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1
ENTONO FOS
The idea that Sam no longer needed Hadrian still felt off to her, but since she was a team player, she hadn’t complained. He was due to head out on official Elder business—putting down an insurgency elsewhere—while she and her team went off on their next mission. For now, they were on Entono Fos Prime to receive their next orders
She hadn’t been back in years, and it still had a sour taste for her after one of the Elders had proven to be a traitor. Watching Hadrian be arrested and then have to make a run for it to escape the planet had been far from pleasant.
How strange to walk these halls again, to see how fast they’d rebuilt the city and how well it was flourishing. A tall, blue-skinned local passed by, reminding her of the jerk who everyone called Breaker. Some alien, or rather a local in this place, who she had once trounced. She wondered if that guy was still around.
They had been back for three days. Hadrian had been locked in meetings with the Elders but insisted that she and the team should train in preparation for something big that was supposedly coming their way. With so many of her skill trees maxed out now, she wondered what the point was. If anyone could kick alien ass, it was her. She knew it, and so did Hadrian, which led her to the assumption that she was wasting her time here. Instead, she should be out hunting down more aliens. Killing more jackasses.
Her team, however, had a different take on the situation. They saw the fact that they were grounded as an opportunity to explore, stretch their legs, and breathe. That, and a bit more, she realized as she passed Carma’s room on her way to look for a sparring partner. She was used to Carma’s ways by now, but that didn’t make walking in on Napalm’s ass any more welcome, or the fact that Carma grinned and motioned her to join them.
Not a chance.
Sam quickly about-faced, wanting to kick herself for apparently still not having learned her lesson. Never walk in on Carma. It always led to embarrassment, mostly on Sam’s part, having seen countless situations she would’ve rather been ignorant of.
Her next thought was Kwan, because while he was a badass with a gun, he still had a lot to learn in the area of fighting. He was a ROK Marine and could hold his own, but it was a different story when going up against the superpowered aliens they met in space combat.
Only, he wasn’t in his appointed room. As she passed the courtyard, Sam wanted to barf at the sight of him laughing with the lady he’d fallen for during the defense against Napalm’s father and his forces. She was glad he’d found love, and the whole experience had been fascinating, especially since it was around the time that she earned her wings and had the opportunity to ride Mintaka, the massive dragon. The dragon was gone, but she still had her wings—metallic, folded up into her suit until she needed them.
Since then, though, all of their fights had seemed miniscule in their level of import. Not that saving lives was ever something to scoff at, but putting down raids and scouting parties never had that same effect.
Sam was starting to get annoyed that everyone was so occupied. She sighed, realizing that she had to face the inevitable. While there were others on the team, if she wanted a sure thing when it came to sparring, she could always rely on Dex. He practically ate swords for breakfast, the strange Dexetilaitite, and spent much of his time meditating and sparring.
Perhaps she would’ve been in that same state of mind if her entire people were the enemy, many of them wiped out or gone off to join the Great Deceivers−the ultimate enemy.
As she had expected, Dex wasn’t in his room. With a grin, Sam went to his open window, activated her grip, and jumped, starting to run as her feet hit the wall. With this skill, she was able to ascend the wall in a matter of minutes, assisted by what was basically her living cloak, the one she’d been given by Dex. It pushed her up even faster as it flapped around, catching the wind to propel her up.
Sure enough, Dex was sitting atop one of the battlements as if on watch, but cross-legged with his hood so far over his face that she couldn’t see if his eyes were open or closed. That wasn’t so abnormal, and neither was his meditation. She was pretty sure his robe or something about his powers let him know what was going on around him regardless, so he didn’t exactly need his eyes or his focus.
“Guess who,” she said and lunged, pulling her sword as she did so.
As if she could ever catch him off guard! He was up in a flap of his cloak, spinning around the blade and calling his from the ship where they kept them, so that it materialized in his hand. The flat of his blade made slight contact with her armor before she leaped over him, going to the other side of the battlement and pushing back to attempt a surprise kick.
He blocked, hood fluttering so that she saw a glint of excitement in his dark eyes.
“Almost had you,” she said, teasingly.
“Perhaps.” He stood tall, balancing at the edge.
“Can’t you ever play along?”
“Aren’t we playing now?”
She laughed. “Sparring isn’t what most Earthers mean by play.”
“But it’s my favorite type of play.” He came at her this time, a flurry of strikes that left her retreating over the roofs of nearby houses. They exchanged blows, leaped to the next house, struck again, and kept at it until one paused to address the other.
This time Dex stepped onto a chimney, left leg up and sword out, holding a position that Sam knew from experience took incredible discipline.
“What’re you doing?” she asked.
“Meditating.”
“I’m trying to attack you.”
He turned her way. “Oh, I thought we were dancing.”
“Dick,” she replied, and lunged again, cloak propelling her forward, blade rippling through the air, moving an inch from his face as he leaned back.
“Teasing you makes me a dick?” he asked. “Then yes, I am a happy dick.”
She frowned at the wording, tried another attack, then glared. “How’m I supposed to get better if all I do is chase you?”
“But you don’t,” he replied, now on the offensive. “Sometimes I chase you.”
“Oh, yeah?” she stood her ground, refusing to be pushed back. Now he was darting around her, coming at her with attacks from all angles, and every direction had to be considered a retreat. She cursed her stubbornness as his blade whacked her upside the head, surely leaving a welt.
“Maybe you’d be better served wearing your helmet?” Dex said.
Sam glared while reaching up to hit the button on the back of her armor that caused the helmet to unfold and encase her head. In the split-second that it took, Dex had attacked. She saw it too late, at the same moment his sword hit her head and clanged through her skull.
“Dammit,” she shouted, instinctively taking hold of him and spinning to slam him to the rooftop, where both rolled off and fell to the ground below with a thud. Their cloaks tried to compensate, but each got in the other’s way and failed.
“Well played,” Dex said with a groan.
“I… didn’t mean for that to happen.” She realized she had her leg in between his, and pulled back, grimacing, with a look down there. “Sorry.”
“Dexetilaitite, remember?” he replied, the light showing his dark face and all-black eyes. “Nothing to worry about.”
She nodded and then pushed herself up, releasing the helmet so that it retracted back into her armor. With a rotation of her head to loosen her neck, she replied, “Still, that was sloppy.”
“You got me, didn’t you?”
“In a sense.”
“And… if you’d wanted to take me out, there on the ground would’ve been the perfect spot. Had I been equipped with a certain weakness, I would’ve already been halfway out of commission.”
“Probably not, if you had armor.”
He nodded at that. “Still, how’d you get there?”
“What do you mean?”
“What does Hadrian always try to teach you? Emotion. Harness it, embrace it. It’s what gave you the upper hand in this fight.”
“As long as it doesn’t turn to anger,” she quoted Hadrian. “Anger can leave you vulnerable.”
“Cause you to act stupidly. Like throwing yourself from a roof.”
“You’re sending mixed messages.” Sam helped him up. “Did you think it was a good move, or not?”
“Good, if you survived. Land in a pit of spikes or go flying off into space… less good.”
She laughed. “Fair enough. Emotions, but under control. Check.”
“Come on, will you meditate with me?”
“Dex…” She was about to tell him she needed more training, but seeing that locals were starting to poke their heads out and look their way, she figured the best move was to get out of there. Being the center of attention was never her favorite thing. With a curt nod, she gestured for him to lead the way, and within minutes they were back on the castle parapet, sitting across from each other, cross-legged.
“Oh, and for the record,” Dex said, “meditation is training.”
“As if I said otherwise.”
“I knew you were thinking it.”
No arguments there. “Quiet. I’m concentrating.”
He guffawed, but went silent after that. Sam knew the importance of meditation, but had always preferred learning more about swordplay, or better ways to use her rifle. Not that she needed help in either, but she knew from experience that no matter how good you were, there was always someone else better.
She reached deep inside and cleared her mind until she was one with herself. In her mind’s eye, she watched herself perform graceful movements, hacking and slashing with her sword, performing one of the many sequences Dex had shown her.
The thought was interrupted by an image of Dex doing the same kata, of him turning to watch her perform, and then… without explanation, he stepped into her, so that they were performing the kata together.
With a start, she was up, blinking away the image, and shuddered. Not wanting to interrupt Dex, she leaped down to the battlement below, then made it to the door before a fluttering sound alerted her to Dex coming at her again.
“So soon?”
“I’m sure it’s almost time.”
He shook his head. “Physical?”
“What?” She took a step back, confused.
“Physical training? That’s what you want? Fine.” He held out a hand toward the door, gesturing for her to lead the way.
After the strange vision, she hesitated, but then went in. Dex followed her. They found the training room, took up spots on the mat, and squared off. No weapons, this time. No use of cloaks. The two circled each other, and then Dex went for the takedown. She pushed back and swiveled around him, then grabbed him around the waist and heaved. He flipped back and over her, breaking the grip, and they both caught each other, so that they started moving arms through each other like noodles, loose and quick.
Finally, he managed to get a leg inside of hers and they landed, harder than she hoped he’d meant for. She groaned.
“Good thing you’re not a man, either,” Dex said.
“Go to hell,” she said, twisting him over and going for his arm. “Still hurts.”
“Ah! You’re where I’d hoped to find you,” Hadrian said, and Sam turned to see him and Kwan standing in the doorway.
Sam glanced up at Dex, who she had in an armbar, face a tad too close for comfort. A scent that reminded her of the taste of very dark chocolate drifted up, and she hesitated fleetingly.
“Do we need to give you a minute?” Hadrian asked.
Sam almost didn’t hear him, lingering in that moment. The scent brought her back to a better time, a time she had almost forgotten about. Her grandma giving her that bitter chocolate, a supposed sweet although Sam had complained about eating it, saying it was too bitter. Her grandma’s smile, lingering… never to be seen again after the Syndicate attack.
All of those memories were weakness as far as she was concerned. Normally. But at that moment, pressed up against Dex, it was different. She wanted the memories to stay, so she pulled him closer.
Then another memory hit her, this time an image of herself and a young boy, laughing. She couldn’t remember his name, but remembered the way he’d tried to kiss her, and how she’d been too young, too confused, and so she had pushed him on his ass.
“Sam?” Hadrian said, now sounding worried.
Is everything… okay? It was Dex’s voice in her head, communicating through their cloaks, or so she thought. She pushed up, realizing what she’d been doing and that the other two were staring at her.
“Finally caught the love bug,” Kwan said, short and abrupt. No smile to it, merely a statement of fact.
Sam stood, shaking her now long, brown hair back and steeling her emotions. “What? No.”
“Don’t do that,” Hadrian said. “Emotions… they can be of use, in the right circumstances.”
“We were just sparring?” Sam frowned, not sure why that had come out like a question. “Just… sparring.”
I thought so, Dex’s voice came again in her head.
“How are you doing that?” she asked, turning on him in confusion.
Kwan nodded to Hadrian and started to leave, but Sam turned on them now. “Wait, no. We’re done, I just—he’s talking in my head without the cloaks, and I don’t get it.”
“Oh?” Hadrian looked intrigued, and slightly worried.
Dex stared at Sam a long moment, then turned to Hadrian. “I honestly didn’t realize it was happening until it did. Perhaps…”
“She’s ready?” Hadrian asked.
“Maybe.”
“Excuse me?” Sam asked.
Hadrian considered her, stroking his chin. “It wouldn’t be so out of the way from this next mission.”
“What wouldn’t be?” Sam asked, then perked up. “Mission? You have a mission for us?”
“Not all of you,” he admitted, but then waved for them to follow. “Come, the team will meet in the great hall and I’ll brief you all there.”
Sam frowned, not liking the idea of breaking up the team in the slightest, but she followed as directed. Passing Dex on the way, she pointedly avoided eye contact. Their proximity hadn’t felt like such a big deal at the time, but now, with all of this secrecy and with the way she was starting to realize she had acted—in hindsight—she had to admit she felt wrong about it, almost guilty, even.
It was time to get her head back in the game.
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The rest of the team was waiting for them. Carma batted her eyelashes in Sam’s direction.
“You don’t have to be so standoffish,” Carma said. “You’re an adult now, so at least it isn’t awkward.”
Sam glared, wondering if there was such a thing as workplace boundaries with Carma’s kind, and how that might apply to a black ops unit in space. “As much as I’m flattered by your invitation, it’s never going to happen.”
Carma gave her a mock pout, then turned around, laughing, and looked around at the rest of the Shadow Corps.
Napalm stepped close, earning a step back from Sam.
“Hold on,” he said, hands up to show he meant no harm. “I wanted to say, that’s all her. I’m sorry—and no offense, it’s a relief you’ve turned her down.”
“Is that so?”
He nodded. “You’re like a daughter to me, or maybe a little sister. You know this.”
“But it’s good to be reminded of it, sometimes.”
He clapped her on the shoulder, a moment that earned them a hopeful glance from Carma before both quickly stepped away from each other.
Sam turned to find Agathe talking with Kwan and Ferder, the others on the opposite side of the room listening as Carma approached and started telling a story, apparently. Everyone became enthralled whenever she spoke, it seemed—a baffling thought to Sam.
“Ready for action?” Kwan asked Sam.
Having Carma in her sights, the words took on a whole new meaning, but she knew what he meant. “Always.”
“Point me at ‘em,” Ferder said, eyeing Sam and standing tall. He’d had a bit of a crush on her at one point, but that was over now, or at least it seemed to be.
“I don’t doubt any of the team members,” Sam said. “Together, we’re unstoppable.”
“The problem is, I’m not sure we’ll be together much longer,” Agathe admitted. “That’s what I hear, anyway.”
“And why are you hearing anything before me?” Sam asked, but waved it off when she saw Hadrian step forward.
As he took the front of the room, silence fell over the group. He made eye contact with each of them in turn, before starting. “We have a potential turncoat.”
“Again?” Sam asked, remembering the last time the Elders had a traitor among their midst.”
“Sorry.” Hadrian gave her a nod. “I should have worded that differently. It’s one among the enemy ranks who has expressed an interest in abandoning their mission, coming over to our side. If we agree to give him sanctuary, he will do what is necessary to help us stop their advance.”
“Can we trust him?” Kwan asked.
“Only one way to find out,” Sam replied, earning a smile from Hadrian.
“If he can help lead us to victory, I’d say it’s worth the chance. The only problem is, we need to get someone out there to plant something with him, then get him out of there. And I know of only two someones who are capable of making it in and out of there alive.” His eyes roamed over to Sam, then Dex. “The two of you.”
“Where?” Sam asked.
“To the Redbacks. He’s one of them.”
The room grew silent again as everyone processed that. Sam had only heard of the Redbacks in relation to Hadrian’s interaction with Karstrack before their confrontation on the back of the dragon whose corpse had become one with the nearby landscape. They were the personal guard to the Great Deceivers, and if anyone could prove valuable as a traitor in this fight, it would be one of them. However, they were well-known for their suicide missions and unscrupulous ways.
To bring one of them into their midst, especially among the Elders, sounded insane.
“I trust we’ll have ways of testing him?” Carma asked, glancing over at Dex. It was common knowledge that Dex and his kind could sort of get into one’s head, but Sam wasn’t so sure testing an enemy’s stance was how that worked. They’d come across other sort of mind manipulators in the past, but none of them were on their side.
Hadrian spoke up before Dex could address the issue, saying, “The Redback mole will be, unfortunately, stripped of his ultimate power.”
“Then he’ll be useless!” she protested.
“Ah, but you forget that I said we’re bringing him in for his knowledge of the enemy and what he can do for us, not so he can fight. In fact, that’s one of his stipulations—that he does not have to raise a hand against his brothers and sisters.”
“But killing them from afar is fine,” Napalm said with a scoff.
“What exactly will he be doing for us?” Sam asked.
Hadrian seemed to debate telling her, but then said, “We will be feeding him coordinates—letting him adjust the course of attack for the enemy, so that we can be ready for their attack when it came. So that we can do the most damage possible.”
There was something he wasn’t telling her. She grunted, and waited.
“Of course, by ‘we’ he means you,” Dex said, earning a frown from Hadrian. “With my help, of course.”
“Wait, why just the two of them?” Ferder asked, motioning to Sam and Dex.
“In part, it has to do with their robes,” Hadrian replied. “And the other part is because I say so. But you know I wouldn’t answer as such.” He chuckled, showing a side of himself that Sam had noticed more and more lately. As if the fact that the ultimate showdown was close at hand gave him relief. He’d been building up to it for so long, preparing this team, guiding the Elders… it made sense. “There is a special bond these two share, partly thanks to their robes, but also because of who Sam’s father was.”
“Excuse me?” Sam asked, not expecting that.
Hadrian scrunched his nose, glancing around and clearly wishing he hadn’t said that in front of the whole group. But now that it was out there, he nodded, “Your father, Sam, spent time among the Dexetilaitite. He’d infiltrated their forces and spent time studying their kind, forming at least one friendship.”
Sam turned to Dex, knowing the answer even before she asked the question. “You knew my dad?”
Dex stood tall and proud. “If not for him, I never would’ve thought to contact Hadrian. Never would’ve known there was an option outside of my station.”
Holy shit. Sam shook her head, trying to clear out the mixture of interest and confusion. “You couldn’t have… I don’t know, said something before this?”
“Now’s the time, Sam. Because it relates to your armor and your unique ability to advance as you do. And on this mission with Dex, you will find some answers, I imagine.”
“Better to be curious for a short amount of time?” She scoffed. “Forget that. In the future, all information on the table.”
Hadrian frowned. “Sam—”
“Understood?”
His smile returned. “Of course, now… The rest of you stay here, as I have another mission to brief you on. But first, Sam has someone she’ll likely want to speak with before departing.”
“And who would that be?” Sam said, refusing to budge until he told her.
“Your father.”
This time, when Hadrian gestured to the side door and Dex moved to follow, she didn’t hesitate. Any chance she had to speak with her father took priority.
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As soon as they stepped into the next room over, Sam turned expectantly to watch Hadrian, shimmering with light, change into her father. It wasn’t something he did often, because as she learned, it took a lot out of him. Those he’d been closest to, such as immediate family, took little to no effort, but others were apparently a drain on him.
It still struck Sam as a bit crazy, like mediums channeling spirits back home. But somehow, she understood this was different. What especially made her curious was, now that she had learned her father was of the same race as Hadrian, would she be able to take on Hadrian’s soul and the others when he died… and would she want to? It kind of creeped her out.
No matter how much it unnerved her, though, she would never pass up an opportunity to speak with her father.
“Sam…” He smiled at the sight of her, then drew her in for a hug. When he pulled back, he turned to Dex. “It’s good to see you, old friend. I trust you’re taking care of my daughter?”
Dex bowed slightly. “She’s a strange one, but I enjoy her company.”
Sam frowned, but her dad laughed. “I’d expect any daughter of mine to have a bit of strange in her.”
“You…?” She wasn’t sure what to ask. He was strange, too? A bit out there, like she felt about herself at times?
He seemed to get it, though, and nodded. “Ask Hadrian about me, sometime.”
“I have,” Sam replied, frowning. “He doesn’t like to say much.”
“Ah, yes. That’s his style, and I imagine more so since… you know.”
She nodded, fully aware of how Hadrian must have been affected by the woman he loved, along with his entire home planet, being wiped out. To make it worse, he then had no choice but to lead the team that took down Karstrack, the only other surviving member of his race. That is, unless Sam being a half-blood counted.
“I can tell you, on our travels,” Dex said to Sam.
Her father chuckled. “Ah, but you only know the half of it, Dex. Suffice it to say, not all of our people are as somber and serious as Hadrian. The legends of Loki and others on Earth?”
“That was you?” Sam said, appalled.
He laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous. I wasn’t alive yet—but, I’ve been known to play a prank or two in my time.”
“Such as pretending to be a Marine, sleeping with a woman, and then taking off?” Damn. The words blurted out before she could stop them. She’d thought she was over that whole situation, but apparently, she had been wrong.
Judging by the look in his eyes, she’d hit below the belt.
“Sam…” Dex turned to her, but didn’t seem to know what else to say.
“That wasn’t—I mean, I’m sorry,” she said.
“When you go up there, Sam,” her father said, moving on from the awkward moment, “I want you to be careful.”
“Dad…”
“I know. But listen—Dex here, he’s one of the good ones. I don’t just mean of his race, but as far as all beings go. If he says to do something, if he senses danger, listen. Got it?”
“Sure.” She arched an eyebrow at Dex, who had turned his shadowed face her way. His kind rarely removed their hoods. As he had explained it, doing so was, to his kind, much like exposing one’s privates for Earthers. Still, being unable to make out his expression most of the time left her with a bit of unease around him, even after all they’d been through together.
“You’re going to see parts of this universe you never knew existed,” her father continued, “discover parts of yourself that you never could’ve fathomed.”
“Please tell me this isn’t the birds and the bees talk,” Sam joked, attempting to break the tension.
Her dad frowned, turned back to Dex. “Has she not had that talk yet?”
“I couldn’t say,” Dex replied, and when they both turned back to her, she felt like retreating into a ball.
“I’m familiar with the concept,” Sam mumbled. “Trying to be funny.”
“Oh.” Her dad forced a smile, even tried a laugh. “It’s… good, to be funny.”
Now she had to laugh. “Thanks for trying, at least.”
He nodded, held her gaze for a moment while she studied his eyes as if doing so long enough could help her truly understand the man he had once been.
“Take care, Sam,” her father finally said as he took her in an embrace, and then pulled away as he transformed back into Hadrian.
When it was done, Hadrian looked between her and Dex. “You’re ready, then?”
“More than ever, yes,” Sam replied, and Dex muttered in the affirmative at her side.
“I’ll tell Jackal,” Hadrian said, and turned to go.
“Jackal?” Sam asked.
“Of course,” Hadrian replied. “Who did you think would fly the Noraldian?”
“I’m confused,” Sam admitted. “When you said it was just the two of us… Dex and me.”
“Is that something you were looking forward to?” Hadrian asked, a hint of a smile on his lips.
Sam cleared her throat, ignoring that. “I mean—”
“I know,” he said. “Jackal will get you on the ground but stay out of range to remain undetected, ready to get you all out of there if there’s an emergency.”
“And the Noraldian’s crew?”
“Not necessary,” he admitted. “We often travel with a crew, but since this should be a simple mission for him, you should be able to manage. We’ll need them for the other mission, here.”
“Other mission?” Sam asked.
“Napalm,” Hadrian replied. “It looks like we need him to go home. To regain his people.”
Sam’s eyes went wide at that, remembering how he had sworn over and over again that he would never return.
At her expression, Hadrian chuckled. “I know. Good luck to me, right?”
“Actually, I was thinking ‘good luck’ to his people if they try to resist him, with that temper of his.”
Hadrian laughed. “Come, let’s get you on your way. Oh, and Sam?”
“Yes?”
“If this goes right, I mean, if we come out the other side of this and you’re as powerful as I expect you to be, I want to know—what’s your interest level in becoming an Elder?”
“Me, an Elder…” She had to process that, let it sit for a bit.
“I’ve seen a vision, us on a sort of space station referred to as the Citadel. It’s one of several possible futures, but very possible. A path that involves items the enemy has that are called Per-Neters, used for manipulating the universe and traveling, I think. But that’s for another time. Assuming all goes according to plan, would this interest you?”
She stood tall, warmth filling her. “As long as I’m serving alongside you, I’d be honored.”
    
NAPALM WATCHED as Sam and Dex followed Hadrian out. He didn’t like that it would end like this, that—from what the old magi had told him—the Shadow Corps was changing in structure.
“We’ll manage,” Carma said, a hand on his forearm. It was an oddly comforting gesture from her, one that didn’t come with her usual ulterior motive.
He put a hand on hers, and nodded. It was so much more than splitting up the team. As much as he wouldn’t admit it, he had always thought of Sam like a little sister. Now she was all grown up, on her way to play her part in saving the universe.
“I wish I knew what we were doing here,” he admitted, glancing around at the high walls. The windows showed a gentle, orange glow outside. What he really meant, though, was that he would like to have known why so many others were there with them.
Gathered around the head table where the Elders sat were the regulars like the Red Company, but also Earth Generals, alien races ranging from the Acome and Mawrik, and even some of those giants with their war hammers who he often forgot the name of.
“We’ll find out soon enough.” Carma pulled her hand back and pointed to Elder Kain, who was looking their way while in the midst of a heated argument with one of the other Elders. “Looks like it’s going to involve us, specifically.”
Napalm didn’t like the sound of that, but with Carma at his side, he didn’t have much to worry about. She calmed the burning in his chest, and could amplify his powers to the point that he wasn’t intimidated by much anymore. That, and the fact that Hadrian had shown him how to harness his powers in ways his people could only dream of. By this point, he had a hard time keeping his ego in check—especially with a hot goddess like Carma wrapping her arm in his so often.
“I think this could be it,” Kwan said, walking over as his lady joined the other locals for the feast.
“She going to be okay with you riding off to risk your neck again so soon?” Carma asked.
Kwan chuckled, but then looked serious. “We’ll see. She keeps talking about wanting to settle down. Sooner this is over, the better.”
“Where are the others?” Napalm asked as he glanced around.
“Turns out, Agathe and the others are off in a briefing with Ferder. Some other mission they want them for.”
“What? Why?”
“Because you two are going off on your own,” Elder Kain said. They turned back to see him walking over as the Elder behind him moved off. Kain was one of the newer appointees. He was slender, with a jaw that ended in three spiked horns, and other horns on his head that curved up and around. Many Earthers found him intimidating, and Kwan often steered clear of him, when possible. Something about associating his look with demons. Napalm, with his fiery eyes and powers, didn’t quite follow what they meant by that.
“On our own?” Napalm asked.
“It’s been agreed upon. Napalm, we need your people.”
“I swore to never return.”
“And yet, we still need your people.”
Napalm glared, looked at Carma for help, then shook his head. “They aren’t my people anymore.”
“What are we talking, here?” Carma asked. Kwan was glancing around, nervously.
“The three of you, one fighter ship. Return to Lorredon, do whatever’s necessary to get them to join the alliance, and fast.”
“Fast?” Kwan asked.
“It’s coming,” Kain replied. “The Seer saw it and Hadrian confirmed it. We don’t have time to spare, and certainly no time to worry about past issues or—”
“This is not some childish grudge,” Napalm interrupted, then flushed. “Excuse me, Elder, but the oath I swore was in two parts. Many of my people are like my father. They will not listen to reason.”
“Which is why you bring your friends here, prove yourselves… change their minds. Your people value strength? Power?”
Napalm nodded. “Above all else.”
“You have that. So, show them.”
It was difficult to argue against that.
“And the others?” Kwan asked.
Kain shook his head, but looked to Napalm to explain.
“My people… wouldn’t take kindly to Acome or Mawrik,” Napalm said with a sigh. “Might as well send demons to try and convince Earthers to fight together.”
Both Kain and Kwan frowned at that, but it got the point across.
“So that’s why everyone’s here,” Kwan said, turning back to eye the generals and others at the head table. “Preparing for the final assault by our enemy.”
“Precisely,” Kain replied, then gestured to the feast. “We will hold them off, to keep Entono Fos, Earth, and the others safe, while Sam and Hadrian do what’s necessary to close the access point the enemy’s using to break through. Enjoy yourselves, prepare. We leave within the hour.”



4
NORALDIAN
Sam entered the Noraldian to find Dex waiting on the bridge, but no sign of Jackal yet. After saying farewell to Hadrian, they’d gone to collect their gear—in Sam’s case, her sword and rifle. She also went by the kitchen to snag a couple of the meat pies they had gotten her hooked on. They wouldn’t last long, but a couple for the first part of the trip would hit the spot.
Dex turned to her for a moment, then looked away.
She took her seat, considered the pies, and went for the first. Might as well dig in while they were hot.
“So…” she said, glancing over and still chewing. “Knew my dad, huh?”
“In a sense.” Dex sat still, almost rigid. Was it his way, or was the moment awkward?
Sam swallowed the bite of pie while eyeing him. “What was he like?”
“A true warrior, through and through.”
“Dex, come on.” Sam turned to him, legs up on the edge of his seat, and took another bite. “Hadrian always preaches using my emotions, and you love to hitch yourself to that wagon, or however that old saying goes. So… emotion up.”
Dex turned to her and cocked his head. “My people are not super-emotional.”
“Sure, sure. Pretend.”
“Pretend?” Dex chuckled. “I see. In that case, your father was an amazing, truly beautiful warrior.”
“Oh, God.” She resumed eating her meat pie, knowing that she wouldn’t get more out of Dex at the moment. Maybe later, she figured, and pulled up the flight plan to study it. It was a section of the universe she hadn’t yet visited, she noted, and one with very old, but very buried, jump points. This was bound to be interesting.
“You two ready to rock this mission?” Jackal asked as he stepped in and swung a duffel bag over his shoulder. He wore his green and black armor but held his helmet in one hand, which exposed a face dominated by a long, hooked nose. His pretty-boy hair was combed to the left but freshly shaved on the sides and back. He’d told Sam when they first met that he was from Earth like her, but Australian—although he’d long since lost his antipodean accent. She’d always seen him as a slightly lankier version of Goose, from Top Gun.
“I’d always rather be out there kicking ass than sitting around waiting,” Sam replied.
“You and me both, sister.” He eyed them, chuckled mysteriously, and then walked back to secure his duffle bag. Sam wondered what that was about, but she didn’t have long to let her mind wander. Jackal soon returned and took the pilot’s seat to do a last-minute systems’ check.
“This will be fun,” Jackal said, chuckling again, and then they were off.
Hadrian had set them up with a couple of jump points closer to the planet in recent months, so all they had to do was make the right connections. It wasn’t long before they’d made their way to the other side of the universe, but it was enough time for Sam to get some sleep and catch up on her reading—she had found a fun book about a girl who turned into a bird, and while it was for children, she loved the simplicity of it.
After a good rest, she rolled out of bed and right into a set of pushups. Once completed, she headed to the bridge to check on Jackal.
“Hanging in there?” she asked as she sat and watched space unfold before them.
“Doing the job,” he said, a slight hesitation in his voice.
“You didn’t want to come.”
“Did I say that?”
“Something off with you, Jackal?”
He chuckled. “Thing is, I started wondering while we had some downtime. Thinking that maybe I’ve done my duty.”
“You’re serious?”
With a nod, he sighed and motioned to the screen. “Before you came along, you have any idea how much of the universe I’d seen? Answer is, a damn lot. And maybe… maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the universe if this was my last mission. Save us all, first, of course. But then… retire, before new problems have a chance to come find us.”
Sam considered that, then grunted. “New problems. Damn. They always have a way of figuring out another way to come back swinging, huh?”
“That they do.”
“But this… it’s been a long time coming. I can’t imagine anything worse than these bastards.” She stared at the display, wondering about the incoming invasion. “Do you really think… I mean, do you think this is it, though? They’re finally coming?”
“It’s getting more real. But maybe they’ll never stop, no matter what we do.” Jackal leaned back and looked at her. “Come on,” he motioned to the controls as he stood. “It’s a pretty straight path from here, but you can get some practice.”
She loved taking the controls, although out here with their path set, there wasn’t much she could experiment with. Still, she got a feel for it, taking the Noraldian off auto and maneuvering a bit, getting a sense for the controls in case Jackal needed a backup.
