind of war instead of theirs.”

“And if it doesn’t work?”

“Then we die fighting instead of hiding. But at least we go down swinging.”

Zara studied my face, and I could see her weighing options behind those dark eyes. Finally, she nodded slowly.

“I’ll talk to Lyralei. See what she thinks of your insane plan.” She started to leave, then paused. “For what it’s worth, I think you might be right. Sometimes the only way to win an impossible fight is to make sure your enemy can’t fight it either.”

After she left, Kord and I spent another hour going over the car’s systems, making sure everything was ready for whatever tomorrow would bring. The interdimensional overdrive was apparently recharging itself, drawing power from some source that Kord couldn’t identify.

“It’s like the vehicle is alive,” he muttered, checking readouts on devices that hummed with their own inner light. “Not just responsive - actually alive. Aware.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Probably. Most sentient magical constructs eventually develop their own agendas. Usually involves trying to kill their creators.” He looked at me with concern. “You might want to establish some kind of rapport with it. Just in case.”

I ran my hand along the car’s hood, feeling the smooth metal under my palm. It was warm to the touch, and I could swear I felt something like a pulse beneath the surface. Like a heartbeat made of steel and magic.

“Hey there, girl,” I said quietly. “I know this is all new for you. Hell, it’s new for me too. But we’re in this together now, and I need you to trust me.”

The hood grew warmer under my hand, and the racing stripes pulsed with brighter light. For just a moment, I could have sworn I felt something like acknowledgment flow through the connection between us.

“That’s either very good or very bad,” Kord said. “I’m leaning toward good, but ask me again after we see how it handles tomorrow’s fight.”

I left the workshop and walked back toward my assigned quarters, thinking about everything that had happened in the past two days. Forty-eight hours ago, I’d been a paramedic with a failed marriage and a job that barely paid the bills. Now I was apparently a refugee warrior in a dimensional war zone, bonding with a sentient muscle car and planning suicide attacks on floating cities.

The rational part of my mind kept insisting this was all some kind of elaborate hallucination brought on by discovering Katy in bed with another man. That any minute now I’d wake up in a hospital bed with a concerned doctor explaining how I’d suffered a complete psychotic break.

But as I lay down on the narrow bunk and listened to the sound of repair crews working through the night, I realized I didn’t care if it was real or not. Real or hallucination, this felt more like living than anything I’d experienced in years.

For the first time since my marriage had started falling apart, I had a purpose that mattered. People who needed what I could provide. A place where my skills and instincts weren’t just useful but essential.

Even if it was probably going to get me killed, it beat the hell out of selling insurance in Newark.

Tomorrow would bring dragons and fire and the kind of violence that would make today’s fight look like a warm-up exercise. But tonight, lying in a converted trailer in a settlement that existed only because people refused to give up, I felt something I hadn’t experienced in longer than I could remember.

I felt like I was home.
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I was cleaning dragon blood off the ‘Cuda’s windshield when the perimeter alarms started screaming. Not the steady wail that meant incoming air attack, but the rapid-fire bursts that indicated someone was approaching on foot. Someone who didn’t know the recognition codes.

Lyralei’s voice crackled over the settlement’s communication system. “All defensive positions, we have a single individual approaching from the north canyon. Appears to be sky city origin. Weapons hot, but do not fire unless fired upon.”

I dropped the cleaning rag and jogged toward the main gate, where a crowd was already gathering. Through the reinforced barriers, I could see a figure stumbling down the rocky slope toward the settlement. Even at a distance, it was obviously an elf - tall, elegant build, silver hair that caught the afternoon light. But there was something wrong with the picture. The elf was limping badly, and dark stains covered what appeared to be expensive clothing.

“Sky city noble,” muttered one of the defenders, adjusting his grip on a modified crossbow. “Probably a scout.”

“Doesn’t look like much of a scout to me,” Zara said, appearing beside me with her shotgun in hand. “More like someone who’s been running for her life.”

The elf reached the outer perimeter and stopped, swaying on her feet. She called out in accented English, her voice carrying clearly across the canyon floor.

“I seek sanctuary! I have information about the fleet movements! Please, they’re coming for you!”

“Information,” Lyralei said dryly, materializing beside us like a ghost. “How convenient.” She studied the approaching figure through a pair of magical binoculars. “No visible weapons, but that doesn’t mean much with sky city types. They can hide a lot of nastiness in those pretty clothes.”

“Are we going to let her in?” I asked.

“Eventually. But first, we’re going to find out exactly what she wants and whether she’s worth the risk.” Lyralei raised her voice, projecting it toward the elf with military precision. “Stop where you are! State your name and business!”

The elf stopped, raising her hands to show they were empty. “My name is Silvanna Rustrick! I serve… served in the Administrative Corps of the Third Sky City! I have intelligence about the Ascension Protocol!”

Murmurs rippled through the gathered defenders. I didn’t recognize the term, but from their reactions, it wasn’t good news.

“What’s the Ascension Protocol?” I asked quietly.

“Rumors,” Zara said grimly. “Stories about a sky city plan to eliminate all Grounder settlements. Complete extermination.”

“Never proven,” Lyralei added. “Until now, apparently.”

She made a gesture, and four defenders moved out to escort the elf through the perimeter defenses. I watched as they approached Silvanna with weapons ready, professional but cautious. The elf submitted to their search without complaint, though I could see her wince as they handled her injured arm.

Up close, she was striking in the way that all elves seemed to be - sharp features, violet eyes, skin that looked like it had never seen a blemish. But there was something else there too. Fear, genuine and bone-deep. Whatever had driven her to seek sanctuary among Grounders, it wasn’t part of some elaborate sky city plan.

At least, I hoped not.

“Bring her to the command center,” Lyralei ordered. “Full restraints until we can verify her story.”

Twenty minutes later, I found myself in Lyralei’s command trailer, watching as the elf sat cuffed to a chair that had been bolted to the floor. Silvanna’s injuries were more extensive than they’d appeared from a distance - burns on her arms that looked like they’d come from magical weapons, bruises that suggested recent violence, and cuts that were still seeping blood despite field dressings.

“Let’s start with the basics,” Lyralei said, settling into her own chair across from the prisoner. “Name, rank, and why we shouldn’t assume you’re a spy.”

“Silvanna Rustrick, Senior Administrative Clerk, Third Sky City Resource Management Division.” The elf’s voice was steady despite her obvious exhaustion. “And you shouldn’t assume I’m a spy because I just murdered my supervisor to steal the information I’m offering you.”

The blunt admission caught everyone off guard. I’d been expecting denials, protests of innocence, the usual things that people said when they were trying to convince you they weren’t lying. Instead, Silvanna had opened with what amounted to a confession of treason.

“You murdered your supervisor,” Lyralei repeated slowly.

“Regional Administrator Caelynn Moonwhisper. Knife between the ribs while she was reviewing tomorrow’s operational briefings.” Silvanna’s expression was matter-of-fact, like she was discussing the weather. “She never saw it coming. Too busy planning which settlements to burn first.”

“And why would a Senior Administrative Clerk have access to military operational briefings?”

“Because the Ascension Protocol isn’t a military operation. It’s an administrative one.” Silvanna leaned forward as much as her restraints allowed. “They’re not just planning to attack Grounder settlements. They’re planning to eliminate them systematically. Every man, woman, and child. Complete depopulation of the surface world.”

The silence that followed was heavy with implications. I thought about Renna, sleeping peacefully in her mother’s trailer, unaware that someone was planning her murder simply because she lived on the ground instead of in the sky.

“That’s a serious accusation,” Lyralei said carefully. “Do you have proof?”

“I have the operational schedules, target lists, and resource allocation documents.” Silvanna’s smile was sharp. “All conveniently stored in my supervisor’s personal files before I ventilated her lung cavity.”

She gestured toward a satchel that the guards had confiscated during her search. Lyralei opened it and pulled out what appeared to be crystalline data storage devices, each one glowing with its own inner light.

“How do we know these are genuine?” Zara asked. “Could be false intelligence designed to make us panic.”

“Because,” Silvanna said, “tomorrow morning at exactly dawn, three full sky city fleets will begin coordinated strikes against seventeen Grounder settlements simultaneously. Starting with the largest population centers and working their way down to isolated outposts like this one.”

Lyralei was already moving, inserting one of the crystal devices into a reader that projected holographic displays into the air above the table. I watched as tactical maps appeared, showing the locations of sky city forces and their planned approach routes. It was terrifyingly detailed and professionally organized.

“These are current fleet positions,” Lyralei said, studying the displays with growing concern. “Updated as of… six hours ago.” She looked up at Silvanna. “This intelligence is real.”

“Of course it’s real. I didn’t murder a superior officer for fake documents.”

“Why?” I asked. “Why betray your own people? Why risk everything to warn us?”

Silvanna’s composure cracked slightly, revealing something vulnerable beneath the surface. “Because I’ve seen what they do to captured Grounder children. Because I’ve processed the paperwork for ‘resource reallocation’ and ‘population management.’ Because I finally realized that working for monsters makes you a monster too.”

She took a shaky breath before continuing. “My sister lives in Millbrook settlement. Lived. Past tense. When the Third Fleet hit it last month, I was the one who filed the casualty reports. Seventeen children between the ages of four and twelve, transported to the sky cities for ‘specialized labor assignments.’” Her voice turned bitter. “Do you know what specialized labor assignments means for Grounder children in the sky cities?”

I didn’t want to know, but the expression on Silvanna’s face told me anyway.

“So yes,” she continued, “I murdered Regional Administrator Moonwhisper. And given the chance, I’d do it again. The only thing I regret is not doing it sooner.”

Lyralei and Zara exchanged glances. I could see them weighing the intelligence value against the security risk, trying to decide whether Silvanna was a valuable asset or an elaborate trap.

“Assuming we believe you,” Lyralei said, “what exactly are you proposing? You must want something in exchange for this information.”

“Sanctuary. Protection. And the chance to help you kill as many sky city personnel as possible before they complete the Ascension Protocol.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s everything.” Silvanna’s smile was cold. “I don’t want money or power or anything complicated. I just want to watch the people who murdered my sister burn.”

I found myself studying the elf’s face, looking for signs of deception. But all I could see was the kind of rage that came from genuine loss. The kind of anger that turned ordinary people into killers.

“The intelligence checks out,” Lyralei said, reviewing more of the crystal data. “Fleet positions, timing, target priorities. This is exactly the kind of information we’d need to mount an effective defense.”

“Or a preemptive strike,” I added.

Everyone turned to look at me. “Come again?”

“They’re expecting us to hunker down and wait for the attack. What if we don’t? What if we hit them first, while they’re still organized for assault instead of defense?”

Silvanna’s eyes lit up with interest. “You’re talking about attacking the command ships.”

“I’m talking about disrupting their entire operational plan. Take out their leadership and communications, scatter their formations, force them to react instead of execute.”

“With what forces?” Zara asked. “We’ve got maybe two hundred fighters spread across a dozen settlements. They’re bringing three full fleets.”

“We don’t need to match their numbers. We just need to be where they don’t expect us and hit what they can’t afford to lose.”

Lyralei was studying the tactical displays with renewed interest. “The command ships would be the key targets. Without central coordination, individual fleet elements would have to operate independently.”

“Exactly. And if we can create enough chaos in their command structure…”

“They might abort the operation entirely,” Silvanna finished. “Admiral Jarrettson is politically vulnerable right now. A failed Ascension Protocol could cost him his position.”

“Who’s Admiral Jarrettson?” I asked.

“Dale Jarrettson. Supreme Commander of the Combined Sky City Forces. The man who designed the Ascension Protocol.” Silvanna’s expression darkened. “Also the man who personally approved the Millbrook operation that killed my sister.”

The pieces were starting to come together. This wasn’t just about military strategy or territorial control. It was personal for everyone involved.

“So we’re talking about assassination,” Lyralei said bluntly.

“We’re talking about stopping genocide,” I corrected. “The fact that it involves killing the people responsible is just a bonus.”

Zara was looking at me with something that might have been respect. “You’re starting to think like a Grounder, Max.”

“I’m thinking like someone who doesn’t want to watch children get loaded onto transport ships.”

“Fair enough.” Lyralei turned back to Silvanna. “Assuming we accept your offer of assistance, what can you tell us about the command ship defenses?”

“Standard magical shields, dragon escorts, and enough firepower to level a city.” Silvanna’s smile was predatory. “But I know the access codes, guard rotations, and exactly where Admiral Jarrettson will be during the operation.”

“And all we have to do is trust that you’re not leading us into a trap.”

“All you have to do is decide whether the intelligence is worth the risk.” Silvanna leaned back in her chair. “Because with or without your help, I’m going after Admiral Jarrettson. The only question is whether you want to be part of it.”

I looked around the room at the faces of people who’d become something like friends over the past few days. Lyralei, calculating the odds with military precision. Zara, weighing the potential for revenge against the danger to her daughter. And Silvanna, burning with the kind of cold fury that could either save us or destroy us.

