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1
FOREIGN PLANET: UNKNOWN
A blast singed the edge of Samantha’s cloak and she pushed back against the wall, pissed. Even with all the training and fighting she had gone through, the cloak hadn’t actually been damaged.
Until now.
To make it sting that much more, she had been fighting a simple Kolack when she had been hit. Those little bastards seemed to breed like rabbits, inhabiting many of the planets Hadrian sent Samantha to for her skill-point grinding.
Still, she couldn’t help but wonder if the creatures were capable of such accuracy.
They weren’t the only enemy she had faced lately. Whenever she had the urge to go charging in and blasting something to bits—or cutting through hordes like a hot knife parting butter—she had the ancient magi send her to planets such as this.
But now, not only did she have a reason to be pissed, she also had cause to be somewhat worried. Glancing at her blackened cloak, she doubted the creatures were actually capable of such accuracy. Whatever had just shot her had been a skilled shot, so she was pretty sure it couldn’t be Kolack.
In fact, she was fairly certain she had seen a human staring back at her from under a helmet, their visor partially fogged. Kolack could occasionally be found wearing such gear, but it was rare.
A glance down at the cloak confirmed that the material was already healing itself, glowing slightly before being restored to its original condition. The dark fabric flowed around her as though she were submerged in water. The cloak was easily the best gift she’d ever received, and she had her teammate Dex to thank for it.
Time to show this human what this gift can do, she thought, turning and springing forward. The robes flowed behind her as the shadows made her one of them. Dark cloths fluttered and spiraled in the air, and then she was descending on the human, slamming him against the rock wall as she raised her left forearm and triggered her shield.
The effect was a blast of electricity that held her opponent tightly as it sent its helmet flying, exposing purple skin like that of an eggplant.
Not a human at all, then.
The creature snapped at her with its sharp, pointed teeth, and Samantha jerked back to avoid being bitten. With another thrust of her shield she released the Kolack, allowing only a moment before her shield’s next electric shock sent the creature slamming even harder against the rock. It collapsed to the ground.
Damn. She needed to get her mind straight. Stop seeing things that weren’t there. This was not the first time she had thought she’d seen a human that had turned out to be a Kolack or some other alien creature.
When she had told Napalm about it, his fiery eyes had narrowed. He had shaken his head, muttering something about leftover effects from their run-ins with Karstrack, the corrupt magi. Some sort of echo in her brain from the stress, perhaps. Or maybe she was thinking too much of her own team, back on Earth.
But there seemed to be more than that going on here. At times she was certain she had seen a face looking back at her from the darkness. More than once.
Samantha pulled her thoughts back to the moment and focused on the very real issue at hand: the sound of more Kolacks coming at her from behind. She spun to see two of them, wearing body armor similar to that worn by the Syndicate Marines. A well-trained group—she guessed from the way they moved as a team—they covered the corners in a way that made her highly doubt they lacked intelligence as Ferder or the others claimed.
Wrong side of the war? Yes. Completely stupid sacks of blood with no purpose other than to serve as cannon fodder for the Great Deceivers in this war against the allies and all that was good and holy in the universe? Not sure.
One of the Kolacks made a clicking sound and gestured her way, and a second instantly threw himself to the floor, firing two rounds in her direction. This time she took advantage of her upgraded grip skill and ran for the wall, her robes gathering the darkness around her so that the enemy shot wildly in their confused state.
She reached the wall and ran across it, sword out and sparks of electricity trailing behind it. Blue lines sizzled through the air as her sword came down upon the lead Kolack, cleaving his helmet in two and filling him with volts so that he skittered smoking across the floor.
Damn, it felt good having the electricity skill tree maxed out. That’s what months of training did, after all.
The other Kolack rolled out of the way, coming up on his knees to shoot. He managed to get off a blast, and Samantha had to throw herself backwards to avoid getting hit. Since the sword would need to recharge before it could fire electricity again, she decided it was time to try one of her newly upgraded skills.
She chose ‘Static Stomp.’ Peering at the icons on her HUD, it looked like fun. Hell, fun was her middle name when it came to fighting these little bastards. From what she could tell, all she had to do was lift her leg up high and then stomp down in her opponent’s direction.
Sam’s foot hit the ground, and a blue light flared as a shockwave of energy rippled outward. It threw her opponent back, momentarily stunning him while she stumbled a bit as well, not used to the force of the upgrade.
That would come in handy someday, she thought, regaining her feet. But maybe it needed a little more practice. Right now might be a better time for some good old-fashioned hand-to-hand combat.
Quickly sheathing her sword, she kicked off the wall and leaped forward. The power from her robes gave her an extra push that sent her fist cracking through the enemy’s faceplate. Her brawling skills weren’t on par with her weapon techniques, so she liked to get some practice in private, where none of the Shadow Corps team could see if she messed up.
Like now, as she lost her balance going for a roundhouse kick to the broken faceplate. Falling on her butt was embarrassing enough without the stupid Kolack sneering at her.
He’d get an extra punch or two for that, she decided, as she started to pick herself back up.
A kick caught her in the side, and then the Kolack’s blaster rifle was descending on Samantha to slam into her helmet. She raised both arms and formed a small force field around herself, a blue light that fizzed on impact while still keeping her protected. As soon as she moved her arms, it was gone. But she was now on the offensive.
“Kick me while I’m down, huh?” she shouted, coming at the Kolack with wild, haymaker punches. Against Dex or Carma, Samantha’s punches would’ve been laughable. But this Kolack had gotten overconfident and, since its faceplate had fallen off, each metal-gloved punch sent him reeling back.
He lay wheezing against the wall, purple blood dripping down his face. He stared up at her and held out a hand, a pleading look in his eyes.
It was almost enough to make her doubt herself, to pull back and let him go. Until she saw his other hand sneaking up toward her, finger wrapped around the trigger of a small blaster.
“Dick,” she said. “I was almost feeling sorry for you.” She kicked the blaster away, pulled out her sword, and ended the little bastard.
Since she didn’t see any other signs of trouble, she took a moment to pull down her HUD. This little excursion had apparently earned her thirty new skill points. That was just enough to upgrade her shield for a tethering charge, though she didn’t know exactly what that was. She decided that, after having lost her balance in her fight with the Kolack, maybe she should choose a few more hand-to-hand improvements before trying something new.
She assigned several of the points to strength and dexterity, then felt the alien biotech of her suit go into action as the upgrades took effect. The armor grew denser in spots and firmer at support areas around her legs. After a few seconds, her helmet told her the upgrades were complete.
Sam was about to assign the other remaining points and see if her sword had any available upgrades when a voice echoed through her hood. It was not quite in her head, but not quite outside of it, either.
Dex.
Hadrian has returned. He wants us all back, the voice said.
She spun around to see her friend. Like hers, Dex’s robes flowed as if submerged in water, though the fabric was thicker and more layered than Sam’s. Dex’s race also didn’t have sexes. So, as much as Samantha hated thinking of Dex as it all the time, the alternatives didn’t quite fit.
I’m on my way, she sent back, allowing her faceplate to clear so that Dex could see her smile.
Good training? it asked.
Ups and downs, she replied, her head spinning a bit as she did so. No matter how much they spoke like this, mentally, it always felt unnerving to her.
He nodded, but did not respond. Together they walked to the faint light that formed ghostly outlines of themselves. Stepping into it, they were instantly sent back to the training caves of Entono Fos Prime.
Training on Entono Fos Prime wasn’t so different from the training conducted on Hadrian’s ship. In addition to the natural obstacle courses, Ferder and the other locals had shown Samantha a series of caves lined with training weapons, strength exercises, and sparring areas. Hadrian had taken advantage of this spot to set up his training gateways.
What was different was that, while before Samantha had been anxious to train and improve her skills, she was now anxious to get back into space and hunt down her enemies.
She understood that their skill-point grinding was in actuality part of the fight. The gateways took them to enemy planets, where they could fight real enemies as a means of leveling up skill trees and weapons. They had to be making a dent in the number of Kolack out there, at least. But they had been at this for months.
The war against the Syndicate was still going on back home, and there were two more ancient-guardians-turned-evil-space-dragons out there that needed to be stopped.
“Where did Hadrian go this time?” Samantha asked Dex aloud.
Dex’s robes shuffled in the silence as they walked.
A response finally came, like words floating on the wind. Hadrian has much to look after, much to plan for.
As if that was an answer, Samantha thought, looking at the new buildings on the edge of the town. The locals had mostly rebuilt the city after the large space dragon had crashed into it. While no one could truly replace Orlean on the Elder Council, the rest had moved on after a short grieving period. Now they were hard at work, planning and strategizing. This was war, although Samantha could almost believe it wasn’t, what with all the waiting she had been made to do.
They entered the city to find Ferder conversing heatedly with some others of his race. He didn’t seem to notice either one of them as they passed by to meet up with the rest of the team.
At the square just inside the city, the other members of the Shadow Corps were already gathered. Everyone except Kwan. Samantha figured he was off with the Red Company, as he often was lately. The square was lined with tall buildings of white and gold, as well as several statues of old leaders. In the middle was a fountain with a statue of Orlean, the late Elder. The marble sculpture had been there even before she had died, but now it was surrounded by the pink and purple oversized flowers so plentiful on the planet.
Samantha wondered if it was a coincidence that the people on Earth—like these aliens—all chose flowers at memorials. Was it possible aliens had influenced their cultures over the years?
Hadrian had certainly visited Earth numerous times, even before the Syndicate invasion. He had told her so. If he had visited, undetected, why not others?
Samantha saw Carma, who was standing facing Napalm. Even wrapped in armor like the other Shadow Corps members, Carma managed to exude a sexuality that made even Samantha uncomfortable. Samantha couldn’t imagine how the guys dealt with it.
Napalm glanced back at her with his fiery eyes, and Samantha nodded, stopping next to the group as Napalm went to converse with the two former guides, Agathe and Voira. They were now effectively members of the Shadow Corps, though their role was still mostly to serve as guides in areas of the universe less well known to the rest of the team.
“Get your kill quota in for the day?” Carma asked. She glanced at Napalm, her expression somewhat disapproving. It likely had to do with the fact that she generally despised men. Lately, she had been better around the team, at least, but sometimes took a bit of warming to. She must’ve just woken up or had her butt handed to her in training.
“Kill quota?” Samantha asked. “I’m pretty sure that’s not a thing.”
“It’s not,” Napalm replied. “Feel free to ignore our dear friend here, she’s feeling a bit anxious at her lack of privacy.”
“There’s always some guard or somebody in the palace,” Carma spat, glaring at him. “How’s a girl going to get some alone time?”
“Go on, tell us.”
Carma’s face went pale. “You heard?”
“As if you’re shy to begin with,” Napalm replied with a chuckle.
Carma shrugged, but didn’t deny it. “Still, one such as myself shouldn’t have to hide, but I understand the norms here. So what if I escaped to the caves below.”
“I heard some of the miners of the dragon material caught you in the dragon.” He bit his lip to stop from laughing.
“I’m not following,” Samantha said with a frown. The huge space dragon they had defeated weeks ago was a large mining operation now, as the inhabitants of this and many other planets believed the body of a dragon held magical properties.
Hadrian had expressed his displeasure with this many times, mentioning Orion’s belt and something about the Three Kings. But he had always seemed so distraught by it all that she didn’t ask for an explanation, yet. There would be time for that.
“Maybe it’s better you don’t.” Napalm glanced at Samantha as if just then remembering who he was talking to. He had the look of one who had just realized he was saying something inappropriate in front of a teenager.
She rolled her eyes, and turned to Carma.
“Remember what you saw when you first met me that day on the ship?” Carma asked. “Yeah, alone time.”
Samantha felt her cheeks warm, and she cringed. “Wait, actually in the dragon? And you were caught.”
“Agh, it’s not such a big deal as all that.” Carma put her hands on her hips, eyeing the group as if daring them to say anything more on the subject.
Wanting nothing more than to change the conversation, Samantha shifted her gaze over to Dex and then back to the palace. When would Hadrian arrive?
Finally, Ferder held up a hand, hissed something to the others with him, and came over her way. “Samantha. Good.”
“What’s up?”
Ferder frowned, turned to look at the sky, and shrugged.
Samantha laughed. The translation device in his ear worked well, but it still had problems with slang. “I mean, what’s with the drama?” she clarified.
With a shake of his head, he leaned in and said, “Someone overheard the Elders talking, and it’s not good. Talking about you all as if you should be disbanded, not given free rein to run around wild. Maybe even locked up.”
“What?!”
He held out a hand. “Shh, shh. Just, let’s all keep our guard up. Right?”
Samantha frowned. “And Hadrian? Was he in on these conversations?”
Ferder shook his head. “Off on one of his self-appointed missions, as he often is. It doesn’t help the situation that he’s not being open with where he goes or what he does.”
“I don’t need convincing in that regard,” Samantha replied. “Like some wise old wizard, he’s always off spinning his webs.”
Ferder sighed, then glanced at Samantha’s dirty armor. “Wow, had a go of it today, right?”
“Just trying to get ready for what’s next,” she replied with a confident smile.
“I think you are more than ready,” he replied, smiling and staring into her eyes.
He did that too often. He had hit on her pretty blatantly during the last mission. And even after she had rejected him, she still caught him looking at her from time to time.
It wasn’t that he was bad looking, for an Eliolation. But there were two things wrong with the scenario. The first was that he was an alien, and she wondered if fooling around with aliens was on some level similar to bestiality. Was that racist? Speciest? She wasn’t sure, but the idea made her uneasy.
Second, she was focused on being the baddest warrior she could be, the leader of the Shadow Corps they all expected.
She still couldn’t believe they had nominated her to that role, but since they had, she didn’t intend to let them down.
“Sorry,” Ferder said, and she realized she was glaring at him.
She hadn’t meant to, but it pissed her off that he couldn’t just think of her as one of the team. Though Carma and her constant sexual vibe didn’t do much to help set a better standard.
A nudge from Napalm interrupted her thoughts. Hadrian was walking toward them from the direction of the airfield. Samantha assumed he had left the Noraldian there, with the pilot, Jackal.
Hadrian walked with his hands casually behind him, eyes to the sky, lost in thought. The pink and purple flowers hanging from the walls complemented his blue armor, and he wore the salt-and-pepper hair and face of a middle-aged man.
Samantha cleared her throat. “Sir…”
He laughed. “I’ve been gone so long that now you feel you have to call me sir?”
She blushed. “Well, it’s been a while, you know.” The snark came too easily, and she instantly regretted it.
“I deserve that,” Hadrian replied with a smile, then raised his hand to the assembled Shadow Corps members. “We must depart at the passing of the thirteenth moon, though circumstances may dictate we move sooner.”
Understood, Dex replied in Sam’s mind, and then suddenly walked past the group, entering the palace.
“Um, not me,” Samantha interjected, glancing around to see if she was the only one. “I don’t understand. What is this about the moon?”
Hadrian gave her a serious look. “Samantha, we will be taking a very special gate, one I personally placed on that moon. One that must be kept very secret.”
“And am I allowed to know where we’re going?”
Hadrian smiled. “Earth, child.”
A lump formed in her throat and her mouth went dry. “Wha—what for?”
“There is intel we must collect, but also something more. Something I will not be able to explain to you until I know for certain.”
“And… my friends? My Mom?”
Sorrow came over his face as he shook his head. “I have seen a vision of Quinn, and she will return.”
“You saw her? Is she safe?”
He pursed his lips, and then nodded. “If by ‘safe’ you mean alive, then yes. This will not end any other way.”
“Can you please speak sense? Where is she? What’s happening?”
Hadrian shifted his attention to the rest of the group, whose expressions varied between surprise and curiosity. “The rest of you, gather your belongings—if you have any. Prepare to leave.” With a slow tilt of his head, he eyed Samantha, then motioned for her to follow. “Come, I will show you.”
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ENTONO FOS PRIME: THE PALACE
Samantha couldn’t believe she would be heading back to Earth so soon. Her mind filled with images of Dan, the way he had smiled at her after missions, how his hair had slicked back after washing the grime away. Once, they had made a move on a Syndicate outpost—one guarding a refugee camp that had been a front for a high-profile prison. Their goal had been to rescue one of the top resistance leaders. Thanks to Samantha’s ability to work her way through a narrow passage the others hadn’t been able to enter, they had breached the camp, taken down several Syndicate fighters and drones, and had managed to make it out of there with their objective reached.
The look on Dan’s face that day when he’d held her by the shoulders and thanked her, and the warmth of his firm hug, was a memory to last a lifetime.
Now that Samantha knew the truth about the bigger universe, she recognized what a small part of the war their fight with the Syndicate had been.
She followed Hadrian through the palace corridors, making their way to dark corners she hadn’t even thought to explore during her time on the planet.
“Where exactly are you taking me?” Samantha asked, voice cracking with nerves. She wore her armor, which fit like a comfortable wetsuit, with the helmet collapsed into the neckline. She liked the feeling of its protection, and was so used to the weight that she wouldn’t be slowed down when the action came.
Hadrian glanced over his shoulder with a gentle smile, a golden glow emanating from him as his form transitioned into that of the old, disfigured man. She wondered at his transformations. Was it possible they related to his emotions, or were they always conscious on his part?
When he turned his attention back to his path, never breaking his stride, she realized his smile had been his idea of an answer. If she didn’t already trust him with her life, she would’ve sworn the scene was a bit creepy. An old man leading a young woman down a dark corridor.
Instead, she was just annoyed.
“I said—”
“Yes, I heard you,” he spoke without looking back, “and decided that saying anything would just frighten you. Best to wait and see.”
“And I’m not frightened after you tell me that?” she scoffed.
“How is it you can go so quickly from calling me ‘Sir’ to questioning my judgment to my face?” Now he paused and turned to her. The golden glow rippled across his blue armor like rays of sunlight on the ocean.
She scrunched her nose and shrugged. “Sorry?”
“There’s nothing to apologize for. You want answers, and I’m about to give you some. But… it might be somewhat overwhelming.”
She arched an eyebrow, thinking back to everything she had been through recently. The Syndicate had overthrown Earth and Samantha’s mom had gone off in search of a time ship, never returning. Hadrian had taken Samantha up to space to be part of a black ops intergalactic team of assassin warriors. She had fought death reapers—or whatever Dex’s kind could be called—and a frigging space dragon, for heaven’s sake. If that hadn’t been the most overwhelming of experiences, she wasn’t sure what was.
“Instead of standing here, I’d like to get on with it.” Hadrian motioned toward the end of the hallway. “Shall we?”
She nodded. After all, the man hadn’t led her astray yet. He led her through hallways lined with green, glowing rocks, others with shimmering jewels, and one with a strange substance that hung like seaweed from the ceiling.
The last hallway was darker than the rest, and Samantha could swear she saw the walls moving. At the far end was their destination, and Hadrian paused briefly at the door, assessing Samantha. As if judging her ready, or maybe just ready enough, he nodded and then led her inside.
When they first entered the dark room, it seemed to be empty. Just black nothingness. Hadrian motioned her forward and they walked, on and on, until it seemed to her that they couldn’t possibly be in the same room.
A violet light began to emerge in front of them, and then the shadows around it were twirling, twisting. Movement from her left startled Samantha, but then she saw it was just the darkness, swaying like moving water.
Grating sounds chilled her bones, pulling at her, but a voice soon came to her, calming.
Stay with me, Sam, Hadrian’s thoughts soothed her, his mind taking her with him. Do not be sucked into the madness… stay with me.
And then it was there before them. A being almost resembling Dex, except for its robes, which were white and tattered. Violet, glowing eyes stared at her, unwavering.
Samantha’s mouth went dry and she wanted to ask what this was, but a deeper instinct told her not to speak. She had a feeling that no human—maybe even no one other than the Elders—had ever been allowed into this room, or had ever set eyes on this being.
Hadrian stepped forward, and the being extended a gray and withered hand. A purring sounded, and then a purple glow burst forth from its hand. The light expanded, the center growing darker into nothingness. Hadrian’s shoulders sagged and, for a moment, Samantha wondered if he was scared.
No, not him. Anyone else, maybe. But not him.
Hadrian gestured Samantha forward, his internal voice telling her to bow, to lower her face to look into the darkness. That was the last thing she wanted to do, but she knew she had no choice. Not if she wanted to see this whole Shadow Corps thing through. Lowering her head, Samantha did as he commanded, peering into the dark. It was like stepping into the void. At first all she saw was blackness, but then colors appeared, undulating greens and purples like auroras or swirling forms of galaxies.
The swirling colors surged forward, surrounding her, becoming one with her and then flashing away. A jolting sensation hit her like a plug had just been attached to the back of her head. But when she reached back and felt her skull, she found nothing there—not even her head! She wasn’t here at all, but her vision was being projected.
Stay calm, Hadrian’s voice said in her mind. You must look, you must perceive.
Samantha took a slow breath. She could do this. Focusing on her inner calm, on her happy place, she closed her eyes and then opened them. It was like a film had been lifted from in front of her.
Her mother and Giovanni, with others from that team, were floating in a huge spaceship through some sort of vortex. Bright lights flashed around their ship, and then she was in their minds, watching as they traveled through various states of parallel worlds and time.
A frozen tundra, her mother fighting for her life. Giovanni charging a command center, while the others fell dead beside him. A stranger on the ship, receiving a metal hand.
What was the meaning of all of this?
Then she was shooting forward again. Now she was looking at Earth, only it had changed. A tall pillar with the symbol of a snake eating its tail towered over Washington, D.C. Above it all was some sort of floating militarized base.
Screaming and war cries filled her ears and Samantha spun, wondering what was happening. Her mom and the rest of her crew were charging, attempting to take the floating base.
As Samantha blinked, another form closed in, cloak flapping in the wind and hood covering its face. Suddenly, the person turned, and they made eye contact. Samantha swallowed a shocked breath as she stared at the face of the hooded figure. It was Samantha herself… there, with her mother and her team.
Before she could take another breath, she was yanked back. She staggered away from the darkness and emerged into the room with Hadrian and the being.
“What was that? When?” Samantha spluttered, stunned beyond any sense of protocol.
Hadrian held up a finger to his lips, then turned and produced a knife. To Samantha’s fascination and horror, he stood still, waiting until the light faded from the being’s hand. With a slice down upon his own hand, Hadrian offered his blood sacrifice.
Next he bowed to the being and motioned Samantha to the door. Her head was spinning, her limbs unsteady, but she managed to make it to the door and then out into the hallway. There she collapsed, her insides convulsing.
A strong hand took her by the arm and helped her up, then touched her forehead. In an instant she was back to normal.
Hadrian wore the form of a woman—the woman Samantha now understood to be his lost love. His emotions of compassion? Caring? His people took on the powers and energy of those they lost. Hadrian was the last of his kind, now that they had defeated Karstrack, and so he possessed them all.
If her suspicion that his forms were related to emotions was correct, Samantha did not want to see what emotion would channel the appearance of Karstrack.
“You saw your mother?” he asked.
“She was attacking a floating island. Something that was not on Earth when I left.”
“You have seen a vision of the past, present, and future. Other times, other possibilities. Even as they are experiencing them. You have seen the Earth we will return to, though at a different time.”
Samantha shook her head. “But… why?”
Hadrian transformed as he continued walking. The golden glow came and went, the armor always the same. Now he was the man with salt-and-pepper hair. Regal, proud.
“The war we fight is a complicated one, Sam. The Syndicate is both your enemy, and not. They started as more not, but I’m afraid hopelessness has corrupted, and maybe there’s more to the story than we understand at present. However, I have seen the end of the time loops that set all of this in motion, and your Earth is presently in the spine of time. Meaning it will not change. Not now, and not ever again, as far as I can see.”
“I get the feeling you know much more than you’re telling me.”
He paused, glancing back and smiling at Samantha, before opening a door to a large room. Inside, the roof was domed. A fountain stood against one wall, and windows opened up to views of the pink and purple flowers outside.
“This is where I come to think,” Hadrian said. “It’s where you may come as well, when you desire. Meditation, training, whatever you need… And sometimes we just need to be alone, am I right?”
She nodded, not sure what the point of this was.
“It’s a delicate balance, all of this.” He went to the far end of the room and sat cross-legged on a pile of cushions. As he settled himself, lights emerged from the ceiling and swirled before him, creating a formation she recognized as the solar system. He moved the image with a swipe of his hand, rotating it to show her an area of darkness.
“There are parts of even your own star system you don’t know of. And that is not all bad, because one of the advantages of Earth is that much of the universe has very limited access to your location. Or rather, they used to. Until now, we have been involved only on a limited basis, to avoid drawing attention to your star system.”
“But that’s all changed,” she said, nodding. “With the invasion of the Syndicate.”
“You know that’s not exactly true. All of that changed with Earth’s near destruction, but forces went to work to see that reset through time manipulation, over and over until you have found Earth’s current trajectory. Is it perfect? No, but then again, we aren’t gods. Some would argue that point, but it’s true. We have powers. Maybe there’s a God, maybe there are real gods, I don’t know. What I do know is that certain groups worship those of us whose powers they do not exactly understand, and—”
Samantha cleared her throat, interrupting him.
“Right, off topic.” Hadrian smiled. “I’ve always liked your directness, Sam. Now it’s time for you to take charge.”
“I thought I had?”
“Not completely, and since I must temporarily step out of the way…”
“You just got back.” Samantha had been about to sit beside him, but now took a step back, outraged. “How can you say you’re going to go away again so soon, just like that?”
“Not go away… exactly.” He held up a hand, tilting his head to the side, listening. And then she heard it too—footsteps, shouting. “They’re coming for me.”
“What?” she asked, frowning as she turned to stare at the door. “Who? And why the hell would they be coming for you?”
But he didn’t have time to explain. The doors burst open just as she heard Hadrian’s voice carry through her mind, though his message was not for her.
Dex, get everyone to the Noraldian, NOW. Tell Jackal to get her flight-ready.
Sam blinked as a trio of Elders entered, flanked by a team of Red Company—badass space soldiers, every one of them. They had accepted Kwan for work when he wasn’t being used by the Shadow Corps. Last she had heard, he and his whole team were off on a mission, but apparently that was over.
Everyone ignored her, moving straight for Hadrian. The members of Red Company normally wore red and black, but now, black flexi-armor covered every inch of them, except for the red lines along their suits and the red faceplates on their helmets. They were fully geared up and armored, weapons aimed at Hadrian as if they expected him to attack.
“What’s happening—” Samantha started, but was cut off by a jerk of the lead Elder’s head. She was slender, with a curved neck of scales and eyes that narrowed like a snake, and Samantha knew her as Elder Iresan. She had been kind when she and Samantha had been on the same side, but now they were apparently in opposition.
“Elder Hadrian,” Iresan said, turning back to him with a flick of her tongue across her blue lips. “The Council of Elders has met and deemed your recent actions reckless. We are hereby grounding you, stripping you of your title, and placing you under arrest.”
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“Arrest?” Hadrian asked, shaking his head as if very disappointed in them. Other than that, he appeared not in the least upset. He rose to his feet with a heavy nod to Samantha, a hint that it was time for her to go. But she wasn’t having it.
“The hell you are!” Samantha challenged, then bit her lip and corrected herself. “Under what charges?”
The heavy-set Acome known as Elder Camor furrowed his brow at her, apparently agreeing with Hadrian that she needed to leave. The third Elder, however, sneered her way and said, “You best mind your manners, because you’ll likely soon be found guilty as well. If not for Hadrian and all of your team’s actions, Elder Orlean would still be alive.”
“That’s bull, and you know it,” Samantha replied. “If we had not killed that space dragon, you’d all be dead. Elder Orlean’s death was an accident.”
“Always this focus on Earth, Hadrian, and these… humans.” Elder Camor’s nostrils flared as he glanced over to Samantha with contempt, ignoring her words. “I never understood why you love it so.” When no response came, the Elder continued. “Your actions have repercussions. The Dexetilaitite have retaliated against the Shadow Worlds in response to your actions against them; the costs of your reckless actions may be immeasurable.”
“Enough,” Hadrian said, holding out his hands. “I have no intention of fighting anyone on Entono Fos, you can rest assured.”
“But—” Samantha began to protest again, but was cut off as Hadrian gave her a stern look and held up a hand.
“Arrest her too!” Elder Iresan demanded, and two of the members of Red Company turned on her.
Go! Hadrian commanded with his mind. Clearly reading the mental command, Iresan spun around to warn the others that Samantha was going to run. But it was too late. Samantha was already shoving past them and pushing out into the hallway.
One last message came from him as she fled the room—If I don’t make it, find the Three Kings. And then she was gone, out of range and utterly confused.
Momentarily clear of the soldiers, Samantha tried to make sense of the message, but knew she couldn’t go back. Triggering her HUD, she set her armor on advanced speed, then darted through the next room. She tapped the button to make her helmet fold out to protect her face, and threw herself through the window. Exclamations from the Red Company followed Samantha, but they weren’t about to jump after her.
She flew out the window with a sprinkling of glass.
Now she had two options: rely on her cloak for a gentle descent or latch to the wall with her enhanced boot grip, a feature she had been upgrading on her biotech armor lately. The risk was that if she hit the wall too hard on contact, she could break a bone or two.
Instead of going with only one of her two options, she relied on the cloak to slow her just enough while still letting her momentum carry her, and then hit the wall running. As the black cloth streamed out behind her, her feet met the wall and she ran along it, body sticking out almost horizontally.
Damn, that was fun.
More than once she had imagined using the palace for practice, but had been warned against it. Instead, she had been forced to use the cliff walls or go into the training jumps. But now she was—as far she knew—a fugitive here. So she may as well break a few rules.
Considering the fact that Orlean’s death had been due to the space dragon’s fall, and it had fallen because of Samantha, she was more responsible for Orlean’s death than Hadrian.
Never mind the fact that killing the dragon had saved them all—the whole universe, maybe. She was a hero, not a criminal. Apparently, no one cared.
She was halfway to the next balcony when her foot slipped.
Her mind raced, trying to calculate how much energy she had used up. Too much, likely. Samantha tried to focus on using the cloak to slow her fall, but with all the confusion it was like getting a kite to do a loop when the string’s tied around your head. It had always responded when she was focused, or in a fight against true evil, when she knew who the bad guy was and that she was the good one. She knew that here too—or at least, she thought she did… But her thoughts were jumbled as the ground rose up to hit her.
Hadrian had taught her about sword forms and meditation, both Napalm and Hadrian about manipulating energy, Kwan had helped her improve her target practice, and Carma… she wasn’t sure what Carma had taught her.
None of it seemed useful in this moment. Desperate, Samantha did the only thing she could think of. She slammed her forearm up and out so that the force field shield emerged. It shot out little bursts of lightning as it hit the wall, and she leaned into it. Tilting her body as best she could, she focused on the shield as it started veering down and at an angle. She was riding it like a sled in the snow, only at a much faster rate, with chunks of wall flying off as she descended.
The shield faltered, flittering out. And then she was on her own, but thankfully with only a ten-foot drop. With a grunt, she hit the ground and rolled, then slammed her fist into the garden floor to come to a stop.
Samantha’s breath was coming fast, and she had to tell herself to calm down or risk hyperventilating. Everything was falling apart, and Samantha didn’t just mean the wall above that was—thanks to her—quite literally falling apart. Its rough surface bore a smooth, angled cut where her shield had torn into it. Her attention shifted from the wall as the sounds of shouting could be heard drawing near.
Right now, getting to the ship was her only course of action. If Hadrian hadn’t fought the Elders and their soldiers, he must’ve known something she didn’t. In any other circumstance, someone taking her friend and mentor into custody would be grounds for a good butt-kicking. But this was the home of the leaders of the alliance, the one stronghold that could fight the coming danger threatening to wipe the Earth from existence.
She moved from the garden, darting into the outer courtyard. A door opened and a form appeared in front of her, but she caught only a glimpse of blue skin and blue eyes before turning to run.
“Sam, wait,” a voice called, and she turned back to see that it was Ferder. There wasn’t time for this. She took a step to start running again, but then he was raising his hands, saying, “I’m with you, right? I’m with you.”
Her helmet translated his words for her. She stopped, but kept her faceplate opaque so he could not see her expression. It could clear when she wanted it to, but right now she had no intention of showing her fear.
“What the hell is happening?” she asked.
Ferder shook his head. “Some old code they’re enacting. This place is full of old customs and all sorts of bull.”
She glanced behind her and saw a flash of black and red through a window. “They’re coming.”
With a nod of determination, he ran, pulling her by the wrist. She wrenched herself free and let her faceplate clear, her frown visible. Then, with a burst of speed, she ran ahead of him, taking the lead in case there was trouble.
“What’s going to happen to Hadrian?” she asked as they rounded the palace and darted through the alleys between the rows of nearby houses. Buildings reached tall around them, some connected with narrow sky bridges.
Hearing a sound, she glanced up to see someone following their progress from one of the sky bridges, and she pulled Ferder with her down a different route. Her boots clanged against cobblestones, and a number of residents—mostly Eliolations like Ferder, with their blue skin and water-like eyes—stared out at them or shouted at their passing.
“Hadrian…” Ferder started, taking a deep breath. “He’ll be detained. It won’t be serious, I would think, since he’s an elder.”
“But?” she asked, sensing the hesitation in his voice.
“None of this makes sense to begin with. Why arrest him? Why now?”
She had been wondering that herself. Swerving left, they ducked under a low-hanging archway. They were turning into a walkway beneath a series of porticos when Samantha saw the dark form of their stalker again.
She was prepared to fight whoever it was, if that’s what it took, but then a voice came to her. It’s me. Quickly, they’re not far behind.
“Just Dex,” she hissed, then looked up to see which way Dex was moving. “Come on, we gotta follow… it.”
“What’s wrong?” Ferder asked, hearing her hesitation.
She laughed, starting after Dex. “It’s stupid. I just… whenever I say it, I’m not sure if it’s offensive, or rude. It feels that way to me, you know?”
“Dex won’t be offended if you say ‘she’ or ‘he,’ since he’s neither,” Ferder explained. “I asked.”
“Oh, I suppose that’s the sensible thing to do?” She frowned. “Why he then? Because Dex can fight?”
“Are you kidding?” Ferder scoffed. “You could take me in a fight with your hands tied behind your back, and you’re a girl. No, it’s just that he doesn’t have breasts. To me, breasts equals female.”
She laughed at that, very cognizant of her armor and how it formed around her body. “Well, don’t you dare ever look to see if I’m a girl, or I’ll slap you silly.”
He rolled his eyes and motioned for her to watch where she was going, as she’d almost run into a pole. She avoided it with a quick sidestep before they came out into the open.
“Don’t you worry about me,” he said. “I knew you were female because of your voice. And the way your lips are shaped. No man could have lips like yours.”
“Watch it,” she replied, glancing around to see if danger was nearby.
“You want me to watch my comments, or… watch for danger?”
“Both.”
Dex leaped down, landing between the two, and nodded his hooded head. Samantha had seen him without the hood before, but at the time he had—
Huh. It was much easier referring to Dex as a ‘he’ instead of an ‘it.’
Dex, mind if I refer to you with the masculine pronoun? she asked as they ran.
Whatever you like, as long as you don’t hit on me. It won’t work.
She frowned, not sure if that was a joke. Then she heard a noise that sounded like a gust of wind, which she took to mean he was laughing.
I’ll keep that in mind, she replied, playing it cool.
The ship was up ahead, at the field where Samantha had once found herself fighting a very tough alien to prove herself among the rest of these crazy aliens. It wasn’t the most pleasant of experiences, and it looked like she was about to get an even less pleasant one.
A group of white-skinned aliens in purple-and-gold armor and robes had begun to form. Some held broad swords glowing with purple light, some carried blasters.
The royal guard.
She reached for her own sword, but a sound came from Dex.
No need, he said. Jackal and the others are already on board. I had to come back for you. Otherwise we would’ve already taken off.
Ohhh, I’m so sorry I was a bit busy almost getting arrested with Hadrian.
Dex seemed to glance back, though it was more of a shuffling of his hood. Then he turned as a new sound distracted everyone on the field, including the royal guard.
Hadrian’s ship, named Noraldian after his wife, had just lifted into the air and was plowing forward, directly into the ranks of the royal guard.
“Oh, please don’t hurt them,” Ferder said to himself. At a look from Sam, he added, “What? I don’t want to be an accomplice to anything that bad.”
Without another word, the trio began to run as the ship made for them, keeping slightly to the left. The rear door opened as they drew parallel, but a group of buildings still stood between the ship and their group. Samantha knew they couldn’t all make that jump over the buildings.
She hoped her suit had been able to recharge, because she was going to need it for what she had in mind.
“Hang on!” she told Ferder, reaching out a hand as they ran straight for the buildings.
“What?”
“Just do it!” She thrust out her hand again, glancing back to the ship.
Tell Jackal to get ready, she messaged Dex.
Roger, but you’d better hurry.
Sam felt her suit tighten slightly as she readied herself, then she held onto Ferder and leaped. She ran as she connected, feet hitting the side of the building and giving her just the amount of stick that she needed. Another burst of energy, and the two of them were surging through the air.
“Grab on!” she shouted. The ship was pulling upward to avoid the buildings, the rear door within their reach for the briefest moment.
And they missed!
Samantha wasn’t out of tricks yet, though. As they started to fall, she focused her energy on the handles within the door, latching herself and Ferder to them. She pulled with all her strength, and they were thrust forward like a slingshot, where Carma stood waiting to shut the door behind them.
“Talk about your close calls,” the woman said with an impressed nod.
Samantha stumbled and put a hand against the wall as she lowered herself to a sitting position.
“I’m spent.”
Ferder knelt beside her, hands behind his head as he tried to catch his breath.
Dex appeared a moment later, gliding forward in his robes to stop and stare at them. The sight sent a shiver down Samantha’s spine, as if death were there, staring down at her.
That was too risky, the voice in her head said. Was there no better way?
I’ll try to avoid these kinds of situations. She wondered if irritation or sarcasm could be sensed in this sort of communication, but didn’t have time to ponder it. Carma was already at her side, helping Samantha, and then Ferder, to stand.
“Let’s get you up to the bridge,” Carma said. “Jackal was worried.”
“If it’s all the same,” Ferder said, “I think I’ll find the restroom to get cleaned up. I might’ve just…” He blushed, then added under his breath, “Peed myself a little.”
That brought a laugh to Samantha, which made her feel slightly better and more energetic. “Check the training room for extra clothes.”
He nodded and then headed off, walking about as wobbly as Samantha felt. Making her way down the hallways with Carma, Samantha realized how fast her heart was pounding, and how close she had come to being in real trouble back there. If they were all arrested, they were out of play. That would mean the Alliance had failed. Whatever was happening, she needed to keep her cool. Deep breaths in, deep breaths out. An intense pain was throbbing in her stomach muscles, working its way around to her back so that she cramped up, each breath coming with difficulty.
“Are you going to be okay?” Carma asked on the third set of breaths.
“We can’t just leave Hadrian back there, can we?” Samantha asked, waving Carma’s question off.
“Right now, I don’t think we have a choice.”
Samantha nodded, knowing it was true. Hadrian was a big boy; he could take care of himself. Right now, they had a mission. She paused at the sliding doors that led to the bridge, hand on the wall for balance, then gathered her nerves. It wasn’t time to show weakness or doubt. It was time to make this right.
She entered and took her spot at the rear of the ship’s bridge, where seats lined the wall. Those aliens had crossed the line.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Jackal said, removing his helmet to show her a friendly smile. As one of the very few humans still left in her life, this man provided a level of comfort. She was very glad to have him.
“Just… I thought I’d join you?”
“Of course, but actually join me, then.” He laughed and motioned to the large seat across the narrow aisle from him. Hadrian’s chair. “He’s not here, so that makes you interim commanding officer, in a sense. You are the leader of the Shadow Corps, are you not?”
“Well, yeah.”
“Then own it. Don’t worry, I’ll be flying and calling the shots as far as this bird’s concerned.”
She laughed. “Good, because if it were otherwise, we’d be screwed.”
Napalm entered as Samantha was lowering herself onto the chair. She froze, butt hovering, as if she weren’t going to sit at all. Just squatting there was even more awkward though, so she completed the move and then hesitated before looking back his way. He was actually smiling!
Not that she should have suspected elsewise, she supposed, but something felt wrong about taking the seat. She was no Hadrian. If anyone was a replacement for Hadrian, Napalm was a good choice. He could blow stuff up, and do it with his mind. He had even been the one to show Hadrian how to manipulate energy, though Hadrian had taken that lesson and increased his powers tenfold.
“It suits you,” Napalm said. “Maybe someday Hadrian will retire and you can make it a permanent situation?”
She laughed nervously, and hated the sound of it. “I have a lot to learn before that day comes.”
Jackal had just taken them out of orbit, and Samantha started to relax. She could almost think they had made it, if it weren’t for the royal fighter ships that had just appeared on the display screen.
“What’ya say, Sam?” Jackal asked, putting his helmet back on. “Blow ‘em out of the sky, or see who’s the better flyer among us?”
She frowned, really not liking the responsibility, but refusing to back down from it, either.
“If we fight, we might miss our opportunity,” she said. “If we can escape them, let’s do it.”
“Roger that.” Jackal moved his hands across the screen in front of him, then took the controls and guided the Noraldian into a swirling dive past the pursuing ships. The Noraldian shot forward, spinning to send off a light show of lasers, then headed toward the nearest moon.
“That’s not the one,” Carma stated, seeing the same coordinate mismatch that Samantha was reading on the screen.
“Our destination?” he laughed. “No, but it is our best bet of losing these clowns.”
The chase took over an hour, but they had the lead and were slowly pulling away from their pursuers. When they finally reached the small moon, Jackal maneuvered the ship to curve around. He changed trajectory and flew alongside the moon for a bit, then pulled straight up and blasted away from it.
Samantha gave him a curious look.
“If they stayed on the approaching side,” he explained, “it’s unlikely they would have seen which direction we went. And soon we’ll be out of view and I can cloak from their machinery. If they pursued, same story, only they’ll have even less of an idea which direction we went.”
“Couldn’t you have just gone into FTL or something?” Carma asked.
He chuckled. “First of all, we have a tight window to reach the thirteenth moon at the right time. FTL would take us way too far away, and we’d have to follow an established lane or risk hitting something out there and being obliterated. That would also let them follow us with ease, assuming they have FTL capabilities.”
“FTL?” Sam asked. “Like, dealing with light speed?”
“Exactly. Faster than, but yeah.”
“So there are other ways of traveling fast besides the gates,” she stated. “Couldn’t the enemy use FTL to reach Earth?”
“They do, but like I said, they have to be sure the route is clear. There are parts of space that are completely open and low-risk, but in general you want to be careful. Your ship hits another ship, or an asteroid, or whatever, at FTL? Kabloowey. Splat! You get my drift?”
“So they aren’t using it?”
“They are, but only through pre-established lanes or known safe zones.” Jackal swiped his hand across the screen to display an elaborate layout of colored zones and star systems. “Here’s what we’ve been able to map on our end, and here are some of our known routes.” He highlighted several lines. “But we have ours monitored. If they tried to infiltrate our FTL lanes, we’d know and could get all manner of obstacles in their way. Likewise with theirs. But…”
“What’s that?” she asked, as he swiped across again and pulled up a large, black area of the screen.
“The Shadow Worlds,” he said. “At the edge of the parts of the universe we generally consider less of a threat. Not safe, because there are all manner of miscreants on our side of the Shadow Worlds. While you might find good as well as bad, it’s too close to the enemy. It’s basically their welcome mat.”
She frowned, thinking back to what she had heard before. “But the Elders said the Dexolitiatite are attacking the Shadow Worlds in retaliation for what we did?”
Napalm let out a low sigh. “My guess? Take out any of the families that would be likely to take our side in this. There are bad residents there, but good as well.”
“Not the best of news,” Jackal explained. “The Shadow Worlds, as dangerous as they are, generally stick to themselves. You’ve got all manner of pirates, warlords, you name it in there. But you get them riled up? They could unite, go on the warpath, attacking both good and bad. Attack the good, we’re hurt. Attack the bad, they get riled up too. And soon we have a whole bunch of bloodlust going around.”
“Aren’t they already riled up?” Samantha asked. “I mean, the enemy is already attacking us, right?”
He moved his hands up and down as if weighing two objects. “In a sense, but also, not really. They’re biding their time, testing us. If the Guardian—sorry, space dragon, got through with Karstrack, I imagine they would’ve followed in full force. But it’s never been their style to simply charge in without testing the waters…. Probably why they’re so powerful.”
“I’m not following,” Ferder said. He had joined them on the command deck without Sam registering his presence. “How’s this related to Earth and the thirteenth moon?”
Everyone looked around, waiting for someone else to answer. When nobody did, Samantha cleared her throat.
“I don’t know. Or rather, I don't know specifically.” She licked her lips, wondering if they had been this dry a moment ago. “Hadrian mentioned going there to find out who was leading the Syndicate, this alien group who invaded my planet. Something about… seeing what was wrong with the leader?”
“So we’re supposed to get in there and ask him what’s up?” Jackal let out a crisp laugh. “Good luck to us. Sounds like we’ll need it.”
“I’m just repeating what I heard,” Samantha replied. “And somehow that relates to the dragons.”
“Maybe even what just happened on Entono Fos,” Napalm pondered aloud.
“How so?” Carma asked.
“It didn’t seem right, the way they moved against Hadrian. If we’re talking about this leader of the alien invasion of Earth being off, or something, and we already know the dragons are being manipulated…”
“It makes sense that the Elders are somehow being manipulated too,” Samantha finished for him.
Everyone was silent for a moment, until Ferder finally said, “Damn. Well, sounds like we have a fairly important mission ahead of us.”
Samantha sat back, trying to understand what it would mean to the Alliance if their lead organization had been infiltrated.
As far as she could tell, this was beyond bad.
“Now where exactly is this thirteenth moon?” Jackal asked, breaking the silence. When everyone just stared at him, he laughed and muttered, “Kidding, kidding,” though the helmet only magnified his words.
He swiped his hand again to show their current location and trajectory. A moon showed up as a beeping, green dot.
“Sit back and relax, kiddos,” Jackal said. “You have time to grab some food, a nap, whatever you need. I can already tell you from here, every one of you needs a shower.”
They laughed, but a quick sniff in the air proved he wasn’t joking.
“The Shadow Corps…” Samantha shook her head. “On the run, our founder imprisoned, and up against mind manipulation, space dragons, and some place called the Shadow Worlds. Hell, at least the last one sounds fitting.” She stood and made for the door. “I’m taking a shower and then some food, you all can join me for the latter, not the former.”
More laughs.
At least they were keeping their moods light, she thought. She was doing her best, but even with her smile and ability to make jokes, the gravity of the situation was weighing down on her. Hard.
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Warm water, cleansing sweat and grime from training and castle escapes—not much compared.
Samantha finished rinsing and lingered with the warm towel, eyes closed, letting her mind wander.
So much time had passed since she had been a child. What would that little girl have thought about the young woman she had become? The little child who’d run with outstretched arms so her mother would grab her in the towel and lift her, spinning her and telling her she was an astronaut in space. How funny that even back then her mom had always focused on space. Never a superhero, never.
There had been a set of books she’d loved growing up, with a superhero-like character named Allie Strom. Allie Strom and the Ring of Solomon was the first in the series, and Samantha still remembered spending days wondering what it must’ve been like to be a girl who could use a form of light magic, to travel through different planes of reality and different dimensions, to have the magic of the ring of Solomon, magic that made her fly.
Now, here she was, not exactly using a magical ring or traveling to other dimensions. But it wasn’t so different, after all—reality versus make believe. Sure, the details changed, but she was still out here basically flying, basically using magic, even if Hadrian had done his best to convince her it was all science.
What was magic, anyway, if not humanity’s label of science that they didn’t yet understand? She remembered Cody, a friend of her mother, saying something about how sufficiently advanced science could be thought of as magic. Thinking back on him, how he had made her mother smile… it made her miss them all. All the Marines, the resistance, and anyone else she had once stood next to in battle.
But now she had a new family. A new team of brothers and sisters who would ride with her to the ends of the universe, if that’s what it took to save everyone who relied on them.
With a deep breath, she worked her body armor on, still amazed at how neatly the biotech-engineered material adapted to her body. Comfortable as pajamas, as protective as a tank. Maybe more so.
She made her way out of the showers as Agathe and Voira were undressing, and tried her best not to look at them. Not because they were changing or nearly nude, but because they were Acome, the race with three stones in their foreheads—or rather what looked like stones, but were in fact bone growth. Unlike many other Acome she had seen, their stones glowed green at times. Right now, she noticed a strange green glow from Agathe’s shoulder blades, just under the skin.
When Voira saw her looking, she frowned at first, but then smiled. “Like something you see?”
“I…” Samantha glanced around, the heat rushing to her cheeks. “It wasn’t that.”
“Ah.” Agathe reached back and felt the area on her shoulder blades, stretching to do so in a way that would have been quite inappropriate had there been any males around. “She’s admiring my wings.”
“Wings?” Samantha asked.
“You don’t have wings,” Voira argued with a forced laugh.
“Not yet,” Agathe countered, “but maybe soon enough. Show us yours, if you think you’re special.”
“Whatever.” Voira grabbed a towel and walked past the curtain to the showers.
“What do you mean, not yet?” Samantha asked.
“You didn’t know? Voira and I are both only half Acome. We share the same father, an Echolan, actually. Hence the wings, maybe… Eventually. I hope.”
Samantha scrunched her nose, then shook her head. “I’m kind of new to this whole space thing. Echolan?”
“You must be, if you’ve never heard of them. I barely knew my father, though Voira supposedly did for a bit when she was young. His people were neutral, like my planet, for the longest time. Then, about fifteen years ago, they get sucked up into the Empire.”
“The Empire?” Samantha asked.
That’s what Acome call the enemy. There’s the alliance, or the Allies of Light, mostly because of Hadrian’s people and what they were capable of.” She hung her head, likely in respect for what had happened to his planet. “And then there’s the Bloody Empire. Not everyone calls them that, but most in the neutral lands do.”
“I kinda like the sound of that,” Samantha admitted. “I mean, it’s better than straight up Alliance versus the Great Deceivers, or whatever Hadrian always calls the enemy.”
“He has his reasons.”
“How do you know?”
Agathe raised an eyebrow, adjusting her stance as goosebumps rose on her arms and breasts. “I’m getting cold, maybe I should…” She glanced over at the showers, one running as Voira cleaned herself.
“Yeah, sorry. Go ahead.”
Agathe started walking, then paused and turned back. “I… I was a servant. Voluntary, mind you. In Hadrian’s household. I was there the day it happened, the day his planet was attacked. My father was there, too. At the time, I thought he was busy working, trying to help, as I was… Turns out he was busy scheming, setting up backdoors for the enemy to slip through. The Echolans actually aided the enemy, siding with them and helping to overthrow Hadrian’s planet, along with many more that day.”
“Damn…” Samantha let that sit for a moment, trying to fathom this whole dynamic. “How is it Hadrian trusts you now?”
Agathe blinked, taken aback. “Excuse me?”
“I mean—”
“I know what you mean. I’ll have you know I wasn’t part of the betrayal. It was out of shame for what my father did—a man I never really knew, must I remind you—that I left and returned to Acome, where I found Voira.”
“I didn’t mean to offend you, I just assumed… and I shouldn’t have.”
“Damn right you shouldn’t have. I’m done feeling shame for something that had nothing to do with me. So go jump into a pit of snakes, rather than say something like that again. Of course, Hadrian trusts me. He trusts me because I’m trustworthy, that’s how.”
With that she spun on her heel, marching off to the showers.
Samantha stared with her mouth open, hating that she had somehow managed to offend this woman so much, and equally staring with fascination at the glowing spots where wings might someday grow. So there was a race of aliens out there with green, glowing wings? An enemy, she reminded herself, as she found her mind wandering with fascination.
“Sorry,” she mumbled, doubting Agathe would hear her, but mostly saying it for her own relief.
As she exited the showers, though, Samantha found herself getting angry over Agathe’s reaction. She hadn’t known the details of what had happened. What right did Agathe have to snap at her like that?
Her steps echoed through the hall, but it wasn’t until she almost ran into Ferder as he popped his head out from his room that she realized what a noise she was making as she stormed along.
“Something up?” he asked.
Samantha shook her head. “Just getting a bite to eat. You coming?”
“You bet. I was thinking about getting some training in too, depending on how long we still have. I share a wall with Carma, and you know how she can get.”
“I don’t, and I don’t want to.”
“Fair enough.” He stepped out, wearing training clothes that reminded Samantha of old Kung Fu outfits she had seen in movies, except these were white. “Hadrian said I might even get a chance to earn a sword, and go into the simulport to try out some armor. Make me an official part of this team.”
She considered this, and found her mood slowly improving. “Actually, that’s not a bad idea.”
“Right? Only, he’s now imprisoned. So… kinda ruins my fun.”
She laughed. “If I’m defacto in charge here, maybe I can figure out how to make the simulport work?”
“It sounded complicated…”
“Right. Grab a bite, then see how we feel?”
He agreed, and soon they found themselves in the mess hall, picking out their selections from a wall of choices. When Samantha made her way out to the tables, she was surprised to see Kwan standing at one of the large, ceiling-to-floor windows. He stood there quietly watching the room, wearing the black and red sash over his body armor—the symbol of his role with the Red Company.
Samantha paused, set her tray down, and then walked over to him. “You made it.”
He narrowed his eyes, and then looked to the floor. Was that shame she saw? It hit her then that neither of his options was the ideal choice. Either he came with them—his primary team, but a team that had now been made outlaws. Or betray his new team to help take them into custody in his capacity as a member of the Red Company.
“It sucks,” she said. “I mean, the situation. What a pile of boiling horse feces.”
Even that didn’t make him smile. Kwan just nodded, pulling off the pair of sunglasses he had been wearing lately. Samantha was about to give up and return to her seat, where she saw that Ferder had started in on his food, when Kwan grunted.
“What’s that?” she asked.
He grunted again, then added, “It isn’t optimal, but there was no choice. You all are my team. You are my family.”
She nodded, knowing she would feel the exact same way in his situation. “Do you want to join us?”
“Not yet…. Soon.”
“We’ll be around. And Kwan?”
He glanced up.
“We’re glad you chose us. You’re the best shooter on the team. Even ignoring all that, you’re right. You’re part of the family, and we couldn’t go on without you.”
“Hard to say that, when the dad of this family is in prison.”
That stung. Though she was pretty sure he hadn’t meant it as a stab at her, she still took it that way. “I wanted to fight them, but he told me not to.”
“And maybe that was the right move, maybe not.” He shrugged. “Point is, he’s there, we’re here. Like you said, something about horse feces.”
With a nod, she told him they’d find a way to get Hadrian back, and then made for her food. Her stomach was rumbling, and her mouth burned with that acidic taste that came when she went too long without eating. Having been a member of the Last Remaining Resistance back on Earth, she had found many opportunities to be hungry, and so the feeling wasn’t abnormal. Still, she preferred to avoid it when possible.
The ship had food much like Earth’s, but she wasn’t sure if it was synthetic or not. Either way, at the moment she was sitting down to biscuits with country gravy. The side of green Jell-O was just for fun. A little something to remind herself that growing up didn’t have to happen so fast in every aspect of her life.
Napalm strode in with a smile across his face. He sat down next to Samantha, one leg on each side of the booth.
“Rumor has it you and Agathe are fighting.”
“What?” She spat out her Jell-O, then rolled her eyes. “I don’t see how that’s any of your business.”
He continued to smile. “Tell me it was really in the showers…. That part has to be true.”
Samantha blushed, trying to ignore the way Ferder’s eyes had begun to roam over her.
“First of all, shut up.” She turned her fork on him, pointing it in his face as if it were a weapon. “Second of all, I was fully clothed at that point.”
“But she wasn’t,” he said. “I want the details. Like, you know—”
“Stop.” Samantha frowned with a glance over at Ferder to see if he was going to get her back. By the way he licked his lips and then looked away, she had her doubts. “You two are dicks. If, and I’m saying if, there was a fight, don’t you think I’d want to fix things with her. Not describe her perky breasts to you sleaze balls?”
Napalm pursed his lips in thought. “I don’t know, seems like it might be worth it.”
She shook her head and stood to leave. “I’m going to assume that those looks you’ve given Carma have meaning to them, and that she has yet to open up to you and accept your advances. So you’re not right in the mind, blood flowing to the wrong head and all that. Because of this, I’ll pretend we never had this conversation… and maybe throw you around in the sparring ring later to teach you better.”
Napalm chuckled. “I didn’t—I mean, I wasn’t serious. Come on, tell us what happened.”
“Everything okay?” Ferder asked.
She hesitated, then put her food back down. “Even alien men are sketchy as hell, huh?”
Napalm laughed and pointed at Ferder. “Hey, that guy tried to take his clothes off in front of you not long after you’d met. Don’t look at me.”
“In my defense,” Ferder argued, “you’re beautiful. And I’m getting the feeling that nudity isn’t looked at in the same way among your people as it is with my kind.”
“Still, I’m going to go ahead and say we’ll be following my people on this one.” Samantha arched an eyebrow. “No more questions like that, not to me. You want to get all googly-eyed and talk like twelve-year-old boys, go chat with Carma. I know she’s into it, if she can get over the fact that you are both men, and she hates men.”
“I don’t hate all men,” Carma said, stepping up from behind Samantha. “Lately, these guys have grown on me. I just hate men from my world. Now, what were we talking about?”
“These guys actually seemed to think I would want to describe Agathe’s… body to them.”
“Shame on you, Napalm,” Kwan spoke up, having not moved from his spot. He glanced over his shoulder. “Every woman on the team is as much a teammate as you or I. You want them talking about the size of your boomstick, or chatting about how you perform in bed?”
Napalm frowned as if debating how to answer, but Kwan shut him up with a grunt. “Whether you do or not, it’s not professional.”
Samantha nodded. “Thanks, Kwan. At least we have one gentleman on this ship.”
Napalm stood, laughing, and hit Ferder on the shoulder. “Why’d you act like that, anyway? What’s wrong with you?”
“Me!”
The others started laughing, but Samantha just rolled her eyes and went back to her food. It wasn’t that this type of behavior surprised her. After serving with Marines and resistance fighters, she had certainly witnessed her fair share of group incest, heard plenty of potty mouths and innuendo jokes, and even walked in on way too many situations. Even Carma had fallen under that last category recently.
But this was her team. This was the Shadow Corps, and she was determined to see that such behaviors weren’t allowed. She made a note to talk with everyone individually regarding fraternization. Go on-planet and have a threesome with some Acome, or get married to a damn space dragon for all she cared. Fine. But aboard this ship? Hell no.
Maybe it was their way of dealing with their nerves? She had always felt training was the better option. Since she was supposedly in control here, she decided it would be a good time to show them her way.
“All right everyone, to the training room.” She stood, carrying her tray to take care of it before moving to the door, not even waiting to see if anyone was following.
“We’re still eating,” Carma argued.
“Let me ask you something,” Samantha said. “Is the enemy going to stop and ask if you’ve finished eating, and are ready to fight? I don’t think so. And I think I’m in charge of making sure we’re all ready. So if you’re stuffing yourself so much that you can’t train or fight, we have a problem. Am I clear?”
“Crystal,” Carma said, one eyebrow raised.
Kwan turned and walked toward Samantha without question, and nodded. “Always ready. Born to kill.”
“That’s the attitude,” she replied with a smile and wash of relief. At least one of them was still with her.
At Kwan’s words, the others stood to follow, though she saw at least one set of eye-rolls. As they made their way out of the mess hall, Agathe and Voira came strolling down toward them, laughing as if sharing a joke. The pair froze at the sight of everyone.
“What’s going on?” Voira asked.
“Training,” Samantha replied, curtly.
“We just got cleaned up,” Agathe replied. “We thought—”
“You thought wrong. If you’re going to be a part of this team, you follow orders. You follow orders, or people die.”
“Damn, something crawled up in your breakfast and died?” Agathe bit her lip, apparently regretting what she had said, but it was already out there.
“I’ve had it with the smart mouth and the bickering,” Samantha said, turning to address them all. “Hadrian pulled us all together because he knew we were the most badass warriors, the ones with the most potential to kick alien butt. I know that, you know that… we all know that. But that doesn’t mean we know how to work as a team yet, and I want to see that changed. We’re training until we’re almost at the damn moon, and then you can get some food and rest. Got it?”
As they all started towards the training area, Samantha touched Kwan’s arm. “Thank you for speaking up earlier, about the… boomstick.”
He smiled—an uncommon expression for him—and said, “You’re welcome. Honestly, they needed this push. Good job.”
She smiled, then glanced around. “You seen Dex?”
“Guess where? Training, like always.”
“I knew I liked him for a reason.”
Kwan nodded, and the two followed the rest of the team to the training rooms.
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ENOTONO FOS PRIME: PRISON ROOM
Hadrian paced the locked room, considering the possibilities. Someone in the chain had been corrupted or made susceptible to the mind-controlling influence of the enemy’s minions, the Scrapulent.
But how? The Elders were all supposed to be immune. They had made sure of that.
This meant either the Scrapulent had found a new way to manipulate their prey before applying their powers, or another force was at work.
If he didn’t find an answer to this, there was another issue left out in the open, a very dangerous one indeed. The remaining two Guardians—or space dragons, as Samantha called them, were still out there. Likely under the same influence. The thought of Samantha made him smile, despite his predicament.
She wasn’t even technically an adult yet, but she had proven herself over and over. Now she led the Shadow Corps, while he oversaw it in one of his many capacities. Rather, he had, until he was imprisoned. Now he wasn’t sure what would happen to his team, or to all of the other work he had been doing in the universe.
He lifted his gaze to the ceiling, wondering how far the team had made it by now. They were safe—he had no doubt about that. If they had gotten in trouble while trying to escape Entono Fos, they had no business being the Shadow Corps to begin with.
What he wasn’t sure of, however, was if they would be able to activate the gate on their own. Especially if there was some mind-controlling power nearby. Hadrian stiffened. If that were the case, they might actually be in danger.
And if that was even a remote possibility, he could no longer allow himself to be held here.
For a moment he stood there, contemplating what it would mean to go against the Elders, to abandon this planet. Whatever the consequences, the alternative would be far worse.
Feeling the warmth of his transformation, he took on a persona he rarely wore, especially around those he cared about. It was too risky.
He assumed the form of his old king, the first to fall when his world had been overrun. He wore the bearded face with a hooked nose and strong, silver eyebrows that slanted upward at each side, customary of royalty among his people.
The golden glow faded and he went to the door, where he called out, “I’ll give you one chance. I know you were put here to stand guard. I know this isn’t your fight. You do not need to be harmed this day.”
A shuffle of feet sounded on the other side, but no response.
“Guard, I speak to you. Last chance.”
“Elder Hadrian,” a reply came in almost a whisper, “you know I would be punished.”
Hadrian sighed. “I do know,” he said. “Stand back.”
With a hand placed against the door, he waited for the sound of the guard moving away. Then he watched as it blasted from the room, slamming into the far wall and cracking down the middle.
The guard was a local with the wide, watery eyes of the Eliolations. He stared at Hadrian for a moment, confused by this appearance, then suddenly threw himself to his knees in supplication.
“The legends… they’re true?” The guard stared at him for a moment, then lowered his head. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”
“Mark my words,” Hadrian stated, eyes narrowed, “I can take control of this planet and the Elders at any moment, but I have a bigger purpose. My destiny must be fulfilled. In the meantime, there is a mole within the Council of Elders. I suggest you weed him or her out, but be careful. I will learn what I can from my end.”
A group of other guards approached, a few Eliolations like this one and a number from other races. The Eliolations instantly fell back, bowing, while the rest lifted weapons, glancing around in confusion.
“They know my allegiance as a representative on the Elder Council,” Hadrian explained. “To move against me would be punishable by death. I’ll extend the same to each of you.”
A tall guard with a greenish hint to his stony skin stepped forward, the blaster end of his spear extended toward Hadrian. “You follow Entono Fos rules above all else. Submit.”
“Wrong,” Hadrian replied, stepping forward to meet him. “I follow the alliance. But before that, I follow the rules of survival for the good. My failure to depart from here posthaste means a risk to those races who depend on me. Therefore, I cannot in good conscience remain your prisoner. Last chance.”
The guard growled and two others moved with him in unison. A spear thrust towards Hadrian’s leg as two more guards aimed to fire.
Hadrian wasn’t having it. With a spin of his gold cloak, he was the king his kind had welcomed as their ruler, and with the power to back it up. Energy absorbed into his cloak, feeding his armor and reflecting it so that a field of power shot out at any nearby attackers. The guard’s spear took the brunt of this force, first vibrating with the power and then burning red-hot.
The attacker stepped back with a yelp, hands smoking and covered in burns. His buddies considered their next moves very carefully, but Hadrian was neither interested in harming them nor in waiting to see what they did next. Instead, he thrust out his hands, manipulating energy as he had shown Samantha how to do, and aimed at the wall behind him.
Stone shook, paint chipped, and then the stones blasted outward, slamming into the wall beyond and then into the next, again and again until a clean path through to the outside lay before him.
“If the traitor amongst you is revealed before my return,” Hadrian told the guards, “be sure they know I will return. When I do, they will wish they’d fled when they had the chance.”
With that, he turned toward the opening, ignoring the blasts that came at him. As they were absorbed and reflected by his cloak, he hoped the returned energy didn’t cause any lasting damage to his misguided attackers.
It wasn’t their fault they’d been led astray.
When he reached open air, he threw himself out and let the energy carry him until he was clear of the palace. Ignoring the shouts from those around, he glanced back at the broken palace wall. Then he turned away, transformed back into his natural self, put on his helmet and started his blasters.
Entono Fos grew increasingly small behind him, but he knew he hadn’t seen the last of the planet. He wasn’t a fugitive. He was a being on a mission, a being of immense power determined to put together the pieces of the puzzle.
If he could learn what was happening on Earth and connect that to what had caused the Council of Elders to turn on him, he might be able to locate the remaining two Guardians before it was too late.
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APPROACHING THE THIRTEENTH MOON
The main reason Samantha enjoyed being on the Noraldian was the focus on training it allowed her. Anywhere else, there were distractions. All of the politics on Entono Fos just made her head hurt, and the beauty of the planet made her want to run off and explore.
Unlike on the ship, where she could devote herself to the meditation Dex had taught her, the obstacle courses and training dummies where she could let out steam, or the sparring, where she and her teammates could improve their hand-to-hand combat skills.
At the moment, she was working on the last of those, squared off in full armor against Carma. Carma had challenged her to try a new weapon—the curved, dual blade. It was made up of two blades resembling the scythe Death carried, only set back-to-back in a crescent shape.
Samantha came in for an attack, slicing upward only to be met by a spinning attack across her gut and then a surreptitious strike that left the pointed tip of Carma’s own weapon under Samantha’s chin.
Carma nodded and stepped back, her faceplate clear, her smirk visible.
“If you keep treating it like a regular sword, I’m going to beat you every time. It’s not a sword.”
“What did you call this thing again?”
Carma smirked. “Back home, we call it a moon beam.”
“Not the most deadly sounding of weapons.” Samantha tested the weight of her moon beam, trying to understand how Carma kept getting the better of her.
“Considering that I’ve already killed you five times in the last three minutes, I’d say the name has very little to do with how deadly it is.”
“Would’ve killed me,” Samantha corrected her. “Thank God I have this armor on.”
“You’re welcome,” Carma said with a bow.
Samantha had never much appreciated that joke, or the idea that Carma thought of herself as some sort of goddess. Or the God, as Carma would put it. Was it even a joke? The way Samantha saw it, if there was a God—or a bunch of gods—out there, such talk would be sure to earn their wrath and, the next thing you know, the Noraldian would be swallowed up by a giant space whale.
That thought made her cringe. Hey, there were space dragons the size of cities, why not a space whale? There were even unicorns in space, if you counted what the Acome called unicorns. Which were, in fact, Acoma warriors whose foreheads bore longer bone structures that could grow out like a horn. Since they were by far more humanoid than horse, Samantha figured it was more appropriate to call them devils than unicorns, especially after her little misunderstanding with Agathe.
Ignoring Carma’s self-flattery, Samantha spared a glance back to see the others all going at it. Napalm was taking extra care to show Agathe and Voira how to properly maneuver a section of the obstacle course that involved fake enemies popping up while the ground constantly moved out from under you. Even after her little speech, the man couldn’t help himself. Maybe there was something about men she didn’t get, or maybe it was his race. All the fire burning in him, as judged by his eyes and the visible flames within them, might translate into enhanced passion in ways other than violence, she supposed.
“Enough time to figure it out?” Carma asked, taking a defensive stance.
Samantha nodded, turned and prepared herself. Before the attack came, she glanced around to make sure no one was listening. “How come you didn’t get my back? Before? Aren’t we women supposed to stick together?”
Carma smirked. “Is that how it is on Earth? On my planet, I was known as a bit of an Alpha, always making the moves, having my fun. Never at anyone’s expense, I hope, but you know… deity and all.”
“And they actually put up with you?”
With a sly grin, Carma replied, “After I’m done with them? They believe anything I say.”
She stepped in for the attack and Samantha blocked, but had to sidestep to avoid the next blow. Carma kept coming, though, a whirlwind of silks over her armor floating through the air as she moved as gracefully as a butterfly, as quickly as the wind.
If it weren’t for Samantha’s enhanced speed, she would be in trouble.
“You’ve been upgrading, what…?” Samantha asked, holding up a hand to catch her breath. “Dexterity?”
“I figure the balance aspect of it helps in moments like this. Looks like I’m right.”
Samantha nodded. “Looks like I know what I’ll be focusing on next with my upgrades.”
“Hey, those electricity skills are nothing to scoff at.” Carma came in with another strike as she spoke. “But they aren’t as useful in sparring or a fight where you don’t want to seriously injure or kill your opponent.”
“Good thing we have a whole buttload of opponents we want dead.”
“Yes, a… er, buttload.” Carma landed another would-be lethal blow, then pulled back. “Good for now?”
“I could use some time on my meditation,” Samantha replied with a shrug. “You know, get my mind right.”
Carma nodded and took the weapon to place it back on the wall. Samantha found a corner opposite Dex, sat cross-legged, and closed her eyes.
You’re doing well, Dex communicated. Focus on the ball of light, create it with your mind’s eye, and then lose yourself in it.
Thank you, she replied, and then gave it her best shot.
Instead, the ball took on a green glow and transformed into a wing, and then another. And then there was the nude image of Agathe, flying with outstretched wings, laughing at her.
Not Samantha’s best meditation session.
She was about to give up and go get some shooting practice in at the simulation chamber when the speakers crackled overhead.
“Samantha, report to the deck if you can,” Jackal’s voice rang out over the ship’s speakers. “We have incoming.”
She frowned, excused herself, and ran for the deck. By the time she entered, the others had caught up and were finding their stations, all staring at the display.
Jackal turned back to find her, then pointed at several blips moving toward them. “Incoming, and it’s enemy ships this time.”
“You sure it’s not just the royal fighters again?” Carma asked, leaning forward from her seat.
The blue energy field around the ship shimmered as a blaster shot connected, and then three ships were visible on the display, flying past and barraging the Noraldian’s shields with more shots.
“Activating turrets,” Jackal announced. He turned to Carma and added, “And I think we can all safely say those are not friendlies.”
These ships weren’t anything like the snub-nosed fighters of Entono Fos; they were jagged, crude even. Another darted past, and Samantha observed the way its wings spread out like black lasers, the spaceship version of a cross between a raven and a porcupine. Each tip lit up red and then blasted, but it was clear their shots weren’t doing heavy damage to the Noraldian.
“They’re fast, but we can take ‘em,” Jackal said, his cackling laugh transmitting through his helmet as he started defensive maneuvers.
“You’re a crazy S.O.B.,” Napalm said as the first of the ships exploded in a burst of purple flame. “I love it.”
“Ever seen the turret on this thing really go to work?” Jackal asked. “Against the dragon didn’t count. That thing was too crazy.”
He pressed the screen and then moved the display to reveal the rear of the ship instead of a window view. Samantha had to admit it was impressive. Blasters tore through the sky in quick bursts, ripping apart two more of the ships.
“Damn!” Napalm called out. “Wooo! That’s how you eat your breakfast!”
Everyone turned to him with confusion.
“What?” He laughed. “Oh, just a saying back home.”
Carma turned back to the display, and her eyes went wide. “What’s that?”
They spun to see what she meant. At first it looked like simple darkness, blotting out the stars beyond. But as it grew larger, blocking out more and more stars, it became clear that a large spaceship of some kind was rapidly approaching.
Samantha turned to Jackal, who promptly swore before saying, “Ladies and gents, hold on to your seats, because this ride is about to get fun. That right there is a Set-Class Destroyer. I’ve only seen one before, and what the hell it’s doing in the Entono Fos star system is beyond me.”
“So you’re saying we’re in up to our necks in feces?” Ferder asked. In spite of their apparent predicament, Samantha had to laugh at the translation.
“Yes, you could say that.” Jackal breathed deep, the sound raspy through his helmet, and took the controls as two of the other smaller ships attempted an attack again. He shot them out of the sky as easily as swatting flies, then began pressing the screen rapidly.
“What’re you doing?” Samantha asked, though it wasn’t the best time for questions.
He answered anyway. “My screen shows that they’ve just launched several antimatter warheads our way. If I know anything about the Set-Class Destroyers, that means we’re toast. Unless we figure a way out of here.”
“And there’s an answer in there?” she asked, nodding to the screen.
“Not at all. But I also have to warn the Elders. They’ll know our location, but we don’t have a choice right now.”
“Good call,” Napalm said. “And how many Destroyers do the Elders have at their disposal?”
“The royal fleet has three, but they’re what we’ve termed Achilles-Class Destroyers. Damn powerful, but they’re generally half as strong as that titan coming at us.”
“And the missiles that we have to evade?” Samantha asked, starting to get worried as her eyes traced the incoming signals on the screen at her seat.
“Thanks for the reminder. Signal sent, now, hold on!” Jackal pressed another button and the ship shot forward. He did his best to avoid being hit, flipping around and zooming past the ships to return fire. But the ships kept coming.
Soon, the entire command deck was full, as everyone wanted to watch the action. They murmured, discussing strategies, but as yet no one had spoken up.
“Anyone have any bright ideas, now would be a good time to use them!” Jackal shouted out, warning sounds blaring and lights flashing.
“If Hadrian were here,” Samantha mumbled. The thought gave her an idea. “Napalm, what if… I mean, we did it to the dragon, right?”
“You want us to use our energy manipulation on that destroyer?” he scoffed. “By the time we got close enough, we’d be space debris.”
“Not on it. As a distraction.” She scanned the display, noting an asteroid belt not far off. “Can we make it there?”
“You want to lose them in an asteroid belt?” Napalm shook his head. “Sounds a bit… cliché?”
“First of all, you shut up. Nothing I do is cliché, because it’s never been done by me, so it will always be special. Second, no. I want us to get close enough to see if we can latch onto some of them and then blow those bitches up in the Destroyer’s face.”
Napalm scrunched his nose and Jackal made a “Huh,” sound. Then they were changing course, headed for the asteroids.
“You think it’ll work, then?” Napalm asked.
“What I think is that we don’t have any other options. So... here’s to hoping.”
The ship flew smoothly, even as Jackal took it into the asteroid belt and began evasive maneuvers to avoid any collisions.
At the mid-point, Napalm gave the signal. He and Samantha stood, bracing themselves. They both concentrated, focusing their power to latch onto the asteroids, as if throwing a huge net over them and pulling them along with the ship.
The enemy ships were maneuvering through the belt, but their shots were now being absorbed by the trailing asteroids. As they moved in formation to try and get around the grouping of asteroids, Napalm shouted, “NOW!”
They stopped pulling and instead focused on pushing with explosive energy. Jackal accelerated and pulled sharply on the controls at the same time, aiming to be on the other side of the asteroid when the explosion hit. And then with a shockwave of energy, asteroids were exploding all around them, tearing through enemy ships.
Just before reaching the cover of the large asteroid, Samantha saw the last of the enemy ships slowing, sparks sputtering from its hull. And then they were blocked from view, the Noraldian protected.
For a moment, they traveled on in silence, everyone staring at the display to be sure no more enemy ships showed up.
“That took care of them long enough,” Jackal said, breaking the silence, “for us to at least get the gate open and get out of here. I hope.”
“Get it done,” Napalm said, stumbling back to his seat and strapping himself in.
Samantha, too, felt drained. She hadn’t realized how much using her energy would take out of her. Instead of answering, she simply sat back and let it happen, watching the display from under heavy eyelids.
“Stay with us you two. We might not be out of it yet!” Jackal shouted, turning on extra thrusters to bring them in toward the moon.
“One question,” Carma asked. “Does anyone know how to activate the gate?”
Silence followed, as everyone turned to Jackal.
“I might have seen it done a couple times,” he said, voice low.
“And if you don’t remember how, in the short window of time we have, we’re toast, right?” Napalm asked.
“Pretty much.”
“Well, isn’t that just amazing.”
Samantha shook her head, trying to clear away the haze of exhaustion, and sat up. “We have no choice but to make it work. I trust you, Jackal. We all do.”
The faceplate of his helmet cleared to show his appreciative smile, though his eyes were full of doubt.
“Thank you, Sam.” He nodded, then made the faceplate go opaque again. “I’ll do my best.”
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THE THIRTEENTH MOON
 Jackal had just brought the Noraldian down for a smooth landing on the thirteenth moon when he called out, “Samantha, we have incoming.”
“I thought we got them all?” she said, standing to better see the display.
He was silent, simply staring.
“We need to activate the gate, get out of here,” Samantha stated. “If we’re gone before that Destroyer gets here, we won’t have anything to worry about.”
“Do it,” Jackal agreed. “But we’re bringing weapons just in case.”
“We?” Samantha asked.
“I’m the only one who has a clue as to what we’re doing,” he replied. “So, yeah, I’d say it’s gotta be we.”
Samantha shrugged, and Napalm grinned.
“Let’s get moving then, lady and gentleman,” Napalm said as he made his way to the armory.
When they were all geared up and ready for action, the three of them followed Jackal’s lead, moving out to the thirteenth moon. Their suits kicked into air-supply mode while also providing warmth with a natural heating-and-cooling system. Breathing in the suit was still awkward for Samantha, though she was getting used to it.
Each step brought them up into the air, then down with a slow descent. Gravity was greater here than she understood it to be on Earth’s moon, but it was still quite the experience. The scenery here was similar, though, with deep craters and barren landscapes. As they moved away from the ship, they came upon great fissures in the ground, areas where a fall could be disastrous.
Or perhaps not. Samantha realized she wasn’t sure how a fall would work with this gravity. At what height could one fall without having to worry? She decided not to try and find out.
“There,” Jackal said, pointing to a high point along the ridges. “I couldn’t land too close and risk settling on brittle soil or going over the edge by mistake.”
Within a few minutes they were almost there, but Samantha wasn’t seeing anything that could act as an opener to a gate—whatever that should look like.
“Here comes the fun part,” Jackal said, his voice carrying through their helmets. “I’m not exactly sure where he put this one, but… knowing Hadrian...”
Jackal slowed down ahead of them, beginning to poke around. Finally, he stopped at a hole in the ground and swore. “Yep, this’d be it, I figure.”
“The hole?” Napalm asked.
“Well, within the hole, yeah.” Jackal glanced over at Samantha and shrugged. “Ladies first?”
“Are you serious?”
“Well, maybe I should say people wearing magic robes first. Going in with our blasters is not a good idea, because we could fry the machinery or whatever he set up down there. But I figure that crazy robe will protect you.”
Samantha reached the hole and leaned over, glancing down into the darkness. “You guys suck.”
Without bothering to argue the point, she turned her focus on her energy, hoping to latch herself to the sides of the hole, if that was possible. She was about to find out. Slowly, she inched her way down. The latching seemed to be working, the air around her feeling a bit like water, keeping her somewhat buoyant.
“What am I looking for?” she asked.
“A temple, some fancy dials… that sort of thing.”
“In a place like this?” She shrugged, now bracing her feet and hands against the side to keep herself steady in case her energy latching failed.
She wasn’t super fond of the dark, but at least her suit gave off a blue light that wasn’t visible to attackers. It allowed her to see the cave walls, and as she reached the bottom of the hole, she could make out the outline of some sort of structure ahead.
Her feet touched the ground, and she made her way over to see that it wasn’t so much a temple as an outpost. The space contained caches of several types of weapons, likely kept by Hadrian as a fallback point in case he ran into trouble. One particular weapon glowed brighter the closer she got to it, and bore a distinct resemblance to a shoulder cannon. She decided to leave them alone, focused instead on her primary objective.
Turning to assess the room, she saw nothing resembling a dial or anything like what Jackal had described.
Until she looked up. “I’m going to need some guidance here.”
Just above her, barely at head level, was what was clearly a star chart engraved into the stone ceiling. As she took a step away to better see it, she noticed that the glow had actually come from something underneath the weapon. She picked it up, carefully moving the cannon aside. The object glowed brightly, made of a metal that shifted in her hand like mercury.
“Guys, I think I have… a key?”
“Ah, yes, the liquid metal,” Jackal said, excitedly. “It connects with you on another plane… kind of. It’s complicated.”
“Get back here!” Carma shouted through the helmet. “Whatever we saw incoming, it’s gaining faster than we thought. No time for sightseeing.”
“Back off, Carma,” Samantha shouted. “I’m trying! Now, Jackal, what’s the deal?”
“You need to imagine it taking the shape it needs to take, and then place it on the dial.”
“And how the hell am I supposed to do that?”
“Yeah… that’s the part I’ve never seen. You got me there.”
Samantha stared at the strange object, wanting to run back up to the surface and punch Jackal in the head for sending her into this without enough information. When it formed into a fist, she nearly dropped it in surprise. That must be the link he’d mentioned.
Turning to face the symbols above, she considered the constellations. Knowing Hadrian, he would leave some sort of clue as to how to use the key, in case someone—like her—wound up here without him. Certainly, he expected they would be smart enough to figure it out.
But that still didn’t exactly help.
She tried simply replicating the star chart as she placed the glowing metal to it. But the key just plopped to the floor when she let go and took on the shape in which she’d found it.
Analyzing the patterns, she paused. Orion’s belt had been one she had always liked to find with her mother as a child. The Three Guardians, Quinn had called the stars that made up the belt. Maybe related to the Guardians they were looking for now? The space dragons…
Samantha imagined the three stars and held the metal up to the location where the belt should be. But again, nothing.
Wait. If the stars really were representative of the dragons… Of course! The belt had been referred to as the Three Kings! She remembered it now that she saw this, piecing it together with the mental message Hadrian had sent as she’d fled.
This time she imagined the dragons, three of them, and repeated the motion. The metal took on their forms, connecting with the chart on the low ceiling, and then glowing so brightly they made Sam step back and squint. And then it was all shifting, and Jackal’s voice came through her helmet.
“You did it! YOU DID IT!”
“Now, get up here so we can get the hell out of here,” Napalm said, his voice betraying his smile.
Samantha quickly climbed up and out of the cavern, using her upgraded grip to make the ascent as fast as possible. She emerged from the hole to see star nodes above them beginning to light up. As they turned back to the ship, lights of turquoise and bright purple rippled through space, forming gates like those they had traveled through with Hadrian.
Only this time, it looked like they would be going without him, and that terrified Samantha.
“MOVE IT!” Jackal shouted, and Samantha and Napalm took off after him, sprinting as best they could in the low gravity.
Sam glanced over her shoulder to see that the enemy destroyer had just become visible again.
“They found us,” she shouted.
“Dammit,” Jackal replied, pulling his rifle to be ready. “And with that unknown incoming almost here, it looks like it’s going to get messy. We need to…”
He had stopped talking, and Samantha glanced up and saw why. Whatever the unidentified object was, it had started firing massive blasts at the destroyer. Another step and push off, and they were almost at the Noraldian.
“We’ve got a friendly out there?” Carma’s voice came through their helmets. “Looks like… Oh, you two have got to see this!”
Two leaps later they were at the ship. Jackal darted for the controls to get the Noraldian airborne, then froze, staring at the display. Samantha was right behind him, and what she saw made her whoop for joy.
The unidentified object had huge blasters in each hand, still approaching them but unleashing hell-fire on the destroyer. Wrapped in shining blue armor and a golden cloak, there was no doubt that it was Hadrian.
Somehow, he had escaped and come for them! As they settled into their seats, he turned toward them. With the combined power of the blasters from his boots and a surge of flames from his weapons, he began flying straight for their ship.
“Hailing the Noraldian,” his voice came through the ship’s speaker system.
“Go for Jackal,” Jackal replied, voice sounding giddy.
“Why aren’t you flying? I want you heading for that gate now.”
“But sir, you’ll—”
“I’ll board her on the way,” Hadrian assured him. “Just get moving, or we might not have a shot at this.”
Jackal took off for the gate as the destroyer opened fire on their location, exploding bits of the moon and forming dozens of new craters. As they flew, Samantha couldn’t take her eyes off of Hadrian and the approaching destroyer. When three more forms appeared on the screen, she was glad she hadn’t missed a second of it.
“There we go, baby!” Jackal shouted, slamming his hand on the side of the display in excitement.
“What is it?” Hadrian asked, focused only on reaching them.
“I don’t know if they got my signal or were pursuing you, but that destroyer’s about to get a taste of its own medicine.”
“Let’s hope it burns going down,” Hadrian replied with a chuckle.
Sure enough, the fireworks began—a display of shields and explosives unlike anything Samantha had ever seen. As Hadrian drew close and finally pulled himself into the loading dock at the side of the ship, several successful hits had already been scored on each side.
“I’m going for Hadrian,” Samantha announced. Leaping from her seat and rushing past the automatic doors, she darted down the halls to the loading dock. The doors had just closed behind him and she heard the sound of the docking port pressurizing, when she caught sight of Hadrian stumbling toward her.
He pressed the button at the back of his neck so that the helmet retracted into the suit, and then stood there, smiling. He clasped her on the shoulder and said, “How about we check in on Earth then, shall we?”
The others had all caught up with Samantha now, minus Jackal who was currently flying them into the gate.
“Well, it’s a bad situation, but we’re all here.” Hadrian nodded at Carma and Napalm. “Let’s make the best of it.”
“That’s your idea of an explanation?” Carma replied, arms crossed.
“You want to know what’s happening?” He gestured to the window as the bright lights of the gates surrounded them. It was beautiful, if not slightly blinding. “We get there, leave this behind, and I’ll tell you what I know. But first…” He stumbled forward, caught himself on the wall, and smiled wearily. “How about some food?”
Everyone agreed, realizing how famished they were as they made their way to the mess hall.
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Having passed through the gate, the group sat in the mess hall and watched the image of Earth. The ship turned and began making its approach, and once again all they could see was an expanse of stars.
Samantha was hungrier than she had been in a while. Using the powers Hadrian had taught her took a lot of focus, and was exhausting. As she munched on peanuts, a berry juice in her free hand, she listened to Hadrian explain what their strategy was.
“We can’t all go down there. As stealthy as I know we can be, we don’t want to take any risks here. The last thing we need is more fires stoked, more unnecessary deaths.”
“So you’re going alone?” Samantha asked.
He shook his head. “Just me… and you.”
“Why her?” Agathe asked. “We’ve never been to Earth. It seems such a waste to have come all this way and not get to go.”
“Oh, you must’ve not read the memo,” he said with a smirk. “Did you think you were joining the intergalactic tour company?”
She bit her lip and looked away.
“I didn’t think so.” He looked at the others. “We’re here to accomplish a mission. Will we have time to see other parts of the universe and someday come back to visit Earth? Yes, undoubtedly. And at a time when Earth will be much more open to our presence. But right now there is a tyrant ruling the planet, and I need to gather some intel. Samantha has a personal connection with the players involved, so it’ll be her.”
“I do?” Samantha frowned. “What do you mean?”
“The answers to that will come in time, and you will get the full picture. Right now, suffice it to say that the mission your mother and the others went on will play a key role in Earth’s future.”
Everyone turned to Samantha to see what she had to offer, but she just nodded. If Hadrian felt it wasn’t the time to say more, it wasn’t the time. She got that.
“Makes sense to me,” Napalm stated. “I mean, one look into my eyes and most humans would piss themselves. And then there’s Dex. Sorry, Dex, but… yeah, they might fall down dead at the sight of you.”
Dex turned his hood toward Napalm, the blackness within masking his expression.
“I rest my case,” Napalm said, eyes wide as he faked a terrified shudder.
“Fine. We joined up to help you all, and turns out we’re prisoners on the ship—” Agathe started, but Hadrian held up a hand.
“You may go. At any time, you may go. But we’d have to drop you back off. Is that what you want?”
“NO!” Voira interjected, then blushed and repeated quietly, “No.”
Agathe shot her an annoyed look, but agreed with an abrupt nod. “We wouldn’t be welcome on a neutral planet after aligning ourselves with you. You know that.” For a moment she glared at Hadrian, then added, “Fine. At least tell us what happened back there on Entono Fos. We can’t keep flying in the dark here.”
“Fair enough.” Hadrian took a seat at the head of the table. He sat back and moved a hand across his chin. “The most likely scenario is that this is all connected—the situation on Earth, Entono Fos, and the Guardians. The alternate is that there’s a traitor amongst the Elders. A mole. But I don’t think so. Not a deliberate mole. The Guardians are acting outside their nature, the man who attempted to save Earth has become a tyrant, and someone—or a number of someones—on the Council of Elders has turned on me. I believe it’s all tied in to the Scrapulent’s ability to control minds.”
“But…?” Carma asked.
“But indeed. You see, the Scrapulent don’t have such power over the Elders. Weaker races, yes. But the Elders are all powerful. And humans, from my understanding by the way, are completely immune.”
“So you might be wrong about the connection,” Carma said.
“I might be.”
“You probably are.” She tilted her head as if challenging him.
“Am I missing something here?” Samantha asked, glancing from one to the other.
“Nothing worth explaining yet,” Hadrian replied. “Unless Carma would like to share.”
Carma’s eyes narrowed and she licked her upper lip, then glanced around the room. “Anyone here know what the powers of my people are?”
At first no one replied, but then Napalm cleared his throat and leaned forward. “Amplification.”
She smiled a sarcastic smile. “Exactly. You’re feeling a tingle of joy, we can turn that into a full-on explosion of ecstasy. It’s a matter of simply recognizing the patterns of an aura, reaching in mentally, and adjusting said aura to be receptive in certain ways. For us to be able to magnify the Scrapulent’s brain manipulation powers to the level Hadrian’s talking about would take much more power than any of my people are capable of. Even when all working together, men and women, which they wouldn’t.”
Hadrian nodded. “I agree, and that’s the conundrum. We can go after the Guardians and kill them, but that’s like cutting off a leg when the problem is infected blood cells throughout the body. And… there’s more to it. We must find and eradicate the disease.”
“And about that tingle of joy?” Napalm asked.
“Not the time,” Samantha chided him, earning her a respectful nod from Hadrian. She was glad to see he agreed, though there hadn’t been much of a doubt.
“This is what I need to figure out.” Hadrian stood now, pacing to the window, and then turning back to them. “If Carma’s race is somehow involved, how? If not, what’s allowing this enhancement of the Scrapulent powers? And once we figure that out, we’ll have to figure out how to stop them.”
A stunned silence followed as everyone considered the journey ahead of them.
“Get some rest,” Hadrian said, nodding to the group. “We’ll be entering atmosphere in a bit, and when that happens, I’ll wake you.”
Samantha hadn’t realized how exhausted she really was. With heavy eyelids, she stumbled back to her room and then collapsed on her bed.
Only, once she was there and trying to sleep, it just wasn’t coming. Instead, her mind kept wandering back to the fact that she was going to get a chance to see Earth again soon. After leaving with Hadrian, she had started to believe she would never return. She’d even thought she would probably die out here, considering what she had gone up against.
Maybe she would still die, but not before at least getting a chance to see Earth again. That made her smile. It also made her heart thump so that each rush of blood across her skull kept her from being able to drift off to the sleep she craved.
Finally she sat up and stared at the perfectly white wall. After a moment, she leaned back on her bed, pulled up her feet, and hugged her knees close to her chest. It was a position she had taken all too many times back on Earth, when hiding out and listening to drones, mechs, or the armies of Syndicate soldiers pass by.
But as excited as she was, it also felt strange—going back to Earth This was her place now: in space, fighting the bigger war.
Maybe it was the knowledge that so many people she loved were now dead, while others were content in each other’s arms without her.
She didn’t want to think about all that. Her mind should be focused on the next mission, on taking out the bad guys and learning whatever they needed to know to ensure success, or at least bring the alliance once step closer to it.
This too, she reminded herself, was part of the mission. It wasn’t like Hadrian was sending her back to the kennel; he was just taking her for a quick intel-gathering mission. She could do this, she told herself, pushing aside all feelings of insecurity and confusion.
With that thought—along with images of herself on the space dragon that day, conquering it with the gauntlet she had taken from Karstrack—her eyelids grew heavy once again. Finally, she found herself falling to sleep, soothed by the memories of victorious battles.
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Hadrian’s voice sounded over the speakers, waking Samantha from her sleep. “Attention, attention. All hands, we are entering Earth’s atmosphere.”
Samantha yawned, rotating her neck and cringing as it cracked. The right side was sore, pulling at the muscles. For a moment she groaned, and then all tiredness suddenly vanished.
She was home.
Her mind raced with questions. How long had she been gone? She wasn’t even sure it had been more than a few months, though a lot had happened in that time.
But when she looked in the mirror to freshen up, she noted a much older woman staring back. No, not older, maybe. More mature, more knowledgeable about the universe. A changed woman, that was for sure.
Feeling oddly uncomfortable with the thought, she put on her helmet and stared at her image now. Faceplate blacked out and hood up, she could almost be mistaken for an alien.
Death, even.
She could imagine herself floating down from the spaceship, the robes floating behind her, facemask dark. Death was certainly applicable if she had to think about all of the lives she had taken, including Elder Orlean’s. But that was something she tried not to think about.
“I am death,” she said in a dark, ominous tone, “and my shadow shall consume worlds.”
For a long beat she let that linger, thinking over the words. Had she become a destroyer? A consumer of worlds? In a way, that was her larger mission. They were black ops. Her training sent her to planets where she took out enemy upon enemy while grinding for skill points. And her big missions—the ones that took her to places like Karstrack’s fortress—those missions had made her into that all-consuming shadow.
At least Samantha recognized it, so she could embrace the idea. The worst thing one could do, in her mind, is run from themselves. Better to admit who you are, embrace it, and follow your destiny.
In this case, Hadrian was the guide for her destiny. Whatever he said, went.
And right now, he wanted her at the bridge for the descent, ready to disembark.
Pulling back the hood and helmet, she made her way through the halls and past the sliding doors. She found the others all gathered, watching as the fire disappeared and the blue and green of Earth grew closer and larger.
“It’s beautiful,” Agathe said in awe.
“I’ve seen better,” Ferder argued. “Enotono Fos, for one. But it’s not bad.”
“Unfortunately for us, this is as close as we go,” Jackal stated. He guided the ship in a tight arc and back up before leveling out and coming to a hover.
“Wait, seriously?” Voira protested.
“As I said,” Hadrian cut in. “We don’t want to start something in this moment. The world isn’t ready for you.” He turned to Samantha. “And you? Are you up for this?”
As she nodded, she did her best to ignore the jealousy flowing from the others.
“Bring us back some of those… what are they called…?”
Napalm glanced over to Hadrian, who smiled and said, “Jelly beans.”
“Yeah, if you’re able.”
“How do you even know what those are?” Samantha asked.
“Are you kidding?” Napalm laughed and made a wand with his finger, as if he were about to cast a spell. “Where I’m from, that Potter wizard film is a classic. If I could get some jelly beans to sell back home, maybe even say they’re from the movie itself, I’d be the coolest on my planet.”
“I… honestly don’t think we have jelly beans on Earth anymore.”
Hadrian chuckled. “Believe me, they’d last an eternity. Not as durable as Twinkies, mind you, but you humans have a real talent for making food that never goes bad. Though, calling it food is a bit of a stretch.”
“So you’ll bring me some?” The fire in Napalm’s eyes lit up.
“If I come across any, you have my word.”
“How exactly are you going to get down there?” Voira asked, eyes full of curiosity. “It’s a bit of a distance.”
“Another reason I can only take one of you,” Hadrian admitted. “My powers don’t allow for more than that.”
He gave Samantha a nod and she followed him out through the airlock and onto the landing deck, where her senses told her the wind was blowing and it was mighty cold. Lucky for her, she didn’t have to feel those sensations unless she chose to, and at the moment she definitely did not want to.
“Take my arm,” Hadrian commanded.
She did so, and then they were flashing through the air like darting bursts of light. Tall cranes and bits of floating metal were scattered like a defense system surrounding the world. When she scanned the area around her and Hadrian, she saw how large it really was. Impressive, to say the least.
“Are those defenses against internal or external threats?” Samantha asked into her helmet.
Moments later, Hadrian’s voice came back through the helmet’s speakers. “Both, perhaps. It’s my one hope for the Potentate. My one reason for believing there’s still some sanity left in there, some semblance of who he was.”
After passing through another large expanse of similar defensive construction, they came to what she suspected was a capital city. Maybe the capital? It was certainly different from the pictures she had seen of DC, its streets lined with smoking ruins interspersed with strange, alien constructions.
To add to the horrific picture, a tall structure stood in the distance. At its top, she recognized the sign of the Syndicate—a red snake curved around, its tail in its mouth as it proceeded to devour itself.
Samantha and Hadrian changed course and the snake disappeared from view. They came to another grand structure that was under construction—a command center of sorts, with a dome over a portion of it.
“And that?” Samantha asked.
“That is our destination today,” Hadrian replied.
She stared, momentarily lost in thought as she wondered where Dan and her other old teammates were, the ones she had left behind on Earth. Were they even alive?
Was Dan even alive?
As they drew close, she caught Hadrian glancing her way.
“You’re distracted,” he stated.
“Shouldn’t I be? I mean, wouldn’t anyone be in this situation?”
He nodded, holding out his hands, slowing their descent. “It’s him, isn’t it? You’re thinking about that Dan character. Wondering if he’s safe, if he thinks of you… if he lies in bed at night in the arms of another woman.”
“You’re not as perceptive as you like to think you are,” Samantha shot back.
“It’s not that I like to think I am,” he replied. “It’s that there are things I see. It’s as simple as that.”
“And do you see him?”
They passed through a cloud, and Hadrian’s response felt more like a voice of a god speaking into her ear as her suit told her moist particles were passing by.
“He’s alive, if that’s what you want to know. More than that seems rather unnecessary knowledge.”
She bit her tongue to avoid responding. It wasn’t her place to argue. The knowledge that he was alive was more than she would have known otherwise.
The clouds gave way, and they were upon the command center. They approached a side where Syndicate robots and soldiers were hard at work welding parts together, creating an elaborate contraption that Samantha could not guess the purpose of.
She scanned their defenses and found it odd that the Syndicate wasn’t attacking. At her glance, Hadrian said, “They don’t register us as enemies.”
“Why not?”
“Because we aren’t.” He landed first, metallic boots clanging on the base, and Samantha followed, her robes slowing—and softening—her impact.
All she could think about was taking her sword out right there and tearing through every Syndicate soldier in sight, then diving into the command center and decapitating this Potentate once and for all.
They had destroyed her world, killed so many. How could Hadrian say they weren’t enemies? Could he be wrong, for the first time?
He slowed his pace, turning to her as he removed his helmet. His look of compassion made her suddenly feel guilty for her thoughts.
“It’s… not all making sense to me,” she admitted.
“And it won’t, not yet. But, Sam, you must trust me. I don’t have all the answers. But I know that for Earth to survive what is to come, we need your mother here. Need you both here actually, at the moment the Syndicate is taken down.”
“So… we’re coming back? I mean, when my mom comes here, and I get to be part of it?”
He nodded sadly. “But don’t revel in the act of death. It threatens to eat away at one’s soul after a while.”
She thought about those words as they strode right past a mech spider, taller than many of the surrounding buildings. A whole platoon of Syndicate soldiers was marching on the other side of it, drones were whirring about overhead, and several mechs were being prepped in the distance.
Every part of her being screamed for their destruction, and she did her best to keep her sword hand steady as they walked past.
They entered the building still under construction, taking care as they walked into an inner sanctum. The expansive hall appeared to have been a formal reception room in the past, and was now being converted into something much grander, with a high, domed ceiling that let in the light.
Samantha’s heart skipped a beat at the sight of the man standing in the middle of the room. He wore a hooded robe, his metallic mask and gleaming red armor taunting her. It took all of her control to not unleash on the man as he stood there, staring at her with a mix of compassion and contempt. This man, or alien—or whatever he was—needed to die.
Forget everything she had said, forget her promises. It needed to happen, if not for what she already knew about the Syndicate, then for the look those eyes were giving her right now. His expression was somewhere between contempt and affection, as if he knew everything about her, more than she could even know herself.
Screw that.
A roar came from her lips as she reached for her sword, ready to charge forward and end his pathetic life. Only, none of that actually happened. The roar didn’t sound, her hand refused her command. Her body was frozen, and only then did she see the look in Hadrian’s eyes that told her he was sorry, but it was for the best.
He hadn’t put such control over her since the first time they had met several years ago. It had infuriated her back then, but now his actions took that anger to new levels. Her heart was beating so fast, the bile in her mouth so strong she wanted to spit, but she could do nothing, nothing but stand there, hands at her side, staring.
“To what do I owe the pleasure, old friend?” the Potentate asked, finally turning his attention away from Samantha and looking at Hadrian instead.
“Friend, is it?” Hadrian asked, beginning to pace the floor on his side of the room. He stopped to look up, his head at an angle so he could see the many screens displaying various corners of the world. Samantha could see them now too, though at first her focus on the Potentate had hidden them from her. “I seem to remember a time when we conversed as friends, but that was when you were still trying to do what was best for Earth, was it not?”
“How dare you?” The Potentate took two long strides toward Hadrian, voice hissing behind the mask. “How many times have I done this, sacrificing all I love over and over to try and save the world?”
“You have lost sight of that goal,” Hadrian replied. “I can see how that might be easy to do, when surrounded by such power.”
The two stared at each other for a long moment, long enough for Samantha to wonder at the words. How could the Potentate—the leader of the Syndicate armada that had laid waste to Earth—think he was trying to save the world? She began to understand why Hadrian had wanted her to see this. Clearly, there was more to the situation than could be seen at first glance.
“There is only one way to win, Hadrian,” the Potentate said, clearly enunciating each word as if explaining the situation to a child. “As an outsider, I’m sure it is hard to comprehend. We are helping them learn to survive. There is one force able to withstand the attack, or...” A flicker of doubt struck the man’s eyes. “The greatest chance, at any rate, lies on a uniform Syndicate. Until the humans can conquer us, what hope would they have against the greater foe?”
Hadrian shook his head. “You don’t understand, do you? This is it. There’s no going back, and every life you take from here… it’s real. Permanent.”
The Potentate nodded once, curtly, and then his head shifted at the sound of someone entering the room.
“We are ready,” a deep, angry voice said. “On your mark.”
The Potentate turned to Hadrian and smiled. “The weak shall become strong, or become no more.”
“Don’t do this,” Hadrian demanded, though his voice revealed his desperation.
“You won’t stop me. It’s against your ways. Isn’t that right?” With a nod, the Potentate said, “Make it so.”
The visitor with the angry voice spoke into a comms device of some sort, and then they all turned to the screens.
As Samantha watched, the monitor switched to a new view. Explosions filled the screen, revealing the fighting—mechs and drones and Syndicate soldiers against fighters, many appearing to be with the resistance. She watched as a mech rose up to battle the others, but was quickly destroyed. And then the resistance fighters were plowed down.
They were likely the members of the Last Remaining Resistance, the LRR. People she had once considered brothers and sisters in arms—until she’d left for the Shadow Corps.
But if this was what was happening on Earth while she was gone, what use was all of her work in the Shadow Corps?
She struggled to break free—or to just open her mouth to speak—but it was no good. It was terrible to watch, but she was helpless to look away. More were slaughtered, and then she realized what she was looking at. She saw the symbol in the background, the same one she had noticed on her way here—the pillar of some sort, at its top with the symbol of the snake eating itself.
That wasn’t so far away!
Her heart froze at the sight, her breath burning in her lungs and her heart beating in double-time. Someone had passed the camera, a face she had longed to see.
Dan.
There he was, fighting against those insurmountable odds. Likely about to die. All while she was expected to stand here and watch?
Hell no.
“Make it stop.” The words were hard to get out through her clenched teeth.
“This one needs to keep her mouth shut,” the voice from behind said. “Who is she, anyway?”
And then the figure stepped in front of her, trying to peer through her solid facemask. He couldn’t see her, but she damn well could see him. His name was Rane, and he had been there that day her mom thought she had died. He had been fighting them, trying to kill her mom, even. That son of a bitch deserved to die nearly as much as the Potentate did.
Rage boiled up inside her, but even more overpowering was the need to go save Dan. If she stayed here while this happened, even knowing the Potentate and Rane lived, she could never look at herself in the mirror again. The self-loathing would be too strong.
“GO TO HELL!” she shouted, again the words coming with a struggle. And then she blasted out of the spell, pushing against Hadrian’s power and moving for Rane. But a wave of energy came at her, like a wall between her and her enemies.
Hadrian, she thought. You know me too well.
She fought against the energy field as the Potentate and Rane stared at her in amusement, but the invisible wall held fast. Then her eyes returned to the screen, and there he was again—Dan.
This fight wasn’t worth it, not if she lost him in the process. Instead of resisting the wall Hadrian had erected in front of her, she let the energy push her back while at the same time adding to it, then flung herself through one of the large windows looking out at the city.
As she went, an image, like the air shimmering, caught her eye. A mental pain stabbed at her. One that, had she not been moving so fast, would likely have latched onto her and destroyed her.
Then she was gone, shooting out and toward the monument, eyes already targeting the location where she’d seen smoke rising in the air.
I’m coming, Dan, she thought, fists clenched, lightning already starting to shoot from her armor. And there isn’t anything that can stop me from reaching you.
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Furious eyes turned to Hadrian at Sam’s departure. That didn’t faze Hadrian, however.
What drew his attention was the flicker in the air that he had noticed just as Sam broke through his energy field—which in itself was amazing.
Hands outstretched, he latched onto all of the power in the room, freezing everyone in it as he had done with Samantha.
Except Samantha had been able to escape it, he thought. An interesting development, but there was not time to think of that now. He wanted to help Samantha, put a stop to whatever carnage the Potentate was about to unleash, but there was a larger mission here, with larger stakes. Whole worlds would be destroyed if he deviated from the plan. Didn’t she get that?
And now he had discovered the secret he had come for. The missing puzzle piece, he was fairly certain.
“Reveal yourself,” he demanded.
A scurrying sound echoed from the opposite side of the room, and Hadrian turned to see a man emerge. Only he wasn’t fully a man. His nude upper body appeared to be human, except for the black holes where eyes should have been, and the purple, glowing veins running out from those dark pits to cover his skin. His lower body, though, was nothing more than a metallic spider.
He laughed. “You may be able to reveal me with your spells, sorcerer, but you can’t hold me as you can them.” The horrible creature scurried over to the wall and climbed up along it so that he was perpendicular to Hadrian. Then he leaped.
Hadrian accepted the Scrapulent warrior’s challenge. It was immune to Hadrian’s latchings because of its power over the mind, and Hadrian was immune to the creature’s mind-manipulation. Two of their strongest powers canceled out.
But to even be this powerful, the Scrapulent had to be getting help. From where? How?
Hadrian realized it right after a fierce stab from one of the creature’s robotic legs. The shimmer he had seen, just as the creature appeared. It hadn’t been a cloaking device or an invisible person, or anything of the sort. It was a jump port!
Hadrian knew what he needed to do to obtain the necessary answers.
Summoning all his will, Hadrian called on the powers of those within him, of his friends and fellow warriors who had fallen and been absorbed into him. In an instant he was gone, then appeared on the other side of the Scrapulent, striking him with two blows to the kidneys, then leaping up and pulling energy from another world. Ice formed around the warrior’s spider legs as a gravitational field flung the creature into Hadrian’s outstretched arms.
A chokehold fit perfectly here. Hadrian curled his arm around the Scrapulent’s throat and held on tight, then kicked off. He latched now to the far side of the room, with the shimmer directly in their path. His powers that had held the others in place now released them, and the Potentate shouted for him to stop. But that was all Hadrian heard as he and the Scrapulent went through the portal.
With a quick motion of his hand, and a stronger focus on his power, Hadrian created a new portal in its place.
And then he was through, passing through realms he had never before visited, ones his subconscious recognized as worlds best avoided. Worlds that, before this war was over, the Shadow Corps would likely have to visit.
With a swoosh of darkness and an explosion of light, he went rolling across the ground.
Scurrying. Darkness. Nothingness.
He pushed himself to his feet and prepared for an attack, unable to see a thing, though his suit sensed a light breeze. He pulled his helmet back over his head, its lights illuminating the ground surrounding him, but nothing else.
More scurrying sounds, now growing faint.
Hadrian pulled out his sword, latched himself toward the direction of the sound, and flung himself forward into the darkness. Risk be damned, he’d come for answers, and was damn sure going to get them.