Yet, her mind wandered, her focus off. And apparently, Jackal noticed, too.
“You’re worried about them?” Jackal asked. “The people you used to know on Earth?”
Sam nodded. “Mostly my mom. But it’s stupid to say that, because she was the most badass of all of them.”
“From what I’ve seen, yeah.”
Sam chuckled. “Damn straight. But now it’s getting real, you know? The big attack is coming, after all these years. The real one.”
“And you’re worried the training, the other fighting, all of it… won’t have been enough?
Sam nodded. “Maybe.”
“Guess what? It doesn’t have to be. That’s what we’re out here for. To see that Earth never faces the full brunt of the attack that’s coming.”
“Then we’d better do our damned best.”
He chuckled, and gestured for her to keep going as he sat next to her and quizzed her on the various controls, including how to get the turrets and other weapons activated. Even on the engineering tasks. Although Hadrian had set up the ship to be damn near indestructible and put in place precautions that meant maintenance was only needed on very rare occasions, it was still good to know.
Finally, she stood, returning the controls to Jackal. “My legs are going to cramp if I sit any longer. I’ll check on Dex, maybe get in a sparring session or two, then hit the rack again.”
“Roger that,” he replied, giving her a mock salute. “Better to be as ready as possible, when you have no idea what you’re diving into.”
“Exactly.” She went to the doorway, but paused. “Unless… Do you want to get some sparring in?”
“Me?” He chuckled and pointed at himself. “Girl, you’d tear me to shreds with a flick of your eyelash. No, thanks.”
She shrugged, then went to find Dex. He was always a reliable sparring buddy. To her surprise, though, he was standing in the mess hall, staring out one of the tall windows with his hands behind his back.
“Hey.” She stepped up next to him and joined him in watching the stars.
“Beautiful,” he said and pointed to a spot where the red and blue almost mixed, swirling around each other. “You know, the Oram system is said to include more habitable planets than any other.”
“Why haven’t we gone there yet? Or… have we?”
“There are barriers in place.” Dex paused, then added, “Should we win this war, I imagine those barriers will crumble.”
“Is this finally it?” Sam asked, thinking back over her conversation with Jackal.
Dex turned to her. His voice came through their hoods as he said, “The big assault on your world? It could be.”
“It’s just, after everything… This started to feel like it would never happen. Like, yeah, we were preparing for it, but it was some childish notion, like waiting for the Easter Bunny to show up.”
“I’m not familiar with that concept.”
She smiled, shaking her head. “Neither am I, really. A distant memory, is all.” With a hint of a smile, she turned his way. “I’ll give you a concept you’re familiar with,” she said, and lunged, thrusting out a fist—it caught him upside the head, and he stumbled back.
“What was that?” he demanded, clearly irritated.
“What was that?” she repeated, confused. “That was me kicking your ass, apparently. Dex, I’ve never landed a shot like that on you. Are you… okay?”
He ran a hand along his cloak, smoothing it out. “Run.”
“What?”
“Run. Now.” Without another word, he lunged. She backpeddled, then turned and sprinted away, laughing. Maybe he was seriously pissed, but knowing him, probably not. She loved this part of the job. Of life.
He managed a sliding kick that sent her off balance, but she didn’t fall. Instead, she pushed off a wall, jumped back and over him, and tried to land a strike. He was too fast, spinning around it and grabbing her wrist, knocking her off balance and nearly landing a knee in her side.
“Close,” she said, and broke free.
He took a step backward into the training room, where she now realized he’d been leading her, and held out his hand. His sword vanished from the wall and appeared in his grip, then he motioned her to follow.
“We’ll be there before too long,” he said. “Let’s see if you can land a second hit.”
She laughed, knowing that wasn’t going to happen but eager to try nonetheless. As her sword appeared in her hand, she thrust, giddy to be out here doing her thing.



5
ENTONO FOS
Napalm had never felt incredibly close to the others on the team. Sam was like a little sister to him, and Kwan he could respect for his badassery. Hadrian was the father he would’ve much preferred over his own. But Agathe and the others? He nodded and wished them well on their journey—apparently to go off and find allies on their own planets, seeking out a certain warlord.
He wouldn’t feel anything about flying off without them, except maybe relief for not having to worry about their lives. The fact that Sam and Hadrian weren’t coming with him, though, made him worry. As much as he trusted his abilities and those of his two companions, there wasn’t a power in the universe Sam and Hadrian couldn’t take down when they worked together.
Carma pulled him aside as Kwan said his goodbyes, the Korean Marine first lingering with his brothers in the Red Company, and then with his love.
“Give them a moment,” she said and brought him around the corner before pressing her lips to his. When she pulled back, her eyes were flirtatious, hinting at how much more she wanted him. “So we can have ours.”
“There’s no time,” he said with a glance back around the corner.
She laughed. “You always assume the best of me. But no, I meant, just to hold you, to talk in private. We’ll be on a ship with Kwan for who knows how long. Privacy for the two of us might be rare in the foreseeable future.”
Napalm frowned. “I hadn’t considered that.”
Her arms wrapped around his waist, eyes focused on his. “I love the way the flames in your eyes dance when you’re flustered.”
“That’s why you fluster me so often?”
She chuckled and shrugged. “What is it about back home? I mean, truly. What happened?”
“Aside from my father and everything he stood for…” Napalm looked away, his hand finding hers and caressing it. “They nearly killed me.”
“They what?”
He nodded. “I voiced my opinion, spoke up against taking the direction we were heading in. Suffice it to say, my people aren’t the type who take kindly to dissenting viewpoints.”
“When we return, they’ll have this same view of you?” Carma asked.
“That they want me dead?” He laughed. “I imagine so. Yes.”
“If they’re anything like you with your ability to hold a grudge,” she nodded, “I can see that. Well, then, we’ll just have to ensure you’re ready.”
He frowned. “I could take any of them. Not a doubt.”
“I mean mentally.”
“Aw.”
She pressed her head to his chest, let out a pleased sigh, and held him tight. For a long moment they held each other like that. He hated going back there, but going back with her, at least, made it less painful. And if it was necessary for the fight to come, he would do his duty.
“Ahem.”
They turned to see Hadrian in his armor with his gold cape, hands behind his back. “You’ve been briefed, I take it?”
“I have,” Napalm replied.
“And I’m guessing you’re not pleased.”
Napalm laughed. “You know me well enough to know that’s the understatement of the century.”
Hadrian nodded. “Let me assure you, you aren’t getting the worst out of this situation.”
“Meaning…” Napalm frowned, then caught on. “Sam?”
“Sam, the others.”
“Will we see them again?” Carma asked.
The look in Hadrian’s eyes said it all, filling Napalm with a heaviness in his gut and a ball in his throat.
“I cannot say what fate has in store for them,” Hadrian said, holding his hands up. “To be clear. Only what I have seen.”
“And what have you seen for us?” Carma asked.
Hadrian smiled in that kind, fatherly way. “Much.”
“What the hell’s that mean?”
He chuckled, then shook his head. “It’s never good for anyone to know too much about their future. Haven’t you ever heard that saying? Let’s leave it as such, and allow you to notice the smile on my face. For now…” He gestured back to the others, then led them to the doors where Kwan waited.
“You’re sure we’ll need Kwan?” Carma asked. She turned to Kwan. “No offense meant, but I mean, you could just as easily stay here, focus on… family?”
Kwan chuckled. “I’ll do my duty.”
“You’ll need a shooter,” Hadrian said, and frowned. “That, and someone who can speak for Earth. The alliance will, after all, be with them.”
“And I’m the best man for the job?” Kwan asked, sounding a little skeptical.
“Your generals seem to think so, and let’s not be modest—you’re the best shooter I know.”
Kwan grunted, not really able to argue with that.
“We’ll have you back with her in no time,” Carma said reassuringly, giving him her most supportive smile.
“Is no time… less than nine months?” He asked, then grimaced. “Or, in this case, six?”
“You…” She put a hand to her mouth.
Napalm, however, wasn’t so subtle. He hit Kwan in the shoulder. “You dog!”
Hadrian looked surprised but shook his head. “Nine months is for Earthers, Kwan. You realize that? With her, I imagine you only have about three left.”
“Then we better hurry,” Carma said, and then laughed. “Oh, goddess, I’m excited!”
“You and me both,” Kwan said, grinning and motioning for them to lead the way. Hadrian walked with them to the ship and filled them in on the mission that Sam was on with Dex and Jackal, but then stood aside as they boarded. He stood like a sentry as they lifted off, Kwan at the controls, and soon he was gone, lost amid the scenery far below their ship as they sailed off toward the planet that Napalm had once called home.
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THE DARKNESS
“This isn’t the final destination,” Dex said as he led the way down the ramp of the Noraldian into what appeared to be pure darkness.
“I’d wondered about that,” she admitted. “Especially when we came in for a landing, seeing as the Redbacks or any of their allies would never simply let one of our ships fly into their territory.
He grunted in response as the two of them stepped onto the black surface, a sort of rock that glimmered from time to time as if some sort of light passed beneath the surface. When the ramp behind them had closed, he motioned her forward. They walked, only the darkness and each other visible, until she noticed the front half of him vanish with a purple glow, then the rest.
She hesitated, then walked after him. Cold air hit, then she was through and stepping into light. They found themselves walking on the surface of a planet. The bright lights didn’t seem to come from a central point like on Earth. Here it was more like prisms bursting out from various crystals, so that Sam soon realized the light source had to be underground, shining through these crystals in the blues and purples available.
“What is this place?” she asked.
“There once was a world,” Dex replied, “where great creatures lived and roamed, where mystical legends floated through the air while others roamed the forests. A world of beauty…”
“And now?” Sam asked.
“Now, only remnants of that world exist,” Dex said, and moved his hands through the light in a pattern that created strange, whistling sounds. A door opened into the ground below. “Come, let me show you.”
Stairs led down into increasing brightness, so that as they descended it was soon as though they walked in the full light of a summer’s day, although now they were underneath the planet’s surface. The crystals covered the ceiling, she saw, but the light came from the ground. It had an almost fluffy texture to walk on.
“What is this, Dex?” she asked.
He hesitated. “A back door.” At her frown, he added, “This is where my people came from before occupying the location you met them at. This, and the other side of it, have to do with where our powers come from.”
“The powers of the robes?”
He made a soothing sound in the affirmative, then waved a hand through the light in a way that created a trailing line of darkness. “What we’re doing here, Sam, is training you before you go to the other side.”
“I’ve trained plenty,” Sam replied.
Dex made another sound, but this one almost sounded like a scoff. “You’ve trained in punches, but never thrown a kick. Metaphorically.”
She frowned, not sure she liked that metaphor, but nodded. She wasn’t about to argue that she was too good for anything. While she had maxed out her skill trees in the past couple of years, she knew there was always something stronger.
“So… what?” she asked. “How are we going to…?” Her eyes seemed to play tricks on her, as at first he faded from sight, then it was like everything transformed around her. The darkness came to life, forms reaching and morphing.
If this was part of a test, she only had to alter how her mind perceived it, she imagined, and did so. Forcing her will to take over her senses and her mind to not be betrayed, she managed to break the grip her surroundings had on her.
She stumbled forward out of the darkness, back into the light and into Dex’s arms. He held her there, helped her regain her footing, and then a pleased cooing sound came.
“You’ve passed the first stage,” Dex said. “How do you feel?”
“Confused.”
He laughed. “That makes sense, actually. This isn’t like the grinding you did before. It’s… different. What we’re doing now is teaching you to look within, to pull from deep down, bring it to the surface, and embrace it.”
As he spoke, he led her on, and soon the light faded and shifted, becoming like a lake, a boat at its edge.
“And this?” Sam asked.
“You are creating this,” Dex replied. “It’s your control over the light, bending it to your will.”
“And this somehow gets us to this other side you mentioned?”
“That’s correct.” Dex gestured to the boat. “But only after you have mastered this next stage.”
Sam shook her head, chuckling. “This… I mean, I hate to say it, but this feels like a waste of time.”
“It’s a precaution, one set to let only those who can pass have access.”
“Let me guess, a seer?” She looked at the boat and sighed, thinking how much she always hated the experience of seeing the strange floating creature who could show flashes of the future.
“No, although the power source is the same.”
“Meaning?”
“It’s beyond the reach of most, but Hadrian sent the two of us for a reason.”
“We’re the only two strong enough?” she grunted. “I somehow doubt that. Look at Carma, or Napalm—”
“The only two who are strong enough… together.” He motioned to the boat, and at those words, she climbed in. He followed her, explaining as the boat started to move off on its own, “You have the cloak, which proves you’re worthy to handle that side of it all, but this goes much deeper. Me, by myself? I wouldn’t be able to pass through. But with your help, I believe it’s doable.” He faced her. “Will you help me, Sam? When the time comes, no matter what the cost?”
She nodded, and the boat stopped. They were in the middle of the water.
“Remember,” Dex said, “mind over all.”
“Meaning it’s all in my head?”
“Not at all.”
With that he stood, head bowed and hands together. The boat vanished. Sam leaped up, but before she could use her cloak to fly away, Dex had her as he sank and pulled her down with him. She wasn’t sure if he was freaking out or if this was part of the test. How this was supposed to be about her mind was beyond her, but she went with it, then, pressing the button to bring her helmet over her head.
Only, it didn’t work.
She was sinking, with no way to keep the water out. With a deep breath, she dove and pushed past Dex to see what the situation was. Her eyes scanned for an underwater tunnel or any way out of there, but she saw none.
Turning back to Dex, she saw him floating along with her, eyes on hers, waiting. She closed her eyes then and tried not to think about running out of breath. When she opened them, she looked about, desperately, wondering if this was somehow a test about saving him, or if it was about not freaking out. She ignored the thought that she was about to die if she didn’t do something.
No, she knew that Dex would never allow something to happen to her. He wouldn’t be so calm if there was a possibility of that.
Still, she needed to push his limits, because she didn’t have any answers. Swimming closer to him, she leaned in until her eyes were almost up against his, nose to the side of his, and cocked her head. It was rare to see his face past the shadows of his hood, but in the water the hood was starting to push back, the very uncomfortable look in his eyes clear.
Sam laughed.
A tingling went through her body, and then Dex took her by the arm, holding her in place. Suddenly it was like the ground was beneath their feet. She clung to him as water pulled away from them and they were left standing there, right side up, and dry as ever. Dex had his hood totally pushed back, his large, black eyes staring into Sam’s.
“Thank you,” he said.
She blinked, nodded, and then realized she was still clinging to him. She pulled away and glanced around to see that they were in a geode chamber with walls of purple and blue crystal. On the far side of the room, two figures materialized as if from clouds of dust.
“What was that?” Sam hissed.
“It was supposed to test your ability to use emotions. Although I don’t think it’s used to that particular emotion.”
“Which was?” He eyed her, then pulled up his hood and walked toward the two figures, motioning for her to follow, which she did with a grunt of annoyance.,
“Hello?”
“This is her?” one of the beings said, and as he turned to face them it became clear that, while seeming to be made of light, he also had the appearance of a hippogriff—front eagle, back horse—and he was much larger than she’d realized. His buddy, too, had the appearance of an animal, but with the top half of a human woman and the bottom half of a lion. The half-lion glowed white but was transparent, and at the moment, nude, but in way not visible enough to be awkward.
She arched an eyebrow as Dex introduced her.
“Is this part of a test, too?” Sam asked.
The creatures exchanged a look, then the woman said, “You refer to our forms?”
“Are they your true forms?”
“They are.” The woman stepped forward, tail swaying. “You might recognize us from myths from your Earth, rather than as alien life forms. The difference is that our kind used to frequent Earth more often, so we’re better documented.”
“As myths,” Sam pointed out.
“Exactly. What better way to ensure people don’t come looking for us?”
She considered that, then nodded, waiting to see what this was about.
“Come, walk with me,” the half-woman said, and motioned to a doorway that now appeared, walking through a white light. Sam followed, while Dex and the hippogriff stayed behind. When she stepped through the light, she stood next to the half-woman and looked out over a city of sparkling lights, as if made of crystal. The sky overhead was a dome of light, and beneath it were flying pods and tubes that led through the city.
“What is this place?” Sam asked. “Ms…?”
“One of our cities, and you can call me Glaynor.”
“Glaynor.” Sam took a step forward to better see the city, fascinated by the way some buildings seemed to rise out of the ground like rock outcroppings. “Why are you showing me this?”
“I would show you many things, but this is where you must find something for me. There’s an underside to this city, a dark place where you will find what you are after, what you need to give your contact.”
“You’re aware of the mission?”
“I am.”
Sam nodded, considering this. “So, I go in there, get the item, and that’s it?”
“In a sense. Return to me when you’re done, and I’ll ensure you leave this place with more than just the glamour you’ll need to complete your mission of finding the Redback. The coordinates will be on a chip, but we need a special item. Remember this—seek out the snakes, and the serpent’s fang. Do you accept this quest?”
A quest? Sam smiled and nodded, excitedly. She loved quests.
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LORREDON
The flight with Kwan was even more awkward than Napalm thought it would be. The man stared out the window, clearly lost in thoughts about missing his lady, while Carma gave Napalm flirtatious glances.
Finally, not wanting to let his mind go there, he asked, “What was your craziest battle?”
“Craziest?” her eyes lit up. He knew she loved to think about battle—almost loved it more than the bedroom stuff—and she loved that stuff a lot.
“Tell me a story to pass the time.”
She chuckled, staring off and remembering something or other. “Before I joined Hadrian, there was a battle, the one that changed my mind about everything. I was out there with the ladies, our ships and all that, and this crazy bastard comes charging out at us all by himself. He was shouting, going all crazy and demanding a champion, and that’s where I stepped in.
“I thought, ‘this crazy bastard is going to be my kill,’ so I took a sword and went out to the battlefield, not even saying a word. I just stood there, waiting, and he charged. I sidestepped, struck, and missed. He thrust, and missed. The two of us kept on like that until we both disarmed each other and went hand-to-hand. We kept exchanging blows, getting our swords back, using powers—anything and everything, really… I even bit his sweaty neck at one point—but neither of us would give and neither of us fell.
“And then his army charged in, so mine did, too. But he ran back and shouted for them to hold, to give us time to finish it, so I did the same. They let us… and I ended up collapsing his throat with a well-placed elbow strike, then finishing it with a few good kicks.”
“Damn…” Napalm glanced over, not expecting a story like that. “And then?”
“I knelt, paid my respects… and never forgot that fight. His army went home although they attacked again the next day, and we totally demolished them.”
Napalm cleared his throat, frowning. “Why’s that the story you chose?”
“Because of what it did to me, how it changed me, inside.” She put a hand on his, grinning. “It was that fight that taught me our way of thinking had its problems. Any male who could fight like that—and honorably, as well—couldn’t be half bad. I just… even if my ideology didn’t fundamentally change, I didn’t feel quite the same about fighting after that. So, when Hadrian came calling, I was more than happy to go.”
“That makes sense.” Napalm put his hand on hers and squeezed.
“Your turn,” she said. “I want to know something about you, like… first kill?”
Napalm frowned and shook his head. “You don’t want to know that.”
“I do.”
“It’s not something we talk about.”
She pinched him. “Wrong. It is something we talk about.”
He chuckled and nodded. “Sure, fine. A glance back showed Kwan sleeping. They’d been going for some time now and were already through one jump point, about to go through a second. “My first… was my uncle.”
“Really?”
“He was a real son of a bitch. On my world, moms don’t stick around, really. Women don’t tend to have babies, but when they do, it’s baby out, move on. My mom did just that—found a nice mining colony, got a job, and all that. Only reason I know is because she was weak and wanted to come check on me in her old age… when she found out she was dying. Something to do with the metal they were mining, and how it was attacking her from the inside. Well, she found me, told me who she was, and I didn’t know how to handle it. Before I had a chance to respond, my uncle slit her throat right there. Apparently, he had been in the next room, heard everything, and decided it was better to end it before letting her suffer through her last days. When I made his heart explode, right before running away and never admitting that it was me, I hoped there was more. Turned out, there was—a whole love affair, where my uncle had secretly hoped I’d been his for many years, only to find out I wasn’t. It was messed up.”
“And that led you to leave your world?”
“What?” Napalm frowned, confused. “Not at all. I stuck around for years after that.”
“Then what? What made you leave, never to go back?”
He glanced over at her, then to the controls. “Ah, that? That was building up for some time. They were all pricks.”
“Wait, that’s it?” She laughed. “I thought you’d have some big reason.”
“Maybe I do.” He shrugged. “But honestly, it was mostly that they wanted me dead. Maybe I can change that.”
“What makes Hadrian think we have any chance of winning them over?”
Napalm considered the question while staring off at nothing. “There’s a part of my culture that respects power. If we can show them that power, take out whatever resisting leadership they might have and show the people what I’m capable of, they’ll follow me.”
“Maybe?”
“They will.”
Carma leaned over, pulled his hand up to kiss it, and nodded. “Then let’s show them who you are and what you’re made of.”
He chuckled, indicating the gate they were approaching. “I plan to.”
A moment later the gate lit up, their ship passed through it, and they approached an all-red planet.
The light faded once they were through but the comms channels came to life and the weapons-lock warnings went off. They were being targeted already, but when the screen came up and a man with fiery eyes like Napalm’s appeared, all the warnings ceased.
The man held up a hand behind him, Napalm noticed, and his mouth fell open. “Highness, you have returned.”
Napalm scrunched his nose, confused. “Excuse me?”
“Your sister… she took power and told us to await your arrival.” The man clearly looked uncomfortable, and Napalm had no idea what the hell was going on.
“Thank you, Sir…?”
“Reycon, my lord,” Sir Reycon said. “We’ll send out a ship to escort you in.”
“Thank you, Sir Reycon.”
With that, Napalm signed off and then turned to Carma. “I have no idea what the hell just happened.”
“You have a sister?” she asked.
“Not that I know of. Although,” he leaned back, all of it suddenly making sense, “if I did, and if she was anywhere near as powerful as me, the only way she could have claimed power was to say it was in my name, that she was holding the seat for me until my return. Holy hell, this… this changes everything.”
“So, is she going to accept us? Or try to kill us?”
Napalm shook his head. “I have no idea.”
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RIELDREN
Sam made her way down into the city of light, not sure what to expect. She had encountered many alien races in her years in space, but those two myth-type creatures really threw her mind off track. How could it be that certain myths from Earth had actually been aliens? In a sense, it sort of fit, but that didn’t make it any easier to wrap her head around. To the ancient people of Earth, these aliens must have appeared to be gods.
The questions that now plagued her were ones such as which came first, the lion or whatever Glaynor was? Was there some connection? Had certain animals of Earth had their early beginnings in space and somehow evolved from alien DNA?
It was a strange thought, and one that she tried to push away in order to focus on her quest. First things first—concentrate on finding a passage that would take her beneath the city. On her way, though, as she reached the outskirts of the crystal buildings, she decided that she would take full advantage of her opportunity to learn more about yet another alien race. Or races? As she ducked into the first shadow she found, she watched a tall, willowy creature sort of float through the street, seemingly speaking with another that moved on four long, bony legs and had an upper body like an old man but the face of a lizard.
Moving on, she wondered if this place belonged to any specific group, and who all these strange creatures were. Surely Hadrian knew of them, but why hadn’t he brought them into the alliance, yet? Why were they out here, seemingly not part of the fight to come?
She darted between shadows, although they were harder to find because of the nature of the lighting and how it reflected through the crystals. A pod zoomed overhead, reminding her of a large droplet of dew, and then one of the tubes she’d seen flashed, and she realized it was some sort of transportation network. Whatever this civilization was, they were advanced enough. They had to have weapons, some way of joining the fight to come.
A voice came from her left, so she inched around the closest building and found a shadow to hide in on the other side. Two creatures like Glaynor—half lion, half human-looking—passed, speaking a language that Sam’s translator couldn’t pick up.
She considered this, then realized they were coming straight for her. A darting glance showed her lack of options, so she turned to the open window of the building she was up against. It was her only route of escape without being seen.
With a quick jump and using the grip of her boots to reach the window, she was up and in, crouching momentarily to ensure the room was unoccupied. It was a strange-looking room. What looked like condensed light made up a sort of floating bed, surrounded by a wall of spears. At least these people were not totally opposed to fighting. Sam wondered if they were on some outer line where the allies stood against the enemy. Could this be some guard post, in a sense?
She moved in, hesitant, and found a way up to the next level, where a figure that seemed to be a child version of Glaynor passed by, not noticing Sam. A window was on the far side of the room, so Sam darted over, passing a kitchen with a small feast being prepared—although the food, if that’s what it was, all seemed to have a blue glow.
She paused at the window when she heard a gasp, and turned back to see the child. It was a boy with the lower body of a lion cub, staring at her.
“You’re her, aren’t you?” the boy said, apparently using a language her translator understood.
“Her?” Sam asked.
He nodded, slowly, and then gestured to the window. She frowned, not sure what to expect here, but went and looked.
“There,” the boy said, and indicated a hill that rose in the distance, a figure at the top with crystal that flowed around it like robes. At first it didn’t mean anything to her, but using her HUD’s zoom, she could see the shape of the armor, the face of a human woman… of her!
“I don’t understand,” Sam said.
“The power of the Seers,” the boy replied. “They’ve told of your coming.”
“And what, exactly, did they tell?”
The boy frowned, then shook his head. “The temple seers keep the details to themselves, but it is known that you will bring about the end of our world.”
“I’m… sorry?”
“They say it’s in a good way. For the betterment of us all.”
Sam stared at this boy, wondering how old he was and if he could understand that destroying their world would be hard to spin as a good thing. But she nodded, leaped to the open window, then said, “Then I’d better see what I can find out, and if there’s a way to do what I have to without anyone getting hurt.”
“Fortune to you,” the boy said, his lion legs bending in the front as he gave a slight bow.
She was off, feeling even more confused about this place, and wondering why Dex couldn’t have told her more. Why did it all have to be part of some crazy test?
Naturally, Sam’s next move was to head for the temple. Her sensors told her the planet was warm and the air was clean, so she breathed in. The clean air cleared her mind like a glass of water with lemon in the morning.
At the edge of the hill, she paused, looking around. Not many shadows that way, and all that really stood on the hill were a few buildings and that statue. Even from here, she had no doubt it was her, a thought that gave her chills.
Grunting and a thud sounded to her left, though, so she decided to see what that was about. Retreating to the shadows, she worked her way along the buildings, jumping along rooftops, and came to a large temple that was on part of the hill that had been concealed from her before by the contour of the landscape. Observing the massive columns and a domed top, she had no doubt that Greek architecture had been influenced by these people, thousands of years ago.
She moved closer, crouching to get a low profile, and was just able to see part of the crowd gathered there. A mixture of the half-lion people, some hippogriffs perched above, and all manner of other strange creatures. Some had the spindly and willowy appearances of the others she had seen earlier, while others seemed like crossbreeds of other animals, or strange forms that made no sense. Several had the bodies of snakes or goats, it seemed, and others appeared to float, more like spirits.
The next ledge up gave her a view over them, though, and she saw that the crowd wasn’t even in the main section of the temple, but in what appeared to be a demonstration room. The temple actually went up behind them, into and around the hill. Ornate carvings in the walls showed beasts and alien creatures locked in battle, some brandishing spears that shot off blasts of light, others with massive guns and similar weapons.
Another thud sounded, pulling her attention to the focus of the crowd. Angling herself toward the noise, she could see over their heads to the forms of two beings who were going at each other in a ring. One was like a massive bear but with a flat face, the other a muscular man in armor with pointed and curved ears.
She watched them fight for a few minutes, intrigued by the way they shifted about, at times floating and seemingly using this power of light in small, unobtrusive ways. But while watching a fight might be entertaining, it wasn’t what she had come for.
About to turn to leave, Sam noticed a symbol—there, at the base of the temple, was a wavy line. Nothing extraordinary, but it struck her as possibly being of importance. Glaynor had spoken of ‘the serpent’s fang,’ and so far, this was the closest thing to a clue relating to snakes Sam had come across. It was possible this was some symbol to lead people in the know to the way down. Or maybe a warning, even.
Sam worked her way around to that point on the hill, where she found a narrow staircase leading down, then to a passage that went back into the hill. She had no doubt this was the place, especially when she saw that snake-like, wavy-line symbol again, and a man standing sentry. As she approached, she scanned him with her HUD and realized this wasn’t a man at all, but an android. It had the look of an Earther, and she had to wonder why these people would choose that form to model their android on.
When she was within three paces, the sentry turned to look at her, eyes narrowed. “You don’t want to go in there.”
“Actually, I don’t have a choice.”
The android seemed confused by this, but didn’t make a move one way or the other. “Your purpose?”
“To obtain the serpent’s fang.”
His eyes widened, and then he nodded and moved out of her way. Sam walked through the shimmering doorway.
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ENEMY SHIP
Nothing about this place felt right. It wasn’t some tunnel in a hill, and didn’t even feel like part of the crystal-planet. She was in an in-between place, like a room that didn’t really exist. But here she was, walking forward while eyeing her surroundings: walls and a ceiling of dark metal that seemed to shift like a dream.
Something brushed past her, like a slithering creature in the depths of murky water. Only, she wasn’t in water. She turned, eyes searching intently, but saw nothing. Again, she felt that odd sensation hit, only this time it slammed into her side. Her senses flared and a moment later her shield flickered. Something had definitely attacked her.
Whatever was down here was clearly cloaked, Sam figured, so she focused on her HUD and its ability to scan for enemies. It picked out a room full of shapes, only they weren’t quite there, even with the scanner. They were like translucent red forms.
She unhitched her rifle from her back and took aim. “Come at me again, see what happens.”
The figures surged and she unleashed. Several of the red forms in her HUD display staggered but seemed more shocked than damaged, and they just kept coming. If the shots weren’t going to do anything real, her best bet was evasive action. She spun and used her cloak and grip skill to run along the wall while she pulled her sword and sent out blasts of lightning with it.
To her surprise, the lightning not only struck, but left several glowing orbs behind that floated for a moment before flying into her and merging into her body. Like a shot of espresso in the morning, she suddenly felt more alert, ready for action. Surprisingly, a new window appeared as well, like the old screens that she had used for leveling up before she maxed out. It didn’t make sense, because she knew she’d already achieved her full advancement, that the test and training Hadrian had laid out for her was over.
Yet, this screen displayed an image of her within a field of light, like a meter that showed how full her body could be. At the moment, it revealed that the light was up to her knees. There wasn’t time to study it more, though, because the enemy was coming in again.
Another realization hit her, and she paused while clinging to the wall like a spider—she could see them now! In some ways they were similar to the Dexetilaitite, but their cloaks didn’t float as if alive, and their faces were visible when they shifted, reminding her of dark, mutated humans. Somehow, absorbing those glowing orbs into her body meant they weren’t invisible. Since the lightning strikes were what overcame them, she decided she’d go full sword, and not bother with the rifle. Also, retreating was no longer an option.
They came at her, and she charged into them. Some shot weapons or bursts of purple energy from their hands. Sam had their number, though, and was using the full breadth of her maxed-out lightning skills. More and more of the beings fell, and she absorbed their orbs of light, feeling more refreshed each time.
She soon pushed past them. The walls cleared away like fog and revealed another door on the opposite side, like the one she had come through. Best she could figure, they were like portals and this place was the transition point. Whatever was on the other side of that door had to be worse than this. It was simply the way of things. With that in mind, she braced herself and then ran forward.