“I say we do it,” I said finally. “Hit them before they can hit us. Use surprise and speed to level the playing field.”

“It’s suicide,” Zara said flatly.

“Maybe. But so is sitting here waiting for them to burn us alive.”

Lyralei was quiet for a long moment, studying the intelligence data and running calculations in her head. Finally, she looked up at Silvanna.

“If we agree to this, and if you’re lying to us, I will personally make sure you die slowly and painfully. Are we clear?”

“Crystal.”

“Good.” Lyralei stood up and began unlocking Silvanna’s restraints. “Then welcome to the war, Silvanna Rustrick. Try not to get us all killed.”

As the cuffs came off, I caught Silvanna rubbing her wrists and looking around the command center with sharp, calculating eyes. For someone who’d just been welcomed into our inner circle, she was spending a lot of time studying our defensive capabilities and communication equipment.

Maybe I was being paranoid. Or maybe I was finally learning to think like someone who understood that in war, everyone was dangerous until proven otherwise.

“How long do we have to plan this strike?” I asked.

“The fleets launch at dawn,” Silvanna said. “That gives us about fourteen hours to reach the command ship and execute the mission.”

“Fourteen hours to plan an assault on the most heavily defended target in the sky city arsenal,” Lyralei mused. “Should be interesting.”

As we began laying out the tactical details, I found myself wondering whether we were planning a heroic last stand or an elaborate suicide. But looking around at the faces of people who’d chosen to fight rather than surrender, I realized it didn’t matter.

Either way, it beat waiting around to die.
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The approach to Dale’s flagship was eerily quiet. Too quiet for a military vessel that should have been bristling with activity as it prepared for the largest assault in sky city history. I crouched behind a crystal formation on the ship’s upper deck, watching Silvanna guide us through what she claimed were blind spots in the security grid.

“Guard change happens in three minutes,” she whispered, checking a timepiece that glowed with soft blue light. “When the patrol moves past that junction, we’ll have a forty-second window to reach the command level.”

“Forty seconds?” Zara’s voice carried skepticism even at a whisper. “That’s not much margin for error.”

“It’s what we have,” Lyralei said flatly. She’d insisted on leading the infiltration team personally, leaving the settlement’s defense to her second-in-command. “Unless our guide has better suggestions?”

Silvanna’s violet eyes flicked toward Lyralei with what might have been irritation. “The ship’s layout hasn’t changed since I served aboard it six months ago. The timing windows are based on standard sky city security protocols that haven’t been updated in decades. If you have a better plan, I’m listening.”

I studied the ship around us, trying to reconcile what I was seeing with my expectations of a military command vessel. The architecture was stunning - flowing lines of crystalline metal that seemed to grow rather than being built, surfaces that glowed with their own inner light, technology that was so advanced it looked like magic. But it was also strangely organic, like someone had convinced a living creature to serve as a warship.

“Movement,” Zara murmured, pointing toward a corridor entrance. “Two guards, standard patrol pattern.”

The guards were human, dressed in armor that looked like it had been forged from starlight. They moved with military precision, but there was something almost casual about their demeanor. Like people going through motions they’d performed a thousand times before without ever expecting real trouble.

That was about to change.

The patrol passed our position without noticing the four figures crouched behind the crystal formation. As soon as they rounded the corner, Silvanna was moving, leading us toward what appeared to be a maintenance access panel.

“This leads directly to the command deck,” she explained, producing a crystal key from somewhere in her clothing. “Admiral Jarrettson will be in the central planning chamber, reviewing final preparations for tomorrow’s assault.”

“How do you know all this?” I asked as she worked on the access panel.

“Because I helped plan the operational timeline.” The panel opened with a soft chime. “Administrative Corps doesn’t just file paperwork. We coordinate logistics, timing, resource allocation. I know this ship’s operational schedule better than most of the crew.”

We climbed through what appeared to be a service tunnel lined with conduits that pulsed with magical energy. The space was cramped and uncomfortably warm, but it was unguarded. Apparently, sky city security didn’t consider maintenance access a serious threat vector.

Their mistake.

The tunnel ended at another access panel, this one opening onto what was clearly the command level. Through the transparent material, I could see a vast chamber filled with holographic displays showing tactical information. And in the center of it all, a figure in ornate armor studying a three-dimensional map of the ground below.

Admiral Dale Jarrettson looked exactly like what central casting would order if they needed someone to play a military dictator. Tall, imposing, with steel-gray hair and eyes that seemed to calculate the worth of everything they saw. He stood with the kind of perfect posture that came from decades of command, surrounded by subordinates who hung on his every word.

“Target acquired,” Lyralei whispered. “What’s the security situation?”

Silvanna peered through the access panel, her expression growing troubled. “More guards than there should be. And…” She paused, studying something I couldn’t see. “There’s someone else there. Someone who shouldn’t be.”

“Who?”

“Lieutenant Commander Thorin Blackwater. He was my supervisor’s superior. If he’s here…” She turned to look at us with growing alarm. “This might be a trap.”

Before any of us could respond, the access panel slid open from the other side. Standing in the opening was an elf in sky city military uniform, his hand resting on the grip of what appeared to be a crystalline sword.

“Hello, Silvanna,” he said with the kind of smile that never reached the eyes. “We’ve been waiting for you.”

Everything went to hell very quickly after that.

Zara’s shotgun boomed in the confined space, but the elf had already moved, his blade intercepting the magical buckshot in a shower of sparks. Lyralei was drawing her sidearm when more guards appeared behind him, weapons already trained on our position.

“Lower your weapons,” the elf commanded. “Admiral’s orders. The defector is to be taken alive. The others…” He shrugged. “The Admiral will decide.”

I found myself looking down the business end of several weapons that hummed with barely contained energy, thinking about how this had seemed like such a good idea back in the planning phase. The rational part of my mind was already calculating surrender options and wondering if we’d live long enough to regret this decision.

That’s when Silvanna spoke.

“Hello, Thorin.” Her voice was steady, almost conversational. “You’re looking well. Still as handsome as ever.”

The elf’s expression softened slightly. “Silvanna. Why did you do it? Why throw away everything we built together for these… surface dwellers?”

“Because you murdered my sister, you bastard.”

The words hung in the air for a moment. Then Silvanna moved with liquid grace, a knife appearing in her hand as if by magic. The blade found the gap between Thorin’s helmet and chest plate before he could react, sliding between ribs with surgical precision.

His eyes went wide with shock and betrayal as blood bubbled from his lips. “Silvanna… I…”

“You signed the order for Millbrook,” she said quietly, twisting the blade. “My sister was eight years old.”

Thorin collapsed, and chaos erupted in the command chamber.

The guards opened fire, but we were already moving. Lyralei rolled left, her pistol barking as she put precise shots into anyone who looked like they might be in charge. Zara charged forward like a green-skinned juggernaut, using her shotgun as both ranged weapon and club. And I…

I pulled out the sidearm that Kord had insisted I carry and started shooting at anything in sky city uniform.

It should have been a massacre. Four infiltrators against an entire command crew in their own fortified position. But the sky city personnel weren’t used to close-quarters combat against desperate enemies. They were used to fighting from a distance, with overwhelming firepower and magical support. Up close and personal wasn’t their strong suit.

That, and they seemed genuinely shocked that anyone would dare attack them in their own command center.

“Secure the Admiral!” someone shouted over the chaos. “Protect the operational plans!”

I caught a glimpse of Jarrettson himself, still standing at his tactical display as if nothing unusual was happening. He was studying us with the detached interest of a scientist observing test subjects, apparently unconcerned by the violence erupting around him.

“Interesting,” he said, his voice carrying clearly over the sounds of combat. “I was told Grounders were primitive savages. Yet here you are, successfully infiltrating our most secure vessel.”

A guard appeared beside me, weapon raised. I put three rounds center mass and kept moving. The sky city armor was impressive, but it wasn’t designed to stop bullets fired at point-blank range.

“Thank you for the tactical lesson,” Jarrettson continued. “I’ll be sure to update our security protocols accordingly.”

That’s when I realized he wasn’t just unconcerned - he was gathering intelligence. Studying our weapons, our tactics, our capabilities. Even in defeat, he was learning how to fight us more effectively next time.

“Zara!” I shouted. “The explosives!”

She was already moving toward the primary control systems, the shaped charges we’d brought clearly visible in her hands. But before she could place them, the deck beneath our feet began to tilt dramatically.

“Evasive maneuvers,” Jarrettson announced calmly. “All hands, prepare for emergency descent.”

The flagship was diving, using gravity and momentum to throw us off balance. I grabbed onto the nearest solid surface as artificial gravity fluctuated wildly. Around me, sky city personnel were doing the same, but they were clearly more experienced with this kind of maneuver.

“Hold on!” Lyralei shouted unnecessarily.

Through the command chamber’s transparent walls, I could see the ground rushing up toward us at terrifying speed. For a moment, I thought Jarrettson was planning to crash the ship with all of us aboard. Then the descent leveled out, and I realized what he was actually doing.

He was heading for the nearest sky city garrison. Reinforcements. Enough troops to overwhelm us through sheer numbers.

“Time to go,” Silvanna said, blood still dripping from her knife. “The garrison has enough guards to swamp us.”

“What about the mission?” I asked.

“What about staying alive?” Zara countered, ejecting spent shells from her shotgun.

Lyralei was studying the tactical situation with professional detachment. “We’ve accomplished the primary objective. Jarrettson knows we can reach him. That should make him more cautious about the assault.”

“Will it be enough to stop the Ascension Protocol?”

“Probably not. But it might delay it long enough for us to prepare better defenses.”

As we fought our way back toward the maintenance tunnels, I caught one last glimpse of Admiral Jarrettson. He was still standing at his tactical display, but now he was studying readings that showed our escape route. Learning. Adapting. Planning.

We’d come here to kill him or at least disrupt his plans. Instead, we’d given him valuable intelligence about our capabilities while accomplishing nothing more than the murder of one subordinate officer.

The extraction was a nightmare of running firefights through corridors that seemed designed to confuse and disorient intruders. Sky city troops poured out of everywhere, forcing us to change routes repeatedly as we tried to reach the ship’s hangar bay where we’d left our transport.

“This way!” Silvanna called, leading us down a corridor lined with what appeared to be crew quarters. “The hangar should be just ahead!”

That’s when the lights went out, leaving us in near-total darkness.

“Tactical lighting,” Lyralei muttered. “They’re trying to blind us while they move into position.”

Emergency lighting flickered on, casting everything in hellish red illumination. In the distance, I could hear the sound of heavy boots moving in coordinated formation. A lot of boots.

“Whatever we’re going to do,” I said, “we need to do it fast.”

The hangar bay doors were sealed when we reached them, magnetic locks glowing with warning indicators. Silvanna worked frantically at the control panel while the rest of us watched the corridors for pursuit.

“How long?” Zara asked.

“Two minutes, maybe three.”

“We don’t have three minutes.”

She was right. The sound of approaching troops was getting louder, and I could see the first muzzle flashes appearing at the far end of the corridor. Sky city guards, advancing in professional formation with overlapping fields of fire.

“Got it!” Silvanna announced as the hangar doors ground open.

Our transport was exactly where we’d left it - a small, fast craft that Kord had modified with the same kind of dimensional phasing technology as my car. It would get us home, assuming we lived long enough to reach it.

The race across the hangar bay was terrifying. Guards poured through access points on all sides, filling the air with energy weapons fire that left glowing craters in anything it touched. We returned fire while running, but accuracy was impossible under the circumstances.

I felt something tug at my sleeve and looked down to see a smoking hole where part of my shirt used to be. Another few inches to the right, and this infiltration would have been my last.

“Move! Move! Move!” Lyralei shouted, reaching the transport first and triggering the access ramp.

We piled aboard as energy bolts sizzled past our heads. Silvanna was bleeding from a graze across her forehead, and Zara’s armor showed multiple impact marks. But we were alive and mobile, which was more than I’d expected five minutes ago.

The transport lifted off with stomach-churning acceleration, its dimensional phasing systems engaging just as the hangar bay’s defensive weapons came online. One moment we were surrounded by hostile fire, the next we were existing in empty space somewhere adjacent to normal reality.

“Emergency jump successful,” the transport’s pilot announced. “Estimated arrival at base in thirty minutes.”

I slumped back in my seat, adrenaline slowly fading into exhaustion. Around me, the rest of the team was conducting post-mission assessments and treating minor injuries. All things considered, it had gone better than expected. We’d infiltrated the enemy flagship, proved we could reach their command staff, and escaped with only minor casualties.

So why did I feel like we’d accomplished nothing?

“Thorin Blackwater,” Silvanna said quietly, cleaning blood from her knife. “He was the one who approved the Millbrook raid. The one who signed my sister’s death warrant.”

“Feel better now?” Lyralei asked.

“No. But at least he won’t sign any more.”

I thought about the cold efficiency with which Silvanna had killed her former lover. No hesitation, no regret, just the swift application of lethal force to solve a problem. It was exactly the kind of thinking that effective soldiers needed.