SAMANTHA FINALLY REACHED the edge of the chaos and charged in, full throttle. Her sword slashed through three drones on her way down. When a mech turned on her, attempting to hit her with a blast of rockets, she latched onto it, flew forward and out of harm’s way, and then slammed her shield into it. Electricity blasted out, shorting whatever powered the mech.
Next she turned and unslung her rifle as she dove for cover behind the fallen mech, letting out a series of blasts that took down several Syndicate warriors. LRR fighters were all around, some starting to break and run for it.
She sprinted for the nearest building, using her upgraded grip skills to run up it and then leap onto a nearby drone. From up there, she took out several more pursuing Syndicate warriors, then used her weight to send the drone crashing into one mech while she leaped to another. Landing lightly, she slammed her electrified sword into the mech’s top, taking out whoever was inside instantly—or destroying the robotics? She wasn’t sure. Some of the mechs had human drivers, others not. She wasn’t sure how the ones without operated.
Mechs and drones weren’t her target here, though. Dan was, and she had to ensure he was safe. Get him out of this death zone.
She turned and ran, jumping from building to building as she sprinted along the walls. She scouted the situation, eyes focused on finding him. An explosion went off nearby, then three drones were shot out of the sky. She followed the direction of the attack, and spotted several LRR fighters giving the enemy a run for their money.
And there was Dan.
They started cheering for some reason. Turning, she saw the Syndicate was pulling back. It didn’t make sense. There was no way the rebel group had the Syndicate army on the run. No way. She paused at the edge of this wall—hoping her grip would hold long enough—and she understood.
Get the LRR fighters out here, let them get organized, pull them together… and then destroy them.
Something was coming. She knew it.
A glance around her revealed the command center in the background. A bright flash burst into the sky. They were going to blow this place to bits, she realized, already running again, then leaping for Dan.
He had turned and was congratulating the man behind him on a fine shot. Then Samantha was there beside him, grabbing him by the waist and latching herself to a distant building. She knew her suit wouldn’t manage much more of this, but if there was ever a time to risk using up her energy, this was it.
The other rebels around Dan had barely noticed he was gone and were still cheering behind Samantha—some starting to give chase after what they thought was a retreating Syndicate—when the blast struck.
At first Samantha thought it was just her energy pushing them, but she was moving too fast. Her suit recognized the danger a second later and flashed warnings, and she was blasted forward. Bright light filled her display and the glass darkened to compensate, but then she hit the ground and was rolling across the earth, having lost track of Dan somewhere along the way.
She came to a stop and pushed herself up with a groan. Many of the LRR fighters were simply gone, and a huge crater lay in the ground where they had been mere moments before. At the outskirts of the blast, dozens of vehicles were in flames while just as many rested on their sides. Still more were steadily reaching the scene. Apparently, the LRR hadn’t all arrived yet. The Syndicate had struck prematurely.
There weren’t many, though. A handful of vehicles at most.
“Dan!” a female voice called, and then Samantha saw the woman approach, her blond hair in a ponytail. Ashley.
Leaping from the jeep, Ashley ran to a figure on the ground several feet behind Samantha. “You made it. How in the heavens?”
Sure enough, it was Dan she now held in her arms. He glanced around, bewildered, eyes passing by Samantha and lingering in a moment of confusion. More shots erupted at the blast site—the Syndicate returning to clean up the mess.
“We need to go!” someone else shouted from the jeep, and then Ashley and Dan were up and running.
Moments later they drove off, while a mixture of bullets and lasers pelted Samantha’s armor. Her mind only recognized it as minor annoyances in the grand scheme of things.
Dan was alive, and safe for now. But Samantha couldn’t stay here forever and see to it that he remained safe. And anyway, he had Ashely now.
At first she felt a dull numbness, followed by a crashing wave of fury at the world. And then Samantha was up, running at the mechs and the Syndicate warriors.
She slashed and shot and screamed. They weren’t going to succeed in wiping out the rebel fighters. Not if Samantha could help it.
Only when the second wave had fallen at her hand did she begin to calm down and pull herself together.
But this wasn’t her fight. If she wanted to deal the biggest blow to these bastards, she needed to be up with her team. Maybe being here at the right time to save Dan was all she was meant to do for now. A sign to remind herself who she was and who she wasn’t.
She certainly wasn’t the woman whose arms he would curl up in tonight.
And now that she thought about it, that was okay. Dan being alive was what mattered, but not because of any romantic notions. No, she was over that, she told herself.
At least, she soon would be.
What she wasn’t over was how many people had died here today. People who could have lived if Hadrian had just stepped in. If they had killed the Potentate and Rane when they’d had the chance.
Better late than never, she told herself as she moved into the shadows, maneuvering around the Syndicate force to work her way back to the command center. Maybe if Hadrian was distracted, she could get in there and take out those bastards.
Forget what he said about waiting until her mom returned. How did that make sense anyway?
The thought came through with clarity, but then it was muddied by images she had seen. Darkness, blasts of light, her mom and the others she had traveled with moving through time, and then returning here at the exact right moment.
She realized it was true—her mom would come back, meet her on Earth, and they would fight together. And with that knowledge, she slowed her advance, thinking about her next move.
Hadrian was right. They had to find the intel they needed, then get out of here and put a stop to the true evil.
So, for now, her mission was to return to Hadrian, observing what she could while they completed their mission, and then be on their way.