While passing through the room, she discovered an old android like the one she had met on her way down here—only this one was torn to pieces, head hanging off at an angle and limbs detached. Above it was a panel that she recognized, and, working backward from what she’d seen as the AI let her enter before, she activated it.
A shimmer of light covered the doorway. She had apparently cut off a secondary holding point to keep those invisible bastards out. Ghosts, she decided to call them.
Her new surroundings looked like the hold of a ship. New ghosts stepped through walls to face her. Only, they didn’t attack, yet. Instead, they started humming. Their forms wavered, coming in and out of focus in a jittery way, until suddenly they were gone and in their place was a tall, reptilian man. Almost like an ogre from the old fairy stories her grandmother used to read to her when she was small. Or maybe part dragon, although he didn’t have wings. He stood easily four or five times as tall as her, and wore armor of red and black. His eyes were beads of black in his massive face, he had slits for nostrils, and sharp teeth that showed when he snarled at her.
“Pesky human,” a booming voice sounded as he spoke, although it echoed from a line before her. “How does the likes of you come to be on this ship?”
“The likes of me?” Sam replied, not backing down for an instant. She had seen her fair share of alien jerks in her time, and while this guy seemed to be up there in terms of badassery, she figured he would still die when it was his time. “I’m the one who’s come to teach you all a lesson. Go home, or I’ll kick your ass.”
His eyes roamed over her and narrowed even further, if that was possible. “Your armor… your robes…” A sneer formed at the edge of his mouth. “Child, you are playing with dangerous toys, there. It might be time you put them away before you get hurt.”
“Who are you?”
“You tell me yours, I’ll tell you mine.”
Sam was trying to analyze him as they spoke, using her HUD to scan the area, but all it showed was the ghosts. Apparently, the guy was coming through as a projection of some sort, not physically there at all.
“Call me Sam,” she said.
He chuckled. “So… simple. Very well, Sam. Call me Droka the Deceiver.”
A wave of unease hit Sam and her legs wobbled. “As in, one of the so-called Great Deceivers?”
His laugh vibrated through her bones. “You’re not entirely ignorant. But no, child. Simply their highest servant, you could say.” He eyed her, then gestured to the floor. “Today, I give you one chance. Your only chance. Kneel, proclaim your loyalty to me, and you will see such power as you’ve never dreamed.”
“Not on your life.” Sam stood her ground, sparks starting to form on her sword, which she gripped tightly as she stared the creature down.
He snarled and looked like he was about to attack, but she beat him to it. Or rather, beat the ghosts to it, because with a crackling strike from her sword, she plunged it down and unleashed a shock wave that sent lightning through the ghosts, dropping a good chunk of them and instantly cutting off the connection. The image of Droka vanished as he shouted, followed by an assault launched by the remaining ghosts.
They charged her, but she was up and spinning, sword bursting with electricity as she swiped. Each time they fell, more orbs of light flowed into her. The more light she gained, the more she saw their forms. They looked like creatures in long robes, not so different from the Dexetilaitite but in white instead of black, although that part might have been because of the light—she couldn’t be sure.
On the far side of the room, the ghosts were pulling back to hover around a wall panel. Alarms blared as lights started flashing. Sam charged them, very aware of the thudding sound that indicated something large was coming her way. She cut through the ghosts as her shield rippled around her and then crashed, falling apart with the last shot. That meant she had to get out of there, and fast. Good thing the ghosts were down and the wall panel unprotected.
She slammed her sword in, activated the lightning, and shorted out whatever kept the door closed. As she pried it open, she saw why they were guarding it. Whatever this room was, it hadn’t been what she expected. More like a treasury, or vault. Here there were various weapons, artifacts that glowed with strange lights, and one item in particular that stuck out.
There in the middle, curved and with glowing green lines along it, was a metallic object that she had no doubt was the serpent’s fang. Other items seemed to call to her, but she had seen enough movies in her youth to know how that went—grab what you come for and don’t get greedy, or bad things happen.
She snatched it up and then turned and ran back the way she’d come just as a nearby doorway opened and two creatures very much like Droka came through. They weren’t as large, but wore thicker armor with large guns at the ready. As one turned and saw the open hatch and missing fang, she noticed the red line along his back. These were the Redbacks! She should’ve figured, when she learned that Droka served the Great Deceivers.
At that moment, she had no interest in taking on a group of Redbacks directly, or even two, if there weren’t others on their way. Leveraging the push her wing gave her, she threw herself through the doorway and cringed at the sound of shots slamming into the walls. She was already to the next doorway before one of them ducked through the first, but Sam’s eyes landed on the doorway, an arch with glowing lines and semi-circles. Runes of some sort?
A gut feeling told her this was only visible to her because of the light she’d absorbed from the fallen ghosts, and that therefore it was special.
Instead of debating it too long, she took a chance and attacked. The first strike did nothing but cause her sword to slide along metal. She grunted, realizing the lightning hadn’t worked because it must’ve needed a recharge. Behind her, a gun was spinning to life, a barrage of bullets about to tear her apart.
She accessed the lightning but her screen showed the recharge wasn’t there yet. In a moment of anger, she told herself to forget that and went for it anyway, pulling deep—and a burst of white light showed, indicating on her screen that it had fueled the power. Lightning burst forth from her sword and she slammed it into the gates, metal cracking with the force.
She was thrown back, or so she thought. At first it was simply motion—a thrust, and everything was spinning. Then she processed that she was in a tunnel of light, watching a ship vanish. It was like she was in two dimensions at once, until suddenly she was back at the entrance with the android. He looked at her, then back at the doorway, and smiled. Sam turned to the doorway and froze. There was no shimmer, no long passageway like the one she had walked through. Only a crystal room, similar to a box.
“I don’t understand,” she admitted, clutching the serpent’s fang in her hand.
“You seem to have closed the doorway,” the android replied.
“Indeed,” a smooth voice said, and Sam turned to see the half-lion woman, Glaynor. Here, instead of glowing as if made of white light, she still glowed but had a physical form with cloths draped over her. “Previously, we could not close the door, we could only block it. There was a time when their kind and ours weren’t enemies, when the passage was used for good, rather than evil. Then the Great Deceivers turned our friends against us. We managed to get these protective barriers in place, but did not have the power to remove the door.”
“Somehow,” she held up the serpent’s fang, what she now saw was a tech gadget of some sort, “this sent the other side away.”
“Correct. And it will be the key to your ability to infiltrate the Redbacks.”
“And why couldn’t you have simply told me all this?” Sam demanded.
“We had to be sure you were the one,” Glaynor replied. “That your instincts would take you down the correct path.”
“And if not?”
Glaynor motioned for her to follow, back toward the temple. “Then we would’ve waited for another. Told Hadrian he was wrong in selecting you.”
“But… he wasn’t?”
“He was not. Come, it is time to teach you.”
Sam nodded and followed. Her curiosity bubbled over but she refused to ask what she was about to learn. She did, however, push the topic of the serpent’s fang.
“I’d like to know what I risked my ass for,” Sam said, noting how people and creatures looked their way, some slightly bowing or nodding in respect at Glaynor.
“The serpent’s fang.” Glaynor nodded at it. “Not magic, but it contains code, DNA and more, that can be very helpful in framing our cloaking and infiltration skills. You’ve already proven yourself invaluable in this mission, even before taking on your true calling.”
They stopped at the entrance to the temple. Sam let those words hang over her, knowing she was about to learn more answers. They stopped at a balcony and watched another fight in progress, observing the way a four-legged man maneuvered around a creature that resembled a beetle.
“And Droka the Deceiver?” she finally asked.
Glaynor twitched at that, her eyes darting over to Sam. “He saw you?”
Sam nodded, disturbed by the unease evident in Glaynor’s expression. “The ghosts—those creatures on the other side—they channeled him, I guess you could say?”
“This is… interesting.” Glaynor’s lion legs moved as she shifted, and she shook her head. “No matter. He leads the Redbacks, which means they might now expect you to come, but that only means we’ll have to be extra cautious.”
“Can he reach us?”
“He will try, but only when the final siege is in progress. When he arrives, we’ll know the Great Deceivers aren’t far behind. Knowing that he’s aware of you, though…” Glaynor moved for the stairs, so into her thoughts that she didn’t even finish her sentence.
Sam figured she was supposed to follow, so did. Seeing Glaynor there, the observers began to disperse, until it was just the two of them walking along two lines of warriors, all taking a knee and bowing their heads. At Sam’s questioning look, Glaynor waved a hand and explained, “Answers will come in time. For now, you must focus on your training. Are you ready?”
No time for a rest, after all she had been through. Sam chuckled, realizing that no, of course there wasn’t. If given the choice, she would’ve opted to begin right away. There wasn’t enough time, and she had too many questions. Not least of which had to do with the ghosts, and how the strange way those orbs of light had made her feel.
“Sam, shall we begin?” Glaynor asked, tilting her head in concern.
“Always,” Sam replied.
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LORREDON
Having never thought he would return home, Napalm felt a mixture of nostalgia and disgust upon stepping out of the ship and onto his home planet. Pressurized steam burst forth from cracks and large craters with such heat that, if not for their armor, Kwan likely would’ve had to stay on the ship.
Being home brought many emotions. Not least among them was confusion. Napalm had never known of a sister, but it wasn’t like he would have been expected to. Like his mom, she would most likely have lived off-planet. That, or he would have been off fighting alongside his father, with very rare chances to return home.
“What are we looking at?” Kwan said as he exited the ship and headed down the main strip of the capital city. Like many cities on Lorredon, this one was made up of spires and triangular buildings, all in shades of yellow and red. They weren’t a society that relied on tech, but still had a need to keep up with military power. Trading in their large shares of obsidian and a spin-off product referred to as black water, which was rumored to grant its consumer a longer life and other benefits, they had been able to keep themselves well-armed with the latest in self-defense and an armada of ships.
One spire stood out among the rest.A pod waited out front to carry Napalm and his entourage up to the top. If his sister was in the royal seat, that was where she would be. Various locals emerged, many not recognizing him. The few that did, however, stared at him with eyes that went from fiery red to black as coals. He had no doubt that his father had ensured the son would never return to a welcome, but now that Napalm’s sister was in charge, they wouldn’t attack outright without fearing repercussions.
However, he doubted they knew he was the one responsible for bringing about his father’s end. If they knew, he wouldn’t have made it this far without being attacked. His father had always been a hero, a man many looked up to. A man who ruled out of respect, not fear.
“How do we know they won’t try to kill us?” Kwan asked, when they’d almost reached the pod.
“If they do, we’ll be ready,” Carma said.
“Wrong way of thinking.” Napalm nodded to the man standing next to the pod, waiting for them to enter. “It’s when, not if.”
“And we walk right in like this?” Kwan scoffed, but when both Napalm and Carma entered the pod, so did he. A moment later, the driver was in the front, overseeing the pod’s ascent to the top of the spire.
Kwan and Carma both stared at Napalm intently, clearly waiting for an answer. When he leaned forward, they did, too.
“When they do, I take control,” he whispered. “It’s not something we should be scared of, but looking forward to.”
Kwan’s expression showed doubt, but Carma grinned.
“You have to understand something about my people,” Napalm said, eyeing the driver, separated by a clear partition, but likely still listening in. “They love conflict. Power is the currency, and when I show them power, they’ll understand.”
“But your sister?” Carma arched an eyebrow.
“I’m not worried.”
“You should be,” the driver said. “She’s not what you’re expecting.”
Napalm adjusted to better face him. “Qualna, my old friend. You recognize me?”
The man gave a slight nod. “Friend… It’s an interesting word. Let’s see how this goes before using it again.”
“Very well.” Napalm paused. “But you offer information on my sister.”
“Half-sister,” Qualna said. “And I only say so because half this world would see her gone, for the fact of what the other half is.”
“And that would be?”
Qualna glanced back, frowned, and then pointed to the landing station at the edge of the top level of the spire. “You’ll see soon enough.”
If Napalm wasn’t mistaken, he was certain there had been a quiver in the man’s voice. Fright, maybe?
Stepping out of the pod and onto the platform, Napalm started to understand what was going on. While this spot of the royal seat had once shown images of past leaders, all of the obsidian statues had been melted, left standing to look like half-burned candles. Even the doors that had once been a symbol of power—two large ones made up of the red stone that the planet was known for—hung slightly off their hinges, as if someone had fought their way in.
Qualna approached the doors, pressing his full weight against them to get one to open, then gestured for Napalm to go ahead.
“Be ready,” Napalm told his companions, and led the way. It was a good thing, too, because as soon as they entered the room, guards standing on the level above aimed rifles and plasma blasters at them.
“Nice welcome,” Kwan said between gritted teeth.
Carma glanced around, then laughed. “Is this any way to treat a lady?”
“It depends who the lady is with,” a drowsy voice said, and they all looked toward the floating seat on the far side of the room. Black robes flowing down from it led the eyes to where they changed to the low cut of a dress. The woman who wore it had purple skin and large eyes of fire. The eyes spoke of her being one of them, but the rest of her, Napalm couldn’t place.
At first, anyway. But his mind wandered to Sam and her cloaks, then Dex.
“Half Dexetilaitite?” Napalm asked, almost to himself, but judging by the way she floated off the seat and glided toward him, she had heard.
“It would appear,” she said, and then laughed. “Oh, don’t look so confused.”
“I thought… they didn’t, I mean—how?”
“Our mother loved one, and… they made a baby. Not in the traditional sense, no, and I don’t have all the answers. But here I am, proof that it can be done.”
Napalm stared at her with confusion. “And why are you here?”
“In my city, on my planet that I now rule?”
“If that’s how you see it, the question remains.”
“To take over. To rule.”
“Because you couldn’t rule the other half of what you are?”
She threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, brother, you are such fun. The Dexetilaitite can’t be ruled, only… manipulated. Bent. They aren’t like us, you know?”
“One must have been special,” Napalm said. “And I know of another, one I call a friend and ally.”
She looked doubtful, but offered a nod. “Dear brother, what brings you here today?”
“I’ve come for my people.”
Her eyes blazed, and she chuckled, but this time it wasn’t a laugh and there was no mirth behind it. “Why would they have you?”
“Truthfully, I never thought they would. But you, a half foreigner… My mind is changing.”
“I ran the gauntlet.” She took a step toward him, robes darting about in a way that seemed to convey her agitation. “My place has been proven.”
“Against whom?” Napalm practically spat the words. “It wasn’t against my father, I can guarantee that. So, who did you challenge to take this seat?”
She seethed, but had no answer.
“You didn’t challenge the son, because I’m standing right here. Let’s see what you’re made of.”
“The gauntlet?” Carma whispered the question.
“Our challenge for leadership,” Napalm explained. “Very rarely made, because the risk of death is high for both. One only puts the challenge forward if you’re very sure of yourself. Which I am.”
“You think you can stand against Disarray?” His sister leered. “Let’s find out.”
“To be clear… that would be you, right?” Kwan asked.
Disarray, as her name was, glared, then nodded. “Yes. Me.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, sister,” Napalm said, refusing to use her name. “It’ll be a shame to see you die.”
She smiled, shaking her head. “An impossible feat, I assure you.”
Napalm nodded once more, then spun on his heels, the other two following him out. There was no time to waste, if he was going to truly attempt his hand at the gauntlet.
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RIELDREN
Colorful walls lined the inner section of the temple where Glaynor led Sam. There was no crystal in here, but stone that rose out of the hillside and shimmered when the light caught.
“You may wonder about the walls, here,” Glaynor said, motioning back the way they came. “In the city, I mean.”
“My curiosity is piqued, yes.”
“Those ghosts, as you like to call them,” Glaynor nodded, knowingly, “can’t sneak through in certain types of light. The material of those walls harnesses the light, projects it back out.”
“You mean it was all erected to defend against them?”
“Just so.”
“And before them?”
Glaynor nodded. “A different material, to be sure. But we have certain powers here, along with our brothers and sisters on other neighboring planets. Those powers are similar to Seers, which I imagine you are familiar with. They come from the same source, but work differently depending on each individual’s makeup.”
“And your powers allowed you to create this place as it is, is what you’re saying.”
“Precisely.” Glaynor motioned to a side room that was small, square, and with walls of simple white stone. In its center was a circle of dirt, ending where the stone became wall. “This will be where you train.”
“For how long?” She glanced back over her shoulder. “And… my companion?”
“The Dexetilaitite will wait until you are finished. No worries. As to when that will be, it’s entirely up to you—but I would suggest you not take too long, as we have foreseen the upcoming events, and I would tell you that they will be sooner rather than later.”
“Right.” Sam stepped onto the dirt, confused. “And the serpent’s fang?”
“I’ll get to work on it right away. When you are done, it will be ready.” Glaynor stayed at the door, her lioness body not likely to fit in. She seemed about to leave, but hesitated. “You are not clear on what to do?”
Sam did her best to not guffaw. “Should I be?”
“You obtained the maishali, did you not?”
“If I knew what you meant by that, then maybe I could answer in the affirmative.”
“When you took out the ghosts, what happened?”
“Oh, the light balls?”
Glaynor held back a laugh. “Yes, but we prefer the term ‘maishali.’ It basically means life force, but only in the sense of certain enemies. Harness it, learn to use it to advance, and you will see great things come about.”
“Oh, like leveling up. Sure.”
“In a sense, yes.” Glaynor nodded to her armor. “But it’s a different practice. Your armor comes from a special place that allows for programmable advances, harnessing not only your abilities but ones that others have given you access to, if they’ve so chosen. It’s related to a race of our kind, but very different from what I’m telling you here.”
“As important as all of this is—”
Glaynor held up a hand. “Would the Dexetilaitite have brought you if it wasn’t of the utmost importance? Would the statue of you be here if we didn’t know exactly what role you had to play in the war?”
“About that…”
“We can’t tell you, or we might alter how it plays out,” Glaynor said, and turned to walk off.
“To be clear, I’m supposed to… harness the energy.” Sam felt so stupid saying it, but she likely would’ve been as confused about the leveling up features of her armor before finding out how it worked, so she was trying to maintain an open mind here.
“Exactly.”
That was all Glaynor left her with.
Sam turned to inspect the simple walls, the plain roof above. So bland compared to the rest of this city. The better to focus with, she imagined. Not quite sure how to harness energy, she pulled up her screen again, looking at the light in her. The maishali, as apparently it was called.
Unlike with her leveling up and experience points, this light didn’t give her options for where to assign it or what skill tree to pursue. It was simply there. Meaning, she would have to figure it out on her own.
She knelt, staring at the blank wall, and tried to focus, although on what, she had no idea. At first it was on the wall itself as she tried to imagine the maishali doing something inside of her, taking over. Helping her grow, advance in whatever way it might.
Next, she focused on how stupid this was. She had been the one to defeat the ghosts and break the connection. How many times did she need to prove herself before the tests would stop? But she knew that childish voice in the back of her head and quickly silenced it.
Instead of that thought, she focused on what made her strong, what had brought her to this point—her team. She wondered what Hadrian was doing with the Elders, and if it was possible that the war might have started while she was off doing who knew what. No, he wouldn’t let that happen.
Then there was Jackal. The Earther like her… or like she’d thought she had been. She was only half human, after all. The idea of him retiring made her smile, as she imagined him on a rebuilt Earth, playing tag with two little kids in his backyard.
“Focus,” she hissed at herself, and turned her focus inward and down to her gut. She attempted to find a balance within herself, to look at her emotions and her powers, the overlap. How strong Dex seemed, despite the fact that he often showed a complete lack of emotion. Yet, they kept telling her to lean into her emotions, so maybe that was key, here. Could they have known that this would be her path? Everyone else seemed to have some idea of what was meant for her, so yes, that checked.
She wanted to be more like him, in many ways. But what did they always tell her? To embrace her emotions. If she was going to succeed here, that would be the first step. Be like him, in his best attributes, while embracing who she was.
For the longest time she stared at that wall, losing herself in the moment, meditating as he had shown her how to do so many times in the past. Nothing happened.
With a frustrated growl she stood, paced to that stupid wall she had been staring at, and said, “What’s your problem?”
The ridiculousness of it all, her sitting here for so long doing nothing, and now getting mad at a wall, hit her. A laugh escaped, then another, and she had to cover her mouth, figuring there would be others in the temple training, and she didn’t want to disturb them.
But something had happened with that laugh, and in hindsight, she should’ve expected this to be what did it. The light glowed. It started faint, but as she let the joy move through her, let herself be carried away with thoughts of the fun moments, of laughing with her team—and yes, even at Carma’s odd jokes that bordered on Earth’s idea of sexual harassment—the glow increased, moving through her whole body and shining.
With a deep breath, she closed her eyes and focused it into a ball before letting it explode through her, imaging what it could do. Sure enough, when she opened her eyes that screen was back again, showing her without the stored light, but her form in a different color. Her outline was yellow now, and a bar below showed various colors, yellow being first, then blue, then green, and so on. It certainly seemed like a leveling system to her, although she understood that it was different, in some sense. This was based on being able to harness the energy, then on her internal ability to make it hers. And since, she now noticed, a small glow still remained in the toes of her image on the screen, it appeared that some was left over. That gave her a good sense of how much was needed before she could reach another level.
How that affected her powers, she couldn’t begin to understand. But as soon as she turned toward the door, the walls flashed and bright light took over. That piercing light was all around, then pulsated as a figure appeared.
It was the same one she’d seen among the ghosts. Droka stood over what appeared to be another figure, one Sam couldn’t see clearly except for a glowing red light, faltering… then returning. Droka held something in his hand that seemed to pull the glowing gold life force from the other being, although whoever it was resisted.
Droka froze and turned to look in Sam’s direction. His eyes met hers, and the vision pulled back farther and faster until she was confronted with a massive space ship. It was white with a pointed front and what looked like towers and battlements if turned sideways, like he was flying in a massive fortress of marble. It was unmistakable in its uniqueness.
Then the vision was gone, and Sam was left on all fours, panting heavily.
“So, you have the sight?” Glaynor’s voice said. “Most welcome, that power.”
Sam looked up to see her just past the doorway. The half-lioness held up a metal chip shaped in a hexagon, and grinned. “We have it. Your glamour.”
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RIELDREN
“How does it work?” Sam asked as Glaynor led her back through the city, working their way back toward the main room.
“Painfully, I’m sorry to say,” Glaynor replied, leaping upstairs as a lion would, then turning to wait each time. “It will alter your makeup, so that the changes are virtually untraceable.”
“Virtually.” Sam cringed, not liking the sound of anything but perfection.
“No Redback has ever been captured, and certainly none have come over willingly, until now.”
“Yet, you believe this one actually means it.”
“We don’t know.” Glaynor nodded in response to kneeling bows of a group that they passed on their way. “But we have to take the chance.”
“You mean I have to.”
“Sam,” Glaynor turned to her, pausing, “from what I understand, you’re one of our most valuable warriors. Even more so, now. Any risk you take is a risk for us all.”
“Which is why we should test her,” a new voice said, and they turned to see a tall woman in robes much like Glaynor’s whites, but trimmed with gold. No body of a lion, but ridges lined her arms and back in a way that reminded Sam of the plates on dinosaurs. And now that she was close enough for a better look, the woman had a bit of a reptilian look to her golden eyes.
“Sam, I’d like to introduce you to our head trainer here at the temple,” Glaynor said with a slight bow to the woman—unreturned, Sam noted. “And Madam Regalm, of course I had that in mind, although surely not with someone of your status.”
Regalm graced her with a nod at that, then stepped aside and motioned for Sam to follow, which she did, entering the room behind her. It was a domed room full of colors, both in terms of the walls and the tapestries that hung from them. A rainbow of images depicting great battles.
“We have a long history at the forefront of the fight against the Tromlok,” Regalm said.
“Our word for what you call the Great Deceivers,” Glaynor explained to Sam.
Sam nodded as she took it in, noticing how one of the tapestries showed a woman with light bursting from her chest, fallen forms like thick shadows all around her.
“You aren’t the first to wield this planet’s power,” Regalm said. “And you won’t be the last. Now, come at me.”
Sam glanced over at Glaynor, who nodded. Not sure what to expect, Sam put up her fists and came in with a punch to test the woman. Regalm simply moved back and out of the way, as if Sam had tried to push air and a bubble had been redirected because of her push.
This was going to be more of a challenge than Sam had anticipated. With another confirmation nod from Glaynor, this time Sam moved with the help of her cloak, each strike like darting shadows, and still Regalm managed to move about them.
“Shadows aren’t any good against the light,” Regalm said, and this time came in for a strike that hit Sam in the sternum and sent her stumbling back.
“Find the light within,” Glaynor called, but closed her mouth at a look from Regalm.
“Let the child find her own way,” Regalm chided her.
Child? Sam stood tall, annoyed that this stranger should refer to her so. Doing her best to recall the sensation that the light had caused and trying to pull at whatever it was inside of her that had brought it out previously, Sam moved in with a series of kicks and punches. Regalm frowned, blocking one with the ridges on her arm—ridges that sent a shock through Sam’s body and knocked her to the floor.
“What was that?” Sam asked, frustrated.
“A taste of what you should already have at your fingertips.”
“That was the light?”
“Our planet’s energy, yes.” Regalm stood in a defensive stance, but then let her arms fall to her side, shaking her head. “She’s not ready.”
“Excuse me?” Glaynor looked from her to Sam, then back. “Maybe not, but we also don’t have a choice.”
“There’s always a choice.”
Sam stood, debating if she should attack again or what would be the best move to show this lady she wasn’t hopeless. Only, before either could make a move, the whole place shook. Not just the ground like an earthquake, but their whole surroundings as well, even the air—as impossible as that seemed.
“Outside,” Regalm said, and they ran. Along the way, a man appeared, accepting her hand so that the two ran together. It was sweet, Sam thought, considering what a jerk the lady had seemed to be.
Outside, Glaynor pounced up to a ledge of the nearest building, then to a rock outcropping opposite, getting a view of the lights above.
“We’re under attack,” she said, then turned to Sam. “It’s begun, child. You must get out of here.”
“I’ll activate the defense,” Regalm said, taking the man’s hand and pressing it to her cheek before running off. He nodded at Glaynor, eyed Sam with some confusion, and then ran away as well.
Glaynor grunted, watching the sky again. “We’ll have to move all this forward. Hadrian will return to you shortly. Tell him what you’ve learned, tell him we will begin evacuation immediately, and that Rieldren awaits his return.”
“I’m going to assume it’s fine that nothing you said makes any sense to me,” Sam said, and when Glaynor took off in a run, cursed before following.
They were leaping, almost flying over the terrain, and soon they’d left the buildings far behind. They were almost back at the jump point when a creature landed in front of Sam that looked like a bat with robotic attachments. It swung at her with one of its metallic limbs, then leaped up, wings spread, and came at her—Glaynor was on it with a flash of white light. Teleporting to one side, she grabbed it with her lion claws, flipping it aside as she pulled out a spear of light that she thrust into its heart. Three more landed and Sam was on the next before it had a chance to get the jump on her. She had her sword through its throat, blood spurting, and then pulled her rifle to blast the next two. A shield protected one, but the other’s shield broke and the beast took two shots to the chest.
“Go!” Glaynor shouted, indicating a spot of light on the rocky ground ahead. “I’ll be right behind you.”
“Hell no,” Sam said, kneeling and aiming, taking out two more of those winged monsters before they hit the ground. “I know how that goes. I leave you behind, you die, I feel guilty. Not happening.”
Glaynor pounced, caught another creature as its claws scraped along Sam’s armor—one had snuck up on her!
“Thanks,” Sam said, then shot another.
“In this case, I’m the one telling you what to do—so go!” Glaynor lifted the creature into the air and slammed it back down again, then had her spear in the air, throwing it so that it pierced another. She was gone in a flash of light, leaping into the air to grab the spear, before turning and throwing it again. Each time, she followed it, appearing and throwing again before she could fall.
Sam moved for the light. The hippogriff came charging through, roaring and nodding for her to go. Five tall, six-armed robots, all armed to the teeth, landed with a thud, and the hippogriff went to town on them.
“GO!” Glaynor shouted again, and suddenly Dex was there, grabbing Sam by the arm.
“We can’t—” Sam started, but Dex had her and pulled, the two of them going through together, and then they were back on the other side, Sam’s legs losing strength, chest thudding.
“We’re done,” Dex said, holding her and helping her to stand. “Pull yourself together.”
In two more bright flashes, the other two returned. Glaynor strode up to her, glaring, and then dismissed her spear of light. “The girl needs to listen.”
“The girl isn’t a girl,” Sam spat back. “How many will die because we left like that? We need to go back!”
“You don’t understand,” Glaynor said, shaking her head. She held up a hand, then lowered it. “But it’s my fault, I should’ve explained. The only reason they were able to make it through at all was because you were there.”
“What?” Sam swallowed, not liking where this was going.
Glaynor nodded. “Droka must’ve been able to tag you, somehow. Their ship had formed a connecting point with the planet, one we blocked off long ago, so they had no way of finding us. They still can’t, as long as you’re not there, but… you need to be on the move.”
“You’re telling me he can track me?”
Glaynor nodded. “Not track, but… follow? Get access, is maybe a better way of saying it.”
“And the rest of them?” Sam gestured back the way they’d come.
“No more of the enemy can get through who aren’t already there,” Glaynor replied. “And the ones already there, we’ll take care of. After you leave.”
Sam turned to Dex, who, she noticed, was still holding her arm. He looked down, then let go. And took a step back. “We must go.”
The hippogriff moved closer to Sam, beak nearly touching her, and its eyes burned bright white.
You are ready, a voice said in her head, although it wasn’t Dex’s. You’ve begun your journey. We trust you to finish it.
“What does he—or, what do you mean?” Sam asked.
“You have a new title, a new way of advancing in power,” Glaynor said.
“More tests?” Sam asked, blurry-eyed. “More training?”
“No,” Dex replied. “Now… it’s time to go meet this Redback mole.”
“After you, Shadow Mystic,” Glaynor said, as the hippogriff reached out and pulled back the rock with his beak. It gave way like a curtain, leaving an open path that looked like she imagined a black hole would. Nothingness.
Dex took a breath and was the first one through, with Sam following close behind.
But as she passed through, she processed what the lioness had called her. “Shadow Mystic.” She liked the sound of that. A glance down at her wrist showed something she hadn’t had there before. Stuck to her armor, seeming to be melded to it, was the hexagon they had made for her—her glamour.
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LORREDON
The crowds had gathered around the long tunnels where the chase would take place. It was a hunt, of sorts, but they wouldn’t do any hunting. One of the most famed legendary monsters of Napalm’s world was the Norack—six-legged monsters with long spikes coming out of their legs and backs and lava-like blood that oozed from cracks in their skin. If one of the Norack got hold of you, either its fiery saliva or sharp teeth and claws would most likely kill you. In the rare case where a Norack would instead choose to play with you, to toss you around and prolong your death, their blood would burn off limbs until you were a torso, begging to die.
Most simply died on first contact, but there were the horrible stories of ones who had come out maimed and in need of constant care. One spot was safe—on the back of the beast’s neck. It was so tall that the information made little difference to most, unless you were able to mount it from above—and even then, it would be like surfing.
The ruling seat controlled several Norack, used mostly for dealing with criminals. But also, oddly enough, for choosing a leader should a challenger arise.