It also scared the hell out of me.

“What happens now?” I asked.

“Now we go home and prepare for the real fight,” Lyralei said. “Because tomorrow morning, Admiral Jarrettson is going to bring everything he has down on our heads.”

As the transport carried us back through dimensional space toward Junkyard Junction, I found myself wondering whether we’d just saved the settlement or doomed it. Either way, we’d crossed a line tonight. We were no longer just defending ourselves - we were actively hunting the enemy.

And from the expression on Silvanna’s face as she contemplated her bloody knife, I was beginning to suspect that some of us were better at hunting than others.
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The morning after our raid on the flagship, I found Renna sitting outside the medical trailer, playing with a collection of metal scraps that had somehow been fashioned into toy soldiers. She looked up as I approached, her dark eyes serious in a way that eight-year-olds shouldn’t have to be.

“Uncle Max,” she said, using the honorary title that had somehow stuck over the past few days. “Why does the silver lady smell like blood when she thinks nobody’s looking?”

I crouched down beside her, thinking about how to answer that question. Renna was sharp - too sharp for her own good sometimes. Living in a war zone had taught her to notice things that most adults would prefer to ignore.

“What do you mean, sweetheart?”

“When she came back from the flying place, she was happy. But she smells wrong. Like when Mama comes back from fighting the dragons.” Renna arranged her toy soldiers in neat formations. “And she touches her knife when she thinks nobody’s watching.”

Out of the mouths of babes. I’d been so focused on the tactical implications of the raid that I’d missed the psychological ones. Silvanna had killed someone she’d cared about, someone she’d been intimate with. That kind of thing left marks, no matter how justified it might have been.

“Sometimes grown-ups have to do things they don’t want to do,” I said carefully. “Things that hurt them inside, even when they’re the right thing to do.”

“Like when Mama killed Daddy?”

The world stopped. I stared at Renna, trying to process what she’d just said with the casual innocence that only children could manage.

“What did you say?”

“Mama killed Daddy. Before we came here. She doesn’t know I saw, but I did.” Renna picked up one of her toy soldiers and examined it critically. “Daddy was talking to the flying people on his magic box. Telling them where the other families were hiding. So Mama put her knife in his neck.”

I felt something cold settle in my stomach. “Renna, are you sure about what you saw?”

“Mama cried after. But she did it anyway. Because Daddy was helping the bad people hurt other children.” Renna looked at me with those too-old eyes. “The silver lady smells the same way Mama did after. Happy and sad and scared all at the same time.”

Before I could figure out how to respond to that bombshell, I heard voices raised in anger from the direction of Zara’s workshop. Actually, one voice - Zara’s - raised in the kind of fury that made smart people take cover.

“Where is she?” Zara was shouting. “Where is that backstabbing sky city bitch?”

I left Renna with her toys and hurried toward the commotion, arriving just in time to see Zara storming out of her workshop with murder in her eyes. She was carrying her shotgun, and from the way she was handling it, she intended to use it.

“Zara, what’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong?” She spun to face me, and I could see rage burning behind her dark eyes. “What’s wrong is that I just found our new ‘ally’ going through my personal files. Copying information about settlement defenses and personnel records.”

“Maybe she was just—”

“She was spying, Max! Classic intelligence gathering. And when I caught her, she had the nerve to act like it was no big deal.” Zara’s grip tightened on her weapon. “Where is she?”

“I don’t know. What exactly did you find her doing?”

“Photographing our defensive layouts with some kind of crystal device. Recording names and faces of our fighters. Making note of our weapons inventory.” Zara’s expression grew murderous. “The same kind of intelligence gathering that got my husband killed.”

That brought me up short. “Your husband?”

“Jareth Wallenson. Settlement leader at Millbrook before the raids started.” Zara’s voice turned bitter. “He was feeding information to the sky cities. Names, locations, defensive capabilities. Thought he could negotiate some kind of protection deal for our family.”

The pieces were starting to fall into place, and I didn’t like the picture they were forming.

“What happened to him?”

“I slit his throat and dumped his body in the waste recycler.” Zara’s tone was matter-of-fact. “Three days before the sky cities hit Millbrook anyway. Turns out his ‘protection deal’ was just them gathering intelligence for a more effective massacre.”

I thought about Renna’s innocent revelation, about the way she’d described her mother crying after killing her father. About how much damage betrayal could do to a person’s ability to trust.

“Zara, maybe Silvanna was just trying to understand our capabilities. Get familiar with our resources.”

“By photographing classified defensive information? By copying personnel files that include family members and safe house locations?” Zara shook her head. “I’ve seen this before, Max. I know what intelligence gathering looks like.”

“Even if that’s true, we can’t afford to lose her right now. The intelligence she provided—”

“Could be false. Could be bait to make us lower our guard while she maps out everything we have.” Zara started walking toward the command center. “I’m going to find her, and when I do, I’m going to finish what I should have done the moment she showed up.”

I followed her through the settlement, trying to think of arguments that might calm her down. But the truth was, I didn’t know enough about Silvanna to defend her effectively. For all I knew, Zara was right and we’d welcomed a spy into our inner circle.

We found Silvanna in the command center, calmly reviewing tactical displays with Lyralei. She looked up as we entered, her violet eyes taking in Zara’s hostile posture and loaded weapon with apparent unconcern.

“I was wondering when you’d figure it out,” Silvanna said with a slight smile. “You’re not as paranoid as I expected for someone who’s been betrayed before.”

“You admit it?” Zara’s voice was deadly quiet.

“I admit to gathering intelligence, yes. Though I prefer to think of it as due diligence.” Silvanna gestured toward the tactical displays. “I needed to understand your capabilities before I could properly assess how to help you.”

“Help us? By copying our defensive plans?”

“By understanding what resources you have available for the coming fight.” Silvanna’s tone remained maddeningly calm. “Information is a weapon, Zara. And right now, you need every weapon you can get.”

Zara raised her shotgun, the barrel pointing directly at Silvanna’s chest. “The last person who said something like that got a knife between the ribs.”

“Ah yes, your husband. Jareth Wallenson.” Silvanna’s smile widened. “Sold out his own people for the promise of protection that was never going to come. Classic sky city manipulation tactic. We call it the ‘Judas Protocol.’”

The casual way she mentioned Zara’s dead husband was like pouring gasoline on a fire. I could see the fury building in Zara’s expression, and I knew we were seconds away from violence.

“You knew about Jareth?” Zara’s voice was barely above a whisper.

“I processed the paperwork on his information sales. Quite detailed reports, actually. Defensive positions, patrol schedules, family locations. He was very thorough in his betrayal.”

“Silvanna,” Lyralei said quietly, “I’d recommend stopping there.”

But Silvanna wasn’t finished. “The interesting part was that the intelligence he provided was used to plan the Millbrook massacre. Your husband’s information directly contributed to the deaths of two hundred and thirty-seven people, including seventeen children under the age of ten.”

Zara’s trigger finger was tightening. I could see the micro-movements that preceded firing, the subtle shift in stance that meant she was about to pull that trigger.

“But here’s what you didn’t know,” Silvanna continued with the same conversational tone. “Your husband wasn’t working alone. He had help from someone inside the settlement. Someone who knew about the weapons cache locations he couldn’t have accessed himself.”

The shotgun wavered slightly. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about your trusted second-in-command. Marcus Ironforge. The dwarf who helped coordinate your defenses.” Silvanna pulled out one of her crystal devices, activating a holographic display. “Want to see the communication logs?”

The display showed what appeared to be message transcripts between multiple parties. Names, dates, information transfers. And there, clearly visible in the data stream, was evidence that Zara’s husband had indeed been working with someone else.

“Marcus fed him the technical specifications for your magical defenses,” Silvanna explained. “Information that Jareth couldn’t have obtained on his own. In exchange, he was promised command of the settlement after the sky cities installed their own government.”

Zara lowered her weapon slightly, staring at the evidence with growing horror. “Marcus is dead. Died in the first wave of the attack.”

“Killed by his own allies when they realized he’d outlived his usefulness. Standard procedure for sky city intelligence assets.” Silvanna deactivated the display. “Your husband was a traitor, yes. But he was also a fool being manipulated by someone much more clever.”

The silence that followed was heavy with implications. I could see Zara processing the information, trying to reconcile what she’d believed about her husband’s betrayal with this new evidence.

“Why tell me this?” she asked finally.

“Because you need to understand how sky city intelligence operations actually work. It’s never just one person. It’s always a network, with redundancies and safeguards built in.” Silvanna stood up, moving closer to Zara despite the weapon still pointed in her direction. “And because I need you to trust me, which is impossible as long as you think I’m here to betray you.”

“Are you?”

“No. Though I understand why you’d assume otherwise.” Silvanna’s expression grew serious. “I’m here because I want to watch Admiral Jarrettson burn. Everything else is secondary to that goal.”

Zara studied Silvanna’s face for a long moment, then slowly lowered her shotgun. “The intelligence you were gathering…”

“Will help me identify potential security vulnerabilities that the Admiral might exploit. The same kind of intelligence that Jareth and Marcus provided, except I’m using it to protect you instead of selling you out.”

It was a reasonable explanation. It was also exactly what a competent spy would say if she wanted to maintain her cover. The problem was that there was no way to verify her motives without risking everyone’s lives.

“So what now?” I asked. “Do we trust her or don’t we?”

“We use her,” Lyralei said pragmatically. “Whether she’s legitimate or not, the intelligence she’s provided has been accurate so far. And we need every advantage we can get.”

“And if she’s playing a longer game?”

“Then we deal with that when it becomes a problem.” Lyralei’s tone was matter-of-fact. “Right now, the immediate threat is three sky city fleets bearing down on us. We can worry about potential betrayal after we survive the next twenty-four hours.”

It wasn’t a satisfying answer, but it was a practical one. In war, you used whatever weapons were available and worried about the consequences later.

“Fine,” Zara said, though she kept her shotgun ready. “But I’ll be watching you, elf. One sign of betrayal, and you’ll join your boyfriend in whatever afterlife sky cities believe in.”

Silvanna’s smile was sharp. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

As the tension in the room began to dissipate, I found myself thinking about trust and betrayal, about the kind of damage that came from being hurt by people you cared about. Zara had killed her husband for betraying their community, only to learn that the betrayal was more complex than she’d realized. Silvanna had murdered her former lover for participating in her sister’s death.

Both women had been shaped by violence and loss into something harder than they’d started as. Both carried the kind of damage that made healthy relationships nearly impossible.

And I was falling for both of them.

I left the command center and was walking back to my quarters when I found my door already open. Silvanna stood in the center of the small room, her violet eyes studying me with calculating intensity.

“We need to discuss operational security,” Silvanna said, though her tone suggested something else entirely.

The words were crisp, military, but the way her hand rested just a little too close to his arm, the way her gaze lingered a half-second too long, turned the phrase into something layered with double meaning.

Max knew the game. He recognized the calculation in her eyes—the way she used proximity as pressure, intimacy as leverage. He should have deflected, should have set the boundary. Instead, he let the silence stretch, letting her dictate the tempo like a commander testing the field.

When she leaned closer, her breath brushing against his ear as she outlined “vulnerabilities” in their supply lines, it was obvious she wasn’t just talking about logistics. She was testing him, pulling him into the gravity of her presence.

He gave her a look that said he understood the stakes—that he knew this was a move on the board, another weapon drawn in the war neither of them had chosen but both of them had mastered. And then, deliberately, he leaned back just enough to show he wasn’t completely under her spell… but not so far as to escape it.

That, too, was an answer.

The discussion that followed was half strategy, half surrender—an exchange where every touch, every glance, was as deliberate as troop movements on a map.

By the time the meeting ended, they both knew: the lines between tactics and desire were gone, and the battlefield had shifted into something far more dangerous.

Afterward, as she adjusted her clothing with the same methodical precision she applied to everything else, I realized that I’d just been expertly manipulated by someone who understood exactly how to use desire as a tactical advantage.

The disturbing part was that I didn’t care.

“Max,” Lyralei said, interrupting my brooding. “We need to discuss the tactical situation. The intelligence Silvanna provided indicates that the assault will begin at dawn. That gives us about six hours to prepare.”

“What kind of preparation?”

“The kind that involves deciding whether we’re going to run or fight.” She gestured toward the tactical displays. “Three full fleets, over three hundred dragons, enough firepower to level a city. Even with your car’s capabilities, a direct confrontation would be suicide.”

“What about evacuation?”

“Possible, but it would mean abandoning the settlement and everything we’ve built here. Plus, there’s no guarantee they wouldn’t just hunt us down in whatever refuge we found.”

I thought about the conversation with Renna, about the casual way she’d described her mother killing her father. About growing up in a world where betrayal and violence were normal parts of daily life.

“What if we could make them think we’d already evacuated?”

“Come again?”

“What if we made it look like the settlement was abandoned? Set up a deception operation that made them think they’d missed their targets?”