11
SCRAPULENT BASE
Hadrian was at a loss. No matter how far he flung himself, how high he flew or fast he ran, all that remained was the darkness. Constant scurrying and clicking, and a hissing sound. Images splashed through his mind of mandibles, acidic saliva, and black, eyeless holes.
This went on for the longest time, until the realization hit Hadrian—they were in his head. He of all beings should have been immune to this, but somehow they had managed to affect even his mind.
If this was the case—which he was now certain of—there was no telling how far they could get. How long had they had their hold on the Potentate?
The knowledge of what was happening gave Hadrian the power to escape it. He just needed to channel a part of him he didn’t often like to use, especially not at times like these. Instead of continuing forward, he took a step back, closed his eyes, and remembered.
He remembered a walk along a bridge, Nora’s hand in his, her warmth literally sending tingling sparks along his skin. It had been the first sign that they were truly meant to be together, and for his people a sign that the universe had accepted their union. The tear in her eye had caught him off guard, but when he had felt his own eyes moisten, her image blurring, he understood. It was his first moment of true, perfect joy.
Turquoise flower petals had drifted past, one landing in her near-golden hair. When he’d reached out for the petal, she had leaned in for a kiss—their first kiss. In times like these, when he needed her with him, he often thought back to that moment, and wondered about that flower petal. If not for it, he might not have had that kiss that day, might not have had everything that had followed.
A tingling spark began in his hand, and it was almost as if he could feel her again. Then the golden glow was there, illuminating his surroundings, and he knew her visage had taken over.
With her energy flowing through him, her powers of the mind there to block out external interference, he saw that he was in a large room. Pillars stood against the walls, roots growing along the ancient stones.
An underground temple?
Hadrian was alone, but surely they knew he was there. He moved with caution to the only visible door, watching the golden glow cause shadows to dance. With each flicker, he was ready for an attack to come.
None did, and soon he was standing at a doorway formed by the mouth of a massive carving of the face of a Scrapulent. A series of glowing jewels glistened where the black holes of eyes normally sat.
Interesting.
To walk through that door would certainly lead to some sort of ambush. But to not do so would mean he would have to return without answers. He had been able to follow the Scrapulent here because they had been connected when it had touched its portal. Now that Hadrian was here himself, he could set up a jump point, and maybe return that way.
However, the enemy might find it and destroy it. That was the dilemma…
He had to find the answer now, in case he wasn’t able to return.
Taking a deep breath, he walked forward and into the Scrapulent’s mouth.
The room was dark, its walls covered in scurrying shadows as the Scrapulents scrabbled about, cringing as if the light of Hadrian’s glow burned their skin. In the center of the room was a statue of a woman, her upper body nude, her lower body that of a snake.
Hadrian stepped forward, hands outspread, ready to fight, But the Scrapulents all vanished into holes in the ceiling and walls.
“You can’t run from me,” he said calmly, shimmering back to his normal form.
“Ah, but it is you who should run from us,” a feminine voice replied. A metallic slithering followed, and then she appeared, circling out from behind the statue.
But no, he saw when he looked again. She had been the statue. It was there still, but only in a glimmering form, as if a projection of herself formed out of an absence of light had been left behind. Her nude upper half would have made many mortal men crave her, if not for the glowing, purple crystals where her eyes should be and the subtle purple, glowing veins running down from those eerie sockets. Her lower half, however, was a metallic snake. So if the eyes didn’t turn you off, the snake body probably would.
“I’ve heard tales of your kind,” Hadrian said. “Making modifications, biotech that you control with your minds. But it eats away at you as well, am I wrong? Controlling you just as you control it.”
She smiled, hands moving across her body seductively. In truth, it might have worked on some, especially as her mental powers would have made the monstrosities unseen. What was her game? To lure them in and then wrap that tail around them, cutting off their life force?
“You are neither woman nor man,” the Scrapulent declared, sensing the lack of her ability to seduce him. “It must be difficult for you, tiring even. Come, rest upon my bosom, confess your insecurities, your worries… Give me it all, so that I may cleanse your soul and leave you whole again.”
“And I’ve heard of you, Saraleigh,” he continued, ignoring her attempts. “The great goddess of the Scrapulent. Is this your temple then? What I don’t understand, though, is the crystals. A new form of jewelry?”
“A very valuable gift from some new, dear friends,” she replied with a wicked smile. She slithered toward him, circling him, assessing him. “Who is this woman whose skin you wear? I sense a great connection with her. I sense…” Suddenly her form vanished, and in her place was Nora, staring right back at Hadrian. “…I sense a longing.”
Even her voice sounded like Nora’s, and now their surroundings changed. They weren’t in the temple to the goddess, but in another temple completely. It shone of white marble and gold trim, overlooking waterfalls as glimmering dragons flew overhead. Not massive ones like the Guardians—the Three Kings—but smaller. Their offspring that had come to visit from the faraway Hoydrin, near the planet that housed ancient warriors known as the Trilords. An odd thought, for the moment, but seeing them made him think about what good allies the Trilords would make for the alliance, and he made a mental note to ensure Earth would work to incorporate them when the time came.
Enough of those thoughts, he told himself. His mind was wandering, and this was the least opportune time.
He was back, head rolling as if drunk, at the ancient temple with Nora at his side. Her robes had fallen to the floor, the warm light gentle on her skin.
A whisper in his ear, warm breath sending a tingle down his spine, along his thighs… hands moving, caressing.
Resist, the real voice of Nora said. Resist this false goddess, resist this false me.
“How are you doing this?” Hadrian demanded, mind forcing her out as he recalled days spent in Nora’s arms, days telling each other their dreams and plans for making the universe a better place. The gentle touch of her fingers as they caressed his cheek, the sound of her laughter.
The golden glow returned, all else fading, and Saraleigh was back to her half-snake form.
She hissed, bearing sharp, pointed teeth. “Impossible!”
She pulled back, arms spread, and the crystals’ glow intensified. Hadrian could feel a pressure in the back of his mind as she attempted to force her way in, but he refused. Nora was with him, or at least her essence was, and her mental magic had always been the strongest among his kind.
As the Scrapulent began to scream, the crystals in her eye sockets cracked, one splitting down the middle and the other shattering. Now her scream was a roar as she pulled back, hands to her face as purple blood seeped down her cheek.
“KILL HIM!” she screamed, slithering from the room. “I want his flesh on my table when we feast tonight!”
A sound like stone breaking came from all around him, and Hadrian spun to see warriors breaking free from the walls, emerging from the stone itself.
No, they were the stone, and he could sense there was no mind there. If these creatures had ever lived, they had lost any sense of their minds and souls.
Which worked out well for him, because that meant he wouldn’t have to think twice before killing them.
Hadrian transformed into the visage of his warrior friend, a male named Moratus, and charged into the stone creatures, drawing his sword as he did so. While they were fast, trying to pound him with rocks, he was a beast. He shattered several with blows from his sword, and then knelt and sent a shock wave of energy out, tossing the rest against the walls.
He lifted a hand and latched them there, creating an isolated point of gravity so that moving away from the wall was impossible.
One of the stone fighters began to glow red, and then the others, and he knew it was his cue to leave. Throwing himself through the passage Saraleigh had escaped down, he barely made it as the room behind him erupted in flames and splinters of rock. The ceiling groaned and creaked, and then started to fall in on him.
He charged through tunnels as the walls and ceiling behind him collapsed, until he was out of the blast radius and in a large room. He rolled in, safe. Well, safe from the collapsing walls. When he pulled himself up, he looked around and had a much better idea of what was happening out here on the fringe.
Saraleigh wasn’t here, but many of her Scrapulent were, along with an array of other forces. Giant mechs were being built in a way he had never seen—long reaching tentacles, large mandibles, and weapons that seemed to form out of thin air.
A team seemed to have been alerted to his presence, because they came charging in. They quickly set into formation, with walls of blue shields in front of them and blaster spears in the openings. It reminded him of the old Roman way of fighting. A force field turtle formation.
With a twist of his gold cloak, he was out of there, pushing himself through one of the side exits, running… fleeing. He knew his limitations. While he was powerful here, taking on an army like that one was unthinkable.
This wasn’t the time for that fight, he knew.
Right now he had to focus on breaking the mental links between Earth and his people, and taking back the ancient Guardians of Orion, freeing the space dragons so that the enemy could use them no longer.
Would he have liked to have his presence here less known? Certainly. But the intel he was obtaining on this trip was priceless.
Even more so, when he stumbled into a room down the hall that was clearly a cross between a prison and a torture chamber, filled with half-dressed men. They were all fit like Greek warriors, and clad in a way that Hadrian instantly recognized as a style similar to Carma. Strange devices kept them hostage, metal tubes that glowed purple and blue, and their eyes were rolled back into their heads so that they appeared white.
They were milking them of their powers! He had suspected that the Scrapulent would need Carma’s people’s help to achieve what they had, but this was beyond his comprehension.
He returned fire to push back his pursuers, then ducked around the corner and into the room. Machinery and flesh moved to combine into a face, that of another so-called Scrapulent god, if he wasn’t mistaken. This one opened its mouth and a bright light formed, preparing to fire on Hadrian. But he wasn’t sticking around for this fight.
He darted back out into the hallway, using his energy to cause an explosion behind the warriors with their blue energy shields. Then he charged.
He knew the mission now, and needed the Shadow Corps there with him to see it done.
They needed to return to this place, release these men, and then destroy Saraleigh. The enemy likely had many bases like this where it was building up its armada, preparing to reach out and conquer the universe. Destroying it would do so little in the grand scheme of things. But if they could at least take out one of the Scrapulent’s gods and see that the power of Carma’s people could not be abused like this in the future, they would have accomplished much for the alliance.
And then he meant to return to Entono Fos and see everything put back right. That was his home now, and he refused to be a fugitive from his home.
Taking one of the shields from a fallen warrior, he charged back the way he had come, straight for the rubble as shots went off all around him. The use of his power was beginning to drain him, but he was counting on having enough to make this work. If not, he might be trapped in the rubble forever, or soon be found and killed.
He had to hope that wouldn’t happen.
As he approached the walls, he extended the shield and then pushed out with energy so that rocks exploded—and then again, and then again. He was like a drill charging through the mountain of fallen stones and temple bits, the shield protecting him from explosions and rock as it collapsed down upon him. As long as he kept moving, as long as he kept blasting, he would make it.
The shouts and attacks from behind quickly faded away, replaced with the sounds of rocks falling. He tried not to think of the tomb he was creating for himself, about the walls and ceiling closing in on him, as they were quite literally doing. And when the shield started flittering, drained of energy, he tried not to scream in frustration and terror.
Then the shield was out of power, and a rock was coming for him. He used the last of his might to explode the stones ahead of him and threw himself into the opening.
He was out of energy… but he had made it. He saw open space as he started to emerge from the mouth of the Scrapulent carving, and then the rocks caved in on him, crushing bone and tearing flesh as armor bent. His armor could take a lot, but the pressure of a mountain—apparently not.
Dust filled his nostrils, and he was brought back again to images of a tomb. How fitting that he was in a temple. But, he had also closed off the room the Scrapulent had used for jumping. Maybe that also meant they couldn’t jump back to Earth?
Their hold was likely still on the Potentate, however. Once they got into a mind, there was no going back. He might have stopped the tampering, but the Potentate’s mind was likely permanently damaged.
That meant that, if he wanted to have a chance at putting a stop to Saraleigh, he needed to get the Shadow Corps together and return as soon as possible.
Pulling his leg free of the rubble, he clenched his teeth and growled in pain, then rolled back and looked at the ceiling. He closed his eyes, focusing… but nothing came. Explosions sounded. They were already trying to get back in here!
If he didn’t regain his energy to create a jump point, and soon, they would be upon him. If that happened, it would all be over. All for naught.
The alliance would have, effectively, lost.
So he lay back again, eyes closed, focusing on his breathing. He meditated, remembering the dance on the night of his union with Nora. Everyone had come out for it, smiling, laughing, kicking up their legs and flinging out their hands in the crazy ritual he had so enjoyed. One of many aspects of his people he missed every day.
But these memories didn’t just bring sorrow. They brought recollections of joy, as if he were there at that moment, reliving it. And with these recollections came laughter.
As the laughter worked its way up and escaped through his mouth, he felt a tickle of energy in his ribs. The energy flowed in around his heart, and he laughed one more time before turning over, pushing himself up to his knees, and beginning the ceremony that would create a jump point.
More explosions, but they would never reach him in time to cause harm. He had the gate open, and fell forward into it, escaping this hell.
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POTENTATE’S COMMAND CENTER
Samantha reached the command center and landed at the now empty platform. Whatever forces had been here when they had arrived were likely off hunting down the LRR now, she realized.
All but Rane and the Potentate. The former emerged, helping the latter to stand. Something was different about him as he stood there, remaining upright with the help of that bastard.
Had Hadrian returned to fight them after all? Impossible. He would have won and those two would be dead. She knew enough to know they wouldn’t stand a chance against him.
She drew her sword, eyeing them as she took a step forward, but then halted. As she watched, a figure appeared from the sky, reaching for her. Hadrian.
She was tempted to push him away, to disappear into the rubble of Earth and continue to fight her personal battles. Instead, she let him grab hold of her. And then they were out of there, speeding back toward the location where the cloaked Noraldian waited.
She watched Earth vanish below, and for the rest of the journey to the ship she could do nothing but bite her tongue in frustration. She hated that she was leaving them all behind, and that Hadrian was making her.
Then they were on the docking platform, and Hadrian was dragging her in. She wasn’t fighting it, but her body had seemed to have lost its will to move on its own.
He led her to the mess hall and placed her in a chair, leaning with his hands on the table as the others ran in to see what had happened.
Now that they were on the Noraldian, Samantha’s emotions came bursting out. It wasn’t that she didn’t get what had happened; it was that she got it, and it pissed her off.
“Human lives don’t matter to you!” she accused Hadrian, a finger in his face. “It’s all about this damn greater good or some bull like that, am I right?”
“Samantha—”
“No, NO!” She didn’t give a damn if everyone was staring at her. “Those are my people getting blown up. I’ve heard the argument. If we don’t save the universe, the people of Earth die right along with the rest of the alliance. Earth is wiped out. But guess what? If there’s nobody but evil bastards alive when this is all done, how the hell does that matter?”
Hadrian blinked, jutted out his jaw, and then said, “Go then.”
“Excuse me?”
“Go, if you can. Return to Earth, fight alongside your crush, leave the universe to burn.”
“That’s… harsh,” Carma stated.
“Is it?” Hadrian spun on her, cringing in pain and taking his weight off his left foot. “Perhaps it’s time you all go, if you feel like Samantha. For Heaven’s sake, wait until you hear what I’ve learned about your people, Carma. You’ll all be running for the hills, and our little Shadow Corps team will be disbanded, failed. The universe will fall into the hands of the Great Deceivers, and we’ll have lost. Everyone will die. Is that what you want?”
They all stared at him, Samantha’s chest rising and falling quickly, her left eye twitching in a way that pissed her off. But now her curiosity was getting the better of her.
“What about Carma’s people?” she asked. Carma’s expression was grim, her jaw jutting out as she waited for an explanation.
Hadrian breathed deeply through his nostrils, eyes wide with passion. “You all keep treating me like I’m supposed to be perfect. I’m powerful. I see things, have visions. I know things. But am I perfect? Not. At. All.”
“Clearly,” Samantha spat back.
He ignored her, his posture softening as he turned to Carma. “I saw things out there. Your people… tied up, their energy, or powers, being drained from them. Harvested.”
Carma’s face had gone pale.
Hadrian wasn’t done. “You think any of your planets are safe if we fall apart? They won’t be! The enemy has a far reach, and in this case they’ve taken some of your people and enslaved them. What will we do about it?”
Samantha stepped forward, the thought hitting her as she said, “It’s up to the Shadow Corps. We’re their only hope.”
Hadrian turned to her with a raised eyebrow. “You’re an emotional ball of craziness today, you realize that?”
First Samantha chuckled, then Napalm, and then the rest of them. Even Agathe was laughing. Samantha shook her head, holding up a hand.
“Nobody should have to see their planets being destroyed, nor their people.” With a deep breath, she turned back to Hadrian. “We save them, we stop the enemy from being able to manipulate the minds of our allies?”
“That’s correct.”
“And you think that’s connected to the Potentate on Earth? To whatever happened back on Entono Fos?”
He nodded. “And, possibly, the Guardians. One is dead, but there are still two out there. If we can find a way to save them instead of destroying them, we’ll have scored a major victory for the alliance.”
“And, sorry to sound selfish here, but I have to look out for the human race, this might stop the Potentate from descending into even more madness.” She thought about it for a moment, and then turned to the team. “Everyone, I’ve been a wreck today. I get that, but I’m going to say it’s been a trying time for all of us, and ask that we put that behind us. We have a mission. Are you with me?”
“You know we are,” Napalm said, glancing over at Carma. “And not just because the universe is threatened, but because we’re a team, and teams stick together.”
Samantha looked at Agathe, waiting.
The Acome woman nodded. “Hell, you’re a bitch sometimes, but you’re our bitch. Let’s show them what we’re made of.”
Hadrian cleared his throat at that, but Samantha didn’t care. She’d own it.
“What’s the plan?” she asked.
“They were blowing their way back into the chamber I was in,” Hadrian replied. “Where I created the jump point. They’ll likely reach it any minute, if the whole damn mountain doesn’t fall in on them. With the tech I saw, I’d imagine they can figure out how to make it work.”
“Leaving us… where, exactly?”
“I’d say that leaves us in a bit of a kill ‘em all, let God sort ‘em out situation,” Napalm interjected. “Get in there with all the firepower we can muster, and do some damage.”
Hadrian looked down at his ankle, grunted, and said, “That’s right. Dex, how fast can you get me healed up?”
Dex moved over and knelt, wrapping one of his layers of cloak around the hurt ankle.
It’s bad, Dex communicated. We need to get the armor off of you, fix it up as well as your foot. If you can sit this one out—
“No,” Hadrian replied firmly. “That’s not happening. We’ll just… deal with my ankle when this is over.”
“We can’t have any liabilities in there,” Samantha stated.
“You’d call me a liability?” he scoffed. “Coming from the girl who just broke orders to run after a fantasy fling?”
She simply nodded.
With a sigh, he nodded his head, then said, “I’ll stay in the main chamber, providing firepower and doing what I can to protect you. Once you’re through, I’ll guide Dex mentally, and if there’s trouble, escape back through the jump before you all. Deal?”
“Agreed.” It felt odd telling Hadrian what to do, but she knew she was right in this case.
“Wonderful.” He motioned for everyone to follow him to the jump rooms. “We have to move fast and get back in there before they’ve secured the room, or we could be walking into a death trap.”
They had just reached the doors to the jump chamber when Carma spoke up. “And once we rescue my people…?”
Hadrian looked around at all of them. “Here’s the thing. I won’t be able to sustain multiple jump points in such a close proximity to each other. If we cancel out one, we could make another. But that leaves us without a quick retreat option.”
“To be clear, they can’t get to Earth now?” Samantha asked. “Their only jump point was in that chamber we’re discussing?”
He nodded. “It must have been left over from one of Karstrack’s ploys, only accessible by the Scrapulent with their added power. Otherwise I would have been able to uncover it before now.”
“And since Karstrack is out of the picture, they won’t be able to make another.”
“That’s correct. As long as we keep them out of that chamber, I can destroy their jump point at the same time as the one I established.”
“So the plan,” Napalm said, “to be clear, is to stall long enough for you to get that done while we clear the path. Then we get in, save whoever we can, and then give you space to create a new jump point?”
Hadrian nodded. “As long as I set up the receiving point here before we go, I can create a jump point back to this ship. It takes energy, which I am somewhat lacking at the moment, but should be good to go when it’s time. I’ll just have to rely on normal weapons to fight, instead of my powers.”
The others nodded, ready to get to action. They made their way through the armory room, pulling various guns and swords from the wall. Carma grabbed her crescent blades, and then they entered the jump chamber.
Its walls glimmered as the light began to glow from the octagon in the middle. They waited as Samantha took her point at the lead and motioned for Dex to come up alongside her. “We’re going to need Kwan, Ferder, Agathe, and Voira providing cover fire. Hadrian, do your thing, of course. Carma, you’re with me and Dex for hand-to-hand, if it should come to that. Explosions need to be at a minimum, to avoid collapsing more of the mountain, right?”
“Probably smart,” Hadrian agreed.
“Right. So then, Napalm, join Kwan for shooting, but be ready in case we need to bring down the house. If it comes to that…”
“Let’s not let it come to that,” Hadrian said. “At least, not until we’re out in the open. There’s a main area after the tunnels where the fighting will get rough. We’ll take the passage to our right.”
“So,” Napalm said, frowning at Hadrian’s ankle, “no staying behind? You’re going to try to keep up on that thing?”
Hadrian tilted his weight, cringed, and then put his weight back again. “Dex, if I mess it up to insane levels, like it’s almost falling off… you’ll still be able to heal it?”
Dex just stood there, then finally shrugged.
“Right. I’ll take that as a yes and do my best.” Hadrian took his spot in the octagon. “On your mark, Sam.”
Samantha pumped her fist, with a look around at her teammates. They were all as ready as her to show the duckholes what the Shadow Corps could do.
“Go.”
With that, Hadrian initiated the jump.
And then they were flung through space, appearing in a large room that reminded Samantha of a temple she had seen in a movie. What had it been, she wondered as she stumbled out of the jump, eyes adjusting to the darkness. Something about an archeologist… finding rare objects and having great adventures. If only this were so simple.
A cracking sound pulled her back to the moment, and she looked up in time to see a puff of smoke near a pile of rocks. Explosions sounded, followed by silence.
“They’re coming,” Hadrian said, preparing a massive plasma blaster he had brought with him. “Clear the passageway, and then I’ll dismantle the jump point. Not before.”
“Maybe I should have asked this before we came in here,” Samantha shouted over the sound of more explosions. “But what exactly are we facing out there?
“Scrapulent,” Hadrian stated, “are a rare class of humanoids, or what were once humanoids. They began playing with biotech that could alter the mind and body, only it started taking over. They weren’t always evil, and in fact it started as selfless. They were willing to sacrifice themselves for testing, so that others could use this tech to survive illness or injuries. The bio in the biotech was corrupted, influenced by the Great Deceivers, as my theory goes, and the rest… is history.”
“Right,” Samantha said. “But I mean physically. What sort of firepower do they have?”
He sucked in a deep breath, then said, “Ever have nightmares? I mean like the type with people who are half spider, snake, and other versions of insanity? They also have allies back there, groups making all manner of mechs. We can expect a good fight.”
“Wonderful,” Samantha replied. “At least we never get bored.”
“Killed, maybe,” Napalm said with a chuckle. “Maimed? Fairly likely. But never bored.”
Before Samantha could come up with a witty retort, the rocks exploded toward them.
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SCRAPULENT BASE
“Shields!” Samantha shouted, and the front line of her team held up forearms, ducking, while the second row stood and did the same. A line of blue energy shields formed, protecting them from the blasts of rocks.
Just as the shields were starting to flicker as their energy faded, Samantha saw dark forms come scurrying out through the opening, moving along the walls. Sitting here waiting for her shield to die wasn’t the path to victory.
“Move out!” she shouted, and then motioned for those behind her first. “We’ll close the opening, if you can get to the wall-climbers!”
As one, the forward line charged, using shields for cover as they fired. All they needed to do was reach the opening, and then they could stop the blasts from making it out here.
Samantha’s pace was interrupted by a dead Scrapulent falling in front of her. Jumping over it, she saw its spider body twitching, as if refusing to admit the death of its host. She landed on the other side and rolled, coming up with a series of shots that took out one more Scrapulent from the rocks above the opening, then two other fighters who had emerged into the room.
Carma was at her side, spinning with her crescent blade in one hand, a blaster pistol in her other. She shot two Scrapulents on the wall while cutting open another that had just lunged for her.
The rest of the team continued their fight from behind, while Carma, Dex, and Samantha pushed into the opening and began an assault on the forces there. A wave of corpses fell before their wrath, but more pushed through the narrow tunnel, barely tall enough for Samantha to swing her sword.
With a well-placed thrust, she sent a shockwave of electricity through the enemy. Half of them fell to the floor, twitching, while several tall ones with large canines charged for her, screaming bloody murder. She lifted her rifle and shot, but they apparently had energy shields protecting them, because the shots fizzled out.
Allow me, Dex communicated, blade flashing as he moved like the shadows. His cloak trailed behind him as if he were pushing through water.
Sam gasped. A line of purple light followed his blade, shining across each of his targets. They fizzed brightly and popped, and then the blue of their energy shields faded away as they disintegrated.
Damn, that was amazing! Samantha communicated as she charged in, Carma at her side, to finish the now unshielded enemy off. Assassin upgrades?
Maxed out, he replied as he prepared for the next wave. Since I didn’t use any of my skill points on electricity, like you.
It wasn’t a total waste, she countered. Watch this.
She darted forward, ran along the wall, and leaped, landing in the midst of a group of fighters just taking aim where she had been a second ago.
They turned with confusion as she lifted a foot and then brought it down hard. As she had hoped, it triggered a shockwave that sent the enemy spasming on the ground. Her sword finished off the closest one just as another brought his blaster to her head. The shot hit her dead on, then doubled back onto the enemy’s shield.
Lucky thing you upgraded your defense, Dex communicated. He blasted the enemy several times until the shield broke, then stabbed him through the face.
“Dick,” Samantha shouted as she kicked the fallen enemy, even though he was dead. She wasn’t fond of having shots fired at her head, and hadn’t known her armor could take that. “Why wouldn’t our armor just start with max defense, anyway?”
It evolves with you, Dex explained. It’s not that they give you less developed armor, it’s that the biotech elements have to adapt to you. Also, I think it teaches the younger among us about resource management.
Go ask the fighters of Earth about me and resource management, she countered.
He just shrugged, and then turned back to the fight.
“Secure!” Napalm shouted from the room behind them. A moment later they had joined Samantha’s group in the tunnel. Hadrian came limping behind, like a giant injured bear.
“That wasn’t there before,” he noted.
Samantha glanced around. Hadrian was indicating a series of spinoff tunnels. They looked like they had been hidden behind walls at one point, judging by the debris around them, but now were only somewhat obscured.
Movement showed in the darkness ahead, followed by more blasts. She deflected them with her shield and said, “It might be another way through?”
Hadrian nodded. “It’s worth trying.”
“They could lead anywhere!” Agathe countered, leaning around a pile of rubble to send several blasts down the hallway. “We could be trapped.”
“And going that way?” Samantha shook her head. “We’re destroying them, but if we keep this up, we’ll bring the whole base down on us. We have honestly no idea what we’ve stumbled onto, right? How big their forces are, I mean.” Another blast came through, hitting a broken column beside her head. “This way, we get them off our tail and do what we do best… stick to the shadows.”
A few smiles came her way, but Agathe still looked skeptical.
Samantha sighed. She was going to have to earn that woman’s trust, somehow. But at this moment, she decided it was best to focus on making this mission successful, no matter what.
“Napalm, can you seal us off?”
He held up his shield and gave her a nod. “It could take us into worse danger, but at least it’ll be something different.”
As the group worked their way into one of the side tunnels, he pushed out and the entire place shook. A moment later, Napalm came diving into the narrow passage, a blast of fire behind him.
“That should hold them,” he said, smiling wide.
“You enjoy this, don’t you?” Samantha asked.
He laughed. “I plan on enjoying my job while I do it. If I didn’t like blowing stuff up, I would’ve become a rock counter.”
She returned his laugh as they worked their way forward, only able to see by the dim light of their suits. Hadrian walked in the middle, while Dex—able to best divert attacks—had taken point, leading them in case they ran into trouble.
The passages led in the direction they wanted to be heading, according to Hadrian. Explosions and shouting came from the other side of the walls at times, and they could see movement through the occasional crack. Soon the tunnel forked, and the group stopped, unsure which way to go. Hadrian paused, hand to the wall, peering through one of the holes. These seemed more deliberate than the cracks, as if they had been put there to keep an eye on the other side.
He cursed under his breath, then motioned Samantha forward. When she put her eye up to the hole, she saw strange beings with purple skin that scrunched up on their bald heads, eyes completely yellow and slightly glowing.
She turned back to Hadrian with a questioning look.
With a gesture to his wrist he pointed at the hole again. She looked, and this time noticed they wore shackles. A line of green light glowed on each one, and she could see a red area that was not lit up. So there were more slaves here than just Carma’s people, Sam realized.
Who are they? she asked.
They come from the Shadow Worlds, came his mental reply. If they’re here, this is both bad and good. I’ll explain more once we’ve set them free.
Set them free? It was Dex this time. You have high hopes for a small group such as our own.
Hadrian clenched his jaw, then nodded. We have no choice. We must set them free if we want their people on our side, in hopes of getting an audience with their leadership.
Dex and Samantha glanced at each other, and she imagined he wore a frustrated expression like her own. Still, she couldn’t argue the merits.
Samantha glanced back at the group, waiting expectantly in the darkness of the tunnel.
She pointed to herself, Carma, Hadrian, and Ferder, then motioned to the right. The rest, she pointed left and whispered, “Shadow Worlds people being held against their will. We have to break them out, silently if possible. Are you all up for it?”
Nods all around.
“We meet back here,” Hadrian whispered, and then the groups split. Samantha’s group moved stealthily, pausing once while a group on the other side of the wall sounded close, then again when they had to take down a team of Scrapulent that came slithering and clattering into the tunnel.
It was over in an instant, with Samantha and Carma taking the lead on the hand-to-hand. Moving through the passage with the corpses in the way was the difficult part, at least without getting purple blood on their clothes.
Soon they realized the tunnel had been taking them into an ascent, and Hadrian put a hand on Samantha’s shoulder to tell her to pause. The action nearly caused her to have a heart attack. She took a deep breath and then held it, listening.
Beneath them was a low hum, a mechanical sound like machines running.
“This is it,” Hadrian whispered. “Let me check on the others.” For a moment there was silence, then Hadrian nodded. “They think they’ve found something, that it might be the entrance to the point where the Shadow Worlds dwellers are being held. I told them to get in there as soon as possible. If we both move at once, it means it’ll be harder for the Scrapulent and their allies here to focus on either location.”
“Though with the numbers you say they have, that might not matter,” Carma pointed out.
“Very true.” He used the wall to help him as he knelt, feeling around the ground. “We enter here.”
Samantha frowned, wondering what he meant, but a moment later she found out. He lifted his hand, then began to push down as if there were an obstacle in his way. Energy waves shot out, pulsating around the rock beneath him. And then the rocks were being ground away, leaving a large hole in the floor. As the rocks fell below, Hadrian latched onto them with his powers and then lowered them gently so as to not make too much noise.
“Neat trick,” Carma teased. “Ever use it to make holes in the women’s shower area? I thought I saw that eye of yours peeking in once…”
Hadrian turned to her with his one good eye—a part of his natural form—and just shook his head.
It almost made Samantha laugh, in spite of their surroundings. She stifled it, however, and simply took joy in the way Carma’s cheeks were blushing so obviously, even in the dark.
“Get in there, find out the best way to release them, and let’s get to it,” Hadrian said, addressing Carma. “Move fast, no questions.”
She gave him a confused look, but then lowered herself down and swung to safety. As Samantha and the others followed, shooting sounded from somewhere not far off. The other group must have been discovered.
“Go!” Hadrian commanded.
But Carma was staring at him, hands on her hips, eyes narrowed like she was pissed. Samantha did a double take. Yup, totally pissed.
“These are men,” she stated.
“Very observant,” Hadrian replied.
“Men from my planet are not exactly the same as my people, as you led me to believe. I didn’t sign on to come here and rescue men. Need I remind you that we’re at war with these bastards?”
Hadrian breathed out heavily from his nose, clearly agitated at this. “They are being drained of their energy, their powers, and being used to manipulate the war in favor of the Great Deceivers. Even if these weren’t your people—which they are, your wars be damned—you would have an obligation to do exactly as I say and end this.”
Carma opened her mouth, closed it, licked her lips, and then grumbled.
“That’s your response?” Hadrian asked. “We all have to deal with situations here, as part of this team. If this is a problem for you, recognize it, woman up, and get the job done.”
Again fury flashed across Carma’s face, but this time she spun on her heels and stomped over to the first man. She quickly assessed the situation, then sighed.
“I’ll need some time. If we just yank them out, it could be fatal.”
“Time isn’t something we have a lot of,” Ferder said from the doorway. “A group of Scrapulent is headed here right now, along with several fighters that seem to be wearing heavy body armor. You know if they’re wearing heavy armor, they certainly have heavy weaponry too.”
“Well, the other group likely needs us to pull some heat off of them anyway,” Samantha said, checking her blaster rifle and then placing the butt end at her shoulder. She kept the barrel aimed down, but ready to be lifted. “Let’s kill us some mind-intruding sons of bitches.”
She was the first to move for the door, sending a series of blasts at the enemy. As they’d expected, the heavy armor-wearing ones took the lead, shields deflecting the blasts. The rest took up positions behind them, returning fire instantly, while the Scrapulent stepped back, focusing their attention on their comrades.
“How many of these guys are only fighting for the enemy because their minds are being messed with?” Samantha asked between blasts.
“Safe to say a good percentage of them,” Hadrian replied, motioning Ferder over to Samantha’s side to help lay down fire. “But right now they’re trying to kill you. Switch to stun mode if you want. Or just blow the place up. It’s harsh, but it’s your life or theirs.”
Samantha switched her gun to stun mode. It wasn’t that she couldn’t stomach killing—she had certainly done her fair share—but that didn’t mean she needed to do any more than was necessary for the mission.
Right now they just needed to rescue the groups they were fighting to get out of there, and then flee like crazy.
Samantha glanced over her shoulder to see that Carma had freed the first man, and was leaning him gently against a wall. The care with which she did this made Samantha wonder if the woman wasn’t as anti-men as she put on. She remembered the strange incident with the Acome, when she had caught Carma with a man—and a few other people. Yep, definitely no hating there.
As Samantha was about to let loose with another round of shots, one of the men’s eyes snapped back to normal. He paused for a moment, then lunged for Carma.
Hadrian was there in an instant, slamming the man back with a force that shook the wall.
“She’s not the enemy here!” Hadrian pulled the man forward and pointed at Carma. “If not for her, you all would be stuck here, drained until you have nothing left. Do you understand?”
The man’s eyes were wild, dancing between Hadrian and Carma, but then he nodded and relaxed.
He started going on about images. They had made him see things, as if it were the women from his world that were doing this, but now that his mind was clearing, he knew it wasn’t true. More mind manipulation.
“We’ll be out of here soon enough,” Hadrian stated, helping the man back down to where he had been sitting, leaning against the wall. “This can all be discussed further once I have you on my ship and we’re on our way to getting you to safety.”
“We—we’re going home?” the man asked.
Hadrian nodded, which sent a surge of excitement through Samantha. Seeing Carma’s home was something she had always thought sounded like an exotic adventure. Ignoring the whole civil war between the sexes, of course.
More shooting sounded outside, followed by the grinding of mechs moving across the stone floor and a massive amount of firepower being unleashed.
We’re right outside, Dex communicated. Could use help.
“Damn,” Samantha shouted as she moved for the door. “Hadrian, you’ve got to get the jump point set up here. We’ll get the others here, deal?”
He nodded. “I’ll work fast. You do the same.”
She nodded and waved for Ferder and the others to join, and then they were charging out. Samantha saw the battle as a prime opportunity to practice using whatever powers and upgrades they had in their arsenals.
She ran along a wall, shooting at the back of a line of mechs in a massive, hanger-style room. They were all laying down fire on a group at the far side, which she assumed to be her friends.
Suddenly, part of the wall moved!
With it came a piercing pain in her side, and as she fell she was jerked back by something still clinging to her. No, not clinging to her, she realized, actually in her. A robotic snake tail had punctured her, and she now saw the upper body of a nude, muscular woman attached to the snake in a way that, oddly, reminded her of a mermaid. Not the nice, fun mermaids, but the kind Samantha had loved to draw as a child—evil, as any half-fish half-human was likely to be.
Samantha aimed at the woman and prepared to fire, but her finger wouldn’t move. Dex was slashing through shields, moving to reach her side, and Ferder was opening fire, not having yet seen Samantha, but she felt it all vanish in a blur. Her mind was like goo, sloshing around, and the woman’s face was all she could see—smiling evilly with broken jewels where her eyes should be. Then suddenly she had morphed into an image of beauty, and Samantha had a feeling she was only seeing what the woman wanted her to see.
“Ah, Samantha…” the woman said, moving around her seductively. The fighting nearby vanished, replaced with silk sheets of various colors that hung down around them and blew with a gentle breeze. “If you only knew how hard we’ve been searching for you, and here you are. A gift, presented at my doorstep. Your father misses you so much. Why don’t you join us? Leave those others behind, those confused, tortured souls. They have it all wrong, you see. With us you’d be put above all else, praised for the beautiful specimen that you are.”
She moved close to Samantha, smiling and caressing her cheek, pressing her body against her in a way that, had she been a boy or into females, might have been something more than it was. For a moment, Samantha felt the temptation to leave it all behind—all the smoke and blood and dying.
And then there was the small part of her mind that was holding out, that insisted this woman was a horrific, half-mechanical snake, and that they were in the heat of battle.
Her friends needed her. She had to break out of this.
Her body would not respond to her commands, so her mind was her only weapon. Lucky for her, that wasn’t a problem. Latching onto the direction of where she had last seen the far wall, though now it was only flowing curtains, she tried to grab it with her mind and pull herself toward it.
A wrenching pain shot through her body. For a moment she was back in the battle, blasters shooting red and green in every direction, glimpses of her friends through the smoke, battling huge mechs.
Then it was all gone again and the woman was there, furious purple eyes glaring at her. “You can’t escape me! You worthless piece of—”
Again she pulled, harder this time, latching her mental magic onto the wall, the ceiling, the floor, even the mechs she had just spotted as her energy took hold. The pain was an unthinkable tearing that left her breathless as she collapsed on the floor and blood spewed from her side.
Someone was shouting her name, and then Ferder was there, shooting at the snake woman. Her tail slammed the gun from his hands and then she was on him, blaring light shining from the shards in her eyes and directly into Ferder’s face. He jerked backward, screaming. Another mind trick, Samantha figured. Fighting through her pain and lack of energy, Samantha drew her sword and lunged, plunging it into the tail so that it sent electricity surging through the lady.
She watched as the creature twisted and smoked, and then Dex was there, landing past three mechs as they exploded behind him, charging the snake lady.
She hissed at them, glanced at Samantha one last time as if debating her next move, and then retreated as Napalm and the others came hurrying over.
“Samantha, oh my…” Napalm put a hand to his mouth.
Kwan didn’t hesitate, scooping her up into his arms and running towards the jump Hadrian had set up. She was vaguely aware of Hadrian shouting for them, that it was time. Carma was pulling a screaming Ferder after them, though she wasn’t sure what had happened to him.
Her body was warm, tingling. Every part of her screamed out, her side starting to go numb. Then Hadrian was there, and he was guiding the purple-skinned Shadow Worlds people through the jump point, then the men of Carma’s people, and then her and Kwan while the others continued to shoot.
The last thing she heard before disappearing through the jump point was, “Get out of here, I’m going to send this place to hell!” And then Napalm was the only one there, the rest charging after her as the whole place shook.
The sound of an explosion started, but then Samantha was gone. Darkness surrounded her. Cold. A gasp for air… and then she was lying on the floor of the jump chamber, Dex with his robes wrapped around her while Hadrian prepared to destroy the gate.
Napalm rolled out through the gate to join them, but something was clutched to him. Dex was up in a flash, his sword stabbing through the torso of a Scrapulent. He separated it from the spider body that continued moving on its own until Agathe and Voira had blasted it full of holes.
The Scrapulent man’s torso reached for Hadrian, but he reached down and broke its neck before tossing it back into the gate. He made sweeping hand gestures and muttered foreign words under his breath, ancient words that the translators couldn’t comprehend, and then the gate was gone.
It took a moment for the shock to clear, and then Ferder was screaming. He was on his knees, clutching his eyes.
“I can’t see, I can’t see!” he said between screams.
“Dex!” Hadrian shouted, motioning for Ferder.
Dex swept in and wrapped the Eliolation in his cloak, then pulled him down the hallways to bring him to the medical bay. Samantha watched him go, the realization that Ferder might have actually been blinded hitting her like a boot to the face. So many times they had gone in guns blazing, and left unscathed. They had been lucky so far.
She looked at the others there—the men from Carma’s people, lacking in energy and lying or sitting on the floor, the purple shadow people against a wall, yellow eyes confused. She turned to her Shadow Corps team. Half were looking at her and Hadrian for the next move, the others staring after Dex and Ferder, worry creasing their foreheads.
“Everyone, follow me,” Hadrian said, limping toward the doorway. “I will debrief everyone in the mess hall, where we’ll get you fed, then those of you who need it off to sickbay.”
Samantha started to move, then stumbled as the pain shot through her side again. Napalm was there a moment later to help her up. Others helped those who needed it, and soon they were all working their way out to the mess hall.
They were a sorry bunch, Samantha thought. But it didn’t discourage her. If anything, the thought made her even more determined.
Whoever that snake lady was, and all those other S.O.Bs who had fired on her, she was going to track them down and see that they got what was coming to them.
For now, she just needed to keep the pressure on her wound and… oh, damn, the room was spinning.
“Hadrian,” Napalm was calling out, though it was all a blur and his voice sounded muffled. “I’m getting Samantha to sickbay too. She’s in bad shape.”
That was the last thing she heard before the pain shot through her and she faded out of consciousness.
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THE NORALDIAN
The fact that Samantha had to be rushed to the med bay was disconcerting for Hadrian, but he couldn’t let it show. He had to keep up a strong face, and control his changing forms around these outsiders, so as not to scare them off. Since he had been in his natural form—an elderly man with scarring on one side of his face—he stayed like that as he stood before them.
“You all must be wondering what has happened,” he started. “To understand that, I must first ask you how you ended up there, and where there was, exactly.”
One of the purple-skinned people from the Shadow Worlds grunted and leaned forward. “How is it you don’t know?”
Hadrian smiled at that. “We used jump points to reach you, after following back an operative on the planet Earth. You are familiar with the Solar system?”
Most of them nodded.
“It seems the Scrapulent, led by Saraleigh, had set up a jump point to Earth with the help of Karstrack, now dead. It was a simple mind manipulation game. While humans are generally immune to this, unless in direct contact with a Scrapulent, the Scrapulent powers were enhanced by the energy being sucked away from you,” he motioned to the men of Carma’s planet, then turned back to the purple-skinned group. “But what you Shadows were doing there, I have no idea.”
The Shadow who had spoken nodded his head. “The pieces of the puzzle seem to fit well, then. You say you have no idea, but I see a glimmer in your eyes, and I think you have a guess. That guess is most likely correct. Shadows have been pillaging ships and using tech to create new machines for many years. It only stands that an outside force would want such weapons, and try to enslave us to get them.”
“So you were helping to make these massive mechs and ships we saw? These space stations and technological monsters?”
“Correct.”
“How did they get to you?” Hadrian asked. “The Shadows are known to be quite… elusive.”
“Unless one of our own betrays us,” the Shadow replied. “It seems Captain Praks is no longer in league with the Shadows, but has gone over to the side of the Old Gods.”
“The Old Gods?” Voira asked, who was sitting with the rest of the Shadow Corps at a rear table.
“What their people have termed the Great Deceivers,” Hadrian explained. “Their name varies greatly across the universe.” Turning back to the Shadow, he found his mouth dry as he thought about what the man had just said. “You’re sure it was Captain Praks?”
The Shadow simply nodded.
When Hadrian glanced over at Voira, he saw that she was frowning.
“Even I’ve heard of him,” she admitted.
“He was one of ours,” one of the men from Carma’s world said, glancing back at Carma. “Actually, the women of our people have yet to accept this, but he left long ago.”
“His actions against us started the current wars,” Carma explained. “If all this is true, then we have killed each other for far too long without reason.”
“And yet,” the man countered, “you women continue to call us liars, continue to assault our homes.”
Carma licked her lips, glared, and then nodded. “I hate to admit it, but… based on recent testimony, I’m one of few who might be inclined to believe you.”
The men began to mumble among themselves.
Hadrian held up his hand for silence. “From what I understand, Captain Praks left your kind long ago, and has been leading a band of miscreants from among the Shadow Worlds. So to believe that he no longer is associated with any of your kind is not a stretch.” He turned to Carma. “When we arrive on your planet, can we trust you to lead talks of unification?”
She stared at him, mouth hanging open. The men shifted in their seats.
“Was I not clear?” he asked.
“Perfectly clear,” she replied. “But you spoke of the impossible. Our kind will never get along. Will never unify.”
“You will, because otherwise the enemy has an advantage, and we will not allow the enemy this. Am I mistaken? Would you and your people prefer to side with the Great Deceivers? Because if you stay broken as you are, you might as well.”
More mumbling, but finally Carma nodded. “I’ll do what I can.”
“That’s all I can ask of you.” Turning back to the Shadows, he raised the eyebrow over his good eye and considered how to approach them. Finally, he said, “We will go to the Shadow Worlds after returning the Arzanian men to their planet and ensuring none of them will be forced to help the Scrapulent again. When this trip happens… where will your loyalties lie?”
“Praks enslaved us, took away our freedom.” The Shadow turned to his comrades, looking them over, and then back to Hadrian. “In the Shadow Worlds, that’s all we have. There is no leader, no one who calls the shots. It’s agreed upon that we do not maraud each other, do not pillage fellow Shadow Worlds or their members, and Praks broke this pact. We can tell you we will be against Praks, if it comes to that.”
“We need more from you,” Hadrian stated. “A great war is coming, the likes of which this universe hasn’t seen for a very long time. If you sit on the sidelines, you might see more of this enemy and their attempts to enslave you. However, if the Shadow Worlds join the alliance, even just long enough to fend off the Great Deceivers, I promise the alliance will stay out of your way. Fight back when you attack our ships? Naturally. But never attempt to enslave you or force you to make our weapons.”
The Shadow considered this, whispered a bit with his companions, and then turned back to Hadrian. “How is it that you expect us to speak for our people, considering that the Shadow Worlds has no leader? We are made up of numerous races, many of us considered by you to be space pirates, marauders, bounty hunters. How can you ask us to team up with you, when there is no central hub that can agree?”
“I have considered this. I’m not asking a central hub, I’m asking you. When you have agreed, the next step will be to work with each captain, each ancient house among the Shadow people, and do the best that we can to work out a deal. Is this something you can help with?”
More quiet conversation followed, with much waving of hands, and then the Shadow nodded. “You saved us, and as much as we might be criminals, the old saying is true about honor among thieves. We have honor, and we owe you. Plus, the idea of being enslaved again is high on our not-to-do list, so… you have yourself a deal. We’ll do what we can to help in this regard.”
“Wonderful.” Hadrian smiled, hands behind his back. “Now for my part. The Scrapulent known as Saraleigh, if she is still alive, will be caught and dealt with. From here we travel first to Carma’s land, then the Shadow Worlds. There’s a little matter of the Guardians to be dealt with, if we can learn more of that issue along the way. And at some point my team and I must return to Entono Fos Prime to deal with an issue there. There will be trying times ahead, but I am relieved to see that you all are with us. With your help, we will succeed.”