Napalm took his place at the end of the long chasm, smelling the air, which was thick with sulfur this day. The orange rock pulsated in spots where the heat from beneath was too much. He hoped Kwan and Carma were able to stay out of the sun, keeping to their suits but also in shelter. A thin layer of sweat formed on Napalm’s lower back, but he wasn’t sure if it was due to the prospect of running from a Norack, or if he’d been gone so long that the heat of this place was getting to him. Heat had always been his ally, but there were stories of warriors who returned after many years and fell dead from the heat within an hour of their return.
Here he was, having been gone for years, and now about to go sprinting through the chasms with a damn Norack on his trail. He made a mental note to give Hadrian a well-deserved glare when all this was over.
Somewhere nearby, in one of the many chasm offshoots, his sister was preparing for this same run. The fact that she was half-Dexetilaitite, however, gave him reason to believe she wouldn’t have a problem here. He was at a disadvantage in that he actually had to run, not glide as they seemed to be able to do, sometimes. Their cloaks, like the ones that belonged to Sam or Dex, helped with speed, evasive maneuvers, and more.
What did Napalm have that could counter that? For one, his ability with latching to objects, possibly even the cliff faces and mountains nearby. He could make explosions happen by harnessing raw energy—but imagined Disarray would have that latter power as well. As for the former, he would find out, soon enough.
A cheer rose from the crowds, now visible lining the tops of the cliffs. All lifted their hands in the air and caused explosions above, like a mass of red fireworks. It made the air feel stale, and filled it with thick, orange smoke.
Napalm’s eyes roamed over them, wondering if Carma and Kwan were watching. He wasn’t sure if he wanted them to be. For the first time in a very long while, he actually wondered at his chances here. A Norack on its own was worrisome, but Disarray being involved made it worse, especially since he wasn’t sure what sort of trick she might be hiding up her sleeve.
A figure took position above, shouting to the crowd, its voice barely carrying down to where Napalm waited. He picked up a few words like ‘challenger,’ ‘son of Brimstone,’ and ‘next leader,’ but most of it was lost to the howling winds that started to pick up.
They weren’t ordinary winds, Napalm knew. No, these were signs of the incoming Norack. The sign for him to prepare. Focusing on his powers, Napalm looked up at the sky, now clear of smoke but still with its constant red glow, waiting.
“…Commence!” the words finished above, and then a final explosion, this one of blue flame, signaling the start of the challenge.
He was off as the winds picked up. The stench grew, reminding him of training in the tunnels deep below during his youth. If ever there had been a time he wasn’t sure he’d survive, those days were it. He had blocked them out for so long, but now that he was here—running, hoping to reach the other side alive and then be able to trap his monster, to prove he had what it took to lead his people—the memories slammed his mind like the cliffs falling to crush him. A day spent trapped, liquid fire dripping down on him and causing a scar on his back he didn’t show to anyone but Carma, and the way his father had turned his back on the boy he had been. All because he hadn’t performed to the same level as some of the others.
Sprinting through the chasm, Napalm felt the release of tension and remembered the excitement of the final days of his training in the caverns beneath the surface. Adrenaline pumped through his limbs and fire flamed with each leap and bound. The winds picked up, a shriek sounded, and then the Norack was behind him, charging fast.
Nothing to worry Napalm, thought. He latched onto the front of the beast with his powers and then pushed, throwing himself up and far away. The beast didn’t like this, judging by the louder shrieking that followed. It moved fast, up on the cliff walls, pouncing.
Viewers above shouted in the excitement, and Napalm loved it. He landed, still running, then pushed off from a spot just behind him, propelling himself forward again. To his left he saw over a ledge—dark cloths fluttered, Disarray glanced his way… and smiled.
Suddenly she was on his side of the ledge, her hunter following, and then she was gone but the Norack stayed, now pursuing him instead!
With two Norack in pursuit, Napalm threw himself faster and longer, each time worrying that he would land and see his legs snap in two. He latched and pushed off at each descent, but one wrong move and he knew he would be in trouble.
He pushed off one Norack, only to see the other leap from the wall to his left, coming right at him. With no time to process this, he let go of the last latching and pulled toward the ground instead, so that the beast soared right over him, claws barely missing him.
Napalm pushed off the ground at the last second, but only enough to send him rolling. Then the next was on him, sizzling saliva burning holes in the ground as he rolled away. This was cheating, but nobody called foul. How could they, against their leader? If he died in here and she survived, anyone who spoke up would suffer.
He was up and made a rock explode behind the closest Norack, then latched to a far wall and pulled himself out of harm’s way during the distraction—and in the nick of time, too. The other had plowed through the first, both going at each other while he ran again.
The little squabble didn’t last long, though. Soon, both were on his trail again, coming in hot.
That was fine, however, because Napalm saw the end of the chasm in sight. Normally the run took a lot more time, but with the way he was propelling himself, it had flashed by. Crowds were cheering, but when he flung himself in, he saw that it wasn’t for him, but for his sister, who was already there with her hands raised.
“About time, brother!” she said, laughing. She braced herself and pointed behind him.
He glanced back, already knowing what to expect, and saw both Norack charging in, one leaping up and over an outcropping, using that to push toward him.
Napalm turned to the final cage area, considered his options, and then grunted at how stupid he knew his next action would be. Instead of running, he latched himself to the higher Norack and pulled. Flung through the air, he went straight for it. Only, halfway there he was above the other, so he changed his latching to that one and pulled again. This time he landed directly on the back of the beast’s head. He used his latching to maintain balance on the safety zone, and had it on each side of the beast’s head, so that he could control him like a horse with a bridle.
The crowd cheered while he moved the beast toward its spot in this weird game of manipulating animals into a goal of sorts. Napalm hadn’t thought much of it growing up, but now, having lived outside, he had to laugh at the ludicrous nature of it all. The beast tried to fight, but he pushed and pulled, getting it in place… only to be slammed in the side by both of Disarray’s feet as she sent him flying and took his spot to ride the Norack into the score zone.
Cheers erupted as she jumped off, her beast in place, the second coming in fast for Napalm. He pushed up, cursing, and pulled himself aside with a good latching. The second Norack couldn’t stop and fell into the safe zone, neither able to get it.
But it didn’t matter. Disarray had won. Not fairly, but it didn’t matter. She strolled over to him, smirking in her victory.
“Cheating is not our way,” Napalm said in disgust.
She laughed. “Winning is our way, you fool. It’s what you never could understand—it’s power that matters… little else.”
“You all heard her!” Napalm said, lashing his powers to three spires and the ground, so that the right amount of push and pull allowed him to essentially levitate above the crowd. “She doesn’t even care about our rituals!”
Several grumbles, but no action. Everyone was staring, half with their eyes on her, half on him.
They weren’t convinced. Well, he would have to make up their minds for them. Turning to face Disarray, he said, “Let it go to the old ways, then,” and threw himself at her.
Her cloak threw her around so that Napalm could barely keep up with the direction of her attacks. He didn’t have to, though, because he was feeling more in touch with his powers of latching and pushing than ever. With a fake strike he latched onto the ground at his feet, then pushed out.
It was with such force that Disarray was sent flailing back to slam into the cliff. He came at her, thrusting with his latching at the same time as filling the rocks to her right with heat. They exploded, catching her on the side of the face and one in the leg. It wasn’t much, and her cloak took her out of the way of the next round. But then he was on her, striking with his elbows. She managed to duck under his third strike and come up behind him, kicking him right into a rock as she made it explode. He rolled into it so that the debris stung, but nothing more.
When he came up and pushed, she flew back, only to flash to her side and vanish from sight. He ran, charging up the cliff to get a better view, and spotted her on one of the spires, out of the fighting area. Then again, the contest was technically over. Or was it? The crowd had turned their way, still watching… waiting. They must have seen her cheat, and now waited to see how this part of it went.
A shot hit the rock by Napalm’s head, causing him to duck, then another—not just any shot, he realized, but a blast of air that could only come from one type of opponent he had ever faced. Scanning the area while ducking out of Disarray’s view, he used the heat in his vision to look for it—sure enough, a ripple on the far ridge.
Napalm attempted to make the ground there explode, but it was too far away. He cursed as another air shot hit, creating a hole straight through the rock. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Kwan ducking around buildings. Carma, too, but it was Kwan he wanted for this one.
He raised a hand and gestured. Kwan got the idea and pulled himself onto a ledge, knelt, and looked down his sights. He glanced at Napalm, who held up three fingers, then two. Before getting to one, Napalm shot out a new explosion, this one at the soft dirt at the base of the ridge he had seen the attacker from, then pushed.
Dust from the explosion flew up into the air except for one spot, where it wrapped around the shooter.
A shot echoed through the hills and spires, and the form dropped.
Damn, Kwan was one crack shot.
Napalm turned to look for Disarray only to find her blade an inch from his face. He barely had the chance to push it mentally as he dove to the left, then came up and caught her with a kick to the knee. Only, her Dexetilaitite form went with it, turning around to bring the sword back at him with a reverse strike. He cursed as the sword drew blood from his left forearm, but he caught her in the back of the head with a hammer-fist.
He pulled back, not wanting that sword to come any closer, and was hit by a rock monster that was dislodged from nearby. Another, and then the sword came at him again. Napalm thrust forward, physical and mental pushes sending the rock monsters at his sister and one glowing red right before it exploded and rained debris down on them.
“Others helping is cheating,” he growled.
“Power by any means,” she spat back, and then roared before charging back in with a series of swift, well-placed strikes. If not for all the training with Dex back on the Noraldian, Napalm would have been in serious trouble.
“If you say so,” he replied, glancing back to where Carma stood with Kwan. Only, others were around, too. Locals, watching. Napalm refused to fight dirty if he could help it. Especially in the duel that would determine the fate of his people and their leadership.
So instead, he ducked back around the rocks, then leaped and pushed himself across to the next spire over. Here there was a spiral of balconies, enough to allow him to find his footing and several projectiles that he could throw and cause to explode. On the third one, he managed to send Disarray’s sword clattering down, far below.
She screamed in frustration and shot over at him, managing to hold him up. Her hand shook as she moved it toward his chest. His eyes met hers and lit up. He lashed himself to the ground and pushed, throwing them both up and into the air. Higher and higher, up and up. Not stopping.
“You’re crazy!” she shouted, no longer about to kill him, instead clutching him to her for dear life. “This is cheating, this is trickery, it’s—”
“It’s exactly what you’ve been preaching,” he countered, pulling her up, latching his powers to her. “This is about power, and who will win in the end. Guess what? The answer is, me.”
Then he released as he pushed, so that not only was she flying through the air, but he could push her exactly where he wanted, which was to the rocky spire that his father had occupied, the spire that held the seat of power that he loathed. Two birds with one stone, the saying went, and now he understood it fully. He thrust out as he fell, letting the spire shake and then explode at the moment she hit. He watched with pride as both she and the spire fell. Neither would hold power again.
Air whipped by, reminding him that he was falling, that if he didn’t latch onto something and push soon, all of this would’ve been for nothing. Yet, he was enjoying this moment too much. The spire collapsing, or the top of it anyway, his enemy falling.
His enemy. His enemy who happened to be his half-sister.
Damn his conscience, pulling at him, telling him that he couldn’t let it end like this. He had won, and maybe she was already dead. But if not? He would rather she lived, maybe. A moment like this wasn’t the time to make such decisions, but if she were to die and he didn’t do anything to stop it, he would never have the opportunity to find out.
Plus, possible intel. He latched, pulling, and angled. If only Hadrian could’ve seen him using the power this way, finding new push and pull points until he was sweeping through falling debris. He caught his sister’s limp form, the two rolling as they hit the rooftop of a nearby building. Stones crashed to the ground not far off as his people ran and shouted, some exploding rocks to avoid being crushed.
“That… was…” His sister’s eyes twitched, the words barely coming out of her mouth. “Stup…”
She went limp again. Burn marks covered half her face and body and some flesh was torn away. Napalm would see what could be done, hope that his people did their best, and see where it led. Maybe nowhere… maybe he would have to kill her—again?—someday in the future. He chuckled at that thought. He wanted to punch her in the face, but instead hefted her up and carried her to get help.
When he reached the edge of the room he realized the crowd had gathered, and faced his way. For a long moment, he stood there holding his sister, who was on the verge of death, unsure of what he was doing. Maybe he had made a mistake coming back here. His life had become one of hunting down enemies, with bouts of taking down family members along the way. Was this who he had become?
Carma stepped forward from the crowd, a hand on her heart. She stood with him. Kwan appeared on a ridge, victoriously holding his rifle in the air.
A chant rose from the people. Slow at first, then louder. “Napalm… Napalm. NAPALM!”
The people were chanting and banging their fists together, eyes aflame. They were his.
His path was clear.
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NORALDIAN
Emerging from nothingness was a lot like waking from a long nap, and being back on the Noraldian, as little as Sam understood it, felt like returning home. Dex was at her side, pacing, apparently trying to piece something together in his mind.
Sam couldn’t stop thinking about Rieldren, the planet—that city. People were going to get hurt because of this setup Hadrian had devised. It had better be worth it. A glance around the ship sent a chill up her spine as she imagined Droka arriving with his ogre-like forces at any moment.
But, she’d received more than the glamour on the trip. Now she had this sight ability, and a way of somehow harvesting the souls of those whose lives she took. A twisted version of the Grim Reaper, she thought.
Closing her eyes, she tried focusing on catching a vision, but nothing came. Apparently, that wasn’t how it worked. She opened her eyes to see Jackal walking down the hallway in his underwear, a cup of coffee held up to his nose. He saw Sam and Dex and froze, looked down, then took a sip from his mug.
“Huh, still there. I thought maybe you were figments of my imagination, but the coffee would clear that up.”
“We’re here,” Sam said, but turned to Dex in confusion. “Although I don’t know how.”
“As if that’s the strangest thing to happen to you today?” Dex said, and turned, about to walk to the bridge.
“Jackal,” Sam said, motioning down without looking, “maybe put some clothes on?”
“Yeah, of course.”
He stood there, awkwardly.
“You have to walk by me, don’t you?” Sam sighed, and stepped to the side of the hallway so he could pass. Despite herself, she had to chuckle as he walked by in his tighty-whities.
“We need to brief Hadrian,” Dex said, following.
They went to the bridge and soon had Hadrian online, and after hearing his update on the allies he was pulling together and all Napalm was accomplishing, it was Sam’s turn. She told him about Droka the Deceiver, and the attack on Rieldren and all that Glaynor had told her. When she was done, Hadrian had a very grim expression.
“It’s time to call upon our old friend, then,” he said. “A dear child of Mintaka.”
“One of the dragons?” Sam asked, heart pounding with excitement.
“Yes, but… the cause will be a trying one. You carry on, find this mole among the Redbacks, and check back in. But do hurry. We’ll need them in place. We’re counting on you. Jackal, you have the coordinates chip all ready for her?”
“Right here,” Jackal said.
“Meaning?” Sam asked.
“They haven’t explained it to you?” Hadrian frowned as she shook her head. “The new plan is to find the mole, but we’re not extracting him. He knows that would never work, but wants to see this invasion fail. He has agreed to get the coordinates chip in place, and from there we’ll be in their system, to a degree. Able to track them, able to affect their travel coordinates, perhaps.”
“Rieldren will be the center of attack?” Dex’s voice was ice-cold. “That doesn’t seem right.”
“Perhaps you’re right,” Hadrian said. “There is no other way.” He turned to Sam. “You will go to the enemy on the other side of the universe, to stop them from being able to come over. Are you ready?”
“What, all of us, right?”
“Only you, Sam.”
Dex seemed surprised by this as well, judging by the way he suddenly shifted and turned to face Hadrian’s image. “And us?”
“Join the fight against Rieldren’s attackers. Ensure it survives long enough to serve its purpose, for when Sam returns.”
Dex and Jackal turned to each other, then back to the image of Hadrian, and nodded.
“I don’t understand,” Sam admitted. “I mean, I know the plan is to find this apparently-suicidal Redback and get him the chip. But then…?”
“We take the war to them, closing off the gate,” Hadrian said. “Meanwhile, he assures me there are others in the same boat as him who will jump ship and try to sabotage their efforts from the inside. We have been working on this moment for far too long. Sam, when you go through, the jump point can be triangulated with the help of the Noraldian. From there, let’s hope the rest works out accordingly.”
“It’s too much,” Dex said.
Hadrian looked at him, confused. “From you, old friend, I’m concerned.”
“You’re putting her directly in harm’s way, leaving the survival of humanity on her shoulders. I’m telling you, it’s not right!”
“Dex…” Sam didn’t know what to say. Seeing emotion like this from him was out of character, unheard of from his kind.
Hadrian, too, was staring at Dex in wonder. After a moment, though, he said, “There’s no other way.”
Dex about-faced, gliding across the floor and to the rear doors.
“Where you going?” Jackal asked as he passed.
“To meditate,” Dex replied. “Come get me when we’re ready.”
“Dex,” Sam blurted out, turning to face him with clenched fists. “I’ll—”
“What? Be back?” His robes flicked around him, the shadows from his hood darkening. “You don’t know that.”
Then he was gone, through the sliding door, and it shut behind him.
“I’m ready,” Sam said, not wanting to let that linger any longer than it had to.
Hadrian gave her a curious look but nodded. “It’s up to you now, Sam. We’re trusting you, relying on you.”
“Rightly so. Only, how do I find him?”
“He’s sent us coordinates, which I’m sending to your HUD. When you’re there, simply make it to that point and he’ll be notified.”
“Sounds simple enough,” she said, although she knew it wouldn’t be. As she walked off toward the training room that would serve as her jump point, she wondered if Dex was right, if there was any merit to his worry. Sure, she was going right into the heart of enemy territory, it sounded like even to the other side—but so what? She had been through so much at this point, she knew she could never be more ready.
And if it proved to be the end for her, as long as she could go out in a way that protected the ones she loved, so be it.
Passing the door to Dex’s room, she couldn’t help but wish she had a chance to talk with him, calm him down, tell him she’d miss him. But part of her said that would be like saying goodbye, or would feel like it, at least. And she didn’t actually plan on sacrificing herself just yet. She had every intention of returning.
How funny, Sam thought as the light beamed around her, liquid metal taking form and engulfing her, that she had once thought this was a simulation room. With a curl of her lip as she closed her eyes, she was pulled from the Noraldian, off to the other side.
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ENEMY SHIP
As soon as the light surrounded her, the visions hit. A ship—the fortress ship! A creature, one of the Redbacks, looking for her, others watching him out of the corners of their eyes… and then… death? She couldn’t be sure of what she was seeing, but there were explosions and gunfire followed by empty, hollow eyes staring at her.
She squeezed her eyes closed, but that didn’t stop the vision. Then she saw herself, running, gunfire erupting behind her. Leaping…
The vision was gone.
Had she survived? She wasn’t sure. The way these visions worked, as far as she knew, this could mean anything. Maybe the enemy already knew about the mole, or maybe they would find out along the way. Going into a mission knowing it was going to have such complications felt pointless, but she reminded herself that it hadn’t shown the details. Going off that alone, she had no idea what might succeed or what else she could accomplish along the way.
What was clear, though, was that she had to proceed with caution.
The light faded and Sam found herself on a ledge in a room that appeared to be a staging area for battle machines. Rows of mechs lined the floor below, some as tall as buildings with rotating turrets and massive cannons. Others were the type she had seen the Kolack ride in during battles long ago. Moving along these mechs, checking them over, it seemed, were what her HUD showed as android forms that looked like tall, willowy Grim Reapers. They were made of dark metal and glowing red eyes. Each had a large rifle on their backs, likely held by a magnetic connection, she assumed.
Using her ninja skills and grip, Sam moved to the near wall and ran along it, robe propelling her to the next ledge over. Her HUD was processing data, and by the time she reached a third ledge, it showed her the path ahead. Apparently, the meeting point wasn’t far off. She wondered if her contact had set the coordinates before knowing these android creatures would be around, since he had also been the one to set this room as her entry point.
Sam cloaked and made her way to the far wall. She had the glamour, but didn’t want to use it until necessary. Reaching the far side, she scanned for enemies and, seeing the hallway was clear, dropped, darting out of the main room as quickly as possible. She had to stay cloaked, as she was certain a ship like this would have some sort of surveillance system. Being alien, maybe it had something much more advanced than cameras, and she’d be in trouble either way.
Regardless, she had to keep moving forward.
The mini-map on her HUD told her to turn left, warning her of danger, but she paused as one of those tall androids stalked past. Her scanner showed it turning, and since she was going in the opposite direction, she went ahead.
Maybe this wouldn’t be such a problem, after all. The meeting point had been set, not surprisingly, for a room over. To avoid issue, she activated the glamour while still staying cloaked. At least that way, when she decloaked later, she would already be in the proper form.
She entered the next room and discovered that she was on a walkway that went over an atrium of sorts, with tall trees growing beneath. Apparently, even these aliens needed places to relax and feel at ease, or maybe it was part of a regrowth program. Invade Earth, plant trees from their home world… make Earth their new home world.
Earth, and all the rest of the habitable planets out here.
She paused, crouching, and saw a shimmer of herself in the shiny metallic reflection. Releasing the cloaking ability partially, she was able to see herself there as a Redback. A strange sight, those squinty eyes on a huge, reptilian face. She wanted to leap back, to shoot at it—even knowing it was just her.
Putting the cloaking back into effect, she moved along, searching out areas that might be the appropriate meetup point, scanning for other life forms. Something moved below, unseen on her scan, so she knelt, hand at her sword hilt, ready. Eyes scouring the room, she saw it again. Only, it was one of the trees. A branch had moved, now it was moving again. Like it was… waving at her?
She swallowed, frowned, and then stood. Hesitantly, not taking off her cloaking, she waved back, wondering how it could see her while cloaked.
It waved again.
Taking a deep breath, Sam moved toward the tree, not sure quite what to expect here. She went to the edge of the walkway, lowered herself, and hissed, “Tree?”
“Not exactly,” a voice replied, and the branches of the tree higher up moved, foliage clearing to show a Redback standing there. He looked like all the others, as far as she could tell, except he had a blue line across his forehead.
Revealing herself now, Sam inched closer. Damn, she thought. This could totally be a setup. She had no way of knowing if this was the mole, or someone waiting to ambush her.
“How…?” she asked, indicating the tree.
“We may seem gruff,” the Redback replied. “But we all have our specialties. Me, I have a connection to the sacred ones.” He indicated the tree, one hand on its trunk. “She listens as a friend would, and does so much more. You couldn’t see me on the scanners, thanks to her. If you were to invade my home planet, I have a feeling you’d be running blind.”
“It’s true, I couldn’t,” Sam admitted. “You’re the one, then?”
He nodded. “Let’s make this quick.”
“They know about you.” It wasn’t a question—she knew it from her vision, but also from the worry in his eyes.
“Yes.” He gestured for her to come to him, so she leaped over the side, the tree catching her and setting her down beside him.
Even though her glamour made her appear the same size, she was technically still her, still staring up at a nine-foot giant. Never one to be intimidated, Sam wondered at the queasiness in her stomach.
Her hand even shook slightly as she gave him the chip.
“We’re taking a big chance with you,” she said.
His nostrils flared as his eyes focused on her. “And I’m giving my life for you.”
“Touché.” The job was done. He had the chip, but she had to know… “Why?”
“My people weren’t always on the wrong side,” he said, pocketing the chip. “But it’s been a long journey, one where morals have gone missing, where our generation will be the last, thanks to a variety of factors. If I can help a better world live on, even if it means without me or mine, so be it.”
“I wish you well, then,” she said. “And hope to see you again.”
The last words came hard, as she wasn’t entirely sure she ever wanted to feel the unease he’d made her feel, or really look upon something as intimidating and hideous as him ever again. As much as that thought was horrible, it was simple survival instinct.
She spun on her heels, made the leap back to the ledge above, and was on her way. It wasn’t until she had almost made it back to the main room with the mechs when the light of her new powers hit her, the vision coming again.
Same as before. Chaos. Death for the mole.
And then she was stumbling into the room, the enemy waiting for her. All the mechs and androids were active. They turned to face her, several slinking forward to get a better look, maybe get the killing shot that would earn them favor.
This wasn’t an ideal situation, but wasn’t necessarily the worst Sam had ever been in. Then again, in those other circumstances she had often had her Shadow Corps team at her side.
“What brings you back to me, Shadow Mystic?” Droka’s voice said as his image appeared and hovered over the mechs, slightly translucent. “I shouldn’t have to tell you that your visit is unwelcome.”
“I’ve come to see you die,” Sam spat, having pulled out her sword and unhitched her rifle in a flash. Thanks to her armor’s support, firing a massive weapon like that with one arm was, while still not as accurate, at least doable. “So, how many of your toys do I have to destroy before you show your ugly face in person?”
Droka snarled, his image vanishing as his mechs whirred to life. No, not the mechs, Sam realized—their weapons. This crazy S.O.B was going to shoot at her on his own ship? She had to wonder how much potential damage she could cause, but when the first round of shots and explosions hit the far wall, her having used her cloak and running along walls to be out of harm’s way, she saw that the shots didn’t do a damn thing to the wall. Apparently, this ship was much more powerful than she had anticipated. All the more reason to see that it never reached Earth.
She dove back in, cutting her way through androids and sending shockwaves and bursts of lightning into their midst, but they returned her strikes with firepower, keeping her on her toes.
It wasn’t until she was surrounded by several of those androids with the red eyes that she started to worry, though. They moved fast, shifting form to allow for extended strikes. Sam darted between them, unloading rounds and striking with her sword, watching her shield fizzle.
Two large mechs almost got her, but she used their attacks against each other, leaping and running across them as their massive blades stuck into each other, each trying to fire but doing no good. She leaped from them, hitting the wall with grip and running.
A series of explosions hit, but she zigzagged, pushed off, and cut through more of the androids until she had reached her destination.
Sam went for the spot to escape, only to be knocked back by a tall mech, its blow sending her rolling across the floor. Cloak flashing, she was up and spinning, ready for more attacks, but they didn’t come. All pulled back, and in strode three of those massive Redbacks, dragging another one with them.
Lastly, Droka entered. He stood over the fallen one, leering.
“It seems you’ve made a friend, Shadow Mystic.”
“Here’s something for you to know,” she replied, taking up a defensive stance, mind working to calculate her escape route, but also eyeing the fallen mole to try and think of a way to save him. “I don’t abandon my friends.”
“Go,” the mole grunted, only to receive a stomp on the head from one of his companions.
Sam lunged, but her robes actually dragged her back, so that she was pulled around to face away. Her mind reeled with confusion and frustration. That had never happened before! As far as she knew, it could only mean one thing—this wasn’t a fight she could win. Still, she turned, firing at the Redbacks, all but the mole. Shields repelled her attack, sneers telling her what they thought about her pitiful attempts.
“Go,” the mole hissed again, scrambling up and trying to get to her. When he was close enough, he managed to get out, “It’s in place. The mission was a succe—”
His voice was cut off by a thud and splatter of blood. The force knocked Sam back. She fell to her ass, eyes wide at the sight of gore before her. Droka himself had delivered the final blow, the metal of his armor receding from where it had shot out to form some sort of hammer.
“Your turn, Shadow Mystic,” Droka said, and lunged for her.
But another element of the mole grabbing her when he did was that he had apparently faced her in the right direction to get out of there. Nothing in her way, cloak tugging, she spun and darted into the shadows, ran up a wall, and was leaping between ledges as shots rang out behind her.
Droka shouted for his minions to kill her, but before anyone could get creative and find a way to stop her, she had reached the jump point the simulator created and was through, light surrounding her. When it faded, she was back on the Noraldian.
Hadrian appeared at the door, staring at her with worry. No, not Hadrian, but a holographic image of him, displayed there in reaction to her arrival.
“I…” She had no idea where to begin.
“Get cleaned up,” Hadrian said, nodding in understanding. “We’ll try some other way.”
“No, I…” She looked down at the blood splattered on her. “I mean, I will get clean, but before he died, he did it. The mission was a success.”
Hadrian smiled, proud. “Our time is at hand. Tell Jackal to get you back to Rieldren. I’ll be there shortly.”
“You’re coming?”
“I’m on my way, and I have your dragon.”
With those words, he vanished.
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ENTONO FOS
The call for help had come in as Napalm and his fleet were crossing back through, ready to receive orders. He had thought they would be sent to some random outpost, some front-line planet on the fringe, but no—Entono Fos itself was already under attack.
“Get us through,” Napalm told Elder Kain, “and we’ll take it from there.”
While his people were powerful, their power had always been in direct combat. Put them on a battlefield where they could tear the place up, they’d give you a victory nine times out of ten. But their ships weren’t anything special since they were mostly pirated fighters, or the one destroyer they had taken as a war prize after overrunning an enemy planet.
He had been there that day, part of the siege under the command of his father. It had set him on his path of leaving that life behind, and now he was here, in charge of those same people who he had watched slaughter their enemies indiscriminately. A glance back showed his top generals standing at the ready, and he nodded, reminding himself that none of the past mattered in this war—only the future.
Chances were, most of them wouldn’t survive. He would do his damnedest to ensure that wasn’t the case, but had to acknowledge that simple fact.
The first enemy wave came for them, a barrage of fighters apparently unaware of his ability in close combat. As his ships returned fire, he went to the viewing window and focused on stragglers, causing internal explosions that left the ships in pieces that floated off, never to be thought of again.
Others of his followers had this ability, although only a handful could target it so specifically for it to be useful in this sort of battle. He was their leader now, and maybe should have been all along. He wondered how better he could have shaped them if everything had gone differently.
He and his fighters had just taken out the first round, their destroyer preparing to deal out some real damage, when the screen indicated a mass of incoming ships. At least ten times the numbers he had, and without a doubt not even a large portion of the enemy that had made it through.
“Carma,” Napalm said, glancing over his shoulder to where she stood, hands folded in front of her.
She nodded once, stepped up beside him, and placed a hand on his. “Do your worst.”
He waited too long, already receiving word that the enemy had weapons targeted. With Carma’s amplification powers added to his, he had no idea what his range would be. It was now or never, though, so he closed his eyes, focused, and let the energy explode out of himself.
The display showed it, first flames inside of the enemy ships and then them breaking apart. It was glorious, but still not enough. He focused again, eyeing the display, wondering if he could direct his attention through it. More exploded, and Carma gasped next to him.
“Not me,” he said, grinning.
“Good to see you back so soon,” a voice came through the comms, and there was no doubt it was Ferder on that ship.
“And you,” Napalm replied.
“Follow us in,” Ferder said. “We’ll create a path where it’s needed.”
As they flew in, Napalm noted the Shadow Fleet in heated combat, watching as they created a shield and deployed warheads.
“When this is over,” Carma said in a hushed voice, “all of this… it’s going to be a massive graveyard.”
“Let’s do our best to ensure our side isn’t represented in that,” Napalm replied, and turned to Kwan. “Feeling ready?”
“Born to kill,” Kwan replied, gruffly. He had his full Shadow Corps armor on, complete with sword and rifle, along with blasters at the hip in case it came to mid-range, which it undoubtedly would.
“After all this, to be charging directly into the fight,” Carma said, a hint of humor in her voice.
“When there are this many on the battlefield, you can practically shoot in any direction and hit something,” Napalm replied.