Lyralei and Silvanna exchanged glances. “That’s… actually not a terrible idea,” Silvanna said slowly. “If they think Junkyard Junction is empty, they might move on to higher-priority targets.”

“Could we pull it off?”

“Depends on how convincing we could make the deception. And how much we’re willing to sacrifice to sell the illusion.”

As we began discussing the details of what would essentially be an elaborate magic trick designed to fool three fleets of dragons, I realized that somewhere along the line, I’d stopped thinking about going home. This place, these people, this war - it had become my reality.

Even if it was probably going to get me killed, it was better than anything I’d left behind in Newark.
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Chapter 9

  
  




The emergency council meeting was held in what used to be a grain silo, now converted into a makeshift amphitheater where representatives from seventeen different settlements could gather without killing each other. The operative phrase being “without killing each other,” because from the shouting that echoed off the metal walls, violence seemed like a real possibility.

“We should scatter to the four winds!” bellowed Korven Stormhammer, a dwarf whose beard was braided with what appeared to be actual hammers. “Hit the deep caves, wait for this to blow over!”

“Blow over?” Margaret Ironwood’s human features were flushed with anger. “They’re loading children onto transport ships! This isn’t some temporary raid - it’s genocide!”

I stood at the back of the gathering, watching seventeen different communities argue about seventeen different survival strategies while magical displays showed the approaching sky city fleets in real-time. Three massive formations, moving with coordinated precision toward predetermined targets. In six hours, they’d begin systematic extermination of every Grounder settlement in the region.

And the regional leaders were arguing about evacuation routes.

“The Brighthollow Caves could shelter maybe fifty families,” offered Thorek Goldbeard, consulting notes carved into metal tablets. “But the rest of us would be exposed.”

“What about the old mine shafts in the Drakescale Mountains?” suggested Elena Blackwater.

“Collapsed two winters ago. Dragon attack.”

“The Whispering Woods?”

“Haunted by something that eats trespassers.”

“The Sunward Desert?”

“No water for three hundred miles.”

I listened to the litany of rejected hiding spots while studying the tactical displays. The sky city fleets weren’t just attacking randomly - they were following a specific pattern, hitting the largest population centers first and working their way down to isolated outposts. It was efficient, methodical, and absolutely ruthless.

“What about fighting?” I said, loud enough to carry over the arguments.

The silo fell silent. Seventeen pairs of eyes turned to look at the newcomer who’d apparently lost his mind.

“I’m sorry,” said Korven, hefting one of his beard-hammers. “Did you just suggest we fight three sky city fleets with our collection of farmers and miners?”

“I suggested we coordinate our response instead of running in seventeen different directions.”

“Coordinate what?” Margaret Ironwood gestured at the gathered representatives. “We’ve got maybe three hundred fighters spread across all our settlements combined. They’re bringing over a thousand dragons.”

“Numbers don’t mean everything. We have advantages they don’t expect.”

“Such as?”

I moved to the tactical display, highlighting specific formations and approach routes. “They’re organized for overwhelming individual targets, not responding to coordinated resistance. Their attack plan assumes we’ll either run or defend in place. They’re not prepared for mobile harassment or distributed strikes.”

“You’re talking about guerrilla warfare,” said Thane Ironforge, a dwarf whose mechanical arm clicked and whirred as he gestured. “Hit and run tactics.”

“I’m talking about making them fight our kind of war instead of theirs. They have superior firepower and numbers. But they also have something we don’t - centralized command structure that depends on coordination.”

“And?”

“And if we can disrupt that coordination, force them to operate independently, we turn their numerical advantage into a liability.”

Elena Blackwater leaned forward, her scarred features interested. “How?”

I began highlighting targets on the display - command ships, communication relays, supply vessels. “We don’t try to match them dragon for dragon. We hit their infrastructure. Force them to spread out to protect multiple objectives. Make them reactive instead of proactive.”

“With what forces?” Korven demanded. “You’re talking about attacking sky city fleets with mining equipment and hunting rifles!”

“I’m talking about using speed and surprise to level the playing field.” I thought about my modified ‘Cuda, about the dimensional phasing technology that made conventional defenses irrelevant. “We have capabilities they don’t know about. Advantages they can’t plan for.”

“One modified vehicle against three fleets?”

“One vehicle that can appear anywhere without warning, strike critical targets, and disappear before they can respond. Combined with coordinated ground attacks that force them to divide their attention.”

The representatives exchanged glances, weighing the proposal against the alternatives. The truth was that none of the options were good - the sky cities had planned this operation too well for any simple solution to work.

“It’s suicide,” Margaret said flatly.

“Maybe. But so is running. They’re not going to stop with this region. If the Ascension Protocol succeeds here, they’ll implement it everywhere.” I gestured toward the displays showing captured children being loaded onto transport ships. “How many more settlements before we decide to make a stand?”

Thane Ironforge’s mechanical arm clicked as he activated his own display device. “What would this coordinated resistance look like?”

“Simultaneous strikes on high-value targets during their approach phase. Disrupt their formation before they can establish orbital positions over the settlements. Force them to fight a mobile engagement instead of systematic bombardment.”

“And if it doesn’t work?”

“Then we go down fighting instead of hiding. But at least we make them pay for every victory.”

The silence that followed was heavy with calculation. These weren’t idealistic revolutionaries - they were practical people trying to keep their families alive in an impossible situation. The question wasn’t whether my plan would work, but whether it was better than the alternatives.

“I’ll coordinate the technical assets,” Thane said finally. “My engineering corps can modify our mining equipment for combat operations.”

“Brighthollow will provide scouts and communication support,” added Thorek.

One by one, the representatives committed their resources to what was essentially a coordinated suicide attack. Not because they believed it would succeed, but because the alternative was watching their children disappear into sky city slave ships.

“Motion carries,” Margaret announced. “May the gods have mercy on our souls.”

As the meeting broke up into smaller planning sessions, I found myself studying the tactical situation with growing unease. The plan was sound in theory, but it required perfect timing and coordination between groups that had never worked together before. Any mistakes would be measured in hundreds of lives.

“Having second thoughts?” asked a voice behind me.

I turned to find Lyralei approaching, her expression unreadable. “Just trying to calculate the odds.”

“Don’t. You’ll lose your nerve.” She gestured toward the dispersing representatives. “They’re following you because you’re the only one offering hope instead of despair. Don’t give them reasons to doubt.”

“What if I’m wrong? What if this gets everyone killed?”

“Then you’ll have company. Leadership in wartime means making decisions that other people die for. If you can’t handle that responsibility, walk away now.”

I thought about Renna, probably asleep in her mother’s trailer, unaware that adults were planning her future in rooms like this. About Dani, treating wounded fighters who might not live to see tomorrow. About all the people who’d trusted me with their lives based on a few days of successful dragon fighting.

“How do you carry it?” I asked. “The weight of being responsible for other people’s lives?”

“You learn to accept that good intentions don’t matter if you’re not effective. And you stop measuring success by whether everyone survives.” Lyralei’s voice was matter-of-fact. “You measure it by whether the mission succeeds. Whether the greater good is served.”

“And if the cost is too high?”

“Then you pay it anyway and live with the consequences. Because the alternative is usually worse.”

As if summoned by our conversation, Silvanna appeared with an armload of intelligence reports. “I’ve been analyzing the fleet approach vectors,” she said. “There’s a problem with the timing.”

“What kind of problem?”

“The kind that involves Admiral Jarrettson changing his operational schedule. Instead of dawn attacks on stationary targets, he’s moved up the timeline and shifted to mobile strike formations.”

She activated a portable display device, showing updated fleet positions. The sky city forces were moving faster than expected, and their formation suggested different tactics than the original intelligence had indicated.

“He’s learned from our raid,” I realized. “He knows we can hit his command ships, so he’s adapting his approach.”

“More than that. He’s implementing what looks like a decapitation strategy. Instead of systematic settlement destruction, he’s targeting leadership and infrastructure first.”

The implications hit me like a physical blow. “He’s coming for us. The settlement leaders, the coordinators, anyone who could organize resistance.”

“Which means,” Lyralei said grimly, “that our coordinated defense plan just became a coordinated target list. Every settlement that committed to the joint operation is now a priority target.”

I stared at the tactical displays, watching as the approaching fleets shifted into attack formations that were clearly designed to eliminate command structures rather than population centers. We’d tried to outthink the enemy, and instead we’d painted targets on everyone who’d trusted us.

“Can we abort?” I asked. “Warn the settlements to scatter?”

“Not without communications that the sky cities can intercept,” Silvanna said. “They’re jamming all magical channels except their own.”

“So we’re committed.”

“We’re committed to a plan that the enemy knows about and has already adapted to counter.” Lyralei’s expression was grim. “Which means we need to adapt faster than they can.”

“How?”

“By accepting that some of our allies are going to die, and making sure their sacrifice accomplishes something meaningful.”

It was a cold calculation, but a necessary one. In war, you couldn’t save everyone. The best you could do was try to save enough people to make the fight worthwhile.

“What do you need from me?” I asked.

“Command decisions that you’re not qualified to make and that will get people killed regardless of what you choose.” Lyralei’s smile was sharp. “Welcome to leadership, Max. Try not to let the guilt destroy you before the war is over.”

As alarms began sounding throughout the converted silo, indicating that the enemy fleets had moved into attack range ahead of schedule, I realized that my journey from insurance adjuster to war leader was complete. Whether I was ready for it or not, hundreds of people were about to live or die based on the decisions I made in the next few hours.

The question wasn’t whether I was qualified for that responsibility. The question was whether I could carry it without losing what was left of my humanity.

Looking at the tactical displays showing approaching death from the sky, I had a feeling I was about to find out.
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The casualty reports arrived at 0400 hours, delivered by a runner whose hands shook as she handed me the blood-stained documents. I read them by the light of a crystal lamp in what had become my command post - a reinforced bunker carved into the canyon wall, close enough to the action to coordinate but far enough from the front lines to avoid getting vaporized by dragon fire.

Brighthollow Settlement: Overrun. Estimated casualties: 120 dead, 40 missing. Ironwood Trading Post: Destroyed. No survivors confirmed. Stormhammer Mine: Evacuated successfully, but the mine itself was collapsed by orbital bombardment.

Eight settlements had been hit in the first wave of attacks. Five were complete losses. The coordinated resistance I’d organized had managed to save maybe half the people we’d hoped to protect, and only by sacrificing the other half as decoys.

“Could have been worse,” Lyralei said, reading over my shoulder. She’d been standing silent watch behind my chair for the past hour, a guardian angel with a loaded rifle and blood on her armor. “Ironwood’s evacuation succeeded because the sky cities were busy destroying empty buildings. Forty-three families made it to the deep caves.”

“Because Margaret Ironwood stayed behind with a skeleton crew to maintain the illusion that the settlement was still occupied.” I set down the report with hands that weren’t quite steady. “She died buying time for people to escape.”

“She died accomplishing her mission. There’s a difference.”

I looked at the tactical displays showing the current state of the battle. Red markers indicated destroyed settlements, yellow showed damaged but functional positions, and green marked successful evacuations. There was too much red and not nearly enough green.

“How many?” I asked.

“How many what?”

“How many people died because I convinced them to fight instead of run?”

Lyralei was quiet for a moment, calculating. “Direct combat casualties from the coordinated defense operations… approximately three hundred confirmed dead. Another hundred missing, presumed captured.”

Four hundred people. Four hundred lives that might still be breathing if I’d kept my mouth shut and let them scatter to the winds. The weight of those numbers settled on my shoulders like a lead blanket.

“And how many lived because of the coordinated resistance?”

“Evacuation operations succeeded at seven settlements, saving approximately eight hundred civilians. Infrastructure damage was minimized at another twelve locations due to distributed defensive tactics.” Lyralei’s voice remained clinical, professional. “Overall casualty rate was sixty percent lower than projected for uncoordinated defense.”

The mathematics of war. Trade four hundred lives to save eight hundred. Sacrifice the few to protect the many. On paper, it was a clear victory. In reality, it felt like failure.

“Tell me about Margaret Ironwood,” I said.

“What do you want to know?”

“Everything. She died following my orders. I should know who she was.”

Lyralei consulted her personnel files. “Margaret Elena Ironwood, age thirty-seven. Settlement leader for six years. Mother of three, grandmother of two. Lost her husband in the first sky city raids eight months ago.” She paused. “Volunteered for the rear-guard action when I asked for someone to coordinate the deception operation.”

“She volunteered?”

“I explained the mission parameters. That someone would need to stay behind with a small team to maintain the illusion of an occupied settlement until the evacuation was complete. She volunteered immediately.”

“Did she know it was a suicide mission?”

“She knew the odds. She volunteered anyway.” Lyralei’s expression was unreadable. “She said her children were already grown and her grandchildren needed a future to grow up in.”

I thought about Margaret Ironwood, making the conscious decision to trade her life for the possibility that her grandchildren might survive. About the kind of courage it took to walk knowingly into death for the sake of people who would never know her name.

“How do you process it?” I asked. “Knowing that your decisions killed people who trusted you?”