FERDER’S GROANS of pain woke Samantha, and she lay there for a moment with her eyes closed, listening. It had been one of the most difficult missions yet, Samantha thought, the way the snake woman had gotten into her mind. A weaker person would have likely been lost in that mental magic forever, but not her. Samantha had refused to give in, and thanks to the powers Hadrian and Napalm had shown her, she had escaped.
And thanks to Ferder’s intervention.
She frowned, wondering about the craziness of the universe. She had dealt with time manipulation, mind control, and giant space dragons. She couldn’t imagine what else could be out there waiting to blow her mind.
Right now, though, she knew she needed time to recuperate. She meant to see this whole thing through, and be there at the end when they shoved their victory in their enemies’ faces. Having her body ripped open along the way probably wasn’t optimal.
Moving carefully, she realized the pain wasn’t so bad now. She opened her eyes and pushed herself up onto her elbows to have a look at her side, and saw Dex with his robe wrapped around her, purple patterns glowing on it.
“Not me,” she muttered. “Help Ferder.”
Dex’s hood shifted. He cannot be helped with my healing. Eyes do not heal like the flesh.
That sent a pounding terror through Samantha’s mind. If his eyes were beyond help, was he blind? If so, it was because he had been helping her. It was effectively her fault that he might never see again.
When Ferder turned in her direction, she bit back a gasp. His eyes, once blue like the water, had a layer of purple on them, much like the veins of the Scrapulent.
“It’s not so bad,” Ferder said, his voice hushed. “Dex stopped the pain.”
Unfortunately, I fear this is worse than just pain and blindness. Dex stepped to Ferder, holding a hand over the man’s eyes. This is a strange power of the Scrapulent, something I have only heard rumors of. The only way to remove it would be to kill the Scrapulent who put it there. In this case, their goddess, Saraleigh.
But didn’t she die? Samantha protested. How… how could anyone have survived the damage we left behind?
I wish I knew, Dex replied. Perhaps I am confused, perhaps the stories are wrong. Or, she might have lived, and Ferder will be effectively blind until we find and defeat her. It’s worse than that, though.
He paused to begin applying gauze around Ferder’s head, covering the eyes. I sense a connection. It’s possible she can see what Ferder would have otherwise been able to see, so I must cover his eyes.
Ferder nodded. Apparently Dex was letting him tune into the conversation.
“Do what you have to,” he replied. “As long as I get to go with you guys when you bring her down.”
“You will,” Samantha assured him, wishing she could reach out and take his hand. But she wasn’t sure she should be moving quite yet. “We’ll find her, and I’ll tear her head off for what she did to you.”
“To both of us,” Ferder replied. “I’d like to see her pay for the pain she put you through as well.”
Samantha chuckled. “That’s right. She’ll pay for what she did to both of us.” Turning to Dex, she added, What’s the damage here?
Flesh heals fast, under my care, he replied. You will be up and about in no time.
She laid back, closed her eyes, and let him work his magic. She was ready for some downtime.
Some calm before the storm.
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THE NORALDIAN
Only two days had passed before Samantha felt she would be able to walk around again. She wanted to be sure she got a chance to talk to everyone before reaching the gate that would take them to Carma’s planet. Hadrian had explained that they were going a different route than normal, so as to avoid any pursuers if the Elders were still after them.
She sat up, wincing only slightly. Checking the wound, she saw that the skin had healed and only left behind a thin line of red, thanks to Dex and his healing robes. She wondered if the internal healing had gone as smoothly, considering the discomfort, but was happy to be alive at all.
Excited talk came from outside. As Samantha stood, the doors slid open. She became suddenly aware that she was only wearing her training clothes, and felt a moment of panic, her mind imagining an enemy attack.
She pulled back, but it was just the Shadows, their purple faces wrinkled with excitement.
“What… what is it?” she asked.
“At Hadrian’s guidance, we’ve created something.” The lead one, whose name she had learned was Worsan, held out a pair of sunglasses. She was certain she’d seen them on Kwan before. They now had small devices around the temples, and the lenses glowed a slight red.
“They’re not exactly my style,” she said, trying to look grateful. “But… thanks?”
Worsan frowned. “No, not for you. Him.”
Ferder rolled over in bed. He had a cloth over his eyes and the pain had left him, but he was still lost in despondency. A low grunt came from the back of his throat, one that Samantha interpreted as a lack of interest in any gifts.
“Trust me, you’ll want to try this one,” the strange Shadow said. He stepped forward and put a hand on Ferder’s shoulder. “May I?”
Ferder shrugged, but didn’t reply. Worsan took it as an agreement, so he placed the glasses on Ferder and then stepped back, smiling. At first, nothing happened. Then, a choking sound came from Ferder and he sat up instantly, grasping at the glasses. Samantha startled, leaping over to yank the glasses off.
But she stopped. He was gripping the glasses tightly, and she could see his eyes moving excitedly on the other side of the red lenses.
“It’s… amazing.” He turned to Samantha and smiled. “Sam? That’s… you?”
“What’s happening?” she asked.
“They’ll only let him see shapes, outlines, for now,” Worsan answered. “It adjusts as he becomes more comfortable with it, as his mind and the nanites begin to cooperate.”
“You… kinda lost me.”
“Small computers, in a way.” Worsan moved in and made sure the glasses were on correctly, then smiled. “You see, they work through this section here, communicating with his brain waves in a way that lets him see what they see. I mean, that’s the simplified version. It’s kind of like the biotech in your suits that adjusts to your skills, upgrades per your preferences. In this case, he should have something close to full sight again. It’s just a matter of time.”
“I suddenly find myself loving the Shadow Worlds,” Ferder stated, turning and giving Worsan a hug.
“And I find myself regretting this,” Worsan said, pushing his way out of the hug. “Word of warning—the thing you call a hug is just one step away from reproducing on my planet, so…” He motioned over his shoulder to where the other Shadows stood in a mixture of blushing, chuckling, and looking horrified. “You hug me again, water-boy, I’m going to take back the glasses.”
“Right, sorry.” Ferder stepped back, then smiled and leaned in to give Samantha a hug. “Should I leave a tip jar for the show?”
Worsan chuckled. “Glad to see your sense of humor has returned.”
Samantha didn’t care if this was close to porn in the eyes of the Shadows, she was so happy for Ferder. Even if he could only see outlines for now, the prospect of him being able to see again thrilled her. It also helped wipe away most of the guilt she felt at the idea that it could be somewhat her fault he had lost his vision.
When she pulled back, she ran a hand through his blue hair and nearly forgot herself, staring at his smile. His eyes widened and his cheeks turned a slight purple, almost like the Shadow beings.
And then she realized it was getting a bit weird.
“I, er, should check on the team,” she said, suddenly pulling back and brushing past the other Shadows at the doorway. She paused, briefly, and turned back to Ferder. “I’m happy for you, really.”
“Thanks, Sam,” he said, cocking his head in her general direction.
She imagined he couldn’t make her outline out so well in the doorway with the others, so she simply waved and walked off, anxious to get some food without being waited on like a helpless baby.
The hallways felt strange, even after only two days of not walking along them. No one was around, and even in the mess hall she was by herself as she found an energy bar and decided to give some of the food from Napalm’s planet a try. They all had sections where Hadrian had ensured they would be able to eat what they were comfortable with, but the minute the red gruel touched her lips, she knew it wasn’t for her. Her mouth went numb, and for a moment she wondered if her tongue would ever work again.
Working her mouth to try and get it to move while scraping at her lips with her napkin, she turned to see Napalm walk in.
His fiery eyes glanced down at her tray of food and then back up to her, and he burst into laughter.
“You might have thought to ask me first.” He sat next to her, pulled the tray over, and devoured every last bite. When he smiled at her, his teeth had a red glow to them. “It doesn’t have the same effect on me, or not anymore, anyway. Funny how on my planet this stuff is used to punish kids when they speak out, but as an adult you crave it all the time. Gives me the kick I need in the morning, like you Earthers and your coffee.”
She opened her mouth to reply, but only a groaning sound came out.
“You know, I could get used to this.” He laughed and then glanced around. Spotting something on the food shelves, he held up a finger. “One sec, I’ve got just the thing.”
When he returned with a handful of black pellets that resembled rabbit droppings, she shook her head fervently. Based on her first experience with food from his planet, combined with the image of a rabbit and that association, the last thing she wanted was to experiment further.
“Fine.” He shrugged and popped two in his mouth. “Doesn’t bother me that you can’t talk. Hey, maybe I can get some stuff off my chest and take this opportunity to have a good listener. I was passing by Carma’s room earlier, and happened to see her in there with a couple of the men from her planet. Well, at first I was going to just keep walking… I mean, it wasn’t a very appropriate image, if you get my meaning. And then—”
Samantha grabbed the pellets and shoved them into her mouth, chewing as she held her hands to her ears. The numbness vanished instantly!
“For the love of God, what makes you think I want to hear this?” she shouted, then held a hand to her mouth, laughing. “I can talk! And that stuff didn’t taste so bad. Like licorice, even.”
“That’s what it is,” he replied with a quizzical look. “I mean, it’s slightly different from what you have on your planet, but basically it’s the same thing. Only, chewed up by creatures similar to your bats and then spat out to create nests.”
She cringed. “I just ate bat spit?”
“No, not bats. Creatures similar to your bats.” He smiled, then popped a couple more into his mouth. “Delicious, no?”
Considering that she agreed, but was grossed out, she just looked away, found her water, and chugged the whole thing. “Remind me not to experiment with your food ever again.”
“Found a new zest for life and thought you’d explore?” he asked. “I get you. After the incident with Carma—”
“Nope, still don’t want to hear about it,” she shouted as she stood and ran for the door. “Keep your stories to yourself in that regard.”
She wasn’t sure where she was going, but knew that his stories were best avoided right now, especially since she was feeling a tad queasy. When she turned down the hallway toward the training room, she saw Agathe and Voira walking her way. At first she was about to turn and head back, but they spotted her, and she realized that doing so would be even more awkward.
It wasn’t that she was still annoyed with Agathe, just that she didn’t really want to deal with her right now. The Acome woman was too moody for Samantha’s tastes, though she knew her attitude hadn’t been the best lately either.
“Sam,” Agathe called out with a wave, then hesitated as if not sure about something. Voira nudged her forward. “I mean, hey, Sam.” Agathe put her hands behind her back, stopping as Samantha reached them and paused with a nod.
“Training?” Samantha asked.
“We figure, with you out of commission, we better be at the top of our game, right?” Agathe smiled.
“So, are you calling a truce? Now we’re friends?”
“Always the blunt one,” Voira chimed in with a laugh.
“You were destroying them back there,” Agathe admitted. “It was fun to watch… Got me thinking that, yeah, why the hell were we bickering? I hardly remember.”
“It was because—” Samantha started, but Voira raised an eyebrow and she put her hand over her mouth, realizing that stating the issue wasn’t going to help here. “Ah, right. Me neither.”
“So… friends?” Agathe stuck out a hand. “Is this what you do on your planet?”
“It’s one of the things.” Samantha shook her hand with a smile, then pulled back and glanced over to the training room doors. “You all are just finishing up?”
“You want to toss us around already, right after making up?” Agathe asked with a smirk. “Apparently Earthers have a funny way of doing this whole friendship thing.”
“You show me some of your moves, I show you some of mine. I promise not to break anything.”
Agathe and Voira shared a worried look, but then nodded as one.
“Why the hell not?” Voira said, and they turned back with her to the training room. In there they found Dex meditating, which seemed to be his general state of being ninety percent of the time on this ship. Carma was working up a sweat against several mechanical training dummies.
“Let’s hit the mats,” Samantha suggested, already moving over and taking up a grappling stance. “Who’s first?”
“How about we make it fair,” Voira suggested, then pulled Agathe over next to her.
“It’s sweet that you think so highly of me. But if you want to make the odds really fair, you might want to invite Carma over too.”
“I heard that,” Carma called over as she slammed one of the training dummies back with an elbow. “You know I’d take you in a blink of an eye, little girl.”
Samantha laughed, knowing it was probably true, but having fun with her nonetheless. “Fine. When I’ve spanked these two, you’re next.”
“Keep it PG in here,” Carma replied, glancing over just long enough for the training dummy to catch her in the leg with one of several protruding rods. “Ouch!”
She stepped out of the training area and came over to the edge of the mats where the two Acome women were starting to square off against Samantha.
“Let’s see what you all can do,” Carma said. “I’ll ref.”
Samantha nodded, then moved around the other two, careful to keep them in a line so they couldn’t flank her on either side.
It was funny how, just a few days ago, she could have almost imagined these two coming at her in a real attack. At least one or two dreams had even made that seem a reality, and she could still see the image of herself stepping forward and bringing the palm of her hand up into Agathe’s nose.
This wasn’t a dream, though, and the intent wasn’t to cause bodily harm here. They were training. Maybe it was to test each other, but it was definitely to help each of them improve.
Holding back in that regard wasn’t an option.
A shift in the air told Samantha Voira had moved in for the attack first, Agathe a split-second later. In response, Samantha did a quick feint to her left and then threw herself down to Voira’s legs. Voira tried and adjust for Samantha’s dodge, only to have her legs thrown out from under her as Samantha hooked an arm behind her knee and lifted up.
As Voira hit the ground, Samantha was already moving for Agathe, blocking the takedown attempt and then sidestepping to let her fall forward.
Only, Agathe was faster than Samantha had anticipated. She rolled with it, landing at Voira’s side as the latter recovered. This time Agathe was smiling confidently. The stones in her forehead were glowing, and the middle one pulsating.
“Is that… normal?” Samantha asked, pointing it out. “I mean, you’re head isn’t about to explode or anything like that, right?”
“I like to think it tells the future,” Agathe replied, working her way to her left. “When it glows like this, it means someone’s going to get taught a lesson.”
Samantha chuckled. “That’s cute. Here I was thinking it was more like a mood ring.”
Agathe lunged, and this time they actually did quite a good deal better. As Samantha moved to counter the attack, Voira came in, leaping on her back and wrapping a leg around hers, locking her at the knee and causing them both to fall. Agathe was on them a moment later, taking Samantha’s arm in an armbar while Carma laughed and cheered the two on.
“Since when are you on their side?” Samantha asked.
“Anyone who acts cocky enough to think they can take on two of their peers deserves to be cheered against,” Carma replied.
Samantha pulled against the armbar while working her legs to avoid another lock. “That doesn’t seem right. I’m the underdog here!”
“Now it looks like you are!”
Samantha didn’t think that was funny, and realized that her divided attention was causing her to do worse. Finally she managed to pull her weight away from Voira and roll into the armbar, breaking Agathe’s grasp and side-straddling her. She pressed one elbow against the woman’s head while tweaking the elbow of the far arm back and up.
“I give!” Agathe shouted, her other hand tapping the mat rapidly.
Samantha immediately let go and turned to see Voira growling as she grabbed Samantha by the waist. She had a leg between Samantha’s, and she maneuvered herself up and over the leg so that Samantha hit the floor with a thud.
“You abandoned me!” Voira protested, sparing a glance back at Agathe. “How could you?”
“I kind of want to have a working arm for our next fight, that’s how,” Agathe countered.
“Well,” Samantha interjected, “in theory Dex could have just healed it for you.”
No, Dex communicated. Anything breaks because of your lack of constraint, I’m not touching. That should give you more motivation to be fair.
“Oh, never mind.” Samantha lunged first this time, and the sight of her must’ve been frightening, because Voira backed away, hands up.
“I give, I give!” Voira shouted.
“Like that?” Samantha shook her head, still in an offensive stance. “Come on, that’s too easy.”
“Agreed,” Carma chimed in. “Come on, tag me in.”
“It’s not WWE,” Samantha replied with a chuckle. The two Acome stared at her, confusion plain in their expressions. “I mean, yeah, makes sense you wouldn’t know… but how do you know about the ‘tag me in’ concept?”
“Oh, we’ve been watching Earth for a while,” Carma replied. “At least, some of our governments have. WWE took off with my people long ago.”
Samantha had to laugh at that, but stopped when Voira slapped hands with Carma and the Arzanian fighter stepped in. It wasn’t a secret that Carma was excellent at close-quarters fighting, and had even been teaching Samantha a thing or two.
Now she was squaring up against Samantha, hands out, knees bent as she prepared to lunge.
“What’re the rules here?” Carma asked. “Just grappling? How about strikes?”
“You want to punch me in the nose or something?” Samantha asked.
“No, not at all. Just want to be sure I know the ROE here. Rules of Engagement.”
“Shoot to kill,” Voira said with a wink from the sidelines.
“I think we can both agree that’s not true,” Carma replied. “So, Sam?”
“Knowing how you can take a punch,” Samantha replied with worried excitement, “I’d like to see what you’re capable of.”
Carma bit her lip, but glanced at Samantha’s injured side. “How about light sparring, then? I’d hate to get on Dex’s bad side by being responsible for tearing open that wound.”
Agathe sighed. “She beat us with the injury. I completely blanked on that little piece of annoying knowledge.”
Voira just laughed and shrugged.
“Deal,” Samantha replied, and moved in for the attack.
Tear it open and you get to spar with me next, Dex communicated. Trust me, you don’t want that.
Relax, I’m just going to have a little fu—BAM! The thought was interrupted by a whack against her head from one of Carma’s bare feet.
Where the hell had that come from? Again Carma moved, but this time she did a stutter step, then a feint with a kick, only to pull it back and come in with a slap to Samantha’s cheek instead.
“Ow!” Samantha burst out, pissed. “How the hell did you get so fast?”
Carma smirked as she nodded to the training room doors. “Focusing more on speed now than special skills. Looks like it’s paying off.”
Speed only worked so far, Samantha thought, as she used the talking as a distraction and threw out a ducking jab that caught Carma in the gut. It wasn’t hard enough to send her backwards, but it was enough to cause her to take a quick breath and wince.
“How much have you upgraded your ability to trick your opponent?” Samantha said with a chuckle, moving to the balls of her feet and dancing around Carma. “Oh, wait, that’s not something you can upgrade.”
“I see how you want to play,” Carma replied, and this time she came in with a flurry of blows. But Samantha was ready, and surprised her opponent when she caught the first couple of strikes with forearm blocks. A kick came, and she checked it with her shin. Next a spinning backhand that caught Samantha in the shoulder, before Samantha ducked the next blow and came up with a kick to Carma’s thigh.
“Nice!” Agathe cheered.
“I’ll give her that one,” Carma said, taking a step back. “But…you can’t win them all.” With that she came in again, starting with a series of kicks and then landing with an arm wrapped around Samantha’s head. She flipped her over and turned to place her in a choke hold.
Samantha struggled for a moment, working to get her chin in between Carma’s arm so that the hold wouldn’t work, but it was damn tight.
“Give?” Carma asked.
Finally, Samantha grunted and tapped the floor.
“Guess that means I beat the two of you too, by proxy,” Carma said with a chuckle, glancing back over to Voira and Agathe.
“Ahh, I think we’ll have to just call it a tie,” Voira said. “If anything, we wore Sam out for you.”
Carma laughed. “We’ll just have to reschedule something with us then, huh?”
Samantha pushed herself up and rubbed her neck, annoyed that she’d let someone get the better of her. “You know, if we’d had weapons and me my cloak and armor…”
“Trust me, you want to fight with weapons?” Carma laughed. “Name the place and time.”
“It’s not going to be today,” Napalm stated, entering as he said it. “Hadrian said we’re entering the gate to your star system, Carma. Everyone should get ready.”
“How long will it take to get to the planet after going through the gate?” Samantha asked, wondering if she had time to take another nap. She was feeling quite beat.
“Since Arzan doesn’t have super high tech in the space sense,” Napalm replied, “Hadrian tells me the gate lets out very close to the planet. We should be landing within the hour.”
“Damn, that is fast.” She looked at Carma and smiled. “I’m looking forward to seeing your home.”
Carma winked. “You should be. It’s the best planet out there, because it’s mine.”
“We’ll see,” Voira said.
“You can’t really think it’s yours, right?” Carma asked. “I mean, we saw your planet. It’s like a giant rust bucket full of poopy-filled rust.”
Voira frowned, but Agathe laughed. “There’s no arguing that, but some of us like it like that.”
“Right.” Carma shook her head, looking at the two Acome women with confusion. “You prefer rust and dirt to beauty. Sure you do.”
“Anyone wants to be there to watch the arrival, better come quick.” Napalm waved them to follow, then turned and went back the way he came. Dex was up in a flash, following him through the door with his death-like cloak trailing behind.
“You really don’t want to miss it,” Carma said, then took Samantha by the arm and led the way. “Come on ladies, you just got your butts kicked. Now it’s time to have your minds blown.”
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ARZAN DOCKS
It wasn’t the fresh air that caught Samantha’s attention as she exited the Noraldian and first set foot on Arzan. Nor was it the way the sunlight seemed to warm her in a completely different way than anything she had felt before. What really caught her attention was the way that it seemed to be snowing glowing, golden flakes.
Carma skipped past her like a schoolgirl, or what Samantha imagined a schoolgirl raised in a world not occupied with an alien invasion would be like. She threw out her arms and spun, mouth open and head back as she caught the golden flakes in her mouth and laughed.
“Come on, Sam,” she said when she realized she was being watched. “There’s nothing like the mana of Arzan.”
“Mana?” Samantha asked. “Like… from the bible?”
“Is it?”
“No,” Kwan interjected. “It wasn’t described like this in the bible at all.”
“You’re a bible expert now?” Napalm asked, walking past him and standing with his rifle over one shoulder, turning to watch the sky.
Kwan simply nodded, patted his chest once, and kept walking.
“He’s actually quite religious,” Jackal explained, as he too walked past. “I’ve never been able to get clear answers from Hadrian.” He nodded to where Hadrian stood talking with two of the female Arzan representatives at the end of the platform. “But Kwan? I asked him just one time, in passing, and he won’t shut up about it.”
“Kwan?” Samantha had a hard time imagining the man ever not shutting up about anything. He was generally quiet, focused on his thoughts, she assumed. Now she wondered if half of the time she had thought he was meditating, he had actually been praying.
“How…?” she asked. “I mean, I don’t not believe, exactly, but… I mean, I don’t know. But with everything going on, and all we’re seeing out here in space, doesn’t that contradict his beliefs in any way?”
“Maybe if his beliefs were tied to some other person’s interpretation of them, sure.” Jackal held out a hand, letting the flakes alight on his skin and then vanish with a glimmer like light reflecting on a passing car. “But then you’d have to wonder whose interpretation you’re believing, and question why. If one simply believes without pretending to believe they know everything about that particular belief, it’s much more flexible and freeing.”
“And less egocentric,” she replied. “Wait, don’t tell me you’re a believer too.”
“I don’t know.” Jackal shrugged, then put his helmet back on so that she couldn’t see his face. He turned to walk away. “I really just… don’t know.”
“You don’t deal well with expressing your own beliefs, you know that?” she called after him.
“I do know that,” he replied with a wave, not even bothering to look back. She would have to crack him at some point, get to know the real Jackal. But right now she just wanted to see if Carma’s people, the Arzanians, were all as whacko as she figured they had to be.
She had known her fair share of women and men back on Earth who flaunted their sexuality, but the way Carma presented herself made it seem to be a planetary thing. If everyone here was anything like her, Samantha couldn’t see how they went a single day without exploding.
Although, she realized, that could explain the constant state of warfare she had been briefed on. Males and females at war in a world where either group could reproduce without the other. It didn’t make the slightest sense.
Samantha stuck her head back and let one of the flakes fall into her mouth, her eyes widening at the tingling sensation. It was like a snowflake, but warm, and as it melted—if you could call it that—a tingle went through her.
“What is it?” she asked.
Carma stood beaming at her, hands on her hips. She had removed her body armor and was back in the outfit she had worn the first time they had met. Silk cloths hung around her body, leaving little to the imagination. The other two women Hadrian was talking with wore similar clothing, so apparently that outfit was normal here.
“I told you. Mana.”
“No, I don’t mean what’s it called. Where’s it come from?”
Carma scrunched her nose, looked at the sky, and then a wide grin spread across her face. “Don’t be silly. It comes from the sky. It’s like your version of rain, only our particles of light catch the water and combine. It also has a healing effect. On my planet, I’m a different person. For example…” She winked as she weaved her hands around, catching the flakes as she did and pushing her hands together until her palms almost touched, like smashing the air together.
To Samantha’s surprise, a burst of light shone from the one-inch area between Carma’s hands. She stepped up to Samantha and ran her hands across her forehead, and the light seemed to enter her.
A moment of sudden clarity revealed every emotion running through her body, followed by a flash of memories she didn’t even remember having. There was her mom, entering the apartment wearing her Marine Corps uniform, a laugh and tears as she stooped to take little Samantha in her arms. A Christmas tree sparkled behind them, though it was meager. Grandma came in from the other room and nearly dropped one of the two glasses of steaming apple cider she had been bringing for Samantha, then quickly set them down and ran to join in the hug.
When had that been? The answer came to her as easily as the thought—three years before the Syndicate invasion, when her mom had returned for a surprise visit.
It was a beautiful memory, but at the same time it reminded Samantha of the fact that she might never see her mom again. The pain was too much, so she pushed it out, replacing it with a time she had befriended a neighborhood boy. They had chased a cat through the alleys, pretending to be there to liberate the cat from alien forces.
Even then she had taken on the protective role, she realized.
More memories hit her suddenly, like a barrage of warmth and bliss. She felt she could be lost in those thoughts forever.
“No,” she hissed, pushing the memories back. When she opened her eyes, Carma was standing less than a foot away, head cocked as she stared into Samantha’s face. She startled, as if not expecting the girl to be able to escape the memories.
“No… what?”
“I’m here to change the future,” Samantha replied. “That’s what I committed to. For me, that means no living in the past.”
Carma frowned. “How can you possibly affect the future if you don’t properly understand your past?”
The question bothered Samantha. But instead of trying to come up with an answer, she nodded toward Hadrian. “Maybe we should join them.”
“Yeah, sure.”
Together they made their way over, arriving just as Hadrian was finishing up. He turned to the group and said, “They’ve agreed to hear us out.”
“Wait, hear us out?” Carma asked. “I thought we agreed. I’d broker the return of these men to their side. Me.”
“Plans change.”
She blinked, and Samantha wondered if the woman would explode. “You don’t understand, clearly. My sisters-in-arms could be released, prisoners of war that I can earn back with the price of these men. It has to be my way.”
A glance at Samantha showed her that Carma thought this was her cue to intervene.
“I really don’t know what makes sense here,” Samantha admitted. “But… I think we should hear Hadrian out.”
Hadrian nodded his appreciation. “I know you see your way as best, Carma, but—”
“But! This is my planet.” Carma stepped forward, hand held up at his face in a threatening gesture. “Don’t make me regret joining you.”
Hadrian shook his head, eyes full of concern, but determined. “The problem is bigger than your war. We’re talking the survival of the universe here, and I will have both sides talk, to broker a peace if possible.”
Carma turned on him again, even more furious. Even the falling golden flakes didn’t soften her expression.
Finally, she stormed off past him without another word.
“When?” Samantha asked. “When are we all meeting? When do you need us?”
“Tonight at dusk,” Hadrian replied. He turned to the rest of them and then stopped at Napalm. “I’ll need the men we found up there guarded. None of the female Arzanian are to get near them, do you understand?”
“It won’t happen,” Napalm replied, his voice firm.
“Good. Keep the Shadows on the ship too, unless it gets dirty out there. We can’t have any more problems to deal with than we already have. It’s going to be sticky.”
Jackal still had his helmet on, and his voice filtered through its speaker as he said, “You’re saying that, on a planet with scantily clad, beautiful women, you want us to guard the ship and those on it? Our full, undivided attention there and nowhere else?”
“Is that a problem?” Hadrian asked.
“No… no problem. Just making sure I understand your request so I can properly deal with my grief.”
Ferder cleared his throat, and Samantha turned, surprised to see him there. “Our problems are all relative, aren’t they?”
For a moment, Jackal was silent, then cursed. “Yeah, I mean… sorry, man.” He pulled his helmet back, glancing at the red, glowing sunglasses on Ferder. “They’re working?”
“I was able to spot you all, but it’s still like finding shapes in murky water.”
Hadrian put a hand on Ferder’s shoulder. “It’s agreed, then. Jackal will look at his life in perspective and not be a whiny little bitch, while Ferder and I go participate in a special sort of Arzanian diplomacy.”
“If that means what I think it means—” Jackal started, but Hadrian held up a hand.
“Joking, Jackal. Just joking.” He glanced over at Samantha and then grimaced. “Sorry, even I start to lose myself on this planet.”
That’s when it hit Samantha, this strange warm tingling she was feeling. “It’s like a drug,” she said, glancing around again at the falling golden flakes. “Wow.”
Hadrian nodded. “It explains so much about Carma’s people. And… it’s the reason I advise that most of us stay on the ship. Why we all have to watch ourselves while here.”
“Damn, boss,” Napalm said as he turned back to Hadrian. “With all this landing on so much of Carma’s exposed skin, I’m surprised she could still get pissed at you. Shouldn’t the stuff have nullified such negativity?”
“That’s how much this upsets her,” Hadrian replied. “But trust me, this is for the best. We need Arzan on our side, and we need it completely.”
With a nod, he gestured to Samantha to follow, while the rest returned to the ship to keep guard. She saw the Shadows arguing with Napalm, and one Arzanian man risking a glance out through the doors. But soon they had all disappeared inside, and it was just Samantha and Hadrian walking alone. They passed tall buildings that reminded her of curved blades, many of them covered in glass that reflected the glowing flakes like a disco ball, but more calming and beautiful.
Guards stood atop some of the buildings, and more than once a patrol ship zoomed by, each with the look of a dagger.
“Why am I here?” she asked. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s… interesting, to be able to see other planets like this, but why me?”
“The others would be at higher risk of causing trouble,” Hadrian replied.
“No, I mean… here. Up here with you.”
He glanced over his shoulder at her, his cloak flowing behind him in a regal way. “Sam, you’re strong. Your potential rivals the best of them. Haven’t I made this clear?”
She narrowed her eyes in thought, then nodded and felt her shoulders relax. “Something I remembered, when Carma did that energy thing to me, and it got me thinking about something Karstrack said. About… my dad.”
Hadrian tensed at that, though barely. “What was it he said?”
“That my dad was looking for me. Odd thing was, he referred to him as father, as if… maybe I’m related to Karstrack too. I mean, assuming anything he said on the matter wasn’t complete bull.”
“Assuming that…” Hadrian grimaced. “But even the darkest night has some light. What are you asking, Sam?”
“I don’t know, but, I get the feeling you know something about all this.”
He cocked his head, then turned back to watch the road ahead of them as they walked. Only then did Samantha see that the two women he had been speaking to earlier were there too, leading the way from a distance.
It was a while before Hadrian responded, and Samantha had started wondering if he was going to reply at all. She was just giving up hope when he said, “It’s not me, if there’s any question.”
“No, of course not.” Oddly, the response caused a small pain in her chest, followed by a dizzying sensation. It made her wonder what she had been expecting or hoping for. “But… how can you be sure?”
“I’ve only ever loved one,” Hadrian replied. “Emotionally, and physically. That was my Nora.”
It was sweet, and yet, a letdown.
“Sam, you know I think of you like a daughter, and a friend.” Hadrian smiled her way, but those comforting eyes made the fact that he wasn’t her father even more frustrating. “I’ll always be here, in any way that I can. And if finding your father is something you must do, I will do my part to help. Assuming it doesn’t get in the way of saving the universe, of course.”
“Of course,” she replied with a forced laugh.
“What did he say? Karstrack, I mean. What did he say about your father?”
“He said that my father was waiting for me, had been for years. That Karstrack was supposed to find me and bring me to him. But then…” She suddenly remembered the rest of what Karstrack had said, and it dawned on her that she had been foolish. Of course Hadrian wasn’t her dad! And worse, Karstrack had said Hadrian had been keeping her from her dad. “You know who my dad is, but won’t let him close to me. Is it true?”
Hadrian winced, then frowned. “I… I can’t think of who it might possibly be. Honestly.” At a look from Samantha, he added, “You have to believe me. I don’t know what he meant there, but you know that I thought Karstrack dead. That being the case, how could I have possibly tried to keep him from anything, including you?”
“That does make sense,” Samantha admitted, growing more annoyed at the frustration. “I don’t even know why I care, honestly. It’s just… finding out that my dad might not have been from Earth, it’s like someone’s just smashed down a wall that held back my curiosity, a wall I never knew was there.”
“Well, we’ll find an answer for you,” he replied, pausing to put a hand on her shoulder. “I promise.”
She nodded and kept on, letting the hand fall. Now that the question was out of the way, she could turn her attention back to the city. Ahead, the two women had stopped at a building that reminded her of a star, each edge coming out in sharp points and rising up to the golden clouds.
“In there, it’s going to be tough,” Hadrian said. “Just… try not to give them any reason to get upset.”
“Me?”
He turned to her with a raised eyebrow. “I don’t know how to say this, but you’ve been a bit on edge lately.”
Annoyance flickered, and then was gone, pushed back and hidden. She nodded. “You’re right. I’ll be on my best behavior.”
Together they moved up the pink, marble steps and then entered. The entryway was tall, with lamps filled with the gold flakes swirling about in a way that created enough light for a warm glow. At the far end was a large, arched door with a guard on each side. These weren’t the guards Samantha was used to, though. They were tall women with the images of wings painted behind the spot where each stood, like angels. While most women here wore the silks, these two were clad in armor covered in spikes and sharp edges. They wore half-helms on their heads that jutted out at the front and gave them the look of eagles. Each carried a crescent double-blade like Carma had been showing Samantha how to use.
While at first intimidating, the closer Samantha got the more she realized the impression was more primitive than they likely intended. While she was in space training with advanced blasters and enhanced blades—and even a kind of magic—here it was like the old medieval days.
She did wonder at the swirling light in the lamps, and the way Carma had manipulated the golden flakes before. If there was a way to harness that power off-planet, she imagined there could be something incredibly powerful there.
Hadrian paused and the guards opened the doors, revealing a room that Samantha imagined out of old fairy tales. It was similar to the grand ballroom of the palace at Entono Fos, but with intricate carvings and gold trim designs of what looked to be goddesses battling giant serpents.
It was only after a moment’s consideration that she wondered if it was a metaphor, and had to bite the inside of her cheek to stop from laughing. If it wasn’t a metaphor, someone was pretty dense.
At the far end of the room, a circle of chairs was arranged. The two women from outside gestured to two chairs for Hadrian and Samantha, and then stepped back to the wall where more guards stood at attention. The other chairs were occupied by women in various silks in the colors of the sunset—red, purple, pink, and orange. One woman, sitting in an ornate chair opposite the other women, wore all of the colors, including an array of gems in her hair. A leader, Samantha figured.
This woman was the first to speak.
“I am Mistress Reyn,” the woman stated with a solemn nod of her head. “I understand you have an important matter you wish to discuss.”
“The matter is of the utmost importance,” Hadrian replied, sitting tall in his chair, hands placed firmly on his knees. “One that will affect both men and women of your planet. One that, I hope, will bring you together.”
The shock that crossed Reyn’s face wasn’t even slightly concealed. She narrowed her eyes in disgust, then turned to whisper something to the lady next to her before standing.
“This meeting is over,” she stated.
“Sit,” Hadrian commanded. As he stood, he glowed gold and took on the persona of Nora. “For the safety of all Arzanians and the universe, you will listen to what I have to say.”
“Lady Nora,” one of the women stated in shock. Before any of the others could respond, she had run forward and taken Hadrian, or Nora, in an embrace. “How…?”
“How is it possible that I am here after my death?” It was no longer Hadrian’s voice, but a woman’s, one that could only belong to Nora. “It’s complicated, but if you understand the way my people work, less so. When we die, we don’t truly move on, but are absorbed into the bodies of the others from my planet. So it is that Hadrian now houses us all, as he is the only survivor.”
“And so… is this Hadrian we speak to now?” The woman pulled back, hands clasping her upper arms as she became suddenly self-aware. The others were looking on with great interest.
“Hadrian is the only one left, but we aren’t him, no.” Nora stepped forward and took the woman’s hands. “It is I. Nora. My consciousness lives on, though in a different way than before. I no longer care about my own wellbeing. In a way, we carry on to assist the survivor. We have transcended to focus on the protection of the universe. It’s… complicated.”
“I’m sorry,” Samantha said, her mind reeling. She knew this wasn’t the time or place to be asking questions, but this was blowing her mind. “So you have memories separate from Hadrian? This is… really you, in a way?”
Nora nodded.
“And if Karstrack were to appear in Hadrian’s body, I mean—”
“He has transcended,” Nora replied. “As I stated, we serve the universe now, through Hadrian. While he maintains free will and may still be corrupted by the flesh, the same can no longer be said about Karstrack and the rest of us. In addition, I am only here by Hadrian’s will. Normally when our visages show, our powers can be called upon. But very rarely does it make sense to come out as I have now.”
“And why is this time different?”
Nora turned to the woman whose hands she still held. “Eldra is my half-sister. It seemed the only way to get the Arzanians to listen. Am I wrong?”
Eldra turned to her leader, Reyn, and waited.
After a moment, Reyn returned to her seat, and motioned for the others to do the same. Nora stayed with them in Hadrian’s body, smiling once more at her half-sister before returning to the seat beside Samantha.
It was an odd situation, to say the least, but Samantha sat straight, trying her best not to stare at Nora and let the questions fly from her lips as they arose. The universe was a complete crazy-fest, as far as she was concerned at that moment, but for now they had a mission to accomplish.
“What would you propose, er, Nora?” Reyn asked.
Nora blinked, and then it was Hadrian again, the golden glow fading. “I apologize, but to convey what we saw, I must speak again.”
It was hurting Samantha’s head, so she just stared forward. The flash of annoyance at seeing a man again was clear in Reyn’s eyes. Convincing them to work with the men of their planet would be no easy task.
“We have, on our ship, several male Arzanians,” Hadrian said. “They were found, along with several beings from the Shadow Worlds, on a Scrapulent military base. As best we could figure it.”
“And what brought you to a Scrapulent base?” Reyn asked.
“We discovered that the planet Earth’s military tyrant had been under the influence of the Scrapulent.”
“Which should be impossible,” Reyn said, eyes narrowing. Then they went wide, “You’re suggesting the Arzanian males were helping the Scrapulent in this? Those vile—”
“NO!” Hadrian stood, cutting her off. “You must stop seeing them this way. Or at least, most of them. The men we found were being held against their will, their powers at gem creation being sucked out of them.”
Reyn leaned back, considering this.
“You’re saying the Scrapulent were able to control the human because of Arzanian gems?” Eldra asked, then sucked in through her teeth. “It makes sense, but… damn.”
Hadrian nodded, sadly. “It didn’t compute at first, until I realized that had to be the way they were doing it. And it can’t happen again. I’m prepared to do what I can to ensure the Scrapulent keep their distance from Arzan, but my influence only goes so far. You must do your part.”
“And that involves protecting the men?” Reyn asked, irritation heavy in her voice. “I’m sorry to doubt you, Hadrian. But first, you don’t know the gravity of what you ask. Second, this influence of which you speak has diminished greatly as of late, from what I hear.”
“The situation with Entono Fos,” Hadrian countered, “is closely tied to this situation, I believe. While we have broken the connection with Earth and rid them of the Scrapulent, I am fairly certain, the same cannot yet be said of Entono Fos. It is likely this was what caused Karstrack to go over to the enemy, and it’s not unthinkable that he could have helped bring a Scrapulent into the palace.”
“How?” Reyn asked. “Assuming everything is as you say, how did the Scrapulent obtain our men for this?”
“Actually,” Eldra leaned forward, turning to her leader. “There was a rumor that a certain man had returned. A smuggler, or… pirate, if you prefer to call him that.”
“Captain Praks?” another woman asked, fists clenching as the words left her mouth. “The intel network heard that, and we put everyone on alert, thinking it was a ploy to hit us in some new, unexpected way.”
“And yet, it wasn’t a move against us at all,” Reyn stated, eyes going wide with realization. “He likely made his own people think that, only to use the opportunity to sell them off. His flesh and blood, no doubt.”
“Has Praks crossed over too, then?” Eldra asked. “If he’s doing this, does that mean his pirate fleet has abandoned the neutrality of the Shadow Worlds, instead siding with the Great Deceivers?”
Hadrian nodded. “The question is, how much of the Shadow Worlds has gone over? We’d heard the Shadow Worlds were under siege by the Dexetilaitite. But they’re far off, at least a year’s journey at FTL, and we have no gates set up.”
“If that’s the case, Captain Praks has been with the enemy for some time,” Reyn suggested.
“Or he was working with Karstrack, using the gates,” Hadrian offered. “We’ve found at least one remaining, and my hope would be that there are no more. However, that is a hope I doubt we can rely on. I must travel to the Shadow Worlds with my team, to cut off all ties and set up a gate for ourselves, in case there are future problems.”
“You mean to hunt down Captain Praks?” Reyn asked.
Hadrian nodded. “If he is there, we will find him. No more Arzanian slaves at his hand, not after I’m done with him. But we must also ensure he has no more of your gems.”
“And when he resists you? You think your little group here can stand against the combined armada of the Shadow Worlds?”
Hadrian held out his hands. “All we have to do is take him out and the rest will follow. By nature, the pirate houses want no part in this fight. They don’t follow others, not unless forced to. They went to the Shadow Worlds to be their own men and women, to live outside of this war, to pillage and plunder as they see fit. Should we allow this to continue? Probably not. But my priority right now is to see that they at least take a stand against being manipulated by the enemy. And if giving them back their freedom is the route toward this and toward ultimate victory over the Great Deceivers, so be it.”
Reyn considered his statement for a moment, and then stood, motioning to the doors. “We will consider your proposal. Please, wait for an answer outside while we discuss.”
Hadrian stood and nodded for Samantha to follow, but as he made for the door he paused at Eldra.
“I am truly sorry for your loss,” he said, bowing his head.
“And yours,” she replied. “May I… see her again, before you go?”
Hadrian hesitated with a glance at Reyn, who nodded. When he turned back to Eldra, he was Nora again.
“I—I’ll miss you,” Eldra said. “I know we never spent much time together, but my visits to your home…”
Nora embraced her. “When all of this is over, you must visit again. Wherever home may be. Hadrian is still here, and even though I’m not the same, I will be happy to have your company.”
“Thank you, Nora. Thank you, Hadrian.” Eldra released her, eyes sparkling gold, and then turned back to her group.
Hadrian returned and joined Samantha outside.
As soon as they were in the main hallway and out of earshot of the guards, Samantha turned to Hadrian with exasperation and confusion. “You’re like one of those Russian dolls, you know that?”
He smiled sadly, and nodded. “There are many aspects of my people that don’t make sense to others. This is one of them.”
“It’s kinda… creepy.” She put a hand to her mouth and turned to him, feeling horrible. That wasn’t how she had wanted to say it, but honestly, it felt like he was a man possessed by ghosts of the dead. What other word was there for it other than creepy?
In spite of the initial shocked reaction, he smiled and then actually laughed. “From your point of view? Yes, I suppose it would be seen that way. For us though, it’s just how we are. Like the energy that fuels these lamps. On my planet, we are energy that flows. When the physical body stops working, the energy finds a place to reside, instead of escaping as it does with you.”
“Escaping?” she asked. “And where exactly does human energy—the soul, I guess—go?”
He smiled and shook his head. “You think I have all the answers? Well, sorry to disappoint you, but I don’t. I know what I know, and the answer to that question isn’t included in that knowledge.”
“It’s too bad.”
“Is it? I’ll be honest, I don’t know if I want to know what happens after I die. Think of the pressure—if our souls just stop at that point, me failing to exist beyond my death means I essentially flushed those other souls down the toilet.”
“Grim,” Sam replied, turning as the doors were thrown open behind them.
Reyn was the first to exit, the others trailing behind her in a V-shape that reminded Samantha of a flock of geese.
“It is decided,” Reyn said. “For the good of the universe, my supporters and I will attempt to broker peace with the men. You have a ship at the ready?”
“The Noraldian is crewed and always at the ready,” Hadrian announced, and Samantha smiled at the emotion that flooded Eldra’s face at the ship’s name.
“Excellent,” Reyn replied. “We fly out within the hour.”
“You’re bringing your ships?” Hadrian asked. “That might risk provoking them.”
“Would you just stroll into your enemy’s land without any weapons, hoping they’d listen to what you have to say?” She shook her head. “We’ll be bringing our weapons, sir, but I promise we won’t use them unless there’s no other option.”
Hadrian agreed, then turned to Samantha. “Time to put our diplomatic masks on. This is going to be an experience.”
“One thing’s been bothering me,” Samantha admitted as they walked. “Why did we go to the woman’s side first? I mean, we had the men. Wouldn’t it make sense to bring them back first?”
“I thought that would be obvious,” Hadrian replied. “The women are the more likely to be accepting of peace. We’ll need them to convince the men.”
“These women?” she asked, then chuckled. “They didn’t strike me as very eager.”
“Wait until you meet the men.”
She nodded and followed him out to head back to the ship, wondering what exactly they were walking into. They found Carma waiting just outside the ship, leaning against it and sulking. At the sight of them, she stood and jutted out her jaw.
“Decided you needed me after all?” she asked.
“We always need you,” Hadrian replied, causing her to perk up. “But for this, it’s done. They’ve agreed, and there will be peace with the men, if the men will have it.”
“How the hell are we going to make that happen?” Carma asked, frowning.
“Simple. We won’t give them a choice.”
With that, Hadrian entered the ship, leaving Carma to glance at Samantha with a terrified look in her eyes. It was, as far as Samantha could remember, the first time she had seen the woman scared.
“They can’t be that bad, can they?” Samantha asked.
“You’ll see,” Carma replied, then about-faced and turned to follow Hadrian.
Before Samantha boarded the Noraldian, she turned back to give the city one last look. It was beautiful, but she knew there were many more cities and planets she would be visiting in the years ahead. Still, she wanted to capture this image in her mind.
As she stared out over the city, watching the golden glimmers and smelling the subtly sweet scent of the air, like a candle just after it had been lit, ships began rising into the sky. When they had taken up the formation of a V-shape, she had no doubt it was Reyn and her group, and she knew Reyn would be in the lead ship.
Taking that as her cue, she spun on her heels and headed into the ship.
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Flying over the lands of Arzan was an experience in itself. The flowing golden flakes vanished as they passed out of the city and over vast stretches of flatlands and fields. The land wasn’t brown like back home, but interesting shades of purple one minute, swirling with yellow sand the next. When they flew past fields and then up and over the mountains, she saw a collage of dark green and gold, where the golden flakes had settled like blankets of snow.
“I don’t know how anyone could live on this planet and have any thoughts toward violence,” Samantha said, leaning with her forehead against the mess hall window.
“Ever date a really hot guy, but he was a dick?” Carma asked. “It’s like that. The planet is beautiful, but has too many dicks. Literally.”
“Aren’t you supposed to not be talking like that, now that you’re supposedly forming a peace with the men?”
Carma furrowed her brow, but nodded.
The group of men passed through the hallway outside, likely on their way to go speak with Hadrian, as he had requested the others give them time to do so. The Shadows were at their own table, speaking their clicking language, but one nodded when he caught Samantha staring. She smiled and turned back to the window.
“Earth was a beautiful place too, before the Syndicate came.”
“You were old enough to remember?” Carma asked.
“The invasion? Yeah, it only happened about a little less than four years ago. I mean, the world certainly had its problems, and most of us lived in these tall apartment buildings. I say most, but I mean that was the world I knew. One time my grandma took me out of the city and to this place where she said she had lived as a child. On the way there I was blown away. It was unreal, the rolling green hills, trees in every direction, the birds. Most of all I miss the birds chirping, even now. And then there was a house that I thought had to be a castle—a princess castle, I remember calling it that—but my grandma insisted it wasn’t even one of the more high-class houses.”
“I’d heard that about Earth,” Carma interjected. “The rich have become richer, the poor poorer.”
Samantha nodded. “I had asked my grandma about that, and it broke her heart. Her eyes welled up with tears and she told me that there were times when the gap wasn’t so extreme, but that even those times had their own problems.”
“Slavery, for one.”
“You really studied up on Earth history, huh?” Samantha shrugged. “Yeah, I hear that was a thing, kinda like with the Syndicate, only then it was based on skin color. Ridiculous.”
“Hey, you’re talking to a woman whose planet has been in a gender war for way too long.”
“Yeah, that’s pretty damn stupid.”
“Whoa, there.” Carma shook her head, then laughed. “But yeah, it really is, isn’t it? I was somewhat worried about working with Napalm and the others, but it hasn’t been that bad.” She bit her lip. “He’s especially not that bad.”
“That might be too much information,” Samantha replied with a roll of her eyes. “I mean, it’s good that you’re transcending your biases, but do so behind closed doors.”
“Ah, another aspect of you humans I always forget. How big of prudes you are.”
Samantha raised a hand. “Guilty, and I’ll own it proudly.”
“You do that… I’m going to go have a chat with Napalm about, hmm…”
“Having a hard time coming up with an excuse?” Samantha waved her off. “Just go already.”
Carma licked her lips and walked off, leaving Samantha alone with the Shadows. After a moment, she walked over to them and smiled, standing at the edge of the table.
“Didn’t know you were signing up for all this, did you?” she asked.
Worsan smiled up at her. “An intergalactic tour? We’ve mostly worked the Shadow Worlds, on occasion been part of an excursion to nearby fringe galaxies, but nothing like this. Most pirate ships don’t have FTL, you see, so it would’ve been impossible to come this far in a lifetime.”
She nodded, watching as an Arzanian ship flew past the window. A response was in her mind, but a mental wall went up as she realized something was wrong. The Arzanian ships were flying ahead, so why had one just passed them?
The alarm sounded and Worsan saw the look in her eyes, quickly taking charge of his group and leading them back to their rooms.
A blast hit the shields, and then more blasts were going off, flashes of light whipping by the windows and more ships flying past.
Kwan came running in and saw her and the commotion outside the window. At the same time, both of them said, “Get to the bridge!”
They ran out, met halfway by Napalm as he darted out of his room, still pulling on his clothes. Carma was right behind him with a weird expression of confusion and satisfaction. Samantha turned away from that real quick, wishing everyone could be as focused as she was on the mission at hand.
Hadrian turned as they burst into the bridge, gave them a quick nod, and then motioned to the screen where lights were flashing.
“Again, hailing all unknown aircraft. This is Hadrian of the Noraldian. We are here in peace.”
The screen flashed an image of a tough-guy sort of man, his hair chopped short and wearing clothes that resembled the uniform of ancient Greek warriors, Samantha thought.
“You’ve flown into my neighborhood with an enemy escort. Explain yourself.”
“We’ve brought you some friends.” Hadrian turned and gestured, and the men he had rescued were at his side. “No ransom, no exchange. We just want to talk.”
The man’s face showed surprise and confusion, but the shooting suddenly stopped outside. “Hadrian of the Elder Council?”
“Affirmative,” Hadrian replied.
“I am General Pottan. You will land here, all of you. We will meet.”
Hadrian confirmed and then disconnected as he maneuvered the Noraldian to a flat plain of purple. Soon the others had followed suit and they had a bit of a standoff, with the men’s ships on one side, the women’s on the other, and the Noraldian in the middle.
Just outside of his ship, Hadrian waited with his team at his side as General Pottan approached. He had ten well-armed and similarly dressed men. Each had blasters in one hand, spears in the other.
“What the hell is this?” Pottan demanded. His eyes went from Hadrian to the men behind them, then to Carma.
“It’s time for Arzan to put its squabbles aside,” Hadrian said, and then quickly explained the situation with Saraleigh and Praks, as he had to the women. At the mention of Praks, the general’s eyes lit up. “I take it by your expression that Praks has indeed been around lately?”
Pottan grumbled and turned to one of his men. The two conferred, then he turned back to Hadrian and nodded. “If what you say is true, you’ve come at an opportune time. Not only have you shown us good faith by returning our brethren, but the women of Arzan have an opportunity to prove their intent to enter into peace.”
“How’s that?” Carma asked, eyeing him with uncertainty.
“It just so happens,” Pottan replied, “that Captain Praks was reportedly spotted at the Outer Drok caves. We were headed there to intercept him when we found you. You all got lucky, because we almost mistook you for him.”
“And yet, you still tried to shoot us out of the sky,” Samantha pointed out, earning her a rebuking glance from Hadrian.
“If Praks is here, we must move, now,” Hadrian said. “Carma, you brief Reyn, fly with her. Pottan, your men are yours again. We do this, you’re onboard? All we need is for the gender wars of Arzan to come to a close so that you can set up a joint defensive network. Your powers must not be stolen again, and must certainly not be used by the enemy. Do you understand?”
General Pottan nodded. “I don’t speak for all of us, but my word carries much weight. You can count on me. We’ll lead the way. If we catch the pirate in a battle, stay out of the way of my guns.”
Hadrian laughed. “It’ll be a race to see who can shoot him down first, trust me. But… if we can capture him alive, for questioning, that’s preferable.”
“Understood.”
With that everyone went to their respective places while Hadrian and Jackal went aboard to prepare a weapons check and brief the Shadows on the situation. Samantha glanced over at Ferder who, in spite of being mostly blind, was staring at her.
“The glasses are working better, I take it?” she asked.
He smiled, then seemed to remember himself and looked away briefly, blushing. “It’s just, I didn’t think I’d ever see you again. It’s... amazing. You’re amazing.”
“I think that’s our cue to step back inside,” Carma said to Napalm.
“Right,” he agreed.
Kwan nodded with a grunt and led the way.
“Ferder, we’ve talked about this before,” Samantha said, uncomfortable at being left alone with him. She wasn’t sure how she felt about him, but sometimes he reminded her of Dan, and that bothered her. There were soldiers on both sides milling about their ships, but at least in the general vicinity, it was just him and her.
“It’s not that,” he said. “I didn’t mean to make you feel awkward, and they aren’t even fully functional, not like my eyes were. Forget it.”
He turned to walk back into the ship, but she caught his hand. “I’m glad.”
“Excuse me?”
“That your eyes are healing,” she said. “Or, that these glasses are helping, anyway. I’m happy for you, really.”
She gave his hand a squeeze, then dropped it and walked back to the ship. A second later, there was a scuffle of boots on dirt, and he was at her side as they reached the ramp.
“When I get home, do you think the ladies will like the new look?”
She laughed, then noticed Agathe at the top of the ramp, looking down at them with curiosity. “I don’t know if you need to even wait that long.”
“Huh?”
She just smiled and said, “Hey, Agathe, Ferder here was thinking he’s ready to get back into grappling. I told him you could show him a thing or two while I check in with Kwan. I wanted to get some shooting practice in before we engage in battle.”
“Is that so?” Agathe was smiling at Ferder, and probably also at the thoughts going through her mind.
Ferder, however, looked utterly bewildered. “What’s happening?”
“You’ll thank me later,” Samantha said, patting him on the shoulder as she walked on and gave Agathe a wink.
Ferder was a nice guy. Agathe could probably be nice too, and they were both on the same side. Plus, Agathe seemed like she had some tension she needed to work off, whether that was by grappling or something else.
It wasn’t like Samantha had lied—she really did want to work on her shooting with Kwan. Luckily, she could help these two out in the process, she thought to herself as she walked toward the training room, where she could usually find the hardened ROK Marine.
He was happy to work with her until the ship took off, and when they exited the shooting simulation, arm sore from holding the guns and eyes tired from squinting, they stumbled upon Agathe and Ferder apparently taking a breather from grappling—a breather into each other’s faces.
They stopped kissing long enough to look up and giggle, then pushed themselves up and ran out of there.
“Like the barracks back in Korea,” Kwan said with a laugh.
“Really?” Samantha turned to him with confusion. “I figured you ROK Marines were all business, no play.”
“Me? I had a family, so no. But those young Marines… I’ll spare you the details.”
“Please,” she replied and shook her head at the thought. It was a welcome distraction, though, from the recent sight of Ferder and Agathe. She had sent Ferder to Agathe, so why had catching them kissing made her stomach feel tight?
“All hands, suit up and be ready for combat,” Hadrian announced over the speaker system, interrupting Samantha’s thoughts. “We’re facing Shadow World pirates, specifically the fleet of Captain Praks. Empty your bladders now, because it might get rough out there.”
Samantha had already changed into her armor, but went with Kwan to get geared up. Soon they were ready and in their seats on the bridge. A quick glance showed that Napalm and Carma weren’t around, and neither were Ferder and Agathe. Voira looked so lonely there without the other Acome, causing Samantha to wonder what it was with these people right before battle.
Hell, she got excited too—but her excitement focused on charging into battle and bringing the thunder.
Hadrian glanced back and looked like he was just about to ask, when the others came in, suited up and ready to rock.
“I don’t pry,” Hadrian said with a hint of a smile, “as long as everyone’s on time.”
“Roger that,” Napalm replied.
Without another word on the matter, Hadrian nodded for Jackal to take off. They rose into the air and turned so that the display showed the two formations of ships at the ready, the men on one side, the women on the other.
“Straight down the middle,” Hadrian said with a shake of his head. “If every planet were like this, I think I’d lose my mind.”
“If other planets were like this,” Jackal countered as he started flying, “they wouldn’t have any babies and would soon be depopulated.”
Hadrian chuckled at that, then leaned back as the ships belonging to the men led the way.
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OUTER DROK
This was the largest formation of ships Samantha had ever been a part of. With the angular ships of the Arzanian women on one side and the more rounded ones of the men on the other, they flew into the region the locals called Outer Drok like bats flying out for their nightly feast.
She wasn’t sure if it was because they had flown to a different region or that night was falling, but out here was nothing like what she had seen so far. Small hills formed long ridges with cave openings scattered throughout, giving the impression of many connected, massive sand snakes.
All of the team sat on the bridge. The Shadows had taken to their rooms in part for their safety, in part because Hadrian couldn’t be sure how much they knew of Captain Praks, or if any were loyal to him.
Samantha had argued that they were prisoner back on the Scrapulent base, so of course they weren’t on Praks’s side. Hadrian still wasn’t convinced, but had played up the angle that he wanted to ensure their safety.
“They’re landing,” Samantha pointed out, as the ships to their left began their descent.
“What in the…” Jackal swiped his hands across his controls and pulled up a holographic display, which he then maneuvered and swiped toward the main screen. Up above, everyone gasped.
“That’s gotta be where they’re going,” Samantha said, leaning forward to better see the image of the almost-camouflaged ships. They were too large to truly be hidden, though. Large and mean looking. While the body of the ships was like many others she had seen in space, including those of the allies, she guessed Praks had taken some of those and then upgraded the hell out of them. Or, the Shadow people had, as she remembered that this was sort of their specialty.
Large turrets, lasers, and the telltale signs of multiple layers of shields were just the half of it. Praks seemed to be playing up the whole pirate angle, with wide metallic slicers on each side jutting out like wings, clearly intended to do damage if the ship were to come up alongside another. At its helm was a series of blasters, but the point of the ship was decorated with a carving of a demon-mermaid, it looked like.
No, not a mermaid… The bottom half was more like a snake, curving along the ship. That was a carving of Saraleigh!
“Hadrian, I think we’ve found more than just Captain Praks here,” Samantha said, standing to point out the carving. “What if… could this be her ship?”
“Well color me purple,” Jackal said, leaning back with a grunt. “Ladies and gents, we got ourselves here a two-fer. Two for one.”
“I get dibs,” Hadrian declared. “In my mind, she’s accountable for my ankle. I mean to see that she pays.”
“That and everything else that’s been going wrong,” Samantha argued. “In fact, if you’re right about her influence on the Potentate, and therefore many of the deaths on Earth, I’d say I have just as big a claim of dibs as you… more, actually. To say nothing of what she did to me or Ferder.”
Hadrian turned to her with a nod. “First to you then, how about that?”
“Deal.”
A flicker appeared on the screen, followed by the image of General Pottan. “Hail, Hadrian. We can’t just go in guns blazing—too many of our own in there.”
“What do you propose, then?” Hadrian asked.
Pottan’s stern expression didn’t change at all as he said, “We go in on foot.”
“You want us to go into the caves?” Agathe asked, but leaned back and closed her mouth at a look from Hadrian.
“Your team afraid of the dark?” Pottan asked with a frown.
“The Shadow Corps isn’t afraid of anything,” Samantha answered.
Pottan nodded. “Good to hear it. We’ll pull around to the side, flank his ships in case he tries to take off, and then move into the caves in fire teams. Five from the southeast side while the rest guard exits from outside, to ensure no one escapes. We don’t want too many teams in there, so as to avoid crossfire.”
“Agreed,” Hadrian replied.
“We’re going in,” Samantha stated. “I’ll take Napalm, Dex, Kwan, and Carma. The rest will go with Hadrian.”
“Roger that. We’ll see you below.”
The general disconnected and the ship lowered to follow them, most of the women’s ships doing the same. Several flew up to patrol the area, which Samantha had to agree was a good idea. Not smart to leave all of your forces exposed on the ground.
Ferder was looking at her, but he wasn’t smiling.
“What is it?” she asked.
“After she did this to me, you’re not giving me a shot at her?”
Samantha shook her head. “We can’t have liabilities, and with your eyes—”
“Actually,” Hadrian interjected, “it’s possible he might be your most valuable tool down there.”
“How’s that?”
“The glasses,” Hadrian replied. “Let’s try a little experiment.”
With a swipe of his hand, the lights went out, even the display screen.
“Hey, I’m trying to land this beast,” Jackal protested.
“Use your personal display,” Hadrian said. “Now, Ferder… what do you see?”
For a second there was silence, then Ferder just laughed. “You all, of course. But more clear… did something change?”
The lights came back on and Hadrian was smiling. “It seems, Ferder, that the Shadows gave you a bit more in this gift than simply sight. You can see when no one else can, giving you a distinct advantage in places like these caves.”
“Guess that means I get that shot after all?”
Hadrian considered this, then turned to Samantha. “Your call, not mine.”
With a deep breath, she realized that of course she had to say yes. Not only was it the smart choice, based on what she had just learned, but he had saved her from Saraleigh. For all she knew, he would do it again.
“On one condition,” Samantha said. “If you find her first, make that bitch suffer.”
“As you wish,” Ferder replied.
Samantha glanced back at Agathe, who returned her look and shrugged. “What, you expect me to be jealous or something? Hell no, I wouldn’t go into those caves if you all doubled my salary.”
“We’re not paying you a salary,” Hadrian said.
“Oh?” She pouted. “Huh, now I forgot why I came along.”
“There was something about a fee for being their guides,” Voira said, “and I might have already accepted that and not mentioned that it was over.”
Agathe licked her lips in confusion, clearly unsure what to say here.
“Does that change anything for you?” Hadrian laughed.
“I…” Her eyes found Ferder, and she suppressed a smile. “No, I guess not.”
“Good. I’ll divide us into two teams, those on the outside. A couple with General Pottan, a couple with Mistress Reyn. Not only do we need to ensure their safety through this, so that neither side can blame the other for things gone wrong, but we have to keep an eye on them, be sure they don’t try anything.”
“Roger that,” Voira said.
With a nod from Hadrian, they all turned to see that they were touching down. Forces were already streaming out from the other ships, armed to the teeth and ready for action. Samantha felt the familiar tingle in her sword hand as she anticipated the swing, a twitch in her trigger finger as she imagined hordes of enemies coming at her.
It was go time.
The door opened, and she snatched a quick glance back to ensure her team was with her—Kwan, Dex, Napalm, and Ferder.
With these fighters at her side, there was no doubting they were here to bring the pain. Stand back, ladies and gentlemen, she thought to herself with a smirk, it’s about to get ugly.
The other two fire teams consisted of one team of males and one of females, so Samantha insisted on taking the middle cave. Everyone there knew it would be all too easy for one team to turn on the other in there, but at least this way they would have to deal with their guilt over killing her if they let it get to that.
She was determined to do her part not to allow them near each other. Any lingering resentment needed to vanish from this day onward, and she’d do her part to ensure the flames weren’t fanned.
“Everyone got their guts packed up nice and tight?” Samantha asked her team. “No one about to lose their bowels or anything like that?”
Carma scowled, but Napalm laughed.
“We’ve been through worse than this,” Kwan replied, stone-faced.
“A notorious pirate, mind-controlling aliens, and who knows what other forces waiting within dark caverns on an alien planet…” Samantha shrugged. “I mean, it’s up there with the others, at least.”
You don’t think my planet was scarier than this? Dex asked.
“Oh, yeah, except those Dexemathingies,” Samantha admitted to the group. “I guess those were pretty damn scary.”
“Like thousands of deaths, coming at you,” Kwan said with a shudder. “If you weren’t our friend, Dex, I’d piss my pants every time I looked at you.”
Everyone laughed, except for Kwan. He just looked at them with an expression that said he didn’t get what was so funny.
My kind play off of our look to terrify our opponents during battle, Dex replied. Maybe when this is all over I’ll switch to a more colorful cloak to appear less intimidating.
I’d like to see pink, Samantha replied, so that those who couldn’t understand their mental speak weren’t in on the joke.
A purring sound came from Dex, which Samantha had come to know as laughter.
Out of the corner of her eyes, Samantha noticed the general giving the wave of his hand. His team moved first, Samantha’s close behind in the next cave over, and then the female team.
They would all have to be wary about what they shot at down here, with three teams moving in the darkness like this. At least they had Ferder up front, and shields could help fend off initial shots.
Samantha was used to training in tunnels, as most of the jump points sent her into caverns to grind and work on her armor upgrades. But that was different. Somehow, she always knew those exercises would put her up against an enemy she could handle. For all she knew, this could be her last night alive.
That thought kind of made her wish she were back home, curled up with her mom watching old movies, maybe that book adaptation they’d made that she’d fallen in love with as a child. Back by Sunrise, was it? That had been so long ago, and as she’d grown older she had started to dismiss all magic in stories as a bunch of bull. Now that she had seen real magic out here in the universe, though, she wasn’t so certain.
Gunpowder smells permeated the stale air, and tunnels led ever onward, some splitting off here and there. Samantha did her best to lead her team on a straight path, with Ferder keeping watch. At one point he held out a hand and guided them away from a drop-off that otherwise might have turned the mission into a pretty horrible night.
He was already earning his keep. But then he paused, glancing about as if his sight had suddenly gone out.
“What is it?” Samantha asked.
“This doesn’t make sense,” Ferder said, his voice hushed.
“What doesn’t?” Samantha asked.
“My glasses, they allow me to see, but not like this. I’m seeing something coming at us as if it were dark and I had regular eyesight again.”
“Is it charging on legs that look like giant, metal spears?” Napalm asked, clutching his weapon and preparing to shoot. “Wild, crazed eyes and teeth like razors?”
“You see it too?” Ferder turned back. “But when I look this way, it’s the glasses again, and you all. Like a fancy version of night vision goggles.”
It registered, almost too late. Samantha shouted, “Down! Hold your fire!” and rolled out of the way, just as one of the other teams crossed into their line of sight and turned their way, confused. If the Shadow Corps had opened fire, they would have taken out the male Arzanians.
“What is it?” one of them called.
“Mind games,” Samantha said, assessing her team. If she was the only one who hadn’t seen the image, that meant she was the only one not susceptible. “No one attacks in any way without my say-so, got it?”
“You mean, they were in their heads?” Carma asked.
Even I saw it, Dex admitted.
“Right.” Samantha gestured for the other team to keep moving, then turned to hers. “Here’s the deal. My best guess is the locals aren’t affected by this. That means you all are trouble, unless you can control your actions. Whatever your mind tells you for the next part of this mission, I want you to ignore.”
“Maybe you should just send us back,” Napalm suggested, his fiery eyes showing worry in the darkness. “This sounds, I mean… it could get bad.”
Samantha nodded, but said, “No. I need my team with me. If anything, it’s a good training exercise, right? Doesn’t Hadrian always tell us this is all on the job training? Well, here we go. You all get to test yourselves. How good are you at doing exactly what you’re told, when you’re told?”
“Honestly, not good,” Napalm admitted.
“Exactly, so now you get to improve yourself in that regard.” Samantha pulled out her sword and used the light to see the surrounding walls. “Of course, this means we can’t fully rely on Ferder’s night vision either, or not until we’ve taken out the Scrapulent threat. Got it?”
The rest didn’t sound too thrilled with this turn of events, but they mumbled their agreement and carried on behind her.
A few moments later, loud breathing sounds and a small whimper came from behind. Samantha turned to see Napalm and Ferder pulling back, Dex with his hands behind his back, head bowed.
“Keep moving,” Samantha ordered.
“Roger that,” Napalm said, inching his foot forward.
Samantha glanced around with a sigh. “There’s nothing here, guys. What are they making you see now?”
“Cold,” Napalm said. “Little scurrying monsters of ice.”
“It’s fire for me,” Ferder said.
The abyss for me, came Dex’s response. I know it is not true, yet I cannot overcome it. Even with all of my mental practice, I am weak.
“None of you are weak,” Samantha countered. “They have the gems that they stole from the Arzanians, which boost their abilities. Right now we need to make sure that doesn’t continue. Remember, on me. Trust. Faith.”
Dex was the first to step forward. His normal ability to appear to float was more halting now. He staggered slightly, and then he was with her, standing tall.
It will not happen again, he communicated.
Good.
Soon they were moving again, only pausing when a barrage of gunfire sounded from not so far off.
“You all are hearing that too, right?” Ferder asked.
“Go!” Samantha shouted, and they all started moving toward the shooting. Again it sounded, not letting up this time, giving them perfect guidance as they ran out into an open cavern.
At the far end were the clear signs of a base being built into the underground area. A metal dome extended from the wall, gun ports built into it with automatic guns at the top, though two had been taken out by the female Arzanians. The males arrived from another side a moment later and they too opened fire, but Samantha shouted over her shoulder to her team, “Nobody shoots but Carma and me. We can’t have you thinking our allies are enemy booger monsters or whatever they hell Saraleigh decides to put in your minds.”
They obviously didn’t like that, but didn’t have a choice either. Pushing them back into the tunnel, she took up one side of it while Carma opened fire from the other. Samantha focused on one of the gun turrets with her energy. A moment later it began to shake, then with a crack it fell from the wall and exploded against the metal to create a large dent.
Shots from the other team took out the last turret, and then they were running down to siege the base. Carma was about to join, when Samantha held a hand out.
Something wasn’t right. That felt too easy. A glance around showed nothing out of the ordinary for a dark, underground cavern, but still she waited.
“What is it?” Ferder asked, looking around. “Actually, hey, this is working. They don’t know I’m not able to see normal, so when my sight seems back to normal, I know they’re screwing with me. Right now, it seems fine… I see movement, though… there!”
He pointed up at the ceiling. It was a high ceiling, and sure enough, there was movement in the darkness.
“Holy… it’s her!” This time Ferder didn’t wait for permission, but opened fire. Instantly the other two who were susceptible stumbled back.
Samantha shouted, “I don’t care what you think you see up there, just fire at the ceiling!”
They all opened up, and now she saw it—the same creepy snake lady that had pierced her with its metallic tail. Saraleigh was slithering along the ceiling, emerging from an opening along with numerous other Scrapulent with their spider and scorpion bodies. Some were falling to the shots, but there were so many that it didn’t seem to matter.
“Damn, how far down are we?” Carma shouted over the shots going off.
“Does it really matter?” Samantha replied. This wasn’t going to work, she was realizing. She turned to the metal dome in hopes of the teams returning to provide backup, and saw that the Scrapulent had already surged on it, many charging in. Shouts came from inside, and more attacks and screams.
It was a trap, she thought, and decided this couldn’t go on. Not if they wanted to come out of this successfully, and not if they wanted the two sides of the Arzanians to work together in the future. They had to emerge victoriously, for many reasons.
“Dex, on me.” She slung her rifle onto her back and drew her sword.
Into the void we go, came his reply, and then the two were leaping.
“Cover us!” Samantha shouted to those behind them, and to Dex she mentally projected, Just attack like a madman in every direction. I’ll be out of your way, and there’re enough of those bastards that you’ll do some major damage.
Understood. He landed and instantly fell into one of the many forms he practiced constantly.
While some fighters might flail about in a similar situation, not Dex. Even without being able to rely on what his mind was telling him, his cloak acted out of instinct, responding to his enemies’ presence to let him know which direction to strike, or when to dodge.
His sword flashed, tearing lines of light into the sky that burst through enemy shields and metallic bodies, leaving little in his wake.
But Samantha didn’t have time to watch and worry—she had Saraleigh to deal with. The serpent woman had made it halfway across the ceiling and almost to the dome, where Samantha imagined she and her followers would move in on the Arzanian teams from behind while the pirates attacked from within.
That couldn’t be allowed to happen.
Samantha ran to the edge of the wall, glad that she was fully charged up and hadn’t been using any energy before this fight. It meant she could do her worst. A leap brought her up, and her feet hit the wall with the familiar gravitational pull she had come to appreciate, She ran straight for Saraleigh and her horde. The faster she ran, the faster the suit reacted, pushing her beyond what she would normally be capable of.
Scrapulent tried reaching out to her mind, and she felt them like raindrops on the skin. Impulses to give up, to turn around, to piss herself in terror. But they had no effect on her. She was going to tear them all to shreds.
At the last minute, Saraleigh pulled back and commanded her forces forward, but Samantha wasn’t fazed. She leaped, cloak billowing behind her and helping her stay afloat in a confusing, not quite upside down position as she hurtled herself over the heads of the Scrapulent and right into Saraleigh.
A flash of metal and the snake tail was coming for her, but Samantha was ready for it this time. With a thrust of her sword and spark of electricity, she pierced the metal and had the hold she wanted.
Now she let gravity work its magic, and pulled Saraleigh with her. The two went toppling down to land on the ground below with a thud. Instantly Samantha was up, pulling her sword out and spinning to attempt a blow that would separate woman from metallic snake. Instead, the blow hit one of several falling Scrapulent spider-men who were throwing themselves in their goddess’s way, keeping her from harm.
Saraleigh was up and slithering around to try and attack Samantha from the back, but then Dex appeared, a line of his blue and purple light tearing a gap in the snake. With a piercing shriek, the goddess pulled back and flew the other way, apparently putting out a horrible mental image, as the others above stopped shooting long enough to scream.
Keep on her, Dex commanded. I’ll deal with these ones. As long as you have her distracted, her magic is weakened.
On it, Samantha replied. She thrust herself through the oncoming Scrapulent, darting between them and cutting limbs, not lingering long enough to see what damage she had done, but relentlessly pursuing her prey.
The goddess saw what was happening and cursed, slithering away and using her Scrapulent as a wall of reaching pincers, mandibles, and sharp spider legs. Screeching sounded as metal scraped against Samantha’s armor, but she pushed on, slashing her way through. With a thrust of her shield, she sent a shockwave through the enemy, temporarily stunning them, and used that moment to hack through, creating a gap.
She was vaguely aware of Dex spinning and slashing behind her, and the blasters had started again from the rest of her team. There wasn’t time to allow even a moment’s distraction, however, so Samantha ran through the line, cutting herself off from her team against all of her instincts.
If Saraleigh got away, it wouldn’t matter.
The snake tail stabbed at her face, and she narrowly dodged to her left as the tip thrust. It would have likely shot right through her faceplate, but instead the attack left the goddess open.
With a grunt of exertion, Samantha spun and swiped up with her sword, cleaving off the end of the snake tail. Purple liquid flew from the exposed end and a blood-curdling scream filled the room as Saraleigh pulled back with a spasm.
The Scrapulent surged on Samantha, but like one, Samantha’s team was suddenly at their best. The mental link must have been broken, because now they were shooting straight and on point, Dex cutting through the enemy without mercy.
And that meant Samantha could stay focused on her objective.
She lifted her sword and slammed it down onto the ground in the direction of Saraleigh, sending a beam of electricity at her opponent. The goddess lit up and then hissed as she fell to the floor, arms barely holding her up. It was quite the sight, a hideous creature that once might have been a beautiful woman but had been turned into a monster by biotech experimentations. The purple veins glowed brighter than ever, the fragments of broken gems in her eyes sparking as if attempting to create energy.
“You’re done here,” Samantha said, sword out.
“I’ll live forever, you little tw—”
Samantha didn’t let her finish the word, instead slicing with a pounce. Her sword slid easily through skin and bone, severing the goddess’s jaw from her face. Blood spewed and a tongue flapped as Saraleigh’s eyes widened in horror.
As if by instinct, her snake body took over and she slithered at ungodly speeds back into the dome behind her. Samantha pounced again, but the snake tail flailed and knocked her sideways so that she flew and hit a nearby wall. Scrapulent surged on her, overpowering her.
They were everywhere, leaping on her, long claws digging into the seams of her armor in their attempt to pull it from her body and then end her life. Clanging and explosions sounded in all directions, and more and more seemed to keep coming.
But there was no way Samantha was about to let Saraleigh get away. Not after what she had done to Ferder’s eyes.
Instead of fighting to get free, she realized her only hope was to stop the live ones from getting to her. That meant she needed more dead ones nearby. She had been saving her skill points for assassin upgrades like the one Dex had recently shown her, with the light that tore through armor, but at this moment that seemed less important.
Right now, she needed a skill that could deal with multiple opponents at once, and she had seen one recently that was perfect. Lucky for her, it was only two down in one of the skill tree branches she had pursued in electricity.
Pulling up her HUD, she scrolled through the list, trying to focus while the attack kept on. She did her best to keep the Scrapulent at bay, hitting some with blasts from her shield, but knowing it wasn’t enough.
First she upgraded the skill right before the one she needed. It was called Energy Cage, and seemed to be used for holding an enemy in place. That could actually come in useful, she realized. The next one, though, was what she needed here, and she hoped she had enough energy to pull it off. Electric Surge.
She selected it and then smiled, letting the faceplate clear in hopes that they could see the smile, even without their eyes.
Oh well, kicking their butts with this was going to be more rewarding anyway. As the image had shown, she thrust both fists together to trigger the skill, and then watched in amazement as blue energy burst forth from her hands, hitting the closest Scrapulents. It sent a shock through their bodies and used their energy to hit the next set of enemies, absorbing their energy and growing stronger and stronger until it hit the fifth wave and caused the last group to explode.
While the enemy was still recuperating, some trying to figure out how their comrades had exploded, Samantha leaped for her freedom, heading for the dome. But she hadn’t counted on how much that skill would drain her.
The first step took her toward her destination, the second led her to collapse right on her face. She spotted her sword where it had fallen and reached for it, only to find one of the remaining Scrapulent desperately grab hold of her.
She kicked the creature back and lunged again, this time grasping her sword. When the Scrapulent got her a second time, he lost an arm.
She used the sword as a walking stick to pick herself off the ground and then hobble over to the dome.
Don’t rely on your legs only, Dex told her.
Her mind was spinning, and what he said didn’t make sense. Then she remembered how the cloak had, more than once, acted as a support when she was falling or jumping. She needed support in walking now, so maybe it was possible?
Focusing on her mind and meditating on the cloak, she took another step. This time the long pieces of cloak ties about her waist sprang out in different directions, flowing gently all around her. She took another step. This one made her feel like she was in water, and when she started running, it wasn’t like she was running at all, but moving with the wind.
It was exhilarating, going from completely drained to feeling like a leaf blown from one side of the room to the other. And then she was past the new surge of Scrapulent that had abandoned their attacks on her friends in favor of an attack on her. Passing into the dome, she paused just long enough to confirm that her friends were holding their own, then progressed onward, into the darkness.
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OUTER DROK CAVES
Somewhere in here, the Arzanian teams were fighting the pirate Captain Praks, and now Saraleigh was maimed and hiding in the darkness. The clash of battle sounded behind her while more distant sounds came from ahead.
How big could this place possibly be?
Judging by what she had seen outside from above, pretty damn huge.
She kept the sword in one hand in case something lunged at her, but unslung her rifle and held it in the other hand. With the support of the armor, she could fire it one handed if needed, though her aim wasn’t likely to be the best.
Walking through the near darkness, with the sounds of fighting and death in front and behind her, she couldn’t help but find her memories taking her back to Earth. When the Syndicate had first arrived, she had been terrified, but stepped up regardless. For her, it hadn’t been a question of fighting, but simply finding her limits. She hadn’t been stupid. She had known she was only a young pre-teen at the time, but she had also read Allie Strom, or the older classics like that one about the young girl named Arya… Strike or something like that. Arya Strike? It didn’t sound right, but the name didn’t matter. The point was that she had been raised on a series of stories that dealt with young women kicking insane amounts of butts to save themselves and their families.
Thanks to her neighbor and his awesome library of old movies and video games, she had been essentially brainwashed from an early age. That, and the fact that her mom was one of the most amazing Marines to ever exist, as far as she knew.
Lucky for her, that self-confidence and bravery hadn’t gotten her killed.
Sometimes, she had wondered if there had always been something different about her, something that didn’t allow her to die all those times. Now she had more of the puzzle, because she had become fairly certain her dad was an alien. She was also quite sure Hadrian held some sort of key to this mystery, but right now they had an enemy to take out. Questions could follow.
She stumbled, and then glanced down to see what had hit her foot—a Scrapulent. As she kept on, other bodies lined the floor or leaned against the walls in various states of destruction. Some wore straight up space armor, suits of gold and blue with various skull-shaped patterns and insignia. Space pirates, she assumed. Captain Praks’s followers.
Up to this point, at least, she hadn’t seen any of the Arzanian dead. That had to be a good sign.
More sounds of shooting came from ahead.
A movement, and then a flash of steel. But Samantha was faster. With a quick darting motion, she was close enough to see the armor and be sure it wasn’t her side, so she lifted her rifle and shot. Another motion came from her right, and she thrust out with her sword, ending the second would-be attacker.
After a quick check to see that there weren’t any more, Samantha stepped forward to continue her advance. But then she paused as she noticed something was off.
Silence.
That meant the fighting had likely stopped. Had one side already won? She picked up the pace, eager to check on the situation.
The dark passage let out into a massive underground base. It wasn’t just a series of caverns as it might have once been. This place was being built right under the Arzanian’s noses! It had a series of containment chambers where Arzanians were being held captive, some with gem stations to drain their energy, others where Shadow men were conducting tests on them.
She should have known. The Shadows were in on it!
As she searched for the best way to make her move, she paused at the sight of a hand, pressing a finger to a mouth. In the darkness, she saw it was one of the Arzanian men, a few more past him. He nodded when he saw that she had spotted him, then gestured below to a large, green, cylindrical object. Just past it, the female team was hiding out.
Now Samantha saw why the fighting had come to a halt. A line of blood led to the rear of the chamber, where she could barely make out two shapes in the shadows. The blood led to the unmistakable snake form of Saraleigh. In front of her stood a tall man in intricate clothing. While he wore body armor, it resembled the uniform of the other Arzanians, with its arched helmet and chestplate with carved muscles, decorated with fine patterns of triangles and harsh lines. His left shoulder guard rose up in a way that resembled old gladiators, and on it was the symbol of a warrior with arms raised.
No, not just any warrior. Orion, she realized as she moved closer and could see the three stars glowing at the figure’s belt.
There was no doubt in her mind that this was Captain Praks.
“You disgust me!” Praks shouted, kicking Saraleigh away from himself. “You’ve failed. Why should I keep you around?”
A mumbling started, more of a moaning sound, as she tried to respond without half of her jaw. She must have been communicating mentally, because he scoffed.
“You’ve ruined everything if you’ve let them in, do you understand!”
Another moan, but Samantha had seen enough. If this was Praks, he needed to be stopped. With a nod to the Arzanian men, she glanced around to see where the guards were, then stood to prepare her assault.
But as she did, the whole place rumbled as if in a small earthquake…
She knelt back down and glanced around. The Arzanians seemed as confused as her. Praks, however, had turned to the large doors behind him and smiled.
“My king awaits,” he said, and then disappeared into the wide opening, Saraleigh slithering behind like a beaten dog.
All of the guards and the rest of Praks’s team were moving too, filing out through different doors one level up. No one seemed to care that there was a fight going on just outside of this dome. No one stopped to look back and see if there were attackers there, watching them.
“This can’t be good,” Samantha said, turning to see Kwan and Ferder enter. “Where are the others?”
“Still holding off the rest of the Scrapulent,” Kwan said. “They just keep coming, but we figured you might need help.”
Samantha nodded. With a glance back and a pang of worry for her teammates, she waved the others on. Instead of leading an assault as she had planned, they all moved up to the doorways and simply walked in, as if they belonged.
The workers and guards had their backs to them, and then Samantha saw why. They all stood in an even bigger area, like an underground missile silo. Only, there was no missile in the center of the room. Instead there was a massive opening in the ground. It was growing larger as earth and stone crumbled away, falling into what appeared to be a black hole.
Together they all watched it grow, enemies and allies alike, until a shape started to emerge. One Samantha recognized all too well—one of the three, massive space dragons! This Guardian was much like the one they had killed on Entono Fos, only where the other had only two eyes, this one had four. And while the other dragon had a mass of front horns that shot energy blasts, this one reminded her much more of a traditional, mythological dragon. Something between that and a giant sandworm from old movies.
Praks wasn’t just here to harvest the Arzan gems and power; he was using it as a point to unleash one of the dragons. If it was unleashed, it would tear through this world, helping him to enslave the entire population and their ability to enhance powers, making the Great Deceivers even stronger!
Naturally, Samantha couldn’t allow that. Eyes darting across the room, she finally spotted Praks and the weakened form of Saraleigh. They stood at a metal ledge by the hole, watching in awe as the dragon’s face emerged. It opened its mouth and let out a wild scream, and that’s when Samantha acted.
She ran and leaped down, cloak billowing behind her. At the last second, Praks turned from his precious dragon and sidestepped the swing from Samantha’s sword, then backhanded her across the ledge.
“You led her to us,” Praks practically spat, glaring at Saraleigh. “Finish her.”
Saraleigh hesitated, but then lunged. Without time to recover, Samantha took two shots to the back of her armor from the guards. Saraleigh was on her a moment later, long nails growing from her hands and scraping gashes into Samantha’s armored thighs. They hadn’t gone all the way through, but one more attack like that likely would.
More shots came from above, then bodies fell over and bounced off the wall before being consumed by the dragon, whose head was now almost fully out of the portal. The shots had come from Kwan, Samantha realized, as Ferder leaped down to her side, blaster rifle ready.
“This is for my eyes,” he said, searing through Saraleigh with shot after shot. Even as she tried to dodge, the barrage was inescapable. In a desperate move, the snake-woman leaped for them. With a spinning swipe of her sword, Samantha finished the job, separating the rest of the head from the body.
With a yelp, Ferder took off his glasses. But it wasn’t a yelp of pain or fright, but of joy.
“My vision,” he declared, “it’s back!”
“I’ll want my glasses when this is over,” Kwan shouted, earning laughter.
The others wanted to celebrate the moment, but Praks was still there, leering at them and prepared to attack. With a flick of his wrist, he had created a shield of orange energy. Shots from Ferder and Kwan sizzled away when they hit the shield, so instead the two dealt with the others while Samantha darted in to take him in hand-to-hand combat.
When Praks gestured to the right, the shield swung over to block her, then again to the left as she lunged. Testing it, she put the tip of her sword forward and watched with horror as it quickly disappeared, leaving her with a flattened end of her blade.
“You won’t be facing me today,” Praks said with a gleeful laugh. “Not like this. Rest assured, the day I take your life, I will have the entire Shadow Fleet at my back, and you will beg me to make it quick.” He leaned in, smiling evilly. “I won’t.”
Dex, we need everything we’ve got, Samantha communicated to her friend.
Praks was able to hear it, though, because he just shook his head. “As soon as you made yourself known, my ship went into lockdown mode. They won’t be able to enter.”
“Your… ship?”
“You must be a simple one,” he countered, with a glance that made her feel very small. “Too bad. Maybe they can send someone with more of a chance next time.”
With that, he took a step back and into the doorway behind him, and she watched as he turned and walked back into the dome. No, not a dome at all, but the ship he had mentioned. As the ceiling above opened to reveal a militarized opening, she put all the pieces together. The gate was here, or had been put here by him with the help of Karstrack. They created an underground location, where the ship could be stored too. But, now that ship was starting to rumble, moving up and out of there.
The other guards were shouting, pounding on the door and calling up to the ship, but Praks had simply left them behind.
Dex, new plan, Samantha messaged him. Get Hadrian and the others, tell them to shoot down that damn ship, and then come help me with a dragon coming out of a portal.
Here I was thinking you were going to tell me you’d taken care of it, Dex replied. Too bad.
Samantha wanted to roll her eyes at him, but knew he wouldn’t see that. Instead, she turned back to the dragon. It began wailing, turning its head toward her. Its eyes were glowing, and she realized this dragon likely had some other means of attack.
She didn’t intend to stick around long enough to find out. As the ship lifted up into the air, the entire fleet of Arzanian ships, along with the Noraldian, rose to meet it. Samantha spun, torn between watching what was bound to be a great show of strength and trying to figure out how to stop the portal from letting the dragon through.
But instead of bothering to try and fight, the cowardly pirate took to the skies, flying straight for space. Several ships gave chase as the Noraldian flew over and hovered above the opening. A moment later Hadrian appeared, leaping down to join Samantha just as the ship dodged a blast of energy that flew up from the dragon.
The others were there now too, including Dex and Napalm, and Hadrian was glancing around at them to determine the next move.
He joined Kwan in dealing with the guards and shouted to Samantha, “Me, you, and Napalm. We need to push back the dragon so I can close the gate.”
“Can’t we just close it with the dragon’s head there?” she countered. “Kill it at the same time. Two birds with one stone.”
Hadrian blasted a guard, and then turned to draw his sword and slice at the final one. “For reasons you can’t possibly understand, we don’t want to do that.”
“Try me,” she countered.
“There’s no time!” He motioned her and Napalm to follow, and the three went to the edge of the metal ledge. “The simple version is that these ancient dragons were Guardians for a reason. With one gone, we might be okay. If two were to die, we’d never be able to push back the darkness.”
“Orion’s Belt,” Samantha said, putting together the connection. “It guards us against something out there.”
He nodded. “More to come, but we must deal with the matter at hand.”
A burst of light came from above, and they glanced up to see the pirate ship vanish as it took off in space. Likely at FTL or through a gate, as far as Samantha could guess.
“We’ll get to them,” Hadrian said, “Focus!”
As one, the three of them turned to the dragon and began working to push it back, latching onto energy with all of their focus. The others took up a defensive perimeter, but it wasn’t necessary.
Another blast emerged from the dragon’s eyes. It hit the remains of the tunnels and the ship bay, instantly disintegrating both.
“Keep on it!” Hadrian shouted, but it wasn’t enough.
“Maybe we can help,” a voice said from behind, and Samantha turned to see a small army of Arzanians who had been held captive. They had the gems they were being forced to make, and all stepped forward, holding them out. Light reflected on one and then bounced to another, until soon all of them were lit up. Then it was happening—the golden flakes from before, only falling like a blizzard. Each time they touched Samantha’s skin they filled her with energy, power.
As the storm of warmth took them, Hadrian, Napalm, and Samantha all levitated, energy now visibly flowing from their outstretched hands. Now, the dragon was no match for them.
With one last scream of anger, it was pushed back through the portal. Not wasting any time, Hadrian leaped forward and moved his hands in a complicated system that looked like he was spelling something out in the air—and then the hole and the portal were gone. Just regular dirt and rocks, though in quite a state of disarray.
Above, ships were circling, likely looking for any trace of pirates, but there appeared to be none.
Hadrian turned to them, stumbled, and caught himself on the railing. “We’re going after him.” Touching a finger to the side of his helmet, he said, “Jackal, prepare the ship. We’re going FTL into uncharted territory. We’ll need all sensing systems on-line. I’ll prepare the runes.”
“Runes?” Samantha asked.
Hadrian nodded. “We know where Praks is going, and we know the way to get there. We just don’t know if the jump path is clear. We have runes that can help with that, help us avoid certain problems.”
“So we’re good, then.”
He raised an eyebrow. “We’re safer than we’d otherwise be, I’d say.”
That wasn’t the most encouraging answer, but they would do what needed to be done. They followed him back to the Noraldian, and were in the air in a matter of minutes.
On the bridge, Hadrian pulled up the display and dialed in the two Arzanian sides.
“We now know they have the second dragon, likely the third,” Hadrian explained. “Praks isn’t retreating. He’s pulling back to gather his forces, now that he understands what he’s up against.”
“What can we do?” Mistress Reyn asked.
“The Shadow Corps and I will go after him, though it is a long flight. I need to know that we can trust you both to cooperate. Because you were divided, the dark forces were able to use your planet as a staging grounds for what could have been a divisive blow, had we not interfered. I need to know that you will fight together against evil, and set up safeguards to ensure they cannot take any more of you into captivity. Your gems are too valuable to go into their hands.”
Mistress Reyn nodded. “We’ll do our part. General?”
General Pottan’s face was like stone, uncompromising, but finally he gave a curt nod. “A cut doesn’t heal in a day, and neither will our bond that was broken long ago. But I promise this, we will make it right. We will form a united member of the alliance that you can be proud of.”
“Protect our universe, General, Mistress.” Hadrian saluted them with a hand on his heart, and then added, “We can be sure that our enemy forces will not be able to rely on the Arzanians to help their cause further. United, we will all see to that. It also means the Scrapulent won’t have enhanced mind control any longer, which I’m sure we can all agree is a wonderful prospect. As for our next steps, we’re glad to have you onboard. Welcome to the Corps.”
They smiled and returned the salute before signing off.
When the screen was blank, Jackal pulled up a star map. He flipped across it a few times until landing on a star system surrounded by black, empty space.
“The Shadow Worlds,” Hadrian announced with a nod of his head. “Get us moving, Jackal. Find an open route while I prepare the runes and then brief the team on what this long of a journey means for them.
“Excuse me?” Samantha asked.
He simply waved for her and the others to follow, standing and leaving the bridge. As they walked, he said, “I’m bringing you to a room we try to avoid using as much as possible.”
“And what room would that be?” Voira asked.
“The Cryogenics Bay,” Hadrian replied. “We have to prepare each of you to be frozen.”
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THE NORALDIAN
The worst part about going to the Shadow Worlds was the amount of time it was going to take. While everything to this point had been based on gates that Hadrian had set up, this was beyond his reach. This was at the edge. Their best chance, he insisted, lay in taking the outermost gate and then traveling as fast as they could while putting the crew in cryogenic sleep.
All except Napalm and Dex, however, since Napalm’s life force revolved around fire and the deep freeze would have very negative consequences. Dex just didn’t need it. He didn’t age the same as the rest of them.
Before going, Samantha stopped by Ferder’s room. He was sitting there, staring at a holographic image he’d pulled up of Entono Fos, rotating it around, eyes moister than usual.
When he noticed her there, he said, “I wondered if I’d ever see the place again.”
“I’m so happy for you,” Samantha replied, lingering a moment longer, overcome with joy for him and complete confusion regarding the other feelings churning in her gut. “It’s… really perfect.”
He looked up at her, frowned, and nodded. “Thanks, Sam. I owe you.”
She was suddenly aware of a presence behind her. When she turned, she was glad to see Hadrian standing with his hands behind his back, smiling.
“It’s your turn,” Hadrian stated. “Are you ready?”
“Ready as I’ll ever be,” she replied, and gave Ferder a wave. “See you on the other side.”
“Later, gator,” he replied.
“What?”
“Isn’t that what you say on Earth?” He looked embarrassed. “Kwan said it was an American saying. Aren’t you American?”
She laughed. “Yes, just… it’s old. Nobody says it anymore, and I mean nobody.”
He shrugged. “Well, now I do.
“Later, gator,” she replied, then nodded to Hadrian and the two departed.
As they entered the cryogenics room, Hadrian turned to her with a concerned frown. “Sam, when you come out, I advise you spend some time in thought.”
“You want me to think?” She raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure if I should be insulted right now.”
“Specifically,” he went on, ignoring that, “I want you to think about where you are emotionally.”
“Oh.” Images of Dan filled her head, but it was strange. Now the face of Dan faded, replaced by Ferder, and he was laughing, running with her on Entono Fos that first day they’d met. Clenching her jaw, she pushed those thoughts from her mind.
“That, right there,” he added. “There’s something going on, but it’s like you don’t accept that part of yourself. It’s okay to feel, it’s okay to love. It’s what makes you human, what makes many of us what we are… and separates us from the enemy.”
“You’re saying that if I don’t have sexual feelings for someone the dark forces will take over my mind?”
He sighed, shaking his head. “I assume most of what you say is a joke, but I’m serious here. Just… allow yourself to feel is all I’m saying.”
She nodded. “I’ll take that under advisement.”
For another moment he stared at her, a look like a concerned father on his face, and then he led her to a white tube, one of several in the room. A couple were already sealed, their inhabitants in deep sleep.
“You’re sure this will be safe?” Samantha asked, staring into the pod she was expected to enter before spending a year in deep sleep. “While we’re gone, everything could fall apart. What if the enemy reaches Earth. What if—”
“Sam,” Hadrian interjected. “The Arzan insisted our enemy is out there. We must return Worsan and his people to their homes. As far as you’re concerned, you won’t even lose the time.”
“Wait, Worsan…” It had slipped her mind during all of the action, but the Shadows had definitely been helping Captain Praks in his underground base. She spun, looking for the traitors.
“Sam, no,” Ferder said, holding a hand out to catch her arm. She glared down at his hand and waited for whatever he was about to say. “I saw them too,” he continued, “or, what I recognized to be them. But Worsan and the others…” He paused, letting go of her arm to gesture to his glasses. “Come on.”
She crossed her arms as she thought.
“He’s right,” Hadrian agreed. “These ones… they can be trusted.”
With a wave of her hand, she brushed the topic aside. “Fine, the cryogenics then. What about coming back? What if something does happen back here, and they need us?”
“I’ve created a stable point for a jump or a gate here. My plan is to create one there, once we’ve touched down. This will allow us to return quickly, and to go back there when we must.” He leaned in. “But… we cannot let Worsan know, as gates into their backyard are highly frowned upon.”
She nodded, glanced back at him one more time, and then stepped into the pod. As the door closed and air around her shifted, she caught one more glimpse of him before everything went black.