“Plus, I imagine Sam is out there, somewhere, assassinating some horribly heinous bad guy,” Kwan added.
“Undoubtedly,” Carma said, eyes roaming over the display with its ongoing fighting, even showing scenes from a battle in Earth’s atmosphere.
Napalm couldn’t help but stare into her eyes. With another glance Kwan’s way, he said, “If we’re going to charge into any battle, doing so to save Entono Fos, and with the two of you at my side, would definitely be my preferred way.”
“No Sam? Hadrian? The others?” Carma laughed. “You’d be a fool to say so.”
He chuckled. “Of course, given the option I’d have every single one of my friends at my side. But considering the circumstances, I don’t think we have it so bad.”
“More for me to kill,” Kwan said.
“Speaking of killing,” Ferder said, coming back over the comms, “I hope you’re ready. It’s go time!”
Sure enough, they were hurtling through the atmosphere of Entono Fos, where the battle was raging full steam. Ships were tearing each other apart, mechs on the ground wreaking havoc. Elders were charging about with their followers, sending all manner of badassery at their opponents. Napalm’s hands were twitching, ready for action, the heat inside building pressure in his chest. If he didn’t let it out soon, he was afraid he might simply explode.
So it was that, when the ramps came down, he led the charge. Mechs exploded, enemy ships going down to destroy their own troops, and he continued to unleash. Kwan was there at his side, rifle filling any chance of breaks in the action from all around them. Carma went hand-to-hand with anyone who managed to get close enough.
And behind them all, Napalm’s army charged out, sending more explosions into the fray. They were an unstoppable force, certain to change the tide of this war. They were his.
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RIELDREN
The Noraldian flew to Rieldren. When they were close enough for scans, it became clear that the once-great city was in ruins. As the ship came in for a landing outside the city, Sam finished telling Dex and Jackal what had happened on the enemy ship.
“We’re making our last stand here, it would seem,” Dex said, looking around at the place and shuddering. “Rieldren was once a place of nightmares for my kind. A land where the enemy came to live after fighting off my kind.”
“And now?” Jackal asked.
“I embrace it.”
They emerged to see much of the city in ruins. Glaynor appeared from the temple to welcome them. She strode over in no time and nodded to Dex and then Jackal before turning to Sam with a raised eyebrow.
“So, we’re set?”
“We are,” Sam replied. “The fight here?”
“One of many attacks. More came through before you left than we first realized.” Glaynor gestured to her left, where androids seemed to be moving bodies. “Dealt with, but… that will hardly be the last of it, especially now.”
“I’m sorry for your loss,” Sam said.
Glaynor nodded, then gestured for her to follow. “We must get you set up.”
“Set up?” Sam asked.
“All we have to do,” Glaynor said, “is ensure the temple is in one piece when Hadrian arrives. More specifically, the heart of the temple. The defense of one location should be easier than everywhere at once, so we might stand a chance.”
As she led them back to the temple, Jackal did a double-step to catch up with Sam. “All of this, it’s moving so fast.”
“Does it ever not?” She flashed a smile, but it was forced. She couldn’t have agreed more, preferring to have some time to sit back and process it all, to plan better. To be more in the loop so she knew what to expect next.
“If you…” He started, but paused at a look from Dex.
“What?” Sam asked.
“He was going to say you can still pull out,” Dex explained. “But you really can’t.”
“Pull out?”
“They’re going to ask too much of you, Sam.” Jackal leaned in, clearly not wanting Glaynor to hear. “For me, for Dex, sure. But you’re still young, you’re just…”
“What? A girl?” Sam scoffed. “After everything I’ve been through, I’m not just anything.”
“True enough,” Jackal admitted.
“And there really is no other way,” Dex said.
Sam paused, causing Glaynor to come to a stop ahead. She didn’t turn back, though, instead giving them their moment of privacy.
“Let’s assume I had a choice,” Sam said, voice low. “Would I turn back? Knowing anything about me, would you think that is something I’m even capable of?”
“Not at all,” Jackal said.
“If whatever this is they want me to do helps save the Earth, my mom… everyone else.” She frowned. “Of course, I’ll do it.”
“All of us joined the Shadow Corps knowing full well where that might take us,” Dex said. “Dying if unnecessary would be foolish, but in the line of duty, if it’s the only way to save millions or billions of lives? Not one of us would balk at that, I imagine.”
Sam nodded. “Exactly.”
A vision hit her, briefly, a rift opening like an eyelid peeling back.
“They’re coming,” Sam said.
Jackal and Dex stared at her, confused, but Glaynor was shouting, telling them all to hurry, to get to the temple.
Before they could act, the light of the crystal sky cracked, revealing darkness. Large chunks seemed to fall away, only to dissolve like sparks before hitting the surface. In their place, a massive rift was opening in the sky, from which ships were emerging. Many ships, small and large. Watching as this began, dizziness came over Sam and suddenly she was on her knees, hands to her head as yet another vision came through—the fortress of a ship, the one that she had seen Droka on. It was coming, with so many more ships. Seeing this now, all hope seemed to fade from Sam.
Then she was back, feeling the urge to vomit, but staying strong.
“We must hurry,” Sam said, eyes meeting the darkness in Dex’s.
“Now you see what we’re up against,” he said, and helped her to stand. “Are you prepared?”
She gulped, looked up at it all, and nodded. They charged across the rest of the way, leaping over rubble and making their way around others who emerged to stare up at the incoming chaos. Much of the city was evacuated, but those who remained were well-armed, ready for the battle to come.
“Coming in hot,” Hadrian called, voice playing through Sam’s comms.
Sam looked up to see a purple dragon weave its way down toward them. It shot out beams from its horns as it came, knocking enemy ships from the sky. While Sam was watching it she was hit by images of Earth, mechs and allied alien forces alongside Earth troops, all starting to fight the invading force. It was finally upon them.
Droka wasn’t far behind. That meant the Great Deceivers weren’t, either.
“Tell me what I need to do,” Sam said, entering the temple behind Glaynor. “How do I beat them?”
Glaynor shared a look with Regalm, then shook her head. “That’s what you’re supposed to see, in your visions. Find out, and fast.”
“What?” Sam spun around, shocked. She’d been thinking the whole time that they were keeping her in the dark. Apparently, they had actually been waiting for her, expecting her new powers to reveal the way ahead.
Sam cursed under her breath, took her spot to stare at the wall, and focused. Explosions sounded outside, along with the whistle of incoming attacks, and the roars of jets and other ships. A barrage of shot fizzled, likely hitting a nearby shield. Sam closed her eyes, trying to block it all out.
“Sam, we need to know. How? How do we beat them?”
“I’m trying!” Sam shouted, sitting cross-legged, focusing, trying to harness her light. She pulled on everything she had.
It came to her all at once, but the images made her heart thud. She was there, becoming one with the dragon with the power of the light, forming a bond, and then… No, that couldn’t be right.
“What do you see, Sam?” Dex asked.
“I—I don’t know.”
“Focus, tell me.”
Sam breathed, concentrating, and this time saw it clear as day. “We have to merge… merge with the planet, in a sense. I’ll need its power, all of it, to close the opening. And I’ll need your healing to survive the task. Think of it like a wall,” she continued. “I’ve seen it in my visions. There is no other way.”
“A wall… in space.” Jackal shook his head. “You’re nuts, kid. But I like it.”
“Not a kid, and thanks.”
“Where do I come in?” Jackal said, chuckling. “Don’t tell me I have to run and hide, or something boring like that.”
“You’re coming with me,” Hadrian said as he appeared at their side through one of his portals, having left the dragon still circling above, fighting off the enemy. “I’ve seen that part of it, and what brought us here, but never could have imagined…” He stood tall and nodded to Sam. “You’ll need the Noraldian, of course.”
“Will I?” she asked, not sure.
He nodded. “For when it’s over. And for the stages in between. Your suit can’t keep you alive in space forever.”
He apparently knew some parts to this puzzle that she didn’t, so she nodded. At the expressions of worry from the others, she said, “From what I can see, it won’t exactly kill me. But it’s the only way.”
“You don’t know that,” Glaynor said. “Sometimes the visions are iffy, blurry, unclear…?”
“Not this one,” Sam replied. She turned to Dex. “Will you… stand by my side? Help me do this?”
“Basically, sacrifice ourselves so that the gate will be closed?” He stared at her, unwavering. “With you?”
“Yes.”
“It would be my honor.”
“Maybe someone else can do it,” Hadrian offered, stepping forward.
“No,” Sam replied, and her tone allowed no argument. “You brought the dragon, you had to know it would be for a reason.”
He took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and then said, “Let’s not waste any more time than is necessary, then. Each ship that makes it through will still have to be fought off, even if the gate is closed. But Sam…”
She grunted in response.
“Do try and come out on the other side of all this alive, won’t you?”
“You know me,” she said with a wink and then turned to Dex. “The rest of you, leave. We have work to do.”
They all made their way out, one by one, but the last was Jackal. He waited, then came in for a hug. “It was wonderful, serving alongside both of you.”
“And you,” Sam replied.
Surprisingly, he hugged Dex, too. Sam had never seen the two be very friendly, but she supposed it made sense. Even if that was the case, they’d been teammates in the Shadow Corps for this long. Which made her think…
“Hadrian,” she called out, and went to the door.
“Yes?” he said, pausing in the hallway and looking back her way.
“Tell the others…” She couldn’t think of exactly what to say, her voice catching in her throat.
“I know. And I will.”
She nodded, then returned to Dex. “I’ll need… your robes around me.”
Instead of just offering his robes as she had expected, he stepped forward, wrapping his robes around her, along with his arms, as he held her close.
“Make it happen,” he whispered.
At first, she thought she was going to feel very awkward about the situation, but instead she was filled with warmth, and with comfort at the idea that he was with her, that he would be there on this last leg of the journey. What came after, she had no idea.
Leaning into him and wrapping her arms around his midsection, she closed her eyes and focused on the light. It flooded over her, becoming her power to do with as she pleased. Visions hit her of planets—all hers, people bowing before her. Another of her mom on Earth, leading a team as they prepared for the defense of the incoming onslaught. What were these different visions? Choices? If she wanted to abandon this crazy mission and take power, or return to fight at her mom’s side, she could? The latter pulled at her heart, but she knew her place, knew what needed to be done.
Then it all unfolded, or at least pieces of it did. She was there on the ship, closing the gate. She was in a sort of time or dimensional warp, and she came up with a test, a way to ensure none of the enemy crossed through, and then… it was strange. She saw herself fighting with strangers in what looked like… Russia? She laughed at herself, shaking off the thoughts, and realized she was back in the temple room, with pain devouring her. No more visions, no more laughter.
Sam was screaming as the power surged into her, flesh tearing, and Dex was holding her tight, whispering into her ear.
Finally, he said, “It’s not enough.”
“You can’t…” She screamed. “…tell me that. Not…” Another scream. “Not now!”
“But this will be.” He leaned in, forehead to hers, and added, “I’m sorry. It must be done.”
As the pain tore through her, light shooting from her eyes so that all she saw was the brightness, she became very aware of Dex’s forehead touching hers, him whispering something, and then what seemed to be him melting, merging with the metal of her armor, his cloak merging with hers. She wanted to shout for him to stop, that there had to be another way, but if she took her focus away from absorbing the power even for a second, she knew she would lose it.
Whatever he had done was working, because the pain was gone, the rending of flesh subsiding, her wounds pulling back together.
Somehow, he had merged with her, and it was giving her the healing power she needed.
Yet, it tore at her heart with more pain than the physical ever could’ve brought.
In a flash, the planet’s energy was hers and she shot up. Others were fighting, new enemies appearing, and she her senses told her she needed to leave, to let their fight be for something. The Noraldian circled her, the dragon there too, all of them weaving through space as nearby enemy ships were sent spiraling out of control, breaking apart from the proximity to her power.
Then, to her horror, one of her allies below fell. Jackal, lying still. It hit her with a gut-wrenching pull that nearly sent her back down, nearly caused her to abandon all of this. But doing so would make his death worth nothing.
“Sorry, girl… it’s the only way we can do this.” Sam stepped up to the dragon, biting back her grief, hand on its long, scaly neck. “Will you help us?”
The dragon turned to her, blinked, and began to move toward the opening. Sam floated as the Noraldian moved to engulf her, and only her. She couldn’t believe Jackal was gone, but he had sacrificed himself for the cause, as she was about to do. The ramp closed. She didn’t even need to go to the cockpit to send it after the dragon, instead simply propelling it so.
Still, she walked through the hall to the pilot’s seat, stood there for a moment, hand to her armor and thinking about Dex, about what he had done for her… and that he was gone. All of them were gone, in a sense, although Dex was also sort of with her. At least, as far as she understood it.
With that thought in mind, she took her seat as the pilot of the Noraldian and followed the dragon to close the rift.
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ENTONO FOS
The battle for Earth, reports were saying, was over. Entono Fos had seen its share of chaos, as the graveyard of ships and alien bodies attested to. Cleanup crews were already at work, but it would take a long time to return the surrounding area to the beauty it had once been.
Napalm wrapped an arm around Carma, who squeezed him, both watching as Kwan shared embraces with his old buddies in the Red Company. They had done it, and Napalm still had at least half of his forces. Losses too great to comprehend, but enough people to continue on with, to set about rebuilding.
“What do you think became of Sam?” Carma asked. “Will we see her again?”
“Plans change,” Hadrian said, and they turned to see him approaching. He was a sight for sore eyes. “She has closed the access point, or gate, if that’s easier.”
“She never fails to go above and beyond,” Napalm said, craning his neck to see past Hadrian. “But, where is she?”
Hadrian turned to look up at the sky, then back to them. His eyes were full of pride, but sorrow.
“Not…?” Carma asked, hand to her mouth.
“Sacrificed, but not dead,” Hadrian explained. “More like… out of commission for some time.”
“And the war is over?” Napalm asked.
“The enemy won’t be able to send more through, and the Great Deceivers won’t be able to join the war, but they have plenty of others that need expelling. Or… executing.”
“We’ll do our best,” Napalm said, hand up to his chest in salute. “And you, Hadrian?”
Hadrian considered him, then sighed. “Someone has to go through, ensure the gate is closed on the other side… and find the Per-Neters.”
“Per-whats?”
“Items that the enemy is using to work around the restraints of our universe. When they’ve been secured, we can rest easy. Until then, stay vigilant.”
“You think we’ll have more of this?” Carma asked. “In our lifetime, I mean?”
He considered this, his one good eye going white for a moment, and then shook his head. “Not like this, not for you all.”
Napalm let out a sigh of relief. He had his work cut out for him with the idea of learning to lead his people, to turn them around. Wars were best left out of the equation as long as possible.
“I still can’t believe Sam’s gone,” Ferder said, glancing up at the sky. “Dex, Jackal… It’s so unreal.”
The others were all gathered around now. They nodded, looking up with him.
“While technically she isn’t dead, I hear,” Napalm said with a confused look at Hadrian, “still, I think it would be good for us to show our appreciation. That we remember her.” He held up a hand, focused on the sky above, and made the air sizzle orange. “To Sam, who fought bravely, and led us on many great adventures.”
“To Sam,” Kwan said next. “If not for her, I never would have had an open mind to be able to find my love.” As he said it, the woman he referenced was walking over. He met her and took her hands in his.
Napalm felt the need to do the same with Carma, who went next.
“Sam was young, but only in the flesh. Her spirit soared above us all, her fighting ability up there with the rest of us.”
It continued like this with the others, until it was Hadrian’s turn. His face shimmered, changing through various forms as he spoke. “We all owe Sam so much. One of my people’s last survivors. I’m afraid I will be the only one to see her again, and that is if the stars can be trusted in the visions they’ve given me. If I do, I’ll be sure to tell her how much she meant to all of you. And if not, well, I’ll join you all here and say she was something special. Like a daughter to me, but more than that. A close friend.”
They then went around with the same for Dex, Jackal, and then the others lost during the fight.
“To everyone who has paid the ultimate price, who has sacrificed themselves so that we may live on.” Hadrian nodded at Napalm, then held out a hand so that a blue line of light flew up from it, mixing with Napalm’s orange sizzle, almost gone, and the two lights seemed to come alive. The lights danced around each other before exploding into the sky, sprinkling down on them in a refreshing, morale-boosting mist that smelled of lilacs.
When they were done, all were shown to rooms. Carma pulled Napalm close the moment they were together, lips brushing across his, hands all over his body.
“I could’ve lost you out there,” she said.
“And you would have moved on.” He held her by the chin and kissed her forehead. “You’re stronger than any of us, in that way.”
“Not in this,” she countered. For a long moment, she held his gaze, then took both his hands in hers. “I never thought I would say this. If we were together for the rest of our lives, that wouldn’t be the worst thing ever.”
Napalm laughed. “That’s the best way you thought to phrase what you just said?”
“What did I say?” she asked.
“That you want to be with me, forever.”
She cocked her head, considered, then nodded. “I suppose that is what I said. So, what about it?”
“I feel the same,” he replied, and pulled her in for a kiss. No matter what happened next, they had won the war and found each other. As far as he was concerned, it was perfection.



19



SILVER PLANET
For the longest time, Sam felt nothing. Whether she was really there at all or had passed on to another world, she couldn’t be sure. Then there were flashes of images, memories, mostly. That day back on Earth when the first alien attack had come, running for her life, surviving on the streets. She was taken back to the moment she’d been reunited with her mother, all of the emotions pouring over her. That day when she’d realized she wasn’t alone anymore… only to go off on her adventures.
She fully understood what role they each had to play in the fight for survival, that Quinn would lead a large force in Earth’s defense while Sam went off to the dark corners of the universe to take out the enemy where she could. Their roles were vital, but that didn’t stop Sam from lamenting over her missed childhood, or her lack of traditional teenage years.
A moment of doubt took hold, then she kicked it aside. Those thoughts weren’t her—she wasn’t the type to care about missing a prom or whatever other stupid things teenagers had done back before the world changed. She loved blowing the brains out of her enemy, even more so when up in space.
Something was still testing her, she realized, even now. Even after all she’d done, after combining powers with the dragon to close the gate. She pushed all of those silly thoughts aside and focused on herself, on the power of the dragon that she knew was in here somewhere with her. On the power of the Seers she had been blessed with, and all of the lives she had saved by sacrificing herself to be here.
The lives lost. Dex.
None of this was real, exactly. The thought hit home even more when she turned to find herself in a field of tall grass, trees sprouting and taking over, and then… a figure. Walking toward her. All in black. A cloak. Her heart skipped a beat as the wind carried that cloak, and she watched it flap out behind the figure.
The cloak wasn’t only flapping out, it was unraveling to reveal the figure underneath, who she now recognized as Dex. His smooth, dark head showed first, then his eyes and face, and with a gust, his entire body, nude.
To say ‘his,’ she had to remind herself, was a bit of a stretch. She’d almost forgotten, after referring to him as a ‘he’ so often, that his kind was asexual. His body was lean and muscular, but lacking a belly button or any sort of genitals. It was smooth there, although protruding slightly. He held his arms out as if to say, ‘here I am,’ and then bowed.
“Dex…?” Sam asked.
He stood tall. “Somehow, it would seem.”
She reached out and stepped toward him, her hand going to his face and caressing his cheek. He froze, stiff, eyes staring at her. After a moment of this, he wrapped his arms around her, and she him. They held this embrace for what felt like a comforting eternity. For all they knew, maybe it was.
Finally, she pulled back, asking, “How is this possible?”
“Perhaps I’m only part of your imagination,” he offered. “But I hope that’s not true.”
“So do I.”
“The other option is that part of me survived enough to be here with you.” He gestured around at the forest, the sky. “None of this is as it seems, of course, but it’s possible that it might be that we are in some sort of time warp. I can imagine a scenario where I didn’t truly fade from existence.”
She nodded, eyeing him. “But if I ever leave this place…?”
“Then, perhaps… that would be the end of it. Or maybe I’d continue on here. I’m not sure.”
“Because we don’t know if you exist here, or exist as part of me.”
He nodded. “Or exist at all.”
She laughed at that, shaking her head. “Let’s go with the assumption that I’m not hallucinating, yet.”
He looked down at himself, his unrobed body, hands going to his face. “Odd, that I’m not ashamed of my unclothed form.”
“Proof that you’re not really here?”
After careful consideration, he shook his head. “I’d say… proof that I’m glad to be here with you. Anyone else might elicit different emotions.”
“Dex…” She grinned, then frowned, then grinned again. “Are you saying you feel comfortable being nude around me?”
His smile said it for him. “Don’t take that the wrong way.”
“How should I take it?”
“Well,” he drew a deep breath, and started walking with her at his side, “consider it like this—I’ve never been as close to anyone emotionally as I have been with you.”
She laughed, watching the light glow among the leaves. “So, it’s exactly as I was taking it.”
“Sexually?” He shook his head. “No offense, but my kind don’t really operate like that. As you might be reminded by looking upon me. It’s deeper than that.”
“Deeper than…” She blushed, looking away. What did she know of such things, anyway?
“Let’s just leave it as me being comfortable around you,” Dex said. “Take it as the compliment it should be, and nothing more.”
“For the record, I’m not planning on stripping and walking around naked with you.”
He laughed out loud. “Nor would I expect you to. But if you did, know that it wouldn’t be any different than if we were walking as we are now. Not because I wouldn’t appreciate the gesture, or the beauty, but because we have an emotional connection that can’t be topped, can’t be taken away from by such thoughts as that would elicit in normal men.”
“And you’re not even a m…” She stopped herself.
“Man?” he finished. “That’s correct. And you can say it. Saying so doesn’t hurt me, because I’m not.” Although, as the words left his mouth, he paused and turned away, eyes on what appeared to be glimmering water barely visible through the trees. “Weird.”
“What is it?” she asked, going on the defensive and reaching for her sword.
“Not that.” He put a hand to his heart, then held it up and looked at it, before turning and offering it to her. “Would you?”
She cocked her head, then accepted his hand in hers. While she’d expected him to inspect it or something like that, he simply held it tightly, putting his other hand on top.
“Tell me,” she said, unable to ignore the troubled look in his eyes.
“I shouldn’t care,” he said. “We’re not meant to. But as I said it, I realized part of me does wish I were a man, that I had the ability to…”
“Don’t say it.”
He gulped, looking away again.
She put her other hand on top of his. “It’s okay. Sometimes… I don’t know if I should say it. Lately, I’ve started to think of you that way, too.”
“Even as I am?”
“Dex.” She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “Especially as you are.”
He seemed to have gone rigid, she noticed, and was about to apologize, when he took one of her hands and put it to his cheek, relaxing as his eyes met hers again.
“That was unexpected.”
“Unwelcome?”
“Not at all.” He didn’t release her hand, and they started walking toward the water again, together. “In fact, I can’t think of anything I would’ve enjoyed more in that moment.”
“Nothing more than a kiss on the cheek?” She laughed. “You’re… different from most men.”
“Again, not a man.”
“Right.” She ran her free hand through her hair, and laughed. “And that’s perfectly fine.”
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SILVER PLANET
Sam had no idea how long she had been walking with Dex. His hand was still in hers, and when they reached the edge of the tree line, where it dropped down to the rocks and then sand that led to the water’s edge. He leaped down first, then reached back to help her after him.
“Do you think this is our fate now?” she asked, taking his hand and letting him help her.
Again, they walked, holding hands this time as they strolled along the beach.
“I hope so,” he replied.
She smiled, nodding wistfully. “It’s amazing. Part of me feels guilty, like we should be out there fighting.”
“Living up to the legend of the Shadow Mystic name?” He turned to the water, then pulled her hand up to kiss the back of it. “I don’t know how this happened, or what this even is between us. But I know it’s perfect, for now. When the universe needs their Shadow Mystic, they’ll come calling. Until then, enjoy.”
She inhaled deeply, then eyed him. “What did you have in mind?”
“My kind, we are trained to move in the shadows, to kill, to be nothing.” The corner of his lips curled, and he said, “I’m done with all that.”
“Meaning?”
“Come on!” He released her hand, and took off running toward the water.
“What?” Sam looked around as if someone might be watching, like she should be embarrassed or something, but then shook her head, laughing. She took a couple of steps, calling out, “What’re you doing? You’re crazy!”
He hit the water, charging in with the warm orange of the hazy sun highlighting him and glinting off the water as he kicked it up in his childish romp. Turning to face her, he held out his arms, smiled, and then fell back into the water.
Sam laughed again, and started walking closer. Her heart skipped a beat when she realized he wasn’t coming back up, so she ran, charging in, undoing her armor as she reached the edge of the shore, and left it behind. Dressed only in her training suit, she ran through the water to him, ready to dive in and pull him out… only to find him lying there in the water, staring up at her with a grin.
“You prick!” she said when he sat up, laughing. “You had me scared to death!”
“Try it. It’s… not like the water back home.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her down, so that she fell in with a shriek.
“Dick!” She spluttered around, getting to a kneeling position and pushing him back, only he went with it and then pushed out, swimming in the shallow water.
This was a side of him she’d never expected to see, a part of him she didn’t think existed. Maybe it hadn’t, but in his sacrifice, he was freed. Then again, he could still be part of her imagination. Neither option precluded her from having a good time, so whatever. She pushed out after him.
Diving under the water, she found he was right—she could not only swim without having to take breaths in the water, she could move around at ease, and see without problem. She swam with him, reaching a drop-off where they found themselves plunging down into the deeper water. All around them colors burst to life, schools of fish darting past simply glowing with a rainbow of light, and Dex laughed, bubbles escaping from his mouth, but still he didn’t seem to need air.
Sam let out a shout of joy, testing it. Sure enough, she had no problem with her breath or with water getting in her nostrils or mouth.
Moving back over to her, Dex swam, laughing, and then came to a stop. He sort of floated there, smiling, his eyes taking on a dark purple. She moved in. This time, the kiss wasn’t on his cheek, but directly on his mouth.
His arms wrapped around her as they held that kiss for what could’ve been minutes, might have been years.
When she pulled back, they floated there, staring into each other’s eyes, and then kicked off for the surface.
“This place,” Sam said, treading water and looking around. “It’s magical.”
Dex eyed her, nodding. “It is.”
“Can it… become whatever we want it to be?”
“We might have an eternity here to find out.”
She started swimming back toward the shore, and when they reached it, she glanced back, and hesitated, considering how best to dry off.
“Don’t worry,” he said, pointing to the sky. “Simply will it.”
She frowned, closed her eyes, and felt the warmth of the sun. In an instant, she was dry. When she opened her eyes again, Dex was walking around her, smiling like a giddy teenage boy in love.
“You okay there, Mr. Warrior Man?” Sam chuckled.
“Better than ever,” he replied. “Come on, anything you could do—what would it be?”
Anything? Within limits, she imagined, but then realized there was one thing that stuck out in her thoughts. Her mom had always been deploying with the Marines and was rarely home, but the last time before leaving she’d promised to take Sam to play mini golf when she next returned. That return never happened, and then they were at war with the Syndicate, so it didn’t seem so important.
Now, however, Sam waved her hands playfully, as if conducting an orchestra, and then the trees gave way to a large miniature golf course right there in the open. It had the windmill and castles she remembered from the mini golf place she remembered passing so many times as a child, and even the creepy clown finale.
“What’s… that?” Dex asked.
“I’ll show you.” Sam made the clubs and balls appear as she walked over, and found a nice, purple club. “The goal,” she explained as she lined up the ball, “is to get the ball in the hole with as few swings as possible.”
She swung, but the ball hit the far side and came halfway back to her. “Close enough.”
Dex frowned. “My turn?”
“Give it a go.” She showed him how, even did the hands around his waist thing like she’d seen in old films, and breathed in his chocolaty scent. God, that brought back thoughts she hadn’t realized were still with her, from that day sparring on Entono Fos.
“I like this game,” Dex said, pressing his hips into hers.
She laughed, stepping back, and said, “Focus. Ball in the hole.”
“Right.” He swung, the ball hit the right angle, and rolled to stop an inch from its target.
“Hot damn, Dex.” She gave him a high five, which he caught on to right away. “That’s pretty good.”
He laughed, moving aside for her to take her next swing. It went on like this, the two of them playing mini golf, going for swims, long walks holding hands and talking, until one day, as Dex led her on a climb up a newly-formed mountain, he slipped. The fall wasn’t long, but the startling part was that he lay there, not moving, and when she ran to his side, the ground was visible through him.
“You’re fading,” Sam said, horror filling her voice.
“It would… seem.”
She knelt, cradling him, hating that already it felt like holding something between what he’d been and a cloud of mist. “Don’t go. All this… without you. It won’t be the same.”
“How long have we been here?” he asked, but then wheezed. “It doesn’t matter… long enough. It’s my time.”
“Dex…” She held a hand to her mouth, watching him fade.
Still partially there, but barely, his voice came into her head.
Your father was a brave man. He saved my life more than once, risked everything… so that he could have you.
“What—what do you mean?”
The Seer power. Aside from Hadrian, he was the only one they ever gave it to. The Elder forbade him from going to Earth, and when he returned, he was so heartbroken, it nearly finished him. He went, knowing what had to be done, but if ever there was love in such a short amount of time, that was it. When he was finally gone, it was a day of sorrow. I, too, felt heartache at the thought of a universe without him—but was comforted by the knowledge that you lived. And at the knowledge that his heartbreak was over. When your mom’s time comes, I hope there’s a way for their souls to be together.
Sam nodded, hands now sifting through what remained of Dex, not sure how all of that worked with her mom and any new romance she might have found on Earth. Very much wondering what came after life, as Dex faded away.
Then he was gone.
For some time, she knelt there, watching the spot where he’d been. The emotions couldn’t be held in any longer so she stood and shouted, screaming at her surroundings. First things first, she was going to finish climbing that damn mountain. She trudged upward, each step a struggle at first, but then she was running, charging up the rocky surface, soon almost flying as she leaped and pushed through the air.
And then she was at the top, breathing heavily, hands in little fists at her sides, glaring at her surroundings.
Swooshing winds caught her hair, tussling it about. A glimmer of light on scales. The dragon, circling around her.
“Find yourself, child,” the voice of the dragon rumbled, as if from the ground itself. “He doesn’t need to be gone, if you can find yourself.”
In spite of all the anger and frustration, she closed her eyes, controlled her breathing, and then lowered herself to the ground. She sat like that, cross-legged, and focused as she had learned. Somehow, in this crazy place, she would find herself.
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NAPALM’S HOUSE
Napalm stared at the wall. It was painted with a mural of oranges and reds, the best way he could recapture the old memories. Those days long ago, fighting alongside his friends, with his Shadow Corps. He still remembered those early days on the team, at a time when he had doubted Sam, when he had no idea she would become this Shadow Mystic, this great force meant to serve such a valiant purpose in the war against the Great Deceivers.
His mind would often go back to those early days, and others—including the first time he had shared a look of affection with Carma, and then more.
Laughter from his son and grandchildren sounded from out back, and Napalm smiled to himself, loving it. It was what told him life would go on, a pleasant reminder that they had done it, they had saved the universe. And so far, at least, it had stayed in one piece.
The front door slid open, and Napalm looked over at it, waiting. Nobody came, so he pushed himself up, hobbling in his old age, then froze in shock. There at the door, hands folded behind his back and wearing his gold and red armor, was Hadrian. He rubbed his ear, shifted, and said, “It’s good to see you, old friend.”