“By understanding that the alternative would have killed more people.” Lyralei moved around to face me directly. “And by accepting that effective leadership sometimes requires becoming the kind of person you wouldn’t want to have dinner with.”

“Is that what you think I’m becoming?”

“I think you’re learning the same lesson every war leader learns eventually. That good intentions and moral purity are luxuries you can’t afford when other people’s lives depend on your decisions.”

She activated one of her own crystal devices, showing me intelligence reports from the ongoing battle. “Want to know what your coordinated resistance actually accomplished? Admiral Jarrettson had to split his forces to deal with simultaneous attacks across seventeen locations. Instead of methodical settlement destruction, he’s fighting a mobile engagement that’s costing him resources and time.”

“At the cost of four hundred lives.”

“At the cost of four hundred volunteers who knew the risks and chose to fight anyway.” Lyralei’s voice hardened. “Don’t dishonor their sacrifice by pretending they were victims instead of warriors.”

“And if the cost keeps rising? If every tactical decision requires more deaths?”

“Then you make those decisions anyway. Because the alternative is usually letting the enemy choose who dies, and they’re a lot less careful about civilian casualties than you are.”

I studied the tactical displays, trying to see the larger pattern beyond the immediate losses. Lyralei was right - the sky city forces were being forced to adapt to our tactics instead of implementing their original plan. That was strategic success, even if it came at a terrible price.

“There’s something else you need to know,” Lyralei said, her tone becoming more serious. “About the intelligence testing I’ve been conducting.”

“What kind of testing?”

“Psychological evaluation. Stress response assessment. Decision-making patterns under pressure.” She met my eyes directly. “I’ve been deliberately putting you in situations designed to test your fitness for command.”

“What kind of situations?”

“Margaret Ironwood’s rear-guard mission. The settlement prioritization during the evacuation planning. The resource allocation decisions that forced you to choose which communities got defensive support and which didn’t.” Lyralei’s expression was clinical. “I needed to know whether you could make hard choices without breaking.”

The implications hit me like cold water. “You’ve been manipulating me.”

“I’ve been training you. There’s a difference.” She gestured toward the command displays. “Every decision you’ve made over the past week has been a test of your psychological fitness for large-scale command responsibility.”

“And?”

“And you’ve demonstrated the capacity for ruthless pragmatism that effective military leadership requires. You can sacrifice individuals for strategic objectives. You can prioritize mission success over personal relationships. You can make decisions that you know will get people killed.”

I thought about all the choices I’d made since accepting command of the regional resistance. The settlements I’d designated as expendable decoys. The fighters I’d assigned to suicide missions. The families I’d condemned to evacuation routes that I knew might not lead to safety.

“You turned me into a killer.”

“I helped you discover that you already were one. The capacity was always there - you just needed the proper circumstances to express it.” Lyralei’s smile was sharp. “That’s what makes you effective. You can do what needs to be done without letting conscience paralyze you.”

“And if I don’t like what I’ve become?”

“Then you learn to live with it. Because the war isn’t over, and the people you’re protecting still need someone who can make the hard choices.” She gestured toward the casualty reports. “Margaret Ironwood didn’t die so you could have an identity crisis. She died so her grandchildren could grow up free.”

The truth was harsh but undeniable. I could spend time agonizing over my moral transformation, or I could use what I’d become to save more lives. Self-indulgence was another luxury that war didn’t allow.

“What happens next?” I asked.

“Next, we analyze the battle results and plan the follow-up operations. Admiral Jarrettson’s forces are scattered and off-balance. If we can maintain pressure, we might be able to force them into a retreat.”

“And if we can’t?”

“Then we make them pay so much for every victory that they decide the Ascension Protocol isn’t worth the cost.” Lyralei’s expression grew thoughtful. “The beautiful thing about psychological warfare is that it works both ways. They’re trying to break our will to resist. But every time we make them bleed for their objectives, we’re breaking their will to continue.”

I looked at the tactical displays again, this time focusing on the yellow and green markers instead of the red ones. Damaged but functional settlements. Successful evacuations. Resource caches that remained intact. Infrastructure that could be rebuilt.

The seeds of future resistance.

“How long before the next wave?” I asked.

“Six hours, maybe eight. Jarrettson needs time to regroup and assess the damage we’ve inflicted.”

“Then we use that time to hit his supply lines and communication relays. Keep him off-balance.”

“Agreed. I’ll coordinate with the surviving settlement leaders.” Lyralei paused. “There’s one more thing you should know. About the psychological profile I’ve been building.”

“What about it?”

“You tested positive for all the traits associated with effective wartime leadership. Ability to compartmentalize emotional responses. Capacity for strategic thinking under pressure. Willingness to sacrifice individuals for larger objectives.” Her expression became almost curious. “But you also tested positive for something else. Something I’ve never seen in a military commander.”

“Which is?”

“Genuine empathy. Most people who can make the kind of decisions you’ve been making do so because they don’t really connect with other people’s suffering. You do. You feel every loss, every casualty, every moral compromise.” Lyralei smiled. “That makes you dangerous in a way that pure sociopaths aren’t.”

“How so?”

“Because you’ll do whatever it takes to end the war quickly. You won’t prolong the conflict for personal glory or political advantage. You’ll sacrifice anything, including yourself, to minimize the total amount of suffering.”

As if to underscore her point, an aide appeared with another intelligence report. This one showed sky city fleet positions shifting in response to our attacks, pulling resources away from planned settlement bombings to protect their supply chains.

“Admiral Jarrettson is being forced to fight our kind of war instead of his,” the aide reported. “Mobile engagement, distributed objectives, resource protection instead of offensive operations.”

“Casualties?” I asked.

“Sky city losses are estimated at fifteen percent above their operational projections. They’re taking damage they didn’t expect.”

I studied the report, thinking about the strategic implications. Every dragon we killed, every supply ship we destroyed, every communication relay we sabotaged was a small victory. But it was also evidence that war was fundamentally about making the other side hurt more than you did.

“Prep the next wave of strikes,” I ordered. “I want constant pressure on their logistics network. Make them choose between protecting their resources and pursuing their objectives.”

As the aide left to implement the orders, I realized that something fundamental had changed in how I thought about the conflict. I was no longer trying to minimize casualties or preserve moral clarity. I was trying to win, whatever the cost.

Margaret Ironwood and the other volunteers hadn’t died for my conscience. They’d died for victory. The least I could do was make sure their sacrifice accomplished something meaningful.

“There’s something else,” Lyralei said quietly. “About the psychological profile and what it means for command effectiveness.”

I looked up from the tactical displays to find her studying me with an expression I couldn’t quite read.

“The capacity to make necessary decisions under extreme stress creates its own kind of isolation,” she continued. “Most people can’t understand the weight of command responsibility. It changes how you relate to others.”

“Is that what happened to you?”

“It’s what happens to everyone who survives long enough in leadership positions.”

Silvanna moved closer, her voice dropping to something almost intimate.

“The question is whether you can find connection with someone who shares that burden.”

The words carried no warmth. They were heavy, spoken like a confession carved from stone. Yet the closeness in her tone, the way she let the silence linger afterward, transformed them into an invitation.

Max didn’t answer immediately. He had heard speeches about loyalty, necessity, sacrifice—but never phrased like this. Never whispered in a way that blended command with confession, strategy with something perilously human.

They were both scarred by decisions that left bodies in their wake. Both had ordered others to die for the sake of survival. That mutual damnation hung between them now, thicker than the air in the tent.

When he finally met her eyes, it wasn’t tenderness he saw reflected there—it was recognition. The relief of seeing his own compromises mirrored in someone else. The relief of knowing he wasn’t alone in the filth.

Her hand brushed his, a touch that was neither gentle nor lustful, but something darker: an affirmation that they were the same kind of monster. A pact. A wound pressed against a wound.

What followed was not affection but an exchange of need sharpened by guilt, bodies finding temporary relief in the knowledge that neither judged the other. Their intimacy was another battlefield—no less ruthless, no less strategic—but in that moment, it offered something like absolution.

For a night, at least, they could forget the dead staring back at them in their dreams.Later, as we reviewed intelligence reports in the pre-dawn darkness, I understood that what had passed between us wasn’t romance or love. It was recognition - the acknowledgment that we’d both become the kind of people who could order deaths without flinching, and that isolation was the price of effectiveness.

Even if it meant becoming the kind of person who could order more deaths without flinching.
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The weapon that Tina had built looked like something from a fever dream designed by a sadistic engineer. It was roughly the size of a refrigerator, covered in crystalline protrusions that pulsed with malevolent light, and it hummed with the kind of energy that made your teeth ache just being near it.

“It’s beautiful,” she said with the pride of a new parent showing off their baby. “I call it the Dragon Heart Resonator.”

I studied the device while trying to ignore the way its proximity made my skin crawl. “What exactly does it do?”

“It exploits the magical bond between dragons and their riders by creating a sympathetic resonance in the dragon’s cardiac rhythm.” Tina’s eyes lit up with the kind of enthusiasm that made me deeply uncomfortable. “When a dragon experiences extreme protective stress - like when its rider is threatened - the heart rate spikes to over three hundred beats per minute.”

“And?”

“And if you can amplify that resonance and feed it back through the magical connection, you can cause cardiac arrest in every dragon within a fifty-mile radius.” Her grin was disturbingly bright. “Instant death for anything with wings and a magical rider bond.”

Lyralei, who’d been examining the technical specifications with professional interest, looked up with concern. “What about the riders?”

“Oh, they die too. The magical backlash from a dragon’s death usually kills anyone who’s bonded to it within minutes.” Tina waved dismissively. “But that’s actually a feature, not a bug. Eliminates the entire command structure in one shot.”

I felt something cold settle in my stomach. “You’re talking about mass murder.”

“I’m talking about ending the war in a single engagement instead of letting it drag on for months.” Tina’s expression grew serious. “Do you know how many people will die if this conflict continues? How many settlements will be destroyed while we fight conventional battles against superior forces?”

She activated a holographic display showing casualty projections. The numbers were staggering - thousands of dead on both sides if the war continued at its current intensity.

“But there’s a problem,” she continued. “The weapon needs a trigger event to lock onto the dragon resonance frequency. Something that causes massive protective stress in the target population.”

“What kind of trigger event?”

Tina’s smile faltered slightly. “The dragons have to believe their riders are in immediate mortal danger. Not just combat danger - existential threat. The kind of stress that comes from watching someone you’re bonded to face death.”

The implications hit me like a physical blow. “You need bait.”

“I need motivation for the dragons to reach peak resonance. And the only thing that creates that level of stress response is the threat of losing their magical partner.”

Lyralei was studying the technical readouts with growing unease. “You’re talking about using prisoners as bait. Captured sky city personnel.”

“I’m talking about using the enemy’s emotional bonds against them. It’s actually quite elegant from a tactical standpoint.”

I thought about the captured children who’d been loaded onto sky city transport ships, about the reports of slave labor and worse that came from the floating cities. About the families who’d been torn apart by this war.

“How many prisoners would you need?”

“For optimal effectiveness? About twenty sky city officers of command rank or higher. The dragons bonded to high-ranking personnel show stronger resonance patterns.”

Twenty people. Twenty lives that I would have to sacrifice to end a war that was killing hundreds. The mathematics were simple, brutal, and undeniable.

“And if we don’t use the weapon?”

“Then we continue fighting a conventional war against superior forces and hope we can outlast their will to continue.” Tina’s voice carried no judgment, just clinical assessment. “Current casualty rates suggest the conflict will continue for at least six months, with total losses in the thousands on both sides.”

Lyralei was quiet for a long moment, running calculations in her head. “The prisoners we took during the flagship raid include several command-level officers. Admiral Jarrettson’s tactical staff.”

“Would they be sufficient?”

“For the resonance requirements? Absolutely. They’re all bonded to alpha-class dragons with strong empathic connections.”

I found myself staring at the weapon, thinking about the choice it represented. Commit calculated murder to end mass slaughter. Become a monster to stop monsters. Cross a line that could never be uncrossed.

“There’s something else you should know,” Tina said quietly. “About the weapon’s power source.”

“What about it?”

“It runs on life energy. Specifically, the life energy of whoever operates it.” Her expression grew solemn. “The person who triggers the device will die in the process. The magical drain is too severe for any organic system to survive.”

“So it’s a suicide weapon.”

“It’s a weapon that requires ultimate sacrifice from its operator. But yes, whoever uses it won’t survive the experience.”

Another variable in the equation. Not just twenty enemy lives, but one of our own. Someone would have to volunteer to die in order to activate a device that would commit mass murder to end a war.

“Who would operate it?” I asked.

“I designed it. I understand its systems better than anyone else.” Tina’s voice was matter-of-fact. “I should be the one to use it.”

“Absolutely not.” The words came out harder than I’d intended. “You’re twenty-two years old. You have your whole life ahead of you.”

“I have a life in a world where children get loaded onto slave ships and settlements get burned to ash. That’s not much of a life.” Tina’s expression was calm, resolved. “Besides, I built this thing. If anyone’s going to die using it, it should be me.”