A JOLT HIT THE SHIP, and Hadrian took over advanced maneuver controls. He had taken over for Jackal, so that the pilot could get some training in with Napalm and Dex, and then sleep before returning to the bridge for duty.
It seemed that Captain Praks was sending back debris that, at these speeds, would obliterate the Noraldian if they made contact. Fortunately, Hadrian’s runes allowed for FTL maneuverability. Each time an object came, he was able to focus his mind, becoming one with the ship as time slowed. When he nudged her slightly to the side, the result was amplified, and the slightest miscalculation could throw them all to their deaths.
But the runes did more than give Hadrian maneuvering skills. They also allowed those on the ship to move outside of time. Not exactly time traveling, but to make the trip speed by. Hadrian had learned through experience with others in the past that the process was hard on most beings when conscious. It was the unsaid part of why he had insisted on the cryogenics, and why he insisted Dex spend time with Napalm. He had to learn to meditate through this, to control the mind. It would be harder on Napalm, but cryogenics simply wasn’t possible with his kind.
More obstacles came his way, one blinking red that would surely have exploded had he stayed in its proximity. But with a swipe of his hand and a connection to the ship’s runes, it wasn’t a concern.
He couldn’t tell how long the journey had gone on, but after some time he realized the obstacles had stopped. Either the pirates had run out of objects, or they had realized that if the ship had made it this far, that wasn’t the way to stop it.
Hadrian was losing himself in thoughts of his past, memories of those within him creeping up—a day sitting on a throne, a feast to celebrate the king’s inauguration, and many more. As his eyelids were growing heavy, so too was his heart, so it was with perfect timing when Jackal relieved Hadrian.
“All’s well?”
“Stay alert,” Hadrian replied with a nod. “We won’t likely see trouble soon, but find me if we do.”
“Will you be… here?”
“You mean will I jump back to Entono Fos?” Hadrian shook his head. “At these speeds, the return jump would be risky. I fear that our current task takes priority, and only after we have found a solution to this predicament will I be able to return to that one.”
“Roger that,” Jackal said, then put on his helmet and went about his job.
He was an odd one, Hadrian thought with a smile, heading toward his chambers. It was a common thought when interacting with Jackal, the man who had been all too eager to leave so much on Earth behind.
The man could have stayed, been awarded medals for what he and his team went through. But as the last of his race, Hadrian understood all too well the feelings Jackal had expressed after discovering Hadrian, telling him how his squad was dead, his family gone long before that. He had wanted a greater purpose, to be part of something again… to have a reason to live again.
Now he had it, and it was clear he put his all into the job.
Hadrian stopped by the training room and saw Dex and Napalm sitting across from each other, cross-legged, and smiled. He hoped they were taking time for themselves too, and not forgetting to eat.
The Shadow men were in the mess hall, and Hadrian paused briefly to talk strategy with Worsan before retiring to his room.
Before allowing sleep, however, he lay down in bed and said, “Noraldian, play yesterday’s video.”
An image appeared floating just off the ceiling. It was Nora.
“You’re doing wonderful, my dear,” she said. “Every day, you bring the universe farther and farther away from any potential future with the enemy’s victory. I have faith in you, as I always have. What more do you need of me?”
“But Earth… the Potentate has gone too far,” Hadrian said, knowing the video couldn’t hear his protestations. “I let him. I failed.”
Nora in the video lingered for a moment, then smiled at him and simply said, “I love you. I always will.”
The video flickered out, and this time Hadrian chose to take on a different persona while recording.
“Noraldian, record,” he said. As the ship responded, he glowed, gold at first and then a dull red.
He was no longer Hadrian, but Karstrack.
“Ah, so here we are,” Karstrack said, then glanced around the room before looking back up at the ceiling. “I don’t know what you want me to say, old friend. That it tears me up, what happened? That I was there, but not there at the same time? It makes as much sense to me as it does to you, and none of it is new.”
For a few beats Karstrack frowned, then a hint of a smile played on his lips. “It’s not even about that, now, is it? It’s Samantha. She asked you about her father, and you didn’t even know the answer. Hadrian, Hadrian, Hadrian… For one who was known to be so wise, you sure have shown yourself to be foolish, haven’t you?” He laughed, then lifted his arms so that his hands were behind his head. “You have the answers within, you just don’t know how to give them to her. Here’s what I’ll do for you. Bring me out, when we’re next with her, and I’ll see that she gets her answer.”
With that, the form of Karstrack vanished, leaving only Hadrian. He replayed the video, listening with curiosity.
So Samantha would get her answer after all.
Not yet, though. It would have to wait, so as not to distract her. He knew she would be mad at him for making her wait, but he couldn’t have her running off to find the man, if that was a possibility, or breaking down with sorrow if it wasn’t.
No, this little secret would have to remain so, for now. Just one more among many.
With a heavy sigh, he closed his eyes and lost himself to dreams of Nora, the two holding the daughter they never had, but had always talked about. If things had gone differently, if the attack had never come… No, best not to linger on such thoughts.
He had his new family now, not only in the Shadow Corps, but in all who were good in the universe. This time, he wouldn’t let anything stand in the way of protecting his family.
And so the days continued, blurring together into a mixture of hearing the Shadow men tell their stories, training with Dex, and switching off with Napalm so that he too could train and rest.
The videos continued, too, letting Nora and others out to record so that he might chronicle the lives of his world. So that when he, too, was someday gone from this existence, the memory of him and his people would live on.
But Karstrack didn’t come out again. He wouldn’t, Hadrian understood. Not until it was his time with Samantha.
Finally, in the middle of rest, an announcement came through on the speakers.
“All hands,” Napalm said, “prepare for cryogenic departure, prepare for exit of FTL, and prepare to kick some alien balls into outer space. That’s right, I studied Earth, I get the reference. Point is, it’s go time ladies and gents!”
Hadrian sat up with a smile, relieved to have the travel over.
Before exiting the room, he paused at his bathroom mirror. A golden glow faintly emanated from his skin as he partially became Nora, like a thin, spectral veil thrown over his face, but not quite there.
“I’ll be with you soon, my love,” he said, reaching out and touching the mirror, as if actually caressing her cheek. “But not until I’ve shown them the way.”
Pulling himself together, the image faded and he was himself again, an old man with disfigured features. He pulled on his blue armor and attached the golden cloak, the same cloak Nora had given him in life, and exited, ready to prepare his team for battle.
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THE SHADOW WORLDS
Samantha gasped, stumbling forward as Napalm helped her to walk. She was thrust into the showers, and suddenly hot water was streaming over her. She spun, realizing he had been there a second ago, but he was gone. She looked down to see that she still wore the light clothes she’d had on when she went into the pod, the water now rinsing away any gook that had remained.
Her insides still felt cold, but the warmth was slowly creeping back into her. A mumbling came from nearby and then more showers started splashing, and she rubbed her eyes to try and become more alert.
“Kwan and Jackal are already cleaned up and ready,” Napalm’s voice said from the other side of the curtains. “I’m leaving towels and a change of training clothes here. When you all are done, stop by your rooms to get your armor. We’ll all meet in the armory, where Hadrian will brief us on the situation. Understood?”
For a few moments, the only response was the running of water.
“Understood?” he asked again, firmer this time.
“Yeah, yeah,” Samantha replied, head groggy. She was faintly aware of others making similar responses. “What’d I miss?”
Napalm chuckled. “A whole lot of boredom. But hey, we tracked Captain Praks to this planet. It’s time to have ourselves a pirate adventure.”
“How come it doesn’t sound as exciting when you say it?” she asked, standing there soaked.
He shrugged. “A dose of realism? I’ve dealt with their kind before, and I don’t like it.”
“You had a run-in with space pirates before?”
He nodded, then gestured toward the towel. “Sam, my dad is one of the lead pirates outside of the Shadow Worlds. I wouldn’t be half-surprised if we end up butting heads with him before this whole thing is over.”
“And whose side would you be on, just so we’re clear?”
The fire in Napalm’s eyes blazed when he clenched his jaw, staring off for a moment. Finally, he said, “On that day, he’ll pay for what he did to my family.”
Judging by the tone of Napalm’s voice, he wasn’t ready to explain what exactly had happened with his family. But Samantha had a feeling she would someday find out.
She turned to change into her armor, and soon found herself in the armory, a groggy Jackal there too. It was unusual to find him without the helmet, and he had once explained that it made him feel less like an outsider up here in space with all these strange alien beings.
At the moment though, Samantha could guess why he wasn’t wearing the helmet—she felt lingering effects of claustrophobia from being in that pod, to say nothing of the shortness of breath she was experiencing.
Carma entered a few seconds later, eyeing them with a slight nod and moving straight to her weapons.
The three of them waited, then finally in walked Voira, Agathe, and Ferder, chatting amongst themselves. Samantha caught a part of the conversation, dealing with the Shadows and how they had already taken off.
“Wait, they’re gone?” Samantha asked, her previous suspicion flaring again. While it had been a year, in her mind only a few minutes had passed.
“They’re scouting out ahead of us,” Napalm announced as he entered, Dex floating in behind him. “Rumor has it Praks is definitely on this planet, and they believe they can find out where without outsiders hovering over them.”
“Or warn him and set up an ambush,” Samantha countered.
“Right, or that.” Napalm frowned at her but breathed deeply, apparently trying to keep calm on this. “Sam, I’m going to tell you right now, we can trust Worsan. I’ve gotten to know him and his followers, and if there’s one thing you need to know about a group like those that live on the Shadow Worlds, it’s that you can’t judge one by the others. There’s not much of a typical group up here, honestly. Even among the pirates,” he added, with a twitch to the left side of his lip, “you’ll get some rotten, some less so. Just don’t go around casting that judgment quite yet.”
Samantha frowned, but nodded. She hadn’t meant to doubt Worsan and the other Shadows, but now that he had called her on it, she realized that was exactly what she had been doing.
“What’s the plan?” Kwan asked, always the one to get down to business.
“Hadrian will be here shortly to brief us on that,” Napalm replied. “In the meantime, he wanted me to see that everyone here is back up and operational.”
“Meaning?” Carma asked.
“Meaning let’s get you back on the training floor, see if you still remember how to hold a sword.”
“Come on out here and I’ll show you.” Carma held out her crescent blades and smiled.
“I’ll be just fine watching from here,” Napalm replied with a laugh. “Sam, would you do the honors?”
Honestly, Samantha wasn’t so sure she was ready for this.
“Can we just get out there and hunt down this son of a bitch?” she asked, stalling.
“You think I want to kick your butt?” Carma asked. After a second, she shrugged. “Of course, I do… what could be more fun? But in addition to the thrill of giving you a good whupping, he makes a valid point. Gotta warm up before jumping in.”
While the others paired up, Samantha grabbed her sword. Both she and Carma pressed the buttons for their helmets to fold out. It felt comforting, like she was home again in her favorite blanket.
The sword felt right, too, and she realized she had missed it.
Without another moment’s hesitation, she leaped forward, bringing the sword up for a downward strike. Only her limbs weren’t quite up to it, she realized, nor were her fingers, and the sword went flying behind her. She spun to see it lodge itself into the floor next to Voira’s feet, who shouted in annoyance.
Carma, however, had kept coming, and in the next second a blade connected with Samantha’s back and sent her sprawling on the floor.
“I… might see your point,” Samantha said, with a glance up at Napalm before returning to her feet. “But really, Carma, in the back?”
“It’s possible I lost my footing, hit you on accident.”
“But you didn’t, did you?”
Carma shrugged. “It’s possible.”
Again the woman charged, so that Samantha had to roll to her left and lunge for her sword. She brought it up in time to block a strike from the crescent blades, and then rolled again to land a sweeping kick to the back of Carma’s ankle.
The woman landed with a thunk, then lay there for a moment while others trained around them.
“You okay?” Samantha asked.
“Maybe you’re right. We’d be better off warming up out there, stretching our legs.” Carma sat up and held out a hand. “Help an old lady up, would you?”
“Old? Give me a break.” Samantha reached out her hand and pulled her up.
“Relative to you, I’m basically a fossil,” Carma said with a chuckle. “We age well on my planet, though I’m not sure that will carry over without the mana.”
“I kinda liked Arzan,” Samantha said. “Tell you what, you ever want to head back there and take a little vacation time, let me know. I’m in.”
“Oh, the ladies will love you. You know, when you’re older.”
Samantha just smiled a warning look and shook her head.
“A little less chatter, a little more warming up,” Napalm said as he walked past them.
Carma nodded toward him, gripping her crescent blades. “Shall we?”
“Get him!” Samantha replied, and they both lunged toward Napalm. He quickly put up his helmet and took a giant leap back, then came in for a sweep that disarmed Carma. As she fell, he caught the blades and spun, blocking a strike from Samantha and stopping with one of the blades just under her armored throat.
“See?” he asked. “Normally I’m quite certain I’m the worst fighter here. If that wasn’t enough to convince you, I’ll have to do a write-up saying the cryogenics ruined your brains.”
“Can that happen?” Samantha asked, suddenly worried.
He laughed and tossed Carma back her weapon. “Hadrian assures me it can’t, but…” He gestured to them again. “Here’s clear evidence to the contrary.”
“I’d threaten to kick your butt for that,” Samantha said, regaining her composure, “but I’m pretty sure you’d just toss me aside like a rag doll. So… just know. When I’m back to my regular self, I might or might not have to give you a little thrashing. We’ll see.”
“Judgments out on that one?” He took off his helmet again and nodded. “Then I’ll check on Kwan. As you were.”
Now that they saw the need for it, Samantha and Carma got into the sparring, ensuring neither had a moment to slack. When they were good and tired, they switched it up so that Samantha had a chance to go against Kwan, which felt like a Davina versus Goliath battle. No teenage girl should have to fight against a ROK Marine, but she held her own well enough, relying on speed and dexterity, along with the grappling skills Carma had been showing her.
At one moment she had him in a triangle choke, with her legs wrapped around his right arm and neck, and thought she had him. With a roar and explosive energy like she hadn’t seen from him, he heaved her up, face going red, and seemed about to slam her into the ground.
She braced, knowing this was likely to hurt.
“Enough training,” Hadrian stated as he entered.
To Samantha’s relief, Kwan held up his hands to show he was done. She flexed back, fell to the floor, and did a backwards walk out of it. Hadrian eyed them all wearily as he stopped at the weapons wall.
He turned to the weapons, considered them all, and then took the largest blaster cannon they had.
“You’re coming with?” Napalm asked.
“Of course I am,” Hadrian replied. “My role as an Elder is put on hold until this mission is over. Plus, based on intel, we’re going to need at least two teams out there. I’m taking Agathe, Ferder, and Dex. Samantha will take Voira, Kwan, Napalm, and Carma.”
“You’re splitting us up?” Agathe asked, with a glance to Voira.
“I’m making the teams well-weighted,” Hadrian replied.
Napalm cleared his throat. “And what, exactly, did this intel say?”
“Captain Praks didn’t choose this planet on accident.” Hadrian glanced around and then smiled at the medicine balls. He rolled several of them off their rack, then maneuvered them with his feet until they were, apparently, in the right places. Five in all. He pointed to a medium-sized one. “This here is us, at the outskirts of the star system, but also at the most vulnerable as far as outsiders are concerned. What we have here is often known as the Pirate’s Den, but others refer to it as—”
“Death’s Swamp,” Napalm finished for him. “Known to swallow your soul. Even most pirates won’t venture out here, I’m told.”
“Great. Ghost stories?” Agathe asked, looking like she was going to spit. “I’ve been to my share of horrible places. Hell, we survived the Devil’s Butthole, you know? I think we’ll do just fine.”
Samantha couldn’t help but chuckle at the name they had for that place, where they had fought through Dex’s world to reach the jump point to find and confront Karstrack. It had been rough… very rough. But most of them had indeed made it.
A moment of somber silence followed.
“We didn’t do fine,” Ferder hissed, his chest rising and falling.
“Olivay was—” Napalm started, eyes flaring, but he stopped at a glance from Hadrian.
“This isn’t the time nor place,” Hadrian said, being sure to make eye contact with each of them. “None of you will take this place for granted. You walk out there overconfident, you don’t come back. I can promise you that.”
“What’s the mission?” Samantha asked, wanting to get down to business. “What can we expect out there?”
Hadrian put his foot on the medicine ball and said, “This is where we are, but…” Now he spun it, then kicked it so that it rolled off the matt. “When you’re out there, expect a lot of that. You all called yourselves the Shadow Corps because of the type of work you’re doing. Shadow Ops, in a sense. In a very out there, intergalactic-we-do-whatever-needs-doing sense. But the Shadow Worlds earned their name not only because of where they fall in the universe, but for the nature of the worlds themselves. Some of you, I trust, have heard the stories?”
Napalm acknowledged the stares in his direction with a nod, then said, “My father used to tell me stories, too. This was before I realized what he was, before I left to fight against everything he stood for.”
“How so?” Samantha asked. “I mean, sorry, I know that’s not relevant.”
Napalm rolled his tongue across his teeth, then sighed. “Before being introduced to Hadrian, I was a bounty hunter. Working mostly to take in criminals, those wanted by the alliance. Some said it was because I secretly wanted to one day take a bounty on my own father… I don’t know.”
“And what is it you’ve heard of these Shadow Worlds?” Kwan asked, as ignorant of the situation as Samantha. She leaned in.
“You never know what you’re dealing with, at least in these backwater places. There are the cities, where one can stay sane thanks to the technology the Shadow beings have built. But out here? The light plays tricks on you, and the gases do worse, if you’re without proper armor and breathing devices. And even then… I hear even then it can get to you.”
“And the Scrapulent aren’t involved?” Samantha asked. “I mean, it’s not just their mind manipulation?”
He shook his head. “I don’t believe so, no.”
“Well, this sounds fun,” Samantha stated with a forced smile. “When do we leave?”
“Immediately,” Hadrian replied. “We don’t want to be out here one moment longer than we must. Grab some food to take with you on the way; we’ll have some packs with water and the necessities. Most important, though, is that you stay with each other. It’s going to get weird out there, and when I say out there… I of course mean down there.”
“Down?” Samantha asked.
“Praks wasn’t building an underground base on Arzan out of the blue. It’s his thing, apparently. Why he chose to do so on Death’s Swamp is beyond me, but I’m not a pirate, so how could I possibly try to understand one.”
Samantha looked around at her team, then smiled. “Lucky for us we have a son of a pirate, a couple of Acome, and a girl who’s lived on the streets long enough to have seen her fair share of trouble. We’ll make it work.”
“We really have no choice but to,” Hadrian replied. “Everyone, gear up and move out.”
“It’s slaughtering time,” Napalm said with excitement.
“Did you… really just say that?” Samantha asked him.
He grinned. “Trying out something new. A catchphrase, you know, like clobbering. Only, we really are going to kill every pirate bastard in there, so… slaughtering time.”
“Way to keep it classy,” Carma said with a shake of her head as she passed, joining the others to head for the doors.
“Hey,” Samantha patted him on the back, “be sure they’re the ones getting slaughtered and not us, and I don’t care if you wear a tuxedo or a loincloth. Just stay on my side.”
“Done and done,” he replied, hoisting up a large blaster onto his shoulder.
They followed the group and made their way out of the Noraldian. What they found was what Samantha had always imagined being on the ground of Jupiter must be like. Multicolored storms swirled overhead, wind carrying purples and yellows across the sky above them in thick, gaseous clouds. Bursts of energy shot out, not quite like lightning, but that was the closest she could come to understanding it.
An immediate burst of air pushed her back, and then she was using her enhanced grip to stay balanced while she descended the ramp.
“Don’t worry,” Hadrian said through their helmets. “Or at least, not about this. We’re going down there.”
“More tunnels,” Samantha mumbled with a shake of her head, forgetting the others could hear her.
“Actually,” Hadrian replied. “Not exactly. Better if you see for yourself.”
Worsan appeared out of the thick haze, motioning for them to follow. Hadrian led the way, the rest close behind. Samantha’s sensors were registering all sorts of harmful substances in the air, along with various smells that the suit replicated for her information. She turned off the sensors, glad for the quiet safety of her armor.
Tall plants rose up before them, something between a cactus and a tree, with sharp, metallic looking spikes that stuck straight up.
“On your toes,” Hadrian warned through the comms. “It’s interesting to look up, but what’s below is more likely to get you.”
As if on cue, a figure slithered past Samantha’s feet. Then another appeared a moment later and actually tried to attack her. It was a slimy little beast with one large tooth, but when it attempted to bite her boot, she simply kicked it aside.
“They don’t seem so bad,” she replied.
“You mean the slugs?” He chuckled. “It wasn’t them I was referring to.”
She glanced up to see him in the haze, yellow and purple clouds wafting around him, and then noticed a glimmer from the ground at her feet—too late.
As her foot hit it, she felt herself yanked aside, completely nude and thrown into a free fall surrounded by those spiked trees. One reached out, and the tip of it connected with the skin at the edge of her mouth, tearing—
Then a hand was yanking her sideways.
She was back, in her armor and staring at Hadrian, his worried expression visible through his faceplate. “What’d I just say? Watch your step.”
He motioned down, and she carefully stepped around the pool of shimmering mist, what seemed like liquid metal beneath. Her breaths came quick and she blinked, trying to comprehend what had just happened.
A flick of her tongue at the side of her mouth brought with it the taste of blood. If she had been pierced, or brought back one second later, could she have actually died? It seemed like a hallucination, but… A drop of red fell beside her, carried up by a heavy gust of wind before hitting the ground.
When she looked up, the tree spike was hidden by a new blast of clouds.
“This place…” she said, glancing around for more signs of trouble. “It’s not on my top favorites list.”
Napalm laughed through the comms. “If it were, me and you would have to sit down for a little chat. But only after we leave this hellhole. I’m not spending another minute here longer than we have to.”
More of the slugs slithered across their path, quickly moving out of Samantha’s way, and the team moved forward with caution. The ground, a crystalline substance here, rose up on their sides like hands reaching up to grab them. Purple and yellow dust settled on the ground like patches of snow, occasionally picking up in a new flurry. When the wind let down for a moment, they were able to make out an area ahead that had the look of a dragon’s head.
The dragon was massive, its mouth wide open and large enough to fly the Noraldian through, its eyes plucked out long ago. Unlike the other two she had seen, this one had an almost humanistic quality to it, as if a dragon and arch-demon had merged together. Its long horns spread back above pointed ears, and its red, scaly skin had been torn and weathered down.
“Looks like we know what happened to the second dragon,” Hadrian stated, then seemed to listen to Worsan in private for a moment. “Ah…you all aren’t going to like this. That’s where we’re going.”
“You mean…?” Samantha asked, but couldn’t finish the horror of the thought.
“No, we’re not going through the mouth,” Hadrian replied, to her relief. “That’s the main entrance to the underground pirate’s den. We have to sneak in another way.”
“But all roads lead to the same destination,” Samantha said, suddenly not feeling so relieved.
“Yeah, and Captain Praks’s death is where they lead to,” Napalm stated. “Let’s get some.”
He knelt next to her, the fire of his eyes showing even through his clouded faceplate.
“Glad to have you on my side,” Samantha said, thinking how damn scary he looked. “All right, Hadrian. Point us in the direction you want us. We’re ready.”
“Worsan says he’s found several routes in, but two that he thinks will work best.” Hadrian gestured to a clump of spiked trees, and said, “Your group will go in through the entrance there. It’s between the roots of the largest tree—an opening created for emergency getaways. The rest of us,” he pointed to a reflection like water in the other direction. “just there, where there’s a bit of a waterfall, if you want to call it that.”
“It’s not an actual waterfall?”
He shook his head. “In a sense, though it isn’t water. It’s where the gases liquefy and condense, then fall through there. As long as me and my team can climb the cliff, we’re set.”
“We can switch if you want,” Samantha offered. “You know I have my grip practically maxed out.”
“No, we’ve got this.” He glanced around at them all. “You know that saying about ‘nobody needs to be a hero,’ right? Well forget that. Right now I want all of us to be heroes. You see that rat-eating scumbag, you do what it takes to take him down. As far as we know, he’s the last link to not only ending this Shadow and Arzanian slave business, but you can bet he’s also our key to finding the last of the Guardians.”
“The dragons…” Samantha frowned, confused. “The one we pushed back on Arzan?”
He nodded. “They were trying to get it through a portal, and my guess is they know where the other side of that portal was. They have tried to use two dragons against us, and one of them is still alive. This one must have fought back. Their manipulations didn’t work, so they were left with only one recourse—to kill it.”
“But if the third is killed, there will be no closing of the gate,” Samantha said, recalling what he had told her earlier. “The Great Deceivers will have free rein, free movement, and we won’t be able to stop them.”
Again, Hadrian nodded. All others were silent as they considered this.
“You think they’ll try to kill the dragon, then?” Samantha asked.
“I think our mission after this isn’t only to save the third dragon,” Hadrian replied, “But to save it and reinstate it as the last remaining star of Orion’s belt. There are others, those from the area around Hoydren, the children of the Guardians. Perhaps, if we can save the third Guardian, she will be able to bring two of her children into Orion, and reinstate the Three Kings.”
“Can I just say,” Carma’s voice crackled in, “you didn’t tell us all of this in the job pamphlet. In fact, I seem to not remember there even being a pamphlet. Not cool, Hadrian. Not cool.”
A couple of laughs followed.
“Save the laughs for after the gate is protected,” Hadrian stated. “It’s what brings me much of my power, and without it we would lose much of our advantage. I trust you all see how that’s a negative thing… something not to joke about.”
“If I couldn’t joke about things that worried me,” Carma replied, “I’d be lost to depression. All of this, especially this damned planet, would eat away my sanity.”
“Fair enough, just don’t expect me to join in the levity. All hands, ready?”
“Check,” Samantha replied, followed by the rest.
“Then move out.”
“A team on me,” Samantha said, starting to move. She paused and added, “I figure we can call ourselves Team Awesome. A Team—it makes sense, right?”
The rest just followed her as she continued the charge to the grouping of trees. She didn’t want to have to explain that the name was from an ancient show she had seen a few times at her neighbor’s house. As she ran, she thought back to how much that neighbor and his old collection of shows, movies, and games from what he called the “Golden Age” of media had impacted her as a youth. Maybe because shortly after had come the invasion, and then pleasant memories had been hard to come by?
Either way, she would have loved to have a van right now to go charging into this base, guns blazing and shouting “I pity the fool,” or whatever that Master T guy had said. Was it Master T? Mr.? It had been so long ago and…
“Sam!” Carma was at her side. “Are you listening to me?”
“Huh?” Samantha realized she hadn’t been. They had made it three-quarters of the way toward the trees, but she had been spacing out on the run.
“I was asking if you want one of my crescent blades. I brought two.” She held out a small, boomerang-shaped piece of metal. “Folds out with a quick jerk.”
Samantha reached out and took it, marveling at the way it folded up so smoothly, and then hitched it to her armor. “You don’t think I’ll get myself killed with that thing?”
Carma snorted—an act Samantha hadn’t really thought her capable of. “I think you’re better than you realize.”
“But you always tore me a new one when we sparred.”
“Sam, one thing you have to realize about me when it comes to that weapon—I’m the best there is.”
“Not too cocky, at least,” Samantha replied with a laugh, then focused on her breathing. The armor gave her extra speed and energy, but the effects of being in cryogenic sleep still lingered.
“I just tell it like it is,” Carma replied.
“You take your swords any day,” Kwan said, catching up to them and patting his rifle like a baby. “We’ll see which kills the most.”
“Oh, hell no. Did this guy just challenge me?” Carma whooped, loving the thrill of it all. “You’re on, musclehead.”
“This isn’t a game,” Samantha said. “But… since we do want to utterly destroy them, first to fifty gets a high-five from me.”
“The best reward ever!” Voira shouted, struggling to keep up but still able to join the conversation via their helmet comms. “Count me in!”
“It’s slaughtering time!” Napalm shouted out, trying his catchphrase again.
Samantha rolled her eyes, even though nobody could see, but then repeated it. Why the hell not?
“IT’S SLAUGHTERING TIME!” the other two called out in response, and they all ran up to the tree line, eager to get in there and do some major damage.
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THE SHADOW WORLDS: DEATH’S SWAMP
When the A Team had lowered themselves down through the roots of the spiked tree, they instantly saw how the underground world had earned the name Death’s Swamp. While above was bad enough, down here it was terrifying. Rivers of liquefied gas led to an underground ocean of the stuff, purplish waters that boiled and steamed. Hanging from the rocks and built up on the ledges were outposts, docking ports for ships, and what looked like a city in the distance.
“It’s massive,” Samantha noted, then saw that a large opening from the ceiling led to metallic walls that wrapped around it all—the dragon’s body, now carved out. “They’re mining it, selling.”
“Or trading it on the black market,” Napalm said.
Samantha looked around to see a flash of light from the opposite wall—a signal from Hadrian.
“We’re in,” his voice came through. “Keep the comms to individual channels, when possible. We don’t want to risk them picking up our signal.”
“Roger that,” Samantha replied, mad at herself for still having the global comms on. She used her HUD to select only her team—Voira, Kwan, Napalm, and Carma. “Move out. We’re looking for Captain Praks, but I have a feeling we won’t have a problem finding people who’ve seen him.”
They followed passages carved into the walls, some looping into the darkness of the ground, others leading to the outskirts of this underground hell.
“We get to the first outpost and get our answers from them, then—” Samantha started. She spotted the shape before she heard it, and motioned the others down. They ducked, watching as a ship flew past. Judging by the extravagant designs on its side, there was no doubt it was one of Captain Praks’s. Others joined shortly after, and Samantha felt a moment of panic. Hopefully Hadrian had done a good job of hiding the Noraldian, and Jackal would be safe guarding it.
“What if he’s not here?” Voira asked. “What if the Shadow intel is false?”
“If they’re leading us into a trap? An ambush?” Samantha shrugged. “Good. Easier to find them all that way. And if he’s the type I’d be willing to bet he is, he’d want to be there to witness his ambush at work.”
“So… as a leader of a black ops team, you’d rather he knew you were coming so you could face his whole army at once?”
Samantha considered the question. “No, I suppose not. I’m just saying it wouldn’t be the worst situation.”
“What would be the worst situation?” Kwan asked. “Self-destruct?”
“You mean blowing up his whole hidden base, the legendary terror of an underground city, just to get to us?” Samantha scoffed. “Doubtful. Again, his pride wouldn’t let him.”
“Agreed,” Napalm said, and the rest quieted, knowing he had insight into the way of the pirates. “He’ll want to make a show of it, but won’t sacrifice his treasure, everything he’s built up as his legacy.”
“Death’s Swamp, a legacy?” Samantha asked. “Remind me to never go pirate. When I’m done with this world, I plan on leaving a little something more behind.”
“Such as?” Carma asked.
“We’re doing this Shadow Corps thing,” Samantha replied. “Why not a Shadow Fleet? Hell, a Shadow Empire! We get so many committed to what we’re doing, that there’s not a single enemy in the universe that would want to come at us. I don’t know, I mean, others can go find allies to join our side. I want to get enemies to join our side. Build up a network of every group, armada, and galaxy we can find that will help us trap those Great Deceivers when it matters most. One massive hit.”
“The girl can dream,” Carma said to the others, but it was clear she was impressed.
“Sounds like we just got our mission statement,” Napalm said, then whistled. “It’s going to be a journey, that’s for damn sure.”
“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Sam replied. “If a goal is easy, it’s not really a goal, just another thing you do. I set goals others doubt, then prove them wrong and rub their faces in it. Juvenile? Hell if I care. I get it done. Oorah?”
“Oorah,” Napalm replied, and the others followed suit with a joint, “OORAH!”
“Love the enthusiasm, but…” Samantha motioned with a finger to her mouth and laughed. She waved them forward, now that the ships had passed.
The path turned back into the darkness again, and she stumbled right into someone.
“Oh, sorry,” she actually said, before realizing the ridiculousness of it. Her second reaction was to pull her sword. But as she did, the darkness vanished, replaced by a blinding light.
Samantha stumbled back, colliding with Kwan behind her, who helped her not to fall.
“So nice of you to join me in my home,” a voice said, and she knew it was Praks. “Isn’t it fun to watch the tables turn? On Arzan I was surrounded, with no way of my dragon making it through in time. Here, you are surrounded.”
As he spoke, the light spots faded and Samantha’s eyes adjusted, showing a line of space pirates, blasters aimed in on her. To her surprise, they had Dex.
No, not Dex, but one of his kind.
“You’ve faced them before, haven’t you?” Praks asked, thrusting the creature forward so that it stood there, facing off with her. “I want to see you at work, see if you’re worth keeping around.”
“As in, you want me to join you?” Samantha scoffed. “Ain’t happening, big guy.”
“Aren’t you even curious why I think you would consider?” His smile took on a new level of confidence. “I’ve had my little spiders among you, weaving their webs, seeing what they can catch. I know about you and what Karstrack said. I know about your father.”
“Then you know that I’ve had enough of that bull. I’m not here to chase pots of gold at the end of a rainbow. I’m here to kill evil bastards like you, to show the universe that it’s time for justice and retribution.”
“Big words for a scared little girl,” Praks replied with a sneer. “Or maybe you’re some great fighter, this wonderful creation of the heavens, put here for my betterment. Show me.”
With a gesture from Praks, the Dexetilaitite flew forward, robes flaring and a sword appearing in its hands.
Samantha wasn’t here to play games, and she wasn’t going to take it from this guy. One word was all it took—“Slaughter!”—and then her team was charging into the fray, weapons tearing into enemies. They didn’t care if the other side opened fire, because they knew their shields would absorb the impact and keep them alive long enough to reach the enemy and do the necessary damage.
As Samantha cut through her opponents, she turned and saw that Kwan and Napalm had taken cover with their rifles, while the other three went for hand-to-hand.
Suddenly, the Dexetilaitite was back, appearing beside her with a slash of its sword. Then it was on the other side of her, slashing again. Neither connected, because her own robes were alerting her, spinning her without thought. She saw the creature stumble back in apparent confusion, and she struck. Her sword tore through cloths, ending the Dexetilaitite in an explosion of shadows that blinded the room momentarily.
But Samantha could still sense her enemy, thanks to her robes, and she was attacking, tearing through surprised opponents. Ferder was there fighting too, she could tell, still using the Shadow-made glasses even though his sight had returned. Kwan, the old softy, had let him hold onto them for now, since Ferder knew best how to use them in situations like this.
Soon their vision returned and half the room was dead. Captain Praks roared out in anger and charged, pulling light toward him, a wildness in his eyes as his face took on bear-like features.
He slammed into Samantha and sent her sword flying, then would have had her if not for Carma stepping in, then Voira, the two holding him back. A shot rang out and took him in the thigh, just as several of his minions charged.
Next thing Samantha saw was Praks pulling back, shouting in frustration, and a woman pirate pulling out a massive blaster cannon.
“Down!” Napalm shouted, grabbing Kwan and leaping with him. The pair landed next to Samantha as the wall behind them disintegrated. Carma was on the shooter in a second, slicing through her with her crescent blades, while Samantha and the others recovered to see that a fight was in progress outside as well. While they were fighting Captain Praks in here, they now saw why he hadn’t received the reinforcements he had called for. Hadrian and the others had them occupied in the floating fortresses, and as they watched, Ferder took over one of the fighter planes and began engaging the enemy planes as well.
“That’s how we do it!” Samantha said. Realizing she had lost her sword, she pulled out the crescent blades, gave it a jerk so the blades emerged, and then charged Praks.
Captain Praks’s eyes went wide. He quickly stepped back onto a dais, then pressed several buttons on the hologram display that showed from a section of his forearm. The dais started to rise, lifting him up into what she now saw was an opening above. Samantha leaped from the wall and threw herself up to Praks, landing on the dais just before it pushed up and out of there.
Now it was just the two of them. She was alone with Captain Praks, a cloth with a faint light coming through tied around his wounded thigh. He used the moment to attack, barely limping in spite of the shot, and lunged, coming at her with a modified cutlass with a red line of light glowing along its back. When his sword hit her blade, it created a line of fire that shot out at her like a flamethrower.
Luckily, she was fast. Dodging out of the way of the flames, she stumbled back and found they were beside one of the trees, some of the metal spikes aimed right at her. She dropped and rolled out of the way, recovering as blasts from his pistol exploded the tree.
Praks fired again, the last blast hitting her arm so that her shield blocked it, and then fizzled away. Now she had no shield, which meant she had to be careful. Especially with that flamethrower sword.
This had to end, now. Instead of waiting for his next move, Samantha leaped to her feet and charged him, heaving him up with her enhanced armor. He dropped the pistol, both hands on the hilt of his sword, and plunged it downward.
A glimmer caught her eye, and she figured it was her best option. Slipping a leg behind his, they fell together and hit the ground before the sword had a chance to reach her. And then they were gone, not falling as they had before, but squared off in a world of shifting color. Flashes of green and then red, streams of light as if out of clouds, but the wrong colors and from every direction.
The ground near her feet rumbled and then moved like something large was beneath, slithering past at great speeds. Another spot moved and then burst open—Praks, clawing his way out of the earth and covered with those slimy things that Hadrian had called slugs but certainly weren’t like any slugs back home.
He was nude, covered in dirt and now bleeding from the slug attacks. And as she stumbled back, she realized she was without clothes again as well.
It didn’t matter, except that it left her so vulnerable. The slugs had spotted her, and some were abandoning him to move for her. The trees were there, surrounding them, bending their spikes down and toward her as if by the wind, but fully in control of their motions.
“Is this what you wanted?” Praks shouted, standing and stomping on the slugs, kicking them out of the way. He lunged for one of the metallic tree branches, breaking it off and spinning to take down two more slugs before turning it on her. “You all come to our planets, telling us how to live our lives. You have no right!”
She copied his move, working to break a tree branch. But as she did, the other branches attacked her, tearing flesh. A scream worked its way out in frustration, and then she had the weapon and lunged. But he was already there, catching her with a hard plunge into her arm.
“When it’s all said and done, they would remember us as the outlaws, but the ones who fought for liberty,” Praks said, with a gasp of air that clearly had something else to it. His eyes took on a wild look and he cursed, stumbling backwards. “You shouldn’t have brought us here, we… we don’t belong here.”
“Huh?” She pulled back, confused.
“This… place. It’ll be the end of both of us, but you first.” He came in for another attack, but this time she saw it coming and focused on her training, moving quickly to bring her branch into his side, connecting.
“That wasn’t lethal,” she said, pulling the branch out and staring as the blood began to seep from his wound. “But it will be if you don’t get help. How do we get out of here?”
He clutched his side, falling to his knee, and laughed. “I’m telling you, it’s not as easy as that. It’s the reason I’ve chosen this place as my fallback point. It’s only for when I’ve grown desperate, only for the most ruthless pirates. But this…? It’s not so much of a here, as in our heads. The only way out is if a friend is nearby to pull you free. And sorry, missy, we have no friends here.”
Again he prepared to attack, but she had heard enough. With a quick step forward, she grabbed his head by his long, tangled hair, and slammed her knee into his face as hard as she could. She let him fall back, blood gushing from his side and his nose now.
More movement around her and slithering beneath the ground. She stepped back, holding the pointed branch with its metal tip, ready for anything.
Or so she thought.
When skeletal hands began to rip their way out of the ground, followed by a massive sand snake that lunged for her, she nearly screamed out loud. Instead she rolled out of the way, cringing as the skeletons began to stand.
What had he said? It wasn’t real?
The sand snake came at her again, this time grabbing hold of her forearm and tearing her skin before she managed to shake it off. Her heart was thudding and she felt the sweat tickling her spine. And then the skeletons were on her, their bones sharp, tearing her flesh further.
She fought them desperately, using everything she had learned in her training. Everything that is, except for her mental training from Dex. The meditation. If this was indeed some sort of mental projection, even a mental transportation to another plane, or a hallucination, it didn’t matter. She could beat it.
More attacks came and she gave it her all, throwing herself at them and striking them mercilessly with her branch until there were no more. She collapsed to her knees on the verge of tears. It was almost too much, especially when the ground started shifting again.
But no. She was certain she could get through this.
She lay there on the verge of death, imagining her mother returning to Earth to never see her again. The sorrow in her eyes. If anything, this was enough reason to push on, to fight. She couldn’t allow it to be so.
Struggling to stand, she pushed all pain aside and focused on the meditation, on her mental skills Dex had shown her so many times. Even if this place could hurt her, it wasn’t real. Or maybe it was, in some twisted, alternate dimension sort of way. But no matter how real it was, she refused to let it beat her.
Not today. Not ever.
With a final exhale to push aside all negativity, all outside influence, she found herself, was able to even see herself. Not nude and bleeding to death as she thought she was, but lying there, in a puddle of that strange, glowing, liquid metal. Her armor was on, and she was wobbling, head rolling, and then… she sat up straight.
Alert.
Alive.
No more of this. She pushed herself up to her feet, but could feel the blood, warm on the inside of her armor. The purple clouds were around her, settling into heavy walls of fog. It was so isolating. She felt so alone. But at least she was back.
“HADRIAN!” she screamed. “Anyone?”
Nothing.
She stumbled, hands out. Hadrian…?
Again, just the dense fog. The ever-present nothingness. And then…
Samantha, hang tight. We’re coming! Hadrian communicated.
“In three, two, one,” Jackal’s voice sounded mere seconds later, and then in a burst of wind the fog blew away as the Noraldian appeared, lights blaring down on her. The ramp opened and Dex and Hadrian were floating toward her like angels come to whisk her away. She pulled herself to her sword, refusing to leave without it. As her fingers found it, her eyes landed on movement. Praks was inching away from her, slowly clawing his way to freedom from the taste of her wrath.
“Wait, he’s still alive,” Samantha said. “We can end this!”
“No, we can’t,” Hadrian replied, taking her arm and pointing. She followed his motion, and at first wasn’t sure what she was seeing. More swirling fog, more lights. And then with a roar of engines, a fleet of ships appeared, each at least as large as the Noraldian and honing in on their position. “We need to regroup, find a way to attack unnoticed. Not like this, or we lose.”
They’ll blow the Noraldian out of existence, Dex communicated.
Samantha knew they were right, and in her shape, all she wanted to do was lie down in the med bay and be treated. That or die, but she figured the former was the more responsible of the choices.
“Get me out of here,” she demanded, and so they did. As one they lifted into the air, and soon they were back on the Noraldian, Jackal flying them up and out of there even as three-quarters of the enemy ships gave chase.
When they pulled out of orbit and Jackal threw on the high-speed thrusters, she knew they were safe. And when they pulled off her armor and covered her in Dex’s healing robes, she knew that, at least for now, she would live.
But as they were leaving, a transmission came through, filling the ship’s speakers without the permission of Hadrian or anyone onboard.
“Napalm, son, I know that is you. This is your father, and I promise you this. For your betrayal, you won’t leave the Shadow Worlds alive. We’ve rescued my captain, my right-hand man, Captain Praks. He’s become like a son to me, the son you failed to be. When you’re ready, Napalm and friends of my traitorous son, turn and fight, so that you may die.”
Then they were out of there, gone, leaving it behind, and Samantha closed her eyes to let the healing process take over.