“Hadrian,” Napalm said, and chuckled. “I wasn’t sure we’d ever meet again.”
“I always find a way, for those close to me.”
Napalm moved aside to let Hadrian enter. There was a spot by the far tree where a gold flower bloomed, and Hadrian paused, giving the flower a glance.
“That’s a dreadan, no?” the old Magi asked.
Napalm nodded. “May she rest in peace.”
Hadrian nodded, then entered. “Carma would have loved this place. When?”
“A month ago,” Napalm replied, but then nodded to the sound of his grandchildren playing as he went to fetch some tea. “They loved her.”
“I’m sure they still do, and you.”
Napalm chuckled, but didn’t argue. He’d led a fine life—one he could be proud of. When he returned with tea for both of them, they sat down and took a moment to simply enjoy each other’s company.
“Any… action, lately?” Napalm asked.
“My days of fighting the enemy are far from over,” Hadrian said, then sipped his tea.
“And mine?” Napalm asked.
“You did great. You made your people proud, and you helped save more lives than you could ever imagine.”
“But my days of war are at an end,” Napalm said, the realization setting in. He chuckled, looking down at his frail hands. “Somehow, I always imagined the day would come when you’d come calling, and I’d ride out to battle again as we used to do.”
“Ride off to peace, friend,” Hadrian said, and took the man in an embrace. After he left, through no fault of Hadrian’s, Napalm breathed his final breath, his time come at last.
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NORALDIAN
Sam woke from her state of meditation with a jolt. Was someone invading her world? Had her subconscious taken the game to the next level?
A voice told her no. But that didn’t make sense. Voices hadn’t been part of it. She wondered if she was going crazy. Finally losing it here in this strange place. She distantly remembered setting up tests to ensure no outsiders got through, that they’d have to pass these tests of friendship and teamwork, tests the enemy shouldn’t be capable of.
But who else would be here? Why?
Sam perked up, confused, and glanced around. She took a few steps and noticed the hills starting to vibrate. Suddenly the test activated, everything spinning and then breaking outward like shards of glass. White light overtook it all, including her.
She awoke on the Noraldian. She had been sleeping—or maybe the tests she’d set up affected her in unexpected ways, since she certainly wasn’t where she had been. Now, all of the light worked as she willed it, acting in unison to show the scene outside.
A ship was there, seemingly floating along, aimless. Scanning it, she discovered several forms, all unconscious.
It took a while for the ship to come within range, but once it had, Sam attached it to the port of the Noraldian, using the latching skills Hadrian had shown her how to use so long ago. She boarded the ship through the airlock, and immediately froze.
A woman was standing there, staring at her.
“I am Lamb,” the woman said. “And you are…?”
“Sam,” Sam replied, eyeing the woman, noting that she was somewhat translucent. “You’re not really here, are you?”
“Correct. My apologies. I am A.I. Lamb, not the real super known as Lamb, but a projection of her, in a sense. Sam, you say? As in, the Shadow Mystic?”
Sam nodded, confused.
“We have been looking for you,” Lamb went on. “But I will allow them to fill you in on what’s been happening, as I wasn’t party to the conversations. For now, please let me introduce you to the crew. They will stay in sleep mode, I assume?”
“Until I’m ready, I imagine,” Sam replied, still feeling out of it and groggy after all this time. “Please.” She motioned for A.I. Lamb to lead the way.
Entering the bridge, Sam froze, hand on the wall. “I don’t… understand.”
“Ah, you mean Charm, here?” A.I. Lamb asked, walking over to stand next to a woman who had pink hair, but also pink fox ears and two bushy tails flailed out on each side of the chair. She looked back to where another strange woman sat, this one with wings. All of them were in their seats except two, who were passed out on the floor.
Among them was a man with brown hair. Fairly unremarkable. Sam scanned him with her HUD, and it pulled up a range of powers he had. She frowned, trying to understand it.
“Breaker,” A.I. Lamb said, indicating the man. “He sort of adapts others’ powers into his own.”
“Powers?” Sam asked.
“Like you have the….” she paused, then nodded, “….ability to latch, to cause explosions, create lightning—”
“Skills, not powers,” Sam said, although she knew at least some of her so-called skills had been around when all this started.
“Well, where we come from, we think of them as powers.” A.I. Lamb then gestured to the pink-haired fox. “That’s Charm, and the green-haired one is Twitch. Twitch sort-of alters reality.” Lamb moved over to one with white hair and a massive rifle on her lap. “Shimmer,” she said, then back to the winged one, “And that’s Harp. I think she’s kind of lovers with that one,” she indicated a lady with large eyes, which were evident even when closed, and glowing antennae pointed Sam’s way. She had the feeling that this large-eyed one could still sense what was going on around her even though she was, for all intents and purposes, unconscious.
“And her?” Sam asked, passing a larger, darker woman.
“Gale. And actually, you might be interested to know that both she and Breaker have lightning powers similar to your own.”
“How is it you know so much about me?” Sam asked.
“A simple scan reading. That’s all.”
Sam frowned but nodded, turned, and then saw another woman near the back with eyes peeled and staring straight ahead. Panic must’ve shown, because A.I. Lamb stepped into her line of sight and waved a hand.
“Nothing to worry about,” A.I. Lamb said. “That’s Aegriss. She’s out like the rest of them, in a sense, but…”
“Android,” Sam said, her HUD showing this. “She looks so… real.”
“Acts like it, as well.”
A.I. Lamb stood there, waiting, while Sam frowned, looking around at each of the unconscious crew.
“What’s the plan?” A.I. Lamb asked.
“I’ll take them aboard my ship,” Sam said. “Test them.”
“Is that really necessary? I can assure you that each—”
“Yes, it is,” Sam cut her off, already undoing harnesses and using her light powers and the powers of this place to cause those she had freed to float.
“And… this one?” Sam asked, having come across a woman she hadn’t noticed at first, on the floor past a bench area. She knelt at the woman’s side. Something about her looked very familiar, even with the blue skin.
“Andromida,” A.I. Lamb said, and the expression on her face showed something was up.
“You sense it, too?” Sam asked.
“I sense nothing. However, a scan shows similarities between the two of you.”
“Between…?” Sam cocked her head, then chuckled. That was it, the similarity was to herself. Something about the face structure, although she certainly had never had blue skin. A passing resemblance, she decided. Nothing more.
When she was ready, she walked back through the airlock where the ships were attached to each other, with the others floating close behind. Sam looked forward to human contact again, if these were humans. But first, she had to ensure that she could trust them.
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NORALDIAN
The water was shifting… Moving. Sam had them under until they could mentally find a way out, to show they were worthy of her test. Apparently, it was time.
A woman’s voice broke through from the others. “Shadow Mystic, we’re here for your help! We’ve been told you are the only one who can save humanity.”
Her visitors had woken. Sam initiated a simulation, so that they wouldn’t simply see her and the inside of the simulation room, and then prepared to meet this strange crew from the other ship.
“Who are you and why are you looking for me?” Sam asked when she saw them there, below, waiting. She descended with her metallic wings, unsure what to make of this group.
“We’re looking for the Shadow Mystic,” the man, Breaker, said. Hearing the name she’d been given, Sam blinked, caught off guard. It had been so long since that day. Even though for her it had felt like less than a year, she knew in her heart that many hundreds of years must have passed.
She landed softly in front of them, a beam of light bursting out from her and shooting around in a circle, expanding to show the metallic, oval room of the Noraldian. Of course, she had never left, had she? Sam took a moment to get her bearings, then made eye contact with the closest of them—the woman with green hair.
“Again, what do you want with me?” Sam asked.
“You,” Breaker said, “are the Shadow Mystic?”
Sam frowned, but nodded.
“My father sent us,” the woman with blue skin and glowing, blue eyes said. Andromida, Sam’s HUD reminded her. Good, she thought, because no way would she remember those names on her own.
“Oh?” Sam asked. “And your father should impress me because—”
“Hadrian,” Andromida interrupted. “We’ve had too much shit to sit around discussing this with you. So, either you’re the great hero he said you were, or you’re wasting our time. Which is it?”
Sam arched a brow, but then smiled. “Hadrian sent you, and you’re… his daughter.” Honestly, she wasn’t sure this could be true, but, she so wanted it to be. “I’m… relieved.”
“Relieved?” Breaker asked.
Sam nodded. “Not only did I not think I’d ever see real people again, but family? Even less expected.”
“I’m not following, Shadow Mystic,” Andromida said.
“Call me Sam. And Hadrian was… like a father to me.” Remembering him was more painful than she had expected.
“But we’re not actually related?” Andromida asked.
“It’s complicated,” Sam replied. “The quick version is… we share ancient ancestors, at least.”
They all shared confused and surprised looks.
“You’re on my ship,” Sam explained, gesturing to the metal room. “I brought you the moment I sensed you all breaking out of the wall.” At least, that’s what she figured had happened.
“The wave of light, you mean?” Twitch, the one with green hair asked.
Sam grinned. “A protective wall of my design, one I learned to create with a very powerful application of my skills. It almost killed me, but it’s held the enemy back for—”
“No, it hasn’t,” Andromida interrupted. “They’ve made it through.”
“The enemy?” Sam replied with a frown. “No, that’s not possible.”
“Tell that to Hadrian. He says not only did they make it through, but you’re the only one who stands a chance of truly helping to push them back.”
With a curt nod, Sam motioned the others to follow.
“And our ship?” Shimmer, the one with white hair, asked.
Sam waved her hand, then hit an invisible button in the air, so that half the room turned into a display of one side of the exterior of her ship along with their space ship, attached to her own.
Sam glanced over at the man, sensing caution. “Everything’s as it was, now. Once you were passed out, I brought you on board and set this up to find out who you are. Had you failed the first part of my test, you’d all have been put out of your misery and sent to float through space for eternity.”
“Well… lucky us,” Shimmer said.
Sam was humored by their attitude. “Let’s see if we can escape this place then, shall we?”
She slid her hand over the sensor that caused the door to slide open, and started to exit when the man said, “Excuse me. ‘See’ if we can escape?”
“What, you thought you’d find me and we’d be able to waltz right out of here?” Sam chuckled. “Maybe the world back there has become too easy, but in my day, that’s not how it was.”
“Your day…?” Twitch frowned, but on checking over one of her pink screens, her eyes went wide. “Oh, wow… you’re old.”
“Hey now.” Sam motioned them forward. “You coming?” She continued on, explaining as best she could as she led the way. “I was born a long time ago, but this—whatever this is—acts as a sort of time bubble, meaning I’m really not much older than any of you, if at all. That said,” she paused with a nod at Andromida, “our kind live quite long lives, as you’d have seen with Hadrian. I’m only half, so…”
“Oh, me too,” Andromida said.
“Yeah?”
“He’s my dad, but my mom was this Tier One super, good with fertility and all that.”
Sam smiled, wondering what it would’ve been like to have been born in among supers. “Sweet. My mom was a human, I mean, a normal Earther, I guess you’d say. But man, she was in no way ‘normal.’ The most badass Marine you’d ever meet, no contest.”
The thought of her mom hit hard, as she processed the fact that, while it hadn’t felt like much time at all, Sam had likely been in the time warp for an incredibly long time. Long enough that her mom was likely long gone.
Sam stared off into the distance, wondering how Earth had turned out.
“And this whole escape plan?” Breaker asked.
“Right.” Sam straightened up, taking a deep breath. “To keep the rift closed, I had to ensure safeties were put in place, in case I turned.”
“Turned?” Shimmer asked.
“Yeah, like if the enemy happened to take over my brain and use me for evil. That kind of stuff.”
“And to be clear… how do we know that isn’t the case right now?” Charm asked.
Sam chuckled. “Same way I know you all are really sent by Hadrian, and on my side.”
“Which is?”
“Faith. Hope. Dumb blindness…” Sam shrugged. “Maybe it’s that I want it to be true, because being stuck here for hundreds of years—even if it’s really seemed like much less—is driving me insane.”
“Right….” Charm said.
“You’ll just leave the place unguarded then?” Gale asked.
“The energy shield will remain,” Sam said. “But from what you’ve said, it hasn’t been perfect. Let’s fix that. You… have a way to return? Once we escape, I mean?”
Andromida raised a finger. “That would be on me.”
“Great, then let’s see what we can do here, shall we?” Sam considered them again, then led them to the docking port, and opened an airlock to their ship. “Stay close, right? And… have you ever fought a dragon before?”
“I’ve kind of been a dragon,” Breaker said, grinning.
“Illusion,” Shimmer explained.
“Ah. No, this one is real. It’s sort of the guardian I set up—a gift from an old friend. Good news is, even if we win, it won’t die. Sort of a spiritual power I set up on it, so that it basically re-spawns in that time bubble.”
“This place is soooo weird,” Gale said.
“Now you know how I felt when I first arrived on that prison ship,” Breaker replied.
Twitch laughed, but Charm nodded.
“The key is to find out how they’ve gotten past her, and then do the same ourselves,” Sam explained. “Seal up the breach, get out and expel anyone who made it through…”
“Or kill them,” Andromida said. “Seems the easier route.”
Sam nodded, but wasn’t sure. It might be easier to expel them than fight. “Some of them… not so much.”
“Oh…”
Sam turned to note the android, Aegriss, joining them. With a nod, Sam analyzed her now that the android was active again. Interestingly, she had tech that wasn’t so far off from what she was used to. Maybe an Earther creation?
“What exactly are we going up against, here?” Breaker asked.
“On the other side?” Sam turned away, remembering the images she had seen with her ability. “Let’s just say we’ll hope the worst of the worst hasn’t made it through. Simply, half-spider robotic people who can control minds, death-like beings who are unmatched with blades and can zip around like the wind, and… the list goes on. Maybe it’s better if we just find out what we’re up against when we get there, and I can tell you what I know of them… if they are ones I know anything about.”
“So, there are some you wouldn’t?” Shimmer asked.
Sam nodded. “I’ve faced my fair share of them, but from what I understand only a portion of the true enemy made it through. They came at us with an arsenal that certainly could’ve wiped out Earth, and came damn close, but we pushed them back. Miraculously.”
“I’m feeling very motivated right now.” Gale’s eyes were wide. “Thanks for the pick-me-up pep talk.”
Sam chuckled, shaking her head, then gestured to their ship. “You want to feel confident? Go play laser tag. This isn’t Tacoma, this is… Actually, I don’t know what to call this place.”
“Laser tag?” Aegriss asked, then seemed to be scanning something. “Oh, I’m seeing records of some old game that was for young teens—”
“It was for whoever wanted to have fun,” Breaker replied, earning an interested look from Sam. Who was this guy?
“Point being, we might all die,” Sam said, seeing how the words affected him. No flinching. “No use sugar-coating it.”
Aegriss nodded.
“I like this gal,” Charm said with a grin to Sam. “I mean, I don’t like the idea of dying, but hell, we’re here to be fucking superheroes. Might as well live up to it or die trying.”
“Sure, but let’s avoid the dying part if possible.” Breaker looked over his team, and Sam noted the way he seemed to truly care for all of them. A strange group, this one. Breaker cocked his head, grinning. “I plan on having you all at my side the day I become an Elder.”
“Hold up.” Sam wasn’t sure she had heard him right. “They’re making you an Elder?”
“That’s the plan.”
“They wanted to have the ceremony for him before he left,” Twitch said as if bragging about her man. “But he insisted on finishing this first.”
“Much respect,” Sam said. “Similar situation with me, actually.”
“You were going to be an Elder?” Breaker asked.
“Hey, if we survive this, maybe we both will be.” Sam motioned to the ship. “But for now, we have a dragon to fight, and at least one galaxy to save.”
“Saving a galaxy can be exhausting,” Breaker added with a wink.
“Once you’re in your ship, stay docked,” Sam said. “I’ll get us to the barrier point, where basically it’ll be a mind-fuck again, like you all experienced and had to work your way out of just now, but when it’s over we’ll be back on the ships, into the point where I believe we’ll be able to see where the breach is. Any questions?”
“Yeah,” Breaker said. “How do we fight a dragon?”
“Same way you fight anything else,” Sam replied with a chuckle. “Swords and guns… and for all of you, superpowers. But how do you win a fight against a dragon? That’s the real question, isn’t it? Corny as it sounds, teamwork and sacrifice—hence the setup. I don’t believe the enemy capable of this, which is why I’m certain they found a workaround.”
“Roger that,” Gale said. “We’ll do our best.”
“Damn well better be enough.”
“Wait…” Twitch was looking at Sam, eyes narrowed. “If it requires all that to pass… you…?”
“I never planned on leaving,” Sam explained. “I was the guardian, in place to ensure all of this continued to run as it should. Hey, don’t pity me, though—to me, it’s only seemed like a year or two has passed… give or take.”
Their silence was deafening. To clear her mind, Sam assessed Twitch, screen showing information on her and how she used her power. “Your screens…?”
“Altering reality, in a sense,” Twitch explained.
“And the rest of you?” Sam asked.
Twitch licked her lips, but then smiled and motioned as Charm spoke up.
“Cloaking, breaths that affect people around me in strange ways—but also affect me in the process.” Charm looked at her hands, then shrugged. “And apparently this new power where I can suck in breath, using it to do strange things.”
“Right, such as?”
“You’ll see soon enough, I think,” Charm replied with a wink.
“And you do lightning, right?” Sam asked the larger lady, Gale.
“That and ice, winds, stuff of that sort,” Gale replied.
“Breaker here does lightning, too,” Charm said, an arm around him. “But so much more.”
Sam nodded. “Your ship’s A.I. briefed me a bit, but… okay. I imagine I’ll get a chance to see more soon. Any other powers I should be aware of? I mean, just so I know what to look out on the battlefield.”
“I can actually boost people, and do shields,” Twitch said. “Should’ve mentioned that.”
“And if you see a massive firestorm or something that doesn’t seem to make sense, it might be one of my illusions,” Shimmer said. “I’d like to make it so only the enemy sees them, but that’s not always the case.”
“I look forward to seeing that,” Sam said with a chuckle. A thought hit her, though, as she eyed Twitch and the screen she still had floating next to her.
“Wait a sec,” Sam said. “Twitch, if you can alter reality, or whatever—program your surroundings—and Breaker can kind of adapt other supers’ powers into his own…” Sam glanced at Breaker, then Twitch. “Couldn’t you try altering people’s powers? Maybe give yourself some of these other supers’ powers?”
Twitch didn’t seem to have considered that before, but pulled up her screen to scan Sam. Next, she turned to do the same to Harp. With a second screen, she cringed. “As smart as that sounds, and trust me, I felt like an idiot for a second having not thought of it before… it looks complicated. It could be risky.”
“Risky as in ‘lose your life’ risky,” Breaker asked, “or as in…?”
“I don’t think that far.” Twitch had her face in the screens. “But… I mean, it’d be altering my inner self, almost like changing my soul, you know? Think of it like a river that’s divided by large stones so that it leads off to various farms and villages. If I move around those stones, it changes direction. One farm might not be able to grow its crops anymore, a village not have drinking water…”
“You’re losing me,” Charm admitted.
“I’m saying I could cut off other powers, including my ability to alter code. If I’m not careful, anyway. Could end up stuck with whatever power I take—and even that might not be exactly what I wanted—or could even end up with no power whatsoever.”
“Right, might not be worth it,” Sam admitted.
“Except…” Breaker seemed to be considering it. “If I activated my coding again and the troubleshooter, maybe together we’d have a good shot?”
Twitch nodded. “I was considering that as an option. But you’re having so much fun with your current skill makeup.”
“I mean… if I had to delete some, or rearrange them, all I’d have to do to get back to where I am is put them back, and that’s easily doable, as long as…” He glanced in Andromida’s direction and the conversation devolved to one of them flirting and talking sex while Sam analyzed her skill tree, the light.
Then Twitch said, “It’s an option, though. Or, could be. If I’m going to do this, I’d experiment on myself first. See if it even works.”
Sam perked back up, curious to see if this actually happened. If it worked, she wondered about developing her powers even further, or adding more to the mix. She had some great skills, but wouldn’t mind being able to teleport or mind-control someone.
“But I’m really not sure it’s worth the risk,” Breaker said. He took Charm’s arm, gave her an affectionate squeeze. To Sam’s surprise, he walked over to Twitch, brushing her hair out of her face to kiss her on the forehead. “I love you how you are, okay? All of you. There’s no reason to take risks.”
“Until there is a reason,” Sam countered, arching an eyebrow, trying to figure this out.
“Meaning?”
“All of that happy fun rainbow shit is good and all, until you have to sacrifice yourself for hundreds of years to ensure an enemy can’t get through—only to find out they did get through. We’re dealing with powers beyond your comprehension, and it might come down to Twitch here needing to up her game, to take it to the next level.”
“If it comes to it, we’ll all do whatever it takes,” Breaker said. “But for now, we’re kicking ass just fine.”
“Agreed,” Twitch said, but Sam wasn’t so sure she was convinced. She also wasn’t sure how to take this whole relationship dynamic, but figured she would do her best to ignore it for now. None of her business.
The conversation over, Twitch led the way to their ship, leaving Sam reeling with anticipation. As odd as this group was, she hoped they passed the test.
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SILVER PLANET
Sam took her spot on her ship, preparing the second part of her test. Somewhere along the line she had set it up, but she couldn’t remember when. It was a bit of a blur, along with the idea of how to activate the dragon. At one point she had merged with it, sort of, hadn’t she? Just like she had done with Dex.
The thought left her with a deep sorrow, but also with a thought—was she becoming some parasite that fed off those around her? Or a black hole that would absorb them into her system? A shudder ran through her at the thought.
One of them—Sam was pretty sure the one called Charm—said, “Was he flirting with her?”
It made Sam chuckle, along with the thought of how ridiculous it would be if so. She being hundreds of years old at this point. Then again, some of them could be older than they looked, if their superpowers caused them to age slower.
She tried to ignore the rest of their conversation, as they went on debating whether there had been flirting or not. Considering what they were up against, she couldn’t see how it mattered. Her mind went back to Dex, to the moment he had merged with her, and that intense sorrow flooded back again, followed by a tingling sense of relief. No matter what happened next, he was with her, in a sense.
And if it ended poorly, she had to admit, she had done well for herself and Earth. If it was her time, so be it.
“She’s like… hundreds of years old, for one,” Charm’s voice returned, and Sam frowned, wondering if it was so obvious.
“Honestly, if a teammate is a good teammate—” Shimmer’s voice replied.
“No, shut up, you get no more say.”
“To be clear, I can still hear you all,” Sam said through the comms.
“Oh, uh…” Charm hesitated. “You get it, right?”
“I do, and to be clear, again, I didn’t think he was flirting. And it would never happen.”
“What? Why? He’s not good enough for you?” Charm spat back.
“Nothing like that. Simply put, my heart belongs to another.” Sam’s memory returned to the beaches and holding hands with Dex, walking with him as the sun glistened on the receding waves. She was never sure which of them influenced the formation of beaches and breathable water, or if the planet itself was responsible for that, but her times there with Dex were some of her most-cherished memories.
Finally, Charm interrupted the silence. “Sorry to distract from our dragon hunt.”
Sam laughed. “Not much of a hunt, but yeah. Stay focused. We’ll be there shortly.”
“How long… exactly?” Charm asked.
“Time has lost meaning for me, for the most part,” Sam admitted. “But in words that would make sense to you, about an hour.”
“Perfect!” Charm replied. “Twitch, do what you need to do to get ready. We’ll ensure Breaker here’s as pumped up as he can be.”
“Yeah, sure,” Twitch said,
They went back to their team chatter, or bickering, and Sam rolled her eyes, trying to ignore them. Finally, when one of them made what sounded like a sexual suggestion, she said, “Judging by that last bit, I’m going to block out all audio for a bit. Um… have fun.”
And with that, Sam muted them, focusing instead on the mission ahead. As they approached, she guided them along, watching the silver planet draw close. Barren, flat. Nothing like it had appeared in Sam’s many experiences.
“So, there’s a part of this whole equation I didn’t tell you about,” Sam said, having turned the comms back on. She let the other ship detach.
“What’s that?” Twitch asked.
“I can’t exactly help you in the fight. I can advise, nothing more. Part of how it’s set up. But hey, this way I get to see your powers in action. Should be fun.”
“Yes, fun,” Andromida grumbled.
Sam frowned as they argued about the situation, then looked at them on the screen. “I’ll sign off and let you get to it.”
She canceled the comms, then sat back to watch the show as they landed on the silver planet. This team seemed legit, they seemed honorable. Her test would determine how accurate that assumption was. Charm was the first one off their ship, Laurel and Harp close behind her.
All of this was still surreal, considering Sam hadn’t had contact with anyone in such a long time.
It took a bit for Breaker to show up, then the rest followed. As soon as they had all disembarked, the silver started to change, a mist moving over it. The planet twisted, turning and shifting, moving around them until the dragon appeared from above.
The dragon swooped low, breathing a burst of purple and blue plasma. It hit, wiping them out. Sam sat straight, eyes wide. Over so soon? And… like that?
Only, the team appeared ten feet to the left, a shimmer of light rippling over the spot where the dragon had hit. It made sense, then—an illusion. Smart. Meanwhile, the dragon was circling above, seemingly done with them.
It didn’t notice, therefore, when Harp flew up and hit it with a blast from her voice. The waves of energy made the dragon screech and go flailing down. It must’ve clipped her with a wing, though, because a second later Harp fell from the sky.
Breaker darted over to catch her. A moment later the two of them vanished and reappeared farther away. This team was full of surprises, and it seemed powers had evolved quite a bit since Sam was active in space. Andromida darted forward with metal shooting up to form tunnels around her, more metal flashing out in front of her to attack.
Charm was charging forward too, each tail a different color, and she vanished to appear on the dragon’s neck as Andromida’s metal screeched against the dragon’s scales.
The dragon kicked off, massive wings flapping, starting to fly away with Charm still holding on. Light flashed as Charm attacked, but Sam wasn’t concerned with that, but more with two of the others talking.
Maybe they’d figure this out yet. ‘Teamwork,’ Sam had said, and they were at least talking. All of a sudden, Breaker charged forward and jumped up, transforming into a partial dragon! Gale followed next, shooting up with the wind as Breaker became a full dragon. Charm was attempting to slam a blue shield through the dragon’s neck, but then the dragon balked and Charm went flying through the air. Breaker flew in fast, but Charm grabbed hold at the base of one of the dragon’s wings.
Next Gale was throwing ice and snow, opening up the dragon for a shot from Breaker. Its tail got him, then Gale, and Charm was hanging on with claws of light. Breaker returned, still in dragon form, the two dragons going at it, until Breaker flared his wings with teeth in the other dragon’s wing, so that when he pulled away the wing was in shreds.
Sam leaned back, taking a breath. This was all temporary, she reminded herself. Her dragon friend wasn’t really getting hurt, aside from maybe temporary pain. As she spun, Charm went flying. Breaker, too, was knocked back as he lost his ability to stay in dragon form.
The real dragon slammed into the ground and plowed through it, while Andromida was back at it with metal, attempting to use the planet to swallow the huge creature. Twitch used energy shields while Laurel pulled Aegriss out of the way. When they recovered, Aegriss started blasting away what appeared to be a hole that Charm had torn open.
Breaker traveled close with his teleport skill, appearing next to Charm, and they went back for the attack. He had lightning shooting out from a ball of energy, while Gale was above with her ice spears.
Suddenly Andromida thrust her hands up and her tunnel took her, plowing right through the dragon’s mouth, metal tearing at it from the inside.
A strange pain hit Sam and she was torn from her location of observation, screaming, writhing in pain… and it all came back. While she had been able to split her consciousness, she was one with the dragon. Completely.
Now that the pain was hitting, keeping up the two sides of her simply wasn’t feasible. More attacks were coming, hitting her chest, and she lurched over, falling limp.
Maybe she could have risen, fought more… but there wasn’t a need. These weren’t her enemies, but her new teammates.
They had passed.
The form of the dragon left, and Sam was there without her armor. For some reason, being nude like this didn’t bother her. She certainly wasn’t the young woman she had once been, although in her mind and body it still seemed that way.
She pushed herself up, ignoring the looks of shock from the team of supers.
“Well done.” Sam stood there, noticing that Breaker had turned, doing his best not to look at her in this form. Deciding it was time to be clothed, Sam’s armor flew to her, cloak wrapping around her waist and another at her head. Weapons, too.
When she was presentable again, she nodded as if they had simply been waiting for her to put on her shoes.
“You…?” Breaker started, chest heaving, hair soaked with sweat and sticking to his forehead. “You were the dragon?”
“I summoned the dragon, and through me it came, but I was never the actual dragon.” Sam felt that was real, in a sense. The dragon was its own being, but one with her. Strange, yes.
“Confusing.” Charm said, using the next word Sam had been about to think. “Also, I’d be remiss if I didn’t comment on your hot bod.”
“Really?” Gale laughed. “Remiss?”
“Well, you never know—what if one reason she sacrificed herself to live hundreds of years by herself in this weird place is she was insecure about her body, but now I’m telling her it looks damn good. So, no more insecurity.”
“I’m not sure that’s how it works.”
“Well, if a guy says it, it’s creepy.” Charm turned to Breaker. “It was nice though, huh?”
“Honestly, I looked away the moment I realized what was going on,” he said.
Sam held up her hands. “First, thank you for that. The perfect gentleman. Second, thank you Charm, but… you’re making it awkward. Rest assured, any insecurities I might have had didn’t come into play with regard to my decision to sacrifice myself.”
“Who can blame you, with a bod—” Charm started.
Laurel was there, hand over Charm’s mouth, trying to hold back a laugh. “She really doesn’t know when to stop.”
Charm moved the hand away, grinning. “It’s true. One of my strengths as a… Oh, I was gonna say human. Should I…?”
“Versus…?” Sam turned to the rest, wondering what they all considered themselves.
“There’s a theory now that she’s actually either a descendant of some alien race that started a legend of spiritual beings—kitsune—or she is an actual spiritual being.” Breaker shrugged, looking at her as if certain she wouldn’t believe him.
“Interesting,” Sam replied. “I like it, but let’s go with spiritual being, because that’s fun. Plus, you all just saw a dragon, so why the hell not, right?”
Charm smiled wide and jumped a bit. “I nominate Sam, the Shadow Mystic, to be the decider on all things worth deciding about.”
Sam laughed with a shake of her head, wondering what she was really getting involved with here. Times had changed, and so had the dynamics of her team.
“Should we… get going?” Breaker asked.
“Of course.” Sam gestured to the ship, leading the way. “It’s just that I used to have a team like yours. Not as… ridiculous, but a team, and we worked well together.”
When Sam arrived at the ships, Breaker asked, “Aren’t we going to check out the… place?”
She chuckled, then pointed at the sky above, past the ships and almost at the horizon. “That’s it.” When the rest were all at her side, Sam explained, “When the dragon’s there, you won’t be able to see it. They shouldn’t have had a chance at finding it, but with magic—or powers, or whatever you want to call it—time has a way of making rules no longer rules.”
“See what?” Aegriss asked.
“Give it a moment.” Sam held up a hand, counting down on her fingers. “The dragon’s essence has to fade, to be re-spawned. And then…”
The sky lit up at the point they were focusing on, turning pink and orange like a brilliant sunset, all but a section of it that took on a brilliant blue. She had dismissed it, let it stay while she went off with this team. Someone needed to stand guard, even if the enemy had found a way around.