Lyralei was studying both of us with calculating eyes. “There might be another option.”

“Which is?”

“We don’t tell Admiral Jarrettson that we’re planning to use his people as bait. We tell him we’re planning to execute them publicly unless he withdraws his forces.”

“A bluff?”

“A bluff that becomes reality if he calls it. If he withdraws, we’ve won without using the weapon. If he doesn’t…” She shrugged. “Then we proceed with the original plan.”

It was coldly logical and completely amoral. Threaten to murder prisoners in order to force a withdrawal, then murder them anyway if the threat didn’t work. The kind of tactic that turned soldiers into war criminals.

“And if he calls our bluff but doesn’t withdraw?”

“Then we follow through. Because at that point, we’ve committed to the course of action and backing down would accomplish nothing except making us look weak.”

I thought about the children in the transport ships, about Margaret Ironwood dying to buy time for evacuations, about all the people who were counting on us to end this war before it consumed everything they cared about.

“How long do we give him to respond?”

“Twenty-four hours. Long enough for him to consult with his superiors and consider the implications, but not long enough for him to mount a rescue operation.”

“And the prisoners?”

“We treat them well until the deadline. No point in being cruel just for the sake of it.” Lyralei’s expression was pragmatic. “Though we make sure Jarrettson knows exactly what will happen to them if he refuses our terms.”

As we worked out the details of what amounted to a hostage situation with genocidal implications, I realized that somewhere along the line, I’d stopped thinking like a paramedic and started thinking like a war criminal. The transformation had been so gradual that I’d barely noticed it happening.

Six months ago, I would have been horrified by the idea of using prisoners as bait in a weapon designed to commit mass murder. Now I was planning the logistics of how to make it as effective as possible.

“There’s one more thing,” Tina said as we prepared to leave the workshop. “About the weapon’s targeting system.”

“What about it?”

“It’s not just limited to dragons. Any creature with a strong magical bond to another living being will be affected. Familiars, bonded animals, magical companions…” She paused. “Potentially including the kind of emotional bonds that develop between people in extreme circumstances.”

“You’re saying it could kill us too?”

“I’m saying that anyone who’s formed strong emotional connections with the target population might experience sympathetic resonance effects. Probably not fatal, but potentially serious.”

I thought about Silvanna, about her former life in the sky cities and the people she might still care about. About the possibility that using the weapon could kill her along with its intended targets.

“How serious?”

“Hard to say without testing. Could be anything from mild discomfort to complete psychological breakdown.” Tina’s expression was apologetic. “I haven’t had time to run comprehensive tests on the collateral effects.”

Another variable to consider. Another life to weigh in the balance. Another moral compromise to add to the growing list.

“We’ll deal with that when we come to it,” Lyralei said decisively. “Right now, the priority is ending this war before it spreads to other regions.”

As we walked back toward the command center to begin planning the hostage negotiation, I found myself wondering what Katy would think if she could see me now. The man who’d been too weak to fight for his marriage was now planning mass murder to win a war.

The irony would probably amuse her.

The thought left a bitter taste, but before it could settle Tina broke the silence, brushing soot off her arm from the weapons test. There was something in the way she carried herself now—no longer the reckless girl he felt compelled to protect, but a comrade, an equal, someone who had stood shoulder to shoulder with him under fire.

The air between them was charged, still humming with the echo of explosions. Adrenaline had stripped away the veneer of command and fear alike, leaving only raw survival and the people who had earned their place in it.

When their eyes met, it wasn’t the familiar dynamic of protector and protected. He saw her as she was now: grown, bloodied, responsible. The weight of their shared choices hung between them, heavy as any rifle, but it also pulled them closer.

Their laughter—too loud, too brittle—spilled out when one of them made a grim joke about the test results. And when the laughter died, silence pressed in, thick and unignorable.

It was in that silence that the shift happened. A recognition. A surrender. The moment when he stopped trying to hold her apart from the darkness and instead let her walk into it with him.

What followed was not youthful infatuation or misplaced comfort—it was the tension release of two people who had carried too much for too long. An intimacy born not from innocence, but from shared complicity.

For Max, it was the moment he stopped seeing her as someone to shield and started seeing her as the partner she had already become.

Later, as we lay in the aftermath of decisions that would haunt us regardless of their outcome, I realized that Tina was right about one thing. In a world where children got loaded onto slave ships and settlements burned to ash, moral purity was a luxury none of us could afford.

The question wasn’t whether we were becoming monsters. The question was whether we were becoming effective enough monsters to stop worse monsters from winning.
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The ultimatum was delivered at exactly noon, broadcast on every magical frequency that Admiral Jarrettson’s forces used for communication. I watched the holographic display as our message reached the sky city fleets, knowing that somewhere out there, a man who’d planned the systematic genocide of surface dwellers was learning that his people were now the ones facing execution.

“Admiral Jarrettson,” Lyralei’s voice carried across the dimensional communication array with military precision. “You have twenty-four hours to begin immediate withdrawal of all sky city forces from Grounder territories. Failure to comply will result in the public execution of twenty-three captured sky city officers, including members of your personal staff.”

The display showed the captured personnel, bound but unharmed, standing in what appeared to be a makeshift courtroom. Each one wore the insignia of rank that marked them as valuable hostages rather than disposable prisoners.

“This is not a negotiation,” the message continued. “This is a statement of consequences. Your forces will withdraw, or your people will die. You have twenty-four hours to decide which outcome you prefer.”

The transmission ended, leaving us in the kind of silence that comes after crossing lines that can never be uncrossed. Around the command center, the staff went about their duties with the focused efficiency of people who understood they’d just committed themselves to an act that would define them forever.

“Think he’ll take the deal?” asked Commander Morrison, our intelligence coordinator.

“No,” I said without hesitation. “He can’t afford to look weak in front of the other sky city leaders. Backing down now would undermine his entire political position.”

“Then we’re really going to do this?”

“We’re going to do whatever we have to do to end this war.”

Lyralei was studying intelligence reports on her personal display. “Fleet movement indicates they’re repositioning for assault rather than withdrawal. Jarrettson’s calling our bluff.”

“It’s not a bluff anymore.”

“No, it’s not.” She looked up at me with expression that might have been respect or might have been revulsion. “Are you prepared for what that means?”

I thought about the twenty-three sky city officers currently locked in our detention facility. Young men and women who’d followed orders and served their people, now condemned to die because their leader valued political posture over their lives.

“I’m prepared to do what needs to be done.”

“Even if it makes you a war criminal?”

“Even if it makes me whatever I need to be to protect the people counting on us.”

The hours crawled by with agonizing slowness. Intelligence reports showed sky city forces continuing their approach, apparently undeterred by the threat to their captured personnel. Communications intercepted from their command frequencies indicated that Admiral Jarrettson was using the hostage situation as propaganda, claiming that Grounder “savagery” justified his extermination campaign.

“He’s using this against us,” Morrison reported. “Telling his forces that our willingness to execute prisoners proves that surface dwellers are too dangerous to be allowed to live.”

“Let him,” I said. “It doesn’t change the tactical situation.”

“Doesn’t it bother you? That we’re giving him exactly the propaganda he needs to justify genocide?”

I looked around the command center at the faces of people who’d trusted me with their lives and the lives of their families. At Zara, monitoring defensive positions while her daughter played in a reinforced shelter. At Silvanna, analyzing enemy communications despite knowing that some of those voices belonged to people she’d once called friends.

“What bothers me is the idea of letting this war continue until everyone I care about is dead.” I turned back to the tactical displays. “Jarrettson was planning genocide before we captured his people. Our threat didn’t create his intentions - it just gave him a convenient excuse to express them publicly.”

“And if he’s right? If this proves that we’re as savage as he claims?”

“Then we’re savage in defense of our families instead of in service of conquest. I can live with that distinction.”

At the eighteen-hour mark, Tina appeared in the command center with a device that looked like a crystalline briefcase. Her expression was grim but determined.

“The Dragon Heart Resonator is ready for deployment,” she announced. “Though I should mention that I’ve made some… modifications to the original design.”

“What kind of modifications?”

“The kind that eliminate the need for live bait.” She set the device on the central planning table and opened it, revealing an interior filled with components that seemed to shift and flow like living metal. “I realized that we don’t actually need to threaten the prisoners to create the necessary resonance.”

“Explain.”

“The weapon works by exploiting the magical bonds between dragons and their riders. But those bonds are just a specific type of empathic connection. I can create the same resonance using any strong emotional attachment.”

Lyralei leaned closer to examine the device. “What kind of emotional attachment?”

“Fear, rage, protective instinct, love - any intense emotion that creates a sympathetic response in the target population.” Tina’s smile was disturbingly bright. “All I need is a way to make the dragon riders feel intense emotional stress, and the weapon will lock onto that resonance.”

“How?”

“By threatening something they care about more than their own lives.” She activated a holographic display showing the device’s targeting system. “Instead of using prisoners as bait, we target their families.”

The silence that followed was profound. I stared at the display, trying to process what she was suggesting.

“You want to threaten non-combatants.”

“I want to use the enemy’s emotional vulnerabilities against them. The difference between targeting prisoners of war and targeting civilian family members is purely semantic from a tactical standpoint.”

“No, it’s not.” The words came out harder than I’d intended. “Prisoners of war are combatants. Families are innocents.”

“Are they?” Tina’s expression grew serious. “The sky city social structure is built on hereditary privilege. Every ‘innocent’ family member benefits from the system that oppresses surface dwellers. Their children attend schools paid for with resources stolen from Grounder settlements. Their spouses live in luxury while our children get loaded onto slave ships.”

“That doesn’t make them legitimate military targets.”

“It makes them willing participants in genocide.” Tina’s voice carried conviction that scared me. “Besides, I’m not actually planning to kill them. Just make the riders think I might.”

Lyralei was studying the technical specifications with professional interest. “How would the targeting work?”

“Magical resonance signatures. Every sky city citizen carries identification crystals that emit unique frequencies. The weapon can lock onto those signatures and trace them back to their sources.” Tina highlighted specific components in the device. “Once I have a lock on family members, I can create the illusion that they’re in immediate danger.”

“What kind of illusion?”

“Pain simulators. Fear inducers. Magical effects that make the targets feel like they’re dying without actually causing permanent harm.” Tina’s smile was cold. “From the dragon riders’ perspective, their loved ones will appear to be in mortal agony. That should create more than enough emotional stress to trigger the resonance effect.”

I found myself staring at a device designed to terrorize innocent people in order to kill their military relatives. The tactical elegance was undeniable. The moral implications were horrifying.

“How many civilian targets would you need?”

“For optimal effectiveness? Every family member of every dragon rider in the assault force. Probably around three thousand individuals, including children.”

Three thousand innocents tortured to save tens of thousands of others. The mathematics were clear, brutal, and completely insane.

“And if we don’t use it?”

“Then we execute the prisoners as promised and hope that Admiral Jarrettson decides to withdraw rather than continue his assault.” Tina’s voice was matter-of-fact. “Current intelligence suggests that’s unlikely.”

“So our choices are executing twenty-three prisoners or terrorizing three thousand civilians.”

“Our choices are limited war crimes or unlimited war crimes. The sky cities are committed to genocide. We can either stop them efficiently or let them continue their extermination campaign.” Tina closed the device with a decisive click. “Personally, I prefer the option that ends the war quickly.”

I looked around the command center at the faces of people waiting for me to make a decision that would define us all. Whatever choice I made would be measured in thousands of lives and would determine whether we won the war or simply prolonged it.

“How long do we have?”

“The deadline expires in six hours. After that, we either execute the prisoners or deploy the resonator.” Tina’s expression was calm, resolved. “Either way, a lot of people are going to die because of decisions we make in this room.”

As alarms began sounding to indicate the approach of scout dragons, I realized that we’d moved far beyond moral complexity into pure pragmatic calculation. The question wasn’t what was right or wrong - it was what would be most effective at stopping genocide.

And the answer to that question was probably going to haunt me for the rest of my life.
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The deadline had come and gone six hours ago. Admiral Jarrettson’s response had been delivered not through diplomatic channels, but through the targeting scopes of orbital bombardment platforms. His message was clear: the sky cities did not negotiate with surface dwellers, regardless of what hostages they might hold.

I stood on the observation deck of our command center, watching through magical telescopes as the Admiral’s flagship positioned itself directly above our settlement. Children were visible on the ship’s external hull - human shields arranged in neat rows across the vessel’s armor plating. Dozens of them, strapped to the ship’s surface like living decorations.

“Bastard’s forcing our hand,” Zara said, appearing beside me with her rifle in hand. “He knows we can’t use the resonator weapon while those kids are exposed.”

“He’s not forcing anything. He’s just making the choice more obvious.”

Through the telescope, I could see individual faces among the children. Young, terrified, some crying for parents who might already be dead. The sight should have filled me with rage or determination or some other heroic emotion.

Instead, I felt nothing but cold calculation.