EPILOGUE
The ship pulled into port at Worsan’s home base, one week after their fight at Death’s Swamp. They had exposed Captain Praks’s hideout, injured him, and revealed the real man behind it all—Napalm’s own father, a man known as Brimstone. Like father like son, or so the saying went. Napalm had told Samantha all about it as she lay in bed, healing. About how his father had an explosive personality, literally, and had put Napalm on the edge of morality, pushing him to new limits until son had enough and turned against father.
Now they were finally getting the Shadows to their home, but it was more than that. A war against the space pirates had to be orchestrated, along with a rescue mission of the last dragon, the only remaining Guardian of the Three Kings that made up Orion’s Belt. Funny, Samantha thought, that the last of the Three Kings was, according to Hadrian, a she. But she shouldn’t really have been surprised. The days of attaching gender to titles had long ago vanished, including the idea of “Sir” in the military attributed to males only. It always sounded odd to her, but hey, it was a new world. One that varied vastly from the classic movies and games she had been raised on.
The Shadow people were nothing like Samantha had expected. Instead of dark, solemn warriors, they were a lively folk. Upon receiving the survivors in their midst, the locals threw together a feast for the gods, breaking out strange, circular musical instruments and offering various dishes from across their star system.
Napalm and Carma took to dancing, leaving little room for the mind to wonder how they were getting along. Kwan and Ferder shared battle stories over mugs of some local brew, and the others were in a circle with Shadow men and women around a chemical fire that sent off some sort of intoxicating scent. One whiff of it up close had sent Samantha into a fit of smiles, so she wandered off, away from it. While she appreciated the gesture, danger still loomed out there, ready to strike, and they had much left to accomplish.
She left all of this behind to find Hadrian leaning against a table, hands folded across his chest as he observed. It was clear he was eager to move on as well, but wanted to let the team have their fun.
“So now the real black ops stuff comes?” she asked him.
He nodded, glancing over to her as if he had something he was debating telling her.
“What is it?” she asked.
A moment’s hesitation showed her he wasn’t going to open up, not just yet. Instead he replied, “We can’t go toe-to-toe with them, not without the Elders’ support. And I haven’t been able to work that angle, yet. I will set up the jump point here, but even then it will be associated with the ship for now, until I can set up a stable point somewhere else. We don’t have time to fly back and deal with Entono Fos Prime, nor Earth, not while the Guardian is at risk.”
“I’m glad to hear you’ll be with us,” she admitted. “Leading is great and all, but it can take its toll.”
“Don’t sell yourself short. You’ve done more for this universe than many fully grown people, human and otherwise.”
She turned away, trying to hide the fact that she was blushing.
“Besides,” he said, “you’ll continue to lead. I will take a couple members of the team and work the pirate angle, see what I can learn about the whereabouts of the dragon, while you and your team assassinate the pirate leaders. We can’t have them working with the enemy. They’re too close to home.”
“Roger that, sir,” she replied. “When does it start?”
“Immediately.”
She stretched, feeling the new scars and almost enjoying the proof of what she had been through.
“Good. I’m sick of lying around,” she said as her hand found the hilt of her sword, glad to have recovered it, like the pieces of her soul had been reunited. “Let’s go kill us some sons of bitches.”
THE
END