“That’s the point.” Sam crossed her arms, shaking her head. “They really managed it. Though I don’t understand how.”
“At the Citadel, they have these alien devices,” Breaker explained. “Called Per-Neters, I think. Maybe…?”
“They wouldn’t have had Earth’s coordinates,” Laurel countered, “but we believe a certain super traveler gave them access, and other supervillains working with them in this way have made it possible.”
“In my time, the Per-Neters were only legend,” Sam said. “Something Hadrian mentioned in passing, but I never thought they were real—or if they were, I thought they’d ceased to exist long ago. This isn’t great.”
“Is there a solution?” Breaker asked.
“There always is. In this case, it’s get in there, kill them all or find some way to hunt them down and expel them back to their own world, then seal the gates again after we’ve followed them through.”
“Followed… Oh, shit.” Breaker grimaced. “To get the rest of the Per-Neters and ensure the enemy can never cross over again.”
“That, or kill them all. But your way seems far more… humane.”
The team seemed uncomfortable at this thought, but none looked away, all standing tall at the prospect of traveling to the other side of the universe.
“Well,” Breaker said, “standing around doing nothing sure as hell won’t save my galaxy.”
“No, it won’t,” Sam replied, and this time they went for the ships. Soon they were connected again, making for the gate and then ultimately, Earth.
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Sam stared at Earth on her display as they arrived, emotions tearing through her. Nobody she knew would be here anymore, not even their children’s children. This planet she was about to land on shared very little with the home it had once been.
Memories were a mixture of horror and nostalgia, fighting and friendship. Now, it was simply another planet that needed saving. When it was over, she had every intention of leaving it far behind.
They cloaked both ships to stay out of sight, and used a bit extra to stay off any sort of radar or other technology.
“Where’d they strike?” Breaker asked, voice crackling over comms.
“Oddly,” Twitch replied, “the signals I’m intercepting show attacks here.”
Sam couldn’t see where she was indicating, but was able to see on her own display that there were attacks on some of the planets outside of the solar system but still in the Milky Way. Then, some outside as well, in other systems.
“Zoom in.” Breaker said, then after a gasp added, “Interesting choice.”
“What?” Shimmer asked.
“She took out Planet Kill and Paradise Planet One.”
“The first was Earth’s largest source of entertainment,” Charm offered. “Maybe to hit them where it hurts in the fun department? That would devastate me.”
“Or more likely,” Aegriss said, “to hit the Elites where it hurts—their bank accounts. Planet Kill is, or was, one of the main reasons many Elites were able to live as they did.”
“And also Paradise Planet One,” Twitch added. “Which I’m going to assume was where a lot of the top brass lived?”
“Top Elites,” Breaker said. “Military commanders and politicians are elsewhere—spread out, really. Some would have been wiped out in that, yes, but others are on Earth and other planets or even space stations, while most of the military commanders are with their respective fleets.”
“My guess, then,” Gale said, “if your military is anything at all like ours where strategy is concerned, is that they’re now preparing for a major defensive or an offensive maneuver. Forces around the world are on alert or already called out to the more important planets.”
Sam noted that Gale might have been former military, and wondered about the rest. She would have to learn more about each of their pasts, at some point, and looked forward to doing so.
“That last bit certainly wouldn’t surprise me,” Breaker admitted. “Earth lost its value long ago, at least as far as the Elites are concerned.”
Based on what they were saying, Sam surmised that Planet Kill had been some planet used to entertain, while a Paradise Planet was were rich elites went to live. She had to take a moment to wonder what sort of world she was coming back to, but shook her head to clear the fog. Regardless of what the world and universe had turned into, she would do her part to help save them all.
Sam adjusted the comms so that Breaker and team appeared on the screen. “What do you make of it?”
“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Shimmer replied. “They’re attacking, but out there.”
“SO, why haven’t they come to Earth, yet?” Breaker asked. “If they… Oh!” His eyes lit up. “Of course. Her real goal isn’t to simply make me suffer, but to have me here so she can destroy Earth and me. Or us. She said that so we’d come here. She’s waiting for us to arrive before making her move.”
“The balls on that bitch,” Charm said with a laugh. “She’s so sure of this force she’s bringing, she didn’t even think for a minute we’d stand a chance.”
“Of course, they didn’t know we’d be bringing the Shadow Mystic herself,” Gale pointed out.
Sam nodded, thoughtfully, figuring that by ‘she’ they meant whatever supervillain was leading the attack. “And now that we’re here, where are they?”
“Incoming,” Shimmer said with a look to the sky. “That would be my guess.”
“Then let’s stop sitting around pondering and get to work setting up a defense plan.”
“You don’t think we should be on the front line of defense?” Shimmer asked.
“These supers coming,” Sam said, “they’re not going to show until they’re sure you’re around, right? That, or they’re going to start wreaking havoc if they found out you weren’t here at all.”
“That’s my latest theory,” Breaker said.
“Exactly. Let the Earth forces meet the alien forces first, and then we lure the supers out, set the trap.”
“And if the supers attack first?” Shimmer asked.
“We’ll be waiting, ready. With this ship, and yours I imagine, traveling around the Earth can be accomplished very quickly. We find a place to lie low, wait for them to strike. But I have another part of my plan—you all do as we just discussed, while I stay with my ship and do what I can to draw attention. That way, you all have a target.”
Watching Breaker and his team fly toward Earth, Sam turned outward, scanning for enemy ships. Comms were still open, so she heard Breaker say, “Lamb, take us to Paris.”
“A strong defensive position?” Shimmer asked.
“Sure.” Breaker said, but then added, “What? It could be. No?”
Sam laughed. “It’s come a long way since the last invasion, and I’ve been gone so long, who knows. But you want to tell them the real reason you want to go there?”
“It’s fucking France. I don’t know—croissants, delicious crepes.”
“As far as my scanners are showing, it’s as good a place as any,” Sam conceded.
“And your family?” Shimmer asked him. “Wouldn’t you prefer to go to them?”
“I’d considered it, but… if Muerta wants to take us out for killing Threed’s sister,” Breaker said. “Er… Plague… well, I think I’d want to be as far away from loved ones as possible.”
“Good point,” Twitch said. “This way, if she has some way of knowing we’re here, it’ll lead her to this France place and their excellent defense.”
Sam sighed. “Okay, signing off for now. As planned, you all find somewhere and get ready. Do whatever you need to do—meditate, whatever—to get in the right mindset. I’ll be hovering up here, on the lookout.”
“Roger that,” Gale replied, and then the connection cut off.
With that, they signed off.
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The first signs of the incoming ships came much closer than Sam would have hoped, although it didn’t surprise her. Of course, they would find a way to cloak, she figured, and of course it would be in some way that wouldn’t allow her scanners—or likely those of Earth—to pick them up.
Sam closed her eyes, focusing on the light within her, trying to push it through to her powers, to see if there was some way to amplify her skills for the upcoming fight. She attempted to draw upon her emotions as before, but this time was different. It had been so long, and she had so many opportunities to move on from her past. Still, she kept her eyes closed, focusing on the power, hoping it was like a flame that you had to ignite. Maybe enough rubbing would get it going.
But even with the alien invasion facing her head-on, she couldn’t draw on enough emotion to spark a flame.
When it didn’t come, she turned back to the invasion. Earth Marine ships were out there, private military, too, and she leaned back, wondering how this could go. Suddenly, as the aliens were incoming, the privatized military ships opened fire on the Marines.
Deeply shocked, Sam leaned forward, unable to believe this was happening. In her day, not only did the Earthers stand united against the Great Deceivers, but they partnered with all manner of alien allies. Where was that loyalty now? Where were the allies?
Scans of activity around Earth from the Noraldian’s screens showed large military battles in the outer atmosphere. Explosions, ships taking hits, a couple already starting to fall. No, not already—done falling, she realized when they cut to a scene of a large craft crashing through the Eiffel Tower, destroying it, others already hitting the nearby city.
The invasion had begun.
More images showed on her display as she scanned for channels below, news and others. People crying. Emergency crews moving the injured and dead. Blood. A leg sticking out from a collapsed building. And already, a super was emerging from some rubble in another city.
Then there was a woman with half of her face covered in a gold mask, her eyes glowing gold. From what the team had told Sam, she could assume this was their enemy. A quick scan showed her to be called Muerta.
Muerta turned to the camera with her half-mask and glowing gold eyes, and the city appeared behind her. One building stuck out more than the rest, and Sam saw it clearly for a moment before the attack came, just before the signal vanished.
The Red Square, with its colored domes. Moscow! Sam put in the coordinates, checking it against what her system said about the feed, and then nodded to herself. That was where they needed to be, and fast.
Sam found them already en route, going as fast as their ship could take them. Kind of pitiful, compared to the old-as-dirt Noraldian. She grinned, throwing on the comms as she caught up, and said, “Need a fast-pass?”
“How much older must your ship be?” Twitch replied over the comms. “Surely it’s not faster than ours.”
“Let’s find out.” Sam grinned as she left them far behind with a simple wave of her hand. “Now, I’m going to latch on, and want Andromida to latch at the same time.”
“What?” Andromida sounded worried.
“Never heard of leap-frog?” Sam laughed, thinking of this as the fun part. “We’re going to slingshot each other, back and forth. You’ll see.”
“I’m familiar,” Andromida said. “Let’s… try it.”
“Here goes!” Sam latched first, and soon they were using their powers to go one after the other, their ship then hers. She almost let out a whoop of excitement, until one thrust left her stomach feeling like it was about to go inside out. Trying to hold herself together, she pulled out of the latching. According to her sensors, they were over Russia, and where Breaker’s target had been last spotted. “Good enough.”
“Where is Muerta now?” Breaker asked.
“She’s just… waiting,” Twitch replied, and Sam confirmed it.
“Fuck. Red Square, still?”
“That’s the place,” Twitch said.
“So, she’s setting a trap.” Andromida offered. “I’m fine with that.”
Charm laughed. “As long as we get to fight her, I couldn’t care less what sort of bullshit ambush she thinks will work. We’ll obliterate her.”
“Obliterate?” Laurel asked. “I’m glad we’re all so confident, but… do we know anything about her and the type of supers she might have on her side?”
A moment of silence passed, Sam glancing around the Noraldian, starting to feel the loneliness of being by herself while the others were all on the other ship. If they weren’t so close, she thought she might have invited a couple of them to ride with her. Maybe Charm or Laurel—they both struck her as interesting.
“We believe Muerta is,” Breaker said, “or was, working with a supervillain called Asterisk, but we’re really not sure, and I doubt she’s here anyway.”
“Asterisk?” Laurel laughed. “What, her superpower is she alters the meaning of words, or qualifies them?”
“The supervillain known as Asterisk,” Andromida explained, “took her name because of her ability to adapt others’ powers around her. Like a mirror that warps a reflection, a curved mirror, in a sense. She takes whatever powers you have and manipulates them, using your powers against you in twisted ways. Usually she stays back and lets her minions do the dirty work, but… I’m thinking there’s something going on here, something bigger than we all realize.”
They debated their next moves some more, then prepared to jump while Sam focused on making sure no ships saw them coming. Being cloaked helped, but with supers and alien tech involved, she wasn’t sure how far that would take them.
Sam waited, glanced around the ship while wondering at her apparent lack of a need to eat or sleep. It was partially disturbing, to say the least. She stood and went to the display, swiping part of it to show the world below, watching the clouds shift. Her reflection caught her eye and she held a hand up to it, as if this were some stranger staring back. It wasn’t that she looked so different that hit her as odd, but that she looked so much the same. Her face hadn’t aged at all, aside from one stark difference—her hair now had a sort of brilliance to it. Not quite white, but with a white glow, while not giving off light. She let it down and pulled it around to see that it was much longer than she remembered it.
She’d have to remedy that, when all of this was over. A nice haircut, a long bath, and—even though she might not need food or drink—a nice cup of coffee and a meat pie.
The screen still showing her display flickered and she turned to see it was time. As the others jumped, leaving their A.I. to man the ship, Sam pulled up images of the ground below, debating where she would add the most value. The Red Square had been torn apart in her day, blasted by the Syndicate Invasion, but apparently it was back in shape, looking fresh and better than ever. What really caught her heart-strings, though, were the Christmas decorations and light snow falling. Strings of lights lined the buildings around the square, a tall tree bringing her back to memories of the apartment where her grandma would take care of her while her mom was off on deployment.
Would this be the closest she ever came to Christmas again? She had survived hundreds of years without Christmas, but suddenly she found herself craving ginger cookies, oranges with little cloves stuck in them, and eggnog mixed with Sprite. Pumpkin pie… Damn, what she wouldn’t have done in that moment for even one bite of pumpkin pie!
Maybe they would have a way of getting it in space, she thought. Or a bakery on Earth, when the fighting was over. She really had no idea what would come after this, or if she would even survive the night.
Did she really want to? Everything was gone for her. Everything except this team, and the others who needed her protection. Both on Earth and out in space.
Sometimes she wished her sense of duty would just bugger off.
Then came what they were looking for, as if in afterthought, now that it had become such a norm. Evil supervillains attacking innocents and tearing down buildings, then pulling back into the darkness and out of sight.
A sudden blast of light shot down from a ship, right for the location of Breaker and his team, who had suddenly become visible on the screen. Sam cursed, turning to find the ship and unleash the Noraldian upon it. The bastards retreated as soon as she had missile lock, but a quick check showed that the team below was unharmed, thanks to some fancy shielding by Twitch and Andromida.
Setting the Noraldian to automatic defensive mode, Sam went to the ramp, lowered it, and then tested her metallic wings. They would have to do. She leaped, letting the wind catch her for a moment, and then angled down. She drew her weapons as she fell, her HUD showing various red forms incoming.
The fight was upon them.
Almost to the ground, Sam saw them now, supers in red and yellow, then a second wave in blue.
“So, it has begun?” Sam asked as she came in for a landing.
“It would appear so.” Twitch pointed to the cathedral, where a lone figure stood. Sam scanned to confirm it was Muerta again, and Twitch managed to create a screen that zoomed in, showing Muerta’s glaring face, her lips moving as her voice echoed out from all directions.
“Let’s see how you do against Mateso Six.” Muerta smiled in her wicked way.
“That’s supposed to mean something?” Sam asked.
“It does to me,” Gale said.
“All of us from the Oram system,” Laurel said. “We’ve been in pursuit of them. The Citadel has, that is. The Tortured is another name for them. They’re supers who once served the Citadel but betrayed us in the Gallivant Wars, went over to the enemy for more power… they got it, but at the price of their souls and sanity.”
“I thought they were all dead,” Gale said.
“That was the story,” Laurel replied. “Until about a week ago, when rumors of their return started surfacing.”
Sam jumped and hovered to get a better look, then heard Charm mutter something, followed by, “…they’re about to die.”
“This is the Charm I missed,” Harp’s voice machine said, and she spread her wings, ready to pounce.
A glance back showed that Muerta wasn’t advancing. Merely watching, for some reason. Sam frowned, but figured that was fine by her. She was about to put on a show of force for that lady, to let her know what she would be dealing with.
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As the Tortured approached, Sam got a better look at them. These ones wore shades of gold and red with streaks of black. Some had long, flowing hair, their hands glowing or weapons at the ready.
One was shooting green, glowing arrows, another had an axe bigger than any Sam had ever seen before. Another, a shield that pulled light into itself. Others came behind them, but Sam was already focusing on this first bunch, picking her target.
“Since we haven’t discussed this, I’m going to just go ahead and ask.” Breaker turned to Sam. “You can fight, right?”
She laughed, hit a section of her armor at the side of her neck, and a full helmet and mask unfurled, covering all but her eyes. “See the space ninja getup? Means yes.”
Breaker laughed in return, bracing himself for the fight.
An arrow came at Sam and she moved out to the side easily enough with the help from her cloak, though she let her shield absorb the next one so that it wouldn’t continue its trajectory toward Charm.
“Don’t get hurt on my account,” Charm said, eyeing Sam with a grin. “I’m a big girl, I can dodge a couple arrows.”
Sam chuckled. “I bet you can. Still, better safe than sorry.”
As the supers closed the distance between Sam and the others, Aegriss came up to her side. “What’s your deal, anyway?”
“My deal?”
“As in, why’re you helping us?” Aegriss’s eyes darted back to Breaker momentarily, conveying her true meaning.
“Don’t worry, it’s not… anything like that. Simply saving the world—or universe, depending on the day.”
Laurel laughed. “I like her.”
More arrows came. This time, Twitch used her pink screens to make energy shields that repelled them.
“We all think she’s great,” Twitch said. “You know, for someone who made us fight a dragon.”
“Considering I kind of was the dragon there,” Sam paused to jump and pull Laurel aside with her, dodging a blast of blue energy from the others, “I’d say it was advanced sparring, that’s all.”
Twitch laughed, now adjusting her screens while looking over the team. “I’m adding some boosts to speed, cool? Agility, stamina, all of that.”
Sam arched an eyebrow, but took what she could get. A glow went over her for a moment, and while she didn’t feel any differently yet, she imaged she would have her chance soon. Sure enough, the supers closed the distance quite fast, seeing that their projectiles weren’t doing any good.
The super with the axe went for Breaker while Twitch made energy shields to block some of the arrows, Gale’s wind powers throwing aside the rest.
“Can you deal with the rest of ‘em while we take out the supers?” Shimmer asked, hefting a massive rifle that seemed way too big for her slight frame. She indicated the horde of incoming enemies behind the supers. “Those are the Refurbished. Like cyborgs, basically. It would sure help to have them off our asses.”
“And these supers…” Gale snorted. “We can take care of them.
Sam looked out at the Refurbished. “These tin cans won’t be a problem.”
She didn’t even wait for the others, instead charging forward, darting through the first round of opponents while shooting those she could. Her goal was to take out as many of the tin cans as she could, fast, so getting in the middle of them was her best bet. Two almost got to her, but she slid between them, sword up and slicing as she did, then came up the other side with a spinning attack that sent heads flying.
Her sword hit the ground and a shock wave flew out, taking down a circle around her, and then she was aiming at the next group, unleashing bolts of lightning, exploding heads, and dodging attacks. The enemy finally processed what was happening and two mechs joined in the fight. Waves of Refurbished were thrown at her as a distraction, while the mechs opened up with missiles and a plasma cannon. Sam was smarter than them, though, and quicker. And generally all around more badass.
Even as they strafed the ground, she was on the other side, climbing up one to shoot a barrage of bullets into its core, then leaping off before the bastard exploded. It toppled, crushing several Refurbished, the explosion taking more.
Sam spun, peripherals catching sight of what looked like a hellhound pummeling the Refurbished to her right, but she thought that must have been an illusion from Shimmer. Both Shimmer and Aegriss were shooting at the enemy, while overhead Gale shot around on the wind, going toe-to-toe with one of the supers. On her other side, Charm had her claws of white working, and presumably Breaker and the others were past her.
More Refurbished needed to be dealt with, and then Sam figured she would check in on them to ensure they were doing okay. A few shots here and there, more blasts from her sword, and Sam had cleared another area. Drones flew in overhead, shooting and lighting up her shield, but then she was out of there, amidst another group of Refurbished. If not for her, the others could’ve been crippled by sheer numbers.
A grunt sounded and Sam turned to see Gale take a blast that knocked her to the ground, at the same time as Shimmer was getting whacked by a kick to the face, causing her illusions to vanish.
Sam shot at the super who was about to dive after Gale, then ran over to Shimmer, but was glad to see the woman pull herself up and send a maelstrom of bullets at her opponent. They seemed to be everywhere, and one caught the super in the gut, causing him to fall. Sam would’ve thought the super could’ve avoided the shots, but then processed the fact that Shimmer had illusioned the shots so they looked like way more than there really were. For a super trying to dodge, he might well have moved right into the line of fire instead.
Sam turned in time to see Breaker land a good hit on his opponent. A crack of the axe guy’s jawbone sent him reeling, staggering back. Another crack sounded and then Sam registered herself falling, having to spin and push off the ground as she realized she’d been hit. One of the supers was leering at her, but darted off before she could get in a return shot.
Another glance at Breaker showed his opponent went down with a kick, landing face-first. One super tried to stop Breaker, but Gale shot her back with lightning not so different from Sam’s, while Sam shot at several Refurbished incoming.
The supervillain, Muerta, was still there in the distance, watching. Sam would’ve killed to know what was going on in that super’s mind, to understand how she could let these others fight for her while she simply observed.
With a sickening crunch, Breaker crushed the axe-man’s head. The corpse glowed gold, but Breaker used an ability to make him teleport, it looked like, and as flame burst out and the body exploded, he reemerged nearby. Harp was in the air going for one of the flying supers, and Sam figured she would help the strange, winged lady. Shooting up at drones that had joined the fight, Sam leaped and took down a mech that was trying to join in the fight. Next, she spun and sent off a barrage of shots through a woman with red and green lights rippling over her. A teleport, Sam saw, but a tingling from inside and a flash of white light showed her exactly where this woman would reappear.
Sure enough, when Sam threw herself at the location and swung with her sword, she cut right through the woman as she reappeared.
Sam leaped back, sword slamming into the ground, exploding bursts of electricity toward this super and the next one over. The first one fell, dead, the next was slammed back in time to be hit by a joint attack from Harp and Charm, with Harp striking first. One went for Harp, but Breaker took on the man while Sam spun in time to see a shot from Aegriss take down a Refurbished who had been about to reach Sam.
“Thanks,” Sam called out, spinning and shooting one behind Aegriss. The two shared a nod, then were back at it, spinning and shooting, Sam mixing shots with explosive blasts and streaks of lightning.
Gale flew by overhead and caught several Refurbished in a gust of wind, impaling them on spears of ice she had called up. Andromida moved about like she owned the damn place, tearing them to shreds, and Twitch gave boosts to them all. Sam even felt her energy surge, and noticed the nod from Twitch.
As much as Sam missed the old team, she could definitely see herself fighting alongside people like this again. Maybe not this team exactly, because they seemed to have some weird sexual dynamic she couldn’t understand. But people like them.
Breaker ran off to help Aegriss, drawing the attention of some super who could levitate her. He had it covered, though, so Sam stuck with Twitch and Gale for the moment, trying to cut down the seemingly insurmountable number of Refurbished. Charm had run off after Breaker, although Sam couldn’t tell what was going on over there—too many enemies in the way.
She turned to see Andromida deflecting an attack in that direction, Harp overhead doing damage and Gale sending ice spears. It looked intense, but keeping the lines of Refurbished back wasn’t exactly child’s play.
More shots… more sword slices, and bursts of lighting, while the one called Shimmer caused distractions in the form of illusions that caused the enemy to fire upon themselves, and some of them to take off in retreat.
Charm went pouncing through the enemy, hands glowing white, and for a second Sam was pretty sure she had seen three tails on the fox lady. Hey, she had seen stranger, at least.
Another explosion went off nearby and Sam was thrown sideways, but she recovered to spin and attack a line of Refurbished. They were really piling up now, she noted, nasty alien blood covering the square, making some slip—not her, though, thanks to her fancy suit.
That didn’t mean she couldn’t be knocked over, she learned as five Refurbished managed to get to her with extending limbs and blades that stuck into her armor, a thick mech coming down on top of her. Struggling, her sword clattering to the stones, Sam thought this could be the end if she didn’t get her act together.
She needed to find her emotions, get to that emotional spot she knew was necessary for the light within to really boil over.
Seeing the enemy that had just joined the fight, that emotion started to come. Dexetilaitite were gliding through the battle, flickering in and out and attacking the supers.
Only, the emotion that hit didn’t have the effect she had wanted. Instead, she felt confused, betrayed… alone.
The weight of her attackers, the thudding fists now on her armor... it was all too much. She tried to push up, to turn and fight back, but her body simply wasn’t responding, and neither was the armor.
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Lying there, feeling helpless, Sam started to think the enemy must have had some way of causing this. They were shutting her down, effectively. Some of the enemy had been falling back already, but with the Dexetilaitite and now other robed beings entering the fight, Sam couldn’t be sure what the enemy powers might be.
Could they somehow cause this loss of hope? Would she allow such power over herself and her emotions?
Not a chance!
Sam broke free in an explosion of spinning sword and gunshots, lightning hitting the ground around her. She charged out to meet them, firing with her massive gun and sword at the ready, cloak flapping behind her but propelling her forward at great speeds.
The others had their shields and extra stats and boosts from Twitch, but in the chaos, Sam had lost sight of the others outside of this little sub-group. Shots of white came from behind, hitting the enemy in clumps. Shots from Aegriss and Shimmer came too, as Sam collided with her foes. She was going against the Dexetilaitite, trying to hit a newcomer that threw purple light, and was vaguely aware of explosions and more coming from behind.
“There’re too many!” Andromida shouted, as she hit the group to Sam’s right with one of her metal tunnels.
More explosions followed, causing several buildings nearby to implode.
“Muerta!” Andromida shouted, and Sam turned to see her going after their prey.
The supervillain met Andromida head-on, turning the metal against her, making it flash gold and then explode, the inside of that tunnel bursting into flames. Andromida fell back, slamming into the square. Red hands that had emerged from her tunnels to pull away other unsuspecting souls now came to grab her. She screamed, clawing away as Breaker ran for her. They had her flesh, tearing gashes… they had her, even, pulling her into the ground.
Charm had taken Breaker, pulled him in with tails wrapped around him as if she were the cocoon, him about to break out like a butterfly.
While more supervillains were arriving from the sky, accompanied by more Dexetilaitite, light shone gold in a path down. And the belle of the ball appeared, a woman in white robes that fluttered in the wind, gold seams glimmering, hands out as light streamed past her. She was accompanied by four supervillains, it seemed at first, but a closer look showed that they changed shape as they descended.
Sam strained to see, only then realizing much of the fighting had stopped, everyone watching her.
Someone whispered the name “Asterisk,” in an awed tone. Twitch leaped up with wings of light and tried a voice attack very similar to Harp’s, but Asterisk waved it off from where she hovered, so that it returned to Twitch and sent her crashing to the ground, taking Gale with her. The two slammed into the ground nearby. Another burst of energy, this time fueled with the emotion of seeing her new friends fall, and Sam was charging over. With a shot at the attackers overhead, she ran to their side, helping them up.
A dragon appeared, but Sam had to remind herself it was Shimmer’s illusion, much too big to be Breaker using his ability to shift. Next it was like everyone there was in a volcano, and large asteroids were pounding down on them. The enemy didn’t falter this time, though.
And the others needed Sam to hold off the wave of incoming attackers, so she did exactly that. More attacks came, and she directed more back at Asterisk but it had no effect. She could see Muerta, watching, apparently humored by the whole scenario.
“If I did, you wouldn’t make it!” Sam heard Andromida shouting from not far off, and tried making her way towards them. Again, the shouts sounded, closer now as she said, “We have to regroup, get to cover!”
“Not without her,” Breaker countered, more gunfire going off, more explosions.
Sam caught a glimpse of Aegriss going down. While Gale and Twitch were merely disoriented, this was getting serious. Sam couldn’t stand by and let Muerta and Asterisk win. She would at least draw them into the fight, and then maybe Breaker or one of the others could find a weakness in the two.
Sam darted past enemies and leaped for Asterisk, only to have one of the beings around her meet her halfway, circling around her like a mass of energy, then breaking off—somehow Sam was being projected head-first for the ground, although she managed to roll out of it as a new round of fire and blasts hit nearby.
This wasn’t going well.
More Dexetilaitite were nearby, and Sam acted more on intuition, or maybe there was something else in her, a latent instinct left behind by Dex himself. She turned to them and pulled—not physically, and not mentally… but spiritually.
Her armor twisted, light surging from it like spider webs almost. It hit the closest of their kind and pulled them back into Sam, so that one second they were there, the next morphing into her armor and causing her to surge with power. Again, she did it, the power engulfing her, colors of white and dark flowing around her in a circle, shooting out, grabbing more.
Now the remaining ones were in retreat, and Sam was glaring at Asterisk, a slight grin beginning to form.
The woman didn’t even spare her a glance. What did happen, however, was the figure that had morphed around Sam a few moments ago and thrown her to the ground, now turned her way, and descended. It was like watching an angel emerge out of the darkness—literally. Darkness gave way to bright light and the gleaming form of a woman appeared, arms spread.
A glance around showed the army of Refurbished had beaten back the Russian military, but the Tortured had been defeated. Sam felt that she could now safely focus her attention on this woman, while the others went for the Refurbished, tearing through them in their assault on Muerta.
The white light surged, giving Sam a vision of them all lying there… dead. She shook her head, trying to blink away the strewn limbs, the blood, the hollow eyes.
“Get out of here!” Sam shouted at Gale and Twitch as they tried to fight through a horde of Dexetilaitite and others but were pushed back.
With her sword in her hand, Sam turned, eyes on the incoming figure, and collapsed to one knee, ready. “Go!”
The woman was within attacking range. But it wasn’t just any woman, Sam saw as the she came closer, the ridges on her arms and back visible. It was Regalm, the priestess who had led the temple on Rieldren.
“You?” Sam cried, confused.
“Of course,” Regalm said, waving her hands in a flourish. “What else would you expect, after you devoured my planet for your own gains?”
“My own…” Sam swallowed, trying to keep her cool. No luck. “How the hell can you say that? I sacrificed everything, gave up my loved ones, my youth—”
“And yet, my planet is gone. Nothing of what you’ve said changes that. My love was killed during that fight, everything I had of him gone, too. Can you give him back to me? No, so shut your mouth and accept the consequences of your actions.”
“If the consequences are that you betrayed us,” Sam shook her head and took a step toward Regalm, “then no, I don’t accept. And however you want to spin it, all I did was what was asked of me, what was necessary to save as many as we possibly could from these evil beings that you now call friends. Far as I can tell, the only path forward is through you, so… let it be done.”
Regalm growled, upper lip twitching, and flew in for the fight.
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EARTH, RUSSIA
Sam was well aware of the fighting around her as Regalm zoomed toward her, eyes burning bright, white balls of light around her fists as she prepared to strike. Muerta had engaged the others, so this couldn’t take too long if she meant to help. Asterisk, for her part, was watching this woman, holding back now.
But she needed more from this lady. Needed to understand.
“It’s not enough!” Sam shouted, dodging the first blast from Regalm.
“Until you’ve known the loss of your true love, you wouldn’t understand.” Regalm darted around her, darkness bubbling up and moving over her skin for a moment before the next attack came. More blasts of light shot out from her hands, but Sam dodged before spreading her wings to dart up to meet her in the air.
Regalm sneered at her as she had in the temple all those years ago. “This doesn’t end well for you, child. I’ve seen your death.”
“Have you?” Sam scoffed. “As long as I take you down with me, I’ll consider it a success.”
“Insolent—”
Sam struck, catching her off-guard with a light-fueled blast of lightning. The strike caught Regalm in the right shoulder and spun her around, giving Sam the chance to charge in and tackle her so that they both pummeled into the ground below, taking out two Refurbished in the process.
“Traitor,” Sam growled, calling for her blade to appear in her hand, then pressing it to the woman’s throat as she turned her over. She had meant to demand more answers, to shout at her, but instead she received a blast that caught her in a beam of light, sending her into a spasm of pain.