“How many?” I asked.

“Forty-seven children, ages ranging from six to fourteen. All from Grounder settlements that were ‘pacified’ over the past month.” Silvanna consulted her intelligence reports with professional detachment. “He’s using them as both shields and psychological warfare.”

“Will it work?”

“That depends on whether you’re willing to kill children to win the war.”

I studied the tactical displays showing Admiral Jarrettson’s fleet deployment. Perfect positioning for orbital bombardment, protected by human shields that made retaliation impossible for anyone with a functioning conscience.

“Tina,” I called. “Status on the weapon modifications?”

“Dragon Heart Resonator is fully operational. I can target the entire fleet and eliminate their dragon corps in approximately thirty seconds.” Her voice carried across the command center with disturbing enthusiasm. “Though the children on the hull will die from proximity effects.”

“All of them?”

“Magical backlash from that many simultaneous dragon deaths? Probably. The energy discharge will be considerable.”

Forty-seven children versus several thousand potential victims if the war continued. The mathematics were clear, brutal, and completely insane. But they were also undeniable.

“Commander,” Morrison approached with another intelligence report. “We’re receiving communication requests from multiple sources. Settlement leaders, regional coordinators, civilian evacuation groups. They want to know what our response will be.”

“What do they expect us to do?”

“Save the children. Find another way. Prove that we’re better than the sky cities.” Morrison’s expression was grim. “The usual things people say when they want impossible outcomes.”

I thought about Margaret Ironwood, volunteering for a suicide mission to save her grandchildren. About Zara, killing her own husband to protect her community. About all the people who’d made hard choices because someone had to make them.

“And if there isn’t another way?”

“Then you make the choice you can live with and hope history judges it kindly.”

Lyralei appeared at my shoulder, studying the enemy fleet positions with professional interest. “The children aren’t randomly positioned. Look at the placement patterns.”

I adjusted the telescope controls, focusing on the specific locations where the young hostages had been arranged. She was right - they weren’t just scattered across the hull for maximum visual impact. They were positioned at specific structural points.

“They’re not just shields,” I realized. “They’re sabotage protection.”

“Exactly. Those kids are positioned over critical systems - weapons controls, shield generators, communication arrays. Any attempt to board the ship or disable its systems would require going through them.”

“So even if we could get close enough for a direct assault…”

“We’d have to kill children to reach the objectives. Jarrettson’s made sure that any victory requires us to become child killers.”

The tactical situation was perfectly designed psychological warfare. Win by becoming monsters, or lose while maintaining moral purity. Either way, Admiral Jarrettson achieved his strategic objective of proving that surface dwellers were either ineffective or savage.

“There might be another option,” Silvanna said quietly.

“Which is?”

“I still have access codes for some sky city systems. If I could get close enough to the flagship…”

“You’d die the moment you approached. Those children aren’t the only thing protecting that ship.”

“Not if I appeared to be bringing valuable intelligence. A defector offering information about Grounder defensive capabilities.” Silvanna’s smile was sharp. “They’d want to interrogate me before executing me. That would give me access to their command systems.”

“And then what?”

“Then I could disable the ship’s artificial gravity in the sections where the children are held. They’d float free of the hull, giving you a clear shot at the critical systems.”

I stared at her, trying to process what she was suggesting. “You’re talking about a suicide mission.”

“I’m talking about solving a tactical problem that has no good solutions.” Silvanna’s expression was matter-of-fact. “Those children are going to die regardless of what we do. The question is whether their deaths accomplish anything meaningful.”

“They’re innocents.”

“They were innocents the moment Admiral Jarrettson strapped them to his ship. Now they’re weapons in a war that was designed to kill them from the beginning.” Silvanna gestured toward the tactical displays. “We can let them die meaninglessly as human shields, or we can let them die as part of an operation that ends the war.”

The cold logic was undeniable. The children were already dead - their only remaining value was whether their deaths could be used to save others.

“How long would you need?”

“Twenty minutes from approach to gravity system sabotage. Maybe thirty if their security is tighter than expected.”

“And your chances of survival?”

“Effectively zero. But that’s not the point.” Silvanna began gathering her equipment with methodical efficiency. “The point is giving you a window to use the resonator weapon without the psychological burden of killing children directly.”

“They’ll still die from the backlash.”

“But they’ll die as casualties of Admiral Jarrettson’s decisions, not ours. There’s a difference.”

I wasn’t sure there was a difference, but I understood the psychological value of the distinction. Sometimes the most important battles were fought inside the human conscience rather than on the battlefield.

“Tina, how long do you need to prepare the resonator?”

“It’s ready now. I just need targeting confirmation and authorization to fire.”

“Lyralei, can we coordinate a diversionary attack to mask Silvanna’s approach?”

“Multiple strike patterns, synchronized with her infiltration timeline. It’ll look like a desperate assault rather than a surgical operation.”

“Zara?”

“I’ll coordinate ground support and evacuation protocols for when their fleet starts falling out of the sky.”

I looked around the command center at the faces of people who’d become something like family over the past weeks. Warriors and killers and broken people who’d found purpose in each other’s survival.

“Final authorization required,” Tina announced. “Weapon is armed and ready for targeting.”

Through the telescope, I could see the children strapped to Admiral Jarrettson’s flagship, their small forms silhouetted against the metal hull. Young lives that had become pawns in a game designed by monsters.

“Fire when ready,” I said.

The next thirty minutes unfolded with the terrible precision of a carefully choreographed dance of death. Silvanna approached the flagship under the guise of defection while our forces launched what appeared to be a suicidal assault on the fleet’s outer perimeter. The sky filled with dragons and weapons fire as both sides committed to a battle that would determine the war’s outcome.

Twenty-two minutes into the operation, the children began floating free of the flagship’s hull as Silvanna successfully sabotaged the gravity systems. For a brief moment, they drifted in space like small stars against the darkness, free from the metal surface that had held them captive.

Then Tina triggered the Dragon Heart Resonator.

The effect was instantaneous and devastating. Every dragon in the fleet simply stopped flying, their massive forms falling from the sky like meteor showers. The riders died seconds later, magical backlash stopping their hearts as the bonds that connected them to their companions were severed.

The children died too, caught in the energy discharge that had been designed to kill creatures bonded to magical partners. They never knew what happened - one moment they were floating free, the next they were gone.

Admiral Jarrettson’s flagship, suddenly without its dragon escorts and magical support systems, began a powered descent toward the surface. I watched through the telescope as escape pods ejected from the dying vessel, carrying crew members to uncertain safety on hostile ground.

The war was over. We’d won.

And we’d done it by becoming exactly what Admiral Jarrettson had claimed we were: killers who would sacrifice anyone to achieve victory.
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The tribunal was held in the ruins of Admiral Jarrettson’s flagship, using the ship’s command center as a makeshift courtroom. The symbolism was intentional - the defeated conducting the surrender in the place where they’d planned genocide. It should have felt like justice.

Instead, it felt like theater.

Admiral Dale Jarrettson stood in restraints before what remained of his tactical display, his once-pristine uniform torn and bloodstained from the crash. But his bearing remained straight, his eyes still carrying the cold calculation that had made him dangerous. Even in defeat, he projected the kind of authority that made other people want to follow orders.

“The Ascension Protocol was necessary,” he said when asked to justify his actions. “Surface dwellers cannot be trusted with civilization. Your recent actions prove that conclusively.”

“Our recent actions were in response to your attempted genocide,” Lyralei replied from her position as tribunal coordinator.

“Your recent actions included using children as shields and murdering prisoners of war. You’ve proven that surface dwellers are exactly what we claimed - savages who will sacrifice anyone to achieve power.” Jarrettson’s smile was sharp. “Thank you for the validation.”

I watched the proceedings from the side of the chamber, thinking about how he wasn’t wrong. We had become killers. We had sacrificed innocents for strategic advantage. We had crossed every moral line that separated civilization from barbarism.

The question was whether that transformation had been necessary or inevitable.

“The question before this tribunal,” Lyralei continued, “is not whether you were correct about our capacity for violence. The question is whether your planned extermination of millions of people was justified by that assessment.”

“Millions who would have died anyway in the chaos that follows the collapse of proper authority. Millions who would have turned on each other once resources became scarce.” Jarrettson gestured toward the ruined command center. “I offered order. You chose chaos.”

“We chose freedom.”

“You chose the right to make the same mistakes that destroyed every previous surface civilization. Congratulations.” Jarrettson’s expression grew thoughtful. “Tell me, Commander Yarbrough, how many innocents did you kill to achieve this freedom? How many children died because you refused to accept the natural order?”

Lyralei’s expression didn’t change, but I could see the impact of his words. We’d killed forty-seven children to end the war. The number was precise, final, and would never change no matter how we justified it.

“The tribunal will consider—” she began.

“The tribunal will consider nothing,” Jarrettson interrupted. “Because you’ve already proven my point. You are exactly what I said you were - killers who hide behind noble rhetoric while murdering anyone who threatens your power.”

That’s when Silvanna spoke from her position near the back of the chamber.

“He’s right,” she said quietly.

Everyone turned to stare at her. She stood slowly, her hand resting on the knife that had become her signature weapon since killing her former lover.

“Admiral Jarrettson is absolutely correct about what we’ve become,” she continued. “We are killers. We have murdered innocents. We have become the very monsters we claimed to be fighting against.”

“Silvanna,” I said carefully, “what are you doing?”

“I’m acknowledging the truth that none of you want to face.” She began walking toward the front of the chamber, her movement liquid and purposeful. “We didn’t defeat the sky cities by being better than them. We defeated them by being more ruthless.”

“And?”

“And Admiral Jarrettson has been planning this conversation for months. Every word, every gesture, every moral argument has been calculated to produce exactly this result.” Silvanna’s smile was cold. “He wanted us to become killers. He needed us to prove his point about surface dweller savagery.”

“For what purpose?”

“For the purpose of justifying what comes next.” She stopped directly in front of Jarrettson’s position, her violet eyes studying his face with professional interest. “Tell them about the contingency protocol, Admiral. Tell them what happens if the Ascension Protocol fails.”

Jarrettson’s expression didn’t change, but something shifted behind his eyes. A calculation being revised in real time.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“The Deep Archive Protocol. Complete sterilization of the surface world using stored biological weapons. To be implemented if conventional extermination proves insufficient.” Silvanna’s knife appeared in her hand as if by magic. “You’ve been waiting for us to prove that we’re too dangerous to be allowed to live.”

“That’s insane.”

“That’s logical. You never expected the Ascension Protocol to succeed completely. You expected it to force surface dwellers to reveal their true nature.” Silvanna stepped closer to Jarrettson, the knife now visible to everyone in the chamber. “And we’ve done exactly that. We’ve proven that we’re willing to kill children to achieve victory.”

“Even if that were true,” Lyralei said, “the Admiral is our prisoner. His opinion about surface dweller nature is irrelevant.”

“Is it?” Silvanna turned to face the tribunal. “Because last I checked, Admiral Jarrettson wasn’t the only sky city leader involved in policy decisions. And the others are still very much alive and very much committed to his vision of surface dweller extermination.”

The silence that followed was profound. I could see the implications sinking in around the chamber - that the war wasn’t actually over, that Admiral Jarrettson’s defeat had simply triggered the next phase of a longer plan.

“The Deep Archive Protocol requires consensus from the Sky City Council,” Silvanna continued. “But that consensus was pre-authorized months ago, contingent on the failure of conventional extermination methods.”

“You’re lying,” Lyralei said, but her voice carried uncertainty.

“Am I?” Silvanna activated a crystal device, projecting holographic documents into the air above the tribunal. “Administrative communications from six months ago. Council Resolution 847-Alpha. Authorization for complete biological sterilization of surface territories if the Ascension Protocol proves insufficient.”

I studied the projected documents, trying to process their implications. They appeared to be genuine sky city governmental records, complete with official seals and authorization codes.

“Biological sterilization?” I asked.

“Engineered plagues. Atmospheric toxins. Magical viruses that target specific genetic markers.” Silvanna’s voice was clinical. “Complete extinction of surface-dwelling populations within ninety days of deployment.”

Admiral Jarrettson was watching the proceedings with the detached interest of someone observing an academic debate. No fear, no concern, just professional curiosity about how events would unfold.

“The beauty of the Deep Archive Protocol,” he said conversationally, “is that it eliminates the moral complexity that hampered the Ascension Protocol. No more debates about prisoner treatment or civilian casualties. Just efficient, comprehensive, final resolution.”

“And you’re willing to die knowing that your death triggers genocide?”

“I’m willing to die knowing that my death triggers the completion of necessary policies.” Jarrettson’s expression was serene. “Surface dwellers have proven that they cannot be trusted with civilization. The Archive Protocol ensures that they won’t be given another opportunity to make that mistake.”

Silvanna was studying the Admiral with calculating eyes. “There’s just one problem with your beautiful plan.”

“Which is?”

“You assumed that I was really a defector.” Her smile was sharp. “You assumed that someone raised in sky city privilege could genuinely choose surface dweller barbarity over civilized order.”