AUTHOR NOTES
How awesome that you’ve joined me through the second book - I hope that means the third too, since it’s already out! I wanted to Shadow Worlds to bring us out to a new part of space, and then have Shadow Fleet (book 3) stay there for a bit before sweeping back around to wrap up a few of the threads out there. Such as…
Who is Samantha’s father?
Where’s that pesky third space dragon?
And many more!
By the way, did you all catch the connections between these books and the ones I’m doing with Jonathan Yanez (War Wolves)? If not, go back and read, but I’ll give you a hint - it has to do with the dragons. Maybe I’ll leave it at that and then bring it up again in the book 3 author notes, because that will come into play more in book 3 as well.
For book 3 I want to wrap it up, but leave it open to much more - so it’ll be up to you all if the series goes on past there.
I have more books in the Seppukarian Universe coming soon. Jonathan’s third book hits shortly after this one, and it is already up for preorder (Light Em Up). LO Addison has finished her first draft, and it’s a nice, long one. Some of you like longer books, so we listened. Also George has his Seppukarian based High Mech Command books coming, and those should be epic.
I have big plans for a whole new universe that I mentioned in my last author notes. It’s looking to be huge, and already I have an audiobook company wanting to buy the audio rights, when the book hasn’t even been written yet! Pretty sweet, right? Those books deal with biotech and genetic engineering on a space station and in a world where Earth has just started exploring the universe and terraforming and all that. And so much more… (If you’ve read my short stories in recent anthologies I was in, you’ll have a hint about where the stories go).
And of course there is the Valerie’s Elites series - my spinoff from the Reclaiming Honor books. Valerie (a vampire) goes into space to help fight for Earth’s survival, joining the rest of the Etheric Federation and the Bad Company. I hope you’ll love these books as much as I’ve loved writing them with coauthor PT Hylton. He’s amazing.
So stay tuned for all of those, and more! I might even have some interesting pen name books coming soon, but will have to update you further on those when the time comes.
Enjoy book 3, coming soon!
Best,
Justin Sloan
www.JustinSloanAuthor.com
Justin’s Newsletter