Sam collapsed to the ground, sending out a shot at Regalm as she fell but Regalm countered it with a darkness that blasted out and absorbed it. The turncoat stood over Sam, hand glowing increasingly stronger.
“You’re the last on my list. When you’re dead, I’ll feel at ease. But, you’re curious? Glaynor, gone. Jackal, and even Hadrian… all taken care of. It’s only you.”
The implication that she’d had anything to do with Jackall’s death ate at Sam, along with the others. But Hadrian? She laughed. “You… you don’t know?”
Regalm frowned, hesitating.
“Not only is Hadrian alive,” Sam said, “but that’s his daughter right over there with the blue skin.”
“Impossible,” Regalm retorted, but her eyes showed doubt.
“You know it’s true,” Sam said, and then thrust with her sword—but it was a feint. At the same time, she shot lightning and created an explosion in the ground at Regalm’s feet, stunning her with shock and pain at the same time.
Regalm took the brunt of the force, both lighting up and being tossed back as the ground exploded, so that when she landed, the blackness was boiling up, red in spots, and her beautiful form of light was rotting away.
“You never had it in you, child. If you think this—”
Sam shouted and struck again, not willing to listen to this lady one more second than she had to. Only, her strike made contact as the woman turned into a wisp and shot back into the air, past Asterisk and even the figure Sam now saw coming at her…
Muerta.
Energy was flowing through Sam like she had never experienced, so she turned to the incoming super with a playful grin. The last thing she expected was for Muerta to simply hold out her hands and cause Sam’s suit to push in, to mutate and shift, to boil. All of it was too much for Sam to understand or cope with, so she was down, grasping for moments of sanity during which to think, to find a way out of this.
She tried, but simply collapsed. Out of luck, but not out of friends. Twitch, Gale, and Andromida charged over, trying to push Muerta back. They formed a line in front of Sam, as the attacks continued relentlessly.
The three ladies were holding Muerta off, but just barely. Meanwhile, Sam was down on all fours, trying to push herself back up, but unable to find the power. Sam shouted as the golden light from Muerta hit her armor, causing it to heat up, threatening to explode. Pain ratcheted through her, sending her to the ground in a burst that left a small crater in the cement where she’d fallen, but still she didn’t give in.
Something was fighting from inside the metal, connecting with the white light inside of her. A soothing sensation, healing that fought off the burns as fast as they came.
“They’ve gotten Sam!” Twitch shouted nearby, and Sam wanted to fight it, to call out that it wasn’t true… but she couldn’t. Green hair flowing, wings of light appearing on the woman’s back, Twitch was over her, shouting, “Sam’s down!” and trying to reach her, but a blast from Muerta sent the woman back and Sam collapsed again. Darkness threatened to take over, the pain no longer bothering her so much as creating a dull, numbing annoyance.
It wasn’t darkness anymore, but a golden glow that filled the crater, the heat overwhelming. More burning, more healing, and Sam could feel the explosion that was supposed to be happening, would have been happening if her suit was anything close to normal metal or even other material, perhaps. But this suit was special, as she had learned, and she wasn’t about to let it be harmed. Just as it wasn’t about to let her go down like this.
Muerta had turned away, diverting her attack toward Breaker, Sam realized, fighting the golden light, pushing back. Twitch managed some maneuver, and Gale and Andromida were attacking the supervillains, pushing them back, clearing room for Sam.
Sam pulled from deep within herself, hating that she wasn’t part of the fight, vaguely aware of Breaker and Muerta, the two in each other’s grips, and then he was demanding that the supervillain surrender.
“Death is the only way,” Muerta replied, and more gold light flooded the square. Only, Breaker countered that with a white light and more gold, but this time, his own.
Whatever he’d done, it caused Muerta to convulse in pain and scream, so that he fell back. There was more talk. She grunted something at him but they were out of Sam’s earshot.
Then the last bit came through.
“End. It,” Muerta said.
Breaker was standing over her now, Sam noticed as she started to be able to push herself up.
“I didn’t take shit away from you,” Breaker said. “You did that to yourself.”
Sam collapsed, all energy gone. She heard more talk, managed a glance to see that Muerta was down, that they had somehow captured her in a forcefield-like a bubble, and then Sam heard a heavy pounding on the ground as more enemy troops charged in. More of those damn Refurbished.
She was done letting the others fight the battle, done letting pain cripple her.
“Concentrate,” a voice seemed to say, but it was more like a vibration through Sam’s body. “Don’t let them win.”
Focusing on what she had learned at that temple on Rieldren so long ago, it seemed, she managed to pull whatever remaining energy she had into a ball within her, then push it out through every pore of her body. Then it wasn’t simply that energy, but the life force or whatever it was she had stolen from the Dexetilaitite warriors. If she wasn’t mistaken, their power was still inside of her, she merely needed to be able to harness it, to make it her own.
More enemies were incoming as the battle continued on, wave after wave, but she was turned inward now, fighting the power Muerta had on her. Suddenly, it was like all the life forms hadn’t simply entered her, but were one with her. All of those Dexetilaitite she had absorbed were nothing but energy, nothing but raw power for the taking.
She was outside of her body, it seemed, watching the image of herself fill with light, watching the colors on the screen show, indicating her energy color no longer at yellow, but up to green. And then she was pulled back, entering her body with a laugh. She laughed louder, then looked up, eyes wild.
As the Refurbished and others reached her, Sam pushed herself up to one knee, hands out and lightning shooting from her fingertips. She swept an arm and caused a whole group to explode, while others continued to fall from her lightning strikes. Bursts of green and blue electricity shot out along the ground to cripple whole waves of those bastards, and she kept the attacks going as she struggled to get to her feet. Several of the Refurbished flew into the air and exploded into pieces. A chain of electricity shot out through them, taking down a line. She glanced over to see Breaker, another woman with some contraption on her fist that created fire. She didn’t recognize the woman, but her scanner showed her to be Letha. Good, they’d get here soon.
They were charging over as Sam burst forth, lightning shooting out in all directions, her energy surging, her powers overwhelming. Dex was with her. She could feel him, the two held in an eternal embrace. She wouldn’t let him down.
In a flash, she was shooting through the sky, pulling at the energy around her, using it to propel herself even higher. She wasn’t truly flying, but at this point there didn’t seem to be a difference.
Sam was the Shadow Mystic, no doubt about it. She had seen the location of the enemy, of Droka, still alive after all these years. His fortress ship was incoming, the Great Deceivers preparing to cross over.
She couldn’t let that happen.
Rifle in one hand, sword in the other, flames and electricity shooting out in her wake, Sam flew up to fight her battle, letting the others go their way to fight their own. Divide and conquer. They each had to win their individual battles if they hoped to win the war.



30



ENEMY SHIP
Shooting into the sky, Sam found her target—the ship that looked like a fortress. The one she had seen in visions hundreds of years before. It was Droka the Deceiver’s ship, and he was alive and on it. A situation she meant to remedy.
While Breaker and his team, and the others Sam had reconnected with below, were off fighting the main force as they saw it, Sam had other plans. They would, she had no doubt, deal with Muerta, and find some way to expel Asterisk. She knew that there was no way they could win this thing if Droka was still in play. And if he was here, the Great Deceivers weren’t likely to be far behind. If they made it, even with the supers on their side, Earth’s chances would be low.
The power of her light and the energy given her by the absorption of the Dexetilaitite warriors pushed her to the point of going beyond that of Seer. Where she saw the ship one minute, she was on it the next, plowing through the unsuspecting mechs and androids that had given her such grief before.
She charged through the halls of the ship, destroying everything in her path, shouting out for Droka to show himself, to meet her one-on-one. She was no longer a young woman fighting for Earth’s freedom, but the Shadow Mystic here for vengeance and justice.
Two of his royal guard met her first, shouting in surprise at her presence one minute, falling at her hand the next. She paused then, considering how her powers were changing, even pulled up a window to watch it.
Sure enough, her image appeared like marbled green and black, but alive. The energy was moving around in her limbs, and as it did so her old skill trees were lighting up, showing new possibilities she had never imagined. The teleportation skill was one of them, but there were others, too. One she would love to get the chance to practice, to perfect, but today would have to only rely on if she had no other choice.
If ever there had been an OP hero, she laughed to herself, she had just entered that level.
“To what do I owe the visit?” Droka said, suddenly stepping into the hallway opposite her. He wore ceremonial battle armor, red with gleaming gold that jutted out in spikes along the back. “I should have told you, you didn’t have to bring me a present on the day I have come to see Earth handed over to my masters.”
“It’s not going to happen.”
Droka’s nostrils flared, eyes focused intently on her. “You… have changed.”
“I’m not one for small talk.”
She darted forward, exploding into a burst of light as she had done to reach this spot, envisioning the point above him and to his left. Appearing there with sword ready, she lashed out… and drew first blood.
He didn’t stumble, didn’t flinch. Simply stared at her as she landed, then lifted his hand to touch the spot where his dark blue blood started to ooze out beneath his left eye.
“Interesting,” he said, and then went on the attack.
Others were piling into either side of the hall, Sam noticed as she pulled back at his first strike. His armor shot out, creating a sort of hammer that would have split her head open if she hadn’t appeared on his other side, slicing at him again. She spun, wings flailing outward to cut him while thrusting out a shot of lightning, but this time his shield flared and he thrust out again, his hand not actually hitting her but still sending her to slam into the opposite wall with a thud.
She pushed herself up, jaw clenched, and came back at him with her latching power to pull her close while thrusting. Again, he managed to overcome it, waving his hand so that she was pulled up and over to go headfirst into the other wall. If not for the strength of her helmet, she was certain that would’ve finished her.
“Maybe you haven’t changed that much after all,” Droka said, each step toward her thudding, sending a vibration through the floor.
He seemed to have the advantage each time she used powers above simple attacks, Sam realized. Or maybe it was a voice in her head? She couldn’t be sure. Either way, it made sense, she figured, so this time she simply let her cloak help her out, dodging to the left and coming up with a sword swipe. While the sword didn’t do anything other than clang against his armor, the sword had made contact, clearly aggravating Droka.
The roar that escaped his lips sent a chill down her spine, but she didn’t stop her attacks. Now that she understood the rules of the game, she was all evasion and sword strikes. On her third strike that drew blood—this time cutting into his armor with a super-charged strike, Droka’s eyes actually widened with worry.
He pulled back from the blade and knelt, back to her, muttering something under his breath. For a moment she considered striking, and probably should have, but his actions were confusing enough to make her hesitate—maybe out of curiosity? Whatever the reason, she regretted it when, two seconds later, the gold spikes emerged like massive spiked wings, golden light flowing from the tips in a way that singed the air nearby.
She flew back, as he was up and spinning for her, wings tearing through walls in his deadly pursuit.
“Gun!” he shouted, and one of his guards slid a massive hand-cannon across the floor so that, as Droka spun and attacked, he was able to scoop it up.
Now shots were added to the advance between slicing, burning strikes. When one of the golden wings slid across her midsection, the heat became all too real. Burning, tearing… but was quickly followed by healing.
It wasn’t enough, though. Before she had time to make another move, he was on her, plowing through, delivering punches and strikes, slamming her from one wall to the next. With a growl that sent gold light streaming from his eyes and fists, he turned and threw her. Limbs flailing, she braced at the sight of an oncoming wall—and hit with such force that she went right through!
Metal tore at her as she passed, the ground hard as she landed, body aflame. Her powers tore at his, quenching the flames and helping her heal, but damn, that hurt.
Her head felt like it was spinning. She couldn’t believe she had just gone through a metal wall. The white light inside her was helping her to recover, but at the moment all she wanted to do was curl up in a ball and go to sleep.
Thudding footsteps reminded her why that wasn’t a possibility. Only, when she looked up she saw it wasn’t Droka, but three of his Redbacks, massive rifles aimed as they opened fire. She went back into action, teleporting first to the left of the room, pushing off of the wall and using her cloak and wings to go over to the other side, then teleporting again. She came about behind them, calling her sword to land with it severing one of their heads halfway.
Pushing off of that one as it fell, she slammed her hand into the face of another and unleashed a shot of lightning, so that his face became convex and some of his brain shot out the back.
Both crumpled to the floor as the third came at her. She landed at the ready with her hand out, braced for action. A second later, her sword was there and the Redback was stepping back, worry etched on his face.
More thuds. Sam darted back as Droka plowed through. His snarl echoed off the walls, his shoulder creating a dent in the wall where she had stood.
She thrust forward, dove as more shots came at her, and laughed when some of them ricocheted off the walls to hit Droka. He didn’t hesitate to kill his man, slamming a fist into the side of the guy’s face so that his head caved in.
This anger, while maybe an emotion some could harness, was causing Droka to get sloppy. Sam smiled to herself as she jumped to slice at the massive Redback. He spun, dodging at the last second, and slammed a hand into her that sent her flying back.
He charged again, but the light and dark shot out from her in retaliation, pushing to give her some distance while her armor closed the opening his attack had caused. She could get used to this whole healing thing, if she survived this fight.
But, she couldn’t attack him with her powers. And while he was moving like this, she couldn’t figure out an attack strategy that would work. He caught her with two more slices and then opened up on her with the hand-cannon, so she did the only thing she could think of while dodging those shots—she ran.
Not retreating, of course, but looking for options. Also, to give herself time to think. Not all enemies could be attacked head-on, brute force against brute force.
The wall of enemies she now faced was nothing compared to Droka, and she tore through them, throwing some in the way of his attacks, pushing off of an android that attempted to get her but ended up frying one of his companions instead.
Droka’s shouts of frustration followed as she made her way back to the tree room where she had met the mole the last time she had been on this ship. Eyes darting about, she ran out onto the ledge and leaped, hoping to find shelter among the branches and leaves.
“Silly child,” Droka’s voice boomed as he stepped on the ledge behind her. She landed on the first branch, sliding down toward the trunk and scanning for her next move as he said, “You don’t even know the mistake you’ve made.”
A chill ran down her spine even before the trunk of the tree opened, branches moving in on her, as the tree swallowed her whole.
Sam was in darkness, pressure from around pushing her up. Her rifle was gone, sword too. Wings crushed, snapping, and then it all faded.
Instead of the darkness of the inside of a tree, she stood opposite Droka. He wore nothing more than a loin cloth and looked like a massive crocodile on two legs, in a sense. She looked down to see herself in robes similar to those she had seen others wearing in the temple of Rieldren. Surrounding them was a reflective surface with a light layer of mist over it, dissolving to nothingness in all directions.
“Our power comes from the same place,” Droka said, holding out his hands. “The temple of Rieldren tapped into it, as I see you are now aware. My people have had access to it for millennia, since the Great Deceivers destroyed the enemy that held onto the power for themselves. We set it free, put the universe on equal standing with access to it, you see? In our efforts to stop one group from holding the power, we’ve allowed even our enemies access, so that you might stand against us as equals… before we crush you.”
“Very magnanimous of you,” Sam spat back, still trying to make sense of all this. Nodding at his incredible size, she scoffed. “You still seem to have the advantage here.”
“Only one way to find out if it’ll make a difference.”
Not one for wasting time, Sam ran at him. Running into a fight without her armor and the bonuses it gave her felt so wrong, but in training she had sparred against Dex and the others without the suit. Going up against someone the size of Droka was new, but she had to hope his size meant he was slower.
No such luck. She darted around him, jumped to deliver a punch, and promptly received a kick in the chest that sent her tumbling across the ground. When she came to a stop, it was only to look up and see him thundering over, lifting a heel to bring down on her skull.
She rolled out of the way, barely avoiding the strike. Spinning to take him down with a leg sweep, she came to a hard stop when her legs met his and he didn’t even budge.
He turned to her with a sneer, grabbed one of her legs, and spun to toss her again. This time when he followed, it was in slow, lumbering steps, fists clenched, breaths coming hard and loud.
“When you’re gone, you’ll have been just another blip in the history of the universe. Forgotten along with all you love and hold dear.”
“Maybe,” Sam admitted, pushing herself to her feet to meet his attack. “But at least I won’t have lived life as some ugly asshole, hell-bent on destroying life for no reason at all.”
He paused, blinked, then growled. “No… reason? How do you not yet understand what we’re doing here? We are uniting this universe! Under one rule, so that all might be on the same level, the same—”
She charged, catching him with a punch to the gut, then a kick to the leg and a shot to the groin. Hitting an enemy in the middle of their ideological speech felt like a good move. What gave him the right to think he was better than anyone else? That his opinion mattered more than anyone else’s, especially when said opinion meant the deaths of innocents, the conquering of Sam’s home world? Hell no.
Each strike connected as she had practiced over the years, even without her armor and skills. She scurried up the giant Redback and pushed back, grabbing his head and slamming a knee into his face.
He roared in pain, reaching for her, but she had dropped between his limbs, going for another groin shot. If she could keep moving like this, keep—a thud sent her stumbling, light spots in her vision, and then another in the back. Apparently, Droka had gotten a hit in and then another.
Sam threw herself to the ground and rolled, hoping it was enough to be out of the way before the next hit came for her. A foot caught her in the ribs, but she used the momentum to keep going. Finally, her vision cleared and she saw his meaty hand reaching, was able to move out of the way and strike. One, two, three hits and then an attempted arm break, but he was too big, too strong.
It struck her then that, even as large and muscular as he was, in a place like this he shouldn’t be able to overpower her like this. He was doing something different, using a power she wasn’t aware of.
And maybe it had to do with how he had countered all of her power-based attacks outside, back on the ship? If they were using the same power source as he had said, she should be able to reach into it as well.
She pushed her mind, her body, her soul… trying to find that spot where her emotions met the spiritual realm, or whatever the hell it was that gave her power. Another strike hit her, causing her to shift, but it didn’t hurt this time.
A curse sounded from Droka and he struck again, just as Sam found the power—and pulled. Instead of hurting her, the impact of the punch turned back on her attacker, sending him back on his ass.
Sam opened her eyes to see him, face level with hers.
“Now we’re on an equal footing,” she said, and struck out. Palm to throat, then a spinning rear elbow to the bridge of the nose. He was down and she stood over him, shaking her head. “Your kind will never win, because there are too many of us fighting back. And next… we’re coming to your home.”
Before he could respond, she brought up her heel for an axe kick right into his chest, all the force of her newfound power behind it. The impact caused their surroundings to explode in swirling light and dark, and then they were spewed forth from the tree, landing on the ground below as it split down the middle, turning a sickly black.
Sam was kneeling on all fours, back in her armor, rifle and sword on the floor nearby. She stood, stuck her rifle to the magnetic pad on her back, and picked up the sword before turning to face her enemy.
Droka knelt, eyes focused on her, blue blood trickling out of his mouth, down from beneath his eye, and from the gaping hole in his chest.
“You surprised me, little one.”
“What now?” Sam asked, sword still held up in case he had any other tricks.
He held up a hand, blue digital lines floating there, strange runic writing as well. “We all die,” he said, then swiped his finger along it as he fell forward. The armor cracked, red glowing bright on his back, starting to sizzle. Oh, damn, she thought, stepping back. Lights flashed, everyone on board shouting, screaming, running. Sam spun, seer sight showing her what she already knew—the ship wasn’t only going down, it was exploding in the process. Droka’s dying act had been to activate a suicidal explosion aspect of his race in hopes of at least taking her with him.
It wouldn’t work.
She envisioned the area outside of the ship, in Earth’s atmosphere but far enough up that she wouldn’t have to worry about teleporting into any physical objects. Only, it wasn’t working. She cursed, glanced around, debating her next move, and then ran.
Droka was defeated. The traitor Regalm was either gone, or close enough to it for now. To be sure she had done the most damage possible, she took out everything in sight with her blasts of electricity and explosive bursts as she ran. If the ship didn’t take them out, she sure as hell would.
At one moment she’d be running, the next flittering about like a shadow lost in the light. One moment she’d be in the same hall, the next in another room, then suddenly on the bridge, where she thrust down with a fist that sent shocks of lightning out, tearing through all life-forms and tech aboard, ending it with a crash that sent the front of the ship spinning away, an open area for her to leap from.
And here she was able to clearly see Earth in the distance. Where she wanted to be. Finally, she was able to teleport out of there. She reappeared some distance away from the dying ship, thrusters going full steam, bursts from her crushed wings were still enough to propel her forward, back to where she hoped to find her friends.
Other ships were in the midst of a battle here, some exploding even as she watched, and a few had fallen or were in the process of falling to Earth, she noted. Someone had been busy out here. Scanners activated, she analyzed the surrounding ships, certain she would find Breaker and his team somewhere nearby.
To her surprise, the scanner didn’t find them fighting on any of the enemy ships, though, but aboard their ship and coming right for her.
“Hail, Breaker and team,” Sam called, connecting her comms to their system as she flew over to them. “Mind if I catch a ride?”
“We thought that was you,” Breaker’s voice came back.
“You’re like a damn space angel out there,” Charm said, and now Sam could see her waving from one of the windows of the ship. “In fact, that’ll be your new superhero name, cool? Shadow Mystic is so…”
“I like Shadow Mystic,” Sam countered, approaching the side doors as they slid open for her.
“Ah, fine. Whatever.”
Sam entered, the doors closing behind as another set opened before her. Breaker and Twitch came running in, Charm a moment later.
“It’s over,” Sam said. “Droka, and others… dead.”
“Letha has done her part as well,” Breaker said. “Going forward, I think anyone trying to attack us is going to have one hell of a time of it. We saw that massive ship go down earlier, too. I don’t know how you were able to do that while going after Droka, but good job up here. If not for you—”
“What ship?” Sam asked.
Breaker frowned, pulling up a display and showing her a news feed, but then zoomed in to see a group leaping, or flying, from the ship as it crashed.
“Looks like we have other friends out there helping,” Twitch said.
“It’s a good thing, too,” Breaker replied, before turning back to Sam. “Letha and her team are going to clean up here. Thanks to our work, Earth’s forces, and now what she’s doing… the main threat has been dealt with.”
“Mine, too,” Sam replied, and grinned.
“We’ll have to hear about it on the way back,” Breaker said, then frowned. “Wait, you are coming with us, right? Back to the Citadel, I mean.”
“I don’t see why not,” Sam said. “But how? The only person I knew who could make jump points was Hadrian.”
“She doesn’t know,” Twitch said.
“Know… Oh! He’s there, on the Citadel?”
Twitch nodded, but Andromida spoke up. “And to be clear, I can do the jump points. To a degree. And I imagine you could too, if you were taught.”
Sam felt dizzy, relieved at the thought that she would see her old friend and mentor.
“Let’s go,” she said, eager to get on with it. They had reached the Noraldian, which had still been out shooting down enemy fighters piloted by the A.I. system. The ship would dock and they’d take both ships from there to head to the jump point.
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CITADEL
After the long journey to the jump point and from there back to the Oram system, Sam stepped out onto the Citadel, a place she’d seen in her visions but never understood. For a moment she lingered, eyes roaming the various supers gathered to welcome back her new team. None of them knew her or of her role in saving the Earth, of saving the universe.
Why should they? At least the first time—this was another time, another people.
Except one face… A face that at one moment was that of the old man she’d come to love as a father, the next was showing signs of her father as Hadrian came toward her, taking her in a warm embrace.
“Welcome home,” Hadrian said.
“It’s good to be here.” Sam had so many questions, but for now, only one seemed to matter. After he quickly filled her in on the basics of what she had missed on Earth, along with the final days of the rest of her team, she breathed out slowly, trying not to get lost in thoughts of the world that had continued on without her. “What next?”
He grinned, nodding for her to come with him. Walking outside of the group, he gave her that fatherly grin, then hesitated. “You’d like to see your father, I imagine.”
“Is that…?”
“No. Unfortunately, he’s moved on. They all have.”
“What?” Sam blinked, confused. “How?”
Hadrian held out his hands. “To be honest, I’m not so sure myself. It happened in my battles with the enemy. There’s a lot to fill you in on. You’re clearly aware of the enemy breaking through, as you came back to help fight them off. Well, there was an effort to go after them, to go into their world, to hold them at bay from that side, and I was part of it. Involved sacrifices on our part. Great sacrifices.”
“And your people… Our people… were part of that?”
“I think they sacrificed themselves so that I might live, but,” he looked up at the space above, considering. “I’m also not so sure it was a sacrifice? Maybe they were sticking around for a purpose, and they’d fulfilled that purpose? Maybe they went off to a better place, for all I know.”
“If you don’t have the answers, I don’t imagine anyone does.”
Hadrian nodded, somberly. “Indeed.”
“Well…”
His face lit up. “I wanted to speak with you for a reason. We could use someone like you. Unless, of course, you’d rather be done with it all and return to Earth.”
“Earth has nothing left for me,” she admitted.
“I know the feeling. In that case, I’ll ask it—Sam, will you join me? Become an Elder of the Citadel.”
“Are you serious?”
“Breaker will have his ceremony shortly, and we’d love to swear the two of you in together. It won’t mean the end to fighting, necessarily, but you’ll be among the top planners, top decision makers. As one of our most powerful fighters, there’s no doubt, we could use you.”
“I don’t know…”
“More than that, Sam,” he said, looking humble now, “I miss you. You’re like family. You know this.” He held her gaze a moment, then added, “Please.”
“Typical Magi,” she said with a laugh. “Going and using the magic word on me.”
“Is that a yes?”
“Yes.”
He took her in another embrace, then pulled back and smiled wide. “It’s going to be an honor serving alongside you again.”
“You too,” she replied, and was relieved to see him gesturing toward a room that they’d apparently had set up for her.
“You’ll find your ceremonial robes in there to wear when getting sworn in,” he said, opening the door for her. “Ceremony starts in an hour.”
“Wait, what?”
“I figured—hoped—you’d agree to it,” he admitted. “I’m relieved to find out I was right.”
She laughed, waved him off, and entered her room. It was a simple room with a projection jutting out from the wall—looking like it could retract if she needed more room. Robes of gold with crimson lettering like runes hung against the wall, and there was a desk against the opposite wall with a floating screen. She noticed the small, white box at the same time as a whiff of something caught her attention. Coming from her desk. Her eyes narrowed and she darted over to the box, hoping beyond hope. When she opened the box, she gasped, a hand to her mouth.
Hadrian had remembered. There was a fresh meat pie at the corner of her desk, along with a mug that had been hiding behind the box. It looked like root beer. Tasted slightly off, but it’d do.
The first bite of the meat pie made her legs go weak at the knees, and she had to sit down quickly to enjoy the rest. She ate it all, finished the root beer, then let out a very unladylike burp. Damn, that felt good. And now that she thought about it, she realized that was the first food she’d had in quite some time. During all the fighting, she hadn’t had the urge, and in the time warp, no need.
Was eating now unnecessary for her? She pondered this thought, wondering if she should test it. To think that eating would become a mere bonus made her both uneasy and excited. How long could she fight without food or drink? The idea sent a chill up her spine, so she ignored it for now, instead standing to check out her new robes.
She still had time, she figured, but was about to change anyway, when a knock came on the door. On the other side stood Breaker, beaming.
“Hey,” she said.
“I can’t believe we made it this far,” he replied, and chuckled. “And to think, we barely know you even after all we’ve been through.”
She grinned. “Hadrian told you, huh?”
“Yes!” He held out his hands in excitement. “We’re going to be Elders together! Oh, man, my brother’s around here somewhere, too. I can’t wait for you to meet him and the rest of his team—”
“All ladies, like yours?”
Breaker frowned, lowering his arms. “Not the hugging type?”
“Also not the harem-joining type.”
He chuckled at that, shaking his head. “I’m not here to recruit you, Sam. God. Just… to say thank you.”
“Yeah?” She thrust out her hand. “Well, thank you, too.”
“You really helped us out there,” Breaker said, taking her hand. He paused, looking her over.
“Excuse me, but was I not clear?” She let go of his hand, waving hers in front of his face. “I’m not joining your little troupe of ladies.”
He chuckled, blushing. “No, it’s not that. My powers, they… sense something. Something off about your armor.”
“It’s… special.”
“Sure.” He nodded, then frowned. “But do you mind if I check something?”
“This isn’t a line?”
“I promise, it’s not.”
Sam nodded, then watched as he activated a black, floating screen next to his head, looked at her armor, made adjustments on the screen, and then smiled.
“Fixed it.”
“Fixed what?” Sam looked down, not noticing anything different.
“Your armor. I’m not sure how, exactly, but yeah. It’s fixed.” He chuckled, shrugged, and said, “Maybe we’ll find out if we go into combat again? Anyway, best get changed over for the ceremony.”
“Thanks,” she said, not sure what he’d done, but whatever. “It was good fighting with you all, and I look forward now to being an Elder at your side.”
“You too,” he replied, and then headed out, closing the door to her new room.
Sam returned to the Elder robes again, considering them, and then started to remove her armor. She had just set it aside, wearing only her body suit beneath, when something moved from the corner of her eye. She pulled back, ready to attack, when the voice caught her attention.
“Hello, Sam,” Dex said.
“Is that really you?” she asked, frozen in place. Her eyes slowly lifted to see that, where the armor had been, now stood Dex. No robes, just him, smiling.
He took her in his arms, a hand caressing her face. “I never left.”
She collapsed into him, arms wrapped around him and pulling him close. Not sure how it would work with his kind, but not caring, she pulled back and pressed her lips to his. The sensation wasn’t that of a kiss, exactly, but of a ride down a river of warmth. Of the two of them laughing, rolling, bodies pressed together. Her eyes opened and she was staring into the large, black pools that were his. When she pulled away, he closed his eyes for a deep breath.
“Are you… back?” she asked. “I mean, like this?”
He ran a hand along her cheek, down to her shoulder, and smiled. “I’ll be with you, like this when you want, but not like before. The metal of your armor, you see… it’s the only way I was able to remain.”
She cocked her head, confused, but then he pressed his head to hers, the words coming through, Let me show you. And then he was wrapped around her, but not just his arms—his entire being, taking on the shape of the armor she’d worn. Only now it was smoother, even less bulky. I am one with you, Sam. Together, we will be stronger than we ever were. Let the enemy come, let them see what damage we can bring.
“But… they’re gone,” Sam said. “We won.”
Oh, Sam. This is only the beginning. But for now, enjoy the ceremony. And remember, together, nothing can stop us.
Sam stood there, trying to process the fact that the man—creature?—she loved was now her armor, now pressed up against her, surrounding her. A smile spread across her face, and she returned to the robes Hadrian had left for her, donning them in preparation for the ceremony.
It was her time, now. Her time to become an Elder of the Citadel.
SAM WALKED out to the crowds of supers, her in the armor that she vaguely understood to be Dex, the Elder robes over it all. Apparently they’d decided to have her go first, because Breaker stood to one side, motioning for her to go ahead. It was a blur of faces, his team and a man who looked somewhat like him but with a shaved head standing nearby, already an Elder, she could assume based on the robes he wore.
At the dais, Sam stood in front of them all, repeating after Hadrian that she would stand before all enemies of truth and justice. She confirmed her commitment to the Citadel, and that she would serve the universe as a guardian, an Elder tasked with keeping the peace.
All cheered, and it was over. Stepping aside to let Breaker have his turn, she went to Hadrian’s side and stood tall. She was officially an Elder of the Citadel. With new friends at her side, one old, and something akin to a lover, maybe, in the form of Dex—whatever form that was—she was ready.
The End.
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