“And you didn’t?”

“Oh, I absolutely did choose barbarism. I embraced it completely.” Silvanna’s knife moved with liquid grace, sliding between Admiral Jarrettson’s ribs before anyone could react. “But I chose it for sky city reasons, not surface dweller ones.”

Jarrettson looked down at the blade protruding from his chest with surprise rather than pain. “What?”

“I’ve been working for Admiral Kensara since before the Ascension Protocol began. My job was to ensure that surface dwellers proved themselves too dangerous to be allowed to live.” Silvanna twisted the blade with professional efficiency. “Thank you for your cooperation in that objective.”

“Kensara?” I said, the name triggering memory fragments from intelligence briefings.

“Admiral Jarrettson’s political rival. The one who actually designed the Deep Archive Protocol.” Silvanna withdrew her knife and let Jarrettson collapse to the chamber floor. “She needed the Ascension Protocol to fail spectacularly in order to justify implementing her preferred solution.”

“Which is?”

“Complete surface sterilization followed by sky city expansion into the vacant territories. No more messy population management or resource allocation disputes. Just empty land ready for colonization.”

I stared at Silvanna, trying to process the layers of betrayal and manipulation. “You’ve been playing all of us.”

“I’ve been serving sky city interests while appearing to betray them. It’s actually quite elegant from a strategic perspective.” She began cleaning her knife with methodical precision. “Though I should mention that Admiral Kensara’s timeline has been accelerated due to recent events.”

“What timeline?”

“Biological weapon deployment begins in approximately six hours. Complete surface sterilization should be achieved within seventy-two hours of initial release.”

The chamber erupted into chaos as the implications sank in. Shouts, weapons being drawn, people demanding answers to questions that had no good solutions. Through it all, Silvanna stood calmly over Admiral Jarrettson’s cooling corpse, apparently unconcerned by the violence she’d just unleashed.

“Why tell us?” Lyralei demanded over the noise. “Why reveal the plan if you’re working for them?”

“Because Admiral Kensara’s plan has one critical flaw. It assumes that surface dwellers won’t be capable of effective retaliation once they understand what’s coming.” Silvanna’s smile was predatory. “She’s about to learn that she made the same mistake as Admiral Jarrettson - underestimating our capacity for necessary brutality.”

I found myself looking at the woman who’d shared my bed, who’d fought beside me, who’d apparently been manipulating every decision I’d made for weeks. “What are you proposing?”

“I’m proposing that we demonstrate to Admiral Kensara exactly what kind of monsters surface dwellers can become when their survival is threatened.” Silvanna gestured toward the tactical displays. “She wants to see barbarism? Let’s show her barbarism that makes the Archive Protocol look merciful.”

“By doing what?”

“By taking the war directly to the sky cities. All of them. Every floating platform, every population center, every civilian target that supports their genocidal infrastructure.” Silvanna’s expression was coldly beautiful. “Complete extermination of sky city civilization before they can implement their sterilization protocol.”

“You’re talking about genocide.”

“I’m talking about survival. They started this war with the intention of murdering every surface dweller. We’re simply going to finish it with the same level of commitment.”

Around the chamber, I could see people processing the choice we were being offered. Become genocidal killers ourselves, or watch our entire species die from biological weapons.

“And you?” I asked. “What do you get out of this?”

“I get to watch the sky city leadership destroy itself through overconfidence and poor strategic planning. Admiral Kensara believes she’s manipulated you into proving surface dweller savagery. She has no idea that she’s actually created surface dweller effectiveness.”

The truth was brutal and undeniable. We’d been manipulated into becoming killers, but those same skills could be turned against our manipulators. The question was whether we were willing to embrace genocide in order to prevent genocide.

“How long do we have?”

“Six hours until biological weapon deployment. Maybe eight if Admiral Kensara decides to wait for confirmation of this tribunal’s results.” Silvanna consulted a timepiece that glowed with inner light. “Long enough to plan comprehensive retaliation, but not long enough for moral hesitation.”

I looked around the chamber at the faces of people who’d become family through shared violence and moral compromise. Warriors and killers and broken people who’d found purpose in each other’s survival.

“What do you need from us?”

“Everything. Every weapon, every vehicle, every person willing to kill civilians to save their own species.” Silvanna’s smile was sharp. “We’re going to show Admiral Kensara what real monsters look like.”

As alarms began sounding throughout the captured flagship, indicating the approach of what appeared to be rescue vessels but might actually be the first wave of biological weapon deployment, I realized that our transformation was complete.

We’d started as defenders trying to protect our families. We’d become genocidal killers planning the extermination of an entire civilization.

The question was whether that transformation represented victory or the final proof that Admiral Jarrettson had been right about us all along.
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Six months after the sky cities fell, I stood in what used to be Admiral Kensara’s command tower, looking out over a landscape that would never heal. The biological weapons had been deployed for exactly seventeen minutes before our retaliation eliminated their source, but seventeen minutes had been enough to sterilize approximately thirty thousand square miles of surface territory.

The dead zones stretched to the horizon - places where nothing would grow for the next century, where the very air carried toxins that made breathing an act of slow suicide. We’d saved our species by ensuring that large portions of our world would remain uninhabitable for generations.

“Final casualty report,” Tina said, approaching with a crystal tablet that glowed with malevolent efficiency. She’d grown into her role as our chief weapons coordinator with disturbing enthusiasm, designing increasingly sophisticated methods of killing that made her original Dragon Heart Resonator look primitive.

“How bad?”

“Sky city population eliminated: 2.3 million. Surface dweller casualties from biological weapons: 847,000. Estimated long-term environmental casualties: 12 million over the next fifty years.” Her voice was matter-of-fact, like she was reading weather reports rather than announcing the death of civilizations.

I thought about the numbers, trying to process the scale of what we’d accomplished. In less than a year, I’d gone from being a paramedic who saved lives to a war leader who’d orchestrated the murder of millions of people.

“Any word from the other regions?”

“Mixed. Some are calling us heroes for saving the surface world from extermination. Others are calling us genocidal maniacs who proved the sky cities were right about us.” Tina’s smile was sharp. “Turns out that mass murder is morally complex regardless of the justification.”

From the observation deck, I could see the settlement we’d built in the ruins of the Third Sky City. It was functional rather than beautiful - prefabricated structures and salvaged technology arranged for maximum efficiency rather than aesthetic appeal. The kind of place that people built when they’d given up on the luxury of caring about anything except survival.

“Where are Zara and Lyralei?”

“Coordinating the integration of sky city prisoners into the work camps. About forty thousand survivors from the floating cities, mostly technical specialists and administrative personnel.” Tina consulted her tablet. “We’re using them to help repair the environmental damage from the biological weapons.”

“And Silvanna?”

“Still trying to convince the regional councils that our methods were necessary rather than monstrous. Apparently, there’s some debate about whether we should be treated as liberators or war criminals.”

I found both women in what used to be the sky city’s main conference chamber, now converted into a administrative center for managing the aftermath of genocide. Maps covered every available surface, showing the distribution of refugee populations, environmental damage assessments, and the locations of work camps where sky city survivors provided forced labor for reconstruction efforts.

“The Brightwater Coalition is threatening to declare us persona non grata,” Lyralei reported without looking up from her paperwork. “Apparently, they’re uncomfortable with our solution to the sky city problem.”

“Which was?”

“Complete extermination of their civilization followed by enslavement of the survivors. They seem to think that makes us morally equivalent to the people who tried to exterminate us.”

“Are they wrong?”

“They’re alive to make that judgment because we were willing to become what they consider morally unacceptable.” Lyralei’s smile was sharp. “I can live with their disapproval.”

Zara was working on prisoner allocation schedules, her expression focused and efficient. She’d taken to administrative work with the same methodical precision she’d once applied to mechanical engineering, treating human resources like components in a machine that needed proper maintenance.

“How’s Renna handling all this?” I asked.

“She’s adapting. Children are remarkably resilient when it comes to accepting new realities.” Zara looked up from her paperwork. “She asks about the people in the camps sometimes, but she understands that they’re there because of what their governments did to other children.”

“And that doesn’t bother her?”

“She’s ten years old and she’s seen what happens when bad people win wars. She understands that sometimes good people have to do bad things to protect the people they love.” Zara’s expression was matter-of-fact. “It’s a more honest education than most children receive.”

I thought about Renna, growing up in a world where forced labor camps were normal and genocide was just another policy option. About the kind of person she might become in a reality where mass murder was considered an acceptable solution to political problems.

“Any regrets?” I asked.

“About preventing the extinction of surface dwellers? No.” Lyralei set down her reports and looked at me directly. “About the methods we used to achieve that prevention? Also no.”

“Even knowing what we became in the process?”

“Especially knowing what we became in the process. Effective. Ruthless. Willing to do whatever was necessary to protect our people.” She gestured toward the maps showing refugee settlements and reconstruction zones. “We built a world where children like Renna can grow up free instead of enslaved. The cost was becoming the kind of people who could build that world.”

“And you’re comfortable with that trade?”

“I’m comfortable with the results. The moral implications are someone else’s problem to solve.”

Silvanna entered the chamber with a communication crystal that pulsed with urgent light. “Priority message from the Eastern Confederacy. They’re requesting military assistance with something they call a ‘dragon incursion.’”

“Dragons? I thought we eliminated all of them.”

“Wild dragons. Apparently, killing all the bonded dragons disrupted some kind of magical ecosystem balance. The unbonded ones are becoming aggressive and territorial.” Silvanna activated the crystal, projecting a holographic message. “They’re asking for our expertise in dragon elimination techniques.”

I stared at the message, thinking about the unintended consequences of our victory. We’d solved the sky city problem by killing everything that made sky cities possible, but that solution had created new problems that required additional killing to resolve.

“Do we help them?”

“We help them because helping them maintains our reputation as people who can solve problems that others can’t.” Lyralei’s tone was pragmatic. “And because dragon elimination is exactly the kind of service that keeps other regions from deciding we’re too dangerous to be allowed to exist.”

“By making ourselves indispensable as killers.”

“By making ourselves indispensable as people who can make hard choices that others won’t make.” She activated her own communication crystal. “I’ll coordinate with their military leadership and deploy appropriate resources.”

As she began planning another military intervention, I realized that our transformation was permanent. We’d become the kind of people who solved problems through violence, and that reputation would define us for the rest of our lives.

“Any other business?” I asked.

“Marriage proposals,” Zara said with a slight smile. “Apparently, some of the regional leaders think that formalizing our relationship structure would provide political stability.”

“What kind of marriage proposals?”

“The kind that recognize polyamorous partnerships as legitimate political entities. You’d be the official head of household, with Lyralei, Silvanna, Tina, and myself as equal partners in a legally recognized family unit.”

I thought about the practical implications of formalizing relationships that had been built on shared violence and mutual survival needs. It wasn’t romance or love in any conventional sense, but it was something that had proven more durable than traditional marriage.

“What do you think?”

“I think that legal recognition of our family structure provides stability for Renna and political legitimacy for our leadership decisions.” Zara’s expression was thoughtful. “Plus, it sends a message that we’re committed to building something permanent rather than just destroying our enemies.”

“And everyone’s comfortable with that arrangement?”

“We’re comfortable with arrangements that work. Traditional relationship models don’t function well for people who’ve become what we’ve become.” Lyralei’s smile was sharp. “Besides, we’ve already proven that we can work together effectively under extreme pressure. Marriage would just be a legal formality.”

I looked around the chamber at the faces of women who’d become my partners in war and peace, in victory and moral compromise. Zara, who’d killed her husband and raised her daughter in a world where survival required constant vigilance. Lyralei, who’d turned psychological manipulation into an art form and used it to forge me into an effective killer. Silvanna, who’d manipulated everyone while serving her own complex agenda of revenge and political calculation. And Tina, who’d designed weapons of mass destruction with the enthusiasm of someone solving interesting technical problems.

None of them were good people in any conventional sense. Neither was I.

But we were effective people. We got things done. We protected the people we cared about and eliminated the people who threatened them.

“All right,” I said finally. “Let’s make it official.”

Three days later, we were married in a ceremony held in the ruins of Admiral Jarrettson’s flagship, with Renna serving as our only witness. The vows we exchanged had nothing to do with love or honor or traditional promises. Instead, we committed to continued effectiveness, mutual protection, and the kind of strategic partnership that had enabled us to survive impossible circumstances.

It wasn’t romantic. It wasn’t emotionally satisfying. But it was honest about what we’d become and what we needed from each other.

As I looked out over the dead zones that stretched to the horizon, holding the hands of women who’d helped me commit genocide to prevent genocide, I realized that we’d found our extraordinary purpose. We’d become the kind of people who could make the hard choices that others couldn’t make, who could carry the moral weight of necessary brutality without breaking under the burden.

We’d become the monsters that our world needed us to be.

And for the first time since driving through that impossible tunnel in Newark, I felt like I was exactly where I belonged.

Even if it had cost us our humanity to get there.
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