WHAT NEXT?
Thank you for reading SHADOW CORPS! Please consider leaving a review on Amazon and Goodreads.
For the Seppukarian Universe newsletter, join here or head over to www.JustinSloanAuthor.com and join there.
Don’t forget to pick up book 3!




There cannot be shadows without the light. 
Samantha and her black ops team continue their romp across the universe to defeat the mind-controlling Scrapulent, defeat the armada of space pirates, and save the Three Kings of Orion. She might also finally learn who her father is. 
Join the Shadow Corps as they destroy their enemy and ensure the safety of all that is good.

This book is part of the Seppukarian Universe, though it stands on its own. If you would like to check out the other spinoff series, as listed in the SHIFTING DIMENSIONS anthology.




Marines think outside the box, but what happens when they think outside the known universe and time itself? 
Whisked away through time loops that distort reality, a group of Space Marines explore different worlds and shifting dimensions as they combat an alien invasion. The edge-of-your-seat adventures in these alternative realities form the backbone of this anthology, which is full of exciting stories from debut and best-selling authors in the science fiction genre. Come aboard and experience exhilarating battles against mechs, drones, alien warriors with biotech armor, and tales of future combat that will blow your mind. 
Featuring a Foreword by Nick Cole 
Featured Authors: 
L.O. Addison
George S. Mahaffey Jr. 
Kyle Noe
Gentry Race
Justin Sloan
Jonathan Yanez

And you can now get Jonathan Yanez’ spinoff series!




Because the universe can’t save itself. 
When others run from danger, Riot runs toward it.
When others throw up, she throws down.
And when there’s a brawl in a bar, well … she’s probably the one who caused it.
But now, the person voted least likely not to blow stuff up by her unit has been given another mission: explore the universe and forge bonds with new alien races in order to save earth from another invasion.
Backed by her ride or die crew - the only guys she’d trust on a mission such as this - and a scientist, because, well, science, Riot blasts off in a spaceship headed to distant galaxies, the fate of the planet resting on her shoulders.
Bring the thunder is a fantastical space marine adventure with rollercoaster-like action and the kind of snarky humor you’ve come to love in movies like guardians of the galaxy.
If you like the whiplash action of The Ember War and the ridiculousness of We Are Legion (We Are Bob), then you’ll be obsessed with the War Wolves series. 
Get your copy today to blast off to non-stop fun and war-games.

You can check out the Syndicate Wars books, if you want the backstory for these spinoffs and this anthology. They are like the prequels—you don’t have to read them, but might have fun if you do. And the first three came from Podium in an Audiobook boxset, narrated by Allyson Johnson!




Grab it on Amazon
Get the Audiobook free with an Audible Trial





ABOUT THE AUTHOR
After serving five years in Marine Corps Signals Intelligence, Justin studied fiction at the Johns Hopkins MA in writing program and screenwriting at UCLA. He went on to work in games and screenwriting, where he has optioned several screenplays and written on such games as Game of Thrones and Tales from the Borderlands. 
Justin has presented on writing at the Austin Film Festival, San Francisco Writers Conference, the San Diego State Writers Conference, Gen Con, and more. You can hear his interviews with authors on the Creative Writing Career podcast.
His books are available in audio and print editions, and he has sold Turkish and French rights to several of his series, with the Blade of the Sea series being published under Hachette Publishing Group (under the shared penname with PT Hylton of Jesse Nethermind).
Justin loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.JustinSloanAuthor and JOIN THE NEWSLETTER to receive a free book, receive free giveaways, get the latest exclusive news, connect on Facebook and Twitter, and stay in touch!
Join the Newsletter and Follow Justin
www.JustinSloanAuthor.com